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			Chapter 1

			The Rebellious Captive

			“Be true to yourself.”

The words, once heard, echo strongly from the depths of my memory.

A dream. This is a recurring dream.

Perhaps to remind me. This is why it calls to me from time to time.

What does it mean to be true to myself?

What is being true to myself?

Born into an unusual family, I’ve lost so much because of it.

It’s still so difficult for me, young and inexperienced, to come to terms with my losses.

Am I being true to myself?

Still, there are things I understand, even in my own way.

That I’m incredibly competitive.

That I’m incredibly greedy and trendy.

That I seek great power.

Is that okay?

Is pushing through without hesitation what it means to be true to myself?

If it is, I’ll stake my life to push through.

I’ll gain everything I desire and live a life true to myself.

*Zizizizizizi!*

“Wake up! Wake up time! Latecomers will miss breakfast!”

The alarm is so loud it’s almost malicious, and the high-pitched shout of the female guard.

As usual, I wake up to an unpleasant start. Thanks to them, the faint fragments of my dream have vanished.

It’s unpleasant every morning. The alarm is so loud it gives me a headache.

“Hmmm… Good morning. Let’s head to breakfast without dawdling, shall we?”

The woman in the same room. Her cheerful greeting after a yawn, though it doesn’t completely dispel the unpleasantness of the noisy alarm and shouting, does ease it somewhat.

I respond with a nod and get out of bed, feeling the sturdy bed beneath me.

This is the Girls' Re-education Camp, located in the eastern part of the Romariel Mountains in the Kingdom of Brenark.

Sitting at a high altitude in the mountain range, the air is thin, and in winter, the snow piles up high. It’s a harsh natural environment.

Naturally, the cold is severe, and the facility is far from comfortable. However, summers are pleasantly cool.

It’s a remote location, and getting to the nearest settlement takes several hours on foot. Why is the camp in such an inconvenient place?

If you can endure the harsh winters, the environment here at the Girls' Re-education Camp is surprisingly livable, considering it’s clean.

However, the stone buildings lack wallpaper and decor, making it stark and barren. Even though it’s not a prison, it could use a bit more decoration.

When we move from the room to the dining hall, the usual stale bread, soup made from leftover vegetables, and fruits are served.

The menu changes with the seasons, but it’s always the same: stale bread, leftover vegetables, and fruits.

I once heard that in Japanese prisons, meals are the highlight of the day, but this place is worse than any prison I could imagine. It’s a dull form of torture. You’d go insane without numbing your mind. Truly, there’s no variety at all!

However, I’ve grown used to the coarse food.

I’ve been here for about two thousand days. Repeating the same routine every day, you can’t help but get used to it.

A year in this world lasts about twelve hundred days. My re-education period is three years. I still have a long way to go before I’m released.

Once the bland breakfast is over, it’s time for boring lectures.

“Womanhood 101,” as archaic and dull as it is, holds no real interest for me. I’m not the only one; for most of the inmates, the lectures are irrelevant. While the professors are serious, the lack of enthusiasm from the other staff is a bit concerning.

I’m not one to talk, but is this really okay?

The lectures might be somewhat useful as general knowledge, so I attend them seriously. I have plenty of free time, so there’s no harm in learning, even if I never put it into practice.

Life in the camp is somewhat similar to a school boarding house.

There are set times for meals and lectures, with the rest being free time.

The only unique feature is the short daily camp work before lights out.

The facility is called a “camp,” but free time is surprisingly relaxed. It’s a surprisingly laid-back place.

Some play card games, others engage in sports, reading, napping, or chatting. People have different ways of spending their time.

If you’re willing, you can even take on low-paying jobs, though they’re cheap.

As long as you follow the set schedule, you’re basically free to do as you please. Independent learning and physical activities are encouraged, but how you spend your free time isn’t enforced.

It’s not a prison, so a certain degree of freedom is allowed.

Still, you can’t leave, so we’re just birds in a cage.

“Off to the library again?”

“Yeah, you coming?”

The speaker is my roommate, Frederica. She’s an intellectual beauty with long blonde hair and square glasses. We often spend time together due to our room arrangement.

Despite her serious appearance, she’s a friendly gambler. She’s a bit of a problem child, despite being easy-going.

“Not today. I’m kinda tired and might take another nap.”

“Catch a cold? Take care, okay?”

After lunch, I usually study in the library.

At first, I learned to read and absorb knowledge about this world. I’ve always enjoyed reading, so I never get bored.

There’s so much to learn: language, geography, society, culture, politics, economics, biology, and so on.

But what most captures my interest is magic. It’s incredibly fascinating.

There’s so much to learn, and the more I investigate, the more there is to discover.

Time is abundant, so I’ve managed to gain a broad, shallow understanding, but my thirst for knowledge is far from quenched.

As a re-education facility, the library here is surprisingly well-stocked.

A stern female staff member is always on duty, ready to expel anyone causing trouble or making noise. It’s a great environment for focusing.

My roommate, Frederica, is also a bookworm, so we often spend time together in the library.

Frederica is knowledgeable and intelligent, but she’s also a bit of a fool for running an aggressive business. She got carried away and ended up here.

Despite her gambling habit, she’s an unfortunate woman.

However, Frederica hasn’t broken any laws. It was all legal. So, why was she sent to a re-education camp? Simply put:

“The girl has attitude.”

This world is a strong patriarchy.

Women asserting themselves is generally taboo, with a few exceptions.

Girls who can’t behave are sent to places like this.

So, once again, I devote myself to absorbing knowledge in the quiet library, studying diligently through the afternoon.

Indeed, I, Shinogami Yukari, ended up in another world.



		
			Chapter 2

			A Day Inside the Cage

			In a camp primarily filled with troublemakers, even I, with my somewhat rebellious nature, can live a normal life without drawing too much attention.

Many of the women here are, well, let's just say they pay little attention to what’s said and rarely learn. It’s a blessing for someone like me.

Thanks to their lack of awareness, I can live a normal life without pretense. Being able to be myself is a luxury.

After classes, it’s lunchtime.

I treat the bland meals as mere nutrition.

When I’m out, I’ll eat delicious food, absolutely. It’s starting to feel like a goal in itself.

As I move to the dining hall and mechanically consume my nutrients, someone starts shouting rudely.

“Hey, you! Who did you ask to sit in my special seat?!”

I know who it is without looking. She’s a notorious figure here, a giant woman who starts fights with anyone and everyone daily. I’ve lost count of how many times she’s challenged me.

She always seems so irritable. I wonder why.

She usually sits on the opposite side, but that seat is empty.

I could ignore her, but this is a re-education camp. I can’t afford to come off as weak.

“Let me teach you, you forgetful fool. The seat you always take is on the other side.”

“Shut up and move!”

The giant woman, without wasting a moment, slaps me across the face. Her hand moves at lightning speed.

I avoid the sudden attack but not before she hits the bread I’m holding.

“Ah!”

My bread. It’s not delicious, but it’s a valuable source of calories.

Personally, I’ve always had a strong aversion to those who waste money or mishandle food.

Even if it was unintentional, she took away a valuable source of calories.

I’m not about to suppress this anger. I’m not that docile.

I stand up without a word. The others quickly move away from the table, now accustomed to the scene.

In a place like this, where only troublemakers reside, showing weakness is the end of you.

If you show a single weakness, you’ll be treated like a lackey for a long time.

When someone challenges you, the best course is to knock them down.

And, whether it’s a blessing or a curse, the staff usually turns a blind eye to most conflicts.

Fights are a regular occurrence, and as long as you don’t seek help, they’ll leave you alone. They probably find it too much trouble to get involved, but it’s still unsettling for staff of a re-education facility.

“Hey, you!”

Without giving me a chance to think, the giant woman lunges at me, this time with a punch. She’s as reckless as always.

I grab her extended fist, pull her arm in, and get close, then use the momentum to throw her over my back. It’s an osoto gari!

I easily throw her and slam her to the ground, hitting her with the full force of her own weight.

This is the umpteenth time I’ve thrown her. I wish she would learn already.

“Wow! Impressive!”

“Amazing!”

The onlookers, who are always around, cheer. It’s an everyday occurrence.

I pay them no mind, set the table back in place, and resume my meal.

By the time lunch is over, a lower-level healer should be on duty to take care of any injuries.

Even if the giant woman is hurt, the healer will treat her with magic. No need to worry.

After lunch, I usually study intensively, but sometimes I read lightly for leisure.

Surprisingly, there’s a thriving publishing industry here, with academic books, entertainment novels, and even newspapers and magazines. The selection of written materials is quite extensive.

I can enjoy and learn a lot from the well-stocked library.

Lately, I’ve been making a point to read the newspaper.

The newspaper is generated at a set time daily by a magic device similar to a fax machine, and it’s in full color. Isn’t that amazing?

According to recent articles, the Kingdom of Brenark, where this camp is located, and its eastern neighbor, the Kingdom of Retnark, are both in a precarious state.

Ever since the so-called 'Arrogant King' ascended the throne a few years ago, the Kingdom of Brenark has seen a steady outflow of talented and intelligent individuals.

Even high-ranking officials have fled the country, and if this continues, the kingdom might become ungovernable. This will inevitably affect the re-education camp, which is run by the state.

In the Kingdom of Retnark, a coup recently occurred, and the military regime now holds power.

The coup leaders have gained no popular support and are in a state of chaos, yet they show signs of invading the Kingdom of Brenark.

Neither kingdom’s populace is faring well.

Ironically, the re-education camp feels more peaceful than the outside world.

After studying or reading, I usually do my daily training in the exercise area.

I call my friend Zenobia, and we work out together.

Zenobia is a somewhat famous mercenary.

Mercenaries are a valuable profession in a patriarchal society, as one’s skills can speak for themselves regardless of gender.

She has a lean, muscular build that exudes strength while maintaining a feminine balance. It’s a balance I aspire to achieve.

Zenobia, by the way, is in the camp for assaulting a man.

She apparently knocked out a persistent harasser who turned out to be a wealthy young man. He had her retaliated against and sent to the camp. It’s a truly terrible story.

While it might have been illegal, she was sent to a re-education camp instead of a prison.

Zenobia is a swordsman, but she became very interested in my throwing techniques and approached me first.

We do basic fitness and strength training, practice off-balancing techniques, and work on throws, though we have to stop short of actually executing them since there’s no mat.

I wanted to exercise for my health, and Zenobia’s offer was very welcome. Training with a partner is far more efficient than going it alone.

As we continued our routine, more and more women started joining us, and the group training sessions grew to about thirty people on some days. It’s a great way to pass the time and stay healthy.

If I mentioned how great exercise is for beauty, even more people would join. But that could get complicated, so I don’t.

We continued training in a friendly atmosphere for a while.

“Ah, I’m tired. Let’s head to the showers soon. I want to rinse off the sweat.”

“Sure. Let’s go before it gets crowded.”

The showers are the only way to bathe here.

After that, there’s free time until the nightly camp work starts.

After dinner, I usually head back to the library for a session on magic.

Oh, yes! Magic!

Even within the realm of magic, there are many types and attributes.

Fire, water, support, healing, summoning, alchemy, and more are some of the attributes that exist.

Most people typically have a magic affinity for one or two attributes and excel in that area. There are, of course, individual differences.

While you can use affinities outside your own to some extent, their effects are significantly inferior, and you can’t use high-level magic. Many types of magic are completely unusable without the proper affinity.

And, amazingly, I have a magic affinity!

All inmates are assessed with a magic appraisal device upon arrival, and based on the results, we are tested further. The revelation was quite a surprise.

My magic affinity is for Alchemy Magic and Mineral Magic. Both are rare, and even I’m still learning more about them.

Alchemy Magic is derived from Healing Magic, and Mineral Magic from Earth Magic, or so it seems.

While there aren’t as many mainstream attributes, it’s not something to regret. Being able to use magic is exhilarating in itself.

“Are you researching magic again, Yukari? You seem to love it.”

“It’s fine. I didn’t even know magic existed before.”

“In the countryside, I guess that’s normal?”

I don’t know anything about the countryside in this world, so I just let it slide.

“Soon, I want to use magic. What’s your affinity, Frederica? What’s it like?”

“Even if you ask me, it’s all about the image you create. Everyone’s experience is different. Besides, I’m not very good at magic.”

Unfortunately, and very unfortunately, all inmates wear a Magic-Sealing Bracelet, which prevents us from using magic. Thanks to this, I haven’t experienced magic firsthand.

I’ve learned the basic mental imagery needed to activate magic, so all that’s left is to actually try it.

I want to try as soon as possible. It’s one of my primary hopes now.

Really, I can’t wait!

Frederica is reading a newspaper, so I ask her about it.

“What’s the situation with the kingdom? It seems a bit fishy, doesn’t it?”

“Right, this camp is in a remote area, so the impact should be minimal. Still, we can’t be too careful.”

From the newspaper articles, if war breaks out, the Kingdom of Brenark might struggle to defend itself. The situation is quite precarious.

And according to gossip magazines, the military regime in Retnark is accused of being a chaotic band of raiders, and if they invade, things will be dire. This re-education camp won’t be spared.

“Yeah, I think it’s best to prepare for the worst. So far, we’re the only ones aware of the situation. We should start thinking about a plan.”

The newspaper and magazines are the few sources of information in this camp. While fake news is possible, it’s still valuable.

“Once the war starts, it might be too late. I think it’s important to have a plan. I’ll talk to my acquaintances about it. We should consider our options in case of an emergency. I’m counting on you, Yukari.”

“Well, you were a fraudster, so you’re good with words.”

“It wasn’t fraud! It was legal, legal! What about you, Yukari? You’re an illegal immigrant, right? Sneaking around is your specialty!”

I wasn’t prepared for anything and ended up in this world. There’s no sneaking around here.

When I was found, I was an undocumented immigrant, without a Record Card in this world.

I was discovered by a knight on patrol and sent to the camp for being an illegal immigrant. Namu.

Still, it’s a relief that I’m not in prison. It’s a silver lining.

It might seem like the worst of situations, but you can tackle most things with determination and perseverance.

“Sneaking around isn’t relevant now. What’s important is information gathering and planning for the future. I want to hear about the town from new arrivals.”

“Leave it to me.”

“You were a fraudster, after all. You’re quite the talker.”

“Let’s not talk about that anymore!”

While specific actions are still far off, it’s best to avoid the worst-case scenario.

For now, I need to focus on studying my magic affinities. It will definitely be useful after I’m released. Studying is important.

Before lights out, we have a short nightly camp work session.

It’s a simple task, hardly worth mentioning. We just touch a magic stone to infuse it with magic.

Due to the Magic-Sealing Bracelet, we don’t use much magic, so we can store a lot by the end of the day. We don’t so much infuse it; the stone absorbs the magic on contact.

Magic stones are a crucial energy source for various magic devices, indispensable for daily life. It’s a meaningful contribution.

Moreover, using magic strengthens it, increasing your total capacity. For inmates, it’s not a bad situation.

Tonight, as usual, I’ll let the stone absorb my magic to the max before sleeping.

After work, I’ll head to bed early. Good night.

And so, thanks to the fortunate (or not) circumstances of being sent to this camp, I find myself here today.



		
			Chapter 3

			A Feast!

			My daily routine in the camp includes training. During a break from training, while I was daydreaming in the sun, I noticed a guard woman running towards us in a hurry.

“Is Yukarinowe here? It’s a Giant Renkaku!”

A Giant Renkaku is a monstrous bird with a wingspan exceeding fifteen meters. It’s a migratory bird that appears in this area once a year, around autumn.

And most importantly, its meat is delicious. Very, very delicious.

Last year, I managed to hunt a flying Giant Renkaku.

When I was appraised upon arrival, it was discovered that I have magic affinities and several skills.

Skills, in simple terms, are innate talents. They are special abilities you are born with or develop to an exceptional level, which then appear on your appraisal results. They are named talents, akin to advanced techniques or proficiencies.

Skills can’t be sealed by the Magic-Sealing Bracelet, so I’m closely monitored by the staff.

The skill that will be useful for this hunt is called Throwing Technique.

Though it’s a story from long ago, I used to be the ace pitcher of a boys' baseball team. I even set a strikeout record in a tournament. I had to quit eventually, but I did showcase my talent.

My pitching was transformed into a skill in this world, enhancing my throws with incredible power and precision.

“Where’s the prey? Get me some throwing stones!”

The other inmates, excited by the prospect of fresh meat, are buzzing with anticipation.

Last year, I managed to catch only one, which I shared among everyone. This time, I’m going for at least three!

One bird can provide about three hundred kilograms of meat. With around a hundred people in the camp, including staff, that’s about three kilograms per person.

With such a limited supply and our constant hunger for good food, we’ll probably finish it in one day. At the very least, we should aim for a three-day supply.

I’m the only one with the Throwing Technique, and I’m determined to get the job done for the rare meat.

“Yukarinowe, this way! Follow me! Today, I’ll let you use the watchtower. You better not mess up!”

The guard woman smiled and her trademark skull hair clip glinted in the light.

I gave her a thumbs up as I ran towards the watchtower.

“Leave it to me!”

When I arrived at the watchtower, a pile of suitable throwing stones was thoughtfully prepared for me.

Looking out, I could see the unexpectedly flimsy fence and a gentle slope beyond it. The trees were sparse, offering a clear view. Flowers in shades of blue and purple bloomed over a vast area, a beautiful sight that added color to the majestic landscape.

On the opposite side, the Romariel Mountains loomed like a formidable wall. While they say you want to climb a mountain if you see one, the mountains here are so overpowering that the thought never crosses your mind.

Looking north, I spotted a flock of monstrous birds gradually approaching. Perfect timing.

“Hey! Count on you!”

“All our hopes are on you!”

“Really mess this up, and we’ll kill you!”

“Absolutely catch them! No excuses!”

Shouts and cheers from the inmates below. They are already making all sorts of demands.

They can say what they want, but I’ll catch them no matter what. I won’t let such valuable meat get away.

I grabbed a stone, about the size of a softball, and prepared to throw.

With my significantly enhanced grip strength in this world, I gripped the stone tightly and waited for the right moment.

When the target was in range, I went into my throwing motion.

“Not this time!”

Facing the target, I pulled my right foot back, raised my arms high, and twisted my body to the extreme. Then, I stepped forward with my left foot, transferred my weight, and unleashed a powerful throw with all my might.

The stone, thrown with the technique of a star pitcher I once admired, shot forward at a roaring speed, aiming for the lead bird. The thick feathers offered no resistance, and the stone struck the bird, knocking it down. No two for one, but a solid hit.

“Not done yet!”

There’s still time before the flock passes. I prepared for the second throw.

As if in a replay, I executed the exact same motion and achieved the same result.

Third and fourth throws. That’s it.

“Sure wish you could help more!”

In the end, I managed to take down four birds.

Since I can’t leave the camp, the staff will bring the birds inside for us.

Perfect throws. It feels great!

Thanks to the staff’s arrangements, tonight’s dinner turned into an outdoor barbecue.

It’s a surprisingly laid-back camp.

“Yukari, nice one!”

“Thank you, Yukari! We have bird meat because of you!”

“I’ll follow you for life!”

“You’re amazing, Onee-sama!”

“I won’t say thanks or anything!”

I dealt with the newcomers and fellow troublemakers as they came, one by one.

“You don’t have to thank me, but don’t let any of it go to waste.”

Wasting food is a crime punishable by death.

There might be people who don’t like meat, but those who don’t want to eat it don’t have to force themselves.

As a reward for the catch, I was allowed to choose my favorite parts first. I went for the heart, gizzard, and thigh. Grilled meat is one of my favorite dishes.

When I chose the heart, everyone looked at me strangely. However, after I let Frederica and Zenobia taste it, they immediately requested the rest of the hearts. Despite the fact that internal organs are generally not eaten in this world, they were all eager to have some. People can be so predictable.

After a while of eating and celebrating, I was stopped on my way back from picking flowers.

“Yukari, right? You’re quite something.”

“Thanks. And you are?”

“I should apologize. I’m Caroline, a former madam of a brothel. A little cheap, but what can you do.”

Despite the utilitarian prison uniform, she was still a striking beauty with an air of charm.

A newcomer I’ve seen around recently, she seemed different from the usual inmates, which was why I’d been curious about her.

“So, what’s up?”

I replied with a casual tone.

I couldn’t help but sound somewhat tsundere, which was a bit annoying. Really.

“You’re a bit different from the others, and I was curious. Since we were nearby, I thought I’d introduce myself.”

She thinks the same way I do.

“Haha, the feeling’s mutual. Let’s chat a bit, shall we?”

From our brief conversation, I concluded that Caroline is a rather intelligent woman.

She had a wealth of topics and information, but she was especially interested in international affairs, something I often discuss in the library. No one else seemed to discuss such topics, so she engaged me enthusiastically.

She also probed me about myself, but there’s not much I can say. I simply told her I was a commoner from a rural area. There’s no other answer, and she wouldn’t find anything by investigating me.

I felt a bit bad about lying to someone so serious, but what could I do?

“Seems like you’re aware of the kingdom’s crisis too.”

“From reading the newspapers and magazines, one can get a sense of it.”

“While it’s still in the future, it’s going to get pretty bad. This camp won’t be immune, and I think it’s best to prepare.”

She seemed more concerned about the situation than I was. She was quite serious about it.

“You’re probably right. We’re in a camp, but we can still make a plan. It’s important to be prepared, as you say.”

“Yukari, what do you plan to do?”

“I can’t do much on my own. As a newcomer, I haven’t talked to you yet, but I’m actually gathering a group. People who can act together when the time comes.”

It’s perfect. Caroline’s knowledge and information are undoubtedly valuable to us.

Not to mention, as a former madam, she probably has access to various information that others wouldn’t. Especially if important officials were her clients, she likely has crucial details. No wonder she’s been confined to the camp, despite being a potentially dangerous person. It might be out of mercy that she wasn’t executed. I’ll have to ask her why she’s here.

A valuable source of information and a mysterious charm. Yes, I want her on my team.

“Caroline, do you want to join us in our discussions?”

“Really!? Thank you. I wanted to share the crisis with someone. I’d love to hear more.”

“Great, I’ll introduce you to the group later. Looking forward to working with you, Caroline.”

“Likewise, Yukari.”

It’s refreshing to deal with someone decisive. She must have been quite desperate. Having someone who understands is precious.

As a newcomer, it would have been challenging for her to approach the other inmates, who are mostly troublemakers. She must have been cautious in choosing her friends.

I’ll let Frederica and the others know about this later.

“Talking made me hungry again. There’s still plenty of bird meat, so I’m going to eat some more!”

“True. Eating bird meat isn’t something you get to do often.”

A newcomer’s skepticism. She hasn’t quite grasped how rare this opportunity is.

“To be honest, you won’t get another chance if you don’t eat it now. There’s still plenty to go around, so you should enjoy it to the fullest.”

“I can’t eat that much, though.”

“Don’t say that. It’s too late to regret it later.”

Even if Caroline looked at me with a surprised expression, I didn’t mind.

Today’s dinner is a bird meat barbecue. I won’t get another chance like this until next year at the earliest. I have to eat as much as I can without overdoing it.

---

In the end, even with everyone chipping in, we couldn’t finish the meat from all four birds. We could only manage one.

The remaining three birds were stored in the freezer and are to be served periodically during the winter for dinner.

Interestingly, the giant woman seemed to be having a great time tonight.

By the way, birds are highly sensitive to magic, and magic attacks usually don’t hit them. Since the staff’s magic attacks aren’t very effective, I often get called upon to do the job.



		
			Chapter 4

			Newcomers

			Some time after the bird meat barbecue.

According to Josephine-san, the camp’s insider, about ten new arrivals are set to join us today. They must be the poor girls who were apprehended. It turns out, though, that they’re a group of adventurers and traveling healers. Even Josephine-san isn’t sure why they’re being detained.

It would be great to hear their stories since they’ve traveled far and wide.

When dinner time came, while I was gathering supplies with Frederica and Zenobia, a crowd of new arrivals started filing into the dining hall. They must be the ones we’ve been hearing about.

Well, there are beastfolk and elves in the mix. The group spans from young girls to elderly women. A few of them are looking around the room with extreme caution. This doesn’t bode well.

“Hey, hey, can’t even say hello? Newbies!”

“Here, it’s the norm for newbies to greet everyone around!”

“Stop standing there and get some tea for us!”

And there it goes. The usual hazing of new arrivals. It’s honestly terrible.

The right thing to do here is to introduce yourself casually and gracefully ignore any unreasonable demands… but I’m curious to see how they handle it.

The elderly woman is impressive. She’s completely unfazed, even looking amused as she waits to see what her younger companions will do. The elf next to her seems to share a similar demeanor. On the other hand, the youngest-looking beastgirl is visibly trembling from the tension.

The two middle-aged women and the calm, homely one, along with the laid-back, gentle elf, are quietly observing the situation.

The real challenge lies with the remaining young ladies. The wild-eyed elf is looking for a fight, and the warrior-type woman is already on high alert.

They don’t look like pushovers, but let’s see how it plays out.

“Hey, out of the way! You’re blocking the path!”

At just the right—or wrong—moment, a large woman appears.

“Move it, stupid, uh… urgh…”

She collapses with a thud.

The warrior-type woman advances silently and starts throwing quick body blows at the large woman without a word.

Caught off guard, the large woman goes down easily, like a trained dog.

Still, to launch a preemptive strike against such a bulky opponent… she’s definitely a fighter. This is going to be interesting.

The dining hall, usually noisy, falls into an uneasy silence.

Even as the tension builds, the warrior-type woman, clearly enjoying herself, starts goading the others.

“Look, I can only greet you this way. I’m supposed to go around and greet everyone, right? Be a dear and let me do that.”

Of course, she’s extending the same courtesy to me. Challenge accepted, of course.

I always accept challenges and never back down.

As I stand up, a few rowdy types start pushing forward, eager for some entertainment. They’re all starved for fun, and there’s no helping that. The warrior looks serious, but the old-timers look thrilled. The contrast is amusing.

“Alright! So, who wants to greet me first, kiddo?”

The woman who stands up is slender and often participates in our training sessions.

Those who train are well-prepared, so this could be a good opportunity to see the fruits of our labor. Zenobia, standing next to me, seems to be thinking the same thing.

As the two challengers step forward, the fight begins without any ceremony.

The slender woman starts with some light strikes to test her opponent. Though the strikes are sharper than expected, the warrior-type woman dodges them with ease.

She deflects the increasing pace of strikes with perfect precision, countering with a single, decisive blow. Despite the initial show, it was a clear victory for the warrior.

“Pfft, that was a waste of time. Who’s next?”

She taunts her opponents, emboldened by her win.

I think the slender woman did well, but she was up against a tough opponent.

The warrior-type woman is strong. She has a powerful punch, and her dodging skills are exceptional. It’s not normal to avoid every attack so cleanly. Perhaps she has a skill or talent for it.

“Next is me! Here I come!”

This time, a petite girl steps forward. I recognize her from our training sessions.

She’s a cute one and has a natural talent for throws. Her technique for disrupting an opponent’s stance and the timing and speed of her moves are impressive.

The warrior-type woman seems a bit uncomfortable facing a girl.

“I don’t hold back, even against girls.”

“Great! Here I come!”

She lunges forward, but the warrior dodges effortlessly.

But it feels a bit forced. Having observed her before, I can tell that she’s just pretending to be wide open, setting a trap for a counter.

After a few repetitions, when she finally catches a counter move, she grabs the warrior’s arm.

Or so it seems. She’s quickly thrown off and ends up dangling by her wrists.

“Well, well, I give up…”

It’s understandable. The strength difference is too great. It was a good strategy, though.

After that, three more try and fail to beat her.

Her dodging skills are phenomenal, almost mesmerizing. However, this is a re-education camp, and we can’t let new arrivals walk all over us.

“Zenobia, what do you think?”

“Pretty good. I might not have won against her on my first try.”

“So you can beat her now?”

“I wouldn’t say ‘easy win,’ but I wouldn’t lose.”

“Fitting for Zenobia. Anyway, thanks for your opinion.”

Zenobia gives me a wry smile and a gesture, encouraging me to go ahead.

Alright, my turn.

“I’ll go next.”

I declare this as I stand up.

“Yukari!”

“Yukari’s up!”

“Counting on you, girl!”

“Oh! Onee-sama!”

“If you lose, I get to grope you!”

There’s always that one dimwit in the crowd.

“I heard that, you know.”

I glare at them. They tend to get overconfident if you let them slide.

“Well, if you’re tired, we can do this tomorrow.”

“Pfft, no way. I’m not even warmed up yet. Bring it on.”

“I’m Shinogami Yukari. You might know my name from all the commotion. What’s yours?”

“What?”

“This is a greeting, right? I’d like to know your name.”

She and her companions are fascinating, and I want to hear their stories. To foster a good relationship, it’s best to start with the basics.

“I see. Alright, my name is Ophelia. If I beat you, will things settle down?”

“Probably. I think you’ve made enough of an impression.”

“Then, I’ll fight until I’m satisfied!”

As she says this, Ophelia charges at me.

I calmly assess the situation and kick at her chest.

It was supposed to be a difficult move to dodge, but she slipped past it and avoided the kick.

Or so it seemed. Perhaps she has some kind of illusion or evasion skill tailored for close combat.

But it’s too unfair to use such a skill in close combat. I step back to reassess.

“Teach me that move later. I don’t think I can do it, though.”

“…Hmph.”

She doesn’t respond to my quip.

From observing her fights with others, I know this will be challenging. If it’s an illusion-based skill, fighting blind or by sensing her presence might not work for me.

Based on what I’ve seen, she doesn’t seem to use illusions when attacking, so I’ll use the petite girl’s strategy.

I come up with a plan, but Ophelia isn’t making a move. I’ll have to take the initiative.

I approach casually and start striking.

I wasn’t expecting them to land, but I’m ready to grab her if I can connect. With my skill, I have monstrous grip strength.

Ophelia continues to dodge cautiously, as if sensing something.

I keep striking without showing any intention to grab, waiting for her to launch a counter.

I’m in no rush. If I can’t beat her with simple strikes, grabbing her is my only option. Once I have a hold, I’m certain I’ll win.

“What are you planning?”

“I’m not planning anything. I’m just attacking persistently.”

“I don’t like it. I’ll settle this in one more move!”

“Ophelia, be careful. She’s trying something. Go for the one-hit knockout!”

“Got it!”

The wild-eyed elf offers Ophelia some advice.

Even if it’s a one-hit knockout, I’m not fazed. Let’s see what happens.

I’ll stand my ground and overwhelm her with a decisive win.

“Here, give it your best shot!”

“Darn it! You’ll regret this!”

She starts with a low stance, and I wait.

There’s a bit of distance, so I expect her to charge with a running start. But it’s a kick!

She’s never used a kick before.

But it’s just a faster and stronger regular kick.

In this world, people generally fight with weapons. Unarmed combat is more like a brawl. There’s no formal martial arts without weapons, as far as I know.

Skill, close-combat technique.

This is the second gift I’ve been given.

I’m probably the only one who can perform such advanced unarmed combat in this world. A skilled physical fighter like her shouldn’t be able to beat me.

Of course, my victory is due to the magic-sealing bracelet, which nullifies the effects of any physical enhancement magic. Otherwise, a fighter with magic would be far superior.

Once I’m released, I need to regain my magical abilities as quickly as possible. For that, I’ll need to study and prepare more.

The new arrival’s cry of dismay echoes through the hall. The elderly woman and the elf next to her have quietly finished their meal while watching the spectacle. They’re as resourceful as ever.

Incidentally, my consecutive wins are largely due to the bracelet. Normally, adventurers and mercenaries use physical enhancement magic, which significantly boosts their strength, reflexes, and even their vision. Without it, and with my unknown close-combat skills, I have the upper hand. I shouldn’t get too cocky. Yes, indeed.

Once I’m released, I need to regain my full magical abilities as quickly as possible to ensure my survival. I’ll need to do more thorough preparation and research.



		
			Chapter 5

			A Lecture from a Healer

			Another noisy morning, and the day begins with the usual noisy wake-up call, followed by washing my face before breakfast.

Washing up in the morning is refreshing. It sharpens my senses and clears my groggy mind.

I’d love a hot shower, but unfortunately, the facilities here fall short.

I look at my face in the mirror.

What am I, really? I’ve asked myself this question many times.

In the end, I am who I am, but the drastic changes still feel strange.

My facial features remain fairly distinct.

I can get my hair cut whenever I like, so I’ve managed to keep my medium-length, wavy hair as it was before. The texture is even more lustrous than before, which is nice.

The problem is the color. My once brownish-black hair is now a deep indigo, with a touch of purple. It’s a beautiful color, almost mesmerizing.

Not just my hair, but my eyebrows have also turned from black to this deep indigo. It’s beautiful, and I like the color, but it’s still a mystery.

My skin tone, once a healthy tan, is now pale, almost sickly. Despite daily training outdoors, I haven’t tanned at all.

My eyes remain black, but it would have been more interesting if they had turned gold or deep red.

I have some ideas about these changes, but it still leaves me with many questions.

But one thing is certain: this body is not the same as my original one. My physical abilities have been abnormally enhanced, likely due to my skills.

Furthermore, the changes have been minimal even after spending considerable time here. I have some theories about this, but it’s still a mystery.

Even my name has changed. It’s now Yukarinowe Nishijooufasu, instead of Nishiohashi Yukarinoue. The change was part of my evaluation, and I can’t correct it.

lost in thought, Frederica teases me.

“What are you doing? Daydreaming about yourself again? I didn’t realize you were such a narcissist, Yukari.”

“Hardly. I was just wondering about my skin condition.”

“Is that so? Your skin looks just as beautiful as always. Shall we head to the dining hall?”

“Sure, let’s go.”

We move to the dining hall for our daily nutritional supplement.

Despite the usual noisy crowd, we manage to have a quick meal with Zenobia and Caroline.

A few days have passed since meeting the new adventurer and healer group. We’ve slowly started to get along, training together and studying in the library.

One day, I asked the elderly healer about herb magic. Given her age and experience, I thought she’d be a good person to consult.

“You have an affinity for herb magic? That’s quite rare.”

She is a renowned healer with numerous achievements, known for her expertise and contributions to the field.

Her silver hair is tied in a loose bun over her right shoulder, and she often has a mischievous smile.

When I realized she was the same person from the library’s records, I was genuinely surprised and a bit skeptical. I still have my doubts about why such a distinguished person is in this camp, but that’s a different story.

“Let’s start with the basics. What I’ve found in the library doesn’t mention such an affinity. It’s probably a derivative of healing magic. Do you have any knowledge about it?”

“Not of any specific person, but herb magic can be used by anyone with a healing affinity. I have some ideas, though.”

“I’d love to hear them.”

I have my own theories, but a professional’s input would be valuable.

“Let’s start with the basics. All magic has a tier, from first to seventh. First-tier magic is considered legendary and has never been successfully used. Second and third-tier magic are advanced and can only be used by a few. I can use several third-tier spells!”

“Alright, enough showing off. You’re impressive, but let’s get back to the basics.”

“Fourth-tier and below are classified as intermediate and low-tier. Understood?”

“Yes, of course.”

These are the fundamentals of magic. I’ve already studied them.

“Now, let’s talk about herb magic. Even the simplest seventh-tier herb magic requires a healing affinity. For healers, creating restorative potions that can be stored is a crucial task. It’s also an obligation for the Healer Guild.”

Healers with the affinity aren’t rare, but they’re not exactly common either.

Healing magic is highly sought after, as even a seventh-tier spell is useful. Most healers work in town clinics and provide medical care. Some are adventurers, some work for military or noble households, and others are part of the Healer Guild.

Healers must contribute a certain number of potions to the Guild based on their rank.

Creating restorative potions is important, especially for small towns, travelers, and adventurers. The Guild also offers numerous benefits to its members.

“Do restorative potions have tiers? I’ve never seen one in person.”

“Yes, similar to magic. However, second-tier potions are also considered legendary. Do you know why?”

“No, I haven’t seen that in the records.”

It’s clear that the library’s resources are limited. It’s good to have the opportunity to ask an expert.

“I might be reading too much, but I’m starting to feel like a know-it-all. I should talk to more people.”

“A good question. For example, if I use a second-tier spell to create a potion, it ends up being a third-tier potion.”

“The tier drops! So, the best potions in the world are third-tier?”

“Indeed. Third-tier potions are rare, and there are many types. Getting the specific one you need isn’t easy.”

Restorative potions come in various types: wound healing, stamina recovery, mana recovery, disease treatment, and various status ailment remedies. Each has its unique, fantastical effects.

“So, even excellent healers have their strengths and weaknesses, and creating all types of third-tier potions is nearly impossible.”

“I couldn’t do it, either. Third and fourth-tier potions are valuable and are often bought by the Royal Palace, high nobles, and the military. The value of high and intermediate tier potions is clear.”

This underscores the usefulness of a healing affinity.

“I see. Given what you’ve said, my affinity is…”

“Do you have an idea of what it might be?”

“I suspect it might prevent the potion’s tier from dropping when I use herb magic?”

“You’re different from a healer, so it’s likely. You might be able to create all types of potions equally. However, you probably won’t be able to use regular healing magic.”

Being unable to use regular healing magic isn’t a significant drawback if I can create potions. In fact, the ability to create high-tier, storable potions that can be sold at a high price seems like a net positive.

The only question is how high-tier potions I can create, and that’s something I’ll have to work on.

I feel a growing desire to experiment with magic.

“I can’t wait to try it out. Are there any tips for herb magic?”

“Well, it’s more about magic in general. Visualizing the effect clearly is crucial. If you can form a strong mental image and have the necessary magical affinity and power, you can achieve almost anything.”

It’s a vague explanation, but I’m glad I don’t need to memorize complex incantations or draw intricate magic circles.

“I see. I understand that visualizing something abstract is crucial for activating magic. A strong mental image can make a difference.”

“Exactly. A more vivid and stronger mental image results in a more effective spell and better mana efficiency. Magic is all about visualization, remember that.”

“I will. It’s all about visualization, huh?”

“Practice is key.”

That’s the challenge. I think my modern Japanese knowledge gives me a significant advantage in forming vivid mental images.

For example, for wound healing, I can visualize the work of platelets, inflammation, cell division, and the strengthening of new tissues.

If such detailed medical knowledge isn’t necessary for the potions in this world, then a solid mental image is paramount.

My rudimentary and partial knowledge can still give me a significant edge.

“Thank you, Rosabel-san. I learned a lot. I’m eager to practice, though it might take a while.”

“I’m curious to see the results of your magic once you’re out of here.”

“I’ll send you a letter once I’m free. I can send it through the Healer Guild, and it will reach you, right?”

Even though it’s a distant goal, planning ahead is good for me.

“We don’t have a set release date. We don’t know who will get out first, but if you send a letter to the Guild, it will eventually reach me.”

“I will. I’m confident I can create amazing potions.”

“You’re quite confident for someone who’s never used magic before.”

“Hehe, it’s all about visualization, right? That’s something I’m good at.”

“I look forward to it.”

We both smile, feeling a bit like unscrupulous merchants. It’s a bit disconcerting.

“Feel free to come to me if you have more questions. You can also ask the other healers, including my companions.”

My companions include the elf Colette, who is usually with Rosabel, and the two older women.

It might be worth hearing different perspectives, especially from Colette.

“I’ll definitely do that. I can’t wait to use magic!”

But I never expected such an opportunity to come so soon.



		
			Chapter 6

			A Lecture on Earth Magic and the Mysterious Siren

			Thanks to Rosabel’s lessons and the insights from the other healers, I feel more confident about practicing herb magic. Now, I want to delve deeper into my other magical affinity, earth magic.

I asked Josephine, our camp’s insider, if she knew anyone with an earth magic affinity. She immediately provided the information. As expected from an insider.

“What? You didn’t know, Yukari? You often see her. Caroline has an earth magic affinity.”

“Really? I never had a chance to talk about magic with her.”

“She used to be a brothel madam, so she’s probably skilled in combat.”

I’m curious about how Josephine knows this. I doubt she got the information from Caroline herself.

“Well, she does have good combat skills, and combat magic seems fitting.”

“Have you talked to the adventurer elf about earth magic? She doesn’t have the affinity, but she might have some knowledge.”

“I’ve already talked to her. It was helpful, but I’d like to hear from someone more specialized. Josephine, thank you. I’ll ask Caroline.”

“You’re welcome. Good luck.”

I didn’t realize Caroline had such an affinity. Sometimes the obvious is right in front of you.

I wandered the camp looking for Caroline and overheard some of the older inmates giving a new arrival some advice.

“Stay away from that one. The one we just passed is the most dangerous, remember that.”

“Ah, I see. If it makes things easier, then it’s fine.”

They must be some of the new arrivals who got into a fight early on and got beaten up. It wasn’t my fault, though.

As I was lost in thought, Caroline passed by. I decided to pretend I hadn’t heard their conversation.

She still has that incredible presence and allure. Even in casual attire, she exudes a certain charm.

“Caroline! Can I talk to you for a moment?”

“Oh, Yukari. What’s up?”

“I have some questions about earth magic. Do you have a moment?”

“No problem. I have an earth affinity, so I can help if I can.”

“Thanks. Let’s find a place to talk.”

I already know the basics of earth magic, but getting insights from an expert is invaluable.

Earth magic typically involves creating walls of earth or rock, digging holes, hurling gravel, and growing spikes from the ground.

Advanced earth magic can create golems, sandstorms, reshape landscapes, and even cause earthquakes.

Of course, with the right mental image, you can probably achieve many other impressive effects.

“I have a mineral magic affinity. It’s quite specific.”

“Interesting. I see why you’re curious. Library records probably didn’t have much on that.”

“Exactly. I’d love to hear your thoughts on what it might entail.”

“Sure, I can offer some ideas, even if they’re just hypothetical.”

“Any ideas would be helpful.”

I’m eager to hear her thoughts.

“Well, mineral magic would likely focus on minerals. It might be completely different from earth magic.”

“I see. Digging holes doesn’t seem to be its strong point.”

“Common minerals like iron ore and gemstones come to mind.”

“Gemstones, huh? That sounds promising.”

“Not as a joke, but it could be possible. Since it’s focused on minerals, you might be able to do something earth magic can’t, like creating or processing metals and gemstones.”

Her vague response makes me chuckle.

“What’s so funny?”

“I’m just imagining the possibilities.”

“I’m serious. Besides creation, you might be able to find and refine minerals.”

“Wait a minute.”

This is a revelation. I had assumed mineral magic would involve controlling rocks and stones, but now I’m seeing it as a whole new opportunity.

Magic is about visualization. If I can imagine it, I can possibly achieve it. With my basic knowledge of physics and chemistry, my mental imagery can be quite detailed and accurate.

This is definitely worth getting excited about.

“…Yukari, what are you smirking about?”

“Oh, nothing! Hehe.”

“You don’t look convincing. Oh well.”

“Anyway! Caroline, this was really helpful. Thank you. I need to hit the library and study more about minerals!”

“I’ll come with you. It’ll be more fun that way.”

“I appreciate it! Let’s go together.”

Minerals are diverse, ranging from common elements to fantastical ones unique to this world.

The library records don’t provide detailed compositions, but they do have good descriptions and pictures. I need to study them thoroughly to form vivid mental images.

Studying is important!

Since then, my days have been filled with even more focused study. Not just Frederica, but Caroline and the healers also joined in daily reading and studying sessions. They’re all intellectual, so it makes sense.

However, even Zenobia and Ophelia, along with other training participants, started joining in, making the library lively.

A stern staff member shouted to quiet them down, but they kept coming back. They don’t cause a commotion anymore, but the sight of the brawn-oriented group reading is a bit strange.

“Why the sudden interest?” I ask Zenobia, who’s reading seriously.

“We have a lot of free time outside of training. We usually did paid work or played games, but there’s some unease about what will happen with Brenark and Retnark. It’s comforting to be together.”

“So, you’re studying because of that?”

“Not really. We’ve always been curious about what you all do. Now we’re starting to get into it.”

If they’re enjoying it, that’s fine by me. They’re not causing trouble anymore.

Our peaceful study time was interrupted by an unexpected emergency.

Vooooom! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

A different kind of alarm from the morning wake-up call, an ominous siren that fills the air with dread.

It’s the first time I’ve heard it, but it’s unmistakably bad news.

“What the…?”

“Never heard of this before.”

Everyone is confused.

“Everyone, back to your rooms and wait! Move it!”

The staff member shouts and rushes out, clearly agitated.

Even though we don’t know what’s happening, it’s best to follow orders and avoid unnecessary trouble.

The others in the library, looking uneasy, start moving back to their rooms.

I hope nothing serious is happening at Brenark. Reports suggested that a real war wouldn’t start until winter was over.

“Hey, Josephine! What’s going on?”

She’s a reliable source of information.

“Not sure of the details, but I recognize the siren.”

“Great. What is it?”

“Probably a large-scale monster attack. This siren signals the start of the anti-monster defense protocol.”

“Interesting. The walls don’t look that sturdy. Is everything okay?”

“There are magical artifacts with barrier spells, and the staff will use magic to defend.”

Barrier spells, I think. They’re known for being strong defensive magic.

“Thanks, Josephine. You’re always helpful.”

“No problem. I’ll let you know if I find out more.”

“Awesome, thanks!”

Back in the room, I wait quietly. The siren is still blaring, but I hope they activate the defenses soon.

Just as I wish for it, the siren dies down. The silence provides some relief.

But the relief is short-lived as the emergency broadcast begins.

“Urgent announcement! Urgent announcement! A large-scale Capros invasion is expected at the facility!”

Capros, those boar-like creatures, known for their relentless charge. They’re often compared to disasters, pushing past any obstacles until their leader stops.

How large is this invasion? If we’re directly targeted, it’s a bit worrying.

I can’t help but think of a delicious stew. I glance at Frederica, and we quickly look away, knowing we had the same thought. It’s the poor diet that drives us to such fantasies.

“Those called will immediately proceed to the administrative building! This is an order! Repeat this announcement!”

This can’t be good. Being called out in such a situation suggests a trap or something equally dangerous.

Women’s lives are expendable in a crisis like this.

I have a bad feeling about this.

“Those called will immediately proceed to the administrative building! This is an order!”

A very bad feeling, indeed.

“Yukarinowe! Zenobia! Angelina! Ophelia! Albert! Liliane! Verone! Rosabel! …”

Great, I’m first on the list.

The others called are notable fighters or healers. This must be serious.

But what can we do without weapons or magic?

I guess I don’t have a choice. It’s an order, and resisting won’t do any good.

“Frederica, I’m heading out.”

“Yukari, please be careful.”

“I will. I’m not ready to die yet. I’ll do my best.”

Sending us out like this seems pointless. There must be a reason. I need to find out what it is.



		
			Chapter 7

			Materializing the Vision

			As soon as I heard the emergency call, I rushed out of my room and met up with the others who had also been summoned. We hurried to the front of the administration building, where three staff members were waiting for us: the director, the deputy director, and the usual lady staff member.

In this women's camp, the director and deputy director are the only two men, both elderly, with the director having a gentle demeanor and the deputy director being more strict.

Once all of us who had been called had gathered, the deputy director began to speak.

"We've gathered you here because a massive horde of Capros is approaching. While it wasn't mentioned in the broadcast, this horde is estimated to be anywhere from several thousand to tens of thousands strong—possibly even larger."

Everyone was stunned. If we don’t evacuate immediately, this place will surely be destroyed, right?

"I understand your concerns. However, evacuating with such a large horde is nearly impossible. For now, their path is straight toward us, but any deviation could leave us vulnerable to attack. We’ve determined that our best course of action is to set up a defense here."

It’s probably a sensible decision. We have magical barriers and artifacts, after all.

The deputy director continued, "We will set up defensive arrays to eliminate the Capros as they approach. Our staff is already constructing earth walls and moats outside the facility to obstruct their path. While these will only buy us time, they should weaken the horde. We’ll strike when they’re vulnerable."

Even a small wall won’t stop tens of thousands of giant boars. Of course, it’s impossible to stop them.

"But with only our staff, we don’t have enough hands. The numbers are overwhelming, and we don’t know when the horde will stop. We’ve decided to use every available resource, which means we need your help."

That makes sense, but we’re defenseless. We don’t have weapons, and our magic is sealed.

The other inmates understand this, but their faces show confusion and worry.

"I know it’s a last resort to ask for the help of women, but we have no other choice. Don’t worry, though. We will temporarily remove the restrictions on your Magic-Sealing Bracelets. They won’t be removed entirely, but their effects will be suspended for half a day. After that, they will reactivate. Please don’t misuse this opportunity."

That’s possible? These things can be adjusted like that?

But wait. That means... we can use magic?

Magic! Magic!

"Your equipment will also be returned temporarily so you can fight without restraint. Those with concerns about their equipment can borrow some. Let’s get moving."

Everyone began to move. Despite the dire situation, some of the combatants seemed excited about the prospect of a full-scale battle.

I am, too. *Hehehe.* *Hehehehehehe.*

"Hey, Yukari, your face is scary."

"Huh? What? Ophelia, get pumped up too! *Hehehe*"

"Ah, right. Later."

Magic! Magic! *Maahooooo!*

Before the temporary removal of the Magic-Sealing Bracelets, we went to the warehouse to get our equipment back. I don’t have any equipment, but if they’re offering, maybe I should borrow something.

The lady staff member noticed me and was kind enough to suggest, "Yukarinowe, you didn’t have any specific equipment. Would you like to try a sword?"

"I don’t need a weapon. I’ve never used one, and I might break it."

"Then how about some armor? It’s better than nothing."

"Hmm, I’m not sure. Can you pick something out for me?"

"Sure. If you fight unarmed, I’d recommend gauntlets, greaves, and an abdominal guard. You don’t want anything that restricts your movement."

"Alright, I’ll take those. Let me try them on."

I had no idea how to put them on, so the staff member helped me. The feeling was strange, but not as uncomfortable as I thought it would be. The greaves covered my shins, and a single kick could probably seriously wound a person. The gauntlets covered my fists and elbows, making both punches and elbow strikes incredibly powerful. The open design allowed for grappling techniques as well.

Even without a weapon, these should allow me to deliver strong blows.

I haven’t used magic in a while, and I was planning to fight unarmed, but I’m questioning my sanity with this excitement.

But what is this overwhelming sense of anticipation?

"Do you want to change anything? How about a helmet?"

"No, I’m good with this. I’ll get used to it soon. What about the magic restrictions?"

"Once everyone else is equipped, we’ll lift the restrictions."

Alright, I’ll wait a bit longer.

Once everyone was ready, the deputy director spoke again.

"According to divination magic, the Capros will reach the earth walls and moats in about half an hour. There’s a bit of good news, though. It seems their path has shifted slightly toward the mountains. This means we won’t have to face the full force of the horde head-on."

It’s a stroke of luck. Facing the center of the horde would be overwhelmingly difficult compared to the edges.

The situation seems a bit brighter, but I’m already beyond caring!

"Now, we will begin the temporary removal of the Magic-Sealing Bracelets. Come forward one by one. This is your first time using magic in a while, so make sure to get used to it before the battle. First, Yukarinowe."

"Got it!"

I responded eagerly.

*Here it comes!*

"Settle down a bit. But you’re a reassuring presence. Good luck."

"Got it. You can count on me!"

Finally, the hated restraint is lifted.

*Heart racing.*

When the deputy director infused the bracelet with magic, I could feel the restriction dissolve.

*Hehehe, hehehehehehehe. Ahhh, so good!*

I practically ran outside to get a feel for my magic.

*““““Scary!””””*

I heard several voices, but I’m willing to overlook everything now!

Magic is all about visualization. I’ve been practicing that for a long time, day after day, even in my dreams. Today, I’ll turn that dream into reality.

First, I need to use Physical Enhancement Magic. Without it, I won’t survive the upcoming battle. Facing vicious monsters as a regular human would be pointless.

But it’s no problem. The moment the restraint was lifted, my body was already supercharged.

I could enhance myself as naturally as breathing, just as I had always imagined.

This omnipotence, this liberation.

I jumped and leaped without restraint, testing my body’s capabilities. The speed and strength felt like those of a superhuman, making me feel like the ruler of the world.

*This is amazing!*

It’s like I’ve become a superhero, though my appearance hasn’t changed.

It’s not just visualization. My ability to adapt so quickly is due to another of my innate talents: Familiarity and Adaptability. Both terms mean something like adapting, and as a skill, its effects are significant. It might be the most important ability I have.

Physical Enhancement Magic is a staple that anyone can use, regardless of magical aptitude. It feels like it suits me perfectly, even on my first try.

I’m not sure if this is normal, but I’ll compare it with the others later.

No, no. Pride is dangerous, absolutely.

The sense of anticipation hasn’t faded, but I’ve calmed down a bit.

A few others have had their restrictions lifted and are testing their magic and equipment nearby. I’m more focused on myself right now.

Next, I’ll practice the magical aptitude I’ve recently acquired. Let’s start with Healing Magic.

As I visualized, a ball of healing potion formed at my fingertips, growing larger until I stopped it, and it fell with a *splash*.

*Great! It works just as I imagined. It’s surprisingly easy.*

Next, Mineral Magic.

There’s no need for anything complicated, and I shouldn’t waste mana. How about a *reverse thorn* instead of a wall? Yes, a row of sharp, outward-facing thorns.

I visualized a small iron reverse thorn and cast the spell. It grew from the ground as I imagined, forming a cute, albeit dangerous, barrier.

*Alright! I got it!*

This is amazing. I can do anything!

Am I a genius? Isn’t this incredible?

*Hehehehehehehe. My excitement is building again.*

Next, I tried to launch iron gravel, but while it formed, it didn’t fly far and fell a few meters away.

*Hmm? Is this a case where my aptitude isn’t as strong, or is my visualization off?*

Well, it’s fine. If I can create the gravel, I can throw it. I have the Throwing Skill, after all!

That’s enough for now.

"Once you’re ready, we’ll move out."

Everyone had already gathered outside.

I really want to study this more, but there’s no time. I just want to get into action.

Without thinking, I approached the deputy director.

"Deputy Director, I’ll take up a position on the central wall of the horde’s path. You know I have the Throwing Skill, right? With my current abilities, I can launch something more powerful than any magic!"

Where is this confidence coming from?

Even I’m surprised by the fighting spirit surging within me. Maybe it’s madness, or maybe it’s a side effect of Physical Enhancement Magic.

"Alright. However, you’ll have other staff members with you. You won’t be alone, but feel free to go all out."

"That’s fine. As long as they don’t get in my way."

Looking around, I could see the excitement and determination on everyone’s faces, some even shouting battle cries. The healers, on the other hand, seemed nervous and intimidated. Even Rosabel-san looked bewildered.

*We’re going to win!*

The wall I climbed was about three or four stories high, with a narrow width. It felt precarious and would likely be shattered by the Capros’ charge.

I don’t know how strong the magical barriers are, but if they fail, we’re in trouble. Even with powerful magical artifacts, the barriers would have short durations. The horde is endless, and it’s up to us to make a difference.

The close-combat fighters were positioned in front of the wall, while the magic attackers were scattered along the top, ready to cast their spells.

Looking toward the hill, I could see the horde of Capros, already close and spreading across the landscape. They must extend far beyond what I can see.

As part of the initial defense, several earth walls had been constructed along the path to the camp, with trenches behind them, all created by staff using earth magic.

Watching for a moment, I saw the Capros easily breach the first earth wall. It was completely ineffective, not even buying us time.

The trenches filled quickly, and the beasts continued their advance.

Now it’s up to the magical barriers and our combined efforts. Before that, I’ll try the reverse thorn strategy.

This is the real deal. The Capros are still a bit far, but I’ll aim for their front.

I can feel the mana consumption increasing with distance, but I can’t overuse it.

I’ll create three layers of reverse thorns along the path, with sharp, spiky protrusions. The image is clear.

*Here we go.*

I released the mana, and the iron reverse thorns emerged, forming exactly as I had visualized.

No need for incantations. They might strengthen the visualization, but it’s fine for now.

The cheers from the crowd as the barriers appeared were satisfying. *Hehehe, you can praise me more!*

The Capros collided with the reverse thorns.

*Got them!*

As expected, perfect. However, stopping the initial charge was just the beginning. More Capros kept pushing forward, using the fallen ones as stepping stones, impaling themselves on the spikes, and continuing their advance.

No one expected these barriers to stop them completely. This is just setting the stage.

*Now, it’s your turn, magic attackers!*



		
			Chapter 8

			Ranged Warfare

			"Fire!"

The surge had temporarily halted, and now a chaotic crowd of Capros formed in front of the Saka Mogue. When the commanding officer gave the signal, a barrage of colorful attack spells descended upon them. A few seemed particularly formidable, as the air crackled with the power of their immense magic. I wish I could study them more closely.

After the thunderous explosions and blinding light, the landscape had been transformed into a charred wasteland. The hill that once stood there had been gouged out, leaving a massive crater.

"Wow, that's incredible... I didn't know they could do that."

Taken aback by the sheer force of the attack, I couldn't help but murmur my thoughts. An officer who had been stationed nearby suddenly appeared beside me, responding to my musings.

"Indeed. With the power of those mages, we might just survive this. Your barricade was impressive, too."

"But that crater was unexpected. Even if it took several people, the sheer power is beyond what I imagined. Maybe I underestimated them."

"Life is full of surprises. Look, it's not over yet. More Capros are coming. With the hill gone, we can see the reality of the situation more clearly."

As the officer had pointed out, the improved visibility revealed a disheartening sight. The horizon was filled with a continuous stream of Capros. However, there seemed to be a slight break before the next wave.

The mages who had used the large-scale spells seemed to be taking a break. Even they couldn't unleash such powerful attacks continuously.

I guess it's my turn to take the stage. Once the Capros reach the crater, I'll start my assault. I'll get a good workout.

By the way, gauntlets are a bit of a hindrance for throwing. I'll take them off, even though I was given them as a favor.

The excitement from the magic and the Capros had thrown me off, but I'm starting to calm down. Phew, I need to take a deep breath and steady myself.

Throwing objects to inflict damage on a large group. No matter how powerful the projectiles, anything I can hold in my hand won't cause significant damage to a horde. Even something as dense as tungsten wouldn't make much of a difference, let alone compare to those large-scale spells.

But the reason I forced myself into the front line of the defense was that I had a plan for large-scale destruction. After all, this is a fantasy world. There's no need to stick to known minerals and metals.

There's a perfect mineral for this situation—Nova Ore. When subjected to great pressure, it explodes. It's incredibly dense, and the scale of its explosions is considerable. However, it's so rare that there are hardly any samples or recorded explosions, leading some to doubt its existence.

Well, if it doesn't work, it doesn't. My motto is to try anyway. Anything is possible if you try. I'll approach this with enthusiasm and let my fighting spirit take over.

I effortlessly generated a small piece of the rare Nova Ore in my palm. Its color was as mysterious as labradorite, and it had a substantial weight. It was several times heavier than iron, but in my enhanced state, it felt just right.

I might be a bit monstrous, but seeing Zenobia down there with a massive sword on her back, I realize this isn't so unusual.

According to the records, Nova Ore requires an immense amount of pressure to explode. This is a concern. How much pressure is enough?

If I throw it at supersonic speeds, the air resistance might cause it to explode. Even if it doesn't, will the impact be enough to trigger the explosion?

What should I do? I'll just have to test it out.

"Hey! I'm going to test this, so everyone stay back! Be careful of the shockwave—it could be deadly! Here it goes!"

I loudly warned everyone on and below the wall. This is my first time using enhanced strength for throwing, so I'm not sure how powerful it will be.

Once I confirmed no one was nearby, I made my first test throw.

"Hurl!"

Even with just an overarm throw, it felt powerful. I'd love to spin and throw a tornado, but there's not enough space here.

The moment it left my hand, a shockwave ruffled my hair.

*Boom!*

The impossible speed and the resulting explosion were devastating. This is some serious speed... I think it's as powerful as a tank shell.

But did it even explode?

The result wasn't what I expected. The impact on the ground wasn't enough to trigger the explosion.

—Maybe I need to try something else.

As I considered this, the Capros were almost at the crater. I had to improvise.

"Keep your distance! Everyone below, move to the side until the Capros get closer! I don't want anyone caught in the blast!"

I declared this unilaterally and prepared to throw. It's a crazy, reckless plan, but my skills and magic give me confidence.

From my test, I have a better feel for it. I can do this.

The skill's power is incredible. It makes my body move with perfect efficiency, instinctively. I can hit any target within range with absolute precision, accounting for wind, gravity, and even the Coriolis effect.

If I had explained this, they probably would have stopped me, but it's too late now.

"Hellfire No. 1, go!"

I threw the Nova Ore in a high, arcing trajectory toward the crater.

"Hellfire No. 2, full speed ahead! Here it goes!"

I immediately focused and threw the second one at the predicted impact point of the first.

Just before release, I reshaped the Nova Ore into a streamlined, armor-piercing projectile for greater stability.

The plan was to collide the two Nova Ores over the heads of the Capros. This was an insane maneuver no one else could pull off.

The two Nova Ores collided at supersonic speed.

*Crack! Boom!*

A blinding flash and a deafening explosion far beyond my expectations.

"...Really?"

Not just me, everyone was stunned.

This was as powerful as the large-scale magic attack from before.

Well, I guess I can praise myself for this, right? I did a good job, didn't I?

Oh no, my adrenaline is pumping!

"Ha, ha, ha, ha! Come at me! I'll turn you all into charcoal, you beasts!"

The dust and smoke made it hard to see, but more Capros were coming.

Generating the ore doesn't cost much mana. I can keep going!

Someone must have used a wind spell to clear the smoke. Good job, whoever it was!

I continued to throw Nova Ore, create explosions, and let the wind spells clear the air. The cycle repeated: the Capros would regroup, I'd throw, they'd scatter, and the cycle would start again.

I was in high spirits, but the melee fighters looked bored, and the mages seemed a bit deflated.

The Capros kept coming, so I'd hand over when I got tired or bored. For now, they could rest.

How long had it been?

I was starting to feel a bit fatigued. I needed a break. My mana, stamina, and morale were all draining.

Since I had been handling everything, everyone else was in standby mode. Maybe I overdid it. I needed to re-energize them.

The density of the Capros seemed to be thinning slightly.

Perfect timing for a shift.

"Change!"

I shouted, and everyone looked at me with confusion. They were too relaxed.

"Switch! I need a break!"

They seemed to have been expecting a chance to fight, but now they looked doubtful.

The commander snapped them out of it.

"Get to your positions! The battle isn't over! The next wave is coming! Don't count on Yukarinowe's support anymore!"

Gradually, everyone started to regain their focus.

I wasn't completely done, but I'd let them take over for a while.

"I'm tired."

"You overdid it. I thought you were going to handle everything yourself."

At the healer's station, Rosabel-san greeted me.

Luckily, there hadn't been much actual fighting yet, so the healers were idle.

"I wish, but it doesn't seem like it's ending anytime soon."

"Actually, the number of Capros is clearly decreasing. It should be over by sundown."

"That's good to know."

"By the way, what did you throw to cause those explosions?"

Given the effect, it was bound to be a topic of interest. I'd have to explain to the director and staff later too.

The best way to explain was to show them, so I created a small piece of Nova Ore and handed it over.

"Here. It's called Nova Ore. Have you heard of it?"

"No, I haven't. It has a mysterious color and is quite heavy."

Even a small piece is quite dense. Rosabel-san examined its weight and color with interest.

"It's a rare mineral that explodes when subjected to a strong impact."

"Explosive? That sounds dangerous."

"It requires an extraordinary impact, so it's not very dangerous in normal use."

"I see. Still, being able to create such a rare mineral so easily is quite convenient."

"Indeed. Using it in practice, I feel there are many more possibilities."

"True. Magic is about imagination. Unfortunately, it will be sealed again after the battle, but considering its potential is beneficial. Good luck, young one."

"Thanks. I might need your advice again."

"Anytime. Here, special potions for stamina and mana recovery."

She handed me vials of the potions.

"Wow, thanks. If you made them, they should be effective."

"They are, but they won't restore your spirit. Take a short rest after drinking them. The battle isn't over yet."

"You're right. Thanks."

I was thirsty, so I drank the potion immediately. The fatigue left me almost instantly. It must have been the stamina potion.

I finished it and drank the mana potion as well. Neither had a distinct taste, but it was like clear, refreshing water.

I already felt ready to fight again.

"Lay low. Your mind is more exhausted than you realize."

I took the advice and decided to rest.

" Wake me if anything happens."

"Understood."

I took off my equipment and laid down. I hadn't engaged in close combat, which was a bit disappointing.

Maybe it'll be over when I wake up.

I really wanted to see Zenobia in action, though. I'll take a short nap and then go check it out.



		
			Chapter 9

			Extra Time

			I woke up to the dazzling sunlight streaming through the window.

*The days are getting shorter lately. Autumn is almost over*.

I must have slept for a short time, but I felt refreshed.

No one was around my bed, so I took the opportunity to relax a bit.

I created a small water ball with water magic and swallowed it. *Mmm, it's delicious*.

*Magic is so convenient*. Once you get used to using it in daily life, having the magic-sealing bracelets on feels like a severe punishment.

*What happened to the Capros?*

I was just about to relax when I heard loud voices and noises.

"Lay the injured down here! They're still in good condition, we can heal them. With so many healers, there's no problem!"

*What's going on?*

I jumped up and moved to the large room next door. Several injured staff members and inmates were being brought in. Some were clearly in critical condition.

I made eye contact with a middle-aged staff member who had brought the injured. She looked desperate as she asked for help.

"Yukarinowe! We're in a battle with powerful magical beasts. Can you lend a hand?"

"What happened to the Capros?"

"The Capros have passed, but we killed a significant number of them. Now, more magical beasts are descending from the mountains to scavenge the corpses."

*From the Romariel Mountains. This could be interesting*.

Despite the injuries, I felt a mix of excitement and determination.

"There are powerful beasts among them, right?"

"Yes. Everyone is exhausted, and we have injured. Can you handle it?"

"Of course. What kind of powerful beasts are there?"

"Bright Apes. There are five of them. Be careful."

"Great prey. I'll go right away."

I'm familiar with Bright Apes from my studies.

Bright Apes are gorilla-like magical beasts covered in silvery fur. They resemble creatures like Yetis or Bigfoots.

However, their mouths protrude like piranhas, filled with sharp teeth, making them look both vicious and unsettling. They possess incredible strength, and their fur is as tough as steel.

Their beautiful silvery fur is unexpectedly light and is highly prized not only as equipment for adventurers and mercenaries but also as decorative items for nobles and the wealthy.

*This sense of calm is gone*.

I felt a mix of excitement and determination as I rushed back to the battlefield.

First, I observed the battlefield. Jumping onto the wall, I looked down. There they were.

I could see the facility's inmates fighting various magical beasts, numbering in the dozens.

*It's a chaotic melee, so I can't just throw things around*. *Some are using high-speed movement tactics*. *That's Zenobia, overwhelming the Bright Apes*.

*Other adventurers are also doing well*. *They're taking on the bigger threats, so it seems to be working*.

*However, the number of lesser beasts is overwhelming, and we don't have enough fighters*. *In a chaotic melee, it's not practical to use large-scale magic to eliminate them in one go, and those who used large-scale magic during the Capros battle are running low on power*.

*Alright, I'll start by reducing the number of lesser beasts*.

*Here goes*!

I jumped from the wall and delivered a powerful spinning kick to a medium-sized lizard beast, sending it flying.

*This is close combat, something I've been looking forward to*. The Physical Enhancement magic boosts my strength. There's no need to hold back against magical beasts.

*The challenge is that I've only fought humans before, so I'm not sure how well I'll do against magical beasts*.

*From the feel of that kick, it seems I can't one-shot them with a single strike*. *Using special techniques might be difficult*. *Maybe I should aim for their necks*.

*The lesser beasts kept attacking without giving me a moment to think*.

*Avoiding a deer-like beast's charge, I dodged a snake-like beast's bite*. *I'll get a feel for their movements as I fight*.

*Magical beasts don't seem to have much intelligence; they just charge recklessly*. *This shouldn't be too difficult*.

*Avoiding the charge of a deer-like beast, I grabbed its horn, pulled it down, and stepped on its neck with all my strength*.

*Even a magical beast can't survive a snapped neck*. *It's not dead yet, but it will be soon*. *This method works*.

*I grabbed and pulled down other beasts, breaking their necks one by one*. *I wish I had my gauntlets and greaves*.

*Handling mammalian beasts was fine, but the snake-like beasts were a problem*.

*What can I do? They're wriggling around, and my punches and kicks in shoes don't seem to do much damage*. *Finding a way to use mineral magic in close combat will be an important area of future research*.

*Just as I was thinking about this, I noticed a woman wielding a large battle-axe*.

*She was surrounded by wolf-like beasts and was in a tough fight, covered in blood*. *She's a large, intimidating woman who is always angry and looking for fights*. *Despite her injuries, she was still fighting, showing impressive resilience*.

*This is perfect. I'll leave the snakes to her*.

*Dragging down two wolf-like beasts at once, I called out to her*.

"Hey, you! Leave the wolves to me and take care of the snakes!"

"You don't have a weapon!?

*Surprisingly, she listened without arguing. Maybe it's the life-or-death situation*.

*She took advantage of the opening I created, broke free from the wolves, and started attacking the snakes*. *She should be fine*.

*After eliminating the wolf-like beasts, I relaxed a bit*.

"Yukari!"

*Zenobia?*

*Just as I thought, I lost consciousness*.

*I woke up to the shock and pain of hitting the ground*.

*The frustration coursing through my mind*. *It hurts, it's hot, and it's hard to breathe*.

*I instantly understood what had happened when I saw a Bright Ape not far away*.

*It must have attacked me from behind*. *The left side of my ribcage was in a terrible state*. *I couldn't breathe properly, and my body wouldn't move*. *I'm in trouble. I might pass out again*.

*But the thought of ending here and the instinct to survive urged me to fight on*. *I can't let myself be killed by a mere elite*.

*I won't die here*!

