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      Prologue

      “Abel, are you serious?”

      “Of course. One hit.”

      They stood in the courtyard of the high-class inn, The Golden Wave, where the Crimson Sword stayed regularly as guests in the city of Lune. Ryo and Abel faced each other, the latter ready to thrust with his red, glowing sword and the former frowning.

      “You haven’t forgotten the fact that I’m a magician, have you?”

      “Nope, and that’s exactly why.”

      Abel’s breathing remained steady, measured as he spoke, intent on ending his friend.

      “Abel, I made a mistake! Forgive me!”

      “No excuses! Prepare yourself, Ryo!”

      “Urk... I guess I don’t have a choice. Ice Wall.”

      “Take this! Sword Skill: Piercing Peak.”

      A lightning-fast step and a quick thrust. Krak.

      “Impossible!”

      Abel’s newly acquired Sword Skill had pierced Ryo’s ice wall. Piercing Peak was an advanced version of Total Impalement. Even Abel, a swordsman of superior skill, had only recently become proficient at using it.

      Watching his ice wall, his pride and joy, shatter, Ryo fell to his knees in shock. Abel, meanwhile, stood proudly after having accomplished the seemingly impossible. Their contrasting tableaux were a direct reflection not only of the outcome of their battle but their difference of spirit.

      “I never imagined a sword could actually pierce it...” Ryo said, slapping the ground.

      “Ahhh, sure is nice to see the fruits of your labor, huh?” Abel said, reveling in his success at mastering the new variation of Total Impalement, which hadn’t been able to even scratch his friend’s ice wall.

      
      Simply put, he had summoned Ryo to test the power of his new technique. After hitting the ground several times, Ryo lifted his head and stood, determination stamped all over his face.

      “Abel, do it again. Exactly as you just did.”

      “Huh? No way. You know that executing Sword Skills back-to-back will only tire me out.”

      “No excuses! Now, experience the terror that is an ice wall! Laminated 10-Layer Ice Wall.”

      The moment Ryo chanted, an ice wall appeared—except this was a special version, which was gradually building up, thickening layer by layer until—until it attacked Abel!

      “Hey, you jackass.” Abel leaped to the side. “Stop! Like I can pierce this monstrosity!”

      In the end, he treated Ryo to dinner at the Golden Wave. All’s well that ends well.

      “I’m throwing in the towel. I can’t even move anymore...”

      Inevitably, Ryo booked a room at the Golden Wave and stayed the night there. What else had he expected after eating enough food to feed four people...?

      ◆

      After the mayhem in the royal capital, Ryo returned to his orderly life in Lune. Occasionally, Abel used him as a test subject for his new skills, but even that didn’t do much to disrupt said orderly life. In the mornings, he dedicated himself to alchemy and magic. In the afternoons, he sparred with Sera in the knights’ training ground. And in the evenings, he would eat dinner, take a bath, then spend more time on alchemy and magic until bedtime...

      Sometimes, Sera would show up unannounced in the mornings and read books in his living room. On those days, they would eat lunch together at one of their usual haunts, like The Fill-Up Station, then head to the training ground afterward. That was how his days went.

      He had learned a lot from Kenneth, the genius alchemist, during his time in the capital. After he had returned to Lune, Ryo had thrown himself into the study of alchemy. And the results...

      “Heh heh heh. It’s finally mine!”

      He didn’t even realize how sinister his cackle sounded.

      “What is it, Ryo?” Sera stared quizzically at him.

      “Sera, come outside with me and take a look, please,” he said.

      So out they went.

      “Afterimage 8.”

      When he chanted the spell, eight Ryo look-alikes appeared roughly thirty meters away.

      “Wow! There are eight of you!”

      “I tried to project myself into the air using water vapor and ice particles—and it worked! So that’s not the problem...”

      An image appeared in his mind.

      “Floating Magic Circle.”

      Eight magic circles formed around him, perpendicular to the ground and facing the afterimages. Then he fired an Icicle Lance from each circle toward each afterimage.

      “Oooh!” Sera, having never seen such a thing before, was amazed by the fantastical sight.

