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      Prologue


      The snow had begun to fall a few days ago, and with it, silence descended over Yok Village.


      Even when the sun was out, few people could be seen outdoors. The view from the second-floor window was desolate, yet tasteful in its own way. It certainly wasn’t bad to take some time to savor it.


      In short, it was highly aesthetic.


      But speaking as a merchant, that aesthetic view could go in the trash for all I cared.


      Even if it was winter, it bothered me to no end that business was so dead that I felt like I could hear crickets chirping.


      “So, that’s why I need to find a way to raise money,” I said gravely.


      For the past few days, the four of us had been having daily tea parties.


      Hearing my pronouncement, Iris-san nodded her head repeatedly. “Ohh, so you’re focusing on reality too now, Shopkeeper-dono. I know how that is. Oh, how I know it. I tried to avert my eyes from the size of my own debt at first too.”


      “I didn’t choose to look at reality, I’ve been forced to... I sort of saw this coming, but the decline in gatherer activity has been even more steep than I’d expected.”


      “We haven’t been out working in the past few days, so we can’t really talk, but there sure are a lot of gatherers who just take the winter off, huh,” Kate-san observed.


      “Though, for those who do work, their profit is that much larger,” added Iris-san.


      There were considerable difficulties involved in gathering materials from the great forest in the winter.


      Not only did the temperature, the snow, and the monsters that only came out during the winter months exist as direct impediments, but the change in scenery in a forest that it was already easy to get lost in made things even worse.


      But there were materials that could only be harvested in this season, so there was money to be made for those willing to work. If they had techniques suited to the season, the amount they could make would grow too—commensurate with the risks.


      “Sarasa-san, are things that bad?” asked Lorea-chan, the corners of her eyes drooping with a little unease.


      “Hmm, the shop’s not about to go under, but...you could say my progress with alchemy has been stagnating, I guess,” I answered vaguely, cocking my head to the side a little.


      It wasn’t that I was so swamped in debt I couldn’t do anything. But I had blown most of my cash and materials on hand the other day on my rescue operation to save Iris-san and Kate-san. All I was left with now was a mound of artifacts and potions that I had no use for, and no one to sell them to.


      Fortunately, the inn I had invested in was filled with gatherers, and Delal-san was keeping up on her payments. But y’know, although the amount was a lot of income for an average commoner, it was not going to be enough to buy a large quantity of alchemic materials. Once you got into the fifth and sixth volumes of the Complete Alchemy Works, the cost of the materials used went up.


      “Then there’s taxes. I’ll need to think about those too once spring comes around...”


      In exchange for all the favorable treatment that alchemists received, they were pretty strict with us where taxes were concerned. We had to keep a record of all our income and expenditures throughout the year, and then submit it along with our tax payment. In my case, I had opened my shop in the spring, so I’d have to do the paperwork and calculate my taxes at the end of winter, and have the money ready to pay them.


      “Will the shop still be okay?” asked Lorea-chan.


      “Yep. I mean, your wages and food are pretty much my only operating expenses.”


      I had bought the shop outright, which meant I didn’t have any rent to pay, and Lorea-chan was my only employee. Her wages were a bit high by the village’s standards, but barely moved the needle next to the amount I spent on doing alchemy.


      “There is a one-year grace period if I really need it...but I’d rather pay what I owe quickly. It doesn’t leave a good impression if you’re behind on your taxes, and at the very least, I’d like to have everything sorted out by summer.”


      “In that case, should we lower the quality of our food? You could reduce my wages too if that would—”


      “Whoa there, Lorea-chan. You don’t need to fret about that. Frankly, when it comes to food, whether I’m feeding you, or feeding ten people, it doesn’t make any difference in the grand scheme of things.”


      I immediately shot down Lorea-chan’s hesitant proposals.


      Now that I have Lorea-chan, it’d be a crying shame if her cooking didn’t taste good anymore.


      Besides, the food that graced our table came directly from the producers, and at neighborly prices, all thanks to Lorea-chan. The four of us were able to eat for a month for the price of a cheap potion or two.