*Despite the haze in my mind, I focused my will and started gathering magic power*. *I couldn't move my left arm, so I endured the intense pain and reached for my left side with my right hand*.

*Imagining*.

*As a potion specialist, I can heal any wound*.

*Bones, nerves, blood vessels, muscles, fat, and even the genetic blueprint of the body*. *The amino acids created by magic would regenerate all the cells according to the blueprint, even replacing lost blood*.

*My potions can do anything*. *Everything will be back to normal*.

*I focused all my strength and released the magic power*.

*As the potion touched my body, the pain faded as if I were under anesthesia*.

*The potion was absorbed, healing my wounds, not just on my left side but all over my body*.

*I regained full consciousness*.

*It hadn't been much time since I was thrown, but Zenobia had been protecting me from the Bright Apes and other beasts*.

*She saved me*. *Without her, I wouldn't have had the time to heal*.

*I got up and checked my condition, especially my left side*. *Everything seemed fine*. *I'm ready to fight*.

"Zenobia, thank you. You bought me the time to heal. Now, I'll take this one*.

"You will? Are you sure?"

"Of course. I won't make the same mistake again. You can take care of the others*.

"Be careful, don't overdo it*.

*If I'm attacked, I'll attack back*. *Even if it's a magical beast*. *This one is mine*.

*Looking around, the number of remaining beasts had significantly decreased*. *Everyone was heavily injured, but the end was near*.

*I'll focus on the Bright Ape in front of me and leave the rest to the others*.

*The Ape, with its piranha-like mouth, was drooling and roaring, a clear attempt to intimidate*.

*It worked, but I wasn't scared*. *Instead, I felt a surge of combativeness*.

*Despite its intimidating appearance, it had nearly killed me*. *But fear was replaced by a burning desire to fight*.

*It was a humanoid beast, about two meters tall, making it easier to fight than the reptilian ones*. *I would use techniques I hadn't tried before and finish them off*.

*The Ape, after its intimidatory roar, charged straight at me, fists and feet pounding the ground, much like a gorilla*.

*It swung its right arm wildly as it approached, but I easily dodged*. *It then swung its left arm in frustration*.

"*Ha!*"

*I ducked under the swing, grabbed its arm, and delivered an elbow strike to its armpit*.

*The fur seemed tough, but it must have hurt, as it let out a pained cry*. *It tried to pull away, but I held on tight, delivering more punches to its side*.

*It then tried to grab me with its right arm, but I ducked and countered with another elbow strike to its armpit*. *It swung its left arm again, but I caught it and struck again, clearly annoyed*.

*It backed off, growling and roaring again*.

*The fur was tough, but the damage was minimal*. *But that was fine*. *I didn't mind*. *In fact, I welcomed it*.

"*This isn't over. Give me more*!"

*I grinned ferociously*.

*Time to test just how tough this fur is*.

*I charged at it, fully confident in my ability to dodge and counter*. *I delivered precise and powerful strikes, using not just my fists and elbows but also my knees and feet, targeting its upper body*.

*Gradually, its movements slowed, and it started to avoid my attacks*.

*The surface of its body showed no visible wounds, but the damage was accumulating*. *Even without visible cuts, the muscles and bones were taking a beating*.

*If I could deal enough damage, I could kill it with my bare hands, although it might take some time*.

*I realized the potential of my Physical Enhancement magic and how much stronger I could become with more practice*.

*It was time to move to the next phase*.

*I focused on its lower body, specifically its left knee*.

*The thick, fur-covered legs and joints looked tough, but they could still be damaged*. *Avoiding its wild swings, I delivered powerful kicks to its left knee*.

*Before it could break, it dropped to one knee*. *My plan was different, but it's fine*. *Next*.

*It tried to resist, but it was futile*. *I delivered a high kick to its temple, followed by a barrage of punches and elbow strikes to its unprotected face, turning it into a bloody mess*.

*Finally, it crouched down, covering its face like a child*.

*This wasn't the end for such a vicious beast*.

*I circled behind it, grabbed the arms holding its head, and forced them apart, stretching its shoulders and elbows to their limits*. *I then performed a suplex, slamming its head into the ground*.

*The sickening sound of bones breaking echoed around me as the Bright Ape's arms were completely shattered and its head hit the ground with a brutal impact*.

*Instead of the Ape's voice, I heard someone else's scream*.

*Looking around, I saw that some onlookers had been watching my fight*.

"*That's a bit much, isn't it? It must hurt*!"

"*I'm starting to feel sorry for that beast*!"

"*Is she really using her bare hands*? *This is getting scary*!"

*They were making all sorts of comments*. *I felt a bit deflated but still went to finish off the Ape*.

*As I was about to deliver the final blow, Zenobia approached*.

"*Just checking, are you okay*?"

"*Yes, just a bit tired*.

"*I've never seen you fight so seriously before*. *Impressive*. *Without a weapon, you took down a Bright Ape*!"

"*Well, I could have done better with equipment*.

"*True*. *Even just some gauntlets would have made it easier*



		
			Chapter 10

			Aftermath and Reflection

			After the massive relocation of Capros and the subsequent demonic beast attacks, we were all exhausted and drained.

In the end, we didn't even start the cleanup that day. The relief of finally getting some rest was a welcome break for everyone. Still, the warden, as the person in charge, did his job. He worked through the night to address the issues and formulate practical solutions. It's what we would expect from him, of course.

The sheer number of carcasses to process was overwhelming, so we called in reinforcements from the local guard and adventurers. It took a few days, but the problem was eventually resolved. Before we started the cleanup, we made sure to secure any valuable resources, like the meat from the Bright Ape and other edible demonic beasts.

However, we were a bit too ambitious with the amount of meat we secured. It was too much to fit in the Camp's freezers. So, the inmates and staff, including the warden, decided to expand the freezer capacity. It was a situation where anything goes, but it wasn't a bad thing for us. No one was complaining about the extra effort.

Speaking of the bounty, the meat from the Capros is quite flavorful, though it has a bit of a gamey taste. With proper preparation, it's quite delicious. We also secured various other demonic beasts like deer, cattle, birds, and snake-like creatures for both their materials and meat.

Experienced inmates, former adventurers, and merchants were mobilized to process the haul. There were so many of them that we were even considering making smoked meats and other preserved foods. That's something to look forward to, and I hope they do a good job.

As for the combatants, it was decided that we would receive proper rewards. After all, we're not criminals or slaves; we deserve a share. The rewards include both money and a reduction in our sentence.

The warden here has a lot of authority. Most things can be decided with a word from him. The amount of money we receive upon release could be quite significant, assuming the staff doesn't lie to us.

The materials from the Capros are valuable, but there's so much that the Camp alone can't handle it all. So, the surplus was given to the cleanup crew to do as they pleased. Given the sheer volume, it was a wise decision.

Once everything was sorted out, I was called in for another interrogation today.

It was a hassle, but I had expected it. There was no avoiding it.

Accompanied by a female staff member, I entered the room where a few employees, including the deputy warden, were waiting. The atmosphere was tense, making me feel uneasy. It was like a job interview, except it wasn't.

"Please, have a seat," the deputy warden said.

I sat down, but it felt like I was being interrogated, which made me uncomfortable. Then I wondered if this was indeed an interrogation.

"Sorry to trouble you, but we need to report everything that happened here in detail. You have an idea of what we'll ask, don't you?"

"Well, the explosion, right?"

"Yes. We've heard the general story from others, but we want to hear it directly from you."

I knew I couldn't hide anything. The skill and my magical aptitude had already been identified through the appraisal, and everything I did was witnessed. There was no point in hiding it. I decided to be straightforward and get it over with.

"Alright. In simple terms, I used mineral magic to create explosive stones and threw them."

"Hmm, you really did keep it simple. Can you provide more details? For example, what kind of explosive stone?"

"Nova Ore. It explodes under strong pressure."

"Is such a stone common? I've never heard of it, and does anyone know about it?"

The deputy warden looked puzzled as he asked the others, but they just exchanged glances.

It's no wonder. Nova Ore is a rare and valuable material. Only scholars would know about it.

"Does no one know about it? I learned about it in the library. It was in an encyclopedia."

"I see. You're always studying, I've heard. That's how you found out. Can you mass-produce these stones?"

"That's not possible. It would require too much mana for an individual, and mass-production on an industrial scale would be out of the question."

Mass-producing them would require an industrial level of mana, which is simply beyond my capabilities. Besides, I wouldn't want to do it even if I could. The scale of the explosion is too large and difficult to control.

After explaining this and my method of triggering the explosion, the deputy warden seemed to accept it, though I couldn't tell what he was thinking.

"I understand. While there might be other uses if we consult with a specialist in magical artifacts, for now, it's good. Thank you for your cooperation."

I was relieved to be dealing with reasonable people. There were a few underlying concerns, but thanks to the discussions I had with the female staff member and Rosabel-san beforehand, it went smoothly. At least for now.

A few days later, as we were gradually returning to our routine, a bright afternoon scene unfolded.

The heat from the recent events hadn't cooled down yet.

"Watching you fight the demonic beast, I couldn't help but think..."

Zenobia began thoughtfully during our free time.

"What is it?"

"Your attacks were impressive, but you should consider improving your defense. During that battle, you hardly used any magic for defense, right?"

"True. I almost died from a demonic beast's attack."

"Indeed. I was surprised to hear that you were brought back from near death so quickly. Can you tell us more about that?"

Zenobia's insightful comment sparked a discussion with Frederica and Rosabel-san as well.

We had all been busy after the battle, so we hadn't had this kind of relaxed conversation. I was also eager to hear their thoughts on defense.

"You're right. I was caught off guard by how vulnerable I was."

"Stronger demonic beasts can deal fatal blows with their horns or claws. Can you use mineral magic to enhance your defense?"

I had been reflecting on this a lot. I had many ideas, but they weren't fully formed yet.

"I haven't come up with a good solution yet. Any ideas would be helpful."

"How about creating a magical armor and wearing it?"

"Hmm, I think I could create armor, but it wouldn't be as functional or user-friendly as something made by a professional blacksmith. Besides, my combat style doesn't really fit with wearing armor. Even if I did, I don't think it would make much difference against such attacks."

"Depends on the armor. For example, my armor is made of mithril and is already very sturdy. By channeling mana, it can be enhanced like a physical enhancement spell, making it much tougher than you might expect."

"Really? I didn't know that."

"My robes and staff work similarly. They become more effective when infused with mana."

I hadn't paid much attention to equipment before, so I hadn't realized how effective it could be.

Mithril armor is expensive, but it's a realistic and desirable piece of equipment that I could aim for. It's like a stepping stone to becoming a top-tier mage.

Mithril and similar materials are known as magical minerals. They can't store mana like magic stones, but they can increase strength and enhance magical effects when infused with mana. I've studied this extensively as someone with an aptitude for mineral magic.

"While armor might not work for me, what about robes...? Hmm, but they might not fit my style."

Imagining myself in a healer's robes... no, it just wouldn't work.

"My robes are made from mithril processed into threads. How about making a piece of clothing from that?"

"That's a great idea! But creating clothing directly with magic might be too difficult. I could try making the threads, though."

Creating clothing from metal threads seemed like a challenge, but it could be useful in other ways.

"If you can create the threads, the rest could be handled by a tailor. But even if you wear it, it wouldn't provide magical defense, right?"

Frederica had a point.

Hmm, defense. I need to think of something for defense.

"How about a shield? Even a disposable one would work."

"Oh, that's an idea. I could make one quickly. But it would tie up one of my hands."

Holding a shield and grappling with enemies simultaneously doesn't seem practical. Using a shield to strike might not fit my combat style.

"What if you floated the shield in the air? You mentioned having trouble moving objects you created. A shield could float around you and provide defense."

That's a good point. If the shield floats, I could use it without holding it.

"Hey, that could work! Thanks, Frederica, that's a great idea!"

I imagined floating shields around me. They wouldn't need to be magic-enhanced, but there are many other minerals with unique properties that could be combined for incredible effects.

I could make them transparent to avoid obstructing my view or even use them for optical camouflage. The possibilities are endless!

Hehe, muahaha.

"It seems you've got a good idea. Visualize it well before you put it into practice."

"Right. I have a lot of ideas, but I'm not sure when I'll get the chance to try them out."

The conversation sparked a flood of ideas. I couldn't wait to test them out with magic.

"By the way, how did the healing spell work? Did you use it on yourself?"

"I was barely conscious at the time. Zenobia, what did you see?"

I was too focused on survival to observe myself objectively. I'm proud of how well I handled it.

"To be honest, I thought it wouldn't work. Your side was crushed. I seriously considered the possibility that we wouldn't make it to the healers in time."

"Really, it was that bad?"

I hadn't realized it was that severe. I didn't want to imagine it.

"Still, we had to stop the beasts from chasing us. I was doing my best to keep them at bay when you suddenly came back to life and started fighting. It was confusing."

Thanks to Zenobia, I'm alive and well today.

"Completing such a severe injury must mean it was a high-level healing potion. It would be impossible without third-level effects. It might even have had second-level effects."

"What do second-level effects do?"

"Most injuries can be healed, even if you're near death. The major feature is the regeneration of lost limbs. For example, if a soldier lost an arm in battle, a healer using second-level healing magic could restore it."

Wow, being able to regrow lost body parts is incredible. I might have achieved that.

"I see. I envisioned restoring what was lost when I created the potion. It could have had second-level effects."

"You make it sound so easy, but a potion with second-level effects would be legendary. It's best to keep it under wraps. I need to test it, so let me have it."

I won't be able to use magic again until I'm released. That's a long way off.

"Rosabel-san, you've been so helpful. I'll give you as many as you want. But how can we confirm if it's second-level? We can't just cut off someone's arm."

"We could use an animal, but the Guild has a magical appraisal tool. I can use it personally, and no one will say anything. If it's second-level, no one will find out."

That sounds fine. I'll ask her to do it someday.

"Appraisal magic is so convenient. I didn't know it had such uses. Come to think of it, Frederica can use it too?"

"I can only use low-level appraisal magic, so I can't do much."

"Even low-level appraisal magic is valuable. You could be in high demand from guilds and merchants."

"True. It's quite useful. I'll ask for your help if I need it."

"Me too."

Frederica, despite her lack of confidence, has a valuable magical aptitude.

With renewed hope, we returned to our routine, eagerly awaiting the day when we could use magic again.



		
			Chapter 11

			Winter’s Arrival and Days of Diligence

			The cold season was upon us, and the Camp saw a steady stream of new arrivals and departures. Among those who stood out to me personally were the healer group and the adventuring team—Rosabel-san and Ophelia and their companions. They were fortunate enough to return to the outside world before the harsh winter truly set in.

After all, they were travelers, and it was only right that they leave early, considering they had no special reason to be locked away. But their departure still left a void, a sense of loneliness.

"Yukari, you saved my life. I’ll repay that debt someday, I promise! See you later!"

I took Ophelia’s words to heart. She was serious, and I would hold her to that promise. If she doesn’t come back, I might just have to collect the debt myself. Ophelia, the wild elf, the gentle elf, the calm Onee-sama, and the beast girl—five adventurers I won’t forget.

I also made a note to remember the healers, especially Rosabel-san, who I had promised to provide with healing potions. I had a feeling we might cross paths again soon.

My acquaintances were all people I had met at the Camp. Each encounter was precious, and I looked forward to the possibility of reuniting with them once I was free.

By the time the Romariel Mountains were blanketed in snow, the Camp transformed into a silver wonderland. Dozens of women, knee-deep in the thick snow, formed a line and ran back and forth.

"Your pace is slowing down! You’ve barely made it halfway!"

At the front, I pushed through the snow, urging those behind me to keep up. This daily routine had become a staple for most of the inmates. Winter automatically turned our training into a snowy ordeal.

Though we weren’t preparing for mountain climbing or snow marches, the intense physical exertion made it an excellent form of training. The bitter cold only added to the challenge, making it perfect for building resilience.

Beyond physical strength, mental toughness was equally important. In a world where the weak were prey, women needed to be tough.

Participation in the training was voluntary, so no one was forced to join. You could leave midway or skip it entirely, depending on your physical condition and mood. Some participated every day, while others took breaks, but overall, the attendance was surprisingly high.

What drove them, I couldn’t say. But it wasn’t a bad thing, so I didn’t worry about it. Having more people around made it more enjoyable, and that was reason enough.

Once the grueling run was over, we moved on to the next activity. After a brief rest, it was time for a snowball fight!

A snowball fight was exactly what it sounded like—throwing snowballs at each other. The rules I came up with were simple but wildly popular among the women, who were starved for entertainment.

We split into two teams, each tasked with building a large snowman in their territory. The goal was to destroy the enemy’s snowman first. If you were hit by a snowball, you were out, and the referee—me—made the call.

Unfortunately, my throwing skills were too strong, so I couldn’t participate as a player. But that didn’t stop me from enforcing the rules. When someone was hit, I’d toss them out of the game without mercy. There were no gentlemen here, and self-reporting was nonexistent.

By the end of the match, everyone was exhausted but satisfied, regardless of whether they won or lost. Despite the intensity, it was clear they were having fun. Enjoying your training was a good thing.

The losing team faced a penalty—limit push-ups until they reached their limit. Another form of training, though not my idea. It seemed everyone was hooked on the idea of improvement.

After the physical activities, it was time to gather information from newspapers and magazines. The winter season brought no major international developments, but entertainment news was plentiful.

The person I was most interested in was the Fourth Princess of Belliza. Her full-color photograph caught my eye. She looked to be in her late teens, with long, auburn-gold hair and challenging, reddish-purple eyes. Her bold, dark red dress and defiant smile made her stand out in a crowd.

"Articles about the evil princess are becoming more common. I’m actually a big fan."

Frederica was surprisingly into pop culture.

"Really? I’m a fan too. She’s bold and adventurous, which makes her interesting."

The Fourth Princess, known as the "Evil Princess" or "akki" to some, was a rebellious figure who targeted corrupt individuals. Her latest feat involved physically dismantling a criminal syndicate in the Royal Capital of Belliza. While her methods were flashy and often caused collateral damage, the king compensated for the losses, and there were good reasons for the kingdom to let her continue her crusade.

She was a unique figure, a princess who took it upon herself to fight evil. It was a fascinating contrast to the traditional image of a princess. She stood out even in a male-dominated society.

"She might remind you of Yukari a bit."

"Really? Maybe we have similar personalities."

I doubted I’d ever meet a princess, but the idea of visiting Belliza someday was intriguing.

The library was more crowded than ever after dinner. It seemed that more people were taking their studies seriously, in addition to their physical training.

As for me, I spent each day poring over reference materials and encyclopedias, expanding my understanding of magic. With my eventual release in mind, there was much to prepare for.

First, I focused on the highly useful and versatile healing magic. I had already tested and confirmed the effectiveness of healing potions. While I hadn’t tried other healing potions, I was confident in my ability to create them. Rosabel-san’s teachings had solidified my understanding.

However, my magic aptitude was in "healing magic," not "potion creation." This meant I could potentially create other types of potions, not just healing ones. Conversations with healers had never touched on this, and the available resources didn’t cover it, but I couldn’t rule out the possibility of creating entirely new potions.

For example, combining existing healing potions to create a multi-purpose potion or developing powders and tablets instead of liquids could be revolutionary. While it wouldn’t be easy, the potential was there.

I also considered potions that could enhance or reduce specific abilities. Offensive potions were another intriguing possibility. Nitroglycerin, for instance, was both a medicine and an explosive in my old world. If I could create nitroglycerin, other nitro compounds might be possible, leading to powerful explosives for magic combat.

My knowledge of pharmacology was limited, but I knew that imagination was key in magic. Positive visualization could translate into real power, making the research worthwhile.

Poisons and chemical weapons, while not something to use casually, could be useful as trump cards and were worth considering.

Healing magic held many more possibilities, and I couldn’t help but feel excited about the potential.

Mineral magic was equally important. The deeper I delved into it, the more fascinating it became.

I hadn’t forgotten Frederica’s idea of a floating shield. I aimed to make it as concrete as possible. The shield needed to be incredibly durable, quick to form, and able to protect against sudden attacks. A shield that could float constantly would be ideal, but that was probably too energy-intensive. The key was to create it instantly when needed.

The shield’s quality was equally important. It had to be both hard and flexible, much like a tank’s composite armor, capable of withstanding both physical and magical attacks. In a world with magic and superhumans, attacks could be as powerful as armor-piercing rounds or missiles. Magical beasts were also a consideration.

The shield needed to resist slashes, stabs, strikes, and various magical attacks like fire, ice, and lightning. It also had to mitigate shock and blast waves. Various materials, from hardness and flexibility to magnetic properties, could be combined to create the perfect shield. The possibilities were endless and highly motivating.

For the initial prototype, a simple structure seemed best. A single-crystal diamond was easy to visualize and transparent, making it practical. However, diamonds were not resistant to heat and might be insufficient against magical attacks. For optimal defense, I aimed to create an alloy armor.

Starting with a basic composite armor, I envisioned a shield about one meter square, deployable in an instant to handle surprise attacks. The size could vary based on the magic input, allowing for both large and small shields as needed.

Simultaneous deployment of multiple shields was also essential for handling multiple attacks. I considered using friction and piezoelectric effects to create powerful electromagnets from magnetic minerals. These could give me a significant advantage in close combat against enemies with metal weapons and armor.

I also thought about integrating reactive minerals that could create an active armor, which could be interesting if combined with explosive compounds. This could serve as a powerful countermeasure against close-range attacks.

While these ideas would require considerable time and effort, they were exciting to explore. Even if some were impossible, I had plenty of time to experiment.

Additionally, I saw potential in combining physical enhancement magic with throwing techniques. So far, I had only thrown stones, but using blades or variations like curveballs in combat could be effective. If I could create nitro compounds, the possibilities were terrifying.

Improving physical enhancement magic itself was also crucial. Basic skills were essential, especially for close combat, and could be the difference between life and death.

While I indulged in research, speculation, and imagination, I knew that practical experience was key. I had to keep experimenting to see what worked.

Thus, the days passed, filled with mental labor and physical training.



		
			Chapter 12

			Spring, the Prelude to a New Story

			This marks the end of one chapter.

From the next chapter, a new development will begin.

The long winter has finally ended, and the snow piled in the shadows is gradually melting away. The days, once short, are gradually becoming longer, and the refreshing breeze carries the scent of spring. It's a fresh, invigorating smell.

Around the time when the signs of spring began to show, our predictions became reality.

The neighboring kingdom to the east, the Kingdom of Retnark, finally began its advance.

As usual, we gathered around a newspaper I picked up from the library, and everyone read the front-page article together.

"It's begun."

"Just as we predicted. I'm not at all happy about it, though."

"The outcome is predictable, but I hope the casualties will be minimal. I have acquaintances there, after all."

"It's finally happening. I wonder how it will all unfold."

"It's begun, hasn't it?"

"...Oh, this doesn't look good."

Following me, Frederica, Zenobia, Caroline, Josephine, and Angelina reacted.

By the way, Angelina is the name of a large woman. It's a meaningless detail, but the name Angelina means 'little angel.' I don't think it matters much, but it still feels a bit off. A brawling, large woman named 'little angel'—it just doesn't fit.

Shaking off these unnecessary thoughts and looking around, I noticed that many others were buzzing about the war.

Even the intimidating staff seemed to be letting it slide this time and didn't immediately scold anyone.

Our kingdom, the Kingdom of Brenark, is shaped like a slightly elongated trapezoid, with the Royal Capital located slightly to the right of the center. The fortified city is nestled between two major rivers on a relatively flat plain. The only significant features are the large forests to the north and south of the river.

For Retnark, which is advancing from the east, the river and forest are no obstacle; they can march straight to the Royal Capital of Brenark. Given the disparity in forces and the lack of any unusual tactics, they are likely to advance straightforwardly.

"Even before the war, the Arrogant King's incompetence had people fleeing during the winter."

Especially the mercenaries, who would never join a war they are likely to lose. Life is precious. Regular soldiers would also flee if they had a place to go.

With many nobles and officials who favored peace giving up and fleeing, no one wants to die needlessly.

Especially when the cause is the king's incompetence, the desire to serve faithfully dwindles. Fleeing is justified and expected.

"There's no hope of winning. The question is how we'll lose..."

"I don't think the Arrogant King will surrender willingly."

"That's true, but even a determined resistance won't work with the overwhelming force difference. I'm worried about the remaining citizens."

Given the character of someone called the Arrogant King, it's safe to say that surrender is out of the question.

While the exact numbers of troops haven't been disclosed, the steady outflow of people indicates a lack of military strength. Moreover, Retnark is an invading military regime, so their forces and morale are vastly superior.

In an open battlefield, they would be swiftly defeated. Defending the city would be pointless as well, since no allies are coming to their aid. This highlights the importance of diplomacy.

However, it's expected that they will defend the city to the bitter end.

The small towns and villages along the road to the Royal Capital are particularly pitiful. Given the brutality of Retnark's forces, those who don't flee will be plundered and ravaged. Even the towns and villages that remain will not be spared.

The local security forces and lords have been called to the Royal Capital, leaving the regions vulnerable. Regular patrols are insufficient, and the regions are in a dire situation. With the outflow of personnel, even basic security has become a challenge.

"It's expected that the enemy will reach the Royal Capital in about seven days, but they'll likely stop at the towns along the way. The full-scale battle might take a bit longer, but we have no chance of winning anyway."

"...That's not a pleasant thought."

It's likely to unfold as Josephine said. We, inside the walls, can only watch. A miracle would be needed to avoid defeat.

In the event of a defeat, the kingdom would likely collapse.

The royal family would undoubtedly be executed, and the territory would be fully integrated into Retnark.

The crucial question is what will happen to us.

When I asked the staff, who are also employed by the state, they couldn't give a clear answer.

They said that once the time comes, they will provide an explanation, but they can't answer now.

I have no hometown or family in this world, and I don't really know much about the Royal Capital or other towns, so it's almost a matter of indifference to me.

However, many of the staff and inmates have people waiting for them back home. For them, this must be extremely worrying. This is a remote area, and even if they moved now, it might be too late. There's no guarantee of seeing loved ones after the war.

Many are visibly anxious, and I can't help but feel a bit sorry for them.

In this remote camp, located in the far west of the kingdom and far from the battlefields, life is peaceful.

However, if things turn dangerous, I won't just sit and wait for trouble. I have plans to deal with such a situation, but I'd rather not have to use them. I believe the staff here are also thinking about various contingencies.

A few days after the news of the enemy's advance, detailed information is either being suppressed or is simply unavailable.

I try to maintain my usual routine, but the heavy atmosphere is unavoidable.

This isn't the time for empty reassurances, so I find myself wishing for a swift resolution.

A few days later, the news reported that the invading forces had reached the Royal Capital.

As expected, the Brenark forces chose to fortify the city. The Retnark army, which arrived in the evening, set up camp with ease, and the battle is expected to begin the next day.

Most of the city's civilians have already fled to the countryside, leaving the city largely deserted.

While there are strict rules against attacking the various guilds, which have networks across the continent, most of the staff have already evacuated, leaving only the Newspaper Guild. It's a tough job for them.

We spent a restless night, and the next morning, we waited for the newspaper to come out.

"Oh, here it is!"

We gathered around the newly printed newspaper and quickly scanned the articles.

It seems that a large-scale magical attack on the city walls began in the early hours of the morning but was somehow repelled by a magical artifact. It's still early in the day, so the main battle is yet to come. The magical artifact used for large-scale protection is likely to deplete its magic stones quickly and won't last long. The decisive battle should be over within a few days at most.

"Hmm, they seem intent on repelling the attack with the magical artifact."

"At this rate, they won't have enough magic stones left. The city walls will likely be breached by the end of the day, don't you think?"

"But there must be something else. If the Royal Palace is the final battleground, there must be a trump card there."

"A trump card... I doubt it's some grand strategy. More like a last-ditch effort, I'd say."

After that, the Newspaper Guild was too busy to provide detailed reports, so we didn't get more information for a while.

---

In the end, the city walls were breached the day after the attack began, and the invading forces easily entered the city.

However, the kingdom's forces began guerrilla warfare in the urban areas, using ambushes and hit-and-run tactics.

The invading forces, however, did not engage in these tactics and instead advanced down the main streets, overwhelming the defenders with sheer numbers and rushing toward the Royal Palace.

As many soldiers stormed the palace, there was an unexpected massive explosion.

It seems the Arrogant King, not only targeting the enemy but also his own forces, had orchestrated a suicide bombing.

The sudden explosion was massive, destroying not only the Royal Palace but also a wide area around it. Even from a considerable distance, the shockwave and debris caused significant damage.

The invading forces suffered catastrophic losses, and the city, with the palace at its center, turned into a pile of rubble. The few remaining residents disappeared, and the situation was even worse than anticipated.

The invading forces, who had not yet entered the city, were now desperately searching for survivors and providing aid.

The commander of the invading forces, who entered the nearly empty Royal Capital, declared the official fall of the Kingdom of Brenark, and all its territories were formally absorbed into Retnark.

The war is over, but things will be tough for everyone from here on out.

It's unclear whether the devastated Royal Capital will be abandoned or rebuilt. The former residents might return, and whether they wish to rebuild or give up will determine the future.

The main figures of the Brenark royal family, including the royals, were officially declared dead.

They were unaccounted for, presumably blown to pieces, but some might still be alive. There's no way to verify it, so all possibilities remain open.

While the extensive cleanup is far from complete, the fallen Kingdom of Brenark still has many inhabited areas outside the capital.

Retnark, which had been preparing to confront the nobles of the former kingdom's territories with their military or envoys, was hit with another major event. A new coup has erupted in Retnark itself. It's a large-scale operation targeting the absence of the main army, and a civil war is inevitable.

As a result, the remaining occupying forces in the former Kingdom of Brenark had no choice but to withdraw, leaving behind a nominal governor and a small garrison.

Before any proper governance could begin, the former Kingdom of Brenark was effectively leaderless.

While there are nobles in the various regions, they lack significant military power and struggle to maintain local autonomy. The residents are deeply anxious, with increased crime and a surge in refugees and orphans creating a mountain of problems that cannot be resolved quickly, leaving many people in dire straits.

Briefly, to the north of the Kingdom of Brenark and Retnark lies the large country of Donditch.

Donditch is a large and prosperous nation without territorial ambitions. It views the conflicts between the two kingdoms as a nuisance and has been ignoring them for a very long time.

To the south are the small states of the demi-human races, which have no interest in human conflicts and remain completely unresponsive. There are reasons for this, but that's a story for another time.

The Romariel Mountains rise to the west, and to the east of Retnark is a vast ocean.

The conflict between the two kingdoms is contained, making the situation simple and clear. One might even consider it fortunate.

Now, what about us in the Girls' Re-education Camp?

"I've gathered you all today because you probably already know. Our country, the Kingdom of Brenark, has unfortunately fallen. The state that appointed us as re-education camp staff no longer exists. Furthermore, it seems that Retnark, which has occupied our country, has no intention of governing. Our presence here is no longer necessary. Therefore, we are officially releasing you as of now. Head of the camp, please take the floor."

The deputy head announced the dissolution, followed by the head's speech.

"To all the staff and the inmates, this marks the end. I know this is a difficult situation, and many of you are eager to check on your families and friends. The staff will prepare for evacuation according to regulations, and we will remove the Magic-Sealing Bracelets and return your belongings. Those who wish to use magical artifacts for transportation can register."

"Staff, prepare immediately. Begin removing the Magic-Sealing Bracelets from the inmates. Hurry up."

Following the deputy head's announcement, the removal of the Magic-Sealing Bracelets began. We patiently waited our turn and were freed from the oppressive devices.

There was no initial excitement, but there was a profound sense of liberation.

Finally, a feeling of relief. The re-education period was due to end soon anyway.

Next came the return of personal belongings and the transfer of rewards.

I met my civilian clothes again after a long time. When I was transported to this world, I was jogging in short-sleeved running gear and shorts. I had nothing with me, so I had no belongings. In other words, I had nothing at all, which was quite dangerous.

"Yukarinowe, it's still cold in that outfit. Here, take this coat and put it on."

A staff member handed me a coat. It was thoughtful, especially since it's still chilly in the spring.

"Oh, thanks. I really appreciate it. Even if we never meet again, if you ever need help, don't hesitate to ask. I'll return the favor."

"Hmph, when that time comes, return it with interest."

Then, my Record Card, which had been created without my knowledge, was handed over. This magical artifact has various functions and is quite amazing.

"Just to confirm, will we receive the rewards for the monster hunts and such?"

"Yes, despite the current situation, we have made the payments."

Past tense? I don't remember receiving anything.

"Where?"

"...I see, you were quite naive. The payment is in your Record, which I just gave you. From now on, it can be activated by your magic power and you can check your balance."

The Record Card, officially known as the Record, is a universal credit card-like device with various functions. It's pretty amazing, isn't it?

I'm still lacking in basic common sense.

Let's see, then. Hmm, this is the Record.

The Record Card, the size of a credit card, is a beautiful silver color with my name subtly engraved at the edge. A small square watermark is visible in the upper right corner. When I infused it with magic, numbers appeared on its surface.

The currency used on the continent is the gist, and I confirmed a balance of about five million gist.

"...Isn't this a bit much?"

It's a significant amount. While the gist is roughly equivalent to the yen in value, considering I've been here for about three years and the number of days in a year is higher than in my world, it's a substantial sum. Given my position as an inmate, it seems quite generous, especially since I mostly focused on training and studies rather than work.

"We sold a lot of monsters from the Capros attack. The staff made quite a profit, and we returned a fair share to you. You were the most distinguished contributor, after all."

"That's nice to hear. You've handled things properly."

"Well, if we were resented, it would ultimately be a loss. It's best to be fair."

Fairness. That's a good thing, isn't it?

Once the preparations for evacuation are complete, we will depart in stages.

Several large trucks, similar to escort vehicles, are available for transportation. We will board them and head to various destinations.

It's a straightforward process, and the time has come to say our goodbyes.

"What will you do, Yukarinowe?"

"As I've said before, I have nowhere to go. I'll stay here for a while, gather information, and decide what to do. There's no one around here, and I can train in magic without restraint."

The valuable magical artifacts will be abandoned, and the large ones cannot be taken. The storage room still has plenty of uncured monster meat and vegetables, so I won't lack food for a while.

"In that case, I might stay too. I'm in the same boat as you, with no real plans."

"Really? Then we'll be together for a while."

Frederica will be staying a bit longer.

It's a little comforting. A little.

"I'm going to the Royal Capital. I need to check on my acquaintances and visit the Mercenary Guild."

"Like Zenobia, I need to head to the Royal Capital. They've probably evacuated, but I'm worried about the courtesans I left behind."

"Yeah, Zenobia and Caroline should be fine, but be careful."

"Zenobia, Caroline, take care. I hope to see you again soon."

"Yeah, we'll definitely meet again."

"Hehe, someday, for sure. Let's go, Zenobia."

Zenobia and Caroline, who were particularly close, set out for the Royal Capital.

It's a bit sad, but I know we'll meet again someday. I feel a deeper bond with many of the camp inmates than I expected. I'm sure it's not just me; everyone seems reluctant to part. We'll look forward to that reunion.

After that, a few more decided to stay, including Frederica, Josephine, Angelina, and some who had nowhere to go.

If we find a good town when things settle down, we might all move together. By then, the transportation artifacts will likely be gone, so we'll have to walk, which is a bit of a hassle but can't be helped.

After seeing everyone off, I returned to our now much quieter camp.

It feels like my home now.



		
			Chapter 13

			Post-War Order

			This is a bit of a tough chapter.

There are scenes of violence, so please be cautious if you're sensitive to such content.

After seeing everyone off, I've been steadily training in magic.

Thanks to Frederica and Josephine, who stayed to help with information gathering and analysis, I can focus more on my training.

I've been experimenting with various spells that I've been imagining for a while, and so far, I think I'm making good progress.

However, with so many possibilities, I'm struggling to prioritize. I tend to dive into everything, and the detailed experiments can go on endlessly. It's more effective to approach things systematically, but that requires a lot of thought.

Thanks to the cute girl who's been helping me, the experiments are progressing well. She's a young wolf girl who, for some reason, looks up to me.

It's a beautiful day outside the walls, and the fresh air feels wonderful.

Surrounded by flowers similar to gentians, my training feels almost whimsical.

"Big sister, I'll be faster this time!"

"Thanks, Valeria. Try from different angles."

I'm experimenting with the practical application of Active Armor, a shield that automatically defends by reacting to magic power.

I'm not doing anything myself; I'm just observing.

Valeria, who appears fragile but is incredibly agile, repeatedly attacks me with magic-infused strikes, stopping just short of hitting me.

Hmm, this speed is too fast for the shield to react. I might need to increase its sensitivity.

Within my domain, I can control minerals as long as no one else's magic is interfering.

I make gradual adjustments to the shield as I observe. Increasing the speed makes it lighter and less defensive, which is a tricky balance.

Using orichalcum in a layered structure would solve the strength issue while maintaining speed. However, the shield might be too light and bounce off. If I prioritize the first strike, it might not be a bad compromise.

Creating a simple, high-defense shield is easy. The challenge is in developing a high-functionality shield through trial and error.

"Valeria, stop. I've got a good idea of what's happening. Let's head back for lunch."

"Okay!"

After finishing today's training and magic experiments, I look around at the flowers.

I love gentians, so this field of flowers is absolutely stunning. I feel genuinely moved.

On a whim, I try to create a flower using mineral magic. I use my imagination to form a deep purple amethyst into a gentian.

I start with a realistic shape, but it's too delicate and might break easily, so I simplify it.

I remember seeing a crest with a gentian pattern and try a few variations. The slightly modified double gentian design is simple and feels just right.

I attach a silver chain to it and wear it as a pendant. It looks good.

"What are you doing?"

"Do you want one, Valeria?"

"Really!?"

I was pleased with the accessory I made, and when Valeria looked at it intently, I decided to give it to her.

I made an identical design and handed it to her. She accepted it like a precious treasure, which made me a bit embarrassed. She's such a sweet girl.

Back at the camp, I felt everyone's attention on me after lunch.

"What's going on?"

As I asked, Valeria proudly showed her new pendant to everyone. I immediately understood. Even confined to the camp, wearing new accessories naturally draws attention.

"...If you like the gentian design, do you want one?"

Sensing the unspoken pressure, I offered.

"I'd like a brooch."

"I'd like a ring."

"Then I'll have—"

Everyone immediately started making requests.

What a bold group.

Even before I started making them, I felt tired from their straightforward requests, but I can't take back what I said.

"Sigh, I'll make them by tomorrow, so please wait."

A woman's word is her bond!

Life in this peaceful camp makes it hard to realize how dire the situation is in the former Kingdom of Brenark.

The lack of law enforcement is severe, creating the perfect environment for criminals to thrive.

There have been reports of numerous bandits and increased criminal activity in various regions, even in major cities where the underworld is becoming more active.

Mercenaries and adventurers from abroad have started to gather, and some vigilante groups have formed, but there are still not enough hands. Without a proper government, improvement is unlikely. It's a sorry state of affairs for the common people.

In this situation, I can't casually visit a town, so I might as well stay and observe for a while. That's what I'm thinking.

While a bandit targeting a remote camp is unlikely, I need to be cautious of monster attacks.

That's why we've been taking turns on watch. One of the watchers rushed into the dining hall in a panic.

"Everyone, someone's coming! It's just one person, and they're seeking help!"

Help is never a peaceful matter. We should go check it out.

A bit of tension began to spread through the usually peaceful camp, disconnected from the turmoil in the former Kingdom of Brenark.

Everyone went to check, and as we opened the gate, a familiar face rushed in.

"Ha, ha, thank goodness! You're still here. Please, I need your help!"

I didn't personally know this person well, but they were here until the camp was disbanded. I think their name was Shelby.

She's clearly panicked, but we need her to calm down and explain what's going on.

"Shelby, right? Calm down. Here, drink this and then tell us what happened."

"S-Sorry."

I gave her a small vial of a physical recovery potion. The vial is a glass bottle I made with magic, and I'm quite proud of it. It's beautiful.

Shelby drank it quickly, then, without wasting time, began to explain.

Apparently, bandits attacked the village at the foot of the mountain where she lived. It's a story I've heard before.

The situation is urgent, so she came back to the camp to seek our help.

Shelby arrived in a light truck-like magical artifact, and the village is a considerable distance away. Even if we leave immediately, it will take as long as the trip here. I'm not sure if we can make it in time, but we have to try.

"We don't have time to waste. We need to leave now."

"Thank you, everyone. Please help them."

"We can't leave the camp unattended. Valeria, Angelina, we'll go. The rest of you stay here; the vehicle can't fit everyone anyway."

Valeria's combat skills are reliable, and Angelina has improved significantly. She's experienced in weapon combat.

I'm confident that the three of us can handle bandits. Our magic skills have also improved considerably.

"Be careful out there!"

"Yes, please come back safely."

We set off with our equipment, leaving behind worried farewells.

Riding in the back of the truck, I felt the bumpy ride. It's a gentle slope down the mountain.

The speed is not as fast as I thought. Frankly, it's slow.

With physical enhancement magic, I could run faster. The ride is also quite uncomfortable.

I had some things to discuss on the way, but there was no time for that, and we rode in silence.

I was foolish to think I could make recovery potions during the trip. It's impossible to do any work in these conditions.

While I understand the situation, everyone's frustration is palpable. I'd rather run and arrive sooner. I'll take it out on the bandits.

"—We're almost there! Oh, the village is on fire!"

After a long and arduous journey, we finally arrived. Valeria looks half-dead.

Shelby screamed in panic. The village is in a dire state. The rising smoke isn't from cooking but from fires.

I don't understand why they would start fires, but it's clear they are malicious. Even from a distance, I can see rough-looking men causing chaos.

There's a blue-armored knight fighting alone. He's surrounded by several bandits but is struggling to hold his own. He seems tired or injured, and his movements are sluggish.

Other villagers are likely hiding in a large building, surrounded by bandits.

"Wait, there's someone fighting alone! What is that?!"

"That's a knight from the Ranger Knights who was visiting the village. He seems to be safe, but we need to hurry!"

But he looks like he's reaching his limit. We won't make it in time.

"Go ahead! The knight won't hold out. I'll get off and support from a distance."

"Got it! Thanks!"

"Big sister, I'll go in and clear the way."

"Leave it to me."

I jumped off the truck and generated some pebbles.

I can throw while running as long as I have a firm footing.

The goal is to draw some of the bandits' attention.

I threw a pebble lightly.

I don't want to hit a villager accidentally, so I aimed for a headshot, but the target moved, and I missed. Darn.

Still, the bandits noticed and started to be cautious, so it was a good start.

As I ran, I observed the bandits and found them to be surprisingly well-trained. Their movements were organized.

The apparent leader ordered his men to form a shield wall and face me. They are clearly aware of my presence.

Great. I ran while throwing a bit harder at the shields.

I just need to buy time for the knight. They don't seem capable of long-range attacks.

As I did this, the truck entered the village, and the two others jumped off.

Angelina rushed to the knight's aid, and Valeria went after the bandits causing chaos in the village. I need to hurry too.

I arrived a bit later, and the bandits were handling the situation more cautiously than I expected.

Angelina and Valeria are individually superior, but the bandits work well as a team.

From a distance, they looked like a group of former soldiers. They might have been from the same unit.

Looking closer, it seemed the bandits were being enhanced by magic. The leader might be a support mage.

In that case, I need to take out the leader first.

It's also a chance to test a new combat technique. I charged at the leader, who I assumed to be the mage, using full physical enhancement magic.

He tried to use magic, but it wasn't a serious attack. My dark blue hair flowing as I ran, I ignored it.

I had a large, invisible shield deployed in front of me. That level of attack wouldn't faze me. The leader seemed to be specialized in support magic.

As I got closer, I could clearly see his shocked expression just before my shield rammed into him.

The impact with his armor sent him flying.

The attack wasn't over. I pursued him and crushed his knee with my greave-equipped foot.

"GAAAAHHHH!"

It's an ugly scream. Without hesitating, I followed up by stepping on his shoulder and punching his stomach with my gauntlet, shattering his armor.

I held back a bit, so he's not dead, but the support magic should be dispelled. I left him and moved on to the next bandit. This ramming technique might be useful.

This time, I deployed multiple active armors to easily deflect the low-level magic attacks coming from all directions.

I ran to a nearby bandit, caught him, and threw him, breaking his elbow and wrist in the process. I made sure to step on his legs to prevent him from moving. It's a hassle if they can still move.

I showed no mercy to these scoundrels. Running through the village, I saw what they had done.

Bodies of children, including children, lying around.

A man's corpse with signs of torture.

A woman crouching and crying.

Houses destroyed and set on fire without reason.

A ravaged field.

The smell of burning and blood was particularly strong.

I don't pretend to be a hero. I consider myself more of a scoundrel, but I have a bit of conscience. Seeing this, I couldn't help but feel angry.

With the loss of their support mage and leader, the bandits' coordination fell apart, and they became mere cannon fodder.

Angelina and Valeria seized the opportunity to counterattack, and the battle became one-sided.

"It's over. Are you both okay?"

"Yes, I'm fine. We can handle bandits."

"I'm fine too, just a bit tired."

They don't seem injured, which is good.

"...Thank you, for helping and avenging them. And for those who didn't make it."

Most of the villagers managed to escape to a sturdy building, so they were safe. However, not everyone was so fortunate.

Unfortunately, some villagers who couldn't escape in time suffered greatly. But as long as they are alive, there's hope. Those who are down shouldn't give up.

"Everyone, can you help look for any injured villagers? Use recovery potions to heal them. I'll go check on the knight."

As I spoke, I quickly made more small vials of wound-healing potions.

I didn't want to check the severity of each injury, so I made third-tier potions. I have plenty of magic power to spare.

I decided to keep the second-tier potions a secret. If someone has a serious injury that could result in losing a limb, I won't use them.

I don't feel bad about it. Using third-tier potions is more than generous enough.

"R-Right! There might still be survivors!"

Shelby, who had been looking down, stood up and ran off.

The knight was on his last legs when Angelina arrived to help. He should be fine, but he didn't move even after the battle ended.

I couldn't afford to waste time; there might be others who need healing.

"Hey, snap out of it!"

No good. I was worried about hidden injuries, so I tried to make him drink a recovery potion.

Taking advantage of his immobility, I forcefully removed his helmet.

Surprise! It turns out to be a female knight, looking up at me with a dazed expression.

"Here, drink this."

I pushed the potion into her hand and ordered her to drink it without giving her a choice.

She seemed to be swayed by my forceful manner and started drinking the potion, still dazed.

After making sure she drank it, I checked on the others.

Someone was waving. There must be survivors. I'll go to them next.

Thanks to magic, I can heal most physical injuries. However, I can't provide mental support.

I can make something like a tranquilizer, but I'm not sure about the usage, so I hesitate to give it to others. I can't take care of them forever, so I only heal physical injuries. As long as they are alive, there are many possibilities.

Those with severe mental trauma might refuse the potion, unable to even drink it. They might be in a state of shock.

The potion doesn't necessarily need to be drunk; it can be applied externally. However, that would be disrespectful, so I only do it for unconscious people.

In this situation, I'll thoroughly heal the injured.

I won't rebuild the ravaged village, so they'll have to manage on their own from here.

For now, we'll wait for the slightly dazed villagers to be taken care of by Shelby and others. We can't stay indefinitely.

I'll stay until Shelby says it's okay to leave. I'll be a bodyguard for today.

Fortunately, many were saved at the last moment, and the number of fatalities wasn't too high.

However, the loss of homes and fields, and the mental trauma, can't be easily erased.

Right now, I'm with a mother and daughter, and a young woman.

The daughter is a small child who was hiding in a shed and wasn't injured. However, she is in shock from the changed village and the bodies around her.

The mother, though physically unharmed, was in a terrible state. Despite her condition, she was more concerned about comforting her daughter.

The young woman was rescued by Valeria just as the bandits were about to assault her. It's heartbreaking, but there's only so much we can do. Recovery will take time.

The blue-armored female knight, after drinking the potion, remained dazed but suddenly burst into tears. She must have lost someone close. We could only watch silently.

It's a frustrating outcome, truly.

Despite the intense action, I feel no sense of relief, only a sour feeling in my stomach.

Incidentally, the bandits I dealt with are still alive.

=== CHAPTER 13 END ===



		
			Chapter 14

			A New Step

			The bandits who attacked the village had committed every atrocity imaginable.

I severely injured them but deliberately didn't kill them. Putting them out of their misery would have been an act of kindness, but they don't deserve it. Even as an outsider to this village, I'm boiling with rage.

One of the villagers noticed that some of the bandits were still alive.

"You've got to be kidding... Hey, everyone! This one's still breathing!"

"What!?"

"This one too, the bastard!"

"He's the one who wronged those people!"

The news spread quickly. I expected this to happen.

If the villagers want revenge, they are free to take it. I didn't expect it, but for some, it might be necessary.

The young woman I had been with noticed and, with a sudden change from her dazed state, walked over with a fierce expression.

Villagers who had been hiding began to emerge, looking dazed or crying, and some sought revenge in their anger.

Amid this chaos, a strong and composed mother looked at me.

"What?"

"Thank you for your help."

She began to speak, and I listened.

Her name is Sophie, and her husband had passed away long ago. She is a widow.

She had been raped by the bandits, and her house had been burned down.

It's a tragic story. With a small child in tow, what will she do now?

Thinking about giving her some money, I was interrupted when the young woman returned with a slightly more composed expression.

Had she taken her revenge? It might not have healed her emotional wounds, but if it gave her a reason to move forward, that's something.

Looking to the side, I saw the grieving knight still sitting on the ground.

She had been crying non-stop and would need time to recover. But suddenly, she looked up. Perhaps because she was a professional soldier, she was able to recover quickly.

She stood up and approached me.

"I am deeply grateful for your assistance! My name is Siegrune, a former knight. And for avenging my comrades... Thank you so much."

She expressed her gratitude with a loud voice, as if to clear her mind.

"If you hadn't fought so hard, it would have been much worse. Hold your head high. But first, what about the bodies of the fallen villagers?"

I might have been a bit harsh. However, I don't coddle people I've just met. I'll help a little, but that's it.

Siegrune didn't need comforting. She seemed like a strong person.

"Right. I should start preparing for the funeral."

Siegrune began to gather the bodies of the fallen villagers into the town square. Other villagers, seeing that they couldn't stay like this forever, also started to help.

With the number of dead not being too high, it shouldn't take long to gather and prepare for the burial.

Siegrune took charge, and the preparations proceeded smoothly.

As outsiders, we couldn't intrude on the villagers' funeral preparations.

Instead, we helped bury the bandits' bodies outside the village.

By the time we finished, it was already night.

It's a bit late, but it couldn't be helped.

With the immediate threat gone, I thought it was time to leave. Just as I was about to discuss this with Angelina and Valeria, some of the village women approached. Among them were the mother and daughter, the young woman, and Shelby.

"We want to thank you again. Our survival is thanks to you. We are grateful. If there's anything we can do, please let us know. And if you don't mind, could you take us with you? We won't be a burden. We want to repay your kindness. Please, I beg you."

The women, including the knight, Siegrune, looked at me earnestly.

Hmm, repaying kindness. Honestly, I don't need it. Did I show it on my face? Siegrune smiled wryly.

"The truth is, we have nowhere to go. Our homes were burned down, and the village is in ruins. Sophie, Sarah, and Mary are women with no place to go."

It's a typical example of the low social status of women. If they stay here, they won't have a bright future.

Well, everyone has the freedom to go where they want.

"You're welcome to come with us, but I can't take responsibility for you."

"I understand. I'm a former knight, so I can take care of myself. As for Sarah, Sophie, and Mary, they can take care of themselves too. We won't be a burden. We want to repay your kindness."

"It's not like we have any obligation to you, but please, I beg you. Even if it's just to a town or village."

Shelby added her plea, supporting Siegrune.

They just don't want to stay in the village. In the worst case, they might be sold to rebuild the village.



		
			Chapter 15

			Companions in Travel, Kindness in the World

			Leaving the Camp, we set out for the southeastern city of Exembra. It’s supposed to be a big city.

From what I’ve heard, it must have a population comparable to a designated city. For now, it’s just a guess, but it’s definitely a large city.

Moreover, despite its size, the city is completely surrounded by walls to protect against monsters. The walls are apparently magical, and they must be incredibly long. Just seeing them will be a treat.

The military jeep has a much better suspension than a light truck, making the ride much smoother. It’s comfortable enough to sit in for a long time. However, it’s only slightly faster than a light truck, so it’s not particularly speedy.

We’re not in a hurry, so we take it slow and steady, taking breaks as needed. Sitting for too long can make your body stiff, so during breaks, we move around more than just resting.

When I start moving, Valeria and Angelina join in, and before you know it, everyone from the Camp is eagerly training. Siegrune and her team just watch, but when the village’s little girl, Sarah-chan, joins in, the villagers can’t help but join too. In the end, everyone is at it.

Exercise is good for you!

We’re on a deserted road, probably because it’s a remote area. I take turns driving, and it’s surprisingly fun.

With no major issues, we reach the end of the first day. It’s much warmer during the day now, but spring nights are still cold. We can’t sleep outside in the open, so we huddle together in the jeep, wrapped in blankets.

Thinking of it as a few days of hardship makes it kind of fun.

On the second day, we encounter a few forks in the road. Continuing on, we spot the wreckage of a truck-type magical artifact around noon. The overturned vehicle didn’t look old, suggesting it had crashed within the last few days.

We decided to check it out to see if anyone was around and if there were any valuables left.

“No one’s here. The cargo is empty,” said Angelina.

“It was probably attacked by bandits. The closer we get to the city, the more likely it is. We should be cautious from here on,” said Frederica.

We all kept an eye out while Frederica and I examined the wreckage.

“Are there bandits that claim this area as their territory? If they attack, we’ll take them down,” I said.

“Hehe, you all would be overkill against bandits,” Frederica replied.

After that, we encountered a few weak monsters and continued smoothly until evening.

We stopped at a riverside, a bit off the road, to set up camp for the night. I suddenly wanted fish, but we had no fishing gear, and the water was too cold to catch any by hand. I decided to wait until we reached the city.

While the cooking team prepared dinner, everyone else moved around. Mary-san, a young woman from the village, was particularly enthusiastic. She said she wanted to get strong like us to avoid the same fate. Sarah-chan nodded energetically beside her.

After dinner, we gathered around the campfire and enjoyed warm tea. It felt like a scene from a journey, and it was nice.

The tea wasn’t made from leaves but a strength-recovery potion with a tea flavor, which I made myself, complete with aluminum cups. It was a practice run, and I was impressed by the power of magic.

It was a precious, relaxing time.

Suddenly, a noise disturbed our peace. It was the sound of an approaching vehicle in the dark.

“Someone’s coming,” said Angelina.

“They’re heading towards the town. We’re on the same route. I wonder if they’re in a hurry,” said Frederica.

“Let’s use light magic to make sure they don’t accidentally drive into us,” I suggested.

We cast light spells to illuminate the area, making our presence known. If they came at us, we’d push them back without mercy.

“...Doesn’t this seem a bit off?” said Valeria.

“Maybe they’re being chased?” I said.

“I have a feeling they are,” Valeria replied.

Several vehicles were heading our way. They weren’t going very fast, but they were still moving at about thirty kilometers per hour. Their driving was erratic, and they seemed to be constantly looking behind them. They were being chased, it seemed.

“Are they being chased?”

“That means trouble,” said Frederica.

“Probably. We’re definitely getting dragged into this,” I said.

The headlights were getting closer, and it looked like the vehicle being chased was a truck-type magical artifact, while the pursuers were jeep-type artifacts.

“Do they seem to be heading this way?” said Angelina.

“I hope it’s just my imagination,” said Valeria.

“It’s not. They’re coming straight for us,” said Frederica.

Maybe lighting up the area was a mistake. It drew them to us.

Still, jeep-type magical artifacts. I had a feeling this was going to end badly.

I didn’t want to just stand by and watch the truck crash into us, so I created a large, invisible shield. Everyone moved behind me for protection.

The truck was on a collision course, but the driver must have come to their senses and tried to swerve. However, the maneuver went wrong, and the truck tipped over, skidding a bit before stopping. It was a close call, and the sight of the large truck barreling towards us was quite intimidating.

The jeeps quickly caught up and stopped a short distance away. The area was now bright enough to see everything clearly. The situation was exactly as we had guessed.

The truck driver didn’t emerge, but the jeeps were swarming with mass-produced bandits. It looked like a large bandit gang, with dozens of members.

There was no need to ask who the bad guys were or wait for them to come closer.

“Let’s take care of this quickly,” I said.

“Yukari?”

This was a chance to show the results of our training. First strike, win the day. I attacked immediately!

Before the bandits could say anything, I materialized the magic I had imagined. Iron spikes sprouted from the ground beneath their feet, creating a field of iron grass.

Some managed to avoid it by luck, but I think I took out about half of them with that one strike.

Seeing this, our ranged attackers immediately unleashed their spells. The Camp group, being well-trained, reacted quickly.

We wanted to avoid close combat because we had many non-combatants, and even when the bandits cast spells, our Active Armor provided perfect defense.

The bandits were soon silenced.

I hadn’t killed them outright, just incapacitated them. For now, that was enough. We needed to be cautious, even though the situation was under control.

“Angelina, take a few people and bring back the bandit leader,” I said.

“Got it. I’ll look for them,” she replied.

“Valeria, the truck driver isn’t coming out. Drag him over here,” I said.

“Yes, Onee-sama,” she replied.

I kept the shield up and watched the bandits, ready to skewer them if they made any moves. They seemed to have lost the will to fight, despite their injuries.

Angelina called out, asking who the leader was. One of the bandits, a grizzled, bearded man, stepped forward and surrendered.

The bandit leader was lifted and dragged over by Angelina, who ignored his protests.

The leader looked around, feigning surprise.

“Oh, a group of women!?”

“Got a problem with that?” I glared at him. He seemed to realize the gravity of the situation and changed his attitude.

“I-I’m sorry. We can’t fight anymore.”

“So, you’ve been letting people live when they beg for their lives?”

“Of course! We don’t kill anyone. We only steal goods.”

“I’m not so naive as to believe that, but I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.”

“Really! And we don’t kidnap people. We only take stuff. I swear!”

That was interesting. I decided to play along a bit.

“Hm, treasures, you say. Where are they?”

“In the red truck. You can check for yourself.”

“Angelina, can you confirm that? Be careful.”

“Sure thing.”

While she was checking, Valeria returned with the truck driver, a man with a mustache. He was limping but conscious. He must have been lucky to avoid serious injury in the crash, though his face was covered in blood.

“Good job, Valeria.”

“Thank you. Onee-sama, this is the truck driver.”

I patted Valeria on the shoulder and then turned to the mustachioed man.

“First question. Do you know anything about the bandits who chased you?”

“Yes, I’ve heard a few rumors about bandits in this area.”

The man seemed intimidated by my expression and was willing to cooperate. That was helpful.

“Do these bandits really not kill people?”

“I don’t know if these are the ones, but I’ve heard of bandits who don’t kill.”

“That’s right! We don’t kill or kidnap. We only steal goods. It’s the truth!”

The bandit leader was eager to convince us.

I found it hard to believe that multiple bands of bandits didn’t kill, but it seemed they were telling the truth.

“I see. In that case, I’ll spare your lives.”

“Onee-sama, is that wise?”

“He doesn’t seem to be lying. We’re not here to play the heroes. If they pay us off, that’s the end of it.”

“I agree.”

“Everyone okay with that?”

The former Camp members were indifferent as long as they got some reward. The villagers, who had recently been attacked by bandits, might have mixed feelings, but they weren’t fighters, so I didn’t consult them.

Handing them over to the soldiers wasn’t an option, according to Josephine’s advice. The army was already stretched thin and couldn’t handle a large group of prisoners.

“Yukari, we found a chest full of treasures.”

Angelina and the others brought a large, heavy chest.

We opened it to find a collection of jewelry, weapons, and gold coins. It was quite a haul.

“Not bad... Take half of it. We’ll do the sorting. If there’s something you really don’t want to part with, we can negotiate. No complaints, okay?”

“Half? If that saves us, I have no complaints. But leave me the blue dagger.”

“Sure. Frederica, Josephine, can you handle the sorting? Everyone else, help out.”

“Of course. Let’s get started, Josephine-san.”

“Sure thing. Let’s get this done quickly.”

With Frederica’s appraisal magic and Josephine’s expertise, the sorting would be handled well. I try to keep my word, as much as possible.

I also saw an opportunity to do some business.

They’d make good test subjects, and I wouldn’t mind if I failed.

“By the way, I can sell you some low-grade healing potions. They’re rare these days, but I have enough for everyone. They’ll be expensive, but you can pay with the treasure.”

“All of us? I don’t think you’d lie now, but can we see the effect first?”

“Sure. Just wait a moment.”

I went back to our jeep and started making the potions in crystal vials. I quickly filled a box and brought it back, tossing a vial to the bandit leader.

“Here. Try it.”

“Another fancy container. Who are you, really?”

“Just use it. If you hesitate, this deal is off.”

“Alright, alright. I’ll drink it.”

He uncorked the vial and gulped it down. The wound on his leg healed almost instantly.

“Wow, this is amazing! Thank you. We’ll buy the potions. Deduct the cost from the treasure.”

“Frederica, Josephine, did you hear that? Make sure to collect the extra.”

“Got it. Leave it to us!”

I handed the box of potions to the bandit leader, who distributed them to his people. The potions wouldn’t heal broken bones, but they’d make the bandits mobile again.

They wouldn’t pose a threat to us anymore, and it was better to let them go than to eliminate them and risk worse bandits taking their place.

We had done our part, and it was time to move on.



		
			Chapter 16

			Money and Connections

			With that, the thief is no longer our concern. Next up is the truck driver.

This mustache-twirling old man owes us for involving us in his mess. He looks relieved, but he damn well better not think he can walk away scot-free.

"Hey, you! Do you understand the situation? You brought a whole gang of thieves down on us and caused a major hassle. How do you plan to pay for that?"

I loomed over the slumped old man, my voice cold.

If he's too dense to get it, I'll just have to knock some sense into him.

"A-Ah, of course! I'll certainly show my gratitude, even if you're a woman. I owe you a debt of thanks!"

"Gratitude, huh? We risked our lives, even a child's. I won't settle for anything less than a suitable compensation."

I leaned in, lowering my voice to a menacing tone. If he underestimates me, I'll show him the error of his ways.

"I-I understand. A man of commerce doesn't go back on his word! In fact, I serve as a director in the Exenbra Commerce Guild. I can pay you immediately through my Record, but perhaps I could do you a favor instead? It seems you're heading to Exenbra. That might be more beneficial to you ladies."

His manner suddenly became more composed. He might actually be a merchant.

If he's up to something, it'll only cause trouble. I might want to avoid getting too involved.

"...A director of the Commerce Guild, huh? Can you prove it?"

"I have my Guild Card. Here, take a look."

I checked the card he handed over, and it indeed confirmed his claim. His name is Jallens. When I showed it to the others, they didn't find anything suspicious.

"Alright, I believe you. But if you double-cross us, there will be consequences. Don't forget that."

I glared at him, making sure he understood I was serious. If he betrays us, he won't get off easy.

"I swear on the merchant's god, Creva, that I will not betray you. A merchant's reputation is everything. I cannot betray my benefactors."

"If that's the case, I'll do you a favor in return. Here, take this as a token of goodwill."

I handed him a high-grade healing potion I always carry. He looks bloodied, but he's conscious, so it's not a severe injury. However, he might take a turn for the worse if he hit his head. It's best to keep a useful contact in good shape.

"Is this a healing potion? I am grateful. *Cough*... It's wonderful."

It's a top-notch potion. He should be thankful.

"So, what were you doing out here alone at this hour, a director of the Commerce Guild?"

"Huh? Oh, right, I must hurry!"

"What? What's the sudden rush?"

"I apologize, but I have urgent business! I must return to Exenbra immediately! Could you help me get the truck started?"

"Fine, but you better explain later!"

Pushed by his urgency, I decided to help. I'll collect on the favor later.

I immediately cast a spell to raise the truck. I pushed it upright, not caring about the dents since it was already damaged.

"Is that good?"

"Thank you, thank you! I won't forget this! Until we meet again. By the way, my name is Jallens. If you need anything, visit the Commerce Guild. Farewell!"

The truck started up and drove away, its broken parts rattling. He was quite a whirlwind. I just hope we don't run into more thieves.

Still, I felt a bit dazed. Then, one of the thieves came up to say goodbye.

"Thanks for the help. I have some extra healing potions if you want them."

"You're quite the principled one. I've already deducted the cost of a few, so feel free to take them."

"Why, you're quite sturdy. I don't want to run into you again. Catch you later!"

With that, the thief was gone, and a peaceful, quiet night finally settled in.

I sighed. Time to check our spoils.

Looking around, everyone was still hyped up. Finding unexpected treasure does that to people. Even Sarah was bouncing around, lightening the mood.

"Everyone, good work. It may have been unexpected, but all's well that ends well. Let's check out the treasure! By the way, this is compensation from the thieves, so we'll split it equally among us. Sound good?"

The former camp members were in a celebratory mood, agreeing without hesitation, while the Siegrunes looked confused.

This is compensation from the thieves. Since we're all here, it's only fair to split it. Technically, I did most of the work, but no one should complain.

Besides, it's ill-gotten gains. Sharing it generously will prevent any unnecessary grudges.

"Hold on. We shouldn't accept this."

He's a conscientious one. But I'm not about to take back the money I offered.

"Siegrune, this is compensation from the thieves. We all got involved, and no one objects to splitting it. Just take it. Frederica, can you handle the distribution?"

Talking about treasure in front of everyone is just bad manners.

Amidst the cheers, Frederica spread out the treasure.

When Angelina first showed it to us, it looked like a mountain. Now, it seemed about half that much. It was even less than that, making it look sparse.

But realistically, it's still a substantial amount. Maybe our senses are dulled by the sheer volume of treasure.

"I mainly took gold coins and jewels that can be easily converted."

"That makes it easier to divide. Thanks."

Selling hard-to-move items is a hassle, so her consideration is appreciated.

"The thieves' treasure chest was filled with fake coins and low-value ornaments. It might be less than we expected."

"I see. The thieves probably can't tell the difference. But it's still a considerable amount, right?"

"Yes, a significant haul. Even a conservative estimate would put it at about 180 million Gist."

Huh?

"...What?"

The air felt frozen for a moment as I let out a startled exclamation.

"Hold on. One hundred eighty million?"

"That's right. The jewels might fetch even higher prices, so it could be more."

What kind of business do these thieves have?

With Frederica's appraisal magic and Josephine's expertise, the valuation is probably accurate. But it's still an unbelievable sum.

"Seriously?"

"Absolutely serious. It's also fortunate that we made a connection with the Commerce Guild. If we showed up with this treasure, we might not have been able to convert it so smoothly."

Gradually, everyone, including me, started to unfreeze.

The reality of our sudden wealth was starting to sink in.

"...We've become rich. Haha, hahaha! *Cough* *Cough*"

I let out a nervous laugh, and everyone burst into laughter.

After a good laugh, we started discussing our future plans.

"First, let's hit the casino!"

"Yeah, I'll double our money!"

"Hold on, hold on. You'll end up broke!"

"I'll bathe in alcohol! More drinks!"

"I want to eat until I'm stuffed!"

"We'll drink, eat, sing, and party all night!"

"Sounds like fun! We can live it up for a while!"

"I'll catch a guy and have some fun!"

Oh my. This is terrible. They're all such rakes.

At the very least, I have to stop them from going to the casino. They'll definitely get swindled.

"Hey, you guys, think about the future a bit."

"What about you, Yukari?"

"Me? Well, I'll live it up for a while. Good food and drinks! Maybe I'll hit the casinos, too. I'm pretty good at card games... But no, I'll probably live a quiet life."

"Liar! You're just the same!"

Well, why not? I don't need to rush into work.

We burst into laughter again.

Even the Siegrunes, who had been gloomy, joined in the laughter, influenced by our merriment.

It's a fun night. Truly, every cloud has a silver lining.

At any rate, with this amount of money, we won't have to worry about our immediate future.

After all the excitement, it's time to get some rest.

Before that, I'll take Frederica and Valeria to pick some flowers by the river.

"We'll arrive in Exenbra tomorrow, right?"

"Yes, at this pace, we should reach by nightfall. The city gates will be closed, so we'll have to wait until the next morning to enter."

"No rush, we'll take it easy. Valeria, is that okay with you?"

"As long as I'm with Onee-sama, I could travel forever."

"We won't travel, but I won't abandon you in the city. You can stay with us."

She's such a cute little sister. I'll stay with her until she's ready to stand on her own.

I pet Valeria's arm as she clung to me, and Frederica chuckled.

"By the way..."

Frederica spoke hesitantly.

"What is it?"

"You can make gold and jewels, right, Yukari?"

"Yeah, I can. But I don't want you to rely on me too much. It's good that we can split the spoils."

Alchemical magic is far more convenient than alchemy. The ability to create precious metals is too powerful to be known by just anyone.

Medical magic is the same. If we live in a city, we need to be careful, or it could become a hassle. But I won't hold back too much.

"Thinking about it, it was lucky we encountered the thieves. We got the money, and you didn't have to do anything reckless."

"Maybe. Once we reach Exenbra, we'll go to the Commerce Guild to exchange the money. We should also get recommendations for places to stay."

"Living in an inn would be more expensive. By the way, would you like to live with us?"

Frederica said it jokingly, but it's a good opportunity for me. Living in an unfamiliar city will be easier if I'm with someone I'm used to. I have a lot of questions, and it'll be more convenient.

"If you insist, Frederica. Let's live together, my dear friend!"

"Eh? For real?"

"Onee-sama!"

"Of course, Valeria will come too."

"Yes!"

Frederica, you're so easy to convince.

Hehe, a house of three. It'll be lively for a while.

I woke up early, influenced by the health-conscious early risers. The morning is still chilly, but the crisp air feels refreshing.