      Ryo looked pleased with the fruits of his labor.

      “What a lovely bit of magic, Ryo!”

      “Isn’t it? Wait...? Did you say ‘magic’? But...it’s supposed to be alchemy...”

      “Alchemy? Goodness, is it really? Hmmm, a technique not in my repertoire then. Nevertheless, quite wonderful!” she said, beaming.

      Now he himself wasn’t sure whether what he’d just done was magic or alchemy... Either way, Sera smiled and complimented him for it. That was just the way Ryo was.

      On Phi, general alchemy was the study of magic phenomena produced through magic formulas and magic circles. Alchemists engraved both methods into their tools, but...apparently, Ryo hadn’t done that. It would be some time before he realized this.

      Incidentally, he had finally succeeded in creating a magic circle capable of firing a single Icicle Lance... He’d been generating them without the circles for some time now, so there was no increase in his fighting power at all. Not even a little bit. But that was just fine with him. Being cool—or wonderful, in Sera’s eyes—was worth a lot more!

      That evening, Ryo headed to the adventurers’ guild for the first time in a while. About a month had passed since his last trip, which had been on the day he and Abel returned to Lune. They’d dropped in together, made their report, and that was it.

      To his sadness, he didn’t pass the crêpe stand on the way there. The owner had pulled up stakes before his return to Lune.

      After Nina poured their tea and left, Hugh spoke: “There’s only one reason I asked ya to come, Ryo.” More quietly, he continued, “I sold the last o’ the magic stones.”

      He smiled a strange, unnerving smile. Even Ryo, accustomed to Hugh’s quirks, felt unsettled.

      “Took a while b’cause we sold ’em all hush-hush since ya boys wanted to keep yer involvement a secret.” Hugh handed him a piece of paper. “Here’s the final amount we’ll be transferrin’ to yer account.”The sum written on it was...

      “E-Eleven digits...?”

      ...well over ten billion.

      “Yup. ’Course, that’s after deductin’ taxes ’n’ fees. Goes without sayin’ that it don’t include Abel’s share either. Pretty hefty, eh?”

      Hugh sat back in his chair, looking utterly and unrepentantly smug.

      “I didn’t expect this much... I could live like a king on this for a year!” Ryo joked.

      “Damn, boy, how much ya plannin’ to spend?” Hugh quipped back.

      “Well...as long as I don’t build a ship, this should last me a long time.”

      “What’s this ’bout a ship?”

      “You see, I saw a magnificent one in Whitnash and...”

      “Ahhh. Hate to break it to ya, but yer gonna need another digit for that,” Hugh said with a sigh and a shake of his head.

      “Nooo...”

      “I know which ship yer talkin’ ’bout. The Rain Shooter, right? It cost three hundred ‘n’ seventy billion florins to make.”

      “That’s...expensive.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.”

      They both sighed in unison then. Ships like that weren’t built by regular folks like them.

      Since Ryo had come all the way here and now had even more money to spare, he decided to treat himself by, as you may have guessed, eating at the guild dining hall. The rush hour had passed, and there were a fair few people there at dinnertime. While he was looking for a place to sit, someone spotted him from afar and waved at him. It was Amon from Room 10. Of course, Nils and Eto were also at the same table.

      “It’s so crowded tonight, isn’t it?” he remarked, taking a seat.

      “Rare to see you at the guild, Ryo,” Nils replied while eating the daily dinner special.

      “In a way, an adventurer who barely shows his face at the adventurers’ guild is pretty amazing too,” Eto said with a smile. He was eating grilled chicken skewers for his meal.

      “Well, I had an appointment, so...”

      Ryo ordered the daily special.

      “You are always holed up at home working on your alchemy, Ryo.”

      Amon had ordered pizza, which was apparently a new item on the menu.

      “Is that pizza?”

      Ryo did a double take. Because right in front of Amon was most definitely pizza... Margherita-style at that.

      “I did. I thought I’d try it since they just added it, and it’s delicious. It’s evidently very popular in the Empire, and has finally attracted interest here in Lune too.”