      As for meat, my two rent-exempted lodgers occasionally brought back whatever they’d hunted, so it was essentially free.


      Besides, even if I did go after Lorea-chan’s wages, the amount I’d save would really be insignificant. The expenses I could cut only amounted to a drop in the bucket. And that was hardly enough to justify going without delicious meals.


      “Maybe I should take a break from alchemy for a while, and go out to search for materials myself...?” I swirled my teacup as I let out a sigh.


      I’d had a shocking zero customers these past three days. It was so dead in here that not only could I hear the crickets chirping, they were forming a massive choir.


      If the customers aren’t coming anyway, then going gathering myself is an option—although, I feel like I’ve been doing that about once a month anyway.


      “Shopkeeper-san, if there’s anything we can do, just let us know, okay?” Kate-san offered. “Because it’s our fault you’re having trouble.”


      “Yeah,” Iris-san agreed. “If there’s anything we can go get for you, we will. And if you ask us to go with you, Shopkeeper-dono, we’ll follow you anywhere.”


      “Thank you. Hmm, maybe I’ll give it some serious thought. The snow has to let up soon, so maybe we’ll be able to go out tomorrow.”


      Grinding tea leaves while waiting for customers who wouldn’t come was a waste of time. If I was going to grind anything, then it should have been junk magic crystals, but my stock of those was rather poor at the moment.


      “Shopkeeper-dono, I’m not very knowledgeable about the subject, so what can we expect to find during this season?” Iris-san asked.


      “Give me just a moment,” I said, rising from my seat, and went to fetch the Compendium of Alchemic Materials from the workshop, then spread it out on the table. “Something available locally, and not too hard to gather, but also high value. If I also add it has to be something I’d want to use, there aren’t many candidates...”


      I flipped through the compendium, showing them a variety of materials.


      Winter monsters were not to be underestimated, so my choices were basically all plant-type materials. Hunting any monsters we thought we could handle was also an option, but finding and encountering high-value targets would be tough.


      On that point, with plant-type materials we could get by with just the tenacity to endure the cold and some patience.


      Sometimes, people get lost and die, though. You’ve gotta take the mountains in winter seriously.


      “You said there weren’t many candidates, but there are options,” Iris-san noted. “Should we be targeting the valuable ones, then?”


      “But we’re not used to gathering in the snow, right?” Kate-san interjected. “Even if you’re coming with us, Shopkeeper-san, wouldn’t it be better to keep it simple to start out?”


      “We have a long winter ahead of us, so that might be a good idea,” I replied. “My experience is limited to having taken a number of practical lessons, after all. That being the case, a good material to go for would be—”


      Jangle, jangle.


      As we were in the middle of our discussion, our heads all raised at a sound we hadn’t heard in a while.


      “A customer...?” I wondered aloud.


      “Oh, there was a gatherer in this village even more industrious than we are?” Iris-san said, sounding impressed.


      “After what happened with the frostbite bat fangs, if they’ve been living normally, they shouldn’t need to work this winter, though.”


      That last comment was brought to you by Kate-san, who also made a hefty profit selling frostbite bat fangs.


      Well, I guess in these two’s case, they already had debt, so it’s not fair to measure them by the same standard.


      “Well, it could be one of the villagers, so I’ll go,” I said, starting to rise from my seat.


      “Oh, Sarasa-san, you keep talking,” Lorea-chan said, motioning for me to stay put. “I’ll go handle it.” She stood up with alacrity.


      “You will? Okay, please do.”


      “Sure. Leave it to me. I haven’t had any work in a while!”


      Pleased to be able to do something, Lorea-chan took off with a smile on her face. But not long after we resumed talking, she returned, looking troubled.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked.


      “Um... I don’t know how to say this, but there’s a suspicious customer...”


      “Huh? Again? Nord-san’s not back, is he?”


      “No, it’s not him. This one is even more suspicious.”


      “How can someone be worse...?”


      Hey, wait, hold on a moment.


      Now that I think of it, Nord-san didn’t look that suspicious, right? He was just a bit sloppy about taking care of his appearance. It’s all the other stuff he did that left us with a dodgy impression of him.