I went for a morning walk by the river with Sarah, and we washed our faces. The river is wide and clear. In warmer weather, swimming here would be delightful.

By the time the sky had fully brightened, a few more people had started to arrive at the river.

Back at our camp, we waited for breakfast. A hearty meal is the foundation of the day.

Ah, I really want some fish. Not raw, but at least grilled or stewed. I'm craving a proper meal.

Today is our last day of travel. I'm eager to arrive, but we'll take it slow and steady. The goal is close, no need to rush.

We had a smooth journey without any trouble, unlike yesterday. There's a slight air of anticipation, as if everyone is hoping for more encounters.

During our regular break, Mary is working hard on her physical training.

She's really serious about it. Once she builds up her endurance, I'll consider giving her some training.

As evening turned to night, we finally saw the city walls in the distance, illuminated by the stars.

They're still far away, but there's no mistaking our destination.

"We finally made it."

"We can't enter the city now, so let's set up camp here."

Our lead vehicle pulled off the road, and the others followed.

We set up a campfire and distributed the red tea-flavored recovery potions I had prepared.

While the cooking team prepared dinner, the conversation naturally turned to Exenbra.

The jokes of those who had stayed there before enlivened the quiet plain.

Here we go. We have a lot to do and enjoy.

First, we need to exchange the money at the Commerce Guild. I want to meet the director, Jallens, to handle the conversion.

We decided to enter the city a bit later, so we wouldn't arrive too early.

I wonder what this city in another world will be like. I'm excited.



		
			Chapter 17

			The Exenbra Commerce Guild

			Despite planning to sleep in, I woke up early out of habit.

Some of the group are heavy sleepers, but most wake up around sunrise. It's quite early.

Of course, with alcohol, it might be different. But there's nothing to do at night, so we've gotten into the habit of early to bed, early to rise.

Before breakfast, I do some light exercises, a short run, and some strength training. I work up a light sweat and clean up with a purification spell. A proper bath would be nice, but I'll have to wait until we reach the city.

For breakfast, we finish up the leftover ingredients. Once we're in the city, we'll eat out, so it's best to use everything up.

After some casual conversation, it's the perfect time to leave.

"Let's go!"

Since I'm unfamiliar with the city, I decided to sit in the back and let someone else drive.

From our campsite, we could see the city gates, but there was a line of vehicles waiting for inspection.

This process takes longer than expected. They register a temporary pass on everyone's Record. Breaking this pass is a crime, and extending your stay incurs additional fees.

The initial registration is free, but you have to pay to extend your stay or register as a resident.

There are various fees depending on your stay, but it doesn't concern us for now, so we don't worry about it.

I try to avoid unnecessary complications.

"They check the cargo as well, not just the Records. That's why it takes so long."

"Wow. Wouldn't it be a hassle to check every truck? Is there no magic to speed it up?"

"Low-level magic tools can miss valuable items. They pretend to be thorough but are actually looking for prey."

"Ah, so they're trying to find a reason to pick on us."

That's concerning. What if we, a group of women, are in trouble?

We have treasure on board, which could make us a target.

"Don't worry. We've hidden the treasure under the sheets and will greet them politely."

If Josephine says so, we should be fine. It's my first time, so there's not much I can do.

We wait nervously, and finally, it's our turn.

Several officers board our vehicle to start their inspection.

From what I've observed, they seem more friendly and polite than I expected. They haven't been rude to us so far.

They might be cautious, considering we're a group of women who could be someone's property.

"Everyone, please show your Records. We also need to inspect the cargo, so please cooperate."

"We have all our Records ready. Please check them. We've also opened the cargo area for your convenience."

Josephine stepped forward, handing over the stack of Record Cards and slipping a small gem into the officer's hand.

Ah, a bribe. That's how it works.

The officer glanced at his palm and gave a subtle nod to his colleagues.

"Thank you for your cooperation. What's the purpose of your stay?"

"We're thinking of staying for a while and might register as residents if we like the city. For now, that's the plan."

"In that case, you should visit the district office for registration. There will be an inspection. As for the cargo, there are no issues. Welcome to Exenbra!"

The inspection after the bribe was much quicker. We weren't even asked to unload anything.

I'm relieved we made it in safely.

Still, the gatekeepers' attitude was surprisingly good. I expected worse, but the first impression of the city isn't bad.

Thinking about it, the gatekeepers are the face of the city. Since everyone passes through, their behavior reflects the city's reputation. Being polite, even if not overly so, is only natural.

As we drove through the large gate, a wide avenue stretched straight ahead.

Many cities have a central square where guilds are concentrated. Exenbra is no exception, with various guild buildings clustered around the main square. The Commerce Guild should be easy to find.

We slowly made our way toward the center.

Vehicles are rare in the city, owned mostly by the wealthy or merchants. Most people travel on foot or by kickboard-like magical devices, which we see many people using.

I couldn't help but look around. The city has a practical, functional vibe, with many people dressed in practical clothing. As we moved, the streets became livelier with more people and stalls.

However, not everything is positive.

We also saw many somber faces, likely refugees. Some men with poor appearances seemed to be looking for prey. There are also many people from neighboring countries, and the city's safety is questionable.

While the first impression is good, it's best to avoid walking alone without strength or courage, especially at night.

We arrived at what seemed to be a roundabout with the main square. The area was filled with large buildings, each displaying a unique sign to identify the guilds. We quickly found the Commerce Guild.

The Commerce Guild, designed for merchants, had a large underground parking area to accommodate large vehicles like trucks.

The architecture and various artificial constructs, enhanced by magic and magical devices, were of a quality that rivaled or even surpassed my hometown. There were many things I couldn't immediately understand, sparking my curiosity.

Ah, the difference between a bare minimum camp and a bustling city is clear. I'm getting excited.

Parking the vehicle was easy, and we were directed to a spot without any fuss.

Being a group of women drew some stares, but otherwise, it was smooth.

We entered the Commerce Guild, moving confidently as guests of the director. There's no need to be shy in an unfamiliar place with unfamiliar faces.

I casually scanned the surroundings.

At the back of the floor, a neat reception area with tidy receptionists and waiting security guards greeted us.

Many merchants were interacting with the receptionists, giving the impression of a thriving business. It might even be wartime, given the bustling activity.

After observing for a moment, I approached an open counter, where a receptionist greeted us with a polite smile.

"Welcome to the Exenbra Commerce Guild. How may I assist you today?"

Her well-trained demeanor feels oddly familiar, despite being in a different world.

Politeness is good, and I have no complaints.

"...Ah, I'm here to see Director Jallens. I'm here to collect a favor, as you might recall."

"I'll check... Please wait in the reception room. Jallens is currently with a visitor, so there might be a short delay. I apologize for the inconvenience."

The receptionist remained polite and smiling, even with my vague explanation. I realize I hadn't introduced myself.

Jallens must have informed them of our visit. Otherwise, it would be impossible to see him. He's quite considerate. It's a close call.

"Where's the reception room?"

"A staff member will show you. The reception room is a bit cramped, so would you mind if only the representative joins the meeting? The others can wait in the lounge."

Hmm, it's probably fine. It wouldn't be a trap, right?

If anything happens, I'll deal with it then. For now, it's best to play it safe.

"Onee-sama, I'll go with you."

"Alright, Valeria. Let's just the two of us. Sorry, everyone, you'll have to wait."

"Sure, we'll wait in the lounge. Please take care."

I took the bag with the treasure and, with Frederica and the others' encouragement, followed the staff to the upper floor with Valeria.

The reception room had a leather sofa, a coffee table, and a vase with flowers and paintings on the walls. The staff left us alone.

But no tea was offered. Is this normal?

I decided to make my own. Using a familiar spell, I generated an aluminum cup and poured a red tea-flavored recovery potion. I took a sip.

I looked around for any interesting magical devices but found nothing that immediately caught my eye.

As I idly wandered the room, the door suddenly opened. Our appointment, I assume.

It hadn't been long, so I was surprised to see it was a stranger. Who is he?

"So, you're the one who came to see Jallens. A woman?"

Who is this guy? I stopped Valeria from lunging at him.

"Hmph, Jallens is busy. He has no time for the likes of you. You should leave now."

I'm not sure what his problem is, but he seems to want to drive us away.

He looks like a young, pampered son of someone important, a hanger-on of Jallens, perhaps.

Given the circumstances, I doubt Jallens would betray us. This is probably the young man's own decision.

"Who do you think you are?"

"Onee-sama, what should we do?"

Her eyes asked if it was okay to take him down.

I don't want any unnecessary bloodshed. We haven't received our favor yet, and we still need to exchange the treasure. Being driven away would be inconvenient. Besides, while I'm prepared for a fight, it's best to avoid trouble early.

If he's a problem, we can deal with him after confirming Jallens' betrayal.

That's the logical approach.

But even if I want to avoid trouble, I can't just follow this brat's orders. It's not in my nature to back down.

First impressions are important. I'm not one to back down, so a fight is inevitable.

"Valeria, stay put. Got it?"

With that, I ignored the brat and sat down on the sofa, stretching my legs onto the coffee table. The movement was so forceful that some tea spilled. I couldn't care less.

What's wrong with sitting on a sofa?

You should be grateful for the view of my beautiful legs.

If he has something to say, I might listen.

Did my attitude surprise him? He seemed taken aback.

He quickly regained his composure and approached, his face red with anger.

"You! What do you think you're doing? Didn't you hear me?"

"You're loud. I'm the guest here. Who are you to interfere? I'll crush you."

I glared at him, emphasizing my last words.

"Wh-What! You, a woman, have the nerve to—! I won't stand for this!"

"Huh? I don't know you. Who are you? Besides, I don't need your permission. Shouldn't you be the one leaving?"

Sigh. This is frustrating.

The brat, losing his patience, reached out to grab me. What an idiot.

His movement was slow and weak, the kind you'd expect from someone who's never fought before.

Still in my relaxed position, I grabbed his collar and threw him. He crashed into a cabinet, making a loud noise, but he didn't seem seriously injured.

Maybe he hit a bad spot, but it's his own fault. He should be grateful I let him off with just that.

I ignored the brat and sipped my cold tea.

Then, I heard hurried footsteps, and the door opened. It was the mustachioed old man, Jallens. Finally.

"What's going on here!"

He must have heard the commotion. Someone might have heard us.

We're in a lower position, but we've done nothing wrong. The camp is gone, and we're just using the facilities.

"Was this your doing? He barged in and started making unreasonable demands, even trying to attack me. Remember our agreement, right? I don't care who you are. I don't back down from a fight. If you betray me, there will be consequences."

I pointed at the brat on the floor and glared at Jallens, maintaining a threatening demeanor.

He understands the power we wield against numerous thieves. He must realize the importance of avoiding trouble. Still, I'm deliberately intimidating him.

The brat's actions have made Jallens owe us a favor. I'll take full advantage of it.

"Of course not! What are you saying? Wait, is this true? I apologize, but I had no intention of betraying you. I will honor my word."

"Really? Then who's this guy?"

"This is... I apologize, but this is my nephew, Morgast. Morgast, you should leave now. I informed the staff that important guests would be arriving."

"But, this is—"

"This is an important guest and a benefactor. Morgast, you're disgracing the Jallens name. Leave now. You have other duties, don't you?"

Jallens sternly ordered the brat to leave. He hobbled out, but not before giving me a dirty look.

"Jallens, I expect you to settle the score for this brat's behavior as well."

"Of course. I apologize sincerely."

His sincerity makes it hard to push further.

I got up from the sofa and refilled my cup with hot tea, inviting Jallens to sit across from me.

"I had some matters to discuss with you. I'll overlook the nephew's behavior for your sake, but I'd like you to help us in any way you can."

"Of course, I intended to do so. I must thank you again for your assistance. Allow me to introduce myself properly: I am Jallens of the Exenbra Commerce Guild. May I have your name?"

"Ah, I forgot to introduce myself. I am Shinogami, and this is my little sister, Valeria."

Valeria stood behind the sofa, ready to protect me, which was quite cute.

"Shinogami-sama and Valeria-sama, welcome. Now, what matters would you like to discuss?"

We wasted some time, but Jallens is busy, so let's get to the point.

"First, we need to exchange the treasure we took from the thieves. Also, we need recommendations for a place to stay."

"Treasure, you say? That sounds interesting. I'll waive the appraisal fee and offer you a special price. May I see the items?"

Valeria placed the bag on the table and started arranging the jewels and trinkets.

"Impressive quantity and quality. I'll call an appraiser. Please wait a moment."

He used a bell-like magical device, and an appraiser arrived promptly. He carefully appraised each item and discussed the prices with Jallens.

We already know the value from Frederica and Josephine's expertise, so I won't argue as long as the prices are reasonable. I'm counting on the special price.

I sat back, sipping my tea, while Valeria watched the appraisal. The appraiser confirmed the gold coins and left.

"...After careful consideration, including the quality, I believe 200 million Gist would be a fair price. Of course, we've applied a discount."

This is more than I expected, but I have no complaints.

"That works. Can you take my Record?"

"Certainly."

He started working on a pedestal-like magical device. When I placed my Record on it, a cheerful chime sounded, and numbers appeared on the screen.

"The payment is complete. Please confirm."

I checked my Record, and the amount had indeed been credited.

Great, we're set for a while.

It's hard to believe we got this much money so easily, but it's real.

Useful connections are invaluable. I hope we can maintain a good relationship.

Now, about a place to stay. I hope we can find a good one."

We finally made it to the city.

Next, we need a place to live.



		
			Chapter 18

			A Base of Operations

			The main goal of exchanging the treasure from the thieves is now complete, and I feel a weight lifted off my shoulders.

I refresh myself with a mint-flavored recovery potion, feeling the tension drain away.

"Changing the subject, why were you driving the truck at that hour?"

It was unusual for a Commerce Guild director to be out alone, so I was curious about the circumstances.

Jallens, taken aback, began to explain.

"Actually, I was staying in a neighboring city for a guild meeting. I had to return home urgently, so I left alone. I didn't want to wait for a proper transport, so I took the truck. Despite the unexpected encounter, I made it in time."

"So, it was some kind of emergency?"

"Well, it's embarrassing, but it was my wife's birthday. The meeting went longer than expected, and I couldn't return on schedule. The only available transport was the truck, so I had no choice. Fortunately, thanks to you, I made it in time."

I couldn't help but laugh at his explanation. To risk so much for a birthday seems excessive, but everyone has their values. It's in the past, so it's fine.

Perhaps his respect for his wife is why he didn't look down on us, a group of women.

"I see. Just be more careful in the future."

"Ha, yes, I will. In fact, my wife gave me quite an earful when I explained the situation. Speaking of which, you mentioned a place to stay, right? Are you planning to settle down?"

"Ideally, yes."

"Ah, that's interesting."

Jallens' eyes sparkled with the enthusiasm of a merchant.

"What's so interesting?"

"Well, every city is currently short of capable people. With your skills, you'd be welcomed in any city, regardless of gender."

"Not everyone in our group is thinking about contributing to the city."

We're a group of misfits, not known for selfless dedication.

"I understand, but you can't ignore the challenges that come your way. With the shortage of security forces, monster hunters, mercenaries, and adventurers, your skills will make the application process smoother. If you'd like, we can handle the paperwork for you."

"That's convenient. But do you have other motives?"

"You're perceptive. I can smell the potential for profit from you. It's a merchant's intuition, perhaps."

Of course, he's right. The healing potion I gave him and the aluminum cup I'm using now have caught his attention. A group of capable women is also a rare find.

"Your intuition is correct. Either way, I hope we can build a good relationship."

A win-win situation, indeed.

So far, I think we can work well together.

"Do you have any preferences for your place to stay?"

Jallens called for a stack of documents using a bell-like magical device and quickly flipped through them, looking for suitable options.

What should we do? I pet Valeria's ears and head as I pondered.

I'd like to see a few options before deciding. I'm still not familiar with the city's layout.

As I hesitated, Jallens seemed to find a promising option.

"If you don't have specific preferences, I can recommend a place."

He suggested a property.

"What's it like?"

"It's a spacious building, with a bit of a backstory, but it's very affordable. It's not too far from here. Would you like to see it?"

Seeing it in person would be faster. A picture is worth a thousand words.

"Valeria, let's take Frederica and go see it."

"Yes, Onee-sama."

"Jallens, please lead the way."

"Certainly, let's go."

We returned to the lobby, where the tough women were lounging in the luxurious lounge, looking out of place.

"Sorry for the wait. We've successfully exchanged the treasure and will split it via Record later. We're going to check out a property nearby. Is that okay?"

There were no objections, so we left the Commerce Guild with Jallens leading the way.

To our surprise, everyone followed along.

As we walked through the city's winding alleys, the streets became more diverse.

"This area is the craftsmen's district. There are many workshops and stores. You should check it out later. You can find equipment, clothing, magical devices, and daily necessities. They also offer custom orders. It's different from the large stores on Central Avenue, and I recommend it."

Interesting. We'll definitely check it out later.

After a longer walk than expected, we finally arrived at our destination.

"That building over there. We can show you the inside as well."

We turned a corner into a dead-end alley. The building at the end was different from the others.

I imagined an apartment or a house, but this looked more like an office building made of stone.

The first floor had an open garage-like space with a wide staircase leading to the upper floors.

We followed Jallens up the stairs.

He opened the door with a card-key-like magical device, and we entered a spacious, office-like room.

"This building... It's not a regular residence, is it?"

"No, it's being sold at an unbelievably low price due to some issues. Given your group, I believe the issues won't be a problem. The size is also suitable for your needs."

There are some oddities.

"Oh, you're all living together?"

"Why, that sounds interesting!"

"If it's a good deal, why not?"

"Yeah, we're rich now! Why not just buy it?"

"Sounds fun!"

The former camp members were already excited.

I hadn't intended that, but... Hmm, what to do?

"Yukari-dono, can we live here with you?"

The Siegrunes also seemed eager to join.

Frederica looked resigned, while Valeria seemed slightly annoyed but also a bit excited.

Well, it might be fine. If they don't like it, they can leave. I might leave first.

Living together in a new city for a while might not be bad.

"By the way, Jallens, what issues did you mention?"

"Oh, someone's here. They just walked in."

"What? It's open?"

"I told you. We've seen people coming in."

"Hey, is anyone in here?"

Several rough-looking men entered the room. Everyone was quietly observing them.

"Who are you? This is private property. Leave immediately."

Jallens stepped forward to handle the situation diplomatically.

I signaled everyone to wait and observe.

"Ha? Who are you, old man?"

"Who are you? We're the Bruno Gang!"

"Old man, is this the Commerce Guild? If so, hand us over to the boss."

"Painful, huh? Women like you shouldn't be doing this. We'll let you off easy this time."

"Oh, a good catch! The one with the big chest can be my girl!"

They laughed lewdly, their eyes roving over us.

No, this is unacceptable. There's no need to hold back. Let's take care of them.

"Jallens, is this the issue you mentioned? If so, we can take care of it right away."

"That's correct, but the timing is... They don't seem to be official members. I doubt it will be resolved here."

"Then, I'll settle the score with their boss. Everyone, I'll guard the non-combatants. You can handle the grunts."

Ange, Valeria, and the others stepped forward.

Since we're in the city and they aren't armed, they can handle the situation with their bare hands.

They've trained with me, so they should be fine. The thugs look weak, even to me.

The numbers are equal, and the thugs are clearly underestimating us. Valeria and the others are furious.

"No killing! Just beat them up!"

This might be our new home, so we should avoid fatalities. Still, it's fine to let them vent their frustration. As long as no one dies, it's manageable.

Ange, in a surprisingly quick move, charged at the biggest thug and tackled him with a shoulder charge.

The others followed, shouting as they clashed. The thugs were quickly silenced, far too weak to put up much of a fight.

The thugs, now sprawled or sitting on the floor, groaned in pain. Ange dragged the leader to us.

His power and presence were intimidating, even to the brash thugs.

"You said you're the Bruno Gang, right? Where's your boss?"

Zeklune, in a rare playful moment, grabbed the thug's hair and leaned in.

Perhaps she's getting used to our ways. It's good to see her enjoying it.

"Dad... Yeah, he's on a trip! He's not here. Besides, what right do you women have to do this? You'll pay for this!"

Sigh. He's just trying to save face.

Zeklune, with a wicked smile, drew a sword and placed the tip under his chin.

"I hate liars. Remember that. Now, where's your boss?"

The thug, intimidated by Zeklune's genuine threat, quickly broke.

According to him, the boss's office is right behind this building. Surprisingly close.

The buildings are tightly packed, and there's no shortcut to the back. We'd have to go through the alleys.

They probably wanted to expand their office and were eyeing this building. Their plans don't concern us.

Jallens, it turns out, already knew the location of the Bruno Gang's office. We didn't need to ask the thugs.

"Then, let's go and settle this. I'd rather get it over with quickly."

"Yukari-dono, I'd like to come along."

Hmm, I wanted Zeklune to guard the non-combatants, but...

It's fine if she's eager. I think we have enough strength to handle it, but it's important to make a strong impression.

Half-measures are the worst. It might be better to overwhelm them with our numbers.

"Then, let's all go. Those who don't want to come can stay behind."

No one opted to stay behind.

"Alright, bring a few of the thugs with us. Carry one of the strong ones."

I grabbed the leader's collar and dragged him along, ignoring his complaints. If he doesn't like it, he can walk.

Unexpected trouble, but it's kind of fun.

The enthusiasm of the group is infectious. I'm enjoying this, too.

Here we go. On our first day in the city, we're making a statement.

I'll keep an eye on Jallens, who seems a bit hesitant.

"That's the situation. Any objections?"

"Cough! No, no objections. A bit of commotion is normal, but don't overdo it. If it escalates, we'll handle it."

Good to know.

"You're helpful. We'll be back soon. We haven't finished discussing the building yet. It shouldn't take long."

"Understood. I'll wait."

The rush of Physical Enhancement Magic fills me with excitement.

I'm about to storm the Bruno Gang's office. I feel no fear, only anticipation. Maybe I'm a bit off.



		
			Chapter 19

			The Raid

			Dragging the gang members along, we naturally attract a lot of attention. They’re making quite a spectacle. Bruno's gang is just a short walk away, but we’re being watched by the neighborhood folks, who are either peeking out their windows or standing on the streets. They’re usually the type to look away, but their curiosity is getting the better of them.

In a way, this might have saved us the trouble of introducing ourselves to the neighbors, right? It’s a bit unsettling to be seen as dangerous, though. Maybe we should have brought some sweets and made the rounds to introduce ourselves properly.

But hey, we haven’t even decided if we’re going to live there yet. Hmm…

Lost in thought, I barely noticed we were nearing our destination. Two tough-looking guys are standing at the entrance, guarding the place.

They look surprised when they see us dragging the gang members, but they quickly shoulder their oversized weapons.

"Hey, hold it. What’s going on here? Do you know where you are?"

Ignoring the guard’s questions, we keep walking without breaking our pace.

"Hey, I said, stop it!"

Just as the guard was about to move, I picked up one of the gang members, ignoring his protests.

"S-Stop it!"

"Here we go!"

I hurled him towards the large glass door, which shattered with a loud crash as he passed over the heads of the guards.

"What the—!?"

Taking advantage of the stunned guards, I tossed the remaining gang members into the still-intact glass.

I had already decided to go all out. If we were going to do this, we might as well make it memorable.

First impressions are important, after all. We’re making a grand entrance. I’m going to put on a show.

Not giving the shocked guards a chance to recover, Angelina and Siegrune dashed forward, quickly taking them down and rolling them to the side.

"What’s going on?"

"Hey, what’s the matter?"

"Who are these guys?"

"We’re being raided!"

More guards, about a dozen, armed with imposing weapons, emerged. They looked at us with a mix of surprise and suspicion.

They might be tough, but they’re not as careless as the gang members. They’re cautious, even as they display their anger.

It’s only natural they’d see us as dangerous. We’re walking into their place in broad daylight, ready to start a fight.

I don’t look like someone who’s here to argue, and Angelina’s stance clearly shows she’s ready for a fight. They must have guessed we were coming to make trouble.

"Hey, who put you up to this? You won’t get out of here alive!"

"Hold it, who are you? What’s with that crest?"

"Is that a flower? I’ve never seen it before."

"Are you from some other city’s gang? Still, you’re women. Using you as cannon fodder is one thing, but…"

Cannon fodder…

What do they mean by that crest? Oh, they must be talking about the Kikyo accessory we’re all wearing!

Oops, we’re all wearing matching accessories. Looks like there’s been a misunderstanding.

"Hey, Yukari-dono, what’s the name of that flower you’re all wearing?"

"Huh? It’s Kikyo."

I answered the whispered question. Why would anyone care about the name of a flower at a time like this?

Surprised by the answer, Siegrune stepped forward.

"We are the Kikyo Society Yukari Gang! We’re new in town, but we were provoked by your gang members. We’ve kindly brought them back to you, so you should be grateful."

What is Siegrune doing?!

"What did you say!?!"

"Kikyo Society Yukari Gang?"

"New in town? Ha! That’s a bold move for women! But you’re playing a bit too rough. We’ll have to teach you a lesson."

"Hey, guys, if you see a woman you like, it’s first come, first served!"

"Bro, I get it. I was just looking for a new one anyway. Hehe."

They’re all making their own decisions. Irritating, but right now, I’m more concerned with Siegrune.

Siegrune ignores their banter and continues.

"We expect you to pay for the trouble we’ve taken to bring them back. Even a poor gang like yours can afford dinner money, right? We’re hungry from dragging these guys here."

She’s goading them. Siegrune is really getting into the villain role. She looks like she’s having a lot of fun.

Hmm. Still, the Yukari Gang sounds a bit…

The lowlifes are exchanging incomprehensible insults, but I think it’s time to stop the wordplay.

"Yukari, leave this to us."

"Please protect Onee-sama."

Other fighters step forward to support Siegrune.

They’re all riled up by the insults. I want to let off some steam too, but I’ll leave it to them.

Bruno’s gang might be a step above the gang members, but our Physical Enhancement Magic is clearly superior.

Even if they use magic inside the city, I’m confident Siegrune and the others can handle it.

Their numbers are a concern, but I’ll keep an eye out for stray attacks and protect the non-combatants.

"Alright, it’s all yours. Finish it quickly."

"You got it!"

They charge forward with a battle cry, a refreshing sight.

This time, it wasn’t over in a moment. They’re seasoned fighters.

Siegrune and the skilled ones are using their weapons, carefully taking down the opponents. They’re not all that strong, though, so it’s turning into a good fight overall.

But our Physical Enhancement Magic gives us the edge, and the close-range footwork is unfamiliar to Bruno’s gang. Overall, we have the upper hand.

We had a few close calls due to the numbers, but I helped by throwing small iron balls.

As the opponents dwindled, everyone gained more confidence.

Valeria, in particular, seemed to be holding back while using her weapon, but she was still quite efficient with her throws.

Glancing to the side, I see Mary, who has been working hard on her physical training, watching the fight with a serious expression.

"Is something wrong?"

"No, I’m just learning. I want to fight like that someday. Throwing techniques are truly beautiful, aren’t they?"

"Onee-chan, I want to do it too!"

Even Sarah is raring to go. Sophie, her mother, is watching her with a fond smile, but is this really a good idea?

Thinking about it, it’s not a good influence to show her all this violence so casually. I can’t exactly talk, but I’m worried about her future.

As we chat, Angelina delivers a roundhouse kick to a bald man’s torso, and the fight seems to be over.

"…Finally done. They were tougher than expected."

"By the way, none of them used magic attacks other than Physical Enhancement. Is there a rule against it in the city?"

"Yukari-dono, that’s right. Using magic could cause collateral damage. The city folks wouldn’t stand for it."

"True, but there are bandits who don’t care. Better to be cautious."

Bruno’s gang seems to be aware of this common sense.

Fortunately, there are no casualties on either side, and things are going smoothly.

We quickly treat minor injuries with low-level healing potions.

I even treated the more seriously injured members of Bruno’s gang. We’re not here to hold a grudge.

"Alright, but we’re not done yet. There’s no sign of their boss."

"Yukari-dono, I sense strong magic from upstairs. The boss and his guards might be there."

"It’s probably too dangerous for Frederica and the others to go up."

I can sense the buildup of magic from somewhere. It’s likely they’re preparing a powerful spell. I’ve gotten better at recognizing such things.

Even if using magic in the city is forbidden, they might go all out if their headquarters are attacked. They could use powerful spells with a narrow range.

Alright, it’s time for me to take action.

"Everyone, take the fallen inside. It’s not polite to leave them on the street. Also, be on the lookout for more of their gang members. If anyone shows up, handle it."

"Onee-sama, are you going alone?"

"I have a Shield Magic, so it’s easier to move solo. I want you all to protect Sarah-chan and Frederica."

I might not be able to protect everyone if they use a wide-area attack. Better to be safe than sorry.

It’s best for me to go solo. Plus, I can act freely without worrying about collateral damage.

"Yukari, be careful."

"Understood. Yukari-dono, I trust you."

I pat Valeria, who looks like she wants to join, and hand out a few backup healing potions.

I confidently walk towards the stairs. From here on, it’s my fight.

"I’ll leave the rest to you!"

As I ascend, I wonder where the boss is. On the second or third floor? The top floor would be the most likely, right?

Well, I’ll search through the building.

Lost in thought, I reach the second floor just as a preemptive attack is launched.

I dodge the downward swing of the large sword, moving slightly to the side.

The sound of the sword hitting the floor echoes as I approach the man, who was aiming for a one-hit kill but left himself wide open.

With precise movements, I push against his extended elbow and force him back. The joint bends the wrong way, and he collapses with a silent scream. I follow up with a powerful kick to his side, effectively ending his will to fight.

He won’t be able to make coherent sounds for a while.

I look down at the man, who is no longer a threat, and start searching the rooms on the second floor.

The first few small rooms are empty. The deeper room feels different, but the strong magical aura is not the same. This might not be the main target.

Still, I have to search every room until I find the boss. Time to storm through.

"Here we go!"

I kick the door open, and three men and a woman are waiting, armed with spears.

They seem to have expected me. The lone woman lunges forward without a word, her spear aimed at my vital points.

It’s a bit disappointing. I made such a grand entrance, and I was hoping for a more dramatic reaction.

I dodge the woman’s sharp thrust by shifting my body and prepare for the next attack.

The tall man aims for my head with his spear, which I dodge by crouching down. The short, chubby man then lunges forward with a powerful thrust.

Their coordination is impressive. The woman’s spear indicates another attack is coming.

I can dodge the short man’s thrust, but the next attack is unavoidable.

Should I guard with my shield? Victory would be easy, but that would be boring.

Pain is a barrier to becoming stronger. I believe in greater possibilities within myself, and to achieve them, I must do what’s extraordinary.

What should I do?

I’ll break through head-on. No tricks, just push through and destroy.

That’s the only way!

I dodge the short man’s thrust with a slight tilt of my head, and the woman and the tall man’s spears come down from above.

"Is that all?"

Fortunately, the part hitting me is the blunt side of the spear, not the sharp tip.

I focus my Physical Enhancement Magic on my arms and fists.

With the image of impenetrable strength, I block the woman’s downward strike with my left arm and punch the tall man’s spear with my right fist, knocking it upward.

"What—!?"

My left arm hurts, and my right fist feels like it’s on fire, but it’s just pain.

Capitalizing on the pause in their attacks, I kick the woman in the leg, wrench her spear from her grasp, and throw it at the short man.

I didn’t throw it with full strength, but with the skill of throwing and the short distance, it hits him in the side.

"Subchief!"

He’s probably not dead. More importantly, what’s next?

As the tall man’s guard falters, I slip under his defenses, hoist him onto my shoulder, and slam him onto the floor with a forceful throw.

The tall man’s back and waist take the brunt of the impact, and the short man is impaled by the spear. The woman is holding her leg, clearly in pain, but she still looks battle-ready. Her gaze is even more determined.

That’s fine. I don’t mind a fighter’s spirit. But the fight is already decided.

I pull out a healing potion from my coat pocket, and the woman quickly grabs one from a nearby shelf and administers it to the short man.

I ignore them and drink my custom potion, quickly regaining feeling in my aching arm and fist. Wow, it’s a great magic.

"Hey, is Bruno’s boss in here?"

I ask, even though I doubt he’s here.

"Subchief, hold on! Your wounds are sealed, you’ll be fine!"

"…Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry. But who are you? What do you want?"

They don’t seem inclined to answer. In fact, the short man and the woman are already picking up their weapons, ready for another round.

I’ve had enough of them. They’ve served their purpose, and I have no intention of sticking around for a pointless confrontation. There’s still the boss to deal with.

In such situations, it’s best to demonstrate a decisive advantage. I need to crush their will to fight.

I generate small iron balls in my healed right hand and hurl them at the two, who are still a bit stunned.

I don’t aim to hit them directly but to show the destruction they can cause. They should understand the consequences if these balls hit them.

With each loud crack of the balls hitting the hard floor, I see their resolve waning. That’s perfect.

"Hey, is Bruno’s boss in here?"

I ask the same question again, this time with a glare that suggests the next one will hit.

"Uhh, no, he’s not here."

"…The boss is upstairs. But who are you, and what do you want?"

I almost forgot our original purpose.

To teach a lesson to the gang members who provoked us and to warn them off our territory. That’s about it.

"It’s a hassle to explain everything to you. Ask your boss later."

They’re no longer of any use to me. I turn my back and leave the room.

Let’s see what the boss is like. I hope he’s interesting.



		
			Chapter 20

			The Bruno Syndicate

			At the foot of the stairs, a man who had attacked us earlier is still crouching on the ground. His arm, bent in an unnatural angle, looks painfully twisted. But I suspect the damage to his side from the powerful kick is even worse.

I spared him, even though he tried to kill me. He should be grateful for that.

We didn’t come here for a fight, but because the provocation wasn’t worth it. There’s always a place to draw the line, and I’m not in the mood to escalate things unnecessarily.

Organizations have their connections, and a long, drawn-out conflict would be too much for newcomers like us.

He’s not in a condition to be killed, and if he’s lucky, he’ll recover with a healing potion or a healer’s help. I’ve no intention of holding a grudge.

I hear noisy voices and sounds coming from downstairs. Maybe some of Bruno’s men have returned. I’ll leave that to them.

I shake off my thoughts and head to the third floor, where I find no ambush, just a heavy door leading to the next challenge.

The dense magical aura behind the door belongs to either the boss or his guards. They’re clearly ready for a fight.

A powerful magical attack will likely be launched the moment I step through. I need to be prepared.

I decide to focus on magical combat this time.

I activate my Anti-Magic Armor as I kick the door open with a loud crash.

If I ever get my own room, I’ll make sure the door is extra sturdy.

As expected, a barrage of ice spears flies at me immediately. My Anti-Magic Armor automatically deflects them, allowing me to survey the room.

It’s a spacious office with a large desk at the back. A middle-aged man, well-built and with an air of authority, sits behind the desk. He’s probably Bruno, the boss. He has a commanding presence.

To his front stands a young man with a drawn sword, and to his side, a middle-aged man in a mage’s attire, preparing to cast another spell.

These two must be the best fighters here. The setup is electrifying.

"So, you’re the one causing all this commotion. I didn’t expect a woman. Your entrance was quite impressive, but what do you want?"

The boss, still surprised by my defense, quickly regains his composure and speaks in a gruff voice.

I need to confirm if he’s really the boss.

"Let’s see, I have a few things to discuss. But first, are you Bruno, the boss of this gang?"

The guards look intrigued by my question, and the boss, now identified as Bruno, stops them from attacking.

"Boss? I don’t like that term, but yes, I lead this gang. I’m Bruno. Now, who are you?"

He asks with a slightly curious expression. I’m not sure how to answer.

Well, here goes nothing!

"Listen up, and pay attention. My name is Shinogami. The Kikyo crest on this flower indicates that I am Yukarinowe of the Kikyo Society!"

I said it with flair and enthusiasm.

"...Kikyo Society, huh? I’ve never heard of it, but what do you want?"

Bruno skillfully brushes off my dramatic entrance.

How embarrassing, this guy! To embarrass a woman like this is unacceptable!

"What do I want? Well, it’s your gang that started the trouble. Your hooligans attacked us when we were checking out a building. Maybe you should discipline them better."

"Oh, those kids? They caused you trouble? Well, that building is ours. I don’t know about your Kikyo Society, but you should give up on it."

He talks as if he’s already decided the building belongs to him.

And his condescending look is really getting on my nerves.

"I heard the Commercial Guild is selling it. Your word doesn’t matter. I’m here to settle the score and to warn you to stay away from the Kikyo Society. That’s all."

"I have no interest in listening to such trivial matters. Leave while you can. Your bravery in coming here alone is commendable, but I’ll let you off this time."

What is he thinking, talking down to me like that? After allowing me to barge in like this?

"You’re one to talk. If you listen to me, I might let you off easy."

His arguments are baseless.

Besides, we came here to fight. I can’t just leave now.

Thanks to the Physical Enhancement Magic, I feel no tension or fear, only the exhilaration of battle.

"What can you do alone?"

"You think I can’t do anything? You’re a fool."

Enough of this talk.

Bruno signals his guards, and the middle-aged mage immediately launches a spell.

I activate my Anti-Magic Armor and Active Armor, ready to counter with physical attacks.

I focus on generating iron spikes to target the mage’s feet, but the spell fails to activate.

I push aside the confusion and try again, but the result is the same. I notice the mage smirking.

He must be jamming my magic. Some kind of anti-magic spell?

I’m new to magical battles, so I’m not sure what’s happening, but my usual method isn’t working.

Experience and knowledge are important. Real combat is invaluable.

The mage’s continuous ice spells serve as a distraction while the young swordsman attacks from the side.

His strike is sharp and precise, but I’m ready.

I eagerly block it with my newly activated special anti-physical armor.

The swordsman might have expected to break through, but I won’t let that happen.

The armor is designed to prevent such easy victories.

The moment the blade hits, a sharp, explosive sound rings out.

"What—?"

The special armor explodes, catching him off guard. I grab him and throw him into the wall with all my might.

He hits the wall awkwardly, likely sustaining injuries even with his armor.

This fight is also a demonstration. I want to show my true strength and win with ease while maintaining composure.

The mage, slightly panicked by his comrade’s fall, starts casting weaker but faster spells in rapid succession.

These attacks are too weak to penetrate my Active Armor. His barrage is ineffective against me.

I maintain my composure and approach him slowly.

I deflect all the ice spears with ease as I walk closer. The mage, realizing his attacks are useless, decides to cast a more powerful spell.

I switch to Anti-Magic Armor, ready to counter his close-range attack.

"...Your confidence will be your downfall. Woman, regret your actions in hell!"

I switch to Anti-Magic Armor and deflect the spell, which is too close to fully identify. The mage, however, smirks with confidence.

I return the smirk as I hear the explosion from behind.

There are two of them. I won’t be caught off guard.

I pretend to be hit and use the opportunity to lure them into a false sense of security.

A common tactic.

The swordsman’s attack is deflected by my reactive armor, and the mage’s face shows surprise as his comrade is blown back.

I grab the mage and throw him over my shoulder, slamming him to the ground. Then I walk towards Bruno.

"Your guards are useless now. Do you still want to continue? You seem capable, but if you want to fight, I’m ready."

"Damn it. I may have some skills, but I don’t want unnecessary injuries. I’ll back down."

He accepts defeat gracefully. That’s the mark of a true leader.

I’ve already made my demands. He seems to be thinking about something, but what?

"...Hey, why don’t you join my gang?"

What is he suggesting?

"There’s no way. If you keep saying ridiculous things, I’ll knock you out too."

"Sorry, sorry. Just a thought. So, what do you want to do with the Kikyo Society?"

"Hmm? We don’t plan to do anything. If you agree to our terms, that’s it."

"I see. What about the others downstairs?"

"They’re probably knocked out. I doubt they’re dead, but I can’t guarantee it."

"Alright, I’ll accept your conditions. What about you, what are you planning to do?"

He agrees surprisingly quickly. It’s a relief.

If he had been stubborn, I might have lost my temper.

"Father!"

"Father, are you sure?"

"Shut up! We were outmatched and lost. Can’t you see that? And to a woman, no less. Our pride is gone!"

Bruno scolds the guards, who look dejected and resigned.

It’s a bit pitiful, but the gang that gets beaten by a woman will have a hard time continuing in the same line of business.

But as long as we keep our deal, no one will know what really happened. I won’t spread the word, and neither will they.

"That’s right. We didn’t kill anyone. You were the ones who came to kill, and this is the result. If you had really wanted to, you could have killed us all today. Remember that!"

"...Understood."

Bruno’s stern lecture makes the mage and swordsman realize the harsh reality.

The internal discussion seems to be over.

"As I said, I’m here to settle the score for your hooligans. They should compensate us in some way."

"What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said. We want something of value from you. It could be money, goods, or information. Since it’s just compensation for some punks, it doesn’t have to be much."

"I see. You’re right. I can’t offer much for those punks, but it’s a fair deal. No complaints later, okay?"

Bruno grins as he confirms the terms.

"No complaints. As long as you keep your word."

"You’re an interesting woman. You’re too good to be just a woman. I’d really like you to join my gang."

"Enough with the jokes. What do you plan to give us?"

I don’t like nagging.

I just want to finish this and go home.

"Right. Hey, what about that district we recently took from the Marzio Family, Sixth Avenue? What’s the status there?"

"Yes, we’re still trying to decide who will manage it. It’s a bit unstable, and we’re not sure who to trust. Did you mean—?"

"Exactly. Why don’t you manage it?"

"But we were planning to manage it ourselves."

"I understand, but constant conflicts won’t solve anything. If someone can bring peace, that’s the best outcome. Don’t you agree?"

"True, but if you manage it, it will be different. If you stabilize it, it will be beneficial for everyone."

This is getting complicated. It’s a lot of trouble.

"Wait a moment. We don’t want trouble. Can you explain?"

"Sure. Sixth Avenue is a popular district with many skilled artisans. It’s a border area between different gangs, and it’s always been a source of conflict."

It’s a troublesome place, but it has potential.

"But why would you give us such a valuable district?"

Bruno explains that Sixth Avenue is a popular area with many skilled artisans. It’s a border area between different gangs and has been a constant source of conflict.

The artisans living there are frustrated by the constant disruptions. They expect the gangs to provide protection, but the conflicts only cause more trouble.

The artisans are highly skilled and influential, and their dissatisfaction could spread to other areas.

Bruno’s gang tried to stabilize the area but faced ongoing conflicts. They were considering strengthening their forces or forming alliances with other gangs.

As an outsider, I see the need for better groundwork before taking over.

"Managing such a district as a newcomer and a woman might only cause more trouble. Honestly, it’s a hassle."

"But you have the strength. You don’t have the ties that bind us. You’re a new force. To be honest, the local gangs are disliked by the artisans. Even if the conflicts end, it will be hard for them to operate smoothly."

"The artisans are mostly demi-humans. They don’t look down on women, and if you show strength, they might support you."

I see. That’s a point.

"What kind of earnings can we expect?"

Money is important. I need to confirm.

"There are dozens of shops and workshops. Just the protection fees would be substantial. But it’s a popular area, so many merchants and customers visit daily. If you manage it, you can do business freely. Opening a casino or tavern could bring in a lot of money."

"That’s a lot of potential. But there’s more. If a shop becomes vacant, who gets it? Naturally, the gang managing the district. You can rent it out or use it yourselves. Either way, it’s a win."

It sounds good, but I’m skeptical.

"Why are you willing to give this up?"

I glare at Bruno.

"I said it before, it’s only if you can stabilize it. It’s not easy for any gang. And I’m not giving everything up."

Bruno’s expression turns serious.

"We don’t have ties or grudges. We’re a new force. The local gangs are disliked by the artisans, and even if the conflicts end, they won’t be able to operate smoothly."

"That’s true. The artisans are mostly demi-humans. They don’t look down on women, and if you show strength, they might support you."

I see. What should I do?

I should consult with the others, but that would be embarrassing. I need to make a quick decision.

"Interesting. What kind of earnings can we expect from managing this district?"

Money is crucial. I need to know.

"There are dozens of shops and workshops. Just the protection fees would be substantial. But it’s a popular area, so many merchants and customers visit daily. If you manage it, you can do business freely. Opening a casino or tavern could bring in a lot of money."

"That’s a lot of potential. But there’s more. If a shop becomes vacant, who gets it? Naturally, the gang managing the district. You can rent it out or use it yourselves. Either way, it’s a win."

"It sounds too good to be true. Are you sure you’re willing to give this up?"

I glare at Bruno.

"I said it before, it’s only if you can stabilize it. It’s not easy for any gang. And I’m not giving everything up."

Bruno’s expression turns serious.

"You’re new. You don’t have the ties or grudges we have. You’re a fresh force. To be honest, the local gangs are disliked by the artisans. Even if the conflicts end, they won’t be able to operate smoothly."

"That’s true. The artisans are mostly demi-humans. They don’t look down on women, and if you show strength, they might support you."

I see. What should I do?

I should consult with the others, but that would be embarrassing. I need to make a quick decision.

"Interesting. What kind of earnings can we expect from managing this district?"

Money is crucial. I need to know.

"There are dozens of shops and workshops. Just the protection fees would be substantial. But it’s a popular area, so many merchants and customers visit daily. If you manage it, you can do business freely. Opening a casino or tavern could bring in a lot of money."

"That’s a lot of potential. But there’s more. If a shop becomes vacant, who gets it? Naturally, the gang managing the district. You can rent it out or use it yourselves. Either way, it’s a win."

"It sounds too good to be true. Are you sure you’re willing to give this up?"

I glare at Bruno.

"I said it before, it’s only if you can stabilize it. It’s not easy for any gang. And I’m not giving everything up."

Bruno’s expression turns serious.

"You’re new. You don’t have the ties or grudges we have. You’re a fresh force. To be honest, the local gangs are disliked by the artisans. Even if the conflicts end, they won’t be able to operate smoothly."

"That’s true. The artisans are mostly demi-humans. They don’t look down on women, and if you show strength, they might support you."

I see. What should I do?

"Alright, I’ll accept your offer. But if you betray us, we’ll crush you."

I cut him off with a smile that exudes pressure.

Bruno swallows hard and responds.

"I understand. I swear on the name of Bruno’s gang that we won’t betray you."

"Good. Can you handle the details of the district later? I have other matters to attend to today. Also, about that building..."

"I’ll let it go. It’s a pity, but I will. And the area in front of the building will be yours. There’s not much profit there, and it wouldn’t look good to have your territory right in front of our base."

"That makes sense. I’ll take it."

I haven’t decided to buy the building yet, but I can’t back out now. I need to see how it goes.

"I need to tend to the injured. We’ll talk more later."

"Sure. Come by soon."

I descend to the first floor, where Siegrune and the others are waiting.

"Everyone seems to be fine."

I pat Valeria, who runs up to me, and check on everyone, feeling relieved. Not that I was really worried.

"Yes, we’re fine. How did it go, Yukari?"

"I settled things, but it was a bit complicated. We’ll talk about it later. Let’s head back to the building first."

"Complicated?"

This isn’t the place for a detailed discussion.

We need to head back and talk about it.



		
			Chapter 21

			The Starting Line

			We walked back to the building where Jallens was waiting, trying to act as normal as possible despite the lingering stares from the neighborhood.

"Jallens, we've settled things with the Bruno Gang. You don't have to worry about this building anymore."

"R-really? I'm surprised it was so quick."

"I'll give you the details later."

Jallens chuckled, more in exasperation than surprise. "You must be tired. Would you like to rest a bit?"

"Probably, but I'm not that exhausted. I want to hear the rest of what you were saying before."

"Of course. Let's continue from where we left off."

As we walked through the building, Jallens explained that my first impression wasn't far off. This building was originally an office for a prominent merchant in the Royal Capital, built quite a while ago. It was indeed old, but that was simply because it was built a long time ago.

The basic structure of the building was straightforward. The ground floor was a garage, the second floor had offices and a large kitchen with a dining area, the third floor had meeting rooms and a library, and the fourth floor was living quarters. The basement had a spacious warehouse, making it suitable for our large group.

However, if we were all to live here, we'd need to renovate the third and fourth floors. The other floors weren't suitable for living as they were, and while it was possible to live on the fourth floor, a proper renovation would make it much more comfortable. Without it, the stress would pile up.

Jallens introduced us to a reliable contractor, and it seemed we could trust them to handle the job.

"Anyway, I'd like to buy furniture and other essentials from the stores and workshops on this street. It's a sudden decision, but since this place will be our territory, it's a good idea to introduce ourselves while placing orders."

"Wow, I see. It's a pretty good building. A bit old, but it should be fine after a renovation."

"Since the Bruno Gang is no longer a problem, there's no better deal than this. Of course, we won't suddenly raise the rent on you."

That was a given.

The others were already excited about moving in and discussing the interior design. Before we got too carried away, I decided to update everyone on the Bruno Gang situation.

"Before we talk about living here, I should tell you what happened with the Bruno Gang."

"There were a lot of details, you said. Did something go wrong?"

Frederica looked intrigued, and everyone else seemed curious. The room fell silent.

"Hmm, not exactly. When the Bruno Gang's boss asked who we were, Siegrune answered that we were the Kikyo Society."

"The Kikyo Society? So you're starting a new organization with Yukarinowe-sama and everyone?"

Jallens seemed more interested as a member of the Commerce Guild than out of curiosity.

"The Kikyo Society. Well, it's too late to back out now."

"Yukari-dono, I want to join!"

"I'll follow Onee-sama."

"We're in this together."

"Wow, this sounds fun!"

"Sounds good, sounds good. Let's do it!"

Siegrune was delighted, and the others were just going along with the flow. I couldn't really blame them.

It seemed everyone was on board with the idea.

Even the villagers, like Sophie-san and Mary-san, were enthusiastic. I wasn't sure what had driven them to this, but it was clear they were caught up in the moment.

"Well, if that's the case, I'll have to commit too. From today, we're all part of the Kikyo Society. We'll work together. And since we're a society, we need a president. That would be..."

"Of course, it has to be Onee-sama."

Valeria took the lead, and everyone else nodded in agreement.

"Seems like I have no choice. But everyone needs to pull their weight, so be prepared."

"Yukari-dono, what kind of work do you have in mind?"

We hadn't really discussed what the Kikyo Society would do, but that didn't stop it from being formed.

"We'll be busy, I think. But let's start with what Bruno told us. I want to hear everyone's thoughts. Jallens-san, what do you think?"

"Of course. What do you have to say?"

When I explained the deal with the Bruno Gang, the reaction was mostly excitement, mingled with a bit of surprise.

It was clear that taking over a contested territory with the potential for big profits was a big deal.

No one was backing down, which was good.

To succeed, we needed the kind of determination that would let us face any challenge.

With this group, I had a feeling we could accomplish anything.

According to Jallens, the Commerce Guild was also concerned about the contested territory. There had been multiple skirmishes in the city, affecting business, and the guild had received complaints. However, the city's security forces were too weak to handle the situation, so it had been mostly left unchecked.

"Yukarinowe-sama, you secured Sixth Avenue on your first day in the city. What can I say?"

"It's hard to believe just from hearing about it. We'll have to see it for ourselves."

"We just need to show our strength. It's that simple."

"You don't even need to get involved, Onee-sama."

"Just knock anyone who gets in our way out cold, right?"

"That's how we usually do it."

"Easy, easy."

They were all eager to show their strength.

But I knew brute force alone wouldn't earn us any money.

"Yukari, I think it's fine to start that way."

"Hmm. Frederica, showing strength is important, but what about greeting the artisans and checking out empty stores? Should we put those off?"

"Yes, we should focus on demonstrating our power first. Once we've resolved all the issues and our presence is well-known, the artisans will be more accepting. There's no shortage of problems to solve."

Frederica, as our strategic thinker, had a good plan. Showing strength and solving problems would build trust. It was a two-for-one deal.

"Alright, let's go with that plan. We have the funds for now, and we can focus on making money later."

We still needed to talk to the Bruno Gang for information on the area and potential rivals. They knew the area best and could be valuable guides initially.

The list of tasks was growing.

"By the way, Yukarinowe-sama, are you planning to buy this building?"

"Oh, right. Yeah, we've come this far, so we might as well buy it. How much does it cost?"

I hadn't actually asked about the price.

If it was too expensive, we might need a loan. I didn't want to start with debt, but it might be necessary to keep some funds for other expenses.

"Normally, it would cost at least a billion."

"A billion, huh."

"Yes, but since it's a difficult property to sell, it's being offered at the lowest price. The total is fifty million Gist."

I didn't know if that was a fair price, but I trusted Jallens.

"Fifty million, huh? That's the lowest price?"

I had a lot of money, but fifty million still seemed high. Jallens' expression didn't waver when I tried to negotiate.

"The price is non-negotiable. As a representative of the Commerce Guild, I can't go any lower. However, I'll cover all additional fees, so there will be no extra charges."

The various fees for a fifty million Gist property would be significant. For Jallens to offer to cover them was a big deal.

Well, if he was willing to go that far, I couldn't push it any further.

"Wait, Yukari, how much did we get from the treasure we took from the bandits?"

I realized I hadn't mentioned it yet. Everyone looked at me expectantly.

"Actually, it was a lot. Two hundred million."

The room buzzed with excitement, turning into cheers.

Even though we had an estimate, the actual amount was impressive. The cheers were a natural reaction.

"More than we expected. After deducting fifty million, that leaves ten million per person. I think it's fair."

"If there are no objections, we'll do it that way. What do you think?"

Everyone agreed, and the Kikyo Society had its first headquarters.

We couldn't buy it right away, though. We needed to go through the procedures at the Commerce Guild and register as residents. Jallens would help us with the paperwork, but we'd still need to visit the administrative office for the final steps.

The paperwork at the Commerce Guild went smoothly with Jallens' help, and we paid fifty million Gist in cash to complete the purchase.

It felt like we had acquired the building without fully appreciating the excitement and anticipation. I was happy, and I hoped it would feel even better once we moved in.

We still needed a renovation and furniture, so it would be a while before we could move in.

"Alright, let's assign tasks and get started."

We immediately began our tasks.

First, I asked Jallens to recommend a reliable renovation contractor. I left the interior design to Frederica, Sophie, and anyone else interested. I didn't care much about the specifics, but I trusted them to make it a suitable headquarters. They would handle the initial research, and I'd make the final decisions.

I decided to cover all the small expenses myself. I didn't want to collect small amounts from everyone, and as the president, I could afford it. It wasn't cheap, but it was within reason. In return, I might ask for a few favors.

While we were renovating, we would stay at an inn. I didn't want to cause any trouble for the inn or Jallens by drawing attention or inviting attacks. As newcomers, we needed to be cautious.

That first night in Exembra, we had a civilized dinner. After a busy day with little food, we were starving.

The meal was standard for a typical inn, but for us, it was a feast. The smell of fish, which we hadn't had in the camp, was almost overwhelming.

The villagers might have been a bit taken aback by our enthusiasm.

"Let's eat, then."

We started eating in a daze. Despite the simple, home-cooked meal, I felt tears streaming down my face. I couldn't stop them, but I savored every moment of this bliss.

We had planned to go to a tavern after dinner, but most of us were so full that we just went to bed. It was understandable.

We woke up early the next morning. We had a lot to do, but it was still early, so we decided to enjoy a leisurely breakfast. Valeria and Frederica, who had woken up at the same time, joined me in the dining room.

Freshly baked bread, a salad, a hearty soup, and a variety of fruits—it was a feast in itself. I was touched by the quality of each dish. Civilized meals were truly a source of joy.

This was probably standard for an inn, but it highlighted how terrible the camp had been.

After breakfast, I read the newspaper. It was a nice touch that the inn provided newspapers and magazines. I wanted to catch up on recent events.

Reading the news, I saw that there hadn't been any major changes in the past few days. The civil war in Retnark continued, and the former territory of the Kingdom of Brenark was deteriorating into chaos. It was a concerning situation.

But as a new organization, we had no right to criticize. To outsiders, the Kikyo Society might just be another group of troublemakers.

The local newspaper, published by the Newspaper Guild, included detailed local news. It was fascinating and worth reading regularly.

We spent the morning relaxing and had lunch together before starting our tasks for the day.

"I'll go see the Bruno Gang again. Siegrune, Valeria, and Josephine will come with me."

"Understood, Onee-sama."

Siegrune and Valeria agreed, and Josephine nodded. It was still early, and I couldn't fully trust Bruno yet. I needed Siegrune and Valeria's strength, and Josephine's strategic mind.

"Everyone else, go to the Commerce Guild and discuss the renovation. I'll leave it to you."

"We'll try to keep the budget reasonable, but we'll do what we want. We'll handle it."

"Alright."

With Frederica in charge, they would balance everyone's requests and ensure a good result. I trusted them to make the right decisions and to keep costs reasonable.

I also asked the fighters, including Angelina, to provide security for the others.

"Meet back at the inn by dinner time. See you then."

We set off immediately.

Sarah-chan, holding Sophie-san's hand, ran forward with a bright smile. Kids should be like that.

"Let's go. And, before we leave..."

"Yukari-dono?"

We were the Kikyo Society. Everyone needed to wear the Kikyo emblem. I had only given them to the former camp members, so I needed to give one to Siegrune before we left. I also needed to make some for Sophie-san and the others.

"Siegrune, here's a Kikyo emblem. Everyone should wear one."

I wanted the emblem to be recognized as a symbol of strength in the city, especially among the underworld.

My goal was to make the Kikyo Society untouchable. It would take time, but it was an important long-term goal.

"It's an honor. I've been wanting one. This makes me feel like a true member."

It wasn't a big deal, but establishing a sense of belonging was important.

"Which style do you prefer? I'll try to accommodate your request."

"Hmm, a brooch would be best. I want to wear it in a prominent place."

"It might not be very noticeable, but I'll do my best."

I quickly created the emblem. I had done this many times and was used to it.

Siegrune happily pinned the brooch to her work uniform. Seeing this, Valeria looked envious, and I made her one as well.

"Hey, that's not fair. I want one too."

Josephine joined in, and I reluctantly made one for her as well.

The matching emblems on our chests looked good. I felt a sense of satisfaction.

With smiles on their faces, Valeria, Siegrune, and Josephine were ready to go. We headed to the Bruno Gang.



		
			Chapter 22

			Out on the Town

			We set out from the inn, taking a roughly remembered route to the Bruno Gang. Today, unlike yesterday, we plan to end the meeting on a peaceful note.

As we approach the alley leading to the Bruno Gang, I spot the same gatekeepers from yesterday. One of them notices us and heads inside.

We keep walking, and the remaining gatekeeper greets us with a tense expression.

"Nice to see you again. We're here to see the boss."

"...Wait a moment. I've heard what's going on, but we have our own preparations to make."

His expression is a bit complicated, but I can't blame them for not being able to cut things off immediately.

I don't think they're foolish enough to start a fight without provocation. I'm not worried, and neither am I.

After a while, the gatekeeper who went inside returns with a middle-aged mage who serves as Bruno's bodyguard.

"Bruno's waiting. Follow me."

The middle-aged mage greets us with a grim expression and turns away, showing no interest in conversation.

I have no intention of becoming buddies either, so I follow him silently.

Inside, the members of the Bruno Gang watch us with tense eyes, but I ignore them. It would be foolish to provoke or charm them.

Bruno must have explained the situation, as they seem wary but not aggressive. They might have learned their lesson from yesterday.

Today, we didn't come to fight. I try to avoid eye contact and ignore them as much as possible.

We reach the top of the stairs and arrive at Bruno's room. The door, which I kicked in yesterday, has been repaired as if nothing happened.

"Father, we've brought them."

"Alright! Come in."

When we enter, Bruno is sitting on a sofa, not his desk, looking more relaxed than usual.

The middle-aged woman who wasn't here yesterday gestures for us to sit opposite Bruno. The middle-aged mage and the young swordsman from yesterday stand behind Bruno.

"I'll get straight to the point."

"Sure, you're quick."

"I just want to get this over with."

The middle-aged woman brings a cart with coffee, and we all take a sip. The aroma is inviting, and I can't help but feel moved since it's been so long since I've had coffee. My magic can't create coffee, even though it can make tea. I really need to find a supply somewhere.

"Anyway, your recovery potions have saved us a lot of trouble. It feels weird for me to say, but I appreciate it."

"We're going to be working together, so it's no big deal."

"Still, I'd like to keep some as a backup. Could you prepare some for me later?"

"Sure, no problem. I'll charge you, of course."

Bruno instructs the middle-aged woman to bring some containers and turns to us. Since we have no intention of staying long, let's get to the main topic.

"Shall we introduce ourselves again? I see some new faces."

"We were all here yesterday, but..."

"Your people have been quite a handful."

Bruno sighs as if he's resigned to it.

"The Kikyo Society trains differently."

I introduce Valeria and the others one by one, and Bruno does the same for his people. The middle-aged mage, in particular, will likely become our liaison and inspector, so I'll be seeing him often. He seems reluctant, but his loyalty to Bruno is genuine, so I can trust him for now.

"Let me be clear. We won't be able to take over the Sixth Avenue territory until our base is fully prepared."

I get straight to the point.

Bruno thinks for a moment, folds his arms, and nods.

"That sounds fair. I'll try to manage things until then, but we need you to get settled as soon as possible."

"You're surprisingly reasonable."

"A gang without a proper setup usually doesn't get taken seriously. Without a base, the Kikyo Society won't be fully operational."

That's true. Without a base, there's no foundation for our operations. The Kikyo Society is still in its early stages.

"Until then, it's your responsibility. If you fail, my people will step in, and we'll take back control. It'll be more complicated, but I expect you to handle it."

"If it comes to that, you can count on us. But if you manage things well, it won't come to that."

"Understood. I'll let you know as soon as we're ready."

The matter is settled. We're not close enough to chat, so I'll deliver the recovery potions and leave.

"Well, it's shopping time."

Thinking about it, it's been a while since I've gone shopping. It's really quite exciting!

After leaving the Bruno Gang, I check in with everyone.

"I'm going shopping. What do you want to do? You can explore on your own if you want."

"I'll go with Onee-sama."

"I'll gather information. I still feel uneasy going alone, so, Siegrune, could you come with me?"

"Understood. Yukari-dono, Valeria, we'll meet back at the inn."

Valeria, as expected, accompanies me. Siegrune goes with Josephine to gather information, which I'm looking forward to.

"Alright, Valeria, let's go."

"Yes, where are we going first?"

"I want a bag first, and then some clothes. Valeria, anything you need?"

"Not really. If anything, maybe a weapon."

How sad. Is this appropriate for a young girl? There should be more fashionable options. But I'm not exactly the best person to give advice. Still, she's naturally beautiful, so maybe she doesn't need it.

"Well, let's look around. We might find something you like. Let me know if you see anything."

"Yes!"

We start with a large store on the main street. There's no specific shop in mind, so we'll browse and window shop.

By doing so, we can gauge the general trends. As a city of craftsmen, practical items are plentiful, while entertainment goods are scarce.

I was interested in a high-end magic item store, but it made me uncomfortable, so I left quickly. The daily-use magic item stores were more enjoyable, even just to look at.

Most magic items are imported, and the main products here are weapons. I have no plans to buy weapons for now, and I'll skip them unless Valeria shows interest.

We find a few stores selling bags and settle on a friendly old man's shop. I pick up a simple shoulder bag and a large burlap sack. The burlap sack was the main item, and I bought the shoulder bag to carry it.

Next, we head to a clothing store. The city, with its practical focus, has surprisingly few fashionable stores for such a large urban area. I consider Valeria's preferences and choose a store with a variety of items.

I head straight for the practical, field-appropriate section, while Valeria, unusually, looks displeased and protests.

"Onee-sama, that's not right."

"What do you mean?"

"Onee-sama, those aren't suitable. You should try these."

Valeria drags me to a section with feminine clothing, where she presents a cute and elegant dress.

No way. I break out in a cold sweat and try to push back.

"...Valeria, this is a bit much."

"These would look best on you."

"Actually, I think these would suit you better. I prefer something different."

"How about this?"

Even if she shows me similar items, Valeria is serious. I need to suggest an alternative to avoid being overwhelmed.

"Um, let me pick something myself."

This isn't good. I quickly choose some simple designs.

No dresses or frills. Not my style, and not appropriate for my position.

Boots with metal insoles are a must, so I need clothes that go well with them. But choosing from this selection is tricky.

I don't find any skirts that suit me. Maybe knee-length skirts are the best I can get. I'd prefer denim, but it's not available. I'll settle for a sturdy, durable skirt.

I want something practical with pockets, but that's not an option. None of these will meet my needs, so I'll prioritize comfort and choose a plain blouse that matches the skirt.

"Valeria, let's buy this skirt and blouse. We'll look for other items at another store."

"It's a bit plain for you, Onee-sama. How about this?"

I don't want to hear about the dress again.

"What about you, Valeria? Don't just pick for me. You should choose something for yourself. I'll even pick it for you as a gift."

"Really!? I'd love that!"

I didn't mean to suggest it, but she seems excited. Even if she's not usually into fashion, I'll try my best to help her.

Valeria would look adorable in something more feminine, but we need to consider practicality for combat.

After listening to her opinion, we end up choosing something similar to what I picked. I guess that's fine if she's happy with it.

"What's next?"

"Next, we'll commission custom coats with metal threads. I'll do the same for you, so be prepared."

"Thank you!"

Of course, I'll commission one for Valeria as well. I want to enhance our defense as much as possible and eventually get them for everyone.

"Where will we commission them?"

Good question. I don't have a specific place in mind. Let's try the Sixth Avenue. They say it has skilled craftsmen, and we can check it out while shopping. It's not like we're going there to fight."

"That's true."

Stop that smug smile. We're not going to fight, okay?

We take a short tea break and then head to Sixth Avenue.

While having tea, I create metal threads in the burlap sack.

We either need an armorer or a tailor. Let's try the first one we find.

We don't know if an unknown client like us will be accepted by a reputable craftsman. To increase our chances, we need to offer a generous reward. I don't have money to spare, so I'll use materials. Craftsmen should find these more appealing. Probably.

The custom material I've prepared is a metal thread with properties similar to mithril. When infused with magic, it becomes much stronger. However, it's rarer and less known than mithril.

While mithril is very soft in its base form, it becomes extremely strong and flexible when infused with magic. When infused with magic, it becomes even stronger than mithril and remains flexible.

Moreover, its high magic conductivity allows it to automatically strengthen when worn, even without conscious effort.

This metal thread is an excellent material for armor. In fact, it's better.

There are actually two types of this rare mineral, with slightly different properties but the same level of defense. The main difference is color: black and white, or more precisely, ink-black and moon-white. Having a choice in color is appealing.

Of course, a skilled craftsman would be thrilled to have this material.

This rare metal thread is an unparalleled reward.

Carrying the large burlap sack, Valeria and I head to Sixth Avenue with high hopes.

"Wow, I heard it was trouble-prone, but it's quite lively."

"Yes, it's more vibrant than I expected."

Upon arriving at Sixth Avenue, we find the street lined with bustling shops. There are no suspicious or violent-looking people in sight. Let's finish our business quickly and leave to avoid any trouble.

We'll save leisurely browsing for another day and quickly look for the right shop.

After a short walk, we find a small tailor's shop. We decide to try it without hesitation.

"Hello!"

"Hey there!"

Inside the small shop, a grumpy-looking shopkeeper greets us. He seems to be the craftsman and owner. His scrutinizing gaze makes me uncomfortable.

Since we're not looking for ready-made items, I ask if they can take custom orders.

"Excuse me, but we'd like to commission some custom clothing. Can you take the order?"

"Huh? For you? I don't make women's clothes here. Go home."

This is a dead end. The grumpy old man waves us off and refuses to even look at us.

This won't work. Valeria looks more exasperated than angry.

There's no point in lingering here. Let's try the next shop.

The next shop is an armory, conveniently nearby. We decide to go there right away.

"Hello!"

"Oh! Welcome!"

A young, flashy-looking man greets us. I have a bad feeling about this.

"What are you looking for? Shall we take your measurements?"

His lecherous expression and gestures make me feel extremely uncomfortable.

This won't work either. I exchange a glance with Valeria, and we decide to leave immediately.

"Oops, my mistake. We'll leave now."

"Hey! Wait a minute!"

We ignore the angry-sounding young man and leave.

What's wrong with these shops? I hope the next one is better!



		
			Chapter 23

			The Custom Commission

			This is the third store we've visited in search of a tailor who can take on a custom order. This time, it's a shop that deals in accessories and also does tailoring for women's clothing. Maybe they can handle it.

I step inside the store, avoiding the people loading and unloading goods outside, and take a quick look around. The place is pretty crowded with shoppers and people who seem to be here for business. It looks like a popular shop.

Hmm, what should I do?

There are people chatting with the staff and others who seem to be waiting their turn, so it doesn’t look like I can talk to anyone right away.

I didn’t plan on doing any regular shopping, but I might as well browse while I wait for a chance to speak to someone.

"Let's kill some time. Valeria, feel free to look around too?"

"I'll look for something that suits you, Onee-sama."

"Stop being so selfless. Look for something that suits you, not me."

Well, that’s fine. I start browsing the items on display. The shop seems to specialize in clothing rather than accessories, with a focus on sturdy, traveler and adventurer-friendly garments.

The workmanship is excellent, even to my untrained eye. The variety in styles and colors suits my taste, and I could have picked out my outfits from here.

After browsing for a while with Valeria, a staff member finally seems to be free and approaches us.

"Are you looking for something in particular?"

I’ve finished looking at most of the items. Perfect timing.

"I’m not looking for anything specific, but I was wondering if you could take on a tailoring job."

"A custom order, you say. Unfortunately, our schedule is quite full, so it might take a while to complete..."

The staff member seems to be considering it, but also hesitating. They might be indirectly turning me down.

This seems like a good shop, so I don’t want to give up easily. I’ll try to push a bit more.

"I understand it’s a popular shop. If you can, could I speak to the owner?"

"I can try, but the owner is very busy..."

Customers often ask to speak to the owner, so they might be used to it. The owner probably doesn’t meet every stranger who asks, so I need to do something to catch their interest.