      Amon cut out an eighth of the pizza and gave the slice to Ryo. Grateful, he took a bite. It was most definitely margherita-style pizza! What’s more...

      “Fantastic!” Ryo exclaimed.

      “Right?! I think it will be a hit with everyone in the city.” Amon nodded in eager agreement.

      “See, Ryo, we’re gonna be away for a few days on a job.”

      That was why they’d decided to eat dinner in the guild’s cafeteria, known for being both tasty and cheap. Of course, that made Ryo wonder what they usually did for meals...

      “We usually cook for ourselves,” Eto said with a knowing grin.

      Ryo realized that cooking their own meals might be the most economical since they rented a house together.

      “We’re heading to the village of Kona, about a day away from here,” Amon explained.

      “Kona...” Ryo couldn’t help but react. Just hearing it brought to mind Hawaii’s Kona Coffee.

      When he’d been on Earth, he hadn’t had any hobbies, but he’d loved coffee and drank different types depending on the day and his mood. Because of this, he’d become picky about his coffee without even realizing it, and Hawaiian Kona had been one of his top three favorite beans.

      Ryo’s father had installed an espresso machine made by a company with a name similar to the adventurer named Delong. However, he might have been influenced by his son’s love of coffee. And that machine had made incredibly delicious coffee...all by itself! The wonders of automation!

      “Yes. It’s a village that grows the beans used for a drink called coffee.”

      “Kona Coffee!” Ryo gasped, his reaction to this additional information even more emphatic.

      A devilish look passed on Nils’s face. “Ryo, weird bugs have infested the coffee trees recently, and strange things have been happening in the village. Since the job was open to D- and E-ranks, we accepted it, but...”

      The swordsman and leader of the trio paused there on purpose.

      “But?” Ryo prompted, taking the bait.

      “The village sent the request not just to Lune but Kailadi too, and one of their D-rank parties accepted too...”

      “Then doesn’t that mean the guilds will ask the village to withdraw one of the petitions?” Ryo responded, remembering the regulations for commissions.

      “Normally, yeah, but they negotiated that they’d pay both parties properly because they wanted the problem taken care of as quickly and effectively as possible. Both guilds made an exception for Kona, since it’s become famous for its coffee.”

      “Wow. That is some incredible political power,” Ryo said, astounded.

      He’d assumed the village was quaint and idyllic, but perhaps he’d been wrong. After all, they had successfully convinced not one but two adventurers’ guilds to accept their terms.

      “Thanks to that, though, this has suddenly turned into a standoff between the guilds...” Nils lamented.

      “It wasn’t like that at all when we accepted the request. Hard to believe things changed so quickly in only a day...” Eto added, a troubled look on his face.

      “Long story short: This is a fight we can’t afford to lose, ya know?”

      “I completely understand! Life sometimes turns out that way, doesn’t it?” Ryo said sympathetically. There were some battles that one just couldn’t afford to lose.

      “Apparently, the coffee you can drink there is particularly good.” With that bit of information, Nils doubled down for good measure.

      “I bet it is!”

      Ryo looked happy as he imagined the taste, the smell, the very sight of that coffee.

      “So what do you say, Ryo?” Nils asked, driving it home. “Wanna tag along too?”

      “Yes, I’d like that.”

      He didn’t know that at that moment, Nils, Eto, and Amon all clenched their hands into triumphant fists under the table. The trio knew from experience that most jobs went much more smoothly with Ryo accompanying them.

      And this time, for whatever reason, it had turned into a competition with another guild. Failure was not an option. The party members of Room 10 breathed a sigh of relief, having succeeded in gaining an unexpected and powerful pinch hitter.

      To the Village of Kona

      “Glory, glory, hallelujah! Kona is going to fall straight into our hands! ♪”

      “Why are you singing what sounds like an invader’s march?” Nils said.

      “You know, Nils, lately you’ve been sounding more and more like Abel...”

      “Really?! Aw, shucks, that’s gonna go straight to my head!” Nils replied in delight—especially when he heard the word “Abel.”

      As they walked together, Eto and Amon chuckled while listening to their conversation. They were on the way to the village of Kona from the city of Lune, having left at dawn to arrive before dusk.