      Yeah, preconceptions are scary.


      “Got it. I’ll be right there, okay?” I told her.


      “Um, he seemed kind of self-important, so I saw him through to the reception room. Was that all right?”


      “Oh, you did? Yeah, that’s no problem. That room’s fine.”


      I had some nice furniture in there, but the seal would keep anyone from stealing it, and the door from the reception room to the hall couldn’t be opened by strangers. Even if this customer was some sort of scoundrel, he couldn’t do much damage.


      “A suspicious individual, hmm...” Iris-san mused. “Okay, Shopkeeper-dono, we’re going with you.”


      “Yeah, we’d be worried to let you go alone,” Kate-san added.


      “Thank you,” I replied. “Lorea-chan, can you mind the shop? I don’t expect that any other customers will come in, though.”


      “Okay. Be careful.”


      After watching an uneasy Lorea-chan head off to the sales floor, the three of us headed to the reception room.

    

  

  
    
      Episode 1: The First Customer


      The person in the reception room was certainly suspicious. He wore a hat low over his eyes, with a scarf wrapped around his mouth, and wore a thick coat that covered his entire body. But considering he had walked here through the snow, that wasn’t unreasonable.


      Still, he was clearly overdressed for this room, which had an artifact keeping it at a comfortable temperature.


      He was leaning back on the sofa with enough swagger that I could see why Lorea-chan had described him as self-important. I could tell he was a man from his overall build, but I couldn’t tell anything about his appearance, and I didn’t like that. Can’t he at least show his face?


      “I am sorry to have kept you waiting.”


      “No, it’s all right.”


      This suspicious individual showed no reaction to my somewhat overly formal tone. He looked at each of us in turn as we sat down on the sofa opposite him, before finally fixing his eyes on me.


      “You are Sarasa Feed?” he asked.


      This attitude is familiar for some reason... Oh, that’s it. The nobles who came to Master’s shop.


      The more reasonable among them had acted this way.


      “Yes, that’s me,” I replied. “Pardon me, but could I ask who you are?”


      “Ah, I haven’t given you my name yet, have I? It’s Ferrick. Ferrick Laprocian.”


      “Huh?!” all three of us cried out involuntarily.


      Could you blame us, though? Laprocian was the name of this country, and only members of the royal family could use it as their surname.


      “I’m sure my name alone isn’t enough to win your trust, so...will this do?”


      He pulled an ornate dagger from his pocket, the pommel of which certainly did bear the royal crest. Only a royal—or at least, someone recognized by one of them—would’ve carried such a thing.


      That meant that even if he wasn’t royalty himself, he definitely had the same level of power and influence. We all instantly shot up off the sofa and bowed down before him on the floor.


      “I-Is he for real?” Kate-san whispered.


      “How should I know?! I’ve never even been to the capital!” Iris-san whispered back. “How about you, Shopkeeper-dono?”


      “The name is correct,” I replied, also whispering. “But my understanding is that the royals all have golden hair, or close to it.”


      I’d never had the chance to meet the royals either, but I’d seen them at a distance while living in the capital, and I’d heard more rumors about them than someone living in the boonies would have.


      One of those things I’d heard about was their distinctive blond hair. However, this self-proclaimed royal, who was hiding behind a hat and scarf, had rather dark brown hair. Most of it was hidden from view, but it was so far from blond that there was no mistaking it.


      At the very least, none of the current royals should have had hair like his...


      “Oh, is it my hair? This is a disguise.”


      Maybe he’d heard us whispering, because he put his hand on his hat, removed it, and then took off his scarf too.


      This revealed bright blond hair and emerald eyes.


      Iris-san’s and Kate-san’s eyes bulged in surprise at how fast not just the color, but the length of his hair changed, but I knew an artifact that could do it.


      The “disguise hat.” Its basic function was to change the color of someone’s hair. It saved the trouble of dyeing your hair, or removing the color afterward, so it was a pretty useful tool for disguising yourself.


      With high functionality models, they could even adjust the length of your hair and color of your eyes, although at the cost of raising the price to an entirely different level. But it wasn’t at all strange that a prince would have such a thing.