"If you could just pass on a message, that would be great. I have some rare metal threads as a reward. If they’re not interested, I’ll try elsewhere."

This approach seems to have worked.

Customers who offer something other than money are rare. The staff member looks intrigued and carefully examines the bundle of metal threads I show them.

"These are the rare metal threads? ...Let me see... Please wait a moment."

The staff member at a popular shop should have a good eye. The threads I have are truly rare. They might not recognize them, but they could sense their value and decide it’s worth reporting to the owner.

I hope the owner or a tailor shows interest. These metal threads are definitely a premium reward.

If it doesn’t work out, I can always try another shop. As long as I get a good product, it doesn’t have to be on Sixth Avenue.

After a short wait, the staff member returns from the back.

A woman who looks like a tailor also comes out. From her attire, I assume she’s a tailor, though she seems quite young. She has long ears that extend from her head, a characteristic of a subhuman race. She addresses me.

"You’re the one who wants to place an order? I heard about the rare metal threads and came out right away."

"Yes, but more importantly, are you the tailor? You’re younger than I expected."

"Is that so? I’m actually the owner here. I’m a tailor too."

She’s the owner. Despite her youthful appearance, age isn’t always a reliable indicator in this world. She could be older than she looks.

"Oh, I see. I was looking at your products and they’re all excellent. I chose this tailor based on that..."

"Hold on! Can you show me the metal threads first? I’ll decide whether to take the job based on that. Sorry, but I’m quite busy. If it’s not something special, I’ll have to decline."

Her attitude is straightforward and direct, which I actually like. It’s efficient.

"That’s fine. Here they are."

I take out a bundle of ink-black metal threads from a burlap sack. The tailor’s friendly expression turns serious as she examines them carefully.

After a moment, she swallows hard.

"...I’m just wondering, but could these be... Metal threads from Carbonium Magic Ore, perhaps?"

Impressive. She got it right. She knows the rare materials well. I feel confident enough to entrust the work to her.

She asks with a skeptical yet hopeful look in her eyes.

"Bingo. I think it’s a fair reward. What do you think?"

"Really! So, you’re giving me this whole bundle? If that’s the case, I’ll take the job on a priority basis!"

She pounces on the offer with such enthusiasm that I actually take a step back. I didn’t expect such an intense reaction.

I should probably wait a bit before showing her the silver-blue metal threads. They’re drawing attention from other customers, and I should be more cautious.

"Hey, it’s hard to talk here. Is there another room? These items are valuable, and I don’t want too many eyes on them."

"You’re right. Follow me!"

She eagerly grabs my hand and leads me along, saying, "Hurry up!"

She’s a bit like a child, but Valeria and I follow quietly. This tailor seems quite innocent.

"So, you’re really giving me this whole bundle? Are you sure about it?"

She’s so eager, it’s almost comical.

As soon as we enter a room that looks more private, she asks.

"I’ll take the job if you’re sure about it. You mentioned a priority, right? Is that really okay?"

"Of course. You said you’d take it on a priority basis, didn’t you?"

"Sure, sure. My apprentices will handle my other work, so I can focus on your order. What do you need exactly?"

Her casual attitude is a bit concerning, but her efficiency is helpful.

"I need coats. One for me and one for this young lady."

"Coats? Since you’re offering Carbonium metal threads as payment, I’m guessing... Oh wow!"

The rabbit-eared owner reacts dramatically. She’s quite expressive.

"Don’t overthink it. I want coats made from these ink-black metal threads. Such custom orders aren’t usually available, and you can’t tailor them without the material, right?"

"Of course not! But, we’ll need a considerable amount of material... You don’t mean all of this burlap sack, do you?"

She points at the sack with trembling hands. I’m getting used to her character.

"Not all, but half of it is Carbonium."

"Half? That’s more than enough! With that much, we could make more than just two coats."

Actually, the other half is even rarer metal threads, but I’ll bring that up later.

"If you can make two coats on a priority basis, I’ll give you two bundles as a reward. Will you take the job?"

Based on her previous reactions, I think she would have accepted even one bundle, but there’s no need to be stingy. It’s important to have her work on the project with enthusiasm.

"Really!? Of course I’ll take it! But, I’ll need the reward upfront. I don’t want any surprises later."

"If you do a good job, there won’t be any issues."

"Alright! Then it’s settled! What kind of coats do you want?"

Decisive and straightforward. A good person to work with.

Since the reward is paid upfront, the deal is sealed. Now, it’s just a matter of discussing the design and delivery date.

She’s enthusiastic, so leaving it to her discretion on the delivery date should be fine. She’ll work on it first, so it should be completed sooner than the estimated twenty days.

For the design, I don’t have any specific preferences. For my coat, I’ll go with a simple long coat. Valeria didn’t have any particular requests, so I’ll get a duffle coat with a hood, similar to what I like.

The only common design element will be a faint Kikyo crest on the back, with the rest left to her discretion.

I plan to have Valeria’s coat made from the silver-blue metal threads, not the black ones.

The tailor is eager to start working as soon as we agree. She’s quick to decide and quick to act, which I appreciate. I feel we’ll have a good working relationship going forward.

"Creating coats from Carbonium Magic Ore is an honor! I’ll make them the best work of my life, so please look forward to it!"

"Hehe, I’m excited. Oh, and I want this young lady’s coat to be made from a different metal thread."

"Different from Carbonium? But you have plenty left."

I ignore her puzzled look and take out the silver-blue metal threads from another burlap sack. The threads have a beautiful hue of white with a hint of blue. The tailor’s eyes light up as she examines them, becoming sharper.

"Here. I want her coat made from these metal threads."

"...They are incredibly beautiful. But, what are they? I’ve never seen anything like this, and I’m not ashamed to admit it."

Honesty is a virtue. Carbonium is rare, but compared to this, it’s almost common. This interaction shows she’s trustworthy.

"These are Seikikou metal threads."

"Seikikou? I’ve never seen or heard of it. What are its properties?"

"It has similar properties to Carbonium. In simple terms, it’s a different color."

"A different color? I’m not doubting you, but really? I’ve never heard of such a thing."

It’s quite rare, so it’s understandable that she hasn’t heard of it. But it’s true. The strength and flexibility are on par with Carbonium, making it a valuable material."

Even if she doesn’t understand it now, she’ll see the practical applications when the product is made. There’s no reason for me to lie.

"To think such a thing exists... I guess I’ll just have to do my part. So, can I take one of these bundles as part of the reward? It’s more expensive than Carbonium, but I won’t insist if you don’t want to."

"That’s fine. In exchange, I expect the best work from you."

"...You never know what you might get. I didn’t expect you to actually give them to me. Who are you, really?"

Her usual cheerful demeanor has shifted to one of slight unease. I didn’t mean to make her feel that way, so I’ll keep the mood light.

"Just a regular customer. Depending on how well you do, I hope we can have a long-term relationship."

"A regular customer, huh? With this reward, you’re anything but. You’re a VIP! Let’s get the measurements done!"

After going through the necessary procedures, Valeria and I leave the store. I find it too much trouble to carry the burlap sacks back, so I leave them there, telling her to use as much material as needed.

The estimated delivery date is about twenty days, though I expect it to be completed sooner. She promised to deliver them, but since we’re staying at an inn, and our base might be completed and we could move at any time, I’ll pick them up when the date arrives.

"See you later. I’m looking forward to the finished products."

I part ways with the tailor, who returns to her work with a determined look, and Valeria and I head back to the inn. Our initial goal is achieved, and I want to avoid unnecessary wandering and potential trouble.

We return to the inn safely without any issues.

In the lounge area, Siegrune and Josephine are enjoying tea and relaxing.

"We’re back. You were quick."

"We just got back. Shall I make more tea?"

"Yes, please."

While waiting for Frederica and the others to return, I’ll relax and have some tea.

By the way, the custom-made coats are still a secret. I plan to order them for everyone after seeing the finished products, to avoid everyone insisting on going together right away.

I want to see the quality of her work before committing to a group order. I don’t want to make a mistake.

As we chat, the sun starts to set.

My stomach is growling. Frederica and the others are taking a long time. While discussing this, a noisy group enters the inn. They’re as loud as usual.

"Onee-sama! We’re back!"

"...Phew, we’re late."

Sarah is leading the way, and everyone seems to have returned together.

"Welcome back. You’re a bit early. How about we start dinner? We can talk about the renovations while we eat."

After ordering from the inn’s staff, we move to the dining area. While eating, I listen to what happened today. It seems the renovation process was quite challenging, especially for Frederica.

As expected, everyone started giving their opinions without any coordination, causing significant confusion for the contractor. If it weren’t for the commercial guild’s connections, the contractor might have given up.

Eventually, after everyone’s preferences were exhausted, Frederica and the contractor worked together to come up with a feasible plan.

Frederica emphasizes how difficult it was to balance everyone’s preferences while staying within budget.

The members who gave random suggestions seem to be reflecting on their behavior, listening attentively to Frederica’s account.

"—So, when can we move in?"

"Well, it will take at least fifteen days, even under the best circumstances. I managed to negotiate the cost down, but it still came to four million Gist. Yuki, if this amount is a problem, we can revisit the plan. I can contribute too, so I hope we don’t have to redo it..."

Her pleading look is a bit much. I’m not that heartless.

"It’s not a problem. The current amount is fine. Since I said I’d cover the cost, you don’t need to worry. I’ll give the money to Frederica, so please proceed."

"Phew... Alright then. Once we pay the advance, we can start the work. That gives us a timeline."

To establish a proper base, we need a signboard.

Since it will take another fifteen days, we need to think about what to do in the meantime. Even if we buy pre-made furniture, we’ll wait until the base is completed.

"Yuki, can everyone listen for a moment?"

Josephine takes the lead, which is rare.

"What’s up?"

"Siegrune and I checked around during the day, and it seems there are a lot of monsters in the Northeast Forest. Since the renovations will take some time, how about we go hunting?"

"There aren’t enough people to cull the monsters, so it’s hard to gather resources. How about we do some hunting and monster culling while we have free time?"

It seems Siegrune was also waiting for the right moment to suggest this.

"Killing time, training, securing monster materials, and gaining the Kikyo Society’s favor—sounds like a win-win. Not bad, right?"

"Makes sense. Besides, if we just sit around, we might start wasting money."

"True. Plus, we’re better suited to running around outside."

"Can we join? We can’t contribute much in battle, but we can help with gathering forest materials."

I’m a bit worried about leaving Sophie and the others in the city, but with proper protection during gathering, it should be fine.

Everyone seems fine with it, and they agree to join.

"Alright. We’ll start going to the forest tomorrow. Is the Northeast Forest close?"

It’s probably different from what I imagine. I’m looking forward to it.

"If we go by vehicle, it should take about an hour. Not too far."

"Then we won’t need to camp. We can secure additional rooms and make daily trips."

"Hah! No need for small fries. Let’s go for the big catch!"

"I’ll aim for quantity. The best hunter is me!"

"What, you think I’ll lose?"

They’re an enthusiastic bunch. We still have things to do in the city, but there’s plenty of time before and after the hunts.

I need to move around to feel settled. Besides, hunting is exciting. I’m looking forward to it.



		
			Chapter 24

			Life in the Wild

			Today, we start our hunting. Before we leave, we need to take care of some errands. Even though they are just errands, they are important matters.

First, we head to the administration office. Thanks to the groundwork laid by the Commerce Guild, our residency registration went surprisingly smoothly. This will make it easier to come and go from the city.

Before we set off, I checked with the Commerce Guild about selling and buying materials. They seemed to have high hopes for our monster hunting and material gathering. Especially for monster hunting, we were told that the materials we obtain will be bought at high prices. This boost in morale is a nice motivator.

I don’t know which materials will fetch a higher price, but Siegrune and Josephine should have a good idea. Still, that’s just a side benefit. My main focus is on training in the forest.

After quickly taking care of the necessary tasks in the city, we headed to the Northeast Forest in high spirits around midday. The journey to the forest is straightforward, and there were no significant issues along the way.

The area around Exembra is a well-known gathering spot, so there’s a good chance someone else is there for gathering or hunting. However, given the current situation, there’s no need to fight over prey. There’s plenty for everyone, so I doubt anyone would be foolish enough to steal from us.

We arrived at the edge of the forest and parked our vehicle, then split into groups. One group will actively hunt monsters, another will gather plant materials, and a third will guard the gatherers.

We strictly avoid solitary actions and ensure everyone carries recovery potions, just in case.

Apparently, there are some strong monsters deeper in the forest, but our combat unit should be able to escape if they encounter something too powerful.

So, everyone is free to act on their own until I signal it’s time to regroup.

Today, I’m in the guard unit, tasked with protecting Sophie-san and her team while keeping an eye on the surroundings. The forest feels pleasant, not at all gloomy. It’s an interesting experience to see the gathering process, as I don’t know exactly what they are collecting.

Sophie-san and Josephine take the lead, instructing Sarah-chan and the others to gather various plants and nuts. I’m curious and can’t help but ask questions.

"What’s all this for? You’re gathering a lot of stuff."

"A lot of these plants can be used in magic potions. Some might even be useful for magic tools. There’s a good variety to collect," Sophie-san explained with a contented smile. She mentioned that she used to gather materials in a nearby forest when she was a child.

"Interesting, magic potions, huh?"

Magic potions are a different branch from healing magic, which is a form of potion magic. While healing magic requires a specific aptitude, magic potions need both materials and the knowledge and skills to combine them, making it a more challenging field.

However, my aptitude for potion magic is quite versatile. I’ve experimented and found that I can cover a large portion of magic potions, though not all. It’s a specialized form of magic focused on potions.

Still, I’ve never seen or tried actual magic potions, and the potions I create are influenced by my imagination. They won’t be exactly the same as the ones in this world.

The gathering went smoothly, and they collected more than expected. The baskets filled up quickly, and I even had to lend my burlap sack. Sophie-san, the gathering queen, kept giving instructions and filling her own bag.

As a guard, I had a quiet time, and we didn’t encounter any monsters. We also didn’t run into anyone else, which was a bit surprising given the shortage of people. Oh well.

The sun was starting to set, so it was time to wrap up.

"Sophie-san, let’s call it a day. I’ll send the signal, so let’s start packing up."

"Sure, let’s do that."

I sent a magical signal flare, and after a while, the combat unit returned, looking quite pleased. They had a successful hunt.

"You guys really got a lot again."

"Yeah, the deeper we went, the more monsters we found. We carefully selected the best ones to bring back."

While it’s great to see them excited, the amount of loot is a bit overwhelming. We might not be able to fit everything in the jeep.

We don’t want to waste anything, so we’ll have to make it work. We packed the loot and gathered materials into the vehicle, and we returned to the city in a cramped but happy group.

Despite the gatekeepers’ bemused looks, we were thanked for our efforts. We then headed to the Commerce Guild to sell our haul. The city is apparently short on various materials, so our large collection was very welcome.

The transaction went smoothly, thanks to our prior arrangement. The results were even better than expected. I thought some items might be rejected or undervalued, but we got an unexpectedly high reward.

"Haha! I can’t stop laughing!"

"Right? We got a great price!"

The high volume of plant materials, in addition to the monster materials, contributed to the unexpectedly high reward. It’s a testament to everyone’s hard work.

At this rate, we could sustain ourselves with hunting and gathering alone. Of course, this is partly due to our combat skills and the current low traffic in the area, making it a bonus stage of sorts.

We divided the reward equally, and the night was open for free activities.

"Just be careful and avoid any trouble," I warned.

"Don’t worry, we’re just going for a bit of luxury," they replied.

"I get it! Just enjoy yourselves and don’t cause any trouble."

The former camp members headed to the tavern in high spirits. I hope they don’t get into any trouble. I really don’t need that.

Meanwhile, I, the moral compass of the Kikyo Society, went to a slightly upscale restaurant on the main street with Sophie, Sarah, Mary, Siegrune, and Valeria. The former villagers had changed out of their camp work clothes into regular town attire.

They seemed uncomfortable in the high-end setting, with Valeria and Sarah sitting like well-behaved cats.

"Don’t be so tense. It’s fine if you’re a bit messy; no one will scold you."

"It’s my first time in a place like this, Onee-sama."

"It’s a bit uncomfortable."

"Indeed, it’s not a relaxing environment."

"Ha ha, just be yourselves. You probably won’t understand the menu, so tell me what you want, and I’ll order for you."

Honestly, I didn’t understand the menu either, so I left the ordering to Siegrune.

We ordered a variety of dishes, and I dug into the food with enthusiasm. We finished one course after another and ended the meal with a dessert.

Conclusion: It’s worth the price.

Sophie and the others were so impressed by the food that they raved about how delicious it was. The half-human chef, clearly pleased, came to bid us farewell and even wrapped up some cookies for Sarah, who was delighted. We left the restaurant feeling very satisfied.

"Please come again. Thank you for your visit."

"Of course, we’ll be back."

"Thank you for the cookies, sir!"

The price was high, but the taste, chef’s personality, and after-service were more than worth it. I hope this place prospers.

The Commerce Guild’s receptionist recommended this place, so I’ll have to thank her with a gift sometime.

Some restaurants apparently turn away all-female groups, so it’s important to do your research to avoid any unpleasant surprises.

The next day, we were off to the forest again, full of enthusiasm.

Today, I joined the active combat unit instead of the guard unit. It’s a good opportunity to gain combat experience in the forest, even if it’s not strictly necessary. The environment is challenging with poor visibility and uneven terrain, but it’s a valuable learning experience.

I would have liked to hunt alone, but I’m the one who advised against solitary actions. To set an example, I had to team up with someone, and Valeria was my partner. I have no complaints about that.

After a while, I realized how beneficial it was to hunt with Valeria. As a wolf beastwoman, she excels in forest activities, with movements and senses that are far beyond my capabilities. Watching her in action was a great learning experience. She’s an excellent partner for a studious person like me.

"Valeria, I tried to mimic your movements. Is this close?"

"Of course, Onee-sama!"

She’s really enthusiastic, which is great. I’m enjoying it too.

I felt my skills improving in movement, awareness, and stealth as time went on. We just finished a successful ambush and took down a monster. Direct attacks are fun, but so are ranged attacks, like throwing objects and indirect shots.

Trying out different techniques increases the variety of what I can do. Hunting is such a thrilling activity.

We were so engrossed in our hunt that the guard unit’s signal to regroup caught us off guard. Time flies when you’re having fun.

"Onee-sama, it looks like it’s time to go."

Valeria seemed a bit disappointed, but I patted her on the head, assuring her I had a great time, and she perked up instantly.

"We’ll only take the best parts of the monsters we caught."

"Right, we might have overdone it a bit."

It’s a waste to leave anything behind, but we can’t carry everything. We carefully selected the most valuable parts and headed back to the rendezvous point.

When we arrived, we found everyone already there, waiting for us.

"Did you have any issues?"

"No, nothing special today. We saw a few other adventurers, but that’s all."

"Interesting. We didn’t see anyone."

"Unless there’s trouble, we avoid getting involved. If we hear battle sounds from Yuukari’s group, any sensible person would stay away."

"True. But if anyone causes problems, send a signal right away. Got it, everyone?"

We’re a group of women, so we need to be extra cautious. There could be troublemakers out there.

"Right, we’ll do that. Still, another successful day."

The other groups had also gathered a lot of materials and monsters, making loading everything into the vehicle a bit of a challenge.

Well, once we get back to the city, we’ll have another delicious meal.



		
			Chapter 25

			Rest and Rigor

			Enjoying a few days of fulfilling hunting and gathering, a thought inevitably crossed my mind.

Our combat skills against magic beasts have improved significantly, and most importantly, we’re making a fortune. Or rather, we can make a fortune.

Hmm, maybe we should turn the Kikyo Society into a group of hunters. I had that thought, but it turned out to be an unnecessary worry.

We had been hunting magic beasts every day, riding the high, and gradually the number of magic beasts started to dwindle. It might just be a matter of not running into them by chance, though.

We had been told that culling was necessary, and so we went on a massive hunting spree. We all agreed that perhaps that had something to do with the decrease.

A reduction in magic beasts is good for the safety of people living near the forest. However, too much of anything is not good. Magic beasts are a valuable resource.

It seems that other people are also entering the forest, which is not a pleasant development. We decided to keep our active hunting to a minimum.

The same goes for gathering materials; we can’t deplete them. Sophie-san and the others understood this and were careful about it.

So, the hunting and gathering boom is coming to an end.

"We can’t hunt everything, after all. There’s nothing we can do about it."

"Today, let’s just take out any magic beasts that attack us and otherwise take a leisurely walk through the forest. Come to think of it, we’ve been doing nothing but hunting and gathering. Isn’t there a nice, relaxing spot somewhere?"

Occasionally, it’s good to take a break and just enjoy without a care. Although, hunting was kind of like play, too.

"If so, there’s a waterfall a bit to the north. It’s a bit of a walk, but it’s worth it."

"A waterfall? Sounds great. Let’s go."

"I’ll scout ahead with someone."

With Angelina as our scout, Sophie-san and the others can walk more safely. I’ll leave it to her.

Continuing our walk while ensuring safety, we eventually arrived at a waterfall with a significant drop.

The time flows peacefully. Perhaps it’s the healing effect of negative ions.

It’s still a bit chilly, but the sun shining overhead feels warm and cozy.

The soothing sound of the water cascading down is almost lulling me to sleep. Maybe I should take a nap.

"Ah, fish!"

Ignoring Sarah-chan’s innocent exclamation, I lie down on a large rock and start to doze off.

But then, as if bored, the usual troublemakers started scheming again.

"Let’s go fishing! It’s pretty warm today, isn’t it?"

"My stomach’s growling, too. Perfect timing."

"Alright, then I’ll catch the most!"

"Sounds good."

"I won’t lose either."

Why can’t they respect this peaceful moment? Are they children? Really, children.

Seeing everyone start the fishing contest so enthusiastically, my drowsiness vanished. I started to get restless...

Hmm, I guess I can’t talk. Teacher, I want to go fishing too!

There’s no point in holding back. I shed my coat and shoes and jumped into the river from the large rock, immediately starting to search for fish.

"Onee-sama!?"

"Yukari, you’re joining in too?"

"I won’t lose!"

The fish are plentiful; you can see them swimming if you look closely.

They’re shaped like dace, and there are quite a few large ones. These should be satisfying to eat.

Trying to catch them with my bare hands, I found them surprisingly quick and elusive. This is unexpectedly difficult.

Valeria and Angelina, who seem to have experience, are doing well. Ugh, it’s frustrating.

Even when I try to mimic them, I don’t do well. Ah, this is so tedious. Is there a quicker way?

"Hehe, Yukari still can’t catch any, huh?"

"Even Yukari-san has her weaknesses, it seems."

"Haha, I’m winning this time."

Gah, I get so anxious when I lose, even in something trivial like this.

I wasn’t really up for a competition, but apparently, I’m quite competitive. I have to do something!

I guess I’m a city girl. I don’t know the tricks, and catching fish with my bare hands is just too hard.

If that’s the case, I should use a tool. A spear?

Ah, if bare hands don’t work, I can use magic. Instead of a spear, I can just use magic spikes!

With that in mind, I put it into practice. Using my usual technique, I grew iron spikes beneath the fish and thrust them upward!

Easy peasy.

"Hey, that’s cheating!"

"Magic is a handy tool, isn’t it?"

I proudly displayed the three fish I had caught simultaneously.

"Yukari-dono, that’s not very fair, is it?"

"You always find a way to win, Yukari. Impressive!"

"Damn, I can’t use such fancy magic."

Today, I added another victory to my tally. Even if it’s a trivial win, a win is a win.

Again, we ended up with a large catch. We got a bit carried away.

Well, if we can’t eat it all, we can sell the excess in town or bring it back as a gift for the inn.

After a day of fun, our stomachs were growling, so we immediately set out to grill the catch. I generated iron skewers and a block of rock salt. Very convenient.

I left the rest of the preparations to the wild children and prepared a tea-flavored recovery potion for the rest period. This time, it’s really going to be a rest.

"Ah, what a nice place."

"It’s been a while since we had a peaceful day like this. When we enter the forest, it’s usually to hunt magic beasts or chase criminals."

Siegrune, who joined me by the river, nodded in agreement.

Being an elite knight, his life was probably filled with strict discipline and duties. Playing in the forest like this was probably impossible for him.

"I used to only enter the forest to hunt magic beasts when I was a mercenary. This isn’t bad, actually."

Angelina, who joined us, sighed with a sense of nostalgia. Everyone seems to have had tough lives.

"We’ll be busy once our base is completed. We might not have days like this for much longer."

"Haha, everyone will be working hard for you, Yukari-dono."

"The Kikyo Society will be busy, but it’ll be fun. Not a bad deal."

The three of us lay down and chatted. The sound of the waterfall and everyone’s chatter made for a truly peaceful day.

As we waited for the fish to cook, the delicious smell wafted over. It must be ready soon.

Drawn by the scent, everyone gathered. We grabbed our skewers and dug in, each in our own way.

"Delicious!"

That’s right. Catching the fish and cooking them on the spot. Even though it’s a primitive meal, it feels luxurious and precious.

With the large number of fish, we grilled and ate, grilled and ate, and still had leftovers to take back. What should we do with the extra?

"Lightning Street has a restaurant. We haven’t officially taken over the territory from the Bruno Gang yet, but it will be the Kikyo Society’s turf soon. How about selling the fish at a discount there?"

"There’s no guarantee they’ll want them, but it could be a good opportunity to introduce ourselves. It might make future formal introductions smoother."

Lightning Street is the Kikyo Society’s home turf, a territory we’ll soon take over from the Bruno Gang, though not officially yet.

If it’s the closest restaurant to our base, we’ll probably visit often. It would be nice to get along well with them.

"Let’s just go and see. No one will lose anything."

"If they don’t buy them, we can try the grocery stores."

"Right. We’ll keep the Kikyo Society’s identity hidden until the official handover. Shall we head back?"

Today, we didn’t do much hunting, so our load was light, and the return trip was comfortable.

From now on, we’ll focus on training.

We returned to Exembra and made our way to Lightning Street.

Our goal was to sell the fish at the restaurant and get a bit more familiar. We weren’t aiming to make money, so we’d sell at a discount.

"Hello!"

"Welcome! You’re all women, that’s unusual. Are you here to eat?"

Entering the small, tidy restaurant, a friendly older woman greeted us. It was off-peak hours, so there were no other customers.

Come to think of it, the people around here might have seen us when we took down the thugs in the building we bought.

The woman’s lack of reaction suggests she doesn’t know us. Well, even if she did, it’s not a big deal.

"Actually, we’re not here to eat today. We caught a lot of fish and were wondering if you’d like to buy them."

I showed her the large number of fish in the ice-filled basket.

"Oh, fish? That’s quite a catch. How many do you have?"

"About twenty. I can give you a good price. Interested?"

"Twenty? They’re well-iced and you’re offering a good price. I’ll take them. How much?"

The fact that they were well-iced was a big plus, thanks to one member’s magic.

"Everything for a thousand gist?"

"Wow, that’s a great deal! Are you sure?"

A large, fresh fish for less than fifty gist each. It’s a steal.

"These are just the leftovers from our fishing trip. Don’t worry about it."

"Wait a moment. Here’s a thousand gist. Bring more if you have any. And come back for a meal sometime."

"Thanks. I will. See you later."

First contact done. The woman was warm and friendly. Now, I hope the food is good too.

She took all the fish, saving us the trouble of going to a grocery store. That’s a relief.

Of course, there are plenty of grocery stores in Exembra. However, food supply is a bit of a challenge for the city.

Exembra is a city of craftsmen. They focus on manufacturing and processing raw materials, which are the city’s main industries. There are very few people engaged in agriculture, fishing, or mining.

While the world is naturally abundant, the situation in the former Kingdom of Brenark is uncertain. The new ruler, Retnark, could change things.

After the war, food prices temporarily skyrocketed.

Because of this, food from hunters and adventurers, like magic beast meat and fish, is generally welcomed.

Even though food imports haven’t decreased, it’s nice to be appreciated by the townspeople.

However, we don’t plan to continue fishing regularly. We’ll sell the magic beasts we hunt to the Commerce Guild, so we won’t be directly supplying to the city’s stores.

Being too well-liked might invite trouble, so it’s best to avoid that.

From the next day on, we focused on training instead of playing in the forest.

Since we had dialed back our hunting and gathering, everyone, including me, had shifted their focus to training, much like we did in the Camp.

We’re going to be in competition with groups like the Bruno Gang, so we’ll have to deal with more troublesome situations. Improving our combat skills is essential, and we all understand that and are motivated. The results are already showing.

Everyone, without exception, has improved their basic physical strength and abilities, and their proficiency in Physical Enhancement Magic. This has primarily boosted our physical combat skills, including Sarah-chan.

Especially Mary, who is full of enthusiasm, has shown remarkable growth. While she still has a long way to go compared to us, she’s showing promise as a future member of the Combat Unit. She’s visibly thrilled with her tangible progress and is even more determined. A bright future indeed.

As for me, I’ve improved not only my basic physical abilities but also my adaptability in magic beast combat and proficiency in Physical Enhancement Magic.

Even in a short period, the practical experience of fighting magic beasts has been significant. I’ve also gained experience in fighting in difficult terrain and improved my knowledge of gathering materials. What seemed like a simple pastime turned out to be very beneficial.

Practice is indeed valuable, and I’m sure everyone else has had their own gains.

Ideally, we’d also train in teamwork, but we’re still short-handed. We’ll get to it eventually.

Thus, the Kikyo Society managed to earn money and train intensively without any major issues while awaiting the completion of our base.

There were a few minor troubles, but overall, things went smoothly.



		
			Chapter 26

			Bloody Mary

			It was just a few days before the base renovation would be complete. One day, Mary-san started pushing herself to the brink with an excessive training regimen, causing everyone to worry.

She trained with a stoicism that bordered on the fanatical, as if possessed, pushing herself to the limit with a fervor that was almost frightening. I provided her with not just healing potions but also stamina and mana potions, without any hesitation. After all, it wasn’t a waste if it was for training. I believed it was the right thing to do.

As long as she was determined, I thought she should push herself as far as she could, even to the point of collapse. Of course, she wasn’t training alone; other combat enthusiasts were there to keep an eye on her, and they would intervene if things got too dangerous. I also offered a bit of advice here and there.

Hunting monsters in the forest not only honed her skills but also boosted her confidence. Even if she made a mistake, someone from the Kikyo Society was always there to support her, so the chances of anything truly dangerous happening were slim.

I wanted to see how she would handle “real combat,” especially a situation where she couldn’t rely on anyone else. I had a plan in mind, and I discussed it with the others while Mary-san was away. This wasn’t some evil scheme; it was for her growth.

Today, the forest training was as usual, but there was a hidden agenda. It was the day of Mary-san’s “test,” and only I knew about it. The goal was to assess her capabilities and encourage her further growth. To make the plan easier to execute, we reduced the number of people entering the forest.

The gathering team was limited to Sophie-san, while Sarah-chan and Frederica were given a break in the city with a guard. This left Sophie-san as the only non-combat personnel in the forest. The plan was simple: Valeria, Mary-san, and I would pretend to guard Sophie-san, while the others would pretend to go on a hunt. When the time was right, the hunting team would send a distress signal, and Valeria and I would leave to “rescue” them, leaving Mary-san and Sophie-san alone.

Once we reached the gathering spot, I gave the usual instructions.

"Valeria and Mary-san, go check the surroundings."

The two of them quickly set off, and Mary-san seemed to have improved a lot.

I focused on creating a rest chair using mineral magic. The result was an unnecessarily sturdy and smooth chair, with a perfectly round seating surface. It was so hard and shiny that it rivaled the toughest alloy steel. Without a backrest, it was more like a circular pedestal.

This kind of attention to detail in everyday magic was part of my training to improve the quality of my spells. Using sloppy magic in daily life would lead to sloppy magic in emergencies, and that could be fatal. Consistency was key.

The strange object suddenly appearing in the forest would need to be erased later, but for now, it served its purpose. Sophie-san, intrigued, patted the smooth pedestal.

"Amazing! It’s so smooth and shiny."

As I admired my handiwork, Valeria and Mary-san returned from their reconnaissance.

"Onee-sama, it’s beautifully smooth and shiny."

"It’s a perfect circle... impressive."

Their reactions were a mix of admiration and bemusement. Sophie-san, satisfied or perhaps bored, moved away to start gathering. Valeria and I helped her while waiting for the signal.

The plan was for the hunting team to capture a moderately strong forest monster and then send a distress signal. Once Valeria and I left, the monster would be set loose on Mary-san and Sophie-san. The hunting team and the signalers were in different locations, but the others were nearby to ensure safety. Valeria and I would pretend to leave but stay close to observe.

The forest was peaceful, and we waited with a sense of anticipation. Suddenly, a bright light shot up from two different directions—our prearranged distress signals. Everything was going according to plan.

In an emergency, the strongest fighters had to respond quickly. Mary-san understood that Valeria and I would have to leave.

"Valeria, take the north."

"Yes, Onee-sama. I’ll head there immediately."

"Mary-san, it might take some time. Please stay here and watch over things until we return."

"Yes! Be careful."

Mary-san nodded, though she looked tense. Sophie-san gave me a reassuring smile, indicating she had things under control. We set off in different directions, stopping at a distance to rejoin Siegrune and Angelina, who were hiding nearby.

"Yukari-dono, you were quick."

"How are they doing?"

"Sophie is acting natural, continuing to gather. Mary is focused on monitoring the surroundings, but she hasn’t noticed us from this distance. Right, Angelina?"

"Her physical and combat skills have improved remarkably, but her detection skills still need work."

As we spoke, Valeria and the signalers joined us.

"Let’s hope the monster-capturing team has something suitable."

We couldn’t know what we’d catch until the day, so it was a bit of a gamble. If the capture took too long, our “rescue” would be suspiciously delayed, so we needed them to succeed quickly.

Just then, we heard a growl and the sound of branches breaking. Something was approaching.

"Speak of the devil."

It seemed the speed order had been followed. Our concerns were unfounded.

Mary-san and Sophie-san were in a seemingly peaceful forest clearing. Suddenly, a massive monster appeared—a giant deer-like creature with broad horns. It was far too large!

"Uh, is that okay?"

"Maybe not."

The monster resembled a large elk with broad antlers. In normal size, it would be manageable for Mary-san, but this one was enormous. Its size seemed to amplify its ferocity, and it appeared to be raging uncontrollably. Perhaps the capturing team had been particularly harsh.

To us, it was just a large target, but for Mary-san, it was a formidable threat. We would step in if necessary, but had we gone too far?

Despite the situation, Mary-san seemed surprisingly calm, even determined.

"I’m fine. I’ll protect Sophie-san."

Her usual gentle expression had turned into a fierce one. She adjusted her position to protect Sophie-san, moving carefully to avoid the monster’s charge. Despite her intense focus, she remained calm.

Mary-san admired our fighting style and didn’t use a weapon. Fighting a giant monster without one was usually impossible, and the logical choice would be to run. While Valeria and I could overpower it, Mary-san wasn’t there yet. Her physical and magical enhancements had improved, but her offensive power was still lacking.

She had a few options, but she chose to fight. We would watch and see how far she could go.

The monster charged repeatedly, like a wild boar. Mary-san, mindful of Sophie-san’s safety, dodged with practiced ease. She could avoid the attacks, but she lacked a counterattack.

Perhaps she was waiting for us to return, but she didn’t seem to be seeking help. She was determined to find a solution.

Suddenly, she changed her approach. She climbed onto the smooth pedestal I had created and called out to the monster.

"Come here, you beast!"

The monster paused, seemingly confused, and then charged at her with its front hooves raised. Mary-san timed her jump perfectly, avoiding the attack. But that wasn’t all. At the last moment, she cast a weak water spell, not at the monster but at the pedestal itself.

The pedestal, already smooth and hard, became slippery with water. The monster’s hooves, heavy and powerful, slipped and crashed into the pedestal, causing its face to slam into the hard surface.

"Ouch, that must hurt. Even a monster can’t ignore that kind of damage."

The monster, dazed, leaned against the pedestal, unable to move. Mary-san approached, her fierce expression now a thin smile. It was a bit unsettling.

Mary-san’s magic affinity was for water, but she could only use the weakest seventh-level spells. She had been struggling with this, but I had tried to instill a different mindset. A spell’s strength isn’t just about the level; it’s about how you use it. I had given her a secret technique.

If you can create a water stream, you can compress and release it for a more powerful effect. If you can only produce a limited amount of water, focus on condensing it. For example, if you can release water over thirty seconds, try to release the same amount in less than a second. Imagine it!

It was a tall order, but even if she couldn’t do it immediately, the effort would pay off. Magic is all about imagination, and with the right mindset, she could achieve higher levels.

But for now, she could only use the basic water spells. She needed to find ways to maximize their potential. I had given her the idea of a water jet—a concentrated stream of water that could be more powerful than a simple spray. To increase its force, she could mix it with diamond dust, creating a cutting stream that could penetrate even tough defenses.

Mary-san’s water jet spell seemed to have the power I had hoped for. It took some time to cast, so she couldn’t use it in the heat of battle, but it was effective for delivering a finishing blow.

When the monster’s head struck the pedestal, it was clearly dazed. Mary-san, still smiling, gently stroked the monster’s neck. Blood spurted from the wound, confirming the spell’s power.

While she couldn’t use the water jet in real-time combat yet, it showed great potential. When she could use it on the move, it would be a formidable weapon. I was excited about her future.

Mary-san, covered in blood, stood in a striking pose, a testament to her determination and skill.



		
			Chapter 27

			Renovation Complete!

			We had been eagerly awaiting the completion of the renovation and the scheduled handover day. Frederica had been keeping an eye on the progress, so there were no delays, and the handover was on schedule. This morning, Frederica went to the contractors to pick up the keys, while the rest of us waited for her return.

"Frederica's taking forever. When is she coming back?"

"Calm down. It's going to be exciting, though."

"I want to see our new home!"

I'm looking forward to it too. I've heard about it and seen the blueprints, but actually seeing it completed is a different experience.

After that, we need to go shopping for furniture and daily necessities. It's going to be a busy day.

"I'm back."

Finally, Frederica returned. We had all been waiting anxiously.

"It's taking so long! How much longer do we have to wait?"

"Seriously, I'm tired of waiting."

"Let's go see it!"

"What do you mean, it hasn't been that long?"

"That just shows how excited you are. Shall we go?"

We finally left the inn where we had been staying. It was a reasonably priced and decent place, thanks to Jallens' recommendation. However, there was no reason to linger. We were excited about our new home.

We tried to suppress our eagerness and drove the jeep safely to our new base, arriving without any issues. The exterior of the building hadn't changed much, as the renovation focused mainly on the interior. We parked in the garage and climbed the stairs to the entrance, where we were all surprised by the new door.

It used to be a simple door with a small glass window, but now it was a heavy, sturdy double door without any glass, adorned with a large Kikyo crest. It looked incredibly impressive and dignified.

"Wow, that's awesome!"

"It's pretty impressive."

"This is amazing. I'm already excited just looking at the entrance!"

The entrance is the face of an organization. Josephine had designed it herself, and it was impressive. She had a good eye.

After admiring the new door, we followed Frederica, who had the magical key, inside. The key was a small magical device that opened the door automatically without touching it. While it was fancy, we would need to get enough keys for everyone to avoid inconvenience.

"We need to check for any flaws, so let's all inspect it together first."

That made sense.

Following Frederica through the entrance, the second floor looked largely unchanged, still an open space. The only differences were a few small storage rooms in the corners and a large Kikyo crest carved into the wall at the back.

"It's not much different here."

"The second floor is mainly for administrative work, so only minor renovations were done. Once the furniture is set up, it will look much better. I want a unified design, so I'll leave it to Josephine."

"Of course, leave it to me!"

Josephine was unusually enthusiastic.

This area was intended for administrative work and hosting guests. While it looked empty now, I was confident Josephine would exceed expectations. It would be expensive, but necessary.

Thanks to our activities in the forest, we had enough funds to cover half of the organization's operating costs. This meant we could rely less on my personal funds.

"The kitchen and dining area should have changed a lot. Let's go see."

We moved to the area that I was particularly excited about. The kitchen and dining area had been completely transformed. The kitchen was now a small, minimal space, replaced by a large bathroom and a changing room with a sink. There was also a corner for laundry magical devices.

"Fantastic, Frederica!"

"Due to budget constraints, the bathroom couldn't be as elaborate, but it's spacious and good."

"This is perfect for now. We can always add more amenities later when we have more funds."

Everyone was very satisfied.

A spacious bathroom that we could relax in was a welcome addition. There were no obvious flaws or shoddy work.

"Shall we try the water?"

"The water and hot water are provided by magical devices, so I'll start filling the tub. It won't stay warm for long, though."

The tub was large, so it took time to fill. We could consider a continuous hot water supply, which would be convenient if the cost was reasonable.

"It's still early, and the water won't stay warm, so let's go upstairs later. I want to see my room."

"Yeah, I'm curious about my room too!"

We had preassigned the rooms during the renovation. The individual room keys were all open, and Frederica had them all.

"Please inspect all the rooms. After checking your own room, also check the other empty rooms and close the doors when you're done. After that, do the same for the fourth floor. I'll give you the individual room keys later."

"Alright, let's go."

Everyone headed to their rooms, looking excited. Having a new room of your own is always exciting, and I was no exception.

My room was at the back of the third floor, a large room befitting the president. The door was custom-made and sturdy, though not as heavy as the front door. I had requested a particularly sturdy door to withstand any violent entry, and I planned to reinforce it further with mineral magic.

Inside, the room was empty, but the entrance wall, like the second floor, had a large Kikyo crest carved into it.

It was spacious, and the lack of furniture made it seem even larger. Even with a bed, desk, and shelves, there would still be plenty of room. It might be a good idea to create a reception area for private conversations.

After confirming there were no issues, I stepped out. The door to the neighboring room was still open, and I saw Valeria looking out the window.

As expected, she had secured the room next to mine. Her satisfied expression suggested she was happy with her new room.

Everyone else would have their own small rooms on the third floor, except for Sophie-san and Sarah-chan, who would share a larger room.

We could have created larger rooms on the third and fourth floors for up to fifteen people, but we prioritized the number of rooms to accommodate future growth. Frederica and Josephine's suggestions were well-received by everyone.

However, having individual rooms was a non-negotiable requirement for everyone. They had all contributed financially, so it was only fair.

The third floor would primarily have individual rooms, but there would be a few shared rooms as well. With plenty of empty rooms, it would resemble a small, high-end hotel.

There were plans to decorate some of the larger empty rooms for guest use.

The fourth floor would have shared rooms for two, four, or more people. New members would stay here until they proved themselves.

The living quarters were essentially done. The renovation involved changing and adding walls, but the overall structure felt solid and durable.

After checking all the rooms, we went up to the roof. It wasn't intended for any specific use, so anyone could do as they pleased. We planned to use the space effectively.

"I'm sure someone will come up with an idea soon."

Nodding at someone's casual remark, we headed to the basement.

The large basement, which used to be a storage area, had been emptied and left as an open space. It would now serve as the training ground. Frequent outdoor training would be challenging, so a dedicated space was necessary.

The walls and floors were already sturdy, and my magic would further reinforce it, allowing for magical attack training.

Thanks to magical devices, the climate control would be excellent, perhaps even more comfortable than training outdoors.

"It's just an empty space, but it feels like a secret training ground."

"Yeah, Yuki will reinforce it, so you can go all out."

" Seriously, can we really go all out?"

"We should set up a storage area for recovery potions and sharpened weapons for training. I'll place an order with the renovation company."

I wanted to create an environment where everyone could train even when I wasn't around. As long as no one died, recovery potions could handle any injuries. I wanted them to use all available resources and grow stronger.

"That's great! I'll be the first to defeat Yuki!"

"You have to defeat me first."

"That's fine by me!"

"No way, I'll get there first."

"I'll get stronger too."

Their competitive spirit was admirable. The Kikyo Society should be like this. Even Mary-san was fired up. I was still growing and looking forward to it.

I planned to reinforce the basement with the highest-quality minerals, both physically and magically. The materials were so rare that no one would recognize them, and I had no intention of showing them to outsiders. I would reinforce it without hesitation once the additional renovations were complete.

Having checked the renovations thoroughly, everything seemed to be in perfect order. Jallens' recommendation had not disappointed.

"Keep these keys safe. They also work for the front door. Don't lose them."

Frederica, who was about to go sign off with the renovation company, handed out the keys.

The individual room keys also worked for the front door, so we wouldn't need to carry multiple keys.

However, losing a key could be a significant issue.

"I'll make sturdy chains for those who might lose their keys. You can wear them around your neck or attach them to your clothes."

"I might lose mine when I drink. Help me, please."

"Me too."

"And me."

In the end, I made chains for everyone. I'm a considerate woman, after all.

We waited for Frederica to return and then had lunch at the old lady's diner, where we used to buy fish. I wanted to get necessary tasks done quickly, so we planned to greet the shops on Lightning Street afterward.

"The young guy from the Bruno Gang told me about you. I'm counting on you. Welcome to the neighborhood."

"The Kikyo Society is just around the corner. Feel free to visit if you need anything."

The food was home-cooked and delicious. The diner only served meals and closed early in the evening. For drinks, we would have to visit other establishments. If there was demand, the Kikyo Society could consider running a bar.

"I'll come again."

"I'll be waiting."

Thanks to the Bruno Gang, our visits to the shops went smoothly. We planned to purchase furniture and daily necessities from Lightning Street, supporting the local economy. We spent a considerable amount on various items, which should leave a good impression.

However, some people were uneasy about a group of women and doubted our capabilities. Some even had a condescending attitude. If not for the Bruno Gang's support, we might have had some trouble. Of course, we would have demonstrated our strength if needed.

To maintain a peaceful atmosphere, I spoke calmly, while Angelina and Siegrune exuded a deliberate air of intimidation. This helped our visits go smoothly.

We needed a significant amount of furniture, which the small shops on Lightning Street couldn't provide immediately. We ordered what we needed and arranged for delivery as it became available.

We wanted beds and blankets for everyone, so we had to visit larger stores on the main street. To avoid the hassle of moving everything ourselves, we ordered from stores that offered installation services. Some members returned to the base to guide the deliveries.

Thanks to our efforts, we managed to gather all the necessary items.

Our visits to Lightning Street were challenging but went smoothly overall. Some people, who had seen us drag troublemakers to the Bruno Gang, were unsure whether to welcome or fear us.

The Kikyo Society's territory was under our protection. As long as they didn't cause trouble, they had nothing to worry about. If they needed help, they could come to us. In return, we would collect protection fees.

We had ordered a sign for the Kikyo Society and planned to keep a low profile until it was ready. Bruno had mentioned that groups without signs were often questioned, so we wanted to get it done quickly. The sign maker had promised to finish it soon, so it should be ready soon.

For now, we would focus on settling into our new base and getting the necessary items. The coats we ordered from Sixth Avenue should also be ready soon. Even though it's a bit early, I want to check on them.

I want the whole group to wear the black and off-white coats with the Kikyo crest on the back, making a grand debut on Sixth Avenue. I want to make a bold entrance.

We can start our activities on Sixth Avenue after that. While it might seem abrupt, it would be better to wait a bit and let rumors spread about the Kikyo Society partnering with a new group. It would serve as a deterrent against rival organizations and buy us some time. I'll ask Bruno for his cooperation.

I can trust Frederica and Josephine to handle the details better than I could.

Having reliable friends is truly valuable.

Finally, we have a base.

From now on, things are going to get busy.

=== CHAPTER 27 END ===

=== CHAPTER 28 START ===

We finally finished the renovation and moved in the basic furnishings, ending the busy day. Sleeping in a private room after a long time was strangely unsettling, but I managed to sleep well despite the empty, unfamiliar space.

Waking up late in the morning, my first thought was how empty and lonely the large room felt. I wanted to make it more comfortable.

Maybe I could partition off a private space at the back of the room. Adding some furniture would make it feel more like a home. I could leave the front part as a reception area, and I could ask Josephine to help with the interior design.

Excited about the future, I got up, changed, and washed my face. When I entered the empty second-floor office, Valeria was standing by the window, looking outside.

"What are you doing all alone?"

"Onee-sama! I was waiting for you to come down."

She's such a devoted little sister. There were no chairs yet, so she had to stand.

We planned to have the furniture delivered soon, but I wished we had some chairs sooner.

"You could have woken me up. Where is everyone else?"

"They went shopping and for lunch. Some are still sleeping, I think."

I had told everyone to get what they needed today. Some were content with just bedding, so sleeping in wouldn't be an issue. I had also overslept, so I couldn't complain. A few members were responsible for receiving deliveries later in the afternoon.

"Let's go get something to eat. What do you want?"

"I want some skewers."

"There should be some in the square, I think."

I was in the mood for skewers too.

After lunch, we planned to browse some larger stores and look for furniture for our rooms. As we walked around, Valeria started buying things enthusiastically.

Having her own room must have influenced her. She had said she didn't need anything before, but now she was buying everything, even things she didn't need. I didn't say anything because she seemed to be enjoying herself.

We carried everything we could, even if it was heavy, because it was part of the shopping experience.

Carrying bags of small items and a single-person sofa, we headed back to the new base. Valeria, embarrassed by her excessive shopping, apologized timidly.

"It's okay to do this once in a while."

I ended up carrying all her bags. It felt like being a real sister, and it was a bit fun.

We finally returned to the new base with our heavy load. An old man was working on something.

"Hey, young lady."

The bear-like old man greeted us casually from his ladder.

"You're already done? That's quick."

"Sure is. What do you think? It's a fine piece, right?"

The sign had just been installed, and the old man was proudly showing off his work.

Indeed, it looked great. The Kikyo Society was written in elegant silver letters on a burnt-black wooden surface, with the Kikyo crest prominently displayed.

"Yes, it's excellent work. I especially like the refined look. I love it!"

"Glad you like it. I think it's fitting for the Kikyo Society."

The old man had done an excellent job. Even the critical Valeria nodded in approval.

"This is the sign for the group that took over the Bruno Gang's territory and started a new organization. It's a bit more exciting, isn't it?"

There was no reason to complain about such excellent work. The quality and speed were impressive.

As we admired the sign, Frederica came out to check on us.

"Yuki, Valeria, welcome back. The sign is up."

"As you can see, it's excellent. What are those bags?"

She looked at the many bags we had brought.

"Valeria bought these. She'll be going out again to get more."

"Valeria's? That's unusual. Will you be back for dinner?"

"Not sure, but if it takes too long, go ahead and eat."

"I'll wait until twilight."

"Alright, see you later."

Leaving Frederica talking with the sign maker, I went to put Valeria's bags in her room.

Today, I planned to check on the coats we had ordered from Sixth Avenue. It was a bit early, but I was curious.

Sixth Avenue was bustling as usual, full of energy and excitement.

Although it was still technically under the Bruno Gang's control, it was actually part of the Kikyo Society's territory. I was looking forward to making it our home.

"Hello!"

At the Brillonvest clothing store, a familiar clerk approached us.

"Welcome back. The owner has been waiting for you. Please come this way."

The clerk seemed to be expecting us, suggesting the coats were ready.

When we entered the back room, Torietta, the rabbit-eared tailor, greeted us enthusiastically.

"I've been waiting! I was so bored!"

She seemed genuinely excited. This was a good sign.

"I thought we still had some time. You finished early?"

"I finished a while ago! Come on, try them on!"

She handed us the black and off-white coats we had ordered.

Examining the coat before putting it on, I was immediately captivated by its elegant silhouette.

Despite being practical, it lacked unnecessary decorations and had a stylish, sophisticated look. The Kikyo crest on the back was subtle and impressive.

"This is amazing work. The color and design are perfect. I love it!"

"Glad you like it. The color is especially good. It's just what we wanted!"

The old man had done an excellent job. The quality and craftsmanship were top-notch. Even the critical Valeria nodded in approval.

"The Bruno Gang's territory was taken over, and a new organization was formed. The work is especially exciting, isn't it?"

There was no reason to complain about such excellent work. The quality and speed were impressive.

As we admired the sign, Frederica came out to check on us.

"Yuki, Valeria, welcome back. The sign is up."

"As you can see, it's excellent. What are those bags?"

She looked at the many bags we had brought.

"Valeria bought these. She'll be going out again to get more."

"Valeria's? That's unusual. Will you be back for dinner?"

"Not sure, but if it takes too long, go ahead and eat."

"I'll wait until twilight."

"Alright, see you later."

Leaving Frederica talking with the sign maker, I went to put Valeria's bags in her room.

Today, I planned to check on the coats we had ordered from Sixth Avenue. It was a bit early, but I was curious.

Sixth Avenue was bustling as usual, full of energy and excitement.

Although it was still technically under the Bruno Gang's control, it was actually part of the Kikyo Society's territory. I was looking forward to making it our home.

"Hello!"

At the Brillonvest clothing store, a familiar clerk approached us.

"Welcome back. The owner has been waiting for you. Please come this way."

The clerk seemed to be expecting us, suggesting the coats were ready.

When we entered the back room, Torietta, the rabbit-eared tailor, greeted us enthusiastically.

"I've been waiting! I was so bored!"

She seemed genuinely excited. This was a good sign.

"I thought we still had some time. You finished early?"

"I finished a while ago! Come on, try them on!"

She handed us the black and off-white coats we had ordered.

Examining the coat before putting it on, I was immediately captivated by its elegant silhouette.

Despite being practical, it lacked unnecessary decorations and had a stylish, sophisticated look. The Kikyo crest on the back was subtle and impressive.

"This is amazing work. The color and design are perfect. I love it!"

The coat was not only beautiful but also highly functional. It was lighter and more comfortable than a regular coat and had multiple pockets and belts for storing equipment. The inner lining had a pattern sewn in with blue thread, which seemed to have a special purpose.

"What's the blue pattern for? It doesn't seem to be just decorative."

"That's a special thread made from processed magic stones. It helps maintain a constant temperature."

It was like a magical device, a rare and high-quality feature.

"Amazing! This will be comfortable in both summer and winter. It's perfect!"

I was so impressed that I almost wanted to hug Torietta and kiss her, but I restrained myself.

"Thank you so much! This is beyond what I expected. What about the blue pattern? Is it just decorative?"

"Valeria, you have it too."

Valeria's coat also had the blue pattern.

"It's a special thread made from processed magic stones, used only in high-end products. It helps maintain a constant temperature."

It was a unique feature, a kind of magical device.

"This is incredible! Thank you so much. I can't believe such high-quality work."

There was nothing to criticize. The coat was perfect.

"Valeria, is it really okay for us to keep such a high-quality coat?"

"Of course. I would be disappointed if you refused."

Valeria was clearly pleased, her joy evident as she tried on the off-white duffle coat. It brought out her beauty, making her look almost divine. And it offered superior protection, better than any regular armor.

"You look amazing. I'm so proud of my work. How do you like it?"

She was praising us and her own work, and there was nothing to criticize. It was truly perfect.

"I didn't expect such high-quality work. You're incredible. By the way, what's the blue pattern on the inside?"

"It's a special thread made from processed magic stones, used only in high-end products. It helps maintain a constant temperature."

It was a unique feature, a kind of magical device.

"This is amazing! Thank you so much. I can't believe such high-quality work."

There was nothing to criticize. The coat was perfect.

"Valeria, is it really okay for us to keep such a high-quality coat?"

"Of course. I would be disappointed if you refused."

Valeria was clearly pleased, her joy evident as she tried on the off-white duffle coat. It brought out her beauty, making her look almost divine. And it offered superior protection, better than any regular armor.

"You look amazing. I'm so proud of my work. How do you like it?"

She was praising us and her own work, and there was nothing to criticize. It was truly perfect.

"This is beyond what I expected. What about the blue pattern on the inside? It doesn't seem to be just decorative."

"That's a special thread made from processed magic stones. It helps maintain a constant temperature."

"Incredible! This will be comfortable in both summer and winter. It's perfect!"

I was so impressed that I almost wanted to hug Torietta and kiss her, but I restrained myself.

"I didn't expect such high-quality work. Thank you so much."

I was genuinely grateful and wanted to reward her. I wanted to give her more than the agreed-upon payment.

"I appreciate your kind words, but I can't accept more payment. I was paid in advance, and I did my best to provide work that matched the payment. I'm the one who should be grateful."

Her humility was commendable, but I still felt the need to do more.

"I have a new order for you. If you can take it, I'll double the payment."

"I've been waiting for this! I still have some of the special metal thread left, and I was hoping to use it for more projects."

I knew she would be enthusiastic. She was a dedicated craftsman and would take on the new order with enthusiasm.

"Great. It might be a large order. Can you handle it?"

"How large?"

"Thirteen in total."

"Thirteen? That's a lot... even as spares?"

She was surprised by the quantity, but this wasn't just for us.

"No, for other people. And eventually, I want spares too, maybe with different designs or colors."

"I see. I might not have enough of the special thread left for that."

"That's not a problem. I'll bring more."

She was taken aback by my casual response.

"You really have more of that high-quality material? Who are you, really?"

"I have a secret source. Don't worry, it's nothing illegal."

"I'm glad to hear that. For me, it's a rare opportunity to work with such high-quality materials and earn good money. I did my best with this order. By the way, I also made some boots to match the coats."

She showed us a pair of boots, olive drab with mithril reinforcement for me, and a matching red pair for Valeria.

"Thank you so much. I don't know how to express my gratitude. Wait, with all this work, the original payment isn't enough."

"I appreciate your kind words, but I can't accept more. I did the work based on the agreed-upon payment, and I'm satisfied with it. If anything, I should thank you."

Her humility was admirable, but I still felt the need to do more.

"Then how about a new order? If you can take it, I'll double the payment."

"I've been waiting for this! I still have some of the special metal thread left, and I was hoping to use it for more projects."

I knew she would be enthusiastic. She was a dedicated craftsman and would take on the new order with enthusiasm.

"Great. It might be a large order. Can you handle it?"

"How large?"

"Thirteen in total."

"Thirteen? That's a lot... even as spares?"

She was surprised by the quantity, but this wasn't just for us.

"No, for other people. And eventually, I want spares too, maybe with different designs or colors."

"I see. I might not have enough of the special thread left for that."

"That's not a problem. I'll bring more."

She was taken aback by my casual response.

"You really have more of that high-quality material? Who are you, really?"

"I'm a valuable customer. But more importantly, can you handle the order?"

"I can, but this time I have some extra thread left. I also wanted to make some for myself. My apprentices have been asking to make some for themselves, so I kept the schedule flexible. I didn't expect so many orders, but it's a good thing. The whole shop will work on it."

"That's great. Can we bring the others for measurements tomorrow?"

"Sure, I'll check the schedule."

We planned to have the others choose their designs tomorrow. I doubled the payment without hesitation. Torietta's work was worth it.

For future orders, I declined the free boots, knowing it would be too much to ask for everyone. They could get their own. The Kikyo Society had enough resources, and we could afford it.

Before leaving the shop, I consulted with Torietta about my limited wardrobe. She helped me choose a variety of ready-to-wear items, which I bought in bulk.

On our way back, Valeria and I were dressed differently from when we arrived, wearing the new coats and boots.

As we walked through the streets, we attracted many admiring glances. The elegance of the coats and our natural charisma were undeniable.

Arriving just before sunset, we entered the new base. It still didn't feel like home, but we would get used to it.

The office area now had a large, comfortable reception space, and everyone was chatting there.

"You're finally back. What's with the outfits?"

"What took you so long? And what are you wearing?"

"Yuki, those coats?"

"Valeria too? What are those?"

"They're amazing!"

"You both look so pretty!"

"I want one too."

"These are impressive coats."

They were immediately intrigued. The quality was undeniable.

"I know, right? These were made specially for us. Even we were surprised by the quality."

"Where did you get them? I want one too."

"Me too!"

Their enthusiasm was understandable.

"I have good news. Since this is a celebration of the Kikyo Society's founding and our new base, I've already arranged for everyone to get these coats. We'll take measurements tomorrow, so be ready. You can choose your design."

"Awesome! You're the best, Yuki!"

"I want one too!"

"This is so exciting!"

"I'm so happy!"

"Thank you so much!"

The coats were more than just stylish. They were highly functional, and I planned to keep that a secret until they were worn.

On our way back, Valeria and I were dressed differently from when we arrived, wearing the new coats and boots.

As we walked through the streets, we attracted many admiring glances. The elegance of the coats and our natural charisma were undeniable.

Arriving just before sunset, we entered the new base. It still didn't feel like home, but we would get used to it.

The office area now had a large, comfortable reception space, and everyone was chatting there.

"You're finally back. What's with the outfits?"

"What took you so long? And what are you wearing?"

"Yuki, those coats?"

"Valeria too? What are those?"

"They're amazing!"

"You both look so pretty!"

"I want one too."

"These are impressive coats."

They were immediately intrigued. The quality was undeniable.

"I know, right? These were made specially for us. Even we were surprised by the quality."

"Where did you get them? I want one too."

"Me too!"

Their enthusiasm was understandable.

"I have good news. Since this is a celebration of the Kikyo Society's founding and our new base, I've already arranged for everyone to get these coats. We'll take measurements tomorrow, so be ready. You can choose your design."

"Awesome! You're the best, Yuki!"

"I want one too!"

"This is so exciting!"

"I'm so happy!"

"Thank you so much!"

The coats were more than just stylish. They were highly functional, and I planned to keep that a secret until they were worn.

=== CHAPTER 28 END ===

=== CHAPTER 29 START ===

The ultra-stylish and ultimate coats. The Kikyo Society gathered to take measurements and discuss designs. Everyone was excited and acting like children.

Each member had detailed and passionate discussions with Torietta's apprentices to create their ideal coats. Seeing me and Valeria in the master's masterpieces was a great inspiration to the apprentices.

This morning, we arrived in a large group, and the shop kindly provided us with a private space, considering the valuable materials we had brought.

Such special treatment was sometimes given to noble clients, and we were grateful for it.

When I provided even more of the ultra-rare metal thread, the staff of Brillonvest looked stunned.

Interestingly, when we made women's shirts with the previous moon-white metal thread, a wealthy customer bought them for a huge amount of money.

This time, the payment was twice as much, with twenty-six bundles of black and moon-white metal thread each. The shop owner, Torietta, seemed to have resigned herself, but the accountant's face was tense.

"I'm planning to order some backup coats eventually."

"Haha... With all this, I might lose my sense of value. Are these threads really that rare? They are, right? What's going on here?"

"I have a secret source, but it's nothing illegal, so don't worry."

"As long as it's not illegal, that's fine. For us, it's a rare opportunity to work with such valuable materials and earn good money. We're grateful."

Whether she believed me or not, Torietta seemed to have resigned herself.

"Just be positive. In the future, if anyone asks about the source, you can be honest. Just say it's a female customer. We'll handle the rest."

Where there's money, bad people tend to gather.

If we tried to keep it a secret and something happened to Brillonvest, it would be a disaster. They were an excellent shop, and we wanted to maintain a good relationship.

Besides, Sixth Avenue was part of the Kikyo Society's territory.

"If we're making such eye-catching products, someone will figure it out eventually. But is it really okay to tell them?"

"It's not a problem. You can tell them it's from the Kikyo Society. Of course, you shouldn't spread the word, but if asked, you can say it's from us."

"The Kikyo Society? That..."

"You'll find out eventually. For now, let's focus on the order."

"Leave it to me. My apprentices won't compromise on quality."

We managed to finalize the measurements and designs for everyone within the reserved time. All that was left was to wait for the coats to be completed. We arranged for them to be delivered to the Kikyo Society.

After leaving the shop, I reconsidered and decided to tell Torietta about the Kikyo Society.

Since we had already mentioned the organization's name and crest, she probably had some idea. I trusted her.

"You can go ahead. I need to talk to the shop owner for a bit."

"Alright, I'll go ahead."

After seeing everyone off, I returned to the shop. A clerk looked at me curiously.

"Did you forget something?"

"No, it's fine. I'll be right back. Don't worry."

I declined the escort and went to the back. The staff seemed busy with opening preparations, and I knew my way around the shop. I told them not to worry, and they let me through.

The shop was unusually quiet, and as I walked quietly, I overheard a conversation through a door. My hearing was quite good.

I didn't intend to eavesdrop, but I couldn't help stopping to listen.

"Master, who are those people? They just bring such high-quality materials, it's not normal."

"That's true. The materials are not ordinary, and the quality of the metal thread is exceptional. It has no flaws and is perfectly uniform. It's impossible."

"I've never heard of anyone in Brenark or the surrounding regions who can produce such metal thread."

"You're overthinking it. I'm just happy to work with such materials. The payment is also excellent, and it will help our wages. It's a win-win."

"I understand, but it's unsettling. I'm a bit scared, not knowing who they really are."

"I agree, they are suspicious. Maybe we should consult the city's upper echelons?"

"Oh, you're being so cautious now. You were so enthusiastic earlier."

Indeed, they seemed more cautious now that we had left.

While I might have been a bit overzealous, I understood their concerns.

However, consulting the upper echelons? If that happened, it could cause a lot of trouble. If things got complicated, I might get angry.

If they had any complaints, they should have refused from the start. To avoid trouble, it would have been better to be upfront.

"You're right, the unknown can be scary. But what scares me more is making these customers angry. They are good people to deal with and pay extremely well. They bring us challenging and rewarding work. They are the kind of customers we should welcome."

The shop owner was wise.

"Master, I understand, but..."

"As skilled craftsmen, you should learn to read people. These customers are not ordinary. I've been in this business for years, and they are unlike anyone I've ever met. But I can tell you this: they are not to be crossed."

"We know, but..."

"No, you don't. You're being naive. If you provoke them, the consequences could be severe. I like these customers, and I don't want to lose them. If they get upset, I don't know what will happen."

"It's that serious?"

"Yes, it is. Be very careful."

She was being a bit too cautious. I didn't plan to be unreasonable. Probably.

But who knows? If I got really angry, I might lose control.

Anyway, I couldn't easily judge someone's intentions. I understood her caution.

While I wouldn't cause trouble over mere complaints, specific grievances would be another matter. I would not tolerate any harm to the Kikyo Society.

Torietta's concerns were understandable to a certain extent.

"Besides, I like these customers. That's why I take their orders. Do you have a problem with that? I don't think so. This conversation is over. No more talk about it. Get back to work!"

"Yes, Master!"

She was right. I couldn't let anyone's complaints affect the Kikyo Society. I needed to trust her.

After sending everyone off, I reconsidered and decided to tell Torietta about the Kikyo Society.

Since we had already mentioned the organization's name and crest, she probably had some idea. I trusted her.

"You can go ahead. I need to talk to the shop owner for a bit."

"Alright, I'll go ahead."

After seeing everyone off, I returned to the shop. A clerk looked at me curiously.

"Did you forget something?"

"No, it's fine. I'll be right back. Don't worry."

I declined the escort and went to the back. The staff seemed busy with opening preparations, and I knew my way around the shop. I told them not to worry, and they let me through.

The shop was unusually quiet, and as I walked quietly, I overheard a conversation through a door. My hearing was quite good.

I didn't intend to eavesdrop, but I couldn't help stopping to listen.

"Master, who are those people? They just bring such high-quality materials, it's not normal."

"That's true. The materials are not ordinary, and the quality of the metal thread is exceptional. It has no flaws and is perfectly uniform. It's impossible."

"I've never heard of anyone in Brenark or the surrounding regions who can produce such metal thread."

"You're overthinking it. I'm just happy to work with such materials. The payment is also excellent, and it will help our wages. It's a win-win."

"I understand, but it's unsettling. I'm a bit scared, not knowing who they really are."

"I agree, they are suspicious. Maybe we should consult the city's upper echelons?"

"Oh, you're being so cautious now. You were so enthusiastic earlier."

Indeed, they seemed more cautious now that we had left.

While I might have been a bit overzealous, I understood their concerns.

However, consulting the upper echelons? If that happened, it could cause a lot of trouble. If things got complicated, I might get angry.

If they had any complaints, they should have refused from the start. To avoid trouble, it would have been better to be upfront.

"You're right, the unknown can be scary. But what scares me more is making these customers angry. They are good people to deal with and pay extremely well. They bring us challenging and rewarding work. They are the kind of customers we should welcome."

The shop owner was wise.

"Master, I understand, but..."

"As skilled craftsmen, you should learn to read people. These customers are not ordinary. I've been in this business for years, and they are unlike anyone I've ever met. But I can tell you this: they are not to be crossed."

"We know, but..."

"No, you don't. You're being naive. If you provoke them, the consequences could be severe. I like these customers, and I don't want to lose them. If they get upset, I don't know what will happen."

"It's that serious?"

"Yes, it is. Be very careful."

She was being a bit too cautious. I didn't plan to be unreasonable. Probably.

But who knows? If I got really angry, I might lose control.

Anyway, I couldn't easily judge someone's intentions. I understood her caution.

While I wouldn't cause trouble over mere complaints, specific grievances would be another matter. I would not tolerate any harm to the Kikyo Society.

Torietta's concerns were understandable to a certain extent.

"Besides, I like these customers. That's why I take their orders. Do you have a problem with that? I don't think so. This conversation is over. No more talk about it. Get back to work!"

"Yes, Master!"

She was right. I couldn't let anyone's complaints affect the Kikyo Society. I needed to trust her.

=== CHAPTER 29 END ===

=== CHAPTER 30 START ===

A crystal-clear blue sky greeted us on this late morning.

Wearing our stylish black and off-white coats, we walked confidently, our matching purple amethyst Kikyo crests catching the light and drawing attention. The familiar residents of Lightning Street greeted us with a mix of curiosity and respect. It was flattering, but a bit embarrassing.

As we approached Sixth Avenue, we continued to attract a lot of attention. Everyone stopped to watch us, making way without even realizing it.

It wasn't just the coats; our presence as a large group, armed and walking with purpose, was undoubtedly intimidating. Our approach was different from the usual, and we were making a statement.

Today, only the combat unit was deployed, with the rest staying behind to guard the base. Angeolina and Shelby were left to ensure the base wasn't left defenseless.

The remaining members complained, but it couldn't be helped.