      “Setting aside the business of insects we’ve never seen before... I’m curious about the strange phenomenon,” Amon said to the group at large.

      “I know, right?” Eto cocked his head. “There was no mention of monsters or anything, just some odd mystery. I wonder what we’ll find.”

      “Doesn’t matter what it is. I’ll slice and dice it!” Nils shouted, a typical hot-headed muscle-brain. He was the party’s leader.

      With a covert glance at him, Ryo realized that a party leader didn’t need intellect—they just needed the ability to rally their followers.

      “Ryo, I know you were thinking something seriously rude just now.”

      Nils’s uncanny intuition made Ryo’s brain short-circuit. “Wh-What... Whatever could you be referring to?” he said stiffly.

      Nils’s sharp gaze didn’t waver. He clearly wasn’t about to let Ryo out of this pickle without a real answer.

      “I was simply impressed by how well suited you are to leadership, Nils,” Ryo declared boldly. It wasn’t a lie, at least.

      “O-Oh, yeah? In that case, I guess I’ll drop it.”

      Eto and Amon thought Nils was a bit of a soft touch when they saw how apologetic he seemed.

      “Nils, Ryo was definitely...”

      “...thinking something mean.”

      The two whispered to each other, their voices so low that Nils and Ryo didn’t hear them.

      And so, they arrived at the village at two in the afternoon, earlier than they’d planned. The village itself was fairly large, its roads lined with rows of houses. Farther back, they could see a vast coffee plantation.

      “I’d heard about it but didn’t expect this scale...” Nils mumbled.

      “The population is over five thousand, so...it’s basically a town, huh?” Eto murmured.

      “I wonder why it’s still called a village,” Amon said.

      “Because this place is under the direct control of the royal family.”

      The three of them turned around in surprise.

      Ryo wasn’t surprised because he’d known someone was approaching them, but he was surprised to learn that bit of information.

      Does His Royal Majesty like coffee too?

      The person who’d approached was a mature man in his midforties. He was tall with an elegant gait, deeply tanned skin, black eyes, and chestnut-colored hair. Perhaps the reason Ryo assumed he wasn’t a farmer was his clothes: His shirt, although thin, was obviously very well-made, coupled with his cropped pants and sandals.

      “Ah, excuse me. I’m the magistrate here in Kona, dispatched by the royal family. My name is Goro Ganda. You can call me Goro.”

      Goro? That sounds like a Japanese name, but...his face looks Latin? I mean, his features are so chiseled.

      “Hello, we’re the adventurer party, Room 10, from the city of Lune. I’m Nils, and this is Eto, Amon, and Ryo. We accepted the commission this village posted.”

      Eto took the relevant form from his bag and handed it over to Goro, who read it over.

      “Thank you. Everything looks to be in order. Follow me to my office. I’ll explain everything to you there. It also doubles as a residence, so you can stay there while you’re in Kona.”

      Goro started walking, leading the way.

      “I’m sure you’re already aware, but we also submitted this request to Kailadi’s adventurers’ guild. A party from there is scheduled to arrive in the evening, which is why I’ll explain everything once they’re here too. Apologies for the inconvenience.”

      “Not a problem at all. We understand,” Nils replied politely. He knew how to deal with clients like Goro.

      Even a meathead like him is just fine with the interpersonal stuff, hm?

      For some reason, Ryo nodded condescendingly. How very rude of him.

      “About your lodgings... Considering the nature of this village, bureaucrats and aristocrats often visit from the capital, so you can expect the accommodations to reflect that.”

      “Are you sure it’s all right for adventurers like us to stay there?” Nils sounded a little anxious now.

      “Of course. As the magistrate, I have sole discretion over such matters. Besides, don’t you think it would be more of a waste not to use the residence?” Goro was smiling a bit.

      Ryo had assumed that officials like Goro would act arrogantly toward adventurers and commoners alike, so he took a liking to Goro, who didn’t behave like that at all. Of course, that bossy image was just a product of his imagination, as he’d never actually met a local magistrate until now.
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