      “Pardon our rudeness. Now then, Your Highness, just what business brings a person such as yourself out into the countryside?”


      “Yes, about that... Oh, but first. Please, sit down too. As you can see, I’m traveling incognito. There’s no need to stand on ceremony.”


      It was easy for him to say that, but he was royalty. I glanced at Iris-san and Kate-san, wondering what we should do, but they just looked back as if to say it was up to me to decide.


      I could read it in their eyes. “We have no idea how to handle someone this important!”


      I was a commoner. Iris-san was a noble. Normally, she should have been more used to this situation, but that was the House of Lotze for you. If we were to both count up all the nobles we’d met in our lives, I’d probably seen several times more than her.


      That said, this was my first meeting with a royal, but...ignoring his command was probably considered an affront too.


      “If you’ll allow it, then—”


      I stood up, and the other two followed.


      As I raised my eyes, instantly, I strained my facial and abdominal muscles like I never had before.


      “Kh!”


      Iris-san’s voice leaked out ever so slightly. But I couldn’t blame her.


      I mean, we’d looked up to see there wasn’t a strand of hair on the peak of His Highness’s head! It was totally smooth!


      If he was an old man, or even past middle age, it wouldn’t have been an issue.


      And even for a younger guy, if he’d lost all of his hair, or if it had thinned evenly and he had average looks, we’d have been fine.


      But this guy was handsome, and that was putting it lightly.


      Normally, he’d have been super hot. Total prince material. What was left of his hair was long and sleek. It was just too much to expect us not to laugh when someone like that had a bald circle right at the top of their head.


      “Hmm? Is something the matter?”


      I didn’t know if he understood our struggle, but His Highness brushed his hair back over his shoulder. It swayed lightly, and he flashed us a toothy grin.


      No, he’s got to be doing this on purpose. He’s trying to make us laugh. But what’s going to happen to us if we laugh at one of the most influential people in the country?


      I contracted my stomach hard, slowly sitting back down on the sofa.


      Iris-san and Kate-san managed to seat themselves safely as well, when...


      “Oops!”


      The hat slipped from His Highness’s hands. He stooped to pick it up, showing the peak of his head.


      “Pfft! Bwah ha ha ha!” Iris-san couldn’t hold it in any longer.


      But it wouldn’t be fair to criticize her. I was pretty close to cracking up myself!


      His Highness only has himself to blame!!!


      That said, we couldn’t just carry on as if she hadn’t laughed. Iris-san threw herself down on the ground instantly, and Kate-san stood up, her face pale.


      “I am so sorry, Your Highness! P-Please, let the blame fall on me alone! Spare the House of Lotze from—”


      “Heh heh, don’t worry about it. In fact, I don’t mind if you laugh your hearts out, you know? In here, at least.”


      “N-No, we couldn’t...”


      His Highness was waving his hand dismissively, a smile on his face. Iris-san raised her head, eyes wandering with uncertainty. When he saw that, he touched his hair again, causing her to hide her face once more.


      I couldn’t hear her, but her shaking shoulders betrayed the fact she was laughing.


      This guy’s a menace!!!


      “Ha ha ha! Nord laughed out loud the moment he saw me, you know?”


      “Nord... You mean Nordrad-san?” I asked.


      “Yes. He’s one of the reasons I’ve come here. You there—Iris-san, was it? It must be hard to talk like that, so please, sit down, and don’t worry about it.”


      “But...”


      Iris-san showed some hesitance, but she couldn’t refuse His Highness’s request, and so she took her seat beside me once again. His Highness nodded once he saw she had, and then continued. “Now then, I imagine you’ve already guessed, but I’m here about this head of mine.”


      “Because your hair has...umm...taken leave of your scalp?”


      I searched for an inoffensive way of phrasing it, but when he heard what I came up with, he snorted with laughter.


      “Just say it like it is. I’m bald. I don’t need you to be unduly delicate about it. Yes, that’s right. Sarasa-san, I’d like you to make some hair regrowth formula for me. You can do that, right?”


      “I can, yes, but...”