In the future, we would need to rotate duties for base guard, Lightning Street patrols, Sixth Avenue patrols, and eventually, managing bars and gambling dens. We were short-handed, but we would manage.

Mary, who had been training diligently, was now part of the combat unit. Her expression of joy when I informed her was unforgettable. However, she was still at the minimum level required, and she understood the need for continued effort. The Kikyo Society's standards were very high.

Our team was led by Yuki, Valeria, Siegrune, Mary, Bonnie, Paula, Gradena, and Brittany—eight of us in total. This was Mary's debut as well, and we hoped to make it a good day.

Arriving at Sixth Avenue, we wondered if anyone would welcome us.

To our surprise, a group of intimidating men was loitering, and one was even picking a fight with a passing merchant. They didn't look like Bruno Gang members, so they were likely our rivals. What timing.

Bruno Gang had been asked to stay away today. We knew about the frequent troublemakers, but this was our first real encounter.

As we approached, the men were too busy harassing the merchant to notice us. We could sense the tension among us.

"Who are these guys? They seem easy enough."

"Yeah, what unlucky fellows."

"This is perfect. We came here, and there's no need for a show."

"Can I go first?"

"No, it's my turn."

Their enthusiasm was both reassuring and amusing.

"We're here to work, not for fun. We'll all go together."

I braced myself and approached the group.

They were either ignoring us or hadn't noticed us yet. We were right behind them.

"Hey, you guys, that's enough. You're being a nuisance."

I spoke softly to the merchant, who was being restrained by a muscular man. He couldn't even call for help.

"Huh?"

The muscular man, who had been holding the merchant, finally turned around, immediately aggressive.

He sized us up, completely dismissive.

"What do you want, ladies?"

"Who do you think you're talking to? Maybe I should shut that mouth of yours."

"Those coats look nice, but they're a waste on trash like you. Take them off and leave."

"Yeah, or we'll take them off for you."

"Public strip show! I'll take the one with long hair."

"No way, that one's mine, the plain one."

"What did you say, you bastards!"

They were clearly low-level thugs, their Physical Enhancement Magic levels barely noticeable.

They were a motley crew, and being underestimated by such fools would be a problem for our future operations. We needed to set a clear example.

"Did you not hear me? I said, 'That's enough.' Now, get lost."

Even though I didn't expect them to listen, there was a certain protocol. My tone was dismissive, but it was also a provocation.

"Hey, ladies, we're the mighty Marzio Family. Maybe we'll teach you a lesson you won't forget."

Marzio? It sounded familiar, but it didn't matter. It wasn't important.

"Valeria, everyone, show them a lesson, but don't kill them. Cleanup would be a hassle."

"Got it!"

It was over in seconds. The men were piled up, not dead, but clearly defeated.

They had all improved significantly since their last encounter with the Bruno Gang.

The Kikyo Society's training methods were different. There was no need for weapons; their Physical Enhancement Magic was enough. They handled the situation easily, almost playfully.

"Damn, who are you?"

The muscular man, still conscious, was defiant.

But it was perfect; we could use him to deliver a message.

"Remember this Kikyo crest. We are the Kikyo Society. From today, Sixth Avenue is our territory. If you want a fight, we're always ready."

"Kikyo Society? But what about the Bruno Gang?"

"We're done talking to you. Take your friends and leave."

"No, you bitches! I'll—"

His defiant words were meaningless given his beaten state. There was no need to listen further.

"Siegrune."

"Hey, you. Who are you talking to? Show some respect."

At my signal, Siegrune stepped forward, intimidating the man. He finally realized the difference in power.

"Damn, I'll remember this!"

He took his friends and left, muttering threats.

"Are you okay, merchant?"

"Y-Yes, thank you so much. You saved me!"

"You're welcome."

The merchant looked at us, still a bit hesitant, but we had no intention of explaining further.

"Alright, let's continue our patrol."

We continued our walk, showing our presence to the shops. Our group of eight, dressed in coats and carrying weapons, was a striking sight.

In a world where women were often treated as inferior, our confident and powerful demeanor made it clear that no one should underestimate us.

We observed the shops, buying snacks from street vendors to show off our coats and Kikyo crests.

We wanted to make a strong impression. After a while, a group of troublemakers appeared, and we dealt with them just as we had before. They were like extras in a play, always there to be removed.

We also caught and punished some thieves and pickpockets, but it wasn't a busy day. If this was the norm, it would be easy and pleasant, but it might get boring over time.

We attracted constant attention, but no one approached us. The people here were cautious, and we respected that.

After a while, we decided to visit a sweet shop we had been curious about. The others seemed to agree, and it was a good place for a break.

"I'm a bit thirsty. Let's stop by that place."

"Agreed."

"I'm tired from walking. I could use a drink too."

The young female clerk greeted us nervously, and her tension made the situation a bit awkward.

"Can you show us to a table? Or can we sit wherever?"

"Y-Yes, right away!"

The restaurant was busy, and it seemed to be a popular spot. The food should be good.

We were seated at a table outside, which drew even more attention. It was a bit annoying, but we had to get used to it.

"What would you like to order?"

"I'll have the recommended fruit cake and today's herbal tea."

"I'll go for the roll cake and a blended coffee."

"I'll—"

We placed our orders and enjoyed some light conversation. The food arrived soon, and it was delicious.

The sweets and tea refreshed us, and it was a wonderful moment.

But, of course, there were always interruptions.

A group of people caught my eye. A young girl dressed like an adventurer and a wealthy, fat man with his bodyguards were having an argument.

"Wait, this isn't what we agreed on!"

"What are you talking about, girl? You're being rude



		
			Chapter 28

			Fine Clothes Make the Man

			Finally, the renovation was complete, and after moving in the bare essentials, the hectic day came to an end. It had been a while since I’d slept in a private room, but the new, empty space felt oddly unsettling. I thought I might have trouble falling asleep, but the accumulated fatigue surprised me, and I drifted off soundly.

Waking up unusually late, around noon, my first thought was how empty and lonely the spacious room felt. After all, it’s a new place, and it needs some warmth.

Hmm, maybe I should partition off a private area in the back. That might help make it feel more cozy. And adding some furniture will gradually make it feel more like home. The front part should be a reception area, so I want the decor to look inviting. I might as well ask Josephine to handle it—she’s good at these things.

Looking forward to the future, I got up, changed, and went to wash my face. When I entered the still-empty second-floor office, Valeria was standing alone by the window, gazing outside.

"What are you doing all by yourself?"

"Onee-sama! I was waiting for you to come down."

She’s such a loyal little sister. There aren’t any chairs yet, so she had no choice but to stand.

Furniture and decorations will be delivered gradually, but I really hope they bring chairs soon.

"You could have woken me up. Where is everyone else?"

"They went out to shop and eat. Some are probably still sleeping."

Today, I told everyone to get what they needed, so it’s like a free day for them. Some might sleep all day, but that’s fine. I slept in too, after all. In the afternoon, the ordered items should start arriving, so I asked a few people to stay behind. I’m not sure if they’re part of the late risers.

"Let’s go get something to eat. Anything you want?"

"I want some skewers."

"Sounds good. The square, probably."

Yeah, I’m getting hungry for skewers too.

After finishing our meal, we decided to browse some larger stores and look for furniture for our rooms. As we walked around, Valeria unexpectedly started buying things enthusiastically. Having a room of her own must be affecting her. She was saying she didn’t want anything a few days ago, but now she’s buying all sorts of things. I’m not going to comment on what she buys; it’s fun for her.

We carried back the items we could manage, and the weight and effort were part of the shopping experience. Holding a small sofa and various trinkets, we headed home with our purchases.

"Sorry, Onee-sama."

Valeria shyly apologized for buying too much, which made her even cuter.

"It’s okay, sometimes it’s nice to indulge."

In the end, I didn’t buy anything and just carried Valeria’s things. It felt like a real sisterly moment, and it was quite enjoyable. It was a good change of pace.

We finally made it back to the new place with our heavy load and found a middle-aged man working on something.

"Hey there, miss."

The sign maker, who looked like a bear, greeted us from his ladder.

"Wow, you’re quick. Already installed?"

"Yep. How about it? Impressive, right?"

Indeed, the sign looked fantastic. The black, charred wood with the elegant silver lettering for "Kikyo Society" and the Kikyo crest above it made a bold statement.

"Yeah, this is great work. The color scheme is really nice. I love it!"

"Thanks. I think it suits the Kikyo Society."

This city is known for its skilled craftsmen, and they certainly didn’t disappoint. Even Valeria, who’s usually picky, nodded in approval.

"Considering it’s the sign for a new gang that took over from the Bruno Gang, it’s only natural to put some effort into it."

There’s no denying the quality and speed of the work. While chatting with the sign maker, Frederica came out to check on things.

"Yukari, Valeria, welcome back. The sign is up, I see."

"Looks great, doesn’t it? What do you think of the bags?"

She looked at the pile of bags at our feet, her face showing a mix of amusement and exasperation.

"Hehe, these are Valeria’s personal items. I’ll be out again, so please take care of them."

"Valeria’s? That’s unusual. Will you be back before dinner?"

"I don’t think it’ll take that long, but go ahead and eat if I’m late."

"I’ll wait until sunset, then."

"Alright, see you later."

Leaving Frederica to chat with the sign maker, I took the bags to Valeria’s room. My next stop was to check on the coats. It’s a bit early, but I’m eager to see them.

So, back to Sixth Avenue. It’s bustling as usual, and I’m looking forward to getting more attached to this place.

"Hello!"

At the Brillonvest store, a familiar clerk greeted us.

"Welcome! The owner has been expecting you. Please come this way."

The clerk led us to the back, and as expected, the coats were already ready.

"I’ve been waiting! I couldn’t wait any longer!"

We were warmly welcomed by Torietta-san, the rabbit-eared tailor, who beamed with delight. This is promising.

"According to our agreement, there was still some time, but it’s done already?"

"Of course! Come, try them on."

She handed us the ink-black and moon-white coats. Before putting them on, I examined the design. The silhouette was stunning, and while it was practical, it was also stylish and elegant.

The back featured the Kikyo crest as requested, which added a cool touch without being too overbearing. Inside, there were various pockets and belts for equipment, and the blue embroidery on the lining was intriguing.

Let’s try them on. I’m sure they’ll fit well, but I’ll check the size just to be sure.

"Wow. As expected, it reacts to my magic. This coat offers better protection than ordinary armor and is incredibly light and comfortable. The design and fit are perfect. I couldn’t ask for more!"

Not only does it look great, but it’s also highly functional.

If we sold these, they’d fetch a fortune. They’re that good.

"Onee-sama, are you sure I can keep this?"

"Of course. I’d be upset if you refused."

Despite her polite hesitation, it’s clear she loves it. Valeria is beaming in her moon-white duffle coat, which enhances her beauty to a divine level. And it’s also top-notch in terms of protection.

"Indeed, a good model makes all the difference. I’m proud of this work. How about it? You like it, right?"

There’s nothing to criticize. This is truly perfect work.

"I didn’t expect such quality. You’re amazing. By the way, what’s the blue embroidery inside?"

"Onee-sama, my coat has it too."

It seems both coats have it.

"That’s made from enchanted threads created from processed magic stones. They’re used in high-end items and create an effect that maintains a constant temperature."

Interesting, like a magical gadget.

"Wow, you’re the best! This means we can stay comfortable in any weather. It’s beyond perfect."

"Hehe, I’m glad you like it."

I could hug and kiss her, but I won’t.

"Opportunities like this don’t come often, and the payment was generous. I did my best and even added a little extra."

She handed us a pair of boots. We had mentioned getting boots to match the coats, but I didn’t expect such a generous gesture.

She gave me olive drab mithril-reinforced boots and red ones for Valeria, matching mine in design but different in color.

"Thank you. I don’t know what to say. Wait, this much effort deserves more than just the original payment."

I expressed my gratitude and decided to offer additional payment.

"That’s very kind, but I can’t accept more. The payment was prepaid, and the work matched the reward. I’m the one who should be thanking you."

Her modesty is admirable, but it doesn’t sit right with me.

"Alright, how about a new order? If you can handle it, the reward will be generous."

"Sign me up! I still have some enchanted threads left and was hoping for more work."

I knew she wouldn’t turn it down. She’s clearly enthusiastic.

"Great. It’s a bit more than just a few. How about thirteen?"

"Thirteen!? That’s a lot... even as extras, isn’t it too many?"

Not exactly.

"Not for us. I want them for others. Thirteen people in total."

Eventually, I’ll want extras with different designs and colors.

"Got it. But with the remaining threads, it might be tough."

"No problem. I’ll bring more."

She seemed surprised by my confidence.

"Do you have more of that high-quality material? Who are you, really?"

"A valued customer. So, are you up for it?"

"I’ll do it. Actually, I kept the schedule open, thinking you might have more orders. My apprentices were nagging me to make some for themselves. Unexpectedly, it’s a good thing. We’ll put all our effort into it."

"Reliable. Can we bring them in for measurements tomorrow?"

"Sure, just let me know the time."

The design will vary based on personal preferences, and I’ll decide that with each person tomorrow.

I doubled the reward, knowing it was worth it. For future orders, I’ll decline the extra services to avoid overwhelming her. The Kikyo Society, including Sarah-chan, has the means to buy their own boots.

Before leaving, I consulted with Torietta-san about my limited wardrobe and bought a few more outfits from the store.

On the way back, we wore our new coats and boots. We attracted many admiring glances, no doubt due to the elegance of the coats and our enhanced charm.

We returned just before sunset and entered our new home, which still didn’t quite feel like home but would grow on us.

In the office, a large, comfortable reception area was set up, and everyone was chatting.

"Finally, you’re back. Wait, what’s with that outfit!?"

"Yukari-dono, that coat is—?"

"Valeria too? What—what—what is that!?"

"It’s amazing!"

"Onee-chan, you look so pretty!"

"Can I have one?"

"Such a beautiful coat."

They were immediately captivated. No wonder, with this level of quality.

"Hehe, I understand why you’re excited. We got them as a test, and both Valeria and I were impressed."

"Where did you get them? I want one too!"

"Me too!"

Of course, they’d want them!

"Sure. It’s a celebration of the Kikyo Society’s founding and our new headquarters. I’ve already arranged for everyone’s coats to be made. We’ll go for measurements tomorrow, so think about the design you want."

"Wow, Yukari, you’re the best!"

"Can I get one too!?"

"Awesome, I’m hyped up!"

"I’m so happy!"

"Yay!"

"Thank you!"

The true value of these coats goes beyond their appearance. I’ll keep the practical features a secret for now.

It’s a pleasant surprise for everyone. Hehe.



		
			Chapter 29

			Before the Big Launch

			The ultimate stylish and supreme coat. The Kikyo Society arrived en masse for the measurements and design consultations to create this masterpiece. Everyone was so excited, acting like children.

Each member engaged in detailed and passionate discussions with Torietta-san's apprentices to ensure their ideal coat. Wearing the masterpieces created by the master, Valeria and I were a great inspiration to the apprentices.

We stormed in with a large group this morning, bringing valuable items, so they kindly gave us exclusive access.

They sometimes offer such special treatment to select noble clients. In any case, it was very kind of them.

They became expressionless when I generously provided additional ultra-rare metallic threads, without a hint of hesitation. The last time, the metallic threads I provided as a reward were used to create a women's shirt that sold for an astronomical amount to a distinguished lady at a large store.

This time, the reward is twenty-six bundles each of black and white metallic threads. The shop owner, Torietta-san, seems to have resigned herself to the situation, but the accountant looks quite tense.

"It's still a bit early, but we're planning to have you make some spare coats as well."

"Haha... When you hand over so many at once, it really messes with your head. You know, these are supposed to be incredibly rare materials... They are rare, right? I mean, I'm not wrong, am I? What's going on here?"

"I have a secret source, but it's nothing illegal, so don't worry."

"Good to know. For us, it's a win-win. We get to work with rare materials and earn money."

Though I'm not sure if she believes me or not, Torietta-san seems to have resigned herself to the situation.

"Think positively. You might be asked about the source of these materials in the future, but feel free to answer honestly. Just say a lady brought them. We'll handle the rest."

Where there's money, bad people tend to gather.

It would be disastrous if our secret-keeping efforts harmed Brillonvest. This is such an excellent shop, and if we want to continue our relationship, we need to be considerate.

Besides, Sixth Avenue is our territory, after all.

"If we make such eye-catching products, people will find out soon enough. But, is it okay to tell them so easily?"

"No worries. Of course, you shouldn't spread the word, but if asked directly, just say they come from the Kikyo Society. We'll take care of the rest."

"The Kikyo Society? Wait, what's that exactly?"

"You'll find out in time, I'm sure. In the meantime, I've placed our order."

"Leave it to me. My apprentices don't compromise on quality."

Thanks to the exclusive access, we managed to finalize everyone's measurements and designs. Now, all we need to do is wait for the finished products. I arranged for them to be delivered to the Kikyo Society upon completion.

As we were about to leave, I reconsidered and decided to tell Torietta-san about the Kikyo Society beforehand.

Since we've already revealed the organization's name and emblem, I figured she could guess, and she's someone I can trust.

"Head back first. I need to talk to the shop owner for a bit."

"Alright, then. I'll wait for you back at the Society."

After seeing everyone off, I returned to the shop, where a curious-looking shop assistant approached me.

"Is something the matter?"

"Just a forgotten item. It's fine, really. I'll be back soon, so don't worry about it."

I declined the assistance and headed to the back. The staff seemed busy with opening preparations, and I knew my way around, so they let me pass without further ado.

The shop was unusually quiet, so I instinctively moved quietly, and ended up overhearing a conversation through a closed door. I have good hearing.

I didn't mean to eavesdrop, but I couldn't help but stop and listen.

"Master, who are those people? It's not normal for them to just bring such high-quality items."

"You're right. The materials and the quality of the metallic threads are anything but ordinary. They're perfectly uniform and flawless. Such precision is unheard of."

"I've never heard of any craftsmen in Brenark or neighboring countries capable of producing such threads."

"Maybe you guys are overthinking it. I'm just glad I can use these materials for my work. The reward is amazing, and it means a better salary for us."

"I'm happy as a craftsman to work with such materials, but it's a bit unsettling."

"To be honest, it does seem suspicious. Maybe you should consult the city's upper echelons with one of the metallic threads?"

Oh, you're really saying it. You were so excited just a moment ago. Did you calm down after we left?

I guess we might have gone a bit overboard, but I understand your concerns.

But consulting the upper echelons? That could create a lot of trouble. If things got complicated, I might get angry.

If you have complaints, you should have said so from the start. To avoid trouble, it would have been better.

"Listen up. You're right to be wary, but scaring our guest is even more terrifying. I like this customer. She's a good person, and her payments are generous. She brings us challenging and rewarding work. She's the kind of customer we should welcome most."

The shop owner is wise.

"I see, but..."

"You need to understand. As craftsmen, you shouldn't just focus on making things. You need to learn to read people. This customer is not ordinary. Even I, with years of experience in craftsmanship and business, can't fully grasp her. But I can tell you one thing: she's someone you absolutely do not want as an enemy."

"We understand that much."

"No, you don't. You're being naive. If you knew, you wouldn't say such things. Listen up. This person is someone you absolutely cannot make an enemy. No matter what, absolutely not. If you cause trouble, I won't forgive you. Understand?"

"...To that extent?"

"Yes. If you make her angry, who knows what could happen."

That might be going too far. I don't intend to be unreasonable, I don't think.

Well, I'm not sure. If I get really angry, who knows what might happen.

Still, you can't always know what's in someone's heart, so I understand her caution.

I wouldn't cause trouble over a few complaints, of course. But if there were concrete disadvantages, I wouldn't be lenient. So, Torietta-san's concerns are valid to some extent.

"Besides, I like this person. That's why I take her orders. Any complaints? None, right? This conversation is over. No more talk about it. Now, get back to work!"

"Y-Yes!"

I came here to talk, but the mood doesn't seem right. It would be odd to leave without saying anything, though.

Maybe I should pretend I didn't hear anything and strike up a casual conversation. But I've lost the motivation for a serious talk. I'll just make small talk to get by.

Oh, I wish I hadn't listened.

Torietta-san seems positive about us, but her apprentices seem overly cautious. It might be a bit awkward to talk to them.

But it's not my problem. I'll just be open about it.

We have plenty to do while waiting for the coats to be completed.

The additional renovations for the underground training grounds, acquiring training weapons, replenishing recovery potions, reinforcing the training grounds with mineral magic, furnishing and decorating the office, and even furnishing and decorating my room, and coordinating with the Bruno Gang. There's a lot on the to-do list.

It's good that we're an organization and can divide the tasks.

I'll leave the additional renovation orders and progress monitoring to Frederica.

Acquiring training weapons to Angelina.

Coordinating with the Bruno Gang to Siegrune.

Furnishing and decorating to Josephine.

Patrolling and resolving disputes on Lightning Street to the other members.

Members with uncertain combat skills will focus on training.

Those responsible for managing bars and gambling dens will study under the Bruno Gang.

I'll set study goals for Sarah-chan to prepare for the future.

Replenishing the remaining recovery potions and secret reinforcement work are my responsibilities.

Since the reinforcement will be done after the renovation, my main task for now is to stockpile recovery potions. I'll keep making them until my magic power is depleted. I'll also experiment with a few ability-enhancing potions.

The new storage room in the basement will house not just healing potions but a variety of recovery and magic potions. I'll have it fitted with locks like the entrance to ensure security. These items are valuable, and we can't risk them being stolen by outsiders.

The entrance to the basement is in a garage on the street, but I'll make sure to secure it as much as possible.

After a few busy days, we've made significant progress. The small-scale additional renovation of the basement was completed without much delay. I quietly reinforced the underground training grounds.

I also equipped the weapons storage with a wide range of minor weapons, including some obscure ones. The variety and quantity are impressive, and just looking at the storage room is interesting. I won't call it a waste of budget; I believe they'll all come in handy.

The recovery potion storage room is also filled with beautifully arranged crystal vials, differentiated by color and shade for easy identification. It's quite a sight.

In one corner, I've installed a refrigerator-type magical device to store physical and magic recovery potions for regular use. I hope they'll be utilized freely during training.

"Yukari, are you planning to start a pharmacy?"

"Too many?"

"Physical recovery potions are one thing, but you won't even use all of these."

The furniture and decor are arranged neatly, thanks to Josephine's excellent taste. I should thank her for decorating my room as well.

"I'm sorry for the trouble. I appreciate it."

"Not at all. This is more of a hobby for me."

"If you need anything, feel free to ask, even personally."

"I'll definitely take you up on that."

I said that, but if Josephine ever had a personal request, it might be a bit scary.

I asked the Bruno Gang to spread rumors subtly about our management of Sixth Avenue. They'll claim that while the Bruno Gang currently handles it, we'll take over in the future. This will buy us time to gather information and establish ourselves.

Surprisingly, we've received unexpected praise from the Bruno Gang. According to them, everyone is enthusiastic about learning, and the education is progressing faster than expected.

I'm starting to feel a bit inferior to the Bruno Gang.

"Hurry up! You don't know how much effort we're putting in!"

I casually brushed off the complaints of a middle-aged mage I happened to meet.

Preparations are steadily advancing, and the Kikyo Society is developing a sense of tension and anticipation.

Our official activities on Sixth Avenue are just around the corner. Once the ordered coats arrive, we'll do a final coordination with the Bruno Gang and make a grand entrance.

Finally, we can start earning money openly.

There will be plenty of fights, and we'll meet strong and interesting people. I'm really looking forward to it.

With everything in place and our spirits high, the messenger from Brillonvest arrived with the long-awaited deliverables.

"Oh wow, here they are!"

"What a masterpiece."

"Can we really keep such a wonderful item?"

"Let's go out and show them off!"

Everyone was more excited than usual.

After waiting eagerly, the realization of our ideal coats had arrived. It's understandable.

The black and white coats, adorned with the Kikyo emblem, have a striking impact.

I'm proud of it. It's a magnificent sight.

Each member chose their own unique design, making them quite individual and interesting.

From coats with large collars covering the mouth to those with sharp silhouettes, zippers, chains, and ribbons.

Despite their individuality, they look good together. Fortunately, no one chose tacky designs like spikes.

"I expect you to live up to these coats and the Kikyo emblem."

"Yes, ma'am!"

I need to contact the Bruno Gang for the official start and thank Brillonvest for their excellent work.

It's finally beginning.



		
			Chapter 30

			A Grand Debut

			The sky was a dazzling blue, and the mid-afternoon sun was almost blinding.

Wearing their striking black and white coats, a group of women strode confidently down the street, their presence commanding attention. The Kikyo emblem on their chests, made of amethyst, gleamed and caught the eyes of passersby.

The residents of Lightning Street, who were already familiar with us, greeted us with mysterious cheers. It was clear that our appearance was impressive, but it made us a bit self-conscious.

As we walked past Lightning Street, Sixth Avenue came into view.

We were drawing a lot of attention. Everyone stopped to stare, and the path cleared before us.

I wanted to believe it was more than just our impressive coats. This was our first time walking through the streets in a large group, armed, which must have intimidated people. We couldn't afford to look weak.

Today's mission involved only the combat unit, and the rest stayed behind. We couldn't leave the base unattended, so Angela and Shelby stayed to watch over it.

The others who stayed behind were understandably disappointed, but it couldn't be helped.

In the future, we'll have to rotate duties: base watch, patrolling Lightning Street, patrolling Sixth Avenue, and eventually staffing the bars and gambling dens. We were clearly understaffed, but we'd have to manage for now.

There were also many other things we wanted to do. We'd have to tackle them one by one.

Incidentally, Mary, formerly known as Mary-san, was accompanying us as part of the combat unit.

Her dedication and effort in daily training had brought her to a minimum acceptable level for the Kikyo Society's combat unit. I remembered her delighted expression when I told her. Still, she had only reached the minimum. She understood that she needed to continue working hard, which was a significant factor in my decision to approve her. The Kikyo Society's standards are set very high.

Our group of eight, including me, my sister Valerie, ex-knight Siegrune, ex-villager Mary, ex-camp inmates Bonnie, Paula, Gradena, and Brittany, was ready for action.

Today was also Mary's debut, and I hoped it would be a good day for her.

Upon arriving at Sixth Avenue, we wondered if we would be welcomed.

We saw a group of tough-looking men loitering around, some of whom were harassing a merchant. They were clearly not from the Bruno Gang, and they were troublemakers.

The timing was perfect. The Bruno Gang had been instructed to stay away from Sixth Avenue from today, so these troublemakers were probably here to cause problems.

We were already drawing attention, but the tough guys were too busy harassing the merchant to notice us.

I could see everyone getting excited.

"I don't know who they are, but they seem easy to deal with."

"Yeah, what a bunch of unlucky guys."

"They're perfect for us. It would be embarrassing to come all this way and not have any action."

"Can I take the first shot?"

"What are you talking about? I will."

My energetic teammates were both reliable and amusing.

"We're not here to play. Everyone, let's go together."

With renewed determination, I approached the thugs.

They either ignored us on purpose or hadn't noticed us yet. We were right behind them.

"Hey, you guys, you're being a nuisance."

The merchant was being held by a muscular man and couldn't call for help.

"...What?"

The muscular man finally turned to face me, letting go of the merchant. He immediately adopted a confrontational stance.

He sized us up, clearly underestimating us, and approached with a smug attitude.

"So, what? Who are you?"

"Hey, lady, who do you think you're talking to? I'll shut your mouth right now."

"Nice coat you got there. It's a waste on a scrawny girl like you. Let's take it off you."

"Yeah, leave the coat behind. Even if you refuse, we'll take it anyway."

"Public strip show, anyone? I'll take the long-haired one."

"Ha, no way! You can have the ugly one."

"What did you say, you little—!"

These guys seemed to be low-level thugs, and I couldn't gauge their physical enhancement magic levels. They were just a bunch of troublemakers.

If we let them get the upper hand, it could affect our future operations. We needed to show them who's in charge.

"Didn't you hear me? I said you're being a nuisance. Now, scram."

Even if they didn't listen, there's a proper way to handle things. I responded with a hint of sarcasm.

"Hey, lady, we're the mighty Marzio Family. I'll make sure you never see the light of day again."

Marzio? I've heard the name somewhere, but I can't recall. It doesn't matter. It's probably nothing significant.

"Valerie, everyone. Handle them, but don't kill them. It'll be a hassle to clean up afterward."

"Got it!"

It was over in seconds. The thugs were piled up, unconscious but not dead.

Everyone had clearly improved since their last encounter with the Bruno Gang.

The Kikyo Society's training methods were different. There was no need for weapons; physical enhancement magic alone was enough to handle them. It would be overkill to use weapons. It was more like a light scolding.

"Damn, who the hell are you?"

The muscular man, who was still conscious, spoke up. He seemed to be the leader.

It was the perfect time to teach him a lesson.

"Listen up. Remember this emblem. We are the Kikyo Society. From today, Sixth Avenue is our territory. We're always ready for a fight, though."

"The Kikyo Society? The famous one? What happened to the Bruno Gang?"

"I don't want to talk to a lowlife like you. Take your friends and leave."

"What, you insolent woman! I'll kill you!"

His curses were empty threats. I had no obligation to listen.

"Siegrune."

"Hey, who are you speaking to? Show some respect."

Siegrune stepped forward at my signal, and the man finally realized the difference in our status. His attitude changed, showing a hint of fear.

"Damn, I'll remember this!"

He reluctantly dragged his unconscious friends away.

"Are you okay, sir?"

"Y-Yes, thank you. I'm so relieved!"

"No problem. Let's move on."

The merchant still looked curious, but I had no intention of explaining further.

"Alright, let's continue our patrol."

We walked through the shops, showing our presence.

Our group of eight, dressed in coats and armed, moving with such confidence, must have created an almost surreal scene.

In a world where women are often looked down upon, our confident presence on the streets would make it hard for anyone to mess with us, even if they didn't like it.

We carefully observed the shops and continued our patrol.

We didn't enter any stores. We bought some snacks from street vendors, wearing our black and white coats and the Kikyo emblem, making a strong impression.

After a while, more troublemakers appeared and were quickly dealt with. They seemed like extras in a play, always there to be eliminated. We also caught a few pickpockets and thieves, mostly refugees or homeless people.

It wasn't a very busy day, and we had some downtime. It would be nice if it stayed this way, but it might get boring if it always did.

We were so noticeable that we were constantly stared at, but no one approached us.

The people here must be quite reserved.

By the time we were tired from walking, we decided to take a break at a sweet shop that caught our eye. Everyone seemed to be looking at it too, so it was a good place to rest.

"I'm thirsty. Let's stop by there."

"Agreed."

"I'm thirsty too. Let's go in."

We entered the shop, and a young female clerk greeted us nervously.

It was a bit awkward to have her so tense.

"Can you show us to a table? Or can we sit wherever we want?"

"Y-Yes, I'll show you to a table right away!"

We attracted a lot of attention from the crowded shop, but we maintained our confident demeanor. It seemed like a popular and successful place. The food should be good.

We were led to a terrace, which drew even more attention from the street. It was a bit annoying.

But we couldn't let it bother us. We were here to make an impact.

"What would you like to order?"

"I'll have the recommended fruit cake and today's herbal tea."

"I'll have the roll cake and a blend coffee."

"I'll have..."

We ordered and chatted while the delicious cakes and teas were brought to us.

The sweets and tea refreshed our tired bodies. It was a wonderful moment.

But troublemakers are always around.

A group coming out of a nearby shop caught my attention.

A young girl dressed like an adventurer and a well-dressed, fat man with his bodyguards seemed to be having an argument.

The girl was desperately trying to reason with the man, who seemed annoyed and dismissive.

It was clear at a glance who was in the wrong.

"Wait, that's not what we agreed on!"

"What are you saying, girl? That's rude."

"Hey, cut it out! Don't get too close to the master."

The girl's insistence and the man's dismissive attitude were painfully obvious.

I decided to observe for a moment.

"Onee-sama."

"Valerie, let's just observe for a bit. You never know. Everyone, stay back for now."

We shouldn't jump to conclusions based on appearances alone, even if we had a good idea of the situation.

The girl was clearly desperate, which was unusual.

"I already paid the shop earlier!"

"Lying, are you? The merchant said he knew nothing about it."

"That's a lie! I did exactly as you said. The sword was supposed to be kept at the shop, but it's gone! What's going on here?"

"Stay away from the master. If you have a complaint, prove it."

From the conversation, it seemed the girl had used her sword as collateral to borrow money from the shop. She claimed she paid the debt, but the merchant denied it. She needed the money for a cure, as she was poisoned.

She didn't have a written agreement, so the money and the sword were taken. Without proof, she was in a tough spot.

"Without that money, I can't get the treatment! It's poison! We don't have time!"

Ah, poison. No wonder she was so desperate.

I had no idea how long she had been poisoned or what kind of poison it was, but her urgency made it clear it was urgent.

"So, what's your offer?"

"I can provide other collateral. Will you lend me the money?"

"The collateral you offered, where did you take it? According to the agreement, you were supposed to leave the money at the shop, and we would provide the cure."

The conversation was clear. The girl had used her sword as collateral to borrow money from the shop. She claimed to have paid the debt, but the merchant denied it. She needed the money for a cure, as she was poisoned.

She didn't have a written agreement, so the money and the sword were taken. Without proof, she was in a tough spot.

"Without that money, I can't get the treatment! It's poison! We don't have time!"

Ah, poison. No wonder she was so desperate.

I had no idea how long she had been poisoned or what kind of poison it was, but her urgency made it clear it was urgent.

"So, what's your offer?"

"I can provide other collateral. Will you lend me the money?"

"The collateral you offered, where did you take it? According to the agreement, you were supposed to leave the money at the shop, and we would provide the cure."

The man's bodyguards seemed to be getting restless. One of them, the leader, stepped forward and ordered the others to back off.

"The master, let's remove her. We have other business to attend to."

"Understood. Let's do it."

The bodyguards drew their weapons and surrounded the girl.

"No way. This is ridiculous. Attacking an unarmed girl with weapons."

This was the kind of thuggery I had heard about. It was excessive and uncalled for.

But the girl, despite her situation, seemed capable. She knew how to use physical enhancement magic, and her demeanor suggested she wasn't just a novice adventurer.

"Cowards! I'll get my sword back!"

"Shut up!"

The bodyguards attacked with their swords, but the girl easily dodged. Their attacks, meant to be lethal, passed harmlessly through her.

They were clearly prepared to kill her, even in the middle of the city. I wondered what connections they had to be so brazen.

"Illusion magic! Be careful!"

With enhanced magic, it's possible to see through illusions, but these men didn't seem to have that skill. The girl might be able to handle them without a weapon, but it would be difficult for her to attack effectively.

"Damn, detect her magic! Surround her!"

The girl seemed to realize she couldn't keep this up and started to create distance. One of the bodyguards, foolishly, used a fire attack spell.

It missed, but only by a bit. Poor aim!

But I had a feeling the girl might be more capable than she appeared.

"You bastards! I'll get my sword back!"

"Silence!"

The bodyguards, emboldened by their numbers, attacked with renewed ferocity. But the girl, despite being outnumbered, was holding her own.

I decided to observe for a bit longer, but I was ready to intervene if necessary.



		
			Chapter 31

			The Price of Tea

			The spell flung recklessly by the no-name mage. Now, let’s see what became of it.

Amid our keen interest, the spell flew straight for our table. What are the odds of that?

But I didn’t budge an inch. I calmly activated my Active Armor for defense. It wasn’t a powerful spell, so there was no way it could have caused any damage.

Mary, who isn’t used to such chaos, jumped up in shock, her foot hitting the table and spilling a bit of tea.

"I-I’m so sorry!"

There was no fault to be found with Mary’s contrite apology. Any rational person would have relied on my defensive magic. Besides, even a direct hit wouldn’t have penetrated the protective power of this cloak.

"It’s fine. The real culprit is the idiot who can’t even aim properly."

"Exactly. We should at least make them pay for the tea."

"This is unacceptable."

"They’ve ruined our elegant afternoon tea."

"Not just us, but everyone in this shop deserves an apology."

"Time for some justice."

They had been eagerly waiting for their moment, their excitement palpable.

"Spill the tea, and no blood. Blood stinks and ruins the tea party," said Bonnie with a grin.

"Ha ha ha, you’re right!"

They all stood up at once, their cloaks of ink-black and moon-white draping over their shoulders, the small amethyst Kikyo emblem on their chests, and the larger one floating on their backs. Each of them wielded a weapon, and they marched grandly from the terrace to the street.

The Kikyo Society commanded the attention of everyone, including the girl and her guards, who looked thoroughly bewildered.

I stayed back, maintaining a leader’s composure. I wasn’t worried, but I was ready to back them up if needed.

"Hey, you who used magic. Get over here."

"What a ridiculous stunt you pulled."

Bonnie and Paula took the lead, followed by the ever-grinning Gradena. They were the top two in the Kikyo Society, and despite being women, they exuded a formidable presence.

Both of them wielded traditional swords, still sheathed. They intended to strike with the hilts. They had been training with Siegrune and were getting quite skilled.

"What do you think you’re doing, you women?"

"Oi, anyone not involved, step back."

There were four guards, but we were eight, each of us radiating an air of danger. The guards, despite their job, were clearly intimidated.

"Well? You’re the ones who summoned the magic, right?"

"Get the mage over here."

They responded with a posture of authority, as if they had been doing this for years. This was their debut, but they handled it with a seasoned air.

To be clear, this wasn’t about the girl. It was about the disturbance caused to our tea time and the compensation we demanded. The Kikyo Society wasn’t going to let this slide over a mere emotional reaction.

"We didn’t use any attack magic. Stop making false accusations."

"Oh? You’re going to deny it?"

"Prove it, then. Ha ha ha, you’re a riot."

It was done in front of everyone. There was no proof needed. It was laughable that they even tried to deny it.

"Yukari, these guys aren’t listening. I guess we’ll have to teach them a lesson, but try not to draw too much blood, okay?"

"Make sure the man stays unharmed. We need him to pay."

"Got it."

The man, still not grasping the situation, maintained his arrogant demeanor. Either he had faith in his guards or he was just stupid. He was urging his guards to act, but they were visibly shaken.

Perhaps realizing that further magic attacks would be unwise, the guards tensed up, weapons at the ready, but they didn’t attempt any offensive spells.

This was a no-brainer. First move, victory. Bonnie, Paula, Valeria, and Mary, enhanced by Physical Enhancement Magic, moved in at lightning speed.

Before they could react, Bonnie and Paula smashed their opponents' wrists with the hilts of their swords, while Valeria and Mary brought their opponents to the ground with precise strikes. The guards, despite being professionals, were poorly trained and lacked combat experience. The Kikyo Society members, on the other hand, executed their moves flawlessly, even with Mary handling the weakest of the bunch.

The satisfaction of this performance was immense. We had an audience, and the story of our heroics would spread. Cheers erupted around us, and we basked in the praise.

Bonnie and Paula waved back, while Valeria and Mary blushed and looked down.

But some people just don’t get it.

"What are you women doing to my guards? I paid good money for this! Get serious!"

The man was accusing his injured guards. He had clearly paid too much for their incompetence.

"Sir, we can’t go on like this..."

The guard leader seemed broken. It was understandable given the display of skill.

Then, the man turned on us. He was a fool.

"Listen, I have connections with influential nobles in this city! You’ll regret this, I won’t let it go! You’ll end up as livestock feed after being used for the soldiers’ entertainment!"

His threats were worse than a cheap melodrama.

Regardless, such low remarks from a man like him were beneath us. Time was wasted enough.

"Alright, let’s get to the point. You ruined our tea, so you need to pay for it. Now."

"Are you kidding me? I, I—Aaaaagh!"

I adjusted the length of the iron spikes and drove them into the soles of his soft shoes.

"W-What did you do? Ugh, huff, huff..."

"What are you talking about?"

The spikes vanished, and I hid the evidence. Show me the proof, why don’t you?

Then, I attacked the same foot again, ensuring he couldn’t walk. Both feet were now useless.

"Aaaaagh, it hurts, stop, stop!"

"Stop what? Pay for the tea first."

"Wait! Wait! What for?"

"Didn’t you hear? The tea. Your guards ruined it. Pay up."

The flustered, fat man and I had a brief stare-off.

"Ugh, tea? Huh, alright, alright. Hey, you guys! Get over here and help me up! Bring healing potions!"

Did he really think we’d wait around while he healed?

"Bonnie, this could take a while if we wait for him to heal."

"True. The cake will dry out. Get over here."

"Wait, wait, wait!"

He was dragged by the collar to the café’s counter. I left the rest to Bonnie.

I didn’t forget to give the brave girl the minimum assistance she needed. Being mindful of my allies, I provided the same for her.

I generated a third-grade antidote and handed it to the deceived girl, who was still in shock.

"Here, take this."

"Huh?"

She didn’t seem to understand, but I forced it into her hands, and she seemed to regain her composure.

"It’s an antidote for poison. Third-grade should be enough."

"But—"

"Just take it. You’re in a hurry, right? Go on."

She hesitated for a moment but quickly made up her mind.

"Thank you! I’ll never forget this kindness. My name is Roberta. I’ll come back to repay you!"

She ran off as fast as she could. She was in a hurry, no doubt.

"Like a true leader, Onee-sama."

I stroked Valeria’s soft hair and returned to the terrace. We still had cake to finish and new tea to be served.

"Idiot! You didn’t even cover the trouble you caused! Other customers and the shop were affected too!"

"But why should I—"

"It was your lackey who did this. If you’re rich, don’t be cheap. Pay up."

Bonnie’s shouting was a bit loud, but they had done more than just ruin our tea. The shop staff and other customers were on our side, witnessing the attack and supporting us.

In normal circumstances, the guards would have intervened, but not today. We were here to handle it. Luckily, there was no real damage, and we were giving them a break.

In the end, they paid for all the shop’s cakes and tea. It wasn’t a significant amount for a wealthy man.

The shop offered free cake and tea to all customers, and the mood was festive. Our Kikyo Society, once ignored, was now being approached by people.

"You guys were amazing earlier."

"That annoying merchant comes around here often. Seeing you take him down felt great."

"Good job! That was refreshing."

We heard praises about our bravery and complaints about the merchant, but no one asked who we were. I would have answered if asked, but I didn’t want to bring it up unsolicited.

Sixth Avenue now had the Kikyo Society. It was fine; our reputation would spread gradually.

The sun was setting, and a familiar face appeared.

"Hey, what’s going on here?"

"Torietta-san, our cloaks look great, don’t they?"

"Yeah, the store’s best work. But that’s not the point! I heard about the big showdown?"

It seemed our heroics were spreading. I hoped Torietta-san would help spread the word.

"Sure, but it wasn’t much."

"But isn’t this kind of attention risky?"

"You already guessed, right? We’re taking over Sixth Avenue. We’ve made a deal with the Bruno Gang, so you can relax."

Torietta, with her rabbit ears, looked puzzled.

"I see. Well, if you’re in charge, things might improve around here."

"If you have any trouble, let us know at the Kikyo Society on Lightning Street. We’ll patrol during the day and set up a base here soon."

"The Kikyo Society, the one with the emblem. I can tell the other craftsmen as well?"

Absolutely. The more people who knew and relied on us, the better.

"Of course. We’ll be back soon. Until then, take care."

"Of course. We’ll be counting on you."

Today, we dealt with some small-time criminals and a corrupt merchant. In the future, tougher opponents would come. We had to stay vigilant.

We had to be ready for the stronger foes that would inevitably come our way. Every day, we must keep up our efforts.

Victory calls for tightening the helmet straps.



		
			Chapter 32

			A Constant Stream of Guests

			Today, I'm heading out to Sixth Avenue as usual. I must be quite dedicated.

Yesterday was quite eventful, and as the leader, I decided to check on Sixth Avenue just to be safe. Bonnie and Paula are staying behind today. They did well yesterday, so they can take it easy today.

There were some miscellaneous tasks, so everyone else went ahead, and I joined them a bit later for lunch.

We didn’t set a specific meeting spot, but we’d naturally find each other. The Kikyo Society members are quite noticeable, after all, even if it's in a bad way sometimes.

When I finally arrived at Sixth Avenue, it was as crowded as ever.

I decided to grab lunch from a street vendor first. The spicy aroma was tempting.

I chose a doner kebab-like dish. The delicious smell drew me in.

While waiting in line, I spotted a familiar face scanning the area. She must be looking for me. I waved, and she immediately noticed and ran over, looking relieved. There was someone unfamiliar with her.

"Thank you so much for helping us yesterday!"

It was the girl who was tricked by the fat merchant. Her name was Roberta, if I remember correctly.

"This is Violante. Thanks to you, she survived."

Ah, the girl who was poisoned.

"I want to thank you too. Thank you so much."

Violante looked at me directly and thanked me politely. She seemed like a responsible and cute girl.

I was glad to see they were both safe. It was worth helping them.

"No problem. I'm glad you're safe."

While responding, I noticed people around us. We were in the middle of buying lunch, and our conversation was attracting attention. They seemed to have more to say, so I suggested we change locations.

"Wait here while I get my food. Do you have lunch?"

"Not yet, but..."

"Then it’s perfect. I’ll grab some for you too. Go ahead and find a bench."

I usually prefer a quick meal on the go, but since we had to talk, sitting down to eat would be better.

Finding a bench wouldn’t be hard, and we could eat properly.

"That's too much. Thank you."

"Roberta, it's the least we can do. Besides, you don’t have any money."

"Ah, that’s true."

They were clearly short on funds.

"You both look hungry. I’ll get plenty. If there's any left, I’ll eat it. Go find a bench."

"I feel so bad."

I ordered more than enough, including extra-large drinks. They looked starving, and I’m a big eater, so there would be plenty to go around.

Carrying the food and drinks, I noticed Roberta running over to help, while Violante secured a bench. They were considerate and made a good team.

"Here, take what you like. I’ll eat anything left over, so don’t hesitate."

"This much... Swallow"

"So much! Thank you, we’re starving."

I started eating, and they eagerly followed. They must have been very hungry. They had something to discuss, but they were too focused on the food.

I like seeing people enjoy their food. We can talk later.

We finished our meal and the drinks. They finally relaxed and started thanking me repeatedly while cleaning up the trash. They seemed genuinely grateful.

"So, what did you want to talk about?"

Seeing their hesitation, I decided to prompt them. We needed to meet up with the others on patrol, and if they had something to say, it was better to get it over with.

They seemed to come to a decision and nodded.

"We want to repay your kindness!"

"Please, let us help you."

Their determination was admirable. But I wasn’t sure what they were offering.

"That’s very kind, but you don’t owe me anything. You’re adventurers, right? You should focus on finding jobs and earning some money. You really need it."

They looked a bit uncomfortable at my practical advice.

"Actually..."

Their story was quite pitiful.

They used to be part of a six-person adventuring party. The older members, a man and a woman, had a good amount of savings and retired to their hometown after the war. They left Roberta and Violante behind.

Roberta and Violante, being inexperienced, had been somewhat spoiled by their older teammates. Without the support of the older members, they struggled to find jobs and barely made ends meet.

One day, while gathering herbs in the forest, Violante was bitten by a venomous insect. They managed to return to the city but ended up encountering the fraudulent merchant. This is where we came in, and we helped them.

Roberta had lost her sword, her only valuable possession, and had no savings. Continuing as an adventurer seemed impossible. She was considering working as a waitress in the city.

But before that, she wanted to repay me. She was looking for a way to help, and that’s why she came to find me.

"I understand."

I didn’t expect them to have no backup or savings.

But they were looking for work.

Their experience as adventurers was a plus. The Kikyo Society is always short-handed, and they could be useful.

However, it was a bit concerning to drag inexperienced girls into a dangerous world. They would probably agree without hesitation, and it might seem like I was manipulating them.

But I couldn’t think of anything else I wanted them to do. Maybe I should recruit them. The Kikyo Society needs more members.

But the thought of dragging inexperienced girls into a dangerous world was troubling. They would likely agree without hesitation, and it might seem like I was manipulating them.

However, I couldn’t think of anything else I wanted them to do. The Kikyo Society needs more members.

But I was still hesitant. Just then, I noticed a familiar but unwelcome face approaching. And not just one, but a group of them, all looking like thugs.

They weren’t shoppers. All of them were armed, and some even had large shields. They must be the guards for the fraudulent merchant I dealt with yesterday. They were here for revenge.

"That’s..."

Violante followed my gaze and noticed them too. Roberta, noticing the tension, started to get worried.

They were clearly after us. I had no intention of running. As the leader of Sixth Avenue, I needed to handle this quickly and efficiently to prevent any collateral damage.

"I’m ready for a fight. Let’s see how they do."

I stepped confidently into the middle of the street, my black coat flaring dramatically. I was ready to face them.

They noticed me and approached with a smirk. The pedestrians, sensing the tension, quickly dispersed, and the nearby shops started closing up.

"Where are the others?"

"They’re already in the area, but on different tasks. They’ll notice if it gets too loud."

"That makes sense."

I wasn’t worried. The Kikyo Society has a strong presence, and we can handle this.

I started generating iron balls and throwing them at their feet. With my enhanced strength, even a light throw would cause damage if it hit. The cobblestones would shatter and send debris flying, causing minor injuries.

"What the...!"

"That’s not magic!"

It wasn’t magic. I used my enhanced strength and mineral magic to create the iron balls, but I was just throwing them. It was a simple but effective tactic.

After a moment, they realized the balls weren’t magical and started raising the ground to create a wall. Someone in their group was a decent mage.

But a wall wouldn’t stop me. I used my mineral magic to interfere and brought it down.

"Huh! They’re making another wall."

Their strategy was to create a series of walls to slowly approach us. It was a slow and ineffective tactic, but they were determined.

"They’re trying to get closer."

"I can handle the walls."

I used my mineral magic to bring down the walls. It was easy to do, and they eventually gave up on the walls.

"That’s better. Now, let’s see what they’ve got."

The leader with the large shield stepped forward. He was clearly the strongest among them. I was looking forward to this fight.

"That shield looks impressive. I wonder how it holds up."

The shield was made of mithril, a rare and valuable metal. It was a high-quality piece, and with the owner’s strength, it should be nearly indestructible. But I wasn’t just anyone.

My gloves, custom-made for me, were crafted from a superior black metallic thread, reinforced with specially created metal plates using mineral magic. These plates were a composite of heavy metals and orichalcum, far superior to mithril.

Mithril is valuable and high-grade, but it’s not invincible against higher-tier magical metals. In my hands, it was just a thin piece of copper.

I targeted the center of the shield, where it was thickest, and punched through it. The resistance was minimal, and I shattered it, creating a large hole.

I didn’t stop there. I continued my assault, punching through the shield repeatedly. It quickly turned into a large scrap of metal.

"This is getting out of hand."

The shield’s owner, the bald-headed man, looked at the scrap with a mix of anger and resignation. He had the decency to stay silent, which I appreciated.

But I wasn’t done yet.

"Your shield looked impressive, but it was quite fragile. Did you get a cheap one?"

He remained silent, drawing his large sword. It was also made of mithril and intricately designed, almost like a work of art. It was a valuable piece, both as a weapon and a work of art. He was clearly well-equipped.

But mithril was no match for me.

"Your abilities are impressive, but you can’t win against me. But because of a contract with my employer, I can’t run. If you can, please spare my subordinates."

"I see. Your employer is... the fraudulent merchant?"

"I can’t say."

"I understand."

His high-quality equipment didn’t matter. What mattered was his skill. He had it, and that’s why I was looking forward to this fight.

He seemed to resign himself to the fight, raising his sword overhead. That was good.

I was already within the range of his sword. I focused on his every move, ready to dodge his powerful strike.

Using a shield spell, I could easily block his sword. But I wanted a fair fight.

He swung down with the force of gravity, a perfectly executed strike. It was a powerful attack, on par with Siegrune’s. But after sparring with Siegrune, I was prepared for it.

I dodged perfectly, and he remained calm, tracking my movements. It was an interesting fight.

But then, he did something unexpected. He kicked the scrap of the mithril shield at me. It flew at me with no warning.

I almost dodged it but decided to take the hit. I wanted to see what he would do next.

"Not so easy, is it?"

I punched the metal scrap back at him, and he was caught off guard, dropping to one knee.

"Gah! You... monster."

"That’s not very polite. Calling a beautiful lady a monster. Maybe you need to train harder."

"...You’re a strange one."

He didn’t seem to have the energy to continue. The fight was still going on around us, and the odds were still against us, but we were holding our ground.

"What now?"

"If you let me go, I won’t fight to the death. I’ll call off my subordinates."

"Not so fast. I need a bit more practice."

He looked at me with a mix of suspicion and curiosity.

"Watch. Your numbers are greater, but the fight is evenly matched. It’s quite interesting. If anyone gets seriously injured, I might help them. So, let’s let this play out for a bit."

I could intervene if things got too bad, but I wanted to see how the fight would unfold. Roberta and Violante were doing surprisingly well in their support roles, which was impressive.

The bald man, despite his injuries, seemed to be resting. He had given up on the fight.

The battle continued, and the tide slowly turned in our favor. Siegrune and Gradena took down the strongest opponents. The Kikyo Society members, though outnumbered, were holding their ground.

Mary and Shelby, while not as strong, were carefully managing their opponents. Angelina, with her endurance, was taking on multiple enemies to help the others.

Valerie was moving freely, disrupting the enemy lines, while Siegrune and others steadily reduced their numbers. Roberta used illusion magic to confuse the enemies, and Violante covered a wide area with wind magic.

Despite being a makeshift team, they were doing well. If I joined the backline with my iron ball throws, we would be even stronger. We had Bonnie and Paula on standby as well.

We were a well-coordinated team, and I was proud of our performance.

The fight gradually turned in our favor, and we took down the last opponent without any serious injuries. Everyone was tired but satisfied.

The enemy had many injured, but none were critically wounded. We didn’t need to use recovery potions.

"Alright, it’s over."

"I’m exhausted."

"I can’t do any more."

The battle-crazy ones were satisfied with today’s fight. No one was seriously injured, and everyone seemed content.

The bald man, now recovered, walked over to his subordinates.

"It’s over. Thank you for not killing us. We won’t cause trouble in the city anymore."

"Pass that message along to your employer."

"Understood."

He nodded and led his subordinates away.

The pedestrians and shopkeepers, who had been watching from a distance, started coming out. They quickly resumed their daily activities, a testament to their resilience.

It was amusing to see how quickly life returned to normal.

No one approached us casually, as this was a conflict between two groups of criminals. But I could hear people excitedly discussing the fight, which was fine with me. I wanted the Kikyo Society’s reputation to spread.

"Y-You! What did you do to the lord’s soldiers!"

Ah, I almost forgot. The fat fraudulent merchant was shouting. He must be the one who hired these thugs.

"Ignore him."

The bald man had already dismissed his men and was leading them away. He didn’t want to fight for the merchant.

"We’re done here."

I turned to Roberta and Violante.

"Thank you for your help."

"Of course, it was our pleasure."

"We couldn’t have done it without you."

They were humble, but they had been very helpful. Without their support, the outcome could have been different.

"Your illusion magic was great."

"And your wind magic saved us in several tight spots."

"Your physical enhancement magic was also impressive."

"You’re promising rookies."

"I won’t let you down."

"Thank you, we’ll do our best!"

They were so earnest. It was hard to say no.

"Onee-sama."

Valerie seemed to welcome them too. They were about the same age as Valerie.

They might even have a positive influence on Valerie.

"Since you’re so determined, I can’t say no."

They were still inexperienced, but I would train them well.

"Alright!"

"Welcome to the Kikyo Society, Roberta and Violante. But be prepared, I’m strict."

Everyone cheered, forgetting their fatigue.

We’ll take a short break at the sweet shop and then head back. Maybe we’ll have a welcome party at our usual restaurant tonight.



		
			Chapter 33

			New Blood

			I was looking forward to an exciting battle, but thanks to a foolish plan, it’s all for nothing.

Just as I was wondering what to do with this awkward pause, the reinforcements showed up right on cue.

"Oh, you're early," I said.

"Onee-sama, I'm sorry for being late," Valeria replied.

Not late at all, actually—perfect timing, if I do say so myself. It seems some kind-hearted soul had alerted everyone to the commotion, and they all rushed over.

"What's the situation, Yukari-dono? Why is there a wall blocking the street?"

From my vantage point, the situation wasn't clear. But after explaining to Siegrune and the others, they shared my exasperation.

"In a way, it's an interesting approach," Siegrune mused.

"Interesting, you say? More like a fool's move. We can't see what's going on over there, and if that wall does something to us, what then?" Roberta added.

We've gathered our numbers, and I’ve managed to thin out some of their ranks. Despite the still significant difference in numbers, it's time to wrap this up. Waiting any longer is just ridiculous.

"Hmm, yeah. First, let's take down that painstakingly built wall. Then maybe they'll give up and charge at us," I suggested.

"Sounds good. Since they attacked first, we'll be the polite ones and wait. Yukari, it's up to you," Siegrune agreed.

"By the way, Onee-sama, who are these girls?"

Valeria was looking curiously at Roberta and Violante, who were with me.

"That's the girl from yesterday. She came to return the favor and help me out."

Since we had some downtime, I explained the situation. Apparently, they were impressed by the girls' dedication.

"Wow, what nice girls! I like them!" Yukari exclaimed.

"Me too, they seem like good kids," Siegrune added.

"Helping out is fine, but be careful," Valeria cautioned.

"We'll do our best not to hold you back!" Roberta and Violante chimed in.

The girls were quickly accepted. Now, it was time to take down that wall.

"Anyway, let's destroy that wall. Then we'll see who’s behind it. There should be a few strong opponents, so let's be hopeful."

As I used my mineral magic to interfere with the wall, it crumbled effortlessly. The man creating the wall with magic tried to rebuild it, but I kept breaking it down. Eventually, he gave up, and the enemy formation was exposed.

"Whew! That bald guy with the huge shield looks pretty tough," Siegrune observed.

"Agreed. He's the strongest I've seen around here. There are a few others who look like they'll be fun to fight. Plus, they have a numerical advantage. Let's give it our all!"

"Looks like it'll be a good battle," Roberta said.

That guy with the shield is probably a tough opponent. He might be a match for me, but not for anyone else.

"Don't touch the guy with the shield. I haven't had a good challenge in a while, so I'll take him," I declared.

Honestly, I want to take on the strongest one.

"Hehe! Then I'll leave him to you, Yukari-dono. The rest is a free-for-all. If you hesitate, he'll be gone!"

Indeed, stealing someone else's prey is no good. I'll focus on the shield guy while the others handle the rest.

Seeing the wall destroyed, the enemy seemed to steel themselves. The bald guy, who had been ignored by the scam merchant, led the charge. Despite his heavy armor, he was surprisingly fast.

If we let them charge, we'll be hit by a shield bash, relying on speed and momentum. That's not my style.

I put on my black glove, a custom-made weapon. It would cut through their momentum and crush them.

We were being watched by dozens, maybe more, from windows, doorways, and the sidelines. We couldn't afford to look weak.

"Take a good look!"

I shouted as I charged. The enemy was closing in, but the Kikyo Society members held their ground, a testament to their courage.

The massive shield bore down like an unstoppable wall. Most would have been overwhelmed by the pressure. This shield-wielding bald guy had likely intimidated many opponents before. His confidence was evident.

I would shatter that confidence!

"Haahaaa!"

I took a small run-up and punched the shield head-on. The shield was a masterpiece, made of mithril, capable of deflecting most physical and magical attacks. But the man's strength wouldn't save him. Not against me.

My glove, crafted from a superior black metal thread and reinforced with custom mineral magic plates, was far superior to mithril. It cut through the shield, tearing a hole through the mithril.

One punch wasn't enough. I followed up with a rapid barrage, reducing the shield to scrap metal. It could be recycled, maybe.

The battle around us had already begun. I trusted my teammates to handle it. If anyone tried to interfere, I wouldn't hesitate.

The bald guy glared at me, still clutching his ruined shield. I admired his silence.

But this was a fight he started. I wouldn't let him off easy.

"That shield looked impressive, but it was surprisingly fragile. Maybe you got a cheap knockoff?"

He remained silent, drawing a massive sword from his back. Another mithril weapon, I see.

The sword was a work of art, with intricate designs, both functional and beautiful. He was a well-equipped man, from his mithril armor and boots to his shield and sword. But mithril was nothing against me.

"...Your abilities are formidable. I have no chance of winning. But I cannot run; I have a contract with my employer. If possible, I would ask you to spare my men."

"Interesting. Who's this employer? Not that scam merchant, right?"

"I cannot say."

"Fair enough. Then this is the end."

No matter how expensive his gear, it meant little against me. What mattered was skill. And this bald guy had it. That's why I was looking forward to this fight.

He seemed to resign himself, raising his sword overhead. I was already within striking range and focused on his attack.

With mineral magic, I could easily block the sword, but I wanted a fair fight.

The massive, gravity-enhanced strike came down. It was a powerful blow, on par with Siegrune's. Impressive, but not enough to faze me.

I dodged the strike and attacked the bald guy, who was still in the follow-through. Despite the intensity of his first strike, his eyes remained calm, tracking my movements. Fascinating.

I took a step forward, only to be surprised by an unexpected attack.

He kicked the scrap metal of the shield at me. The metal chunk flew straight toward me!

I kept my composure, keeping the bald guy in my sights. This guy was good.

"Not so easy, is it?"

I punched the metal chunk back. The bald guy, caught off guard, took the hit and fell to his knees.

"Ugh! Damn, you're a monster."

"Excuse me, insulting a beautiful lady like me? Maybe you need to train harder."

"...You're a bizarre woman."

He probably couldn't continue fighting, but he seemed to have lost his will.

The battle around us was still raging. The enemy outnumbered us three to one, and some were quite strong. The Kikyo Society members were holding their ground, but it was tough.

Our defensive capabilities were high thanks to our cloaks, but our weapons were mostly ordinary metal. Breaking through enemies' armor and shields was difficult. We had to focus on defense, fighting multiple foes at once.

"You seem to have lost your spirit," I noted.

"I don't want to die. I'll order my men to withdraw if you let us go."

"Wait a moment. This is a good training opportunity. Let's keep going."

"Training?"

He looked at me suspiciously.

"Look around. They have more numbers, but the battle is evenly matched. It's exciting, isn't it? If anyone gets seriously injured, I'll help them. But for now, let's see how it plays out."

If I joined in, I could turn the tide, but it wouldn't be fair to the others. Roberta and Violante were doing surprisingly well, providing support. This was a good test for them.

The bald guy seemed to be assessing the damage, but he didn't respond, lying down to rest. He had probably given up.

The battle leaders had been defeated, but no one was stopping. The tide slowly turned as Siegrune and Gradena took down the strongest opponents. No one had dropped out from the Kikyo Society, a testament to their mental fortitude.

Mary and Shelby maintained their defensive positions, while Angelina took on as many enemies as possible to ease the burden on the others. Valeria moved through the fray, disrupting the enemy. Siegrune and the others steadily reduced the enemy numbers.

Despite the impromptu teamwork, they were doing well. Adding my support to the rear would make it even more effective. Bonnie and Paula were also on standby, ready to jump in.

The battle gradually turned in our favor. We finished off the last opponent without much trouble. Everyone was tired but satisfied.

The enemy had taken some injuries, but none looked life-threatening. No need to waste healing potions.

"That's it, it's over."

"Phew, I'm exhausted."

"Me too, I don't think I can go on," Roberta said.

The battle enthusiasts were satisfied. No one had collapsed or suffered major injuries.

Our Kikyo Society members had only minor injuries. We should rest at a sweet shop before heading home.

"Is it over?"

The bald guy had apparently recovered.

"None of your men are dead. That's good. If you want to fight, I'll take you on any time, but stop causing trouble in the city."

"I'll pass that on to my employer."

"Also, get out of here. Lying around is disruptive."

He nodded bitterly and walked over to his men. The crowd emerged, and the street vendors resumed their business.

These people were resilient. The quick return to normal was intriguing.

No one approached us, recognizing that this was a conflict between rival factions. But I could hear the excited chatter about the battle.

Feel free to spread the word. It would be good for the Kikyo Society's reputation.

"Hey, you! What did you do to the men I borrowed from the count?"

Oh, right. The fat scam merchant was making a fuss. His connection to the count explained the private army.

Whatever. The bald guy wasn't fighting to the death for a scam merchant. He surrendered as soon as he realized he couldn't win.

The scam merchant would have been a problem if he kept shouting, but the bald guy calmed him down and led his men away.

I turned to Roberta and Violante. They had helped a lot, and without their aid, the outcome might have been different.

"Roberta, Violante, thank you."

"Yes, I'm glad we could help."

"We were able to contribute thanks to your support."

They were humble, but their assistance was invaluable.

"That shadow magic was impressive."

"The wind magic saved us in a few tight spots."

"Your physical enhancement magic was also pretty good."

"You're promising new members."

"I won't be outdone."

"Great, looking forward to working with you!"

Hold on, why are we suddenly talking about joining the Kikyo Society?

After all they've been through, why would they want to join us? This isn't something to decide on a whim.

Young as they were, it was important to make a thoughtful decision. Alright.

"Wait a moment! We're the Kikyo Society. We're not exactly law-abiding citizens. Do you understand what that means? Battles like this are a daily occurrence."

Roberta and Violante nodded and faced me with determination.

"We noticed from the moment you saved us. We talked about it, and we decided we wanted to join, even with the risks."

"Right. After fighting with you, we gained confidence. We can do this. When the opportunity came to join, we jumped at it."

"I'm sorry, but it's true. Fighting with you only made us more determined."

"Please, let us join!"

Their earnest plea was hard to resist.

"Onee-sama."

Valeria also seemed welcoming. These girls were close to her age, and they might have a positive influence on her.

"If you're this determined, I can't say no."

They needed more training, but I was willing to help them grow.

"Alright then!"

"We'll be strict, though."

The Kikyo Society members cheered, forgetting their fatigue.

We'll rest at a sweet shop and head home. Later, we'll celebrate at the usual restaurant on Lightning Street.



		
			Chapter 34

			Recruitment Drive

			It's been a while since the debut on Sixth Avenue, hasn't it?

Every day, we encounter trouble, but nothing too serious has come up.

It's just the simple job of showing up and knocking down any fools who show up.

We never know when a truly strong opponent or a serious assault from another gang might come, so we can't afford to thin out our forces on Sixth Avenue too much.

Still, I think the likelihood of the Kikyo Society Headquarters being targeted will increase in the future, and we need to have the capability to deal with such situations.

That means I should stay at the base, which is only natural. I may say it myself, but I am the Kikyo Society's top fighter. If someone can support me, we can manage to fight while protecting non-combatants.

Distributing the Combat Unit between Lightning Street and Sixth Avenue is working for now. Roberta and Violante are still considered apprentices and aren't counted in the numbers, but I have high hopes for them.

We manage to get by, but the organization is full of problems and is far from functional.

Under the current system, training is difficult, and there's no time for rest. While our real-time combat during troubles serves as interpersonal training, most of our opponents are weak, and we can't use offensive magic in the city. This inevitably leads to a biased training routine, and over time, it can lead to complacency. This can't go on.

We urgently need to secure more personnel, and the more, the better.

In the future, we'll need to open bars and gambling houses, which will require security. We also need people like Josephine for information gathering and other roles. Lately, I've been too busy to collect and analyze information myself.

Moreover, the Kikyo Society is heavily skewed towards close-combat specialists.

The only ones with significant mid- to long-range capabilities are me and the apprentice, Violante.

While my preferred fighting style is close combat because I have the skills for it, my most suitable role is mid- to long-range combat support from the back. But with our current lineup, I might have to take on a role I'm not as comfortable with. If such a situation arises, I want to leave the front to someone else.

Even without my personal preferences, if we lack someone to fill other roles, the absence of key personnel could spell disaster. This is a serious flaw, and as the president, it's natural for me to seek diverse talent.

If I could, I'd love to have someone to handle menial tasks like cleaning. We just don't have enough people.

Good talent isn't just lying around, and even if we're lucky enough to find a few, we'd have to train them ourselves to reach our standards. We have a precedent with Mary, so it's not impossible.

Still, it would be nice to have some ready-to-use talent.

Is there anyone out there? Training is good, but it takes time.

"You look troubled, Yukari-dono."

"Yeah, I guess. I just don't have enough people."

"Indeed. We're in a situation where we'd even welcome a helping hand."

Today, Siegrune and I are on standby at headquarters. Incidentally, we've decided to call the Kikyo Society's building 'headquarters.' We plan to establish branches in the future, so we settled on this term.

"Is there anyone out there who's strong, trustworthy, and willing to join us?"

"...Hmm."

Siegrune ponders my lighthearted remark.

"I have a few female colleagues from my past. Should I send them an invitation letter?"

"Sure, former Blue Knights should have no problem with skill."

"Not all of them were Blue Knights, but I'll contact them and see how they're doing. I might as well invite them while I'm at it."

"Go ahead. But be honest about what we do."

If they do join, I'd welcome them with open arms, but who knows?

"Of course. They might find it interesting and join. I'll give it a shot."

As I watched Siegrune head to her room, I felt something nagging at me.

Letters, letters... I have a feeling something's off.

"Ah!"

I haven't written to them—the people from the camp! Zenobia, the ex-madam Caroline, healer Rozabel, and her adventurer escort Ophelia. I promised to write to them and forgot. It's been a while, and I feel bad about it.

I'll write to them now and see if they can bring more people. It would be great if they could.

Regardless of the outcome, I'd be happy to see them again. I'll write to them today.

I wonder how the Royal Capital is doing. I'll ask the guild if they can deliver the letters.

Speaking of which, this is the first time I'm writing a handwritten letter. Writing multiple letters is a bit tedious, and I wish we had something like a telephone.

While fax-like magical devices are available, communication devices aren't as widespread as I thought.

"Ugh, these bigwigs are so frustrating."

While the details are unclear, a certain organization on the continent seems to monopolize and keep useful magical technologies secret, providing only limited versions to certain organizations and countries. The magical aptitude required for communication is also extremely rare, and many organizations and countries haven't managed to develop practical magical devices for communication.