      The hair regrowth formula was a potion that was listed in the fifth volume of the Complete Alchemy Works, so I was currently capable of making it.


      It just so happened that one of the materials I had been showing to the others as an example of something we could harvest this time of year was the main ingredient. Oddly enough, he’d shown up with incredibly good timing.


      But it was inevitable, in a way. That material, misanon root, could be harvested in any season, but only roots harvested in the bitterly cold months could be used to make “hair regrowth formula.” Roots harvested in other seasons produced “hair growth formula” instead.


      That meant that if his goal was to regrow his hair, it was logical for him to come this time of year, so it wasn’t that odd he was here—aside from him being a prince.


      “If you’d just put in an order, I could have delivered the materials to you...”


      In fact, I wished that he had. It was so cruel of him to just show up all of a sudden, unannounced! I was somewhat used to handling nobles, but royals were different!!!


      “Even without coming all this way, I’m sure there is no shortage of alchemists in the capital who would have been up to the task. Wouldn’t going to one of them have been more convenient for you?”


      “Like your own master, Master Millis, for instance?”


      “Yes.”


      It went without saying, there was a vast gulf in skill between me and my master. I’d gone to her for help just the other day.


      If she’d said, “Go pick some misanon root and send it to me,” I’d have had no choice but to respond, “Right away!”


      That was all it would have taken to save His Highness the trip out here.


      Master was a little less than fond of the nobility, but I couldn’t imagine her refusing His Highness’s request... She wouldn’t do that, right?


      “It’s true that, in terms of skill as an alchemist, I would have been better to place an order with Master Millis,” Prince Ferrick agreed with a smile, then shook his head and continued. “However, things are not so simple. I am a prince, and Master Millis is a master class alchemist. Any order I placed with her would inevitably draw attention. With so many people living in the capital, it’s hard to keep things secret.”


      Hair regrowth formula was a somewhat delicate topic. Hair was one of those things where some people didn’t care at all, but those who did care about hair did so excessively.


      For whatever reason, His Highness wasn’t overly fussed about his hair—in fact, he’d been willing to use it to get a laugh out of us. But if you considered his position, he was the sort of person who should have cared.


      Basically, if word of this leaked out, there would be all sorts of maneuvering behind the scenes. The factions who wanted to ingratiate themselves to His Highness might try to get their hands on some formula before him to make him owe them a favor, while those who were opposed to him might try to block him from getting any to embarrass him.


      Even those factions that were still on the fence about him were highly likely to make some kind of move. If that happened, it would cause chaos in the market prices for alchemic materials, inconveniencing a large number of people.


      “That is not something I would like to see. For my part, I’m not that troubled by my hair, but my father has said I’m not to go out in public looking like this.”


      “Well, I can see why...”


      Even if His Highness didn’t care about it himself, he had a public image to maintain. It would be one thing if he were elderly, but Prince Ferrick was still young. Good looks held diplomatic value, and if His Highness couldn’t go out in public, that was a mark against him as a prince.


      If I recalled correctly, Prince Ferrick was the oldest son, but the king had yet to name him crown prince, so it was possible that one of the other princes or princesses might be named instead of him.


      “And that’s the situation. In order to avoid any interference, I want to acquire what I need in secret.”


      “A word, if I may, sir?” Iris-san raised her hand slightly, asking permission to speak.


      “Yes, I don’t mind.” His Highness nodded magnanimously. “As I said earlier, there’s no need to stand on ceremony.”


      “I’m much obliged,” Iris-san said. “I understand the situation, but why have you come here yourself? You could have sent someone on your behalf, and they wouldn’t have stood out. There wasn’t any need for you to come to this remote village, was there?”


      “I think that, as an alchemist, Sarasa-san can explain that better than I can.”


      His Highness looked at me, and I nodded.


      “Well, you see, Iris-san, there are two types of hair growth formula. One is a generic hair growth formula. The other is a hair growth formula tailored to that person. For serious treatment, the latter is necessary, and there’s no way to make it without the person who will be using it.”


      In the case of the former, it made hair grow, but it took longer, and the user often shed the hair they had grown after they stopped using it, so its efficacy was a little questionable.


      The latter, by comparison, would last for several years once the hair grew, so even if it was a bit pricey, a tailored formula ultimately led to better end results.


      That was why the tailored version had come to be called hair regrowth formula to distinguish it.


      But making hair regrowth formula required an examination of the person who would use it, and that made it necessary for them to visit the alchemist personally or to have the alchemist come to them.


      His Highness should have been able to do the latter, but that would absolutely have drawn attention. Which meant this time, it wasn’t an option he could have chosen.


      “Oh, I see,” said Iris-san. “That sounds like a real pain.”


      “Yes. Making balding potions is really easy, though. They work on anyone and are highly effective.”


      I didn’t know the recipe though, so I wouldn’t have been able to make one even if someone asked me to. It was apparently listed in volume ten of the Complete Alchemy Works, where all the artifacts of dubious usage had gotten stuffed.


      It wouldn’t have been out of place in volume five or six, in terms of the difficulty of making it, but the reason it wasn’t listed in them had to do with how it was created as a failed attempt at a hair regrowth formula.


      If the inventor used it without realizing, they must have cried.


      “Balding potions? Is there a demand for those, Shopkeeper-dono?” asked Iris-san.


      “Yes, and more than you’d expect. It causes permanent hair removal, which is popular with some people.” Like those who shaved their heads for religious reasons or women who had to deal with unwanted hair. It wasn’t cheap, so not just anyone could use it, but Master’s shop did sell it occasionally.


      “So it’s all a matter of usage. But in that case, they should change the name.”


      “Ha ha ha... The naming rights go to the first alchemist to make it.”


      This is actually one of the better names. The bad ones can get really bad.


      Apparently a talent for alchemy didn’t always come paired with good naming sense.


      “That explains what His Highness is doing here,” said Kate-san. “But there are other alchemists, so why did you choose Shopkeeper-san? Is it because she’s Ophelia-sama’s apprentice?”


      “That’s part of it, but it also has to do with Nord, whom I mentioned earlier.”


      “Nord-san?” Kate-san asked.


      “Yes,” His Highness confirmed. “The two of us go way back. And I’m told he caused you all quite a bit of trouble recently, right? He begged me to do something to help.”


      A few months ago, Nord-san had taken Iris-san and Kate-san with him on a trip to research salamanders, but then his insatiable spirit of exploration had gotten them trapped inside the cave.


      If he had been the only one trapped, I don’t think I’d have done anything. But unfortunately for me—and fortunately for Nord-san—Iris-san and Kate-san had been with him. As a result, I had paid out of my own pocket to rescue the two of them.


      Fortunately, I’d succeeded in doing so, but the cost had been exorbitant. Nord-san had paid what he could, but that had only been a tiny fraction.


      I still had the artifacts and potions I had created in the endeavor, but it had undeniably used up my cash on hand. So it was maybe ninety percent his fault I needed to raise money now.


      “So that’s why. I know Nord-san’s not a bad guy, though...”


      I mean, he had put in a word with Prince Ferrick for me, after all.


      Although, honestly, it’s too much trouble for me to be grateful for it!


      Frankly, as a commoner, the royal family were so high above me they might as well have been up in the clouds. Even though I had gotten somewhat used to dealing with nobles between the ones who’d visited Master’s shop and getting to know a marquess’s daughter, I was still only a little used to them. This wasn’t a public place, so His Highness had said we didn’t need to stand on ceremony, but the stress was still making my stomach hurt, okay?


      “He’s blindly passionate about research, and a capable man, he’s just... I’m sorry.”


      “N-No, you don’t need to apologize for him, sir!”


      “He’s still a friend of mine, for all his faults. That said, I can’t simply give you money for no reason. Hence why I’ve brought you a well-paying job. I’ll be paying you two hundred gold coins in advance, and a thousand more on successful completion.”


      Iris-san and Kate-san both audibly gulped at the amount he’d stated.


      It was true that it was a little high of a price to be paying for a single potion.


      Yeah, just a little high. The potion I’d used on Iris-san to reattach her severed arm was actually ten times more expensive, to tell you the truth.