These are just rumors, but the existence of fax-like devices proves that communication devices are possible. It would be nice if everyone could use them easily.

That said, the letter campaign will take time to bear fruit, and there's no guarantee it will work.

As president, I can't afford to be overly optimistic. I should consider the next step in case recruiting acquaintances fails.

We could try scouting or even a large-scale recruitment drive. I'll discuss it with everyone later.

I carefully write the unfamiliar letters. Thanks to the practice in the camp, my handwriting is decent. I'm glad I practiced, as it wouldn't look good if the president had poor handwriting.

I'll send the letters to Zenobia at the Mercenary Guild, Caroline at the closest address I can find, Rozabel at the Healer Guild, and Ophelia at the Adventurer Guild. I'll visit the guilds tomorrow to arrange for their delivery.

It took longer than I expected to write just four letters, and I'm tired.

Just as I finished, Kikyo Society members started returning. Today was another busy day.

"Everyone, welcome back. How was it today?"

"Onee-sama, Sixth Avenue was the same as usual. We just chased a few people away, nothing major."

"Same old."

"Lightning Street was peaceful as always."

"It's not as bad as I heard. Maybe the Bruno Gang exaggerated."

Hmm, it seems everything is as it should be, but I don't think it's a good trend.

While no one seems to be slacking off, it could be too late if something happens. We need to increase our numbers and give ourselves some breathing room.

"Where did Siegrune go?"

"She's in her room, writing letters."

"Letters?"

I haven't seen her write letters before, so it's a bit unusual.

"Recruitment letters. We don't have enough people, so she's reaching out to acquaintances. If you come across anyone good, bring them in."

"That's great! It'll be lively again!"

As they discuss potential candidates, the study group also arrives.

"It's lively!"

"We're back. It seems lively, but what's going on?"

I explained the letter campaign to Frederica and the others.

"That's good. We need to actively recruit new talent. We need immediate fighters and train new members. We don't have enough people to implement our future plans. If we can, I'd like to lighten my own workload."

"Yukari-san, our earnings will increase in the future, right? Is it okay to hire so many people now?"

"We have some funds, but Yukari, what do you plan to do about their pay?"

I think providing meals and a place to stay is enough for new recruits who need training. For seasoned fighters, we'll need to offer appropriate compensation. Everyone is working more for the experience and passion at the moment.

While we have some funds, we can't pay new members more than the current team.

Currently, the only regular income we receive is a small protection fee from Lightning Street, which barely covers food and living expenses. We need to get out of this volunteer state soon.

It's time to approach Sixth Avenue for protection fees. Our security services aren't free forever. Torietta-san should have already informed them.

Yes, it's about time. Ideally, I'd wait for them to make the first move, but the situation doesn't allow for that. It can't be helped.

Once that's settled, we'll open a bar on Sixth Avenue. We'll start by hiring employees and putting Sophie in charge. Initial costs will add up, but we've planned for it.

A protection fee from Sixth Avenue alone should provide some income, and once the bar opens, we should be financially stable for a while. It will take time, but we have a clear plan. Now, we just need to execute it.

Once we fully control our territory, the protection fee will be several times higher, and the bar's revenue will be substantial. This is a good start for funding.

However, securing talent remains the main challenge. Immediate fighters won't join immediately, and even if they do, there won't be many.

We'll have to offer in-kind compensation and future prospects, just like we do now. After all, the Kikyo Society's coat is worth a fortune on its own. No complaints there.

While there are risks, the future prospects are bright. If this doesn't work, we'll have to reconsider. Yes, let's try it. In the end, it's all about the try.

"...Hmm, we can't pay, so it has to be in-kind compensation. Same as everyone else. That's our only option."

"It will depend on the person, but persuasion is key."

"We don't even know if immediate fighters will join. We'll cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, we need to figure out how to attract other new recruits."

The Kikyo Society is far from a legitimate profession in this world. We could advertise if we paid, but that feels off.

Let's see how we can recruit them.

"How about posting flyers?"

"Flyers... Will that work?"

Flyers on bulletin boards or in front of shops. If it works, it would be convenient.

"Yukari, the Kikyo Society is quite popular. We've been getting good reviews lately."

"Really? When did that happen?"

"Onee-sama, the Kikyo Society stands out. Our coats are eye-catching, and we're strong. We're disliked by men but popular among women. I wish I were popular with men."

"That's surprising, but it could be troublesome if too many people apply."

It's hard to imagine, but it could be a problem if too many people apply. As long as it's manageable, it might be fine, but I'm a bit worried.

"We can't predict how many will apply. If a lot of people apply, let's hire them all. Even if only half stay, it's a win. We have plenty of roles to fill."

That's a bold and refreshing suggestion.

"We need to be careful. It's a physical job, and even in roles like Frederica's, there are constant risks. We can't afford to take in uncommitted people. We need to screen applicants carefully."

We don't want to invest time and effort only to have them quit later.

"Hey, what about Sarah? She's wearing the Kikyo Society coat and playing around."

"...Ah, yes."

We can't take it off her now. I'll assign her a bodyguard. Another person we need.

"I'll make the recruitment flyers. If you come across anyone promising or enthusiastic, bring them in. I'll also look out for them when I go out. Everyone, please help."

The recruitment might go well, but we need to be careful not to attract too many. I'll make the flyers strict to avoid that. If no one applies, we'll reconsider and start with strict requirements.

My letters and Siegrune's will take a few days to reach their recipients, and it will take even longer to get a response. We can only wait and hope for good news.

It might be premature, but I'll ask Torietta-san to start making more coats once we have more official members. We need to confirm schedules with her as well."



		
			Chapter 35

			Sending Out Letters

			・Kikyo Society Recruitment Notice, Seeking Women

【Race】Any

【Origin】Any

【Status】Any

【Age】Any

【Experience】Any

【Requirement】Women only

【Reward】Depends on performance

【Benefits】Provision of adequate meals and lodging, medical treatment

【Danger】No guarantee of life, constant danger

【Duration】As long as you live

【Gathering Place】In front of the Kikyo Society on Lightning Street.

【Gathering Date and Time】Either morning or afternoon of the next day, or three days from now. Any time within the specified morning or afternoon.

*There is a training period. If the set standards are not met during this period, you will be disqualified. Benefits are guaranteed during the training period.

*Those with ambition, who wish to utilize their abilities, or who seek something, please come to the Kikyo Society.

"Does this look good?"

The Kikyo Society gathered at the office early in the morning. When I showed them the recruitment notice we had worked on all night, the reactions were less than enthusiastic. I was pretty confident, but something seemed off.

"Does it look like this?"

"Yukarinowe, are you serious?"

"True, no guarantee of life and constant danger. But it is accurate."

"If someone comes running after seeing this, they must be an idiot. I like idiots, though."

"Well, it’s not like we want wimps. But will anyone actually come?"

"To be honest, I think it’s too honest… but if someone responds to this, they’d be promising new members."

Mixed reactions from the others. I think being honest is fine, but—

Our Kikyo Society is about to face some dangerous situations. We don’t want half-hearted people.

"If no one applies, we can always change it. Just go with this for now."

I made a few copies and handed them to the outreach team. The question is, where to post them.

"Is it okay to post them on Lightning Street and Sixth Avenue? There are bulletin boards there, so no complaints should come our way."

We should post them in the streets where we usually operate for better effect.

Apparently, the bulletin boards managed by the administration can be used by anyone. However, anything not specifically approved will be removed at night. So, if we only need it for a day, we can post it without permission.

"Where else do determined, ambitious people gather?"

"Probably in the slums or refugee areas. What do you think?"

Hmm, that’s a tough call. There might be people with ambition and drive, but there could also be a lot of deadbeats. I don’t want to waste time on them.

"Don’t worry, Yukarinowe. If there are any cocky types, we can politely send them away. It’s the same as usual."

"You’re right. Just post some there too. Thanks."

After seeing off the patrol and training groups, I leaned back on the sofa in the reception area. Whether anyone responds to the recruitment notice or not, we’ll find out tomorrow. I’ll try to be hopeful.

Leaving the headquarters in Gradena’s and Roberta’s hands, I headed out to send some letters.

I’ve never been to any guild except the Commerce Guild, so I’m looking forward to it. I wonder what the atmosphere is like.

First, I stopped by the Adventurer Guild. The first thing that caught my eye was the reception counter, similar to the Commerce Guild, with a beautiful receptionist. There was a large board with requests posted on it, and a room that looked like a cafeteria in the back.

Armed adventurers were scattered around, chatting and doing various things. No one seemed to be paying any attention to me, so I didn’t expect any trouble. It wasn’t a busy time, so there weren’t too many people around.

I approached an empty counter, and a glamorous, urban beauty greeted me with a smile.

"Welcome to the Adventurer Guild. I don’t recognize you. What brings you here?"

She’s pretty friendly. I don’t mind that.

"I need to send a letter. Would this be considered a request?"

"Well, it would be handled as a request. Which city are you sending it to?"

"Um, I’m not sure. It’s for an adventurer named Ophelia."

"Ophelia… I don’t think she’s in this city. If we check through other guild branches, there might be someone with the same name. Do you know her party name?"

Oops, I didn’t ask for that. I stumbled right away.

"Do you have any other information? Like the names of her companions?"

I was at a loss, but the receptionist offered to help.

"Ah, right. There’s an elf named Albert. Then there’s Violante, Liliane, and Mia."

As I mentioned Ophelia’s companions, the receptionist wrote down the names neatly.

"Having these names should be enough. However, we’ll need to search through guild communications, so the cost will be higher."

"I see. How much exactly?"

"The communication fees are quite high. If we can find her in one try, it won’t be too bad, but if we have to contact each branch, it will add up."

"Guess we’ll have to see."

"Exactly. Even if we can’t find her, you’ll still have to pay the communication fees. What do you want to do?"

"I’ll go ahead with it. How much should I pay as a deposit?"

—

It’s an unexpected expense, but it can’t be helped. I’ll come back tomorrow to check the results and pay any additional fees if needed.

While I was there, I asked about the state of the Royal Capital. Many people are working hard to rebuild it. If that’s the case, Zenobia and Caroline might still be there. So, I also asked the Adventurer Guild to deliver letters to the Mercenary Guild in the Royal Capital.

To officially request this, I had to fill out some forms. When I wrote my name, the receptionist commented, "Oh, you’re the one they’re talking about," with a meaningful tone. I was curious about what they were saying, but it’s fine.

"See you tomorrow."

"Sure, see you tomorrow."

I was impressed again by the receptionist’s charming smile as she saw me off.

She’s beautiful, friendly, and curvy. Plus, she seems tough. She could easily charm and disarm even veteran adventurers or enthusiastic newbies.

After leaving the Adventurer Guild, I headed straight to the Healer Guild.

The reception counter there was similar, but the receptionists were different. Instead of a beautiful lady, there were a nervous-looking man in glasses and a bored-looking woman.

The atmosphere was more like a government office than a service-oriented business. The first impression wasn’t great.

Healers, with their high-demand magical abilities, hold a significant social status. Especially those working for the guild are considered elite.

The receptionist’s attitude was far from service-oriented, exuding a sense of pride even in their role as a receptionist.

Fine, I don’t really care. I just need to get my business done. I’m not trying to be friendly.

Ignoring the slightly unwelcoming air, I approached the man who happened to meet my gaze.

"Be brief."

Standing in front of the counter, I was greeted with this. No proper greeting, just a cold response.

Well, I guess he’s straightforward. Let’s get this over with quickly.

"Um, I need to deliver some items."

"Hmph, items? The Healer Guild isn’t a delivery service. Try the Adventurer Guild."

Maybe I should have said "deliver a letter" instead. But it’s a letter with healing potions, so it’s more like a delivery. If he had interpreted it more kindly, he might not have reacted so rudely.

But, he’s pissing me off. I didn’t come here to start a fight, but I have a reason to be here. Rosabel-san asked me to send the letter from the Healer Guild, so I came all the way here. I don’t deserve this attitude.

What’s his problem? I need to say something.

"Hey, listen. A healer friend told me to send it from the Healer Guild, so I came here. What’s with this attitude?"

"Hmph, I don’t know who told you that, but you should leave now. This isn’t a delivery service. Don’t make me repeat myself."

I’m losing my patience. If he says one more thing, I might lose it. I’ll leave before I do something I regret.

I can’t waste my time on an ignorant fool.

"Just a moment! Wait a minute. At least tell us who told you this."

As I turned to leave, an older woman called out to me.

"Hey, don’t get involved. We’ve already told her to leave."

"Just wait a moment. It’s part of our job to accept letters and items for healers."

What the hell? These people are so frustrating.

"If you’re not going to help, I have no business here. Keep talking like that, and I won’t hold back."

"Hey, lady. What can you do? I won’t go easy on you."

"Wait a minute! Tell us who asked you to come here. Hurry up!"

I’m trying to avoid trouble, but—

I’m about to snap.

"…It was Rosabel. I won’t come back here again."

"Wait, wait! Rosabel-sama?!"

"No way! Wait, what’s your name?!"

"Shut up. What’s your problem?"

"Just tell us your name!"

The man and woman suddenly became anxious. The other healers, who had been watching coldly, started to panic.

"Listen carefully, I’ll only say this once. I am Shinogami. I won’t tolerate any more of your nonsense."

"Lies! You’re a liar!"

The man suddenly got angry and insulted me. I don’t understand.

I sighed deeply. I clenched my fist with quiet anger and turned back to the counter.

The moment the man started to speak, I leaned over the sturdy counter, raised my fist from my shoulder, and brought it down with a straight punch.

The result was clear.

With a single punch, the counter was shattered dramatically, far more than what a small fist should have been able to do.

The Healer Guild fell silent, as if they had just witnessed something unbelievable.

"I said I won’t tolerate it. Next time, I’ll take you down. Don’t worry, there are plenty of healers here, so you won’t die. Isn’t it great to have healing magic?"

They were overwhelmed by my presence and said nothing. I decided to leave.

"Wait! Wait a minute. Are you Yukarinowe, no, Lady Yukarinowe?"

The woman recovered and started talking again. I don’t need to stay here.

"You’re being stubborn."

"I apologize. Is this a delivery from Lady Yukarinowe to Lady Rosabel?"

"That’s what I’ve been saying. Now, cut it out."

The healers turned pale at my angry response. They started the trouble, yet they’re acting so pitiful.

Just as I was about to leave, another man appeared.

"What’s going on here?"

Another authority figure.

"Guildmaster!"

"It’s about the special instructions from Lady Rosabel."

The Guildmaster seemed to understand the situation by looking at the destroyed counter.

The staff clearly need better training. This is the responsibility of the higher-ups.

"I apologize for the poor service. Please come to my office for a better discussion."

To my surprise, he apologized.

Even if it’s troublesome, I can’t dismiss the Guildmaster. He seems reasonable.

"You people need to listen to others. It took a big detour just to get that through. Honestly, you’re something else."

"You—!"

The receptionist reacted quickly to my sarcasm but was silenced by the Guildmaster’s sharp glance.

"Again, I apologize. Please come with me."

He led me to his office, accompanied by the woman, to avoid any further interruptions.

Finally, we can get to the point.

The Guildmaster’s office had a maid preparing tea, which surprised me.

"Let me introduce myself. I am Termiode of the Exembra Healer Guild. I apologize for the poor service."

"It’s fine. I can’t refuse an apology from the Guildmaster. Since I broke the counter, we can call it even."

"You’re quite frank. Given the poor service, I can understand your reaction. If you weren’t a guest of Lady Rosabel, I might not have been so lenient."

The Guildmaster seemed slightly displeased. I would have been more polite, but after what happened, I lost all patience.

The scent of the tea poured by the maid helped calm my frayed nerves.

"Anyway, what about Rosabel-san?"

Satisfied with the pleasant tea, I prompted him to continue.

"Yes. A while ago, we received a notice from the healer guilds. Any letters or items from someone named Yukarinowe should be delivered immediately."

"Ah, Rosabel-san is a respected figure in the Healer Guild. She must have arranged this. She’s considerate."

"Rosabel-sama specifically instructed us to treat you with respect. I didn’t expect this to happen. Your reputation and abilities were well-known, and you lived up to them."

The Guildmaster looked at me suspiciously. I wonder what Rosabel-san told them about me.

"Since you know, why did it come to this? Oh well, I’ll let it go. I brought a letter and some items. Please deliver them. That’s all I need."

"The contents are not to be inquired about. Is that correct?"

"Exactly. Guildmaster, the quality of your staff is poor. I’ll say this clearly: if you pry into these items, regardless of Rosabel-san’s influence, I will consider it a challenge to the Kikyo emblem. No matter how much the guild protects them, they will face consequences. Remember that."

The woman tensed at my words but remained silent under my pressure. I wasn’t bluffing.

The Guildmaster, a man of his position, should understand the significance of my black coat. If he knows my capabilities, he won’t take any more risks.

"…The Kikyo Society. I’ve heard rumors, but it seems to be more than that. I understand. I will personally take responsibility for the items."

"Really? The Guildmaster will deliver them himself?"

"Given the poor quality of my staff, I have no choice. I understand your seriousness. I must do it myself."

"Guildmaster, that’s too much!"

I don’t want to make the Guildmaster run errands. I just want them to do their job properly.

"I had business in the city where Rosabel-sama is staying. I’ll deliver them on my way."

"Is that so? If you insist, I have no complaints. I trust you to deliver them to Rosabel-san."

"Understood. My departure will be a few days from now. Is that acceptable?"

"It’s fine as long as it’s not too late. I’ll leave it to you."

A few days shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll leave it to him and head back.

On my way out, I ignored the broken counter. The men were cleaning up, and their gazes were uncomfortable, but I didn’t want to make eye contact. It’s best to avoid unnecessary trouble now that we’ve settled things.

I bought some delicious junk food near the guild and headed back to the headquarters.

Just sending a letter was surprisingly tiring.



		
			Chapter 36

			The Flower Maiden

			Today is the first day of our recruitment campaign. I hope a lot of people show up.

I'm usually an early riser, but I woke up even earlier today, feeling particularly excited. I got out of bed feeling refreshed, even in the dim morning light.

The Kikyo Society Headquarters was still quiet, so I took a slightly cold shower to clear my mind and body.

As I was drying my indigo hair, someone entered the changing room.

"Yukari, you're as early as always."

"You're a rare sight, Frederica. You're usually a bit later."

"Well, I..."

Unlike me, she hadn't slept well. She had been in a light sleep all night, and the sun had risen before she knew it. She was now trying to wake up with a shower.

"Nervous about something?"

"I don't think so. It's only been a day since we started the recruitment. I don't expect many to show up."

"Guess so."

We did mention the risks in the recruitment notice. It's unlikely that many would apply, knowing the dangers.

It might even be zero. No, it can't be zero... right?

With these thoughts, I got dressed and headed out for my usual morning routine.

"I'll be training in the basement. Call me if anything happens."

"I'll check outside after my shower."

I doubt anyone will show up this early, but I headed out to the garage to reach the training ground. The structure could use an upgrade, but it's too late for that now.

The morning sun was blinding, and the dry air felt refreshing. I considered doing some calisthenics outside instead of staying in the basement.

A white figure caught my eye, interrupting my thoughts.

Her silhouette, blocking the sun, was backlit, making it hard to see her face. Few people are out at this hour.

"Is it you, Kikyo Society?"

Her voice was drawn out. As I approached, I saw a beautiful woman with a hand on her cheek, looking troubled.

She had a gentle aura, and her white attire suited her well. She looked like a white witch.

A wide-brimmed, pointed hat, a flowing white robe, and colorful corsages adorned her. A large kikyo flower decoration on her waist was a standout feature. Even her bag had floral decorations. She must be a huge flower enthusiast.

To be honest, she doesn't look like someone who would apply to us.

But she did mention the Kikyo Society. Maybe I'm mistaken.

"Yes, you've found the right place."

"Oh, what a relief. I'm quite forgetful, and I was worried I might have the wrong address."

She's a new type. She has her own unique pace. I don't dislike it, but it's new.

"What brings you here?"

"I saw your recruitment notice and thought I'd apply."

Really? Maybe she's misunderstood the Kikyo Society. But what if she's unexpectedly a fighter?

I can't tell. Let's hear her out. Training will have to wait.

"Alright, come inside. I'll listen to what you have to say."

"Thank you. I'll make myself at home."

I led her inside the headquarters.

Frederica is still in the shower, and the early risers should be waking up soon. We'll have some time to chat before anyone else arrives.

I asked her to sit and quickly prepared some tea.

I made a red tea-flavored recovery potion. The scent filled the office, and I'm proud of the quality of this red tea.

"Here's your tea. Enjoy."

"It smells wonderful. It's delicious. But you didn't use tea leaves, did you?"

"You have a good nose. This is a magical creation that mimics red tea."

"Hehe, I'm a specialist in plants, so I can tell easily."

Her love for flowers isn't just for show.

She's a specialist, which is intriguing. I'll ask her more about it.

I sat across from her and took a sip of tea before starting the conversation.

"Let's start with introductions. I'm Shinogami. You can call me Yukari. What's your name?"

"I'm Orchid Lily. I'm good with flower magic."

"Flower magic?"

It sounds unique. Is it a metaphor?

"Yes. I can make flowers bloom. Hehe."

Impressive. Even as a scholar, I've never heard of such a unique and useful magic. I'm curious about its range and capabilities.

Can it make any plant bloom, or just flowers? Can it include trees and fruits? Does it accelerate growth or create plants with magic? I'm interested in the scale and speed.

There's a lot to explore, and I'm eager to learn.

"Are the flowers on your clothes real? Did you make them with magic?"

"Hehe, yes, they're magical creations."

She stood up proudly and spun around, showing off the flowers. It's a natural gesture, almost innocent.

"The flowers smell wonderful. They're lovely. But why are you here so early?"

"There are flowers that only bloom in the early morning in a nearby flower bed. I was out for a walk to see them and arrived early."

There are a few community-managed flower beds in the area. That must be what she means.

"You really love flowers. Can you tell me more about your flower magic?"

"Of course!"

She explained her unique magic in detail. It's quite impressive. I asked about the scope and found out she can do a lot. It's a powerful magic. Why would she want to join the Kikyo Society with such a unique and valuable skill?

There must be many organizations that would want her. I can't help but ask.

"So, why the Kikyo Society?"

"Well, I used to manage the gardens at the palace in Retnark. After the coup, things changed, and I was forced to flee. I ended up here in Exembra."

She shared her background, which was both surprising and understandable. I asked for more details, and she revealed a challenging past.

Before the coup, she had the freedom to create gardens as she pleased. The queen loved her work. After the coup, her beloved gardens were destroyed, and she was pressured to use her magic for military purposes. She refused and fled Retnark.

"So, why the Kikyo Society?"

"It's because of the flowers, of course. I love kikyo flowers the most. When I saw the Kikyo Society, I knew it was my destiny."

She spoke with a bright smile and genuine enthusiasm. It's clear she's passionate about flowers.

I need to make sure she understands the risks involved.

"Did you read the recruitment notice? It mentions the dangers."

"I'm not afraid. I'm willing to go to great lengths for rare flowers. I even fought my way out of Retnark."

She can handle herself, it seems. If she can use her flower magic as described, she should be able to protect herself.

She mentioned that the recruitment notice welcomed people with various skills and ambitions.

"Do you have something specific in mind?"

"Yes, I do."

She explained her ambitions, which were surprisingly practical. She loves flowers and wants to make the world a more beautiful place. She has dreams of creating gardens beyond the confines of a palace.

She also mentioned that she lacks funds and that the Kikyo Society could provide her with the means to achieve her goals. Her decision to join us is driven by practical reasons.

I understand her motives better now. Joining the Kikyo Society might be a rational choice for her.

Her ambitions are admirable, but we can't afford to support unprofitable ventures. If her goals align with our mission and she can contribute, we'll consider it.

"Frederica, is there a front desk we need?"

She seemed to light up at the idea.

"What does the Kikyo Society do? A front desk could be useful. We handle security and will soon open a bar. Having a different face could open new possibilities."

A front desk could attract a different clientele and provide a different image for the Kikyo Society.

"I agree. It could be beneficial."

The specifics can be worked out by someone like Frederica, who is good at administrative tasks.

"What will I be doing?"

"How about running a flower shop? You can start by beautifying Exembra with flowers."

"That sounds wonderful!"

There might not be any flower shops in the city. Most flowers are grown in gardens or collected from the wild. A flower shop could be a new and profitable venture.

"Alright, we'll prepare the shop. In the meantime, we'll need to train you. Do you understand the risks?"

"Yes, I understand. I'm willing to work hard and earn my place."

She nodded determinedly. She seems like a valuable addition to the Kikyo Society.

Frederica and I nodded in agreement. It's settled.

"I'll assign you a room. The others should be up soon, and we'll have breakfast together."

"Thank you!"

"Frederica, please show her around."

Lily seems like a good fit. We'll see how she develops.



		
			Chapter 37

			Recruitment Drive: Progress Report

			After a short morning training session, I returned to the office to find the Kikyo Society members and Lily chatting excitedly.

They were bombarding the new arrival with questions.

"Yukari, this new member is really interesting!"

"Flower magic? That's amazing!"

"It's a very rare type of magic. Fascinating!"

"We're so happy to have a new member!"

Especially the apprentices, Roberta and Violante, seemed thrilled to have a new junior member.

Lily is likely older than them and might have better overall combat skills, despite her gentle appearance. Regardless, she will need to start from the basics to meet our standards.

Lily seems to have good physical strength and a decent amount of magical power. We'll train her to at least have basic self-defense skills and improve her Physical Enhancement Magic. We aim to bring her up to the minimum standards of the Kikyo Society.

While our minimum standards are high, they are well above the average.

"Let's have breakfast. You're on duty today, Angelina. Afterward, train the apprentices and teach Lily what she needs to know."

"Sure, I'll take care of it."

"We might have more applicants today, so I'll handle them. While you're out, keep an eye out for anyone who looks promising and try to recruit them."

After setting the plan for the day, we headed to our usual diner.

It's a good start. I hope the rest of the day goes well.

After a more lively breakfast than usual, I returned to the headquarters and started preparing tea.

The outside was unusually noisy. More applicants, perhaps?

I quickly put on my indigo coat and stepped outside to find an unexpected scene.

"Hey, a woman showed up."

"Hurry up and bring us food."

"Did you call us here? We came all the way for food. Bring it quickly!"

"Hey, little girl, don't be so sassy."

I had no idea what these rough men were talking about. We didn't advertise a free meal.

Are they mistaken, or is this some kind of prank?

One of them approached me, spitting as he spoke. I stepped back, avoiding his reach.

"What's going on here?"

"What do you mean? We heard there's free food here."

"The notice clearly stated we're only recruiting women. You men aren't welcome here."

I tried to explain, but they seemed to have only heard a partial, distorted version of the recruitment notice.

"Who cares? Just bring us food."

"Come on, hurry up."

"You little brat, don't be so cheeky!"

They clearly didn't understand. I had to set them straight.

"I'll say this clearly. We're only recruiting women. Men are not welcome. Now, go away."

"Hey, lady, are you sure?"

"We posted a notice, and it clearly stated we're only recruiting women. You should go."

"Feh, whatever."

I punched one in the gut, silencing him. I repeated the action with another, knocking him out. The next one seemed to understand and fled.

"Go away."

I glared at the remaining men, and they quickly dispersed.

In the end, the only legitimate applicant that day was Lily.

I had hoped for more, but it's only been a day. Maybe more will come on the next recruitment day.

I decided to head to the Adventurer Guild to send some letters. I'll wait patiently for a response.

The following recruitment day was more promising, with about ten applicants. It was heartening, but most of them didn't seem to have any combat skills.

They had read the notice and seemed prepared for the risks, but they were looking for non-combat roles. I hadn't expected this.

Most were refugees from the fallen Royal Capital and Retnark, surviving by any means necessary. They showed resilience, which is a good sign for training.

One notable applicant was a former noble's daughter. While she didn't have a fiefdom, she had some knowledge and skills that could be useful. Her magical abilities were decent, and I had high hopes for her.

A few days later, in the evening, I was contemplating how to expand the Combat Unit when the patrol group returned.

"Welcome back. How was it today?"

"Good news, actually. We have an interesting story."

Gradena seemed excited, and the others looked equally enthusiastic. It seemed to be good news.

"What happened?"

"Remember we talked about scouting for promising people? On the way back, we stopped by the slums and found something interesting."

"You know how the slums are divided into factions, with young people fighting each other?"

Everyone in Exembra knows about the slums. It's a dangerous place even for visitors. It's a haven for orphaned boys who form gangs and engage in various crimes.

"So, did you find some boys?"

"Not exactly. It seems the girls in the slums have formed their own group, inspired by us. They're trying to emulate the Kikyo Society."

"We caught them in the middle of a fight with a group of boys."

"Onee-sama, the girls were as strong as me and my peers, overwhelming the boys. They have potential."

That's surprising. I hadn't heard of this before. They must be a group of determined young girls.

"They have a lot of spirit. They were overpowering the same number of boys. They have potential."

"That's interesting."

Siegrune, who wasn't there, seemed intrigued by the story.

Determined young girls could be a good addition to the Combat Unit.

"But why didn't they apply when we posted the notice in the slums?"

"That's a good point."

"But from what we saw today, they don't seem afraid. They might have a fighting spirit."

"True. They showed determination, even if they didn't apply immediately."

It's hard to say for sure.

"Let's give it a try. There's no harm in reaching out to them. Why didn't you approach them while they were fighting?"

"We didn't want to interrupt. We observed for a while, but they started fighting again, and it was taking too long. So, we came back."

Fair enough. I wouldn't like it if someone interrupted me in the middle of a fight either.

"What do you think? Should we go and talk to them now?"

It's best to act quickly.

"Good idea. I'll go. You all should have dinner first."

"Gradena, are you going alone? Take someone with you."

"Onee-sama, I'll go."

Valeria volunteered immediately, full of energy.

"I'll go too."

"Me too."

Siegrune and Bonnie quickly joined in.

"That's enough. Too many of us might be overwhelming. You four should be fine. Enjoy your dinner."

I stopped the others. Four of them should be more than enough. They nodded and went to eat while I prepared for the evening's task.



		
			Chapter 38

			A Difference in Class

			This chapter contains violent scenes.

Readers who are uncomfortable with such content should be cautious.

Additionally, I have posted a short story set in the same world. While the characters are different, I hope you'll check it out if you're interested.
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			Maybe Too Many?

			After returning to the Kikyo Society Headquarters following the rescue operation, the girls who had been on guard duty greeted us as if they couldn't wait any longer.

The rescued girls were carried to a large room and laid down to rest, and the worried members were also allowed to stay in the same room. If they woke up unexpectedly, the girls there could handle it. We wouldn’t want to be relied on for mental health support.

It was late, so we urged everyone to go to sleep quickly. We also needed to take our showers and rest; we had to start our usual rounds in the morning.

The next morning, it was time for an explanation.

Some of the apprentices had already been asleep when we arrived last night, and there were those who didn’t know about the girls we had rescued. We needed to brief them to avoid confusion.

The apprentices were going to be busy with training today, so they wouldn’t interact with the new girls. However, seeing unfamiliar faces in the Headquarters might make them uneasy. It was a matter of courtesy.

We also needed to decide what to do with the rescued girls today. We didn’t plan to let them linger indefinitely. They could either join us in Graylease or return to the slums. It was their choice.

There were also the other girls we had rescued by chance. They were still asleep, but we needed to talk to them once they woke up. Today, Sophie would stay at the Headquarters to look after them while taking a break from her field training.

I intended to spend the morning at my desk, experimenting with pharmaceutical magic. There was plenty to be gained from theoretical experiments, even when not actively training.

Paula was supervising the apprentices' training in the underground training grounds, and Sophie was watching over the unidentified girls upstairs. Graylease and the girls from the Kikyo Society were still in deep discussion, apparently without even eating breakfast.

I left the details to everyone else and focused on my magic experiments.

"Phew, it's almost noon."

When I finally looked up from my work, it was already late morning.

I wondered if Paula and the others had moved to the dining hall. As I was thinking this, someone came down from upstairs.

It was Sophie and three girls wearing the old uniforms from the Camp. It seemed they had dressed the rescued girls in the leftover uniforms. I had forgotten we had so many unused clothes and undergarments. It turned out they could come in handy.

"Yukari-san, I kept you waiting."

"No problem. Did you get their stories?"

The three girls weren’t part of the Kikyo Society. If they had families, we could send them back.

"Yes, briefly. They recently came to Exembra and settled in the slums. They have no relatives or place to return to."

It was a consequence of the war. There were many people in similar situations.

"I see. We can take them in, but we can’t give them special treatment. It’s dangerous here, and they’ll need to train. Can you explain that to them? If they refuse, that’s their choice."

I’m not interested in charity. Rescuing them was enough. I have no intention of keeping freeloaders.

"The same conditions as the other apprentices, then."

"Exactly. After the training period, we’ll try to place them in roles they prefer. For now, they must be hungry. Why don’t they go to the dining hall and talk while eating?"

"Alright, let’s go."

Sophie led the girls out. They looked somewhat dazed and still in shock, but if they decided to stay, they needed to pull themselves together. Daydreaming wouldn’t help them train.

After Sophie left, I tidied up my desk and washed my face. By the time I was done, it was well past noon.

"Looks like no one’s back yet. Maybe Paula and the others went to eat. I might as well head to the dining hall too."

Just as I was putting on my coat, the Kikyo Society girls descended. I had forgotten they were still here.

"Graylease, did you finish your discussion? Or are you taking a break?"

"We just finished. Sorry for keeping you waiting. Is it lunchtime? Can we join you?"

"Sure. You haven’t eaten breakfast yet, right? We can talk while we eat."

From their expressions, it seemed they had good news.

In the dining hall, the Kikyo Society girls eagerly devoured their food. Even I, known for my hearty appetite, was impressed by their speed. The cook, who was bustling around, seemed pleased despite the chaos.

The rescued girls were also eating normally, blending in with everyone else. Even if it was false cheer, it was still a good sign.

"Yukari-san, thank you first."

"That’s fine. You already thanked me yesterday. So, what are you going to do?"

"We’re joining the Kikyo Society with Graylease."

Of course. With Graylease joining us, the slums offered no future. Opportunities to escape such a life were rare.

"That’s great. You’ll be apprentices in the Kikyo Society. There are many other apprentices, and I’ll introduce you all tonight. Oh, right. We should have a welcome party. Waitress!"

"Sure thing!"

I called the cook over to confirm if we could reserve the dining hall for the evening.

"Of course! You’re our best customer! New recruits, huh? Yukari and the others have grown quite a bit."

It was true. With Graylease and the others, we now had about forty apprentices.

"We’ve just increased in numbers, but they need to grow. We’ll all come tonight. With so many people, I’ll pay in advance."

"Always a pleasure!"

Back at the Kikyo Society Headquarters, Sophie and the others had already returned and were answering questions from the other members. As expected, the three girls were also joining us as apprentices.

I had some concerns about room arrangements, but the three girls requested to stay in the same large room as the Kikyo Society girls. They thought it would be better for their spirits to be with others.

It was good to see them bonding with the other apprentices. We would push them hard in training, leaving them no time to overthink.

That night, once the patrol and study groups returned, everyone gathered in the dining hall. There were many first meetings among the apprentices, so I introduced everyone briefly and let them mingle.

At first, the apprentices were reserved and quiet, but as they drank, they became more relaxed. Eventually, some started causing a ruckus and even fighting.

As far as I was concerned, this was part of building communication, as long as it didn’t get out of hand. However, I didn’t want to inconvenience the dining hall, so I moved the rowdy ones outside.

"Phew, too much energy can be a problem."

"You used to be just as rowdy, Yukari."

"Onee-sama has always been wonderful."

Indeed. Back then, fights were a daily occurrence, and we handled them well. It was a bit nostalgic.

"Still, we’ve become quite a large group."

"They’re just beginners, not much use yet."

"We have the numbers now, so let’s start the training in earnest."

"We need to complete the basic training as soon as possible, then move on to combat training."

It was still early days, but we had enough numbers for the time being. We needed to develop them into full-fledged members of the Kikyo Society. Patience was key.

"Agreed. I’ll supervise the training tomorrow. Graylease and the others will join, so it’s a good opportunity to get them motivated."

"Here comes the drill sergeant."

A drill sergeant or a drill instructor, it didn’t matter. Lives were on the line, so there could be no slack.

"To be honest, some of them still underestimate us. First impressions are crucial, so I’ll make sure to set the tone. Sophie, I want you to help with tomorrow’s training."

"Me?"

The non-combat specialist Sophie looked puzzled.

"I think Sophie is the best person to show them what the Kikyo Society is really about."

"True. A light touch from us might not be as effective."

The Kikyo Society’s non-combat members, like Sophie, don’t neglect their training. Their close-quarters combat skills are formidable, and their Physical Enhancement Magic is far superior to the apprentices'.

"Still, it will take a while for the apprentices to become useful. Not everyone will progress as quickly as Mary, and we’ll have a shortage of manpower for a while."

"There’s no room for compromise in training, so it will take time. But we might be able to supplement our numbers a bit."

It was still a hopeful prospect, not a certainty.

"Any leads?"

"The replies to the letters Yukari and I sent should arrive soon."

Siegrune nodded, and everyone looked hopeful.

"It depends on their schedules, but if they join us, they’ll be immediately useful."

The mercenary Zenobia would be a significant asset. Ophelia and other adventurers, as well as Siegrune’s former Blue Knights, could also contribute immediately.

Carolyn, who used to run a brothel in the Royal Capital, would be perfect for our plans to expand into Exembra’s pleasure district.

It would be a huge help if they joined the Kikyo Society.

"Even a few would be a welcome addition."

"Zenobia and the others. It’s been a while."

"I’m looking forward to the former Blue Knights. They’re probably a lot like Siegrune."

"Strong individuals are always welcome."

Strength was important, but I also valued unique talents. Lily, for example, had a unique talent for Flower Magic. With so many apprentices, there might already be others with interesting abilities. It was something to look forward to.

Today, the expanded Kikyo Society gathered, drank, ate, and enjoyed themselves.

Let’s get back to work tomorrow!
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			Apprentices, Our Special Training Starts Now!

			I wake up refreshed after a quick shower, as usual. This morning, I'll be in charge of the new apprentices' training. If anyone's still hungover, I'll splash them with a recovery potion and add extra drills to their routine.

I head down to the underground training grounds early and get my own training out of the way. I take a potion created by alchemy to push my limits in a doped state. While the potion can enhance my physical capabilities to the same degree as Physical Enhancement Magic, it lacks the exhilaration of using magic. Maybe Physical Enhancement Magic is more potent than I thought. When I use it, I feel incredibly high. Both methods have their pros and cons.

Next, I combine the effects of the potion and Physical Enhancement Magic. Even if it doesn't double my strength, the combination far surpasses using either method alone. I train my body and mind to adapt to this heightened state. Just because someone gains immense power doesn't mean they can use it immediately. Training is essential.

My goal is to eventually achieve this level of enhancement using either magic or potions alone. After a while, the assembly time approaches. As a former Japanese person and the president, I insist on punctuality in the Kikyo Society.

Fortunately, everyone starts gathering well before the time. Excellent. Sophie stands beside me, and we're ready to begin.

I cross my arms as the apprentices gather in front of me. Roberta and Violante stand at the front, looking eager.

"Good morning. Today's training will be led by Sophie and me. We're starting with new apprentices today. I assume everyone has gotten to know each other by now. I won't tell you not to fight or to be friendly, but here's the rule: No matter how much you dislike someone, never drag them down. Hindering others goes against the Kikyo Society's interests. Betraying your fellow members is absolutely forbidden. If you join us, you must be useful. There are many ways to contribute, so find your own method."

With so many people, conflicts are inevitable. I need to set the tone to avoid internal issues.

"First, you must become strong. This is the bare minimum for Kikyo Society members. As I've said before, joining the Kikyo Society is a matter of life and death. You're still in training and not official members, so if you're not satisfied, you're free to leave. But the Kikyo Society can make you stronger and eventually help you earn a living. Show us what you're capable of for your own sake!"

Some show determination, while others look anxious. I haven't explained it poorly; it's a matter of resolve. However, starting training with unresolved questions isn't efficient. I encourage anyone with concerns to speak up. A worried girl steps forward.

"Um, do you mean strong for everyone, including me?"

The smart girl is likely wondering if this applies to those who don't want to join the Combat Unit. The new apprentices are still at the basic fitness level, far from the standard training of the Kikyo Society.

"Of course, everyone. I've said it before; the Kikyo Society is a life-or-death commitment. Whether you're in the Combat Unit or not, you must have basic combat skills. Right now, you're all still building your foundational strength. Take it step by step. With proper effort, everyone can improve, so there's no need to worry."

Among the attentive listeners, a brash girl steps forward.

"Excuse me, but we're different from the others. We have good physical strength and some combat experience. Will we be doing the same training?"

She ignores Graylease's attempts to stop her. It's refreshing to see someone speak their mind, even if it's youthful arrogance.

"Of course. To us, the differences are negligible."

"That's a bit much, isn't it?"

"It's the truth. The Kikyo Society is a unique place. You don't know yet, but it's understandable."

"Yukari-san, many have questions. How about we start by showing the differences in skill?"

Sophie suggests this, and I nod. Yes, this is the plan.

"Alright. Sophie, show them what you can do."

The apprentices look surprised. Of course, this is unexpected.

"President, and Sophie-san, can fight?"

"Of course. In the Kikyo Society, everyone can fight, not just the Combat Unit. Currently, Sophie and Frederica are the weakest, but they're still far stronger than you."

Sophie looks like a kind neighbor, and the apprentices find it hard to believe she can fight. I select a few volunteers, including the brash girl, to face Sophie. I also open the armory for them to choose any weapons they want.

"You can bring weapons from the armory if you like. But at your level, you won't even touch the weakest member of the Kikyo Society, Sophie."

This is the truth, not just taunting. From my observations, the brash girl and her group, except for Graylease, are no match for Sophie in a one-on-one.

The brash girl, wielding a dagger, rushes at Sophie, who stands calmly without a weapon. From Sophie's perspective, her movements are slow. With a slight shift and a gentle push, the brash girl falls on her own.

Sophie doesn't follow up, offering a hand with a gentle smile. The brash girl, blushing, accepts it and stands up. The brief exchange clearly shows the skill gap, leaving the apprentices stunned.

"Next!"

A tall girl with a club steps forward. Sophie waits, and as the girl hesitates, Sophie grabs her wrist and disarms her. The girl drops the club, and the match is over.

It's difficult for someone unaccustomed to fighting to suddenly wield a weapon against another person.

After a few more demonstrations, the atmosphere changes. Sophie delivers a final message.

"Everyone, I am the weakest in the Kikyo Society. I don't specialize in combat. However, I'm much stronger than you because, as I've said, it's a matter of life and death. Try to become stronger to protect yourself and your comrades. You can do it. I've become this strong, so you can too."

It's a heartfelt speech, and I hope the apprentices take it to heart. Sophie uses magic in real combat, especially her Hindrance Magic, which is quite effective against human opponents. She's improved from using only minor spells to casting sixth-level spells.

Lower-level Hindrance Magic can be quite troublesome in combat. Sophie has potential and can improve further.

"Even if it's not immediate, with consistent training, you can reach Sophie's level. And the Combat Unit is even stronger. If you're interested, train harder and more seriously."

With a change in mindset, their training will improve. Everyone has potential, and I want to see them grow.

For the remaining time before breakfast, we focus on basic strength training. After a hearty meal, we have a study session. This is also a time to learn about the Kikyo Society and its members, as well as the basics of magic and efficient mana usage.

We gradually discover each apprentice's magical aptitude and specialties. If some have skills, it can benefit the organization and is also fascinating.

Skills can be acquired through effort or be innate. Some may not even realize they have a skill, which is where Frederica's Appraisal Magic comes in handy.

We report our findings to the regular members, but we respect personal privacy. I don't reveal everything either.

After a light lunch, we prepare for the afternoon training. Running is crucial, but the underground training grounds are too small for a large group. We need a larger space.

Previously, we split the group between Sixth Avenue and the Headquarters, but now we need more dedicated trainers. We'll start with daily runs to the forest, allowing the apprentices to use Physical Enhancement Magic, even at a low level, to push their limits.

We adjust the load based on individual capabilities. The stronger ones will have heavier loads, and I'll carry the heaviest, setting an example. We have sample backpacks with iron plates for them to choose from.

I carry a custom backpack with tungsten, much heavier than iron. I let them try lifting the heaviest one, and I easily pick it up, changing their perception of me.

"Let's get going. The forest is about an hour's drive, so give it your all. If you can't keep up, drop the weights. If you get injured, tell us immediately. We have recovery potions."

We travel in Jeeps to the city gates, where we ask the gatekeeper to watch our vehicles. They're usually helpful, and I offer a small tip.

I lead the group, setting the pace, with Sophie at the back to ensure no one lags. She has recovery potions to help anyone who needs it.

We aim to run to the forest. With Physical Enhancement Magic, even at a low level, everyone should be able to finish. I encourage them, and we make it to the forest without any dropouts or complaints. It's a good start.

I'm tired too, but everyone collapses in exhaustion. Running the same distance back would be challenging, but we have a secret weapon.

It's time for the recovery potions. I pour the cold potion into large cups and distribute them, thanks to Sophie and Violante. The apprentices, too tired to be curious, drink the potions and are amazed by the instant recovery. Some are experiencing recovery potions for the first time.

While the potions restore strength and mana, they don't heal injuries. We take a thorough break to avoid muscle strains. Pain tolerance is also part of the training, but we use healing potions if necessary.

Surprisingly, Lily, the flower mage, carried the heaviest backpack and kept up with me.

"You're stronger than I thought."

"Hehe, fieldwork is my specialty."

Lily, who claimed she could go anywhere for rare flowers, wasn't exaggerating.

We run back to the Headquarters, repeating the process. Even with the recovery potions, it's challenging, but that's the training.

After returning, we still have time before dinner. We gather in the training grounds and open the armory, allowing the apprentices to choose weapons they might use in the future. It's a fun and practical activity, and many show interest in swords and spears.

After the playful session, we have dinner and free time. They can go out if they want, but most prefer to rest, exhausted and with limited funds. The day is long, but it ends well.

Before bedtime, we extract mana from magic stones, storing it for future use. With the increased number of members, we have more mana than we can handle, a problem we need to address.

For now, we focus on basic training. Roberta and Graylease, along with the others, still have a long way to go.
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			A Long-Awaited Gamble

			The Kikyo Society is facing a bit of a financial crunch. To put it bluntly, we’re not flush with cash. We haven’t run out of operating funds, and we’ve secured the necessary capital to start the bar. So, it’s not a dire situation yet, but if things continue like this, we’ll be in trouble.

The reason is simple: we have a lot more apprentices, but our income hasn’t increased. Late one night, after the Kikyo Society members had retired to their rooms, I discussed our financial woes with Sophie.

I’d love to drown my sorrows in alcohol, but that won’t solve anything. We need to do something.

"Should we push forward with opening the bar?"

"Hmm. The bar will be our main source of income for now, but I don’t want to rush it."

"If we don’t, we’ll end up relying on Yukarin’s magic, and the apprentices eat a lot more than I thought."

The apprentices eat a lot, raising our food expenses. But I eat the most, and I can’t complain since I’m the one pushing them hard in training. Besides, if we can’t even feed them properly, they’ll feel insecure. There’s a line we can’t cross when it comes to cutting corners.

But is there a quick way to make a large sum of money?

Ah, I know. We could just take a big risk and win big.

"... Frederica, how about a big bet?"

"What? Really, Yukari?"

Frederica’s surprise quickly turned to joy. She’s actually a gambling enthusiast.

I’ve avoided gambling for a reason. Raiding other groups’ gambling dens would stir unnecessary trouble, and losing would be a bitter pill to swallow. We’re already short of hands and busy, so we can’t afford to invite trouble.

That’s why the Kikyo Society has banned gambling—until now. But as the president, I can make exceptions for the Kikyo Society’s benefit. It’s not for personal gain, of course!

Besides, I have someone in mind as a good opponent.

"Calm down. This is a one-time thing. And we can’t go in a large group, so it’s just us two."

"Now that it’s decided, I can’t wait. Yukari, let’s get ready!"

How desperate is she for gambling? She’s practically bouncing with excitement.

"Just hold on a minute."

We need to tidy up before we go out.

Looking at my reflection, I noticed my hair, which had grown out since leaving the camp, was getting annoying. It was a bit of a hassle to set it, so I decided to tie it up with a simple iron hairpin. It had a kanzashi-like look, which was a nice change.

We walked through the night streets towards the gambling den. It’s usually not a good idea to wander around at night in a less savory part of town, but no one approached us. The reason was likely the white-and-silver coat with the Kikyo emblem on the back. The purple amethyst Kikyo emblem on my chest glinted in the faint light. In this city, it’s almost suicidal to provoke the Kikyo Society, and anyone familiar with the area knows better.

Our walk through the night was surprisingly pleasant, and we were close to our destination.

Since we were there to make money, of course, we had a plan. The gambling den we were heading to is run by an organization hostile to the Kikyo Society. It’s safe to assume they use cheating methods. I’m not so much good at gambling as I am at spotting cheating. I’m confident in my ability to see through their tricks. I can also read the situation to determine if they’re trying to win or lose gracefully. I have a high accuracy rate with simple games like coin tosses. I’m planning to bet on that.

Alternatively, I could expose their cheating and make them pay up if they don’t want to be exposed. That could lead to some rough handling.

For this, Frederica is not part of the plan. I want her to enjoy herself as a regular customer, which will also reduce their suspicion of me.

After a longer-than-expected walk, we finally arrived at our destination. This is a bar run by the Marzio Family, which often causes trouble on Sixth Avenue. They’re likely making their money through shady means, so taking a small cut shouldn’t be a big deal.

The gambling den is in the basement. I’ve only heard about it from Bruno, but I know this is the right place.

Inside, the bar was bustling with drunk patrons, even late at night. I didn’t expect to be let in through the back door immediately, so I waited. The middle-aged bartender finally appeared and motioned us to follow him.

"Welcome, President Yukarinowe," he said.

He ignored Frederica, but I didn’t mind. I wasn’t there to cause a scene; I was there to have fun.

"I’m here to have some fun."

"We welcome you, madam. Please, follow me to the special floor."

A special floor, huh? In a regular gambling den, there are many general customers, making it harder to pull off anything shady. The special floor, while sounding fancy, is likely full of suspicious activities. They’re definitely up to something, but I’ll play along.

"Alright, if you say so. Frederica, what about you?"

"I’ll stay in the general area. The stakes are higher where the rich gather, after all."

Good, I’ll let Frederica enjoy herself while I take care of business.

"President Yukarinowe, please follow me."

I was escorted to the upper floor, while Frederica went to the basement. We took an elevator to our destination. The elevator doors opened to a spacious, high-end V.I.P. lounge. I drew a lot of attention in my white-and-silver coat.

No one stared openly, but I could feel many covert glances and whispers about my coat and emblem. I have a good ear.

Most of the patrons seemed to be wealthy adult men and their companions. The women were likely not their partners but paid escorts. There were also some local merchants, their business associates, and a few who looked like nobles or adventurers.

Service staff in revealing outfits and waiters walked around with drinks.

"Hey! Manager, is that the Kikyo Society?"

The manager?

"This is Mr. Buladesh. As indicated by the coat, this is indeed the person you’re looking for."

"Ah, my apologies for the rudeness. How about a quick game? I enjoy challenging new customers."

The middle-aged man, who seemed to be a successful businessman, approached without hesitation. His gaze was unsettling, but I didn’t mind. His money is fair game.

"Sure, why not?"

He seemed slightly surprised by my immediate agreement, but what did he expect?

"Please use this table. I’ll have it set up right away."

The manager, who turned out to be the middle-aged man, quickly prepared the table.

"What do you want to play? I’m new, so I’ll follow your rules."

As we moved to the prepared table, a female server in a revealing outfit approached with a drink. I took it and took a sip, and the manager returned.

"President Yukarinowe, I’ve brought chips for you. Please exchange as much as you’d like."

Of course, in a place like this, customers wouldn’t use their Records directly for transactions. So, I decided on a reasonable amount.

"Let’s start with ten million, I guess."

"Understood."

It seemed like a safe amount. The chips were placed in front of me: a stack of million-chip and a stack of hundred-thousand-chip.

Looking at them, they seemed small. The successful businessman in front of me had a stack ten times larger. Other tables also had large stacks, making me feel like a pauper. But I could always increase my stack.

The atmosphere here reminded me of the legendary Bubble Era. Despite the troubled times, this place felt quite luxurious.

"Please enjoy, Mr. Buladesh and President Yukarinowe. I’ll leave you to it."

The manager bowed elegantly and left. He seemed too refined to be part of the underworld.

Being challenged to a one-on-one game was unexpected, but it was interesting. He seemed decent, despite his unsettling gaze. He was surprisingly friendly to the staff.

"I’m Buladesh, running the Buladesh Company on Central Avenue, specializing in transportation magic tools. There’s no need for introductions; you’re quite famous in Exembra lately."

"Thank you. I’ve been to your store a few times and plan to visit again soon."

It wasn’t just a polite response. With the increase in apprentices, our three Jeeps weren’t enough. I was considering buying a larger vehicle, and his store was the only place in Exembra that sold them. It would be a while due to our current financial situation, but it was a genuine intention.

"Great, I’ll welcome you. Shall we start the game?"

When I said I was open to any game, he confidently picked up a deck of cards and started shuffling. It was a one-on-one game where we took turns dealing. If he played fair, there was no issue. I was ready to enjoy.

The excitement of a long-awaited game was thrilling. The game was similar to Texas Hold’em Poker. The basic rules were: Two cards were dealt to each player, and five community cards were placed on the board, revealed one by one. The players would use any five of the seven cards (two in their hands and five on the board) to form the best hand.

After the initial deal, players would take turns betting or raising, and after the flop, the turn, and the river, the final showdown would occur. Players could fold if they felt they couldn’t win or if the stakes got too high.

The interesting part was that even with a weak hand, you could bluff and win if your opponent folded. Of course, if they called, you’d lose everything.

There were many more detailed rules, but that was the gist. It brought back memories from my early days in the camp.

The businessman’s card handling suggested he was confident in his skills. So far, there was no cheating.

I looked at my two cards and immediately bet a million chips.

He wasn’t intimidated by the large sum, which was expected. This would be fun. I’d gradually chip away at his confidence. We both called, and the showdown revealed no winners. He seemed cautious after my initial high bet. The million chips we both bet were added to the pot for the next round.

In this game, even weak hands were ranked, but this local rule applied. It was now my turn to deal. I confidently shuffled and dealt, maintaining a poker face. He bet a million chips right away, showing he was a competitive player.

Hmm, he didn’t have a strong hand. I had a pair of strong cards, so I was confident in winning this round. As expected, I won and added two million chips to my stack.

We continued alternating dealing and betting. While luck played a role, skill and reading the opponent would gradually make a difference. We played quietly, enjoying the game. As the rounds progressed, my stack grew, and his diminished. By the time my stack was about four times larger, Buladesh conceded.

"You’re impressive. The Kikyo Society might be even more formidable than I thought."

"You were a tough opponent, Buladesh-san."

"I can’t match you. But I had a lot of fun! Will you play again with me?"

"Sure, anytime."

If he was willing to be a good sport, I’d happily play again.

He could have cheated, but he probably realized it wouldn’t work against me. In the end, we had a fair and enjoyable game.

I made a good profit, and the game itself was fun. I’d buy a larger vehicle to give back a little. Buladesh left for the elevator, and I sighed. I made quite a profit without any unnecessary trouble. The high stakes in the V.I.P. room could be risky, and it was good that I didn’t bring Frederica. I’d made enough for the immediate future. There was no need to push further.

While sipping a drink, the manager approached.

"Excuse me, President Yukarinowe. Some patrons would like to challenge you to a game. What do you think?"

I looked in the direction he pointed and saw a group at a table. They seemed to be inviting me.

Challenging me was part of my style. I’d already planned to leave but decided to make one last big win.
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			Who would want to challenge me? Maybe they’re just curious about the brash girl causing a stir. I immediately agreed to the manager’s message and headed to the table.

"Thank you for accepting. Let’s enjoy ourselves tonight."

"Let’s skip the formalities. We’re just gamblers here, right?"

"How vulgar."

"Names and titles don’t matter here."

I agreed. They truly didn’t matter. I had no intention of remembering the names of passing acquaintances.

An elderly man, a flamboyant young man, a madam, and a somewhat jaded young woman. They were playing a Texas Hold’em-style card game.

"You’re joining us?"

"If you’re scared, now’s the time to back out."

"Oh dear, will our stakes be okay?"

Hmm, quite confident.

"Let’s get started. You deal, please."

"Sure, let’s see what you’ve got."

Another game without a dealer. Fine by me. I’m confident in my card handling. Let them watch closely.

Of course, I wouldn’t cheat. Not from my side.

I took a new drink and moistened my throat. The manager had thoughtfully provided a new deck. I felt the four pairs of eyes on me as I opened the seal and dealt the cards smoothly.

"Hmm."

"Ha, this is interesting."

"You’re quite skillful."

"...You’re impressive."

I had no intention of losing. With many players, I’d observe their moves first.

My hand was poor, so I watched the game for a round and then folded. The four players became poker-faced, and the game remained cautious. In the end, the madam won a small stack of chips.

They seemed more conservative than I expected. Perhaps they were careful players.

The elderly man was next to deal. His experienced hands dealt the cards without hesitation.

After checking the community cards, the betting began. I had a three of a kind with kings. Not bad. I’d bet and see how it went.

"Raise."

The elderly man raised the stakes, but his expression was unreadable.

"Raise."

The flamboyant young man broke his poker face with a smirk and raised the stakes. Confidence or a bluff? I couldn’t tell.

"Raise."

The madam smiled and raised the stakes.

"Raise."

The young woman raised the stakes further. Was she indifferent to the amount?

With a three of a kind, the risk was too high. The game had just started, and there was no need to rush. I folded.

Winning the game was about the total outcome. It was early, and there was no need to force a risky move.

"...Fold."

"Are you sure?"

"Yeah, I’ll pass this time."

I needed to stay alert. Something was off. I had to remain calm and observe.

We played several more rounds. Their moves became more obvious. They were colluding.

When I played cautiously, they all played cautiously.

When I played aggressively, they all played aggressively.

I needed a strong hand to make a decisive move. Losing everything wasn’t an option. I couldn’t afford to lose in the Marzio Family’s den, but I couldn’t back down either.

So, I played cautiously, even with decent hands. The other guests and staff were present, so they didn’t dare to go too far. I won small amounts and lost others, but I stayed in the game.

This was annoying. The game had lost its excitement. It felt pointless. I wanted to draw a full house, but luck wasn’t on my side.

But they were getting frustrated too. I was more patient than they expected. They were likely more agitated than me.

I took a deep breath and cleared my mind. They were four, but someone would slip up. They’d make mistakes and take unnecessary risks. I just needed to be patient.

Time passed. I was exhausted. I was getting annoyed. I decided to make one final big move and leave.

"Raise." I thought about Frederica, who was probably having her own troubles.

In that moment, the flamboyant young man made his move. I was distracted, but I didn’t miss it. He couldn’t hide his cheating from me.

He was stressed and finally snapped. I pretended not to notice and slowly stood up. The four maintained their poker faces, but the tension was palpable.

They all knew, not just the young man.

"What’s wrong?"

"Going to the bathroom?"

What a rude guy.

I grabbed my makeshift hairpin and pulled it out, letting my dark purple hair flow. The sight of it and the hairpin captured everyone’s attention.

I swiftly threw the hairpin.

"Ah? H-What’s happening?!"

The flamboyant young man had a moment of confusion.

But as he realized what happened, he screamed and thrashed, scattering the chips and cards. What a nuisance.

My hairpin had pierced his arm, pinning it to the table. I aimed for the evidence hidden in his sleeve. A classic move.

I pinned his shoulder and forced his sleeve up, revealing the cards hidden in his sleeve, now pinned to his arm. The evidence was clear for everyone to see.

The table had become the center of attention, drawing the guests and staff.

"What’s this?"

I roughly grabbed his hair, lifting his arm to show the evidence.

"Ow, ow, let go! Stop it!"

"What is this, exactly?"

I kept my tone calm but tightened my grip. I’d keep squeezing until he talked.

The other guests, realizing the cheating, sided with me, loudly condemning the flamboyant young man. The scene was getting chaotic.

Just as I was considering how to handle the situation, the manager and several bodyguards rushed in from a different room.

"Customers, this is a problem. Please calm down."

"I’m calm. Can’t you see what’s happening?"

The bodyguards immediately understood and forcibly removed the flamboyant young man, punishing him.

"You cheating scum! How dare you!"

"Don’t expect to leave alive!"

The tough-looking bodyguards shouted, and the manager approached me.

"We’ll deal with him. We’ve been wronged as well. Will you leave this to us?"

This guy. If the other three went unpunished, it wouldn’t be fair.

No way. Even if the Marzio Family allowed it, I wouldn’t. The four were clearly colluding. The other three were watching, pale and tense. They would have been angry as the victims, but they weren’t.

"...Manager, that’s not an option. I’m the direct victim. I need appropriate compensation. I don’t think a third party can resolve this to my satisfaction. I need to talk to him first. After that, you can do what you want."

"You want to talk to the party involved first?"

"If they’re not related to the Marzio Family, I’ll handle it personally. Of course, I have no complaints. If the Marzio Family wants to compensate me, I’d consider it."

The fear of what I might demand and the threat of retaliation were clear. The manager, seeing the other guests’ attention, couldn’t take any risks. The cheating young man wasn’t worth protecting.

The manager seemed to understand and decided to let me handle it.

"...Understood. As long as you both agree, we won’t intervene. However, the final decision will be ours. Please understand."

They had their own reputation to maintain. They’d likely abandon the flamboyant young man or compensate me later. I didn’t care how it played out as long as I wasn’t personally harmed.

"As for us, of course, we’ll be joining. We were all at the same table."

"Use this room. And bring that man."

We were led to a private room, likely for important guests. It was modest but elegant. The flamboyant young man, now beaten by the bodyguards, was thrown in roughly.

The five of us, who had been at the same table, entered the room, and the door was closed.

There might be magic devices for eavesdropping, so I kept it simple.

"First, I won’t listen to any excuses, and I won’t let this slide."

I didn’t specify anyone, but my words were directed at all of them.

"Then, what do you want?"

This was a critical moment. They didn’t want to end up like the flamboyant young man.

The elderly man asked, seemingly calm, while the madam and the young woman maintained their composure, which was impressive.

They were more afraid of the Marzio Family’s reaction than my identity as the Kikyo Society president.

"Let me put it simply: money talks, even in hell."

I probably looked quite ruthless.

"...How much?"

The madam seemed relieved that it could be resolved with money.

I had a clear answer.

"Half."

"Half?"

"Half of the chips you have. That’s all I want. I won’t say anything more, and I won’t ask for anything more. That’s it."

Half of their chips would still be a significant amount. It would be more than the treasure we took from the bandits.

"...Phew. I agree."

"Me too."

"I agree."

They seemed relieved. It was only half of their chips, not their entire wealth. My leniency would prevent any resentment.

I told the injured flamboyant young man to hand over his chips, and I wouldn’t touch him. I’d let him do as he wished.

This wasn’t extortion; it was a fair demand for cheating.

When we left the room, everything seemed normal. The bloodied table had been replaced, and the only evidence was the scattered chips.

I quietly divided the chips with the others, and a large stack accumulated in front of me. I smiled. Even though they likely wouldn’t bet all their chips, the amount would still be painful for them.

I quickly exchanged the chips for credit in my Record. Today’s earnings were substantial.

In total, I got four hundred million from the elderly man, six hundred million from the flamboyant young man, three hundred million from the madam, and two hundred million from the young woman, adding up to about one billion six hundred million Gist.

Wow, this was a dangerous amount. It could end my life on the way back.

"President Yukarinowe, are you leaving?"

"It was a productive evening. I’m off now."

I was escorted out by the manager, who pretended nothing had happened.

"Oh, and my companion is leaving with me."

"Your companion is waiting in the bar."

I didn’t expect Frederica to leave so quickly.

At least I didn’t have to drag her away.

I parted ways with the manager at the entrance to the bar and headed to Frederica.

I found her at the counter, sitting alone and looking dejected.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Frederica. What’s wrong?"

"Yukari! Sob, sniff."

She suddenly hugged me and cried. She was completely different from her usual self when gambling.

"Did you lose again? I’ve told you many times not to overdo it."

"But, but..."

"How much did you lose?"

"...Everything."

I didn’t hear that clearly.

"What? Say it again."

"Everything! I’m completely broke!"

"What? You still had a few million, didn’t you?"

What was she thinking? She really needed to be more careful.

"Sniff."

"Anyway, let’s go home. If you need money, I’ll lend you some. Just try to manage for a while."

I’d praise her for not betting her Kikyo Society coat.

I supported her as we walked out. The sky was already getting light.

Today wasn’t a day off, so we’d be up all night. But I could manage without sleep for a day.

"So, how did it go for you, Yukari? You were invited to the wealthy patrons’ floor, right?"

The cold morning air seemed to help Frederica regain her composure. The coolness was refreshing and cleared her mind.

"Of course, I didn’t lose."

"How much did you win?"

"Hehe, I’ll tell you when we get back."

Frederica managed the Kikyo Society’s finances, so she’d find out eventually.

The outcome was mixed. I didn’t know the relationship between the four cheaters and the Marzio Family, but Frederica had likely lost a significant amount to the Marzio Family. Overall, it was still a net gain. The Kikyo Society’s operational funds were now secure for the foreseeable future.

The key question was whether the Marzio Family had suffered any damage. Depending on that, our approach would change.

If the Marzio Family acted alone, it wouldn’t be a big deal, but if they teamed up with others, it could be more troublesome. We needed to focus on gathering information.

Incidentally, half of tonight’s earnings would go to the Kikyo Society. The tax rate was fifty percent, which could be seen as high or low, depending on the perspective.

Anyone earning money under the Kikyo emblem had to pay their dues, regardless of the reason. Even as the president, I was no exception.

Without proper reporting and payment, sanctions would be enforced. While the specifics weren’t decided yet, they would need to be as the organization grew.

I found it restrictive, but I’d gather everyone’s opinions and proceed step by step.

The only real dissatisfaction was the initial one-on-one game, which was fun, but the end was disappointing.

My initial goal of making money was more than achieved, but it felt a bit incomplete.

Maybe I’ll splurge on something soon to blow off some steam.
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			The days had passed quickly since we began serious training for the apprentices.


Today, Siegrune and I had been out on patrol, and upon returning to the Headquarters, we were greeted by Valeria.


"Onee-sama, Siegrune, welcome back. Here."


Without even waiting for a proper greeting, she thrust forward a bundle that looked like letters.


Apparently, the long-awaited replies had arrived.


It made sense that all the responses came together instead of individually—given the delivery schedule, mail probably didn’t run every day. Or so I assumed.


We quickly ate dinner at the usual cafeteria before retreating to the Headquarters to read them. The office was already packed with members, clearly curious. Under their collective gaze, I began skimming for key points.


Hmm… I see, I see…


"How about Siegrune’s comrades?"


"It was difficult. Only one responded favorably. And Yukari-dono?"


As time passes, people settle into their lives. Moving to another town isn’t something you can do easily. This outcome was entirely predictable.


"One person is more than enough. If they’re a former Blue Knight, there’s nothing to complain about. But my replies… were a bit mixed."


"Mixed?"


"Onee-sama, what did the replies say?"


The others watched me with interest. Especially those from the former Camp—they knew these people well and naturally cared.


"Zenobia and Caroline seem busy with the Royal Capital’s reconstruction. But once they’ve made progress, they wrote they’d like to join us."


"Those two have deep ties in the capital. Right now, they probably can’t just abandon their contacts and leave."


"If they say they’ll come once things settle, we can reasonably hope for that. Though we don’t know when."


Zenobia, the mercenary, was a major asset in combat. And Caroline, once the head of a brothel, brought invaluable insight and management skill. I wanted both of them here immediately.


Knowing them, this wasn’t mere politeness. There was a real chance they’d join.


But if we don’t know when, then there’s nothing to do but wait. Without concrete plans, we’d have to put it on hold—for now. Well, I could at least look forward to that “someday.”


"Then there’s Ophelia. She wrote pages and pages about the monsters she’s defeated lately, how much stronger she’s gotten… but on the important point, she just said, 'Wait a little longer.' That’s all."


Ophelia, the adventurer, had always struck me as a free-spirited woman. Her letter was exactly in that tone.


"Yeah… that’s definitely ambiguous."


"It’s unclear."


"Is she planning to send another letter, or is she telling us to wait until she finishes whatever she’s doing? No way to tell."


Exactly. I had no idea how to interpret it.


"See? That’s why I said it was mixed. And finally, from Rosabel-san, the healer."


"Ah, that old woman."


"Didn’t she say she was analyzing Yukari’s recovery potion?"


"And?"


This one was truly unexpected.


"Rosabel-san said, 'Let me in.'"


"Huh? Why would a woman with such status and reputation want to join us?"


"She said something about us doing interesting things. And told me to prepare a room for Colette-san too."


There should’ve been two more from the healer group, but she didn’t mention them.


Still, if two top-tier healers were joining, it would drastically reduce my burden. That alone made it welcome.


"Colette—that’s the elven healer, right? Not a direct combat asset, but in her own way, incredible."


"No kidding. Rosabel and Colette? There’s nobody on the continent who hasn’t heard of them. This isn’t just about adding strength—it’s beyond that. But if this gets out, won’t the Healer Guild make a fuss?"


"We can just ignore them."


The mention of legendary healers seemed to unsettle some members. I’d explain it later to the Camp-born crew.


"Ah, Rosabel-san did write to keep it secret. Everyone, keep this under wraps."


"But they’re legends! We can’t possibly hide this forever. It’ll come out eventually."


"The moment Yukari’s spreading it around here, the secret’s already as good as gone. If another guild finds out, we’ll deal with it then."


I didn’t know why they wanted secrecy, but the letter didn’t feel serious about it. More like, *don’t go boasting about it.*


And we wouldn’t stay locked up in the Headquarters forever. Once they went outside, it’d be obvious. They were celebrities, after all.


Our preparations were fine. We’d give them private rooms, but all rooms already had beds and shelves. Nothing needed setting up. If they wanted anything extra, they could buy it themselves.


Siegrune’s former colleague would get the same treatment. I should ask for more details about that person later.


"Looks like it’ll get lively again. I’m looking forward to it."


It was already plenty lively, but if it meant more fun, that was fine by me.


Several days after receiving the letters.


The apprentices’ progress was becoming visibly clear. They were living fulfilling days. I sipped tea in the office while listening to today’s training report.


Enjoying the peaceful moment, someone arrived even after dinner.


"Um, we have visitors. They say they know the president."


A trainee near the entrance said this as they ushered the guests inside.


A pair of beastfolk, their species hard to identify. I didn’t recognize them at all. Who were they? Hm?


"May I ask who you are?"


Most of us remained seated on the parlor set, but Sophie stepped forward to handle the guests. Since I wasn’t moving, she must’ve taken over. Such a hard worker.


Hmm… wait a second. Something felt off.


The moment my eyes met one of the pair, they smirked.


Faintly nostalgic, yet deeply wrong.


This… was probably a disguise. I sensed a faint magical presence. Suspicious indeed!


"Sophie, get back!"


Thanks to training, Sophie instantly retreated at my command.


The others immediately shifted into combat readiness. No slackers among the Kikyo Society’s official members.


We surrounded the intruders, watching closely. At the slightest suspicious move, they’d learn their lesson.


This was the Kikyo Society Headquarters. We wouldn’t tolerate mockery.


"W-wait, hear us out first!"


"Ah, don’t rush it!"


Their confident demeanor collapsed the moment they were surrounded. These suspicious characters were panicking fast.


They couldn’t possibly be ordinary guests.


"You two are disguised with magic, aren’t you? Drop it. Then we’ll talk."


The magic was high-level—I couldn’t fully see through it. Likely, they’d altered not just their appearance but their voices too.


"...Impressive. That was a masterwork, crafted by a renowned magic item artisan."


Huh? That voice…


One pulled something from their robe and manipulated it. The magic dispelled instantly. So it was a magic item.


"Honestly, what were you thinking? If you’d shown even a hint of hostility, I’d have crushed your hands. Rosabel-san, Colette-san."


"Troublesome lot. Hmph. Still as lively as ever—or even more so."


"Long time no see~"


Revealed before us were the healers, Rosabel-san and Colette-san.


Both were elderly, yet far too playful. One misstep and I’d have beaten them senseless.


The tense atmosphere vanished, replaced by warmth throughout the Kikyo Society Headquarters.


We moved to the parlor set for a modest welcome. I served them my ever-evolving tea-flavored composite recovery potion, perfect for two elders weary from travel.


"Mm? What is this?"


"Huh. This is interesting."


They noticed it wasn’t ordinary tea right away. As expected.


"It’s the composite recovery potion I included with the wound-healing potion I sent. More complex and effective than the last one I sent you."


"You speak lightly, but this composite recovery potion is nothing short of revolutionary for healers."


"So cool~ Definitely made the right choice coming here, Rosabel."


We could talk about the potions later. For now, I’d keep the tablet-type recovery potion a secret—something I hadn’t told anyone yet.


There was plenty to discuss with fellow healers—the appraisal results of the potions I’d sent, and more.


"But seriously, why the disguise?"


"Well… truthfully, we escaped."


"Yeah, like a runaway trip?"


"Huh? What’s that?"


In short, they’d broken out of what sounded like house arrest.


Apparently, the incident of Rosabel-san and Colette-san being captured at the Camp had caused a huge scandal. As a result, the Healer Guild had banned them from traveling.


Worse, they’d been semi-imprisoned within the Guild, forced to use healing magic only on wealthy or influential clients. They’d finally snapped, fed up with the endless, stifling routine.


From the Guild’s perspective, one could argue it was protective—keeping valuable personnel from danger, ensuring they served only safe clients. But realistically, it was probably just pragmatic and self-serving.


Disliking their confined lives, Rosabel-san and Colette-san faked going out to eat, used secretly prepared illusion magic items to disguise themselves, and slipped out of the city. They’d apparently traveled here using a magic item resembling a motorcycle.


The Guild must be in chaos by now. What a nuisance.


But more importantly—motorcycles? I wanted one. I hadn’t expected such a thing to exist in this world.


When I had free time, I’d go buy one. Though now that I thought about it, I hadn’t seen any during my town visits. Maybe they were rare. If they weren’t sold normally, commissioning a custom one was an option.


As for the other two healers who’d been with Rosabel-san during the Camp days, they’d been sent to another city and weren’t with them. The Guild likely preferred to spread high-level healers across locations rather than concentrate them.


"Shouldn’t you at least let them know where you are?"


"No. Once we disappear, they’ll be the first ones questioned. Contacting them might only cause them trouble."


That made sense. After long years together, those two would probably sense something was up anyway.


"By the way, why do you want to join us? Rosabel-san, you two could go anywhere."


"Oh, we heard you were gathering a group to stir up trouble."


"Sounded incredibly fun, so we decided to come see for ourselves. You’ve been causing quite a stir, haven’t you?"


What an outrageous thing to say.


"That sounds bad. We’re not doing anything strange. Right, everyone?"


I turned to my hardworking members, who delivered the perfect response.


"Yeah, today we just beat up a few lowlife thugs and pickpockets. Nothing bad."


"Same. I only took all the money from a corrupt merchant."


"I merely twisted a pervert’s hand until it broke. Nothing more."


One after another, the Kikyo Society members reported their recent deeds. All perfectly ordinary, everyday events.


"See?"


"You’re seriously saying that…"


"I don’t know what ‘see’ you’re talking about… but fine, it sounds fun enough."


They didn’t seem fully convinced, but I didn’t understand their hesitation.


"In any case, I welcome you both as official members of the Kikyo Society. Rosabel-san, Colette-san."


The office filled with spontaneous applause. A wonderful atmosphere.


As we continued talking, I learned the two healers would keep using disguise magic items when going out. Understandable—they’d escaped, after all, and wouldn’t want to be found easily.


But they didn’t seem afraid of being exposed. More like, it wouldn’t be fun if they were found too quickly.


After all, even if their location was revealed, no one could force them to do anything. They wouldn’t fight back, but if worst came to worst, being expelled from the Guild wouldn’t matter. They’d clearly given up on the Healer Guild entirely.


They’d keep using disguises for now—but honestly, it seemed they just enjoyed using the magic items.


The disguise items did look fun. I wanted to borrow them sometime. Oh, and I wanted to ride that motorcycle too.


With two masterful healers joining, the Kikyo Society’s healing potion situation leapt forward dramatically.


Even with just me, we’d had an excessive supply. Now, it was like we could drink recovery potions like water.


For us, producing low-grade recovery potions cost almost no mana. Mass production was trivial. With three of us doing it seriously, this outcome was inevitable.


And so, the apprentices’ training accelerated. Unlimited stamina, no fear of injury.


I’d been stingy with second-grade recovery potions before, but Rosabel-san and Colette-san were rare users of the second-grade wound-healing magic. Only that level of magic could fully restore lost body parts.


With such incredible magic freely available, even if an arm was blown off or a leg torn away during training, as long as they weren’t dead, magic could restore them instantly.


At first, it was overwhelming. But as they grew used to pain, nothing could be more reassuring. The ability to train without restraint was invaluable.


We hadn’t even reached the halfway point of basic training, yet it looked like we’d finish far earlier than planned. And so far, zero dropouts. Nothing short of amazing.


The only concern was that even apprentices who hadn’t wanted to join the Combat Unit were now throwing themselves into training like battle maniacs. Well, they were still in training, and Physical Enhancement Magic probably had them feeling invincible. Surely that was all it was.


The apprentices’ progress was exceeding expectations, and we even had financial breathing room. Truly, these were smooth-sailing days.


And then, another unexpected visitor arrived.
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			Afternoon tea time.

I indulge in the baked goods I bought, washing them down with tea in a moment of elegance. "Hey, everyone!"

As Valeria and I lounge in the office, we hear a strange call. "What's that shouting?" "Onee-sama, I'll go check." "Be careful, now."

Considering they even came to the front door to greet us, I doubt it's a raid.

Right now, the only ones at the Headquarters are Valeria and I. Rosabel-san and Colette-san are enjoying their free time when they have a break. They're probably out sightseeing or shopping, using their disguise magic items.

"Onee-sama!" "Who was it?"

Valeria returns with a joyful expression, leading the visitors inside. "Hey, it's been a while!"

The familiar faces belong to Ophelia and her group from the Camp. The note that said to wait a bit must have referred to this. Still, it would have been nice if they'd mentioned they were coming now.

Ophelia, the wild elf Albert, the gentle elf Liliane, the serene Onee-sama Verone, and the beast girl Mia. It's a nostalgic group.

It seems the former adventurers have all gathered to visit. How nice. I invite them to the parlor to catch up.

It's been a while since we parted ways at the Camp. We have a lot to talk about. The encounters with Siegrune and the many apprentices, Rosabel-san and Colette-san joining us, our current projects, and future plans. We also enjoy hearing Ophelia’s adventures and recent news. After about three cups of tea, the conversation starts to settle.

It’s time to get to the point. "So, everyone, to the point—did you decide to join me? I’m happy just to see you, but—"

The adventurers exchange glances. Ophelia and Albert seem to have something in mind, while the other three look ready to follow their lead.

"Well, since you invited us, we came with the intention of joining. But there's one condition," Ophelia says.

"Condition?" "Don't tell me, you guys have gotten stronger since the last time. Yukari, let’s do it again. This time, I’ll win!"

"Me too!"

That’s what I thought. Ophelia and Albert look ready to jump into battle.

"If battling is the condition, I’m up for it. But if you join us, that means you're done with the adventurer life?" "Life’s long. We can always go back to adventuring. Right now, the Kikyo Society seems more interesting."

Ophelia says this with her usual nonchalant attitude, which Albert seems to share.

"You two are fine with that, but what about the others?" "They’re not battle maniacs like us."

The other three apparently love exciting things and new experiences. They seem to be joining out of curiosity, following Ophelia and Albert.

As far as I’m concerned, if they’re friends and can contribute, their reasons don’t matter. Whether the Kikyo Society is interesting is debatable, but if they’re interested, that’s enough. They can have fun and see if it suits them.

We might get more visitors, so I leave Valeria in the office while we head to the underground Training Grounds. She’s disappointed at missing the fight, but there will be plenty of practice battles later.

"Wow, you’ve built all this underground?"

The spacious training grounds, complete with a well-stocked armory and potion storage, impress the group. After the tour, Ophelia and Albert quickly prepare for combat. They’ll take turns, starting with Ophelia.

This is the first time we’ll fight with magic since the Camp. Training sessions there were different, but I’m excited for this one.

I activate my Physical Enhancement Magic. "Let’s see what you’ve got, adventurer."

This isn’t like the usual sparring with Kikyo Society members or the street thugs. Adventurers who fight various monsters regularly develop the skills to handle any situation. Ophelia has additional skills like Illusion Magic, making this fight even more interesting.

We face each other, and the battle begins. Ophelia’s Physical Enhancement Magic shows she means business.

She’s certainly stronger, but I think our Combat Unit still has the edge. As the leader, I can’t let new members underestimate me. I activate my own Physical Enhancement Magic.

"You’re still as impressive as ever, Yukari." "The Kikyo Society trains differently. It’s not just me; everyone is strong."

Ophelia’s battle spirit only grows stronger with each display of power. She charges at me with a fierce cry, using both magic and her sword. I dodge her horizontal slash and try to grab her, but her Illusion skill makes it difficult.

I could counterattack like old times, but that would be boring. This is the first time we’re using magic, so I want to try something new. I create a large, nearly invisible crystal shield and charge at her.

The shield’s impact isn’t enough to knock her down, but the crystal shattering should be a fun reaction. As I approach, I sense a magical surge.

Flames burst from under Ophelia’s feet! "No way!"

A mid-level Fire Magic spell. My crystal shield shatters before it hits her, and I’m forced to retreat. Both of us are surprised by the unexpected turn.

We exchange a grin and resume the battle. I prefer close combat and am confident in my strength, but my abilities shine best at mid to long range. I’ll show her what I can do.

This time, I keep my distance and use magic. Ophelia, wary of my unknown spells, stays back. She’s confident she can avoid them from a distance.

If they won’t hit normally, I’ll force the situation. I summon metal pillars around her at high speed. The speed is crucial. Even if she tries to dodge, her Illusion skill won’t help.

Ophelia tries to put more distance between us, but it’s too late. She’s trapped in a metal cage, trying to break the thin pillars. They’re stronger than they look.

I then generate large rocks above the cage. From below, they look like massive boulders about to fall. They start to drop.

Onlookers like Albert and the others watch without panic, understanding the situation. Ophelia crouches, and the rocks crash down.

"AAARGH!"

She rises, sword raised, and the rocks shatter. The impact was lighter than expected. The rocks were actually thin pumice stones, designed to look massive from below but harmless on impact.

Ophelia looks bewildered. "Still pulling those nasty tricks. But your fighting style has changed."

"Trapping you in a cage was a surprise. Everyone was shocked." "And those pillars were incredibly tough."

I release Ophelia from the cage, and she and Albert start analyzing the fight. I consider chatting with the others, but Albert is eager to start his turn.

"Yukari, I don’t mind, but can we do this without long-range magic?" "Sure, I’m up for it."

Albert grins and charges at me with his warhammer. I meet his attacks head-on, deflecting them with my fists. I counter with punches and kicks, exploiting any openings.

Albert, used to conventional combat, seems frustrated but enjoys the challenge. These battle maniacs are a handful.

Eventually, a punch lands, and Albert collapses, satisfied. He tells me he prefers bow and lightning magic for adventuring, but close combat is a hobby. I understand hobbies.

While fighting Ophelia and Albert, I also assess the other three. They show promise as Kikyo Society members. With training, they’ll fit in well. The competitive spirit will push everyone to improve.

We’ve been fighting for hours, and it’s already night. Members returning from their duties gather underground.

"Hey, it really is Ophelia and the gang! Long time no see!"

Greetings and introductions follow. Ophelia and the others chat enthusiastically with Siegrune and the apprentices, showing no hesitation.

They seem like good people. I leave the ongoing sparring to them and head to the cafeteria with Valeria and the non-combat members.

Ophelia and the others won’t need basic training. They’ll join as regular members. They’ve met many familiar faces, but they’ll need orientation on Kikyo Society procedures.

I plan to have them assist with the apprentices, wearing the Kikyo Society jackets. We’ll measure them at the Brillonvest clothing store soon.

The apprentices also need new jackets. We’ll measure everyone at once for efficiency.

The next night, Siegrune’s former colleagues also join the Kikyo Society.
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			Ophelia and the other adventurers joined us soon after, and one of Siegrune's former colleagues also came along. Her name is Ortlinde, and she used to be a scout in the knight’s order, excelling in reconnaissance, surveillance, and information gathering. Because of her background, she quickly became friends with Josephine, who handles the Kikyo Society's information. With a professional on the team, Josephine should have an easier time.

As a former elite knight, Ortlinde also has stealth skills, which complement Josephine's similar abilities. I'm looking forward to them working well together. By the way, Ortlinde is still a bit of a secret, and we haven't introduced her to the regular members yet. But that will happen soon enough.

So, we arrived at the familiar clothing store, Brillonvest. This is where our Kikyo Society's black and white coats are made, by a talented workshop.

"Sorry to take over the place again."

"Oh, not at all. It’s always a pleasure. With so many of you, it’s actually more convenient for us to have the place to ourselves."

I exchanged a brief greeting with the usual staff. A few days ago, we discussed having a large group visit, and they kindly reserved the afternoon for us today.

We needed to take measurements and finalize designs for Ophelia and the apprentices who don’t have coats yet. Even though the apprentices haven’t officially been promoted, we want to boost their morale by giving them the coats.

We’re giving both black and white coats, so they’ll each have a set. We’re starting with one coat per person for now.

Rosabel-san and Colette-san were just picking up their new coats. They immediately put them on, showing off their new black robes. It seems they chose to make the black ones first, which is a bit surprising.

"We've always worn white robes. Now that we're in a villainous organization, the black robe looks pretty good, doesn't it?"

"Hehe, what do you think?"

Colette-san, too, donned a black robe and struck a pose next to Rosabel-san. She looked surprisingly good in it. I wonder if it’s just the change, or if they really do look better in black. Speaking of which, what do they mean by a "villainous organization"?

The robes they’re wearing are more like full-length robes rather than coats. The Kikyo emblem on the back and the magical thread embroidery on the inside are all complete. They should be very satisfied with both the performance and the comfort.

The owner of Brillonvest, Torietta-san, isn’t here. She’s been leaving the workshop to her disciples lately, now that they can handle the workload and the business is thriving. Instead, she’s been focusing on her hobby of making clothes. The staff mentioned this a while ago.

We stopped providing the black and white metallic threads we used to give as payment. Too much circulation could cause unforeseen problems, so we discussed it with Torietta-san. Instead, we agreed to provide a variety of other metallic threads.

For personal projects, Torietta-san can have as much metallic thread or scrap metal as she wants, since she’s not selling them. She uses her ample funds to buy all sorts of threads, fabrics, and components, and then creates whatever she fancies.

She keeps gifting me items she makes, like the backpack and combat gloves I use for training. They feel like they were made just for me. When I asked her, she said something about my presence inspiring her creativity, though I don’t quite understand what she means.

In any case, she’s given me so many items—clothes, accessories, and even armor—that I don’t need to buy anything myself anymore. I have more clothes and undergarments than I know what to do with. They’re all top-notch, so I can’t just throw them away, and they fit me perfectly, so I can’t give them away. It’s a bit of a dilemma.

Her creations are also shown to her disciples, which helps improve their skills. As a master, she’s fulfilling her role well. She’s probably in her workshop right now, working on something.

We left the cost estimation to the usual staff and the cashier, with the final payment to be settled later. Given the large order, it will take quite a while for everything to be completed. Brillonvest’s artisans have improved their production speed and increased their numbers, but it will still take a while.

After handling the necessary tasks, I left the shop. Torietta-san is probably engrossed in her work, so I decided not to disturb her, even though I wanted to say hello.

Rosabel-san and Colette-san were still showing off their new robes to the apprentices, acting like kids. I left them to it and headed out. Sixth Avenue was as lively as ever.

The Kikyo Society’s members on duty today should be patrolling nearby, though I can’t see them from here. I thought about looking for them but remembered a conversation with Torietta-san earlier.

"Hey, one of your long-time disciples has opened their own shop."

"Really? That’s great for them. But it must be tough for you, losing a skilled worker."

"Well, it’s a bit of a loss, but we’ve got plenty of new disciples. We support them, of course."

The new workshop is run by a skilled artisan. It’s good news for the economy.

Brillonvest is still the best clothing store in Sixth Avenue, if not all of Exembra. But they’ve been turning down more work because they’re so busy, partly due to our orders. They’re our go-to store for more than just coats.

One of Torietta-san’s disciples has opened a new clothing store, which is already quite popular. It’s a small shop at the end of Sixth Avenue, and I have some free time, so I decided to check it out.

The shop was at the very end of Sixth Avenue, down a small alley. It looked like they were on a break, but the door was open, so I went in. A quick greeting seemed appropriate.

"Hi there."

"Ah! Lady Yukarinowe, you’ve come!"

He was in the middle of cleaning, which is a good sign.

"I heard you’re getting good reviews."

"Well, I still have a long way to go compared to my master."

He’s a rabbit-eared man, like Torietta-san. I’ve seen him at Brillonvest before but never spoke to him. Facing him now made me a bit uneasy, but I decided not to let it show.

"I’ll be by soon to collect protection money, so be prepared."

I said it jokingly, but he seemed to take it in stride. Maybe he’s a good guy.

He mentioned that he already has a disciple and is working to grow his business. It’s a busy time for him.

"Is today your day off?"

"Yes, I was planning to focus on production, but the materials are delayed."

"I see. So you’re just waiting for them to arrive."

"Exactly. By the way, would you consider providing metallic threads for my store?"

He had a hopeful look, but I wasn’t sure.

"The black and white ones are out of the question."

"Of course, I understand."

His disappointment was clear, which made me feel a bit guilty. But I decided to give him a chance.

"I can’t provide those two, but I might be able to help with others."

"Really? That’s great! I’ll make sure to ask."

"I can’t promise to meet all your requests, but we can discuss it. What kind of items do you specialize in?"

"Anything you bring, I’ll be grateful for. I’ll even offer a good price."

His store, being a disciple of Torietta-san, mainly focuses on traveler and adventurer gear, especially for men. He’s also skilled in making bags, which are in high demand. He’s even getting offers from merchants to expand his workshop and take on more disciples. Impressive for someone who just started.

I probably won’t shop here, but I hope he does well.

"Alright, I’ll be going now. I’ll have someone bring the metallic threads, and we’ll settle the payment then."

"Thank you! I look forward to it!"

Despite the challenges, he seemed genuinely excited. Since I had no pressing matters, I decided to wander around a bit more. It’s rare to have some alone time.

Most of the time, I’m with someone, so this is a treat. I walked through the quieter end of Sixth Avenue, where the workshops and production areas are. Most stores on Sixth Avenue are just storefronts, with the workshops elsewhere. This area is full of such workshops.

The sounds of machinery and work filled the air. I stopped at a small garage with a worn sign that read "Dominic Cruel Workshop."

Curious, I peeked inside and saw what I was looking for: a motorcycle. It was similar to the one Rosabel-san and Colette-san arrived on, a bit clunky and in the middle of being repaired or built. There were several more in the back.

I wanted to buy one or have one made. Memories of rides with a biker uncle came to mind. It was an American cruiser, sleek and stylish. I wanted something like that.

I called out, but no one answered. I tried again, and after a moment, I heard someone approaching.

"Coming, coming! Who’s there?"

A balding, elderly man with a barrel-shaped body and colored goggles appeared from the back. He seemed friendly and welcoming.

"So, you’re interested in these? They’re fun magic devices, but not many people ride them. Welcome to the club!"

Indeed, motorcycles are rare in Exembra. Most vehicles are used by merchants for work, and personal ownership is uncommon. The idea of a vehicle for leisure is quite novel.

"Do you make two-wheeled magic devices here?"

"Sure do. It’s more of a hobby than a business, but want to give it a try?"

"Can I?"

"The back is a scrapyard. It’s spacious, perfect for a test ride."

I didn’t expect to try it, but I decided to go for it. The scrapyard was a mix of garbage and materials, about the size of a gym. Surrounded by workshops, it was a perfect place for a test ride.

"You ever ridden one before?"

"Only four-wheeled vehicles, but not two-wheeled ones."

"Easy enough, just follow my lead."

The motorcycle, powered by a magic stone, was eco-friendly and clean. The controls were simple, and I had no trouble riding it after my experience with a jeep.

We rode slowly, following the old man. The wind against my skin felt great, and it was surprisingly fun. I imagined how much better it would be outside the city at higher speeds.

But maybe it wouldn’t go very fast, which would be a bit disappointing.

After two laps, I stopped as slowly as I had started.

"Wasn’t that fun?"

He grinned, looking almost like a kid.

"Yes, it was. Say, old man, I have a request."

I was more determined to buy one now.

"Call me Dominic. I have a proper name."

"Alright, Doc."

"Don’t call me that."

Mechanics are called 'Doc'—it’s a no-nonsense nickname. I wasn’t giving in on that.

"Doc, do you make these motorcycles?"

"Motorcycles? You mean the magic cycles?"

"Right. I have a specific design in mind. Can you make it for me?"

"Interesting. The ones here are optimized for magic efficiency, but you want a different shape?"

"I don’t know the technical details. I’ll sketch it out, and you can see if it’s possible."

Doc brought paper and a pen, watching intently as I sketched. I recalled the sleek, wild design of the cruiser I remembered. It was black with silver accents.

I drew and redrew until I was satisfied. Doc was impressed but a bit annoyed.

"Good job. Let me make some adjustments."

He quickly revised the design to improve the magic efficiency.

"Better? I kept it close to your original, but it’s a bit more streamlined."

I preferred a more mechanical look, but I trusted his expertise.

"Fine. How much difference does the magic efficiency make?"

"About ten percent longer run time with the adjustments."

"That’s a big improvement. What about compared to the optimized ones?"

"Those are about thirty percent more efficient. Your design is unique and stylish, but the efficiency is lower."

Thirty percent is significant, but I can manage with spare magic stones or by replenishing the power myself. If it can be refueled while riding, that would be even better.

Doc continued, "I was getting bored with efficiency, anyway. This will be a nice change. But it won’t be cheap."

He seemed to doubt I could afford it, but I’m not worried.

"Money isn’t an issue. Just make it the best you can."

"You’re rich, aren’t you? Your clothes are top-notch."

He finally noticed my appearance.

"Yes, and I have specific requirements. We need to discuss the details."

"Great, this will keep me busy. I’ll do my best!"

I laughed, "I look forward to it!"

We spent more time discussing the details, and it took several days to finalize the design. My design required custom parts, so it would take a while to complete.

I made some unreasonable requests, but Doc was willing to accommodate them. It might take until the seasons change, but I’m excited for the finished product.

After paying a deposit, Doc was eager to start on a prototype. I can’t wait for it to be done.
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			It's been quite a while since order was brought to Sixth Avenue. The artisans and merchants understand that this order and safety don't come for free. Even those not directly involved in business should know that much; it's part of being a grown-up.

If the residents of Sixth Avenue continue to ignore the order we, the Kikyo Society, have established and maintained, we might have to take a slightly harsher approach.

I've heard from Torietta-san that the elders of Sixth Avenue have been informed. Still, there's been no action from their side. We need to question what they're thinking and why they're ignoring us. We've already proven our worth.

The apprentices' training is almost complete, and it's time to clarify who's in charge of Sixth Avenue. Everyone knows that Sixth Avenue is under the Kikyo Society's control, but without a formal agreement with the elders, collecting protection fees won't go as smoothly as we'd like. We could do it unilaterally, but the stubborn artisans might resist, which would be troublesome. It's best to establish a clear line.

We also need to start preparing for the Kikyo Society-operated tavern in Sixth Avenue. It's time to move forward with all these plans.

One night, I gather the full members of the Kikyo Society and declare, "Tomorrow, I'll speak with the representatives of Sixth Avenue. Our track record is solid, and I won't tolerate any complaints."

"If they start whining, we won't let them off the hook. They haven't paid for our protection for long enough."

"Right, it's not free work."

"But if it goes well, we'll be busy again soon."

"More earnings mean more opportunities."

The members are energized by the new challenge.

"Tomorrow, there will be a meeting of Sixth Avenue's key store owners and artisans. They know we'll be there."

We've put in a lot of groundwork with Torietta-san, the owner of the Brillonvest clothing store. There's no room for further delays. We'll settle this tomorrow.

Siegrune looks at me thoughtfully. "Yukari-dono, I think it's best if we go alone tomorrow. If the leader suddenly shows up, they might become too confident."

"That's a good point. I'll handle the negotiations, and Siegrune will support me. The Combat Unit will provide security. Their presence alone will be a strong deterrent."

I see. I was planning to handle it myself, but if Siegrune thinks it's best, I'll trust her judgment. Frederica and Siegrune are reliable. If they can't handle it, I doubt I could do any better.

Even if the Combat Unit goes to the negotiation, the Headquarters and Lightning Street will be well-protected with me and the apprentices.

"Alright, I'll leave it to you all. Make a firm decision tomorrow. Of course, a friendly agreement would be ideal, but if not, use your best judgment."

I'm delegating full authority. Even if the atmosphere is tense, our track record should lead to a favorable outcome.

Alright, now it's up to them. The next day, after sending the negotiation team off, I focus on my usual self-training.

The apprentices stay at the Headquarters today, training or resting as they see fit. I spend what feels like an unusually long time training, and by evening, the negotiation team returns.

Siegrune starts her report with a grim expression.

"Yukari-dono, we faced interference."

Hmm, it seems things didn't go well.

"What happened?"

Siegrune patiently questioned the representatives of Sixth Avenue about why they weren't moving forward with our relationship. Using a mix of persuasion and threats, she eventually got some answers, though not everything. It seems the Commercial Guild, a different faction from Jallens, is interfering with the Kikyo Society's relationship with Sixth Avenue.

Someone from the Commercial Guild is pressuring the elders of Sixth Avenue not to work with us. The stores on Sixth Avenue are under the Commercial Guild's umbrella, so they can't ignore the pressure. This has likely been the reason for their reluctance to recognize our authority.

However, many shopkeepers and artisans, like Torietta-san, are keen to join forces with us. This is a positive sign.

"Those people seemed to have some leverage. They were unusually hesitant."

"They seemed caught between us and the Commercial Guild. There was also pressure from below."

I haven't been to the Commercial Guild recently, but I have a friendly relationship with Jallens. The guild isn't a monolithic entity, so the person behind this interference is likely someone with equal or greater standing than Jallens, and who sees us as a threat. It's unclear what their motive is.

The Commercial Guild doesn't gain much by opposing us. The protection we provide helps stabilize commerce, and the protection fees are a separate matter. There's no reason for conflict. In fact, the Commercial Guild should be grateful for the stability we bring to Sixth Avenue.

"I'll identify our enemies. Josephine, work with Ortlinde to investigate immediately."

Josephine nods and leaves at once. Ortlinde isn't here, so they'll meet up elsewhere.

"We can't wait for the enemy to show themselves. Frederica, start preparing the tavern with Sophie."

"The schedule is set, so it's just a matter of execution. As a precaution, I'd like you to inspect the location with us. Let's go together another day."

"That sounds good. For now, everyone else, continue with your usual tasks. We'll call you to action as soon as we have more information."

"Sure thing!"

The team's enthusiastic response is reassuring.

Who is causing this interference and why? This is a clear provocation, and I won't let it slide, no matter who they are.

On the surface, the Kikyo Society continues its usual activities. Josephine and Ortlinde are busy investigating, but the enemy remains elusive. Even with their skills, two people can only do so much. We need to strengthen our Intelligence Unit.

I've spoken to Jallens about the situation and secured his cooperation. The power struggles within the Commercial Guild are intense, and he provided information on potential candidates who might be against us.

If this interference is due to personal grudges, it's one thing, but if it's backed by an organization, we need to uncover the full extent of the threat.

Despite the tension, we carry on with our daily tasks. I'm heading to the location for the Kikyo Society-operated tavern in Sixth Avenue.

It's a prime location in the heart of Sixth Avenue, a bustling spot that's been untouched due to the conflicts. It's a waste, and now the Kikyo Society will put it to good use.

"Hmm, it's quite spacious inside."

"The management is well-maintained. I expected it to be more rundown."

The two-story building is quite large and well-kept by the Commercial Guild. It will need new equipment, but the potential is clear. If we can make this place a success, the investment will pay off quickly.

I've brought Sophie, who will manage the tavern, along with Josephine and Lily. Jallens from the Commercial Guild is also with us.

"Are you sure you're up to it?"

"It's too late to back out now. You've prepared for this, and everyone will support you. You'll do great."

Sophie will handle all aspects of the tavern, from renovations to staff recruitment and supply management. She has connections with renovation companies and suppliers, and Jallens will help with staff recruitment through the Commercial Guild. It's a lot of work, but Sophie can handle it.

Josephine will assist Sophie and Lily with the interior design.

By involving Jallens and the Commercial Guild, we might provoke the enemy, which could help us catch them. But for now, we need their support.

"Let's make it a wonderful place."

Lily, the flower mage, will run a flower shop at the entrance. She can create the flowers herself and doesn't need much equipment. We'll let her manage it as she sees fit. Depending on how it goes, we might expand it into a specialty store or keep it as a small operation. There's no real cause for concern.

Based on today's inspection, we'll decide on the renovations. We'll then consult with renovation experts to finalize the plans.

The flower shop will occupy a six-mat area near the entrance. The main tavern will be over a hundred square meters, plus a kitchen and bar. The second floor will have living quarters and a break room for staff, as well as an office. The basement will serve as a storage area and a private meeting room.

The tavern will have rotating guards to ensure security. We'll offer live-in options for staff, and Sophie might choose to live there as well.

I'll stay out of the design and operational decisions. Sophie will decide the atmosphere, hours, and everything else except the core concept of a tavern. Of course, I'll be available for consultations.

"Jallens-san, let me know if there's any movement within the guild."

"I'll keep an eye out. With such a bold move, interference is inevitable."

We'll identify and deal with the source of trouble.

Despite our plans, the days pass peacefully. The tavern preparations go smoothly, and the enemy remains quiet, almost eerily so. We've also started collecting protection fees from Sixth Avenue, though some stores refuse due to the lack of formal recognition. Those who reject us won't benefit from our protection, and joining later will come at a higher cost.

Fortunately, such cases are rare, thanks to our positive reputation.

The smooth progress almost makes me forget about the enemy. Complacency is dangerous.

Surprisingly, no major issues arise during the hot summer. The apprentices have completed their basic training and will graduate to full members. We expected some dropouts, but everyone made it through, even those we thought might struggle. The recovery potions helped, but their perseverance is commendable.

Reflecting on it, life in the former Kingdom of Brenark, with its poor security and harsh conditions, makes our offer more appealing. We provide a safe place to live, ample food, and medical care. It's a good deal.

Standing before the apprentices, I feel a sense of pride.

As a symbol of their graduation, I present each of them with the Kikyo Society's black and off-white cloak.

"You've all done well."

"Ugh, sniff, thank you, President!"

Some are moved to tears, which is a bit awkward.

With all the apprentices now full members and the tavern preparations nearly complete, something feels off. It's as if something is about to happen.
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			The Kikyo Society is a rapidly growing new force. We might have been a bit naive about this fact.

Many of us, including myself, act on momentum and enthusiasm. Sometimes, we’ll take someone down if we’re annoyed, and other times, we’ll help out for no reason.

We might act irrationally or emotionally. As long as it doesn’t harm the Kikyo Society, I think we have a fair amount of freedom. To outsiders, we might seem to be living as we please.

Being a new group of women, there are bound to be many who find our actions bothersome.

As we grow in numbers and strength, we naturally attract attention. This attention, especially from the underworld, is often negative.

Exembra is home to many large and small criminal organizations.

How much attention we’ve attracted and how cautious we’ve been might be more than we realized.

A steamy night of free time.

The newly promoted members are gradually getting used to their new lives, and they’re starting to go out more often at night.

Despite our awareness of the risks, the Kikyo Society hasn’t faced any significant incidents.

One evening, as we were chatting in the headquarters, the front door burst open.

"Hurry, recovery!"

"Quick, heal them!"

Bonnie and Paula, who had gone out for drinks, rushed in, breathless. The situation was clear.

Two of our new members were carried in, battered and bruised.

"Quick, this way!"

"Hey, are you okay? Don’t you die on me!"

"This is bad."

"What happened?"

Just a glance was enough to see that they were severely injured. Deep cuts and broken bones on their limbs, and a particularly nasty blow to the head suggested a clear intent to kill.

Rosabel and Colette immediately started healing them with magic.

Thanks to the specially designed coats, the damage to their bodies was minimal, and they were fortunate to be alive. Though unconscious, they would likely wake up soon.

Everyone carries emergency recovery potions, but Bonnie and Paula had forgotten theirs. As a punishment, they’ll have to face the consequences. The new members had used their potions during the fight, leaving empty crystal vials in their pockets, a sign of their diligence.

Relieved that they would recover, we took a moment to gather our thoughts.

"Bonnie, Paula, what happened?"

"We don’t know all the details, but the Rosimar Gang did this. Their emblem was clear. When we found them, they ran away!"

"Damn, those guys! We won’t let this slide!"

According to Bonnie and Paula, the two new members were surrounded and attacked by a group.

From a distance, they could see the new members resisting fiercely, but they were outnumbered. When Bonnie and Paula arrived, the new members, reassured by their presence, passed out.

"Bonnie, Paula, thank you. We’ll deal with them properly."

Gradena, usually smiling, was unusually serious, suppressing her anger.

The new members had a special bond with Gradena, who had mentored them in the Combat Unit. Their injuries would hit her hard.

"Yukari, let me handle this."

"Alright. Everyone, this is Gradena’s responsibility. She’ll choose the team and the approach. The rest of you, support her."

The members, with serious and determined faces, nodded in agreement.

"Josephine, if you can, provide information on the Rosimar Gang."

"Sure. I’ll give you everything you need."

The Rosimar Gang is smaller than us, with about twenty members, none of whom are particularly strong.

The motive is unclear, but they might have wanted to make a statement against our growing influence.

We haven’t had any significant conflicts with them in the past. Perhaps it was a spontaneous fight.

"They’re not a big gang. Five of us should be enough. Bonnie and Paula, you’re in. The rest is up to—"

Many from the Combat Unit volunteered, but Zieglune and Valeria were the quickest.

"First come, first served. Zieglune, Valeria, let’s go."

They quickly prepared their gear and potions.

"If you can see the Rosimar Gang’s office from the roof, we’ll watch from there. Signal us if you need backup."

The roof, once a desolate space, has been transformed into a garden by Lily, a serene spot for relaxation.

"Got it. We don’t expect to need it, but keep an eye on us."

The unconscious new members woke up as we were discussing the plan. They seemed relieved to be back at the headquarters and shared their ordeal with Paula. They nodded in agreement with each other.

"Hey! We want to go too. As aspiring members of the Combat Unit, we can’t just sit back and watch!"

Even after such an ordeal, they still had the will to fight. They might be promising new members. Yukari and Gradena exchanged nods of approval.

"Yukari, it’s also a training opportunity. I’ll take the other aspiring members too."

In the office, many new members were watching. Yukari called out to them.

"You heard that? Aspiring Combat Unit members, follow Gradena."

The new members, tense and determined, quickly prepared for the mission.

Some might shine in this experience, while others might struggle. But humans adapt. I’m not worried.

Gradena gave a stern speech to the new members.

"You don’t need to fight. Just observe our techniques. Some of you are experiencing this for the first time, so it’s fine to just get a feel for it. Today, the Rosimar Gang will be finished. We’ll make them regret ever crossing the Kikyo Society. Let’s go!"

Gradena led the way, followed by Bonnie, Paula, Zieglune, and Valeria, all fully armed. The new members, a mix of excitement, tension, and anxiety, followed closely.

We moved to the roof to watch, ready to provide backup if needed.

As we settled in, the injured new members gradually regained consciousness. They looked around, relieved to be back at the headquarters, and recounted their ordeal to Paula. They nodded in agreement with each other.

"Hey! We want to go too. As aspiring members of the Combat Unit, we can’t just sit back and watch!"

Even after such an ordeal, they still had the will to fight. They might be promising new members. Yukari and Gradena exchanged nods of approval.

"Yukari, it’s also a training opportunity. I’ll take the other aspiring members too."

In the office, many new members were watching. Yukari called out to them.

"You heard that? Aspiring Combat Unit members, follow Gradena."

The new members, tense and determined, quickly prepared for the mission.

Some might shine in this experience, while others might struggle. But humans adapt. I’m not worried.

Gradena gave a stern speech to the new members.

"You don’t need to fight. Just observe our techniques. Some of you are experiencing this for the first time, so it’s fine to just get a feel for it. Today, the Rosimar Gang will be finished. We’ll make them regret ever crossing the Kikyo Society. Let’s go!"

Gradena led the way, followed by Bonnie, Paula, Zieglune, and Valeria, all fully armed. The new members, a mix of excitement, tension, and anxiety, followed closely.

We moved to the roof to watch, ready to provide backup if needed.

Josephine pointed out the location of the Rosimar Gang’s office. Indeed, it was visible.

Using Physical Enhancement Magic, we could see far and clearly. If Gradena’s team needed to signal us, we’d notice.

From the rooftop garden, the remaining members watched the Rosimar Gang’s location with focus.

After a while, we saw Gradena and her team arrive in a jeep.

Waving to us, they broke through the entrance and charged inside.

Once inside, we couldn’t see the situation clearly.

Occasionally, we could see windows breaking. What’s happening in there?

We kept watching, and soon, the new members, wearing Kikyo Society coats, emerged from the building, looking a bit flustered.

Shortly after, a woman in a black coat was thrown from an upper floor. It’s Paula, I think.

She landed gracefully but used a recovery potion, indicating she was injured.

"Josephine, they seem to be struggling."

"That’s odd. Did they get new members?"

It’s hard to stay updated with the latest information, so we can’t blame them.

They might have new members or a strong individual who happened to be there.

Gradena and the others joined Paula, and the new members were instructed to stay back.

There was no signal from our side, so we continued to observe.

A tall man with a giant spear appeared on the broken wall, looking down at our members.

Indeed, he looks strong.

But he’s alone, just one person.

He jumped down and swung his spear at Gradena. Despite the loud impact, Gradena held her ground.

The Kikyo Society members gradually surrounded him. The man, sensing the encirclement, attacked more fiercely, but Gradena held her ground.

If this continues, he’ll be defeated soon. But Zieglune and Valeria aren’t intervening.

The man, perhaps thinking it was a one-on-one fight, focused on Gradena. He probably planned to break through and escape. It’s a good strategy, but it won’t work.

"What an idiot."

The moment the man’s attention wavered, Valeria threw a paralyzing dart, which hit his waist.

Shocked, he was vulnerable, and Gradena cut off his arm.

Bonnie and Paula rushed over, kicked his legs out, and began to torture him.

Since this information was unknown to Josephine, he could be a valuable source.

We still need to be cautious about magic, but he’ll likely surrender. If he resists, we won’t hesitate.

Zieglune and Valeria stayed to guard the man, while the others returned to the building.

A moment later, Bonnie emerged, dragging a ragged figure.

"That’s probably the Rosimar Gang’s leader. He’s in bad shape."

Josephine provided the context.

The Rosimar Gang is finished. We’ll make them pay for their actions.

We might also use this opportunity to promote the Kikyo Society.

Suddenly, a high-powered fire magic attack struck the area.

Despite the surprise, Zieglune and the others quickly covered their heads with the coats and took cover.

The coats’ protection was effective, but the captured men were exposed and severely injured. The fire magic seemed to target them specifically.

"…They’re trying to silence them."

"It seems so. Was the Rosimar Gang hired by someone to attack our new members? It’s too quick. We didn’t plan this attack in advance."

"We’re under surveillance. They might have acted quickly to prevent us."

Indeed, that’s possible.

It’s unsettling to be watched, but it’s the price of our growing influence.

"We can’t see where the magic came from. Tracing it will be difficult."

"But it’s clear that the Rosimar Gang didn’t act alone. We need to continue our investigation, but uncovering the mastermind will be challenging."

"We can’t leave this alone. We’ll take it step by step."

There’s a lot we don’t know, but that’s okay for now.

Josephine and others have their limits. We can’t expect to uncover everything immediately.

What’s unacceptable is targeting our apprentices and new members. However, I don’t think it will happen frequently.

By destroying the Rosimar Gang, we’ve likely deterred other small gangs from targeting us. The survivors will spread the word, and the Kikyo Society’s reputation will grow.

Whoever they are, they won’t get away with it.

We welcomed Gradena and the others back at the headquarters.

The new members were included this time and had plenty of recovery potions. They all returned safely, though the jeep was badly damaged. It’ll need maintenance, but it’s still functional.

"Yukari, here’s a souvenir."

Gradena handed me a spear. It belonged to the man with the giant spear.

I’ve been using spears recently, so she brought it for me.

"It’s a good fit."

Lily nodded in approval. It’s a high-quality spear, better than mithril, with a sleek silhouette. A bit thick for me, but solid and simple. It’s useful.

But I’m more into spear throwing than actual spear combat.

The other items recovered, such as magical artifacts, might be valuable. The jeep repair might be covered, but I’ll make the one who used the fire magic pay for it eventually.

Fighting should be done in a way that ensures victory.

I don’t care much about saving face, and the Kikyo Society isn’t a hero’s guild.

If hand-to-hand combat isn’t possible, use weapons and tools.

If a direct approach fails, use surprise attacks or ambushes.

If numbers are the solution, use them. If you can find weaknesses, exploit them. There are many strategies.

Cowardice? That’s just an excuse from losers.

We’ll accept any challenge. If you sell us a fight, we’ll buy it.

But if you’re selling, at least have your last meal first."
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			Even after a minor incident, it’s important to move on quickly. When the veterans return to their usual routines, the new members follow suit.

Returning to daily life brought about some positive changes.

The new members, who experienced the attack, are more focused and engaged in their training. I expect their progress to improve.

Training roles have also been established based on combat styles.

For orthodox swordsmanship, Zieglune.

For axe and brute-force combat, Angelina.

For hand-to-hand combat, Valeria and Mary.

For spear combat, Brittany.

For dagger combat, the beastgirl Mira.

For archery, Albert.

For magical combat, the gentle elf Liliane and the calm Onee-sama Verone.

For adaptive combat, Ophelia.

Gradena, Bonnie, and Paula can teach the importance of spirit and determination in combat. We have many practical training sessions, and fighting different combat styles is good practice.

I also teach combat to the apprentices, but my main role, along with Rosabel, Colette, and Josephine, is to give lectures.

We cover the basics of magic, reading, writing, and general knowledge.

Teaching general knowledge as a person from another world might seem odd, but there are many who are surprisingly ignorant. My background in studying makes me a suitable teacher, and my knowledge is often more extensive than theirs.

The lectures are more practical than formal school lessons. We teach what’s necessary to survive in this industry.

For example, how to behave in a casino, how to deal with outlaws, common scams and tricks, basic underworld etiquette, and the relationships between various factions. We also cover basic law, customs, and memorizing emblems.

Physical training alone isn’t enough. Without knowledge, one can easily be deceived. Being prepared is crucial.

While we provide this education, there are proper educational institutions in Exembra.

There’s no compulsory education, but anyone can attend if they pay. There are many schools, and some are like night schools, catering mainly to young people.

I’m interested in the schools of this world, but as the leader of the Kikyo Society, I can’t attend as a regular student.

I’m considering sending younger members like Sarah-chan and the former girl gang to proper schools.

I’m aware that our education has biases.

While discussing the importance of education with Rosabel and Sophie, Zieglune returned.

A diligent apprentice served us cold tea as she took her seat.

"The territory of the Rosimar Gang has been smoothly integrated. The reputation we built on Lightning Street and Sixth Avenue helped. The representative of the commercial district was also reasonable."

Zieglune, the former blue knight, sipped her drink with satisfaction.

"It’s a bit of an expansion, but it shouldn’t be a problem, right?"

"Since it’s adjacent to Lightning Street, it won’t be a significant burden. The rotation and personnel should remain the same."

If we had left the territory of the Rosimar Gang unclaimed, it could have led to conflicts over the vacant territory.

While I initially didn’t mind, it’s better to integrate it since it’s adjacent to our territory. If it were a distant location, I might have left it alone.

While it won’t bring in much protection money, the additional profit without much burden is a good deal.

Thanks to the Sixth Avenue business, our finances have improved, and the opening of our bar and flower shop is approaching. This will bring us more financial stability.

With financial stability, we don’t need to hoard large sums of money.

I plan to distribute regular bonuses to the members, including myself.

While we can’t yet afford large sums to everyone, regular, expendable income will be a significant motivator.

I’m already wealthy, but regular income is still gratifying.

Frederica and I manage the finances. For organizational operations, we use the Kikyo Society’s Record Cards issued by the Commercial Guild, separate from personal Record Cards.

Since multiple Record Cards are often needed for large organizations, we currently have three.

Frederica and I usually handle the transactions, and Zieglune has one for emergencies, though she rarely uses it.

Zieglune was chosen because she is trustworthy and loyal to the organization.

With improving finances, one day, an invitation arrived.

"Hey, Kikyo Society President, Yukarinowe-dono. We are holding the annual Thanksgiving Festival on 39th Street."

"Thanksgiving Festival?"

"I’ve heard of it. It’s a black market on 39th Street."

The organizer is a prominent figure in one of the major underworld organizations in Exembra. The black market is held irregularly in the territory they control.

It mainly deals in stolen goods and loot, as well as rare magical artifacts, artworks, exotic weapons, and even rare animals and slaves.

Being directly invited by a major player is a sign of the Kikyo Society’s growing influence.

"Onee-sama, what should we do?"

"Of course, we’re going."

We can’t miss such an interesting event.

Newcomers like us might not be allowed into the most dangerous sections, but there are bound to be rare items in the other areas. This is an opportunity we can’t pass up.

We might find something interesting, and even if we don’t, it’s an event worth experiencing.

The invitation allows up to two additional guests with me.

I suggested it, and a competition began.

"This should go to a senior member."

"I’m definitely coming with Onee-sama."

"Identification magic is best used in situations like this."

"This is a great opportunity for information gathering."

"There might be rare flowers too."

"A former adventurer’s insight would be valuable."

"I want to see the weapons."

"I want to learn."

Even the new members joined in, each making their case.

I understand their enthusiasm, but what to do?

Since the event is unlikely to turn violent, it’s fine if the Combat Unit doesn’t go. I’ll be fair about it.

After a rigorous draw, Frederica and the new member Roberta won the right to accompany me.

"Yes!"

"Damn, next time! I really wanted to go."

"Roberta, that’s unfair."

"Bring us back some souvenirs!"

While the disappointed members grumbled, we prepared for the night.

The event was scheduled to start soon after the invitation arrived, likely to avoid interference from law enforcement or rival factions. With the current climate, a raid is unlikely, but it’s a precaution.

After dinner, as the night deepened, we set out in our black coats to 39th Street.

Frederica, relaxed and eager to shop, and Roberta, tense and anxious, joined me in the overhauled jeep.

"Roberta, try to relax."

I gave her a disapproving look, and she sheepishly scratched her head.

"But I’m nervous. It’s my first time at a black market."

"Just be casual. If anything happens, I’ll handle it."

Frederica, the elegant blonde beauty, was completely relaxed and genuinely excited.

"Don’t worry. Try to enjoy it like Frederica. Being too tense might draw unwanted attention."

"I’ll try."

The event area had a large parking space, filled with many vehicles, unusual for Exembra.

As we parked and joined the crowd, we naturally drew attention, being new and prominent members of the Kikyo Society.

I ignored the annoying stares. The event’s security guards, likely affiliated with the organizers, kept the area under control, preventing any troublemakers from causing disruptions.

Ignoring the uncomfortable gazes, we entered the grand building hosting the Thanksgiving Festival.

Showing our invitations, we were led to the main area. The upper floors, where more dangerous transactions take place, were off-limits to us.

Stepping into the grand hall, we were greeted by a bustling and lively atmosphere.

"No more price cuts, you got that?"

"Hey, kid, how about this?"

The hall was much larger than expected, filled with the loud voices of vendors and customers.

"Wow!"

Roberta, wide-eyed, was clearly impressed by the vibrant atmosphere.

"I expected a more formal setting, but it’s surprisingly free."

"It’s a true black market."

It felt more like a flea market or a garage sale.

The customers were a mix of rough-looking individuals, quirky merchants, wealthy collectors, and adventurers, similar to the clientele at casinos.

The security guards, despite their intimidating presence, kept a low profile, and the overall atmosphere was relaxed and friendly.

"There are lots of swords over there!"

Judging by the atmosphere, it seemed safe to explore and enjoy the event.

With no immediate concerns, I decided to let everyone wander freely. There was a rest area in a corner where we could regroup later.

"Everyone has something they want to see. Frederica and Roberta, try not to cause any trouble."

"Don’t worry. I’ll find some good deals. Look forward to it."

"I’m off!"

Frederica headed towards a display of ornate decorations, while Roberta, drawn to the swords, went her own way.

I decided to check out the magical artifacts.

The hall was vast, and I started with a quick tour. As expected, the black market offered a different kind of merchandise compared to regular shops.

Everything was suspicious, with outrageous claims attached to the items.

For example, a ring advertised as the ultimate magical artifact to dramatically increase magical power, or a legendary sword called the Golden Flame Sword, claimed to be a rare find.

There were also dubious magical artifacts and potions, alongside practical items like barrier magic devices and communication orbs, which are usually restricted to guilds. The communication orbs, though tempting, were too expensive, and I suspected they were overpriced.

Just walking around was entertaining. I wished I could have brought more members.

"Hey, miss, check this out. You’re the only woman around, so I’ll show you something special if you buy something."

I wasn’t approached much, but I was stopped at a booth selling small trinkets by a dog-like beastman, who was quite charming. I decided to take a look.

On the table were neat arrangements of items for women.

Small magical artifacts, some with poison needles or flashbang capabilities, were interesting. They were designed as rings, necklaces, and hair accessories, making them easy to wear and use for self-defense.

They were compact and wouldn’t take up much space, and could serve as both defensive and fashionable accessories. Many were surprisingly beautiful and cute, making them perfect souvenirs for everyone.

They were expensive, but I’m wealthy, so I splurged.

I decided to buy everything on the table, a typical rich person’s casual purchase.

"Really? Thanks, miss! Here’s your payment."

I handed over the Record Card with a slight frown.

"Of course."

The beastman, impressed by my purchase, packed the items into a large paper bag with care.

He mentioned a special item, so I asked to see more.

"Sure thing, miss. If you like it, feel free to buy it."

He unlocked a large, locked box and showed me the contents.

Indeed, these items were valuable.

"Hmm, not bad… Wait."

One item caught my eye.

It was a familiar, nostalgic item. I never thought I’d see it here.

"That’s a mana-sealing bracelet. A rare item you can’t find anywhere else. Easy to use, too."

He spoke proudly, but I recognized it immediately. It’s the magical artifact we were forced to wear in the camp. I couldn’t forget it.

I couldn’t help but feel a moment of nostalgia."
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			Mana-sealing bracelets are special magical artifacts that don’t appear in regular marketplaces.

Once you’re fitted with one of these bracelets, you can’t use magic until the key to unlock it is obtained. They are typically used in prisons and camps.

There is a large nation called Berliza in the northern continent. Berliza is a highly developed country, particularly in the field of magical artifact development, leading the world in this area.

The mana-sealing bracelet was developed by a renowned magical artifact manufacturer in Berliza and is strictly managed and used in various countries. It’s unusual for them to be found on the black market, but the collapse of the Brenark Kingdom might have led to their circulation.

"Yukari, what’s wrong?"

Frederica, who had been browsing jewelry, joined me.

"There’s a mana-sealing bracelet. It’s nostalgic."

"You mean they’re selling this? Truly a black market."

Frederica seemed more surprised by the rarity of the item than by its nostalgia.

"Hey, can I have the mana-sealing bracelet?"

"Sure thing, miss. You have a good eye! I’ll add it to the bag."

I paid a large sum and moved on. Ignoring the puzzled look from Frederica, I headed to the designated meeting spot.

Once we found a seat, a waiter brought us drinks, snacks, and light meals without us even ordering. After taking a drink, we began to inspect our purchases.

The waitstaff here are well-trained not to pry into unnecessary details, staying out of the way unless needed and standing a bit away from the guests.

"It’s surprising to see a mana-sealing bracelet. They must be rare even in a black market."

"Indeed. When we were in the camp, we couldn’t remove these bracelets no matter what. If someone is forced to wear one, it’s not just a loss of power; it’s despair. I want to find a way to break it."

That’s why I bought it for research.

"That makes sense, but how?"

"Can your identification magic help? Maybe it can reveal a weakness."

"Don’t be unrealistic. I’m not good with magic. Advanced identification magic is beyond my capabilities."

I knew it would be difficult. If it were easy, it wouldn’t be a problem.

However, I won’t give up without trying.

"You said you’re not good with magic, but you’ve been training your mana a lot, haven’t you?"

"Yes. Since leaving the camp, I’ve been practicing daily. My mana has improved immensely compared to before."

"Then you have enough mana and some aptitude. It’s just a matter of visualization. Start with something simple and build up gradually."

"That’s true. I still struggle with advanced magic, but I can now use sixth-level spells. Intermediate-level spells might be within reach."

It’s hard to overcome a fear of something, but she’s made progress. Moving from seventh-level to sixth-level spells is a significant step.

Reaching fifth-level spells, which are considered intermediate, is a realistic goal.

"Exactly. Once you can use intermediate spells, advanced magic will be within reach. Work on it gradually, even if it’s just a little bit."

"I’ll focus on identification magic. But what about the mana-sealing bracelet?"

Without immediate access to advanced identification magic, research will be challenging.

"...Is there a way?"

"You could ask a high-level identification mage or use an identification artifact."

"I don’t know any other identification mages besides Frederica, and identification artifacts are the same. I don’t want to ask around."

"What about a different magical artifact? One that boosts magical power. With my identification magic, it might help me reach intermediate-level identification."

I had seen such boosting artifacts advertised. Let’s check them out again. With Frederica, we can determine if they’re effective.

"Let’s look for magical artifacts that boost magical power. I saw some earlier, so they should still be around."

"Good idea. Roberta hasn’t returned yet, so we can take another look."

We set out together to find the artifacts.

Unfortunately, we couldn’t find anything that would significantly boost our needs.

While there were artifacts claiming to enhance effects, none were powerful enough to elevate a low-level spell to an intermediate level. As expected.

We managed to buy a ring with a slight effect, which Frederica said would help, though only marginally. I bought it for her to encourage her to reach intermediate-level spells.

Even a small boost is better than nothing. Despite its modest effect, it was expensive, and some people looked at me as if I were foolish for buying it. But I ignored them.

The design wasn’t bad, and Frederica seemed to like it, which was a plus.

The ring had a fake blue stone, which I quickly replaced with a sapphire as a small gesture of kindness.

We bought a few more items and returned to the meeting spot. Roberta was waiting at a corner table, looking unusually tired, sipping tea.

"Roberta, sorry to keep you waiting. You look a bit off."

"She seems exhausted. Did something happen?"

"Ah, you’re back. Well, I looked at the swords, but they were all out of my budget..."

While there were some stolen goods and loot at bargain prices, she likely avoided them. As a new member with no savings, it’s understandable that she couldn’t afford the proper weapons.

I could buy one for her, but doing so for one person might seem unfair. Roberta is the type to decline such favoritism.

"Are you thinking of upgrading your sword?"

"The one I have now is just a beginner’s weapon. I had to have a sword, but I couldn’t trust it. As a swordsman, it’s a matter of pride."

Sometimes, budget constraints are unavoidable. Everything costs money.

"That’s true for everyone."

"Yes, everyone has the bare minimum weapons. Honestly, the training weapons are more durable and better."

It’s a sad situation. As the president, I need to address this issue.

"...Yukari, we have savings. Let’s discuss it when we get back. The Kikyo Society needs to strengthen the weapons of the new members."

"Yes, that’s true. I can provide the ingots, and we can consult the blacksmiths on Sixth Avenue."

Instead of buying pre-made weapons, we’ll have custom-made ones created.

"Really?"

Until now, the initial members had to acquire their own weapons, but the economic situation is different for the new members.

Using subpar weapons could lead to unnecessary casualties.

Improving the members’ combat capabilities is beneficial for the Kikyo Society, so we’ll discuss it and implement the changes.

The initial members already have high-quality weapons, but if they have any requests, we can address those as well. Even if they don’t need to change their main weapons, they might want secondary or experimental weapons.

"The weapons won’t be ready immediately, but let’s head back now. We’ve seen what we came for."

"It’s quite late."

"I’ll help with the luggage."

Roberta, seeing my large bags, offered to help.

Wasting nothing, I finished the remaining tea and stood up.

The black market’s entrance and exit are separate, and we had to use the designated exit. It’s a one-way path.

As we were leaving, some men were greeting everyone loudly. Their boisterous farewells were a bit annoying.

One man stood out: a well-built individual with slicked-back hair and silver-rimmed glasses, looking sophisticated but somewhat devious. Another, a young and energetic man with thick eyebrows, stood slightly behind him, likely a subordinate or underling.

It’s hard to avoid them, so we walked past normally.

"Thank you for coming today. Kikyo Society’s Yukarinowe-dono."

This is similar to what happened at the Martzio Family’s casino.

When called out by name, a polite response is expected.

The black market was enjoyable, so I should thank them.

"...Thank you for the invitation. It was enjoyable, and I genuinely mean that. I hope to be invited again."

"We’re glad you enjoyed it. Please come again."

"I look forward to it."

With a brief exchange, I headed towards the exit.

Suddenly, I heard a whisper.

"Damn, acting so high and mighty for a woman."

I have good hearing. In a quiet room, even a whisper is audible.

The voice wasn’t the slicked-back man’s, so it must have been the thick-eyebrowed subordinate.

I could pretend not to hear, but such comments from the inviting party are inappropriate.

I stopped to cast a glance at the men.

Frederica and Roberta were about to speak, but the situation changed before they could.

"—What are you saying to a customer, you idiot! Get over here, you fool!"

The slicked-back man, catching my eye, immediately confronted the thick-eyebrowed subordinate with a punch.

He didn’t stop at one punch but continued to beat him until he fell, then kicked him repeatedly.

"I’m sorry, I’m sorry, please forgive me, brother!"

"You’re apologizing to the wrong person, you fool! Apologize to her!"

The subordinate, bloodied and bruised, crawled towards me.

"I’m truly sorry for what happened."

"That’s not enough, you fool!"

"P-please, forgive me."

The excessive punishment was unseemly.

The slicked-back man, who was calm and composed earlier, seemed like a different person. He’s a dangerous individual.

"...That’s enough. I’ll forgive you this time because of your condition. Step back."

The bruised and bloodied subordinate, his face swollen and clothes disheveled, shuffled off to a side room.

"I’ve forgiven you, but you’ve embarrassed me. Remember that."

The slicked-back man’s final words were heard as he left. Indeed, he’s scary.

After that, he apologized profusely, but with others watching, we left quickly.

Teaching subordinates should be done more gracefully. We won’t be like that.

On the way back in the jeep, we talked about today’s purchases, and the conversation naturally turned to the incident at the exit.

"What happened at the exit?"

"The thick-eyebrowed man made a comment."

"He said something? That’s a harsh punishment for that."

Everyone present, including Frederica and Roberta, was taken aback.

"Maybe it’s their way of doing things. We shouldn’t take it personally."

"That’s scary."

Indeed, it’s scary, but it’s not our place to comment. We’re in the same line of work, after all.

Though we won’t use such methods.

"It’s quite late. I wonder if everyone is still awake."

"They’ll be waiting for the souvenirs, so they’re probably up."

"I didn’t buy anything. What should I do?"

"Don’t worry. We’re looking forward to your stories. I’ll distribute the souvenirs, so you don’t need to worry."

Driving back at a safe speed on the empty night streets, we returned to the Kikyo Society.

Seeing the headquarters lit up, I confirmed that everyone was waiting.

Entering the office, I found a messy scene: empty bottles and scattered snacks. Sophie, usually the first to clean up, was drunk and had fallen asleep with Sarah on her lap. Despite the unseemly scene, it looked cute in a way.

Valeria was curled up on the sofa, and Rosabel was sprawled out, snoring loudly.

"Hey, Yukari. You’re late."

"Yeah, you’re back. We were waiting."

Gradena and Zieglune, who were sitting on the sofa, turned to me, their faces flushed with drink. They were clearly drunk, though they still spoke clearly.

Fresh from our return, we exchanged tired glances. We had planned to distribute the souvenirs and share stories, but now it seemed pointless.

"Well, I’m going to take a bath and go to bed."

"Good idea. We’ll do the souvenirs tomorrow."

"Suddenly feeling sleepy."

We navigated past the drunk members and went to our respective rooms.

After changing and taking a bath, I decided to sleep. It was late, and dealing with souvenirs and stories was better left for the morning.

There’s no need to stay up late for it. We can do it tomorrow.
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			The Grand Opening

			The next morning after returning from the black market, the office was still a mess, just as it was last night. The sight of everyone sprawled out, drunk and snoring, was far from endearing. They groaned and drooled, making it impossible to look at them.

I, however, woke up early as usual and went about my morning routine, ignoring the chaos. I took a bath and trained alone, as no one else was up for the early morning workout. Normally, many of us would start training early, but today, no one showed up. It was a lazy bunch.

Even as breakfast time approached, the lazybones were still asleep. Frustrated, I woke them up with a cold shower, making sure they were fully awake. After they got out, I made them clean the office thoroughly, then sent them off for regular business. No slacking allowed.

"Yukari is a demon," someone muttered.

"Yukari-san seems more strict than usual today," another chimed in.

"It’s work. Get moving," I snapped. "You can complain after you’ve done your tasks."

Occasionally, it’s fine to sleep in, but not after a night of partying. I wanted to make sure they stayed on track during such times. By the time everyone had regained their composure, I handed out the souvenirs I had bought.

I had bought many gifts and carefully selected them for each person. The new recruits were particularly touched by receiving gifts, and their excitement made me happy too. After all, these weren’t cheap and I wanted them to be treasured.

My younger sister, Valeria, was delighted with her new accessory, a magic device adorned with stained glass flowers, matching mine. Hers was a hair ornament, while mine was a hairpin with a similar design. Both were one-use magic devices that activated when the stained glass was broken.

While I didn’t expect to use it as a magic device, I planned to wear it as a fashion accessory. After discussing the new recruits’ armaments with the main members, it turned out everyone was already thinking about it. Some had even consulted with me.

We unanimously decided to fund the main weapons for the new recruits from the organization’s budget.

"Maybe we can ask the blacksmiths during our patrol on Sixth Avenue," someone suggested.

"True, each blacksmith has their specialty. Let’s do some research first."

Indeed, not every blacksmith would do. I planned to leave the matter to them, encouraging them to speak up if they needed anything and to use this opportunity to upgrade their equipment.

"I’ve been wanting a projectile weapon," said one.

"Me too," another chimed in.

"I want a new knife," added another.

"Unfair, I want one too," said someone else.

They were as eager as ever, always wanting new gear and trying out different weapons. I decided to let them choose as long as they handled the budget wisely.

The preparations for the tavern and the flower shop were finally complete, and the operations were about to begin. Everything was ready, from the business model to the specific menu items. Most of the employees were moving into the shops, starting their new lives today or tomorrow.

"I’m counting on you, Sophie and Lily. The future of the Kikyo Society rests on your shoulders," I told them.

"Your words make me nervous, but we’ll do our best," Sophie replied.

"Hahaha, I’m looking forward to it," Lily added.

Starting a new business is never easy, even with the support of the Bruno Gang and the Commerce Guild. Sophie and Lily had taken the lead, and I knew it hadn’t been a smooth ride. But the effort would pay off, and seeing the results would be rewarding.

"So, where will you live? Are you moving into the shop?"

"Sarah says she’s comfortable here, so we’ll continue commuting from the Headquarters," Lily said.

"I have the Rooftop Garden to manage," Sophie added.

If they changed their minds, it would be fine. I just wanted Lily to maintain the garden regularly.

"If you have any problems, let me know. We’ll all help out."

"Thank you. We’ll be off now."

"Let’s do our best!"

They were about to start the opening preparations. I hoped their hard work would pay off and bring success to the organization.

The tavern would initially open in the evening, with plans to expand to daytime hours once it gained traction. There was a demand for lunch, so it seemed like a good idea. The location was prime, and there was a lot of anticipation for the opening.

I had no doubts about Sophie’s abilities, and Sarah was eager to help. They had the potential to be great employees, and I was excited to see how things would unfold.

The flower shop, on the other hand, would operate from morning to evening. There was less demand for a flower shop at night, so this schedule made sense. The shop would also have part-time employees from the Commerce Guild, which was promising.

Deciding to check on the flower shop first, I headed down Sixth Avenue. It was already bustling, and the new shop stood out. I had avoided the area until today, and I was pleasantly surprised by the transformation.

The building, previously a plain, gray stone structure, was now a striking white and ornate. The large windows were closed, but they would offer a clear view of the interior when opened. The design was elegant yet inviting, making it accessible to visitors.

On the left side, the flower shop was particularly eye-catching. The white walls were adorned with lush green vines and vibrant red roses, creating a stunning visual. The shop was overflowing with flowers, and the atmosphere was vibrant.

The entrance and windows were surrounded by green vines and red roses, making the shop look like a garden. The combination of white, green, and red was bold and eye-catching.

It was beautiful, and exactly to my taste. The shop was packed with customers, with a queue forming outside. The employees, including Lily, were busy, and even Siegrune, Valeria, and Gradena were helping out.

"Sorry for the wait," Lily said with a smile.

"Thanks, ma’am. See you again soon!"

"Where should I put this, Lily?"

"Why me too?"

Gradena seemed to be the most comfortable, smiling and interacting with customers, unlike her usual demeanor. Valeria, despite looking like the perfect fit for a flower shop, seemed the least enthusiastic.

I decided to retreat before getting caught up in the chaos. I would check on the tavern later, but for now, I needed to make some rounds.

I started with a visit to Torietta-san at Brillonvest. The store was as busy as ever, with merchants unloading goods and customers coming and going.

The store clerk greeted me. "Torietta-san has been waiting for you."

"Waiting? We didn’t have a specific appointment, did we?"

"She’s been eager to show you a new dress she’s been working on."

Another dress? It was a mix of excitement and mild annoyance. I was led to her private room, where she was working on a new piece.

"It’s been too long, Yukari-san," she greeted me, setting aside her sewing.

"I’ve been busy with a lot of things. It’s been a while."

I handed her the remaining magic devices from the black market.

"Thanks," she said, but she seemed more interested in taking a break. She offered me tea, and we caught up on recent events.

The conversation eventually turned to the new tavern and flower shop.

"I made the aprons for the staff," she mentioned proudly.

"Really? You made them yourself?"

"It’s the Kikyo Society’s first shop, so I put a lot of effort into it."

The aprons were made of ink-black fabric with a pale silver ribbon at the waist. The pockets featured embroidered flowers and glasses, and the shop name was embroidered on the chest. They were simple yet elegant, matching the shop’s decor. Both the tavern and the flower shop would use the same aprons.

The aprons didn’t have the Kikyo crest, only the shop name, as it wouldn’t be appropriate to have the crest on the uniforms of hired staff. Sophie and Lily would wear the purple amethyst Kikyo badges on their aprons.

"Here, for you," she said, presenting a set of undergarments made from a smooth, soft fabric she had recently purchased.

The material felt wonderful, and the pastel colors were to my liking. She had also made a light summer shirt and pants.

"Here’s another set. Let me measure you again, just to be sure!"

I let her do as she pleased. After she was satisfied, she even provided a large bag to carry everything.

After saying goodbye, I moved on to visit one of Torietta-san’s former apprentices. The store was busy, with merchants unloading goods. The new employee was talking to them, and the owner was likely in the workshop.

I decided to visit another time, as I didn’t want to interrupt.

Next, I headed to the district where the workshops were located. I often visited, so I felt at home there.

"Doc, how’s it going?" I asked, entering the Dominic Cruel Workshop.

"Ah, it’s you. We’re still in the prototyping stage. I’ll keep working until I’m satisfied."

"Of course. I don’t want a compromised product."

They were working on the third prototype of the motorcycle I had commissioned. It might seem like a waste, but sometimes these efforts lead to better results.

"Let me know when it’s ready for a test ride."

"Sure thing."

Doc, inspired by something, started sketching on the blueprint again. I decided to leave him to his work.

With time to spare before the tavern opened, I thought about grabbing a snack at a nearby sweets shop.
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			The Grand Opening Continued

			I pass the time at a familiar dessert shop, sipping tea and nibbling on a slice of chiffon cake.


The shop’s young employee must be on break or just bored today, because she’s sharing my table and chatting away.


“I saw the Kikyo Society’s new shop earlier today. During the day. And wow—what even *is* that place?!”


“Ah, I saw it too. I was shocked. It feels so out of place, you know? Totally different from anything else around here.”


“Exactly! Mmm, mmph, gulp. Mmm… what *is* that beautiful shop? It’s not just surprising—it’s mind-blowing!”


The woman shoves cake into her mouth with gusto, washing it down with tea.


“Wait—didn’t you have any idea what it’d look like during construction?”


I can’t bring myself to eat like that, so I carefully chip away at the cake with my fork. Fine pastries deserve to be savored.


“The whole site was covered up during construction. Not a single thing was visible. Then, today, suddenly—*poof*—there it is! Of course I’m stunned!”


“…*Stunned*, you say.”


“But more importantly—how on earth do they get such gorgeous, rare flowers? So many varieties! It’s caused a huge stir. Gardening ladies, young girls, guys chasing the girls—it’s chaos!”


“That’s corporate secrecy for you. The Kikyo Society just has people with all sorts of specialties, that’s all.”


“Hmm… mmm, mmm, mmm, gulp. Slurp. Ahhh. The tavern opened today too, right? I’ll have to stop by soon.”


She reaches for the next plate as she speaks.


How many cakes is this woman planning to eat? And such a messy way to eat—she’s actually kind of cute, but it’s completely ruined by her table manners.


I stare at her, openly dumbfounded, but she doesn’t care in the slightest.


Anyway, she’s staff at another food shop, so even if our styles differ, it’d be good to stay on friendly terms.


“Sophie’s in charge over there, so be nice to her.”


“Sophie-san? No wonder it’ll be popular. We can’t afford to lose to them!”


Now that I think about it—did they even do a soft opening? You know, inviting just friends and acquaintances? Jumping straight into full operation—won’t that be risky?


Or maybe they already held one…? No, that can’t be. I wasn’t invited. Not that I’d expect to be. Probably.


The sun’s already low in the sky. Time to head out.


I have a little gift prepared—asked them to pack a giant box full of cake.


With a large duffel bag in one hand and a massive cake box in the other, I set off toward the Kikyo Society’s long-awaited tavern.


After leaving the dessert shop and walking a short way, I spot a familiar face standing there, looking utterly glum. Behind him, as always, stands the middle-aged mage.


Walking past in silence feels rude. Might as well say hello.


“What a rare sight. Long time no see, Bruno.”


“Yeah. So your tavern’s opening today, huh?”


“Mm. We’re opening quite a while after yours did. Took us long enough.”


“Congrats, I guess. But thanks to you, my place is dead quiet. You’ve stolen all my customers.”


He’s grumbling, but he looks amused. Maybe I imagined that gloomy look.


If anything, the silent middle-aged mage behind him seems genuinely annoyed. Though, come to think of it, he always looks like that.


“It’ll only last a while. This won’t go on forever.”


“Yeah, I know. Still—your female owner? She’s something else. Hey, how about letting me take her out sometime?”


“No way. Touch Sophie, and I’ll kill you.”


“…Hey. Stop snapping like that. Seriously, it’s scary.”


“Good. Then you’ll behave.”


I wasn’t even angry. But I mean it—better watch yourself.


“If you come as a regular customer, I’ve got no complaints. Just spend plenty of money while you’re at it.”


“You lot should come drink at my place once in a while too.”


It’s not like we’re avoiding it on purpose. It’s just… nothing about Bruno’s shop really appeals to us.


I brush it off and keep walking.


“See you around.”


And at last, I arrive at the Kikyo Society’s much-anticipated tavern.


The flower shop’s business has already ended for the day. The shutters are closed, replaced by a sturdy wooden door with old-world charm. The double doors are still new, but they’ll only grow more imposing with time. Pointlessly stylish.


As expected from the daytime commotion, the tavern is packed.


The curtains on the large front windows are drawn open, offering a clear view of the bustling interior.


Even the wide street in front has long tables and barrel chairs set up—temporary, I assume. And despite the sun not having fully set, the area’s already lively with drinking guests. It’s still warm at night this season, so the atmosphere feels like an open-air beer garden.


At least there’s no line of customers waiting outside. But from inside to out, it’s standing room only. A fantastic start—business is booming.


It’ll be tough to keep this up every day, but things should settle down eventually.


Anyway, I’m not here as a customer. I’ll just check in and head back. Lingering around might get in the way.


Clutching the giant cake box, I weave through the crowd and make my way to the front entrance.


An arch spans the doorway, engraved with the shop’s name: *The Princess's Shelter Inn*.


The elegant, noble-sounding name suits the shop’s white, green, and crimson rose theme perfectly. Whether it’s Sophie’s taste or not, it’s a damn good name.


I pass under the arch and open the door, stepping into a space filled with loud, cheerful voices.


A young waitress immediately approaches, looking apologetic.


“I’m so sorry, but we’re completely full right now.”


Sophie notices me too, but gives a subtle look, signaling me to stay put instead of joining the counter.


“It’s fine. I just brought a little gift. Tell Sophie I said hello.”


“Ah! That flower badge—you’re from the Kikyo Society?”


“That’s right. Here, this is cake. Share it with everyone later.”


“Wow! Thank you so much!”


She takes the giant cake box with obvious delight. Simple and sincere—perfect.


As we’re talking, a tiny waitress runs up to me.


“Big sister, welcome!”


Sarah-chan greets me with a brighter smile than usual.


“Good job. Helping out?”


“Uh-huh! I’m helping until dinnertime!”


She’s proudly wearing a miniature version of the staff’s apron.


Torietta-san really knows how to make people feel included, making a special apron for Sarah-chan like that.


I pat her head affectionately, and just then, a customer finishes their meal and leaves. In the shuffle, I’m guided to the now-vacant counter seat.


I keep saying I’ll leave right away, but here I am.


Well, since I’m here, might as well have one drink.


“Sophie, you’re packed on opening day. This is beyond expectations.”


“I know, I’m surprised too. But there are so many things to improve—I’ll have to tighten up starting tomorrow. Here you go.”


She pours me my usual whiskey as we speak.


Sophie barely has time to chat with me. One after another, counter guests call out to her—orders, small talk, everything. I quietly watch her in action.


Sophie bustling about is so vibrant, it’s hard to believe she’s Sarah-chan’s mother.


Today, her long hair is tied into a high ponytail, and she’s wearing the same cute apron as the staff. Whether intentional or not, the look combines with her natural warmth and gentle eyes to create an overwhelming charm.


Hmm. This is dangerous.


Maybe I should worry less about rival shops and more about potential stalkers.


Unfazed by my strange concerns, Sophie moves through her work with calm confidence, stationed behind the counter, serving guests seated in front.


Occasionally stepping out, she dodges hands from overly familiar customers with practiced ease, never letting a single finger touch her. Who knew her combat training would come in handy like this?


Even rowdy customers are tamed by a single mysterious smile—her quiet authority is undeniable.


She once mentioned working as a waitress long ago, but this is on another level entirely.


The employees sent by the Commerce Guild seem already devoted to her, despite only just starting.


To win over so many customers and staff on opening day—this exceeds all expectations.


This place will become a talking point. And it’ll only get busier. Putting Sophie in charge was clearly the right call.


Glancing toward a corner of the room, I spot the Kikyo Society’s designated bodyguard table.


Siegrune and Gradena are sitting there, looking utterly exhausted.


They’re technically on security duty, but the fatigue from an unfamiliar day’s work has drained them completely. Valeria is even slumped face-down on the table. They don’t even notice I’ve arrived.


They’ll step in if needed, so I won’t complain. Not about the small stuff, anyway.


What’s more concerning is that Graylease and Violante are also at the same table, looking half-asleep. They were supposed to be on patrol duty along Sixth Avenue today—looks like they got pulled in to help at the flower shop partway through.


Now that I think about it—where’s Lily?


I catch Sophie during a brief lull and ask about her.


“Lily-san was upstairs doing today’s accounting. You should go check on her.”


“Good idea. I’m curious about the sales too.”


I down my whiskey in one gulp and head upstairs, using my staff privileges.


Upstairs, there’s a lounge-like room meant for breaks.


Next to it is an office space, where Lily sits, dazed. Clearly tired.


“Lily, good work today. How was it?”


“Ah… Yukari-san…”


She sounds even more lethargic than usual, her voice dragging.


“My flowers… selling so many… it’s like… a dream…”


Her speech is extra drawn out today. She’s floating on cloud nine.


“Feeling satisfied?”


“Yes… very. But next time… I’ll sell even more!”


She’s tired, but the fulfillment outweighs the exhaustion.


“So—how were the sales?”


I can’t help but feel a little excited. With that crowd, the numbers should be good.


“Hehehe… you won’t believe it. Just guess! Guess!”


She’s usually not like this. It’s actually kind of annoying.


“Well… five hundred seventy thousand Gist!”


“…F-five hundred?”


Seriously? In just one day? That’s incredible.


Whether this is a one-time spike or something that can be sustained remains to be seen. But either way, it’s a massive boost in both potential and profit. Even if sales halve from here, it’d still be a solid income.


“Yukari-san… praise me!”


“Lily, you’re amazing. Keep this up, keep earning, and you’ll make your dreams come true.”


“Hehehe…”


The Kikyo Society provided the startup funds, so all revenue goes to us first.


After deducting wages and other expenses, half the profit goes to Lily. Even half is a substantial sum—she’s now one of our top earners.


She’s the one making the goods, after all. No one can complain.


Granted, the Combat Unit’s wages are higher than the staff hired through the Commerce Guild, but even so, Lily will receive a significant payout.


On top of that, she also gets a base salary and compensation for managing the Rooftop Garden. The garden is essentially her personal hobby, but it serves as a relaxation space for the team—so she deserves payment for it.


There’s no lie in our promise: members of the Kikyo Society will be rewarded according to their achievements and abilities.


As I chat with the happy Lily, Sarah-chan calls out.


“Big sisters, time to eat!”


She’s brought dinner to the break room—delicious-looking seafood pasta laid out on the table. And my portion is extra large.


The staff on break join us, gathering around the table to eat together.


Honestly, it’d be hard to mess up pasta this much, but even so—the seasoning is perfect, the seafood bursting with flavor. It’s genuinely delicious.


Maybe I’m a little biased in my judgment.


Once I finish eating, I’ll head home.


Normally, one of the guards would escort Sarah-chan, but since I’m here, I’ll take her back myself.


For now, we’ll maintain a state of cautious observation. Sooner or later, some organization will probably try to cause trouble.
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			The Princess's Shelter Inn has been open for several dozen days now, and as expected, the trouble and attacks started just as we predicted.

Of course, our vigilant defenses worked wonders. We quickly dealt with anyone who tried to cause a scene or pick a fight inside the inn, and we repelled unwelcome visitors at night without a hitch. We even managed to recover our losses on the spot, sometimes even turning a profit, which effectively dampened their enthusiasm.

In particular, the way we handled the intruders during business hours became a spectacle in its own right. The overwhelming power and precision of our responses turned these incidents into a kind of show, and some customers even started looking forward to the excitement.

For those who planned the attacks, it was a double blow. Their attempts at harassment ended up benefiting us instead.

From Sophie's perspective as the inn's manager, I'm sure she's grateful for the unintentional boost to business.

Meanwhile, Lily, who I entrusted with the flower shop, has been making remarkable progress. She's not just selling flowers as they are anymore; she's been getting creative. After showing her a simple flower arrangement I made, she's now creating far more beautiful and intricate designs that sell like hotcakes. The shop is even considering opening a second location.

In any case, sales have been excellent. Both the flower shop and the inn have settled into a steady rhythm, generating substantial profits. With so many repeat customers, we have high hopes for the future.

We're also distributing the profits back to the members, which has greatly improved everyone's financial situation. They're spending their newfound wealth freely, and the Kikyo Society has gained a reputation for being generous.

For now, everything seems to be in a positive cycle. However, there are concerns. The Kikyo Society members are facing a lot of temptation, and it's only a matter of time before more serious issues arise.

Another issue is the increasing number of requests to lift the ban on visiting gambling dens.

Hmm, what to do about that...

Additionally, we've decided to send Sarah-chan and the younger members of the former Girl Gang to Exembra's school. This decision was made after discussing it with Sophie and the girls themselves. We want to give them a wide range of opportunities.

What worries me is how the specialized education they've received at the Kikyo Society will affect their experience at school. They've been trained far beyond their peers, and I'm concerned about how well they'll fit in.

Despite these concerns, the overall success of the Kikyo Society is attracting more people. Wealthy and ambitious individuals are starting to show interest, and we're also seeing an influx of homeless and struggling individuals.

While it's tempting to turn them away, we're finding that many of them have potential. The number of apprentices is growing beyond our initial expectations, which presents a new challenge.

However, the initial members, who have been handling the education of the apprentices, no longer need to be as hands-on. The kind and nurturing Graylease and the former noble ladies have taken over much of the responsibility, making things easier for us.

This has also led to a need for more space, and we're considering expanding to a branch location.

Life isn't perfect, but problems are part of the package. The new members are no longer really "new" and are taking on more responsibilities. The combat unit candidates are performing well, and even the non-combat members are finding their roles and contributing.

We're also starting to see the potential in members with unique magical abilities and skills, such as inscription magic, shadow magic, and negotiation techniques. These talents are beginning to find their place, and we have high hopes for the future.

With the new members taking on more tasks, I'm finding myself with a bit more free time. Right now, I'm in the office, practicing magic with a plain spear. I'm gradually engraving intricate floral patterns onto it, a task that requires precise imagery and advanced magic control. It's a mundane but effective training exercise.

"Still up to your tricks, I see," Rosabel-san says, sounding a bit exasperated.

She's busy with her own experiments, and several crystal vials I made for her are lined up on her desk.

"Onee-sama, when are we leaving?" Valeria asks, watching my magic with a bored expression. We're planning to visit the library today.

"Let's go then. Rosabel-san, take care while we're gone."

"Bring back a roll cake."

I nod and head out with Valeria. We've been to the library a few times, and it's located near the entrance of the administrative district. Despite its name, the library doesn't lend books; you can only read them inside. If you need a specific book, you can always buy it from a bookstore.

At the entrance, we show our Records and enter. The scent of books is always comforting. The vast interior is filled with countless shelves, a testament to the city's prolific publishing industry.

I start browsing, looking for books on applied magic, practical magic theory, the lineage of traditional magic, adventure stories from the Romariel Mountains, unexplored territories and the sea of magic, and a travel guide to the hot springs of the demi-human country. I make a list and start reading through them, knowing I can't finish everything in one visit.

I also take a quick look at some magazines, including the latest fashion catalogs and gossip magazines. It seems that Berliza, the infamous princess, is still as active as ever, even if the stories are a bit exaggerated.

Valeria, meanwhile, is engrossed in a series of pirate-inspired novels. I'm always curious about what someone is so passionate about, so I might read them sometime.

We stay at the library until closing time, then head back to the headquarters after dinner. Oh, I forgot the roll cake. I only remembered when I saw Rosabel-san's face.

I promise to make it up to her next time and chat with her while Frederica, looking unusually excited, rushes into the office.

"Yukari! I did it!"

"Calm down. What did you do?"

Frederica, who is usually calm, is red-faced and fidgeting with her glasses. It's a bit annoying.

"Can you calm down? Magic! I can now use a fifth-tier appraisal spell!"

Ah, I had been pressuring her to practice. Being able to use a higher-level spell is a big deal.

"Wow, an intermediate-level appraiser. You'll be in high demand. Thinking about changing careers?"

"Of course not!"

She quickly dismissed the idea of a potentially lucrative career. That's my friend, all right.

"Frederica, well done. Why don't you try appraising this?"

"Sure, let's do it!"

The key to her level-up was trying to understand the mechanism of the Magic-Sealing Bracelet. Ignoring the surprised looks of the others, we moved to my room, with Valeria tagging along.

"Here it is."

I handed her the Magic-Sealing Bracelet, which had been sitting on a shelf for a while.

"As I said before, a detailed appraisal is impossible, but I can analyze the general flow of magic and the internal structure. I'll need some time, so I'll keep it for a while."

"Do what you need to."

I don't fully understand the nuances of appraisal magic, but this should give us a significant step forward.

If Frederica's magic can provide a clue, we can use it to develop a method to counteract the bracelet's effects. That would be a major breakthrough.

Sure enough, after Frederica's appraisal and my subsequent research, we uncovered the mechanism of the Magic-Sealing Bracelet.

We're quite proud of this achievement. The bracelet is extremely durable and difficult to break physically without magic or special tools. It works by emitting a tiny, specific waveform of magic from the magic stone inside, which interferes with the wearer's ability to cast spells. The magic is replenished by the wearer's own magic.

The magic flows through the body like waves. If we can identify the specific waveform, we can counteract it with a corresponding waveform of our own. In theory, anyway.

It requires precise magic perception and control, but once we understand the principle, practice will make it possible.

This is how we discovered a method to break the Magic-Sealing Bracelet. It's a complex task, but if we know how to do it, we can achieve it.

While we're at it, maybe we can apply this principle to other hindrance spells. If we can break the seal, we might be able to use those spells regardless of our aptitude. It's worth testing someday.

"Break a Magic-Sealing Bracelet?"

"Is that even possible?"

"No way, that's impossible."

"But it's Yukari, after all."

"Onee-sama can do it."

"Hmm, intriguing."

"Hehe, always up to something interesting."

"President, I'll help too!"

"If you can do it, that would be amazing."

When I mentioned this to the members, they were skeptical, to say the least.

I want everyone to be able to do this, not just me. But it's a challenge, and I need to master it first.

"When the time comes, we'll all train together until we can do it."

"Onee-sama, your face looks a bit scary."

With renewed determination, I tackle the new challenge. These daily struggles will only make us stronger.
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			Summer passed in the blink of an eye, and before I knew it, we were deep into autumn. The weather had become much more pleasant.

Our Kikyo Society continued to run smoothly, with no major issues arising.

Not that everything was perfect, of course. We had our fair share of problems, like the organization growing too large and various other issues.

Still, it was a relatively calm period, which made it the perfect time to address some long-overdue matters.

It would be too late if we waited until a crisis hit. Being prepared is the responsibility of the president. We must always be ready for anything.

In the Kikyo Society, the only official position is that of the president, which I hold.

I often wonder, what would happen to the Kikyo Society if something happened to me?

If we want to be prepared for any eventuality, we need to put measures in place now.

So, I decided to formalize the roles that everyone has been handling informally, giving them official titles.

They say that position shapes a person, and there might be some positive effects from this.

First, I would draft a proposal and consult with key members before making a final decision.

So, what positions should we have? I thought it would be a good idea to list them out.

First up, the Vice-Commander. This person would take over if something happened to me.

In a world where strength is essential, combat ability is the most valued. The best person for this role would be someone from the Combat Unit.

Between Siegrune and Gradena, they both show strong leadership. One of them should be the Vice-Commander, and the other the Acting Vice-Commander.

Next, the Head of Operations. This person would handle the organization's management, finances, and other tedious tasks. Frederica is the obvious choice, as she's already doing this.

I decided to start by discussing the two main roles with Siegrune and Gradena.

After the usual day's activities, I called them to my room that night. They seemed a bit nervous, as I rarely do this.

"I have something to discuss. Please, have a seat."

They tensed up, wondering what it could be, but I served them tea and began to explain.

To prepare for any eventuality and to maintain the organization's structure, we needed to formalize our roles. I asked them to take on the positions of Vice-Commander and Acting Vice-Commander, assuring them that they were the best candidates.

But Gradena didn't seem enthusiastic.

"I'm not good with complicated stuff. Siegrune can handle it."

"Gradena, you can delegate the complex tasks to others. As the president's representative, you just need to lead with confidence."

"Exactly. I rely on Frederica and Josephine for the tricky stuff too. What you need is strength and the trust of the members."

Siegrune's support was helpful. The most important qualities for a leader are strength and the trust of the members.

While other members also possess these qualities, I believe the two of them are the best fit for these roles. I really want them to take on these responsibilities.

"...Fine, but I prefer being the Acting Vice-Commander. That way, I won't have to do much, right? Besides, I don't want to think about something happening to both you and Siegrune."

"Fair enough. But it's also unlikely that something will happen to the president. Regardless, I agree with this arrangement. We should also decide on the other positions now."

Great, Siegrune will be the Vice-Commander, and Gradena will be the Acting Vice-Commander.

Siegrune, being a former member of an organization, was supportive of this structure. It made sense to her.

"For the administrative positions, I'll consult with Frederica. For the Combat Units, I plan to appoint a few squad leaders and distribute the remaining members accordingly."

"That sounds like a good plan. Assigning specific responsibilities to each squad will make operations smoother. How do you plan to divide the squads?"

"Based on their skills and magical abilities, I think."

The conversation flowed smoothly. It was going well.

After that, we tentatively assigned squad leaders and members, though this was just a preliminary arrangement.

Next, I needed to discuss the administrative roles.

I had already decided that Frederica would be the Head of Operations.

"Frederica, you'll be our Head of Operations."

"Though this is sudden, I accept. April can assist me, right?"

I like people who get straight to the point. Frederica is a reliable friend.

"Of course. I'll continue to entrust all administrative tasks to you and April. This is just to formalize your roles."

Frederica has been working with April since our days at the Camp. They make a great team and will handle the other administrative members and trainees well.

I summarized the provisional assignments:

**President:** Me

**Vice-Commander:** Siegrune

**Acting Vice-Commander:** Gradena

**Head of Operations:** Frederica

**Deputy Head of Operations:** April

**Secretary-General:** Sophie

**Head of the Headquarters Secretariat:** 14 members (Orchid Lily and 8 others, 5 trainees)

**First Combat Unit Leader:** Angelina (Deputy: Verone, Roberta, Violante, 2 others, 5 trainees)

**Second Combat Unit Leader:** Mary (Deputy: Brittany, 4 others, 6 trainees)

**Third Combat Unit Leader:** Albert (Deputy: Mia, 4 others, 6 trainees)

**Fourth Combat Unit Leader:** Paula (Deputy: Lili, 4 others, 6 trainees)

**Fifth Combat Unit Leader:** Ruby (Deputy: Shelby, 4 others, 5 trainees)

**Combat Support Unit Leader:** Shelby (3 others)

**Vanguard Captain:** Ophelia

**Chief of Intelligence:** Josephine

**Deputy Chief of Intelligence:** Ortlinde

**Junior Members of the Intelligence Division:** 9 members (Graylease and 4 others, 4 trainees)

**Head of Presidential Security:** Valeria

**Advisors:** Rosabel, Colette

The leaders, deputies, and advisors would be treated as senior members. This formal structure would help in making important decisions for the Kikyo Society.

With more trainees joining, we needed a clear organizational structure.

I particularly appointed Charlotte as the deputy leader of the Fifth Combat Unit. Her combat skills and noble upbringing, though minor, made her a suitable choice. She carried herself with dignity and had the potential to be a great leader.

The number of members in each Combat Unit was now ideal.

This setup allowed us to rotate duties such as patrols, security, training, and leave. If needed, the president, vice-commander, and members of the Intelligence Division could step in. The administrative team could also serve as reserve combat forces. The Kikyo Society now had a robust fighting force.

The president and vice-commander wouldn't have dedicated combat units during peacetime, but they would lead multiple units if necessary.

During peacetime, I would focus on self-training, research, and mentoring new members. If needed, I might go on assignments. The vice-commander would likely have a similar role.

If there were any special tasks, members could pursue them freely.

Rosabel-san and Colette-san, as advisors, would serve as senior members, providing guidance on various matters, from organizational and work-related issues to personal concerns. Their experience was invaluable. They would also assist with healing and restocking recovery potions.

After some preliminary discussions, I announced the new structure to everyone. Some trainees were surprised, but most understood the necessity and convenience of the changes.

A few members suggested that things were fine as they were, but no one was strongly opposed. We decided to proceed with the new structure.

After all, the day-to-day responsibilities wouldn't change much.

"Hey, Yukari, what exactly does a Vanguard Captain do?"

Ophelia, who was appointed as the Vanguard Captain, seemed unsure about her role. It was understandable, as it was a new position.

"Ophelia, I expect you to operate more freely, even outside of Exembra."

Ophelia's combat style is versatile, and her experience as an adventurer makes her well-suited for special missions. I want her to be ready to act quickly if needed.

"I see! I'm used to working outside the city."

"Right now, you'll mainly operate within the city, but your role will be the opposite of the Intelligence Unit."

"Opposite?"

"The Intelligence Unit operates discreetly. You, Ophelia, will be more visible. You'll gather information and assess situations openly."

"That makes sense. It suits me."

If a mission is dangerous, I or someone else will accompany her. We might also send a select team from the Combat Units to support her.

The Vanguard Unit is still a test case, with Ophelia working alone for now. If more members are needed, we'll expand the team. It's a flexible role, and such personnel will always be necessary.

"President, is it true that I'm the deputy leader of the Fifth Combat Unit?"

Charlotte, appointed as the deputy leader, asked with a slight blush.

I understood her hesitation. She was the only new senior member.

"It's true. I believe you can handle it, but if you lack confidence, we can reconsider."

I teased her a bit, but she was clearly enthusiastic. She had the right attitude.

"That's not the case. But are you sure I'm the right choice?"

Charlotte's demeanor is somewhat haughty, but she's a hard worker and a good mentor.

Other members from her cohort could have been considered for the role, but I believed she was the best fit.

"The other squad leaders agree. If you want to change, I won't force you."

"No, it's an honor. I'll do my best as the deputy leader!"

She clenched her fist, determined. I was glad to see her enthusiasm.

Another promising member, Graylease, was initially slated for a Combat Unit but was reassigned to the Intelligence Division due to her proficiency in Shadow Magic. If she was willing, we had no objections.

The Intelligence Division welcomed many new members, including Graylease.

Their tasks included reconnaissance, information gathering, and data analysis. Josephine and Ortlinde were happy to have more help, though they had been managing with a smaller team.

However, handling sensitive information required careful selection. This department would become even more crucial in the future, and I expected a lot from them.

The Kikyo Society had grown significantly, including many trainees. But numbers alone don't make a strong organization.

With this reform, I believe we have achieved a better balance in terms of combat skills, roles, and numbers. This should lead to better performance.

We might continue to grow. While we can't expand indefinitely, I want to make the Kikyo Society as large as possible.

To support this growth, we need new sources of income.

Perhaps it's time to start our own casino.

We should also establish branches before the ranks overflow. We have room for now, but it's better to be prepared.

Now that everyone has official titles, our organization is taking shape.
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			Recently, a certain trend has been sweeping through the Kikyo Society, leading to significant growth in the magical skills of our members. Some have even advanced to higher-tier spells, while others have seen a notable increase in the power and effects of their spells. This trend has sparked a fever for magic training, to the point where the demand for mana recovery potions can't keep up.

The trend started with advice given to a magic-prone apprentice in the underground training grounds. 'I know magic is about visualization, but I just can’t get it to work properly,' she said.

Members of the Combat Unit are required not only to excel in physical and weapon-based combat but also to master magical combat. They must develop their innate magical aptitude, become proficient in general spells, and gain comprehensive knowledge of a wide range of spells, including those used by others. To dominate in battle, knowledge is as crucial as raw power and skill. Without it, one cannot respond effectively. While it's impossible to know everything, acquiring a certain level of knowledge is a duty as a Kikyo Society member.

The first step is to focus on the magic you're good at. If you can't even manage that, you won’t improve overall. You need to go back to the basics.

'Hmm, it seems you’re not visualizing it well in your mind. A vague image won’t yield the desired results.'

This is a fundamental concept, but it's also quite challenging. 'Is there any trick to it?'

Each person visualizes differently, and it’s an abstract process. Explaining it in words can be quite difficult. 'Hey, try saying it out loud.'

'Say it out loud?'

'You have a natural aptitude for fire magic. How about trying something like this?'

I don’t have a natural aptitude for fire magic, so I can’t use complex spells. However, fire is a general-purpose spell, and anyone can use a basic seventh-tier spell. Even if you can only use basic spells, if you have a strong visualization and sufficient mana, you can create a significant effect.

Without a natural aptitude, using advanced spells is impossible, but simply increasing the output is a different story. I closed my eyes, extended my right hand, and began to chant a spell.

'Arise, O blazing inferno, in response to my soul’s call! Manifest the inner crimson hell! Hell Blast Fire!'

It might have sounded a bit childish, but I just strung together some words in frustration. I exaggerated my performance with a grandiose recitation and released the spell. Despite the random nature of my incantation, a powerful flame burst forth.

Without a natural aptitude, most people can only produce a small flame suitable for a campfire. However, with a ridiculous amount of mana and a strong visualization, one can cast an offensive spell.

'No way!'

'Does the President have a natural aptitude for fire magic or something?'

'She's amazing, Onee-sama.'

The apprentices were in an uproar, and even Valeria and the others were surprised.

'Even without a natural aptitude, you can achieve that level of power with strong visualization.'

'But it seemed much more powerful than mine...'

The apprentice looked a bit dejected, but she shouldn’t be too discouraged. Given her natural aptitude, she will eventually surpass me in fire magic.

'If you say it out loud, it might make it easier to visualize. Try different things. With your natural aptitude, you’ll definitely get it with practice.'

I nodded in agreement and taught her a basic incantation for fire, hoping it would help with her visualization. After watching her mutter it, I encouraged her to practice diligently and left the underground training grounds.

The next morning, I went to the training grounds as usual and was greeted by the sounds of magical explosions and incantations. This was clearly the result of yesterday’s influence.

'Red blood of the fire incarnate! Lend your power to me! Fireball!'

'Whispers of the blue wind, a thousand voices to convey my will! Wind Voice!'

'My desire reaches the highest peak! My feet, my arms, my soul seek to surpass all! Extra Power!'

I heard various incantations, many of which were similar to the ones from yesterday. It seemed that the trend of chanting incantations had taken hold.

‘President, listen! My magic has become much more powerful!’

'Mine too, the effects have increased!'

The trainees gathered around me, recognizing my presence. Their spells were indeed more powerful, and my simple advice seemed to have had a significant impact, especially for those who had struggled with magic or visualization.

Well, that’s great. I didn’t expect such a simple suggestion to lead to level-ups.

This was likely due to their regular mana training and the deepened understanding of magic from lectures. Chanting incantations doesn’t guarantee increased effectiveness, but it can make visualization easier. I and other members skilled in magic won’t be using incantations in the future.

This trend of chanting incantations has inadvertently raised the overall magical capabilities of Kikyo Society members. The benefits extend beyond combat. In particular, support magic has seen significant improvements, especially in the realm of rune magic.

Charlotte, the newly appointed vice-commander of the Fifth Combat Unit, has a natural aptitude for rune magic, which has finally blossomed.

Originally from a noble family, Charlotte had a penchant for combat and was initially dissatisfied with her non-combat magical aptitude.

'My magical aptitude is of no use in combat,' she often said. This made her valuable magical aptitude seem wasted.

Initially, she could only use the lowest-tier seventh-level spell, which had minimal effects. This lack of interest led her to neglect her skills.

It’s a waste, but as a noble, she likely never lacked money and may have been more drawn to flashy magic.

However, rune magic is an incredible form of magic. Its strength lies in its ability to automatically activate and maintain its effects indefinitely, provided there is an adequate supply of mana. One only needs to apply a designated rune to the desired object or location.

Of course, it’s not possible to apply runes to anything. There are limitations based on the capacity of the object. For example, a simple wooden stick cannot have any runes applied, and a metal weapon can only handle a low-level rune. Mithril, on the other hand, can handle two mid-level runes. The type and number of runes that can be applied vary depending on the material.

Standard applications for rune magic on equipment include lightening, increasing hardness, and enhancing sharpness. While convenient, exceeding the capacity can cause the object to break, making it a risky endeavor.

Moreover, even if two weapons are made of the same material, the number of runes and their effects can vary, making it unpredictable. Some iron weapons have been known to handle mid-level runes, while some Mithril weapons have broken with just one low-level rune. This inconsistency adds to the complexity.

There are significant risks involved in applying runes to cherished weapons. It’s a magic aptitude that is rare but not very user-friendly.

As a result, rune-inscribed weapons are usually sold with the runes already applied. Adding runes afterward is uncommon.

They are expensive and not widely available. The presence of runes makes the weapons more valuable, but if they can be added for free...

If the weapon is made of a material with a large capacity...

If the worst-case scenario can be mitigated...

The Kikyo Society has a valuable rune mage. Through training, lectures, and the use of incantations for visualization, Charlotte has reached the point where she can use mid-level runes. Our Kikyo Society’s robes, made from special materials, are likely to have a large capacity.

None of the apprentices use low-quality materials for their weapons. Additionally, if they break, replacements are available. We are no longer poor, and we have backups, so there’s no need to fear losing them.

Without the fear of risk, rune magic becomes extremely useful. I decided to let Charlotte apply runes to the robes of those who request it, experimenting to find the limits. I encouraged her to push the boundaries and improve her skills.

If she can eventually apply high-level runes, her value will be immeasurable.

This has become the latest trend in the Kikyo Society, with everyone clamoring for Charlotte to add runes to their equipment.

'President, I understand the usefulness of my rune magic, but it’s overwhelming...' she complained, her usual dignified demeanor giving way to a slightly flirtatious allure.

'Once you’ve done everyone, things will settle down. Think of it as practice time,' I encouraged her.

'We have plenty of recovery potions.

As long as you have the mental strength, you can fight on!'

'By the way, Charlotte, could you add runes to my boots and gloves as well?'

'...Alright, I’ll do everything! Hand them over!'

But please, be gentle with them. They’re custom-made by Torietta-san.

Initially, to gauge the material’s capacity, I had her apply runes to the fabric until the limit was reached. Thanks to this, the number of broken items has significantly decreased.

My robe is unbroken, with runes neatly lined up along the hem. The Kikyo Society’s robes have become priceless.

Charlotte’s rune magic is valuable, especially to blacksmiths. Despite her lack of interest in making money, I plan to leave it up to her whether to keep it a secret or make it public.

Each option has its pros and cons.

Of course, as the Kikyo Society, we would prefer her to earn more money and contribute to the organization. The potential for profit is clear.

However, as a vice-commander of the Combat Unit, I can’t afford to let her focus solely on money-making. We’ll see how it goes.

Another trend, spearheaded by Lily, involves arranging flowers. Despite the Kikyo Society being a group of tough individuals, this feminine touch is surprisingly well-received.

This small hobby seems to be a positive addition, and I’ve decided to participate as well. A girl’s life shouldn’t be just about combat. Cultural activities are also important to promote.'
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			The trends within the organization have not been mere fads; they have significantly bolstered our combat capabilities.

With the recent snowfall, the new trainees are gradually coming into their own. Thanks to everyone's earnest efforts, we've made great progress.

As the harsh season approaches, it becomes a matter of life and death for the homeless and refugees from Retnark. Consequently, more and more women are knocking on the doors of the Kikyo Society. However, we can't accept everyone into the Kikyo Society.

So, what do we do?

For those who don't show much promise, we've decided to not only help them find employment but also create job opportunities for them here.

The fruits of this effort are the new café and tavern opening today on Sixth Avenue.

"Yukari, are you sure this is the right place?"

"I'm not expecting much in the way of profits here. If we start running a deficit, we'll reconsider, but for now, even a slim profit is fine."

Our current location is at the end of Sixth Avenue, where we can't expect the same bustling success as Sophie's The Princess's Shelter Inn. However, I believe the demand for dining establishments on Sixth Avenue hasn't reached saturation yet, so there's no need to worry too much.

"This place is spacious and, most importantly, affordable, which is a huge relief for the Secretariat Unit."

The new café and tavern are housed in a renovated abandoned building. Even on the popular Sixth Avenue, this location is somewhat off the beaten path, with few other shops nearby. While the central area is usually crowded, this spot could be a hidden gem for those looking for a quick stop on their way home or out.

"Well, the primary purpose of this building is to serve as a branch of the Kikyo Society. The café and tavern are just an added bonus."

"Since a branch will always have members of the Combat Unit on standby, there's no need to worry about security. Plus, with a place this size, we'll need a lot of staff, which means more job opportunities."

The ground floor will be the café and tavern, the second floor will serve as offices and a staff lounge, and the third and fourth floors will be living quarters for Kikyo Society members and staff. The layout is similar to the Headquarters, but with more floor space.

And then there's the basement. This is where our next ambitious move will begin.

The empty two-story basement, known as the Garandong, is still undeveloped. We have only a rough idea of what to do with it.

This has been a recent concern for our executives. Securing the location has been smooth, but we haven't decided on the content yet.

There's also a large abandoned waste storage area behind the building that we've purchased to secure the space. If things go well, this could become a significant asset in the future.

In the real estate sector, we're thinking and acting boldly, looking ahead to secure future profits.

"Until things get rolling, we'll borrow a few experienced staff members from Sophie's place, so running the business shouldn't be a problem."

"Yes, and there's also the matter of the plan."

"For that, we'll rely on Josephine and the others."

Executing the plan is a matter of timing, which makes it quite challenging.

How long has it been since we established the Kikyo Society?

Initially, it was hectic and difficult, but now things are going smoothly. We've reached a stable state, despite occasional provocations from unfriendly parties.

We've established branches and are working on new initiatives. There's still a lot we want to achieve, and I expect our goals to grow.

We simply do what we want, our way. We knock down anyone who challenges us, anyone who causes trouble, and anyone who makes us unhappy. We've done things our way.

However, the impact has been far greater than I imagined, especially on the women of Exembra.

One of the most visible effects is the formation of several women's groups. They may be unofficial, but they've formed a large network.

Numbers are power. I've heard that women, who were once quiet, are starting to speak up.

Several of these groups have reached out to the Kikyo Society, albeit discreetly. It's only natural, as the Kikyo Society is seen as the catalyst. It's not surprising that we're being asked for support.

The main request from these groups is for us to back them up.

Threatening with force is a common tactic. Without it, their demands for better treatment would be dismissed. That's just how things work in this world.

I'm willing to help, but not for free, and not without proper vetting.

We need to understand their goals and what they expect from us. We might refuse if their objectives don't align with ours. If we do agree to help, they must commit to compensating us.

Today, the Secretariat Unit is handling a new visitor.

"That's too expensive!"

"Well, the Kikyo Society isn't a charity. The costs naturally increase with the number of personnel and the duration of the operation. What will you do? Improved conditions could make payments easier, right?"

We're not trying to take advantage; this is a fair negotiation to ensure we receive proper compensation.

I will help, but I won't coddle. I can't afford to let people take advantage of us indefinitely.

Frederica and the Secretariat Unit need to be tough and do their best.

We've also received approaches from the gambling industry. The role of women in these establishments is primarily customer service, with some serving as dealers. In the worst cases, they are treated like slaves, with no freedom to leave.

The industry is notoriously harsh on women. Thanks to the Kikyo Society, women are starting to question and resist these conditions.

They've started to communicate and form solidarity, leading to the approach from a women's group in the gambling industry.

"Yukari-dono, this is it."

"Yes, this is definitely an opportunity."

"Alright, let's do this with spirit!"

This is a golden opportunity for us. One of our goals is to make significant progress through this.

In this world, no one can be forced to work against their will, at least not officially. Slavery is illegal, regardless of the country. But human trafficking does exist, and some organizations in Exembra profit from it, albeit on a limited scale.

Everyone has the right to quit their job. However, if they're in debt, the situation becomes more complicated. But even without debt, there are often insurmountable obstacles.

First, they're not allowed to quit. Even with valid reasons, powerful people won't listen to them.

Second, they don't even consider quitting. Many women accept their treatment as normal.

The goal of the women's group is to ensure that those who want to quit can do so freely.

They also want to improve basic working conditions, such as higher pay, holidays, and benefits.

Finally, they want to make these negotiations public to highlight the importance of women asserting their rights.

Their request to the Kikyo Society is to back them up in these negotiations.

I understand their goals. Their demands are reasonable and should be standard. But the outcome is clear. The gambling industry isn't run by honest businessmen. The organizations controlling these establishments are part of the underworld, and they won't listen to any demands.

We might be able to negotiate with a regular merchant, but these are not regular merchants. The gambling industry, especially the one we're targeting, treats their employees poorly.

These people won't listen to reason from the start.

Despite the high likelihood of failure, the women's group is determined to proceed. They believe that action is necessary, no matter the outcome.

The Kikyo Society will oversee the negotiations at a special service rate.

On the day of the negotiations, we waited in a private room at a restaurant. The gambling industry representatives arrived late, acting arrogantly.

Today, I, the President, am leading the First Combat Unit to oversee the negotiations.

"Angelina, you're just here to observe. Don't intervene unless they become violent."

"Understood. I've already briefed the Combat Unit, so there shouldn't be any issues."

The women's group will handle the negotiations. Our role is to provide security and set the stage.

As Angelina and I whispered, the gambling representatives arrived, showing no concern and acting condescendingly.

"Hey, are you the ones? So what?"

A well-dressed older man entered, followed by about ten stern-looking young men. He sat down and spoke brusquely.

The young men were aggressive, leaning in to intimidate the women and even taking out knives to sharpen them.

Their attitude made it clear they had no intention of listening. They seemed more interested in intimidating and mocking the women.

The women's group was trembling with fear, unable to negotiate.

"Hey, you're not saying anything. Say something, will you?"

The older man slapped the table, further intimidating the women. It was hard to tell if this was a negotiation tactic or just his nature.

The women were too scared to speak.

The older man turned to us with a suspicious look.

"Hey, you in the back. Kikyo Society, right? They're not saying anything. This is a waste of time. Can we leave?"

"We don't have that authority. The negotiations should be between the parties involved."

I ignored the pleading look from the women's representative and remained calm. Negotiating with us wouldn't change anything. The other side would never agree to better treatment.

"Alright, sister. That's what they're saying. If there's nothing to talk about, we're leaving. And don't call us again, got it?"

He leaned in close to the negotiator, glaring at her with a menacing tone. It must have been terrifying.

The women were even more afraid, but it was understandable. If they trusted us to protect them, they might have been able to speak up.

We'll provide them with alternative strategies later. This is our real plan.

The gambling representatives left without much resistance, which was surprising. The young men were openly disdainful, and it was clear they were frustrated by our lack of reaction.

The older man must have had good control over them. We watched them leave and then turned to the women with a more hopeful message.

I sat down in front of the dejected women.

"So, you couldn't say anything, but the outcome was as expected."

"I understand. But you did help a little."

Don't be resentful. We warned you from the start that this would be futile.

"We can't afford to coddle you. We didn't charge for that."

"… Yes, it was our mistake."

People in negotiation roles are generally reasonable. This makes it easier to offer them a more positive outcome.

"Good. I have one piece of advice. Do you want to hear it?"

"What is it?"

They perked up, sensing a glimmer of hope from my calm demeanor.

"Simple. You can't improve your conditions. So, the only option is to quit. If you want to quit, just do it. Why bother declaring it to those people?"

"But we can't just quit."

"Exactly! Even if you manage to escape, what do you do next?"

Of course, we've thought about that. What do you do after you escape?

"It's simple. Come to us."

The women were taken aback by my confident smile.

This is the real plan.
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			Operation Escape

			The Kikyo Society's current goal is to open our own gambling den.

Finding the location isn't hard. We've already secured a spot—the basement of the Kikyo Society Branch. With the right funding, setting up the facilities and interior is a breeze.

The real challenge is finding the right people, especially the dealers.

A dealer is stationed at each game table to deal cards, roll dice, and distribute chips based on the payout. They need to be well-versed in game rules and skilled in card handling. They also interact closely with customers, requiring excellent customer service skills.

They must entertain a diverse clientele, from beginners to seasoned players, and keep the games lively. It’s a demanding job, and training someone from scratch isn’t easy.

We’re looking for female dealers. While they are in short supply, they do exist. However, our recruitment efforts have been met with silence, despite offering better conditions than most places.

There’s no doubt that pressure is being applied to discourage applications. Whether it’s harassment against the Kikyo Society or a bid to curb our growth, we can’t secure the talent we need. This has been a significant headache.

But we won’t be deterred. We’ve conducted investigations to identify which female dealers work at various gambling dens. We’re considering direct headhunting. We don’t need to wait for applications.

During these investigations, we discovered female employees and dealers working in slave-like conditions at some gambling dens.

Naturally, rescuing them and bringing them into the Kikyo Society would be the quickest solution.

We had already planned to help these women, even without the urging of other gambling-related organizations. When they reached out to us, it felt like a stroke of luck. Their cooperation would expedite the process.

We want to secure as many dealers as possible, but we can’t force anyone to join us. Knowing how many are willing to escape would be helpful.

Once everything is ready, it’s time to act. This recent development has sped up our timeline, allowing us to move forward with our plans.

We present the idea to the negotiators, encouraging the women to join the Kikyo Society after escaping their current situation.

Our treatment is worlds apart from what they currently experience. They shouldn’t have any complaints.

"But wasn’t the Kikyo Society supposed to not have a gambling den?" one of them asks.

"You’ve done your research. We’re setting one up," I reply.

"Hmm, you make it sound so easy..."

I understand their skepticism. Without solid proof, it’s hard for them to trust us. They have responsibilities, after all.

"We’ve already secured the location. The interior and facilities are in progress, but we have the funding and connections. The only thing left is to gather the people. It’s a matter of whether we do it or not," I explain.

"Can we see the location beforehand?"

"At this point, it’s just an empty space. There’s nothing to see. But if you’re asking about the specifics, like how we’ll free the women in captivity, it’s simpler than you think."

We know the women are confined in underground cells, working from evening until early morning. Outside their shifts, they’re locked in these cells. The cells are locked from the outside, making escape impossible.

A few caretakers live in the building, but they don’t watch the women closely. They sleep, making it easy to sneak in.

We plan to enter in the early morning, when everyone is asleep, and quietly lead the women out.

"We have a plan for that. What we need from you is to prepare the women who want to escape. Make sure they’re ready."

They have minimal personal belongings, so there’s not much to prepare. Still, they need to be mentally prepared. An abrupt visit could cause confusion and even lead to misunderstandings. Proper groundwork is essential to ensure a smooth rescue.

"Can you explain how you plan to do this?"

We’ve already conducted reconnaissance and understand the situation. With external assistance, escaping should be straightforward.

"It sounds simple, doesn’t it? But it’s not difficult. The key is execution. We’ll leave the timing to you."

They seem to agree that it’s feasible and are eager to proceed.

Waiting won’t solve anything, and they have no one else to turn to. This is their best option.

"One more thing. We want to maintain the appearance that they left voluntarily. Otherwise, we might be accused of kidnapping," I add.

"Of course. We’ll have them write resignation letters and leave them in their rooms."

"Sounds good. A representative can write one letter for all of them. It’s just a formality, but it’s necessary."

Once they’re free and working with us, it will be clear they left voluntarily. The ones who kept them captive have no right to complain.

"We’ll contact you once we have a date."

They’re no longer nervous. They’re ready to move forward.

The operation is scheduled for a few days later. It’s a simple task, and I’ll be up early as usual. The Intelligence Unit will continue surveillance until the operation.

This isn’t a combat mission but a stealth operation, so the Intelligence Unit’s infiltration team is best suited for it. I could have done it myself, but I tend to be more flamboyant. Besides, I don’t want to take away their chance to shine.

I’ll stay nearby as backup. I have a responsibility to see it through.

On the morning of the operation, it’s still dark but the weather is clear. We move by jeep, and everything is in place.

There were no unexpected issues during the night, so we proceed as planned.

"Alright, Graylease, I’m counting on you."

I pat her shoulder to encourage her.

"Leave it to me!"

She looks determined, and it’s heartening.

Graylease leads the operation, supported by two others. She’s capable, but it’s good for her to gain experience leading a team.

Josephine and Ortlinde are busy with other tasks, and this operation isn’t particularly challenging. It’s a perfect opportunity for Graylease to gain experience.

Valeria and I wait outside, ready to intervene if needed.

"Graylease, let’s go. Everyone, act as usual."

Graylease nods, ready for her role. We move out in two jeeps, with Siegrune driving the second one.

Let’s get this over with.

It’s a quiet, early morning. We park the jeeps near the back entrance, where the live-in employees are sleeping.

"If anything goes wrong, make a commotion. Valeria will intervene," I instruct.

"Understood, but I’ll handle it smoothly."

They move quickly and efficiently, breaking the lock and entering the building. The back door is simple, unlike the front entrance.

I watch as they enter, impressed by their well-coordinated movements.

"They’re doing well."

"Josephine and Ortlinde have trained them well. They’re handling it perfectly."

We wait quietly, watching the operation unfold. After a short while, one of the Intelligence Unit members returns, followed by the women they’ve rescued. They look tense but relieved.

The number matches what we expected, and there’s no sign of trouble. They’ve done an excellent job.

The Intelligence Unit members guide the women into the jeeps. Graylease and another member stay to secure the perimeter.

Their meticulous attention to detail is commendable. I’m proud of them.

We load the women into the jeeps and head back to the Branch. After dropping them off, we return to Headquarters, where Josephine is waiting.

"Welcome back. How did it go with Graylease?"

"Perfectly. They did a fantastic job. Right, Valeria?"

"They’re more than capable, Onee-sama."

Josephine looks pleased. Graylease and her team have earned her trust.

"Great. We’ll put them to work right away."

"Fufu, it’s the result of Josephine and Ortlinde’s excellent training. We’ll rely on them more in the future."

"Please be gentle with them," Josephine jokes.

We share a laugh, knowing how busy we all are.

We’ll need Josephine’s advice on the gambling den’s interior and the women’s cooperation to get it done.

Josephine will be busy, so Graylease and her team will have to step up.

In the end, we rescued sixteen women from the cramped cells. None wanted to stay in their previous situation. Some were there due to debt, others were victims of human trafficking.

Some were originally from Exembra, while others were brought from elsewhere. Most had places to return to, but they agreed to work at the Kikyo Society for the time being.

Only four of them were dealers, and even with the rest as staff, we’re short-handed for running a gambling den. We’ll need to continue our recruitment efforts.

For now, we’ll give the women a few days to rest. They can relax within the Branch, where they can eat and live comfortably. We’ll consider supervised outings after a few days.

We can’t keep them locked up forever, but we’ll handle any issues as they arise. Once they’ve had time to rest, it’s time to get to work.

Their first task will be to help set up the gambling den. We delayed the interior work specifically for this purpose. Building their workplace with their own hands will foster a sense of ownership and commitment.

We’re offering excellent conditions, and we want them to work diligently and enthusiastically for the long term. They’ve been forced to work in the gambling industry, but they can still contribute in meaningful ways.

We’ll invest whatever it takes to make this a success. We want them to help create a profitable gambling den. This is the first task we’re entrusting to them.

Later, female dealers and staff from other gambling dens approached us secretly, interested in our new operation. Our plan is working. We’re welcoming them, ensuring their safe departure from their previous employers.

Gradually, we’re increasing our numbers through these contacts and direct headhunting. Despite the time it takes, we’re steadily preparing for our opening.

I’m excited about the gambling den’s launch. It will be a lucrative venture.

The only concern is potential backlash from the organizations we’ve poached from. But the women who left are responsible for their own choices, and we expect them to recognize this.

We’re ready to face any challenges that come our way.
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			Tightening the Reins

			The harsh winter has arrived, and the days are filled with snowfall. The icy cold of the morning air sharpens my senses, and I quite enjoy it. After the chill, the warmth of a hot bath feels wonderful.

On one of these bitterly cold winter days, we are conducting our traditional outdoor training, a legacy from our days at the Camp. "Hey, you're lagging behind! Don't slow down!" We run through knee-deep snow, weighed down by ridiculously heavy backpacks. This is basic training, returning to the fundamentals.

I, too, am carrying a backpack that feels like it could sink into the ground. It's so heavy that I can barely suppress a groan, but I won't show any weakness.

Today, we have a mix of the Secretariat Unit and the Second Combat Unit, all giving their all in the training. Lately, I've been acting as a strict instructor, pushing the Kikyo Society members through rigorous training. This snow marathon is just one part of it.

Why am I doing this now? Of course, there's a reason.

"Recently, we've been getting challenged a lot. Not just on Sixth Avenue, but even on Lightning Street, where there aren't many people around."

"Feels like we're being targeted because of the Kikyo emblem. After I beat them, they usually just say it's because we're in the way."

"Come to think of it, there have been more fights lately."

It might be related to all the trouble we've been causing, like the gambling den incident. The impact is probably starting to show.

"At least the attacks are only on our members and not affecting the territory. That's a relief, right?"

"Yes, the reports confirm that."

If innocent shops get caught in the crossfire, it won't just be a simple fight. That's something we want to avoid at all costs.

More fights are fine, but it feels like there's an uneasy atmosphere.

"Josephine, have you found anything out?"

"According to the Intelligence Unit, a lot of delinquent adventurers and fallen knights from Retnark are flooding into Exembra."

"Fallen knights from Retnark are nothing new, but delinquent adventurers?"

"Infamous adventurer teams, for starters, have been entering Exembra one after another recently. We don't know their purpose yet."

Due to the deteriorating situation in Retnark, Exembra has become a haven for miscreants, and their numbers are steadily growing. The Kikyo Society is among the leading organizations, but it's a fact that the number of troublemakers is increasing.

"Delinquent adventurers, huh? Sounds like a fun bunch."

"They operate in parties, so we need to be careful when dealing with them. We don't know where their allies are."

Adventurers are used to fighting in different ways from knights. Especially the bad ones, who might resort to ruthless tactics. We need to warn our members.

"Bring it on, everyone."

"Ha, the Kikyo Society doesn't back down from a challenge. But be careful. Some of these delinquent adventurers are highly skilled and even have a bounty on their heads from the Adventurer Guild."

Even the Adventurer Guild considers them troublemakers. It's only natural that they'd cause problems.

As long as they don't target us, it's not our concern. But we're noticeable, so we might get dragged into things whether we like it or not.

"Alright, if they want a fight, we'll give it to them. But it might be time to tighten up our own ranks."

I mentioned something that had been on my mind recently.

"Yeah, some members are getting too cocky. They've improved, but lately, they're not taking training seriously."

"They meet the quota, but their enthusiasm is lacking. I've tried warning them, but without a sense of urgency, it's hard."

The combat unit leaders understood and agreed.

Of course. We've become strong, but some members are getting complacent. They need to remember that there's always someone stronger out there.

Alright, it's time for me to step in.

"I'll be leading the training this winter. It's the perfect time for snow training. Sound good?"

The Zeiglune members were curious about the winter training we did at the Camp. I gave them a brief overview.

"Hmm, so you did that, Yukari-dono? Sounds interesting."

"It might be a good opportunity for us to get back into shape. Yukari, we're counting on you."

"Wait, does that mean the Secretariat Unit too?"

"You guys are as energetic as ever."

Frederica and April's complaints were ignored, and the decision to implement the training was finalized. Rosabel-san and Colette-san won't have to participate, so they're off the hook.

We're not the only ones getting stronger. We can't afford to be satisfied with the status quo. We need to hone our minds and bodies. I'll lead by example with the toughest training, instilling a sense of urgency. Words alone aren't enough; actions speak louder.

I've always said that the Kikyo Society is a matter of life and death. I doubt anyone has forgotten, but it's worth reminding them. The leaders will set the example, and the rest will follow.

Even compared to larger organizations, we're still small. But individually, we're stronger, if not superior. We can't afford to lose this advantage; we need to grow even stronger. That's the only way to maintain our freedom.

"When we reach the forest, we'll take a break. But if you lag behind, there's extra training. Let's go!"

Even I'm a bit out of breath from the heavy backpack, but I don't slow down. We have a lot more training to do once we reach the forest. The real challenge begins when it gets tough.

Physical and mental fortitude are crucial. When it comes down to the final moments, it's the spirit that decides the outcome. The one with the stronger willpower will prevail.

As soon as we reached the forest, everyone, including me, collapsed on the snow. It was that intense.

We'll recover naturally without using any potions. A short break will be enough for everyone to get back on their feet.

We also have other objectives: collecting materials and slaying monsters. The materials are ice from a lake deep in the forest, which has a subtly sweet flavor, a rare delicacy. We're doing this for the Commercial Guild's Jallens, who offered to buy the ice.

The monsters in the snow don't hibernate and are quite active. Since it's unusual for people to venture into the forest in the snow, we decided to take on the task of culling the monsters while we train.

It's a win-win: we get training and some extra money.

While the others were still catching their breath, I started thinking about our next move. Maybe a longer break would be more efficient.

"Yukari-san, let's take a bit longer. Everyone's still catching their breath."

Even Mary, who's a training enthusiast, looks exhausted. Brittany, the vice-commander, can't even crack a joke, and the other members are in a similar state. We'll take a longer break.

We'll discard the heavy backpacks here and continue on lightly, targeting the lake for the ice. We'll only keep the valuable monster materials and discard the rest. The ice is our priority, and it fetches a higher price.

We'll return carrying the giant ice blocks, which will be lighter than the backpacks.

After a much longer break than planned, we finally set off for the lake. To make the most of our efforts, we'll spread out and head there individually.

I'll stay with the apprentices, along with Mary and Brittany, while the regular members, including the secretariat, can handle the forest's monsters alone. If needed, they can signal for help with light magic.

When we reached the lake, the entire surface was frozen, reflecting the sunlight in a dazzling display.

"Wow, amazing!"

"So beautiful..."

" Incredible. I didn't know such a place existed."

I understand the apprentices' amazement. The icy world in the forest is a surreal, beautiful sight.

But we don't have time to admire the view. The members who arrived earlier were already at work.

Breaking the ice into manageable chunks and transporting the massive blocks to the shore, they were hard at work. Without them, the scene would have been even more magical.

The sweet ice was being cut and shaped using magic, progressing smoothly. It seemed I wouldn't need to lend a hand.

But how thick is the ice on this lake? It can't be completely frozen, but it's quite thick. Even when the ice is broken, the water underneath doesn't show.

We assigned blocks of ice to each member based on their strength. I created makeshift backpacks with magic to carry the ice, securing it with wire. This should make it easier to transport.

With the ice preparations almost done, I was about to start the return journey when something unusual happened.

"Run!"

"Evacuate! Get to the shore!"

I didn't understand what was happening, but I could see the members who were working on the lake running for their lives.

A low rumbling sound came from the lake, breaking the silence.

"What's going on?"

It wasn't just the ice breaking. I joined the others in watching the lake, which was rumbling ominously.

The ice started to rise, forming a massive structure. It grew taller and taller, reaching the size of a small building.

Chunks of ice fell off the bulky mass, and it took on a distinct shape.

It was an ice giant, an Ice Golem. I wasn't expecting to see one here, but it's perfect for training. Let's see how everyone handles it.

The Ice Golem had locked onto us as its target and was slowly advancing, breaking the ice as it went.

None of us had encountered an Ice Golem before, and everyone was still in shock.

"Hey, what are you standing around for? It's an enemy!"

The members snapped into action, grabbing their weapons.

"Yukari-san, is that an Ice Golem!?"

Education pays off. Kikyo Society members are well-versed in various monsters and their characteristics and countermeasures.

Golems are tricky. In this case, the Ice Golem's body can regenerate from the surrounding ice. To defeat it, we need to melt all the ice or destroy its core.

The Ice Golem's body is just ice, so it's not very strong, but its core is protected deep within its thick torso. Breaking through the ice without giving it a chance to regenerate is challenging.

Fire magic users would make it easier, but we don't have any here. We'll have to use other magic and weapons to destroy the core.

Golems are slow, so if we can't beat it, we can always run. This is training, so we'll fight. I believe we can win.

The members started to take action without waiting for my orders.

"Let's take it apart before it regenerates!"

"I'll destroy the legs to stop its movement!"

"We'll cut off the arms!"

Each member used their weapon to take on a specific role, determined to succeed.

Mary and Brittany took a step back to assist and command as needed. I watched from the shore.

The Ice Golem's attacks are powerful but slow and predictable. Without much intelligence, it doesn't use magic or long-range attacks. Our members should be able to avoid it.

Watching the battle, I felt confident they wouldn't be hurt, but they lacked the decisive blow.

Even with the arms and legs destroyed, the Ice Golem kept regenerating and advancing. Hitting the chest where the core is located was difficult, and minor damage was quickly repaired. At this rate, it would be a never-ending cycle.

The Ice Golem continued to advance, and it seemed to be heading towards me.

"Breaking the limbs is useless! Focus on the chest and destroy the core in one go!" Mary's orders were clear. It was our only option.

Following the orders, the members concentrated their attacks on the chest, gradually breaking through the ice. We were making progress.

But.

"If this keeps up, it'll reach me before it's defeated..."

I could move, but I decided to watch it like a competition. Mary and Brittany monitored my position, the Ice Golem's speed, and the progress of the chest's destruction, urging the members to speed up. It was a race.

I watched the impromptu competition with interest.

The chest was almost destroyed, and the core was about to be destroyed.

Yes, almost, but...

"Close, but no cigar."

Just a little more, and the Ice Golem was in front of me, raising its massive ice arm.

"Yukari-san!"

There was no need to worry. I knew what to do.

A heavy impact echoed across the ice. The ice arm was stopped by my slender left hand. This is the kind of strength the president has.

Gripping the ice arm with my powerful grip, I snapped it off and flung it behind me. The Ice Golem began to collapse, turning into a pile of ice.

The core was destroyed just in time.

"President, why didn't you run?"

"It was dangerous!"

I didn't mean to worry anyone, but it's fine. The encounter with the Ice Golem was handled well, considering it was a new monster.

Without a fire magic user, they managed to defeat it without casualties in a reasonable time. It was a good performance.

After a brief evaluation led by Mary, we took a short break. We still had to carry the ice back.

We trudged back to Exembra, carrying the giant ice blocks, despite our exhaustion. We delivered the ice to the Commercial Guild and received our reward.

Half the reward went to the Kikyo Society, and the rest was divided among the members. We kept some of the sweet ice for ourselves. The cafeteria lady will make shaved ice, which is perfect for tired bodies.

Even in winter, this is a seasonal treat.

Thus, the Kikyo Society continues to level up, taking on challenges and solidifying our reputation. Our territory in Exembra is still small, but our infamy is spreading far and wide, making us stand out in the underground world.

While reviewing the objective reports from the Intelligence Unit, I felt a slight concern.
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			Our long-awaited Kikyo Society-run gambling den finally opened for business.

It's been a few days since the opening, and business has been going smoothly. For a new establishment, we're doing better than expected.

Part of the reason for this success is the unique feature of our gambling den: all of our staff are women.

This all-female staff is a selling point. In a competitive market with many other gambling dens, it helps us stand out and establish our identity.

Surprisingly, this feature has been welcomed not just by the usual perverts, but also by young people and even women, who seem intrigued by the novelty. It’s not a particularly sexy setup, which might be why it’s been well-received.

We also benefited from the cooperation of Jarlens, a board member of the Commerce Guild. He helped us spread the word to influential merchants, adventurers, guilds, and even nobles, which certainly paid off.

I'm even thinking about holding a Costume Day to generate more buzz.

In any case, thanks to everyone's hard work, we've had a good start.

Today, Gradena and I have a rare moment of free time, so we're enjoying a leisurely tea time at our favorite sweets shop.

Valeria is on vacation and spending time with other friends who are also on break. It's a good sign that she’s becoming more independent.

"Hey, Yukari, how about we crash a place or two?"

Gradena’s casual suggestion is alarmingly violent. She seems stressed.

"If we had a good target, I’d be up for it. But lately, things have been too quiet and boring."

"I know. I’m so sharp from training that I’m itching for action."

I feel the same way as Gradena.

Our Kikyo Society’s finances are thriving, thanks in large part to the gambling den. We expect a steady increase in customers, and our investment will be recovered sooner than planned. We should start planning our next move.

Still, there’s a downside to the smooth sailing. It’s not exactly a complaint, but I’m spoiled. Lately, we haven’t had many challenges. Our previous victories have created a peaceful environment.

While peace is good, it’s also boring. Human nature, I guess.

We anticipated some trouble after poaching staff from other gambling dens, but so far, nothing has come up. It’s frustrating to expect something and have nothing happen.

Maybe we should make the first move. But we just started the gambling den, and everyone except me is busy.

Sigh, it’s frustrating.

"How about we go hunt some monsters?"

"I remember you fought an Ice Golem. I’d love to try that."

As we chat, I spot a Kikyo Society member in the distance. It’s a member of the Fifth Combat Unit.

She spots us through the window and comes inside to our table.

"President, Acting Vice-Commander, I apologize for disturbing your break."

She’s a sturdy dwarf with a robust build, often favored by Paula. She’s quite polite.

It’s unusual for a messenger to come in person during non-combat situations. The Fifth Combat Unit was supposed to be on duty at the gambling den today, so something must have happened.

"What’s going on?"

"There’s a problem. Paula-san asked me to bring you here."

The dwarf girl, clearly uncomfortable, relays the message in a few words. It seems she’s reluctant to say more here.

"We’ll go right away. Gradena, are you coming?"

"Of course."

Gradena, always excited by trouble, is eager to go. I probably look the same way.

We settle the bill and head to the gambling den at a brisk pace.

Since it’s not far, we arrive quickly.

We go straight to the guard room, where Paula greets us with an unusually troubled expression.

"Yukari, Gradena, thank you for coming."

"What’s going on?"

"It doesn’t seem to be a violent incident."

Gradena looks a bit disappointed and slumps her shoulders.

"If it were, we’d just beat them up and call it a day. It’s a bit more complicated. They’re waiting in a separate room."

"Complicated?"

Gradena and I exchange glances before urging Paula to explain.

After hearing the whole story, it is indeed a complicated situation. The person in question is the Vice-General of the Exembra Garrison, a prominent figure in the administrative district.

However, it’s a petty matter.

"To think he’d rack up debts and try to use his power to get out of it. What a pathetic excuse for a man."

Gradena’s disdain is understandable.

Apparently, he’s been frequenting our place, losing consistently, and accumulated a massive debt. Now he’s trying to use his position to get out of paying. He’s a despicable person.

This kind of behavior makes it difficult to extend credit, even to someone in a position of authority. Seriously, what a hassle.

"Normally, we’d pursue him relentlessly and recover as much as possible. But since he’s still a figure of authority, we need to be careful. One mistake could lead to bigger problems."

"True. But we can’t let him off the hook. That’s unacceptable."

"He underestimates the Kikyo Society too much."

What should we do?

Let’s talk to him first. We might learn something useful.

We also need to investigate whether he can really pay. I’ll have the dwarf girl inform the Intelligence Unit to gather information on this Vice-General.

"I’ll handle the conversation. Gradena and Paula, you’ll join me."

He’s apparently being held in a VIP room. We head there.

After knocking, we enter the room.

The first thing we see is a middle-aged man sitting on a sofa. He’s of average build and height, with no distinguishing features. The only notable thing is his arrogant attitude, which is unpleasant just to look at.

But I can see through his facade. He’s tense.

If you look closely, you can see his crossed legs are trembling, and his tightly clasped hands are hiding his shaking. Despite the lack of heat, sweat is pouring down his face, impossible to hide.

He’s just a small-time player putting on a show.

"So, you’re the one in charge here?"

I could commend him for keeping his voice steady, but it’s a matter of how long he can maintain the facade.

I smile calmly and sit across from him. Gradena and Paula stand by the door.

"Yes, that’s right. I’m the president of the Kikyo Society. Nice to meet you."

"No need for introductions. You’re the infamous Yukarinowe Nijoooufashi, right? I’m the Vice-General of the Exembra Garrison, Douglas Dant Dacmasti."

Calling him a Vice-General is generous.

The Exembra Garrison is exceptionally understaffed compared to the size of the city.

Their duties include defending against external threats, maintaining city security, and dealing with monsters and bandits. It’s a broad range of tasks, far too much for such a small group. This is due to the devastating loss of personnel from past wars. Now, the garrison is more of a nominal organization.

In reality, the Adventurer Guild and other guilds handle external threats, while underground organizations provide security within the city.

To be honest, this Vice-General doesn’t seem competent enough for the role. He’s more of a placeholder, and everyone knows it.

However, he is still a figure of authority. As the leader of a small organization, I need to be mindful of my position.

Even I, who can be quite impulsive, adapt my approach based on the situation. I try to act like an adult, at least sometimes.

"...You’re well-informed, Lord Vice-General. How’s the city been lately?"

I pour a cold tea from a side table and offer it to him, buying some time with small talk.

The Vice-General, either afraid to