      “You’re sure?” I asked. “That’s almost twice the market price.”


      “Just how expensive is hair regrowth formula?!” Iris-san cried out in disbelief before hurriedly covering her own mouth.


      His Highness nodded as if nothing were out of the ordinary.


      “I’m fine with it. Can I ask you to do this for me?”


      “All right, then,” I replied. “But I’ll need to gather materials, which will take a certain amount of time...”


      “Not a problem. I intend to tour the surrounding area for the time being.”


      His Highness nodded, then pointed to his own head before continuing. “According to the doctor, this was caused by stress. I’ve been meaning to get away from the capital and use this chance to inspect the countryside while I also enjoy a relaxing vacation.”


      Prince Ferrick punctuated this with a handsome smile, but there was something that seemed insincere about it. I didn’t know if there was any merit in inspecting the area, but I could only doubt that this region was suited for a vacation.


      Beautiful scenery, a temperate climate, and wonderful places to relax—we didn’t have a single one of those things here.


      Well, if it was just a matter of scenery that he didn’t usually see, there was any number of places in the great forest or the mountains beyond, but going to them would mean putting his life at risk.


      He’s clearly making the wrong choice, right?


      But I was smart enough not to say that. I’d only say what I had to.


      “Now then, if I could just brush your hair for a—”


      But as I was speaking, I heard Lorea-chan’s panicked cry from the shop space behind me. “S-Stop it! Eeek!”


      “Take that!!!”


      Bang! Crash! Thud!


      The other voice was a man’s, but I didn’t recognize it. The sounds of destruction continued.


      I turned toward the noise, and started to rise from my seat, but restrained myself, looking to His Highness for his reaction.


      I wanted to go see what was happening immediately, but this wasn’t an ordinary customer I was dealing with. No matter what he’d said about not standing on ceremony, it would be far too rude to walk out on him while we were still talking.


      But His Highness understood, and nodded right away. “I don’t mind. Please, go.”


      “Excuse me!” I shot up and opened the door to the shop space. The first thing that sprang into view was four ruffians, a cowering Lorea-chan, and Kurumi standing on the counter, arms crossed, as it protected her.


      I didn’t know the situation, but based on the fact that Kurumi was in combat mode, they’d clearly done something aggressive. But they snorted at Kurumi.


      “Ha ha, what’s this? A stuffed bear that moves on its own?”


      It was true. Kurumi’s form wasn’t intimidating in the slightest.


      But this was an alchemist’s shop. If these guys were thinking straight, they’d have been more wary—but sadly, these guys didn’t have brains that thought straight.


      “Outta the way! Hah!!!” One man tried to sweep Kurumi aside with his arm.


      “What a fool...” Iris-san, who had caught up and was looking over my shoulder, murmured almost at exactly the same moment as Kurumi burst into action.


      Kurumi jumped up and unleashed a Kurumi Dropkick, the sharp blow sinking into the man’s stomach.


      “Gwegh!” As the man doubled over, groaning, Kurumi landed and jumped once more, one arm thrust upward, spinning in a Kurumi Corkscrew.


      Taking it on the chin, the man was lifted up into the air, then fell over backward.


      It was all a little surreal, and the remaining three men were left speechless.


      The man on the ground had been knocked out cold. Not only was he not opening his eyes, I could see they’d rolled into the back of his head. He seemed to be breathing, though.


      Yep, that counts as holding back.


      Kurumi’s tough claws could scratch through rock. If it hadn’t held back, there would have been blood everywhere in my precious shop—no, that’s not the point. The man would have been badly hurt.


      “Huh?! Wh-What is that thing?!” cried one of the men.


      “This shop’s bodyguard,” I said, stepping forward. “But more importantly, who are you people?”


      “Bodyguard? Don’t mess with us!!!”


      The men’s response was a violent one. One man raised his leg up high, ready to kick over a shelf in anger.


      But in this shop, that was clearly a bad move.


      Just before his foot could impact the shelf, a thin film of light appeared to protect it. The moment the man touched it, he collapsed like his body was paralyzed—or he would have if Kurumi’s punch hadn’t exploded into his solar plexus, laying him out flat next to the first guy who’d lost consciousness.


      “Wh-What the hell is this?!”


      The remaining two backed away, unnerved, but I wasn’t about to factor that into my decision.


      “Kurumi, get ’em.”


      “Grar!”


      Kurumi moved instantly on my command.


      One man took a sharp upward hook to the stomach, with a follow-up strike to his jaw on the way down as he collapsed.


      As the last of them turned tail and fled, Kurumi used a shelf as a springboard before kicking off the ceiling to land a powerful strike on the nape of the man’s neck.


      The two men crumpled, while Kurumi spun around and landed softly. It looked at me, seeming proud of its handiwork.


      “I took them out before finding out the situation, so... What happened?” I asked Lorea-chan as I picked up Kurumi.


      “R-Right.” She was a little pale as she nodded. “Um, I don’t really know why, but they got violent as soon as they came in...”


      I looked around and saw the table and chairs we used for our little tea parties had been knocked over.


      Oh, that makes sense. If the furniture wasn’t preinstalled, the anti-crime seal won’t activate, so that’s why they were still all right. But we trip over these chairs ourselves sometimes, so I couldn’t make it apply to them anyway.


      “They look unharmed. Thank goodness,” said Lorea-chan.


      Unlike the rest of us, who were used to a little rough stuff, Lorea-chan was just an ordinary village girl.


      She had never left this village, where she knew everyone, so she had probably never had the chance to have real malice and violence directed at her before.


      I set Kurumi down on the counter and went to hug Lorea-chan, who was quivering slightly. As I patted her on the head, her body relaxed.


      “Lorea, was there any damage to the shop?” Iris-san, who had come in after me, asked as she began standing up the table and chairs.


      “It’s fine,” Lorea-chan said with a nod, still resting against me for support. “They just knocked over the chairs and table, and then you all showed up.”


      Iris-san was followed by Kate-san and even His Highness, who looked somewhat amused as he looked at Kurumi standing on top of the shop’s counter.


      “Incredible. An anti-crime seal and a homunculus? I should have expected no less from Master Millis’s apprentice.”


      “I’m flattered, but the seal was already here when I took over the shop.”


      “Even if you didn’t make the seal, the homunculus is your work, right, Sarasa-san? Nord had told me you were a good alchemist, but after seeing this, I feel like I can rest easy with you handling things for me.”


      “Thank you.” I turned back to Lorea-chan. “Did these guys not say anything before they got violent?”


      “They didn’t. It was as soon as I greeted them...”


      Hmm, well, knowing Lorea-chan, it certainly couldn’t have been because they thought she had a bad attitude.


      In the time since I’d taken over the shop, there had been some rough and tough gatherers who’d come in, but maybe because of the hellflame grizzly incident, none of them had suddenly decided to get violent. Even the anti-crime seal had only gotten to show off when a slightly malicious gatherer had pounded his fist on the counter too hard while making false accusations.


      Who would have guessed that Kurumi, who I only had as an insurance policy, would actually get the chance to be useful?


      I’ve never seen these guys before, so were they just a bunch of gatherers who arrived recently trying to act tough?


      I wouldn’t give guys like that favorable treatment. I’d just ban them from the shop, though.


      “I wonder why? Is there anything I’ve done that would cause anyone to hold a grudge against me... I don’t think so? Maybe?”


      As I tilted my head to the side in confusion, Iris-san gave an exasperated shrug. “No, you have, Shopkeeper-dono. Even if it’s an unjustified grudge.”


      Yeah, I have. I have done some things. It feels a bit late for them to be acting now, though.


      “Shopkeeper-san? What do you want to do with these guys?” Kate-san asked.


      “Well... How about we chuck them outside.”


      Honestly, I’d have liked to have asked them what was going on, but unfortunately, I was preoccupied with His Highness for the moment.


      I couldn’t just leave them there, and then interrogate them while pretending to know more than I did to trip them up. So, Kate-san and I dragged the unconscious guys out and let them sleep on a comfy bed of snow.


      It’s cold, so maybe they’ll get sick? Well, it’s their own fault if they do.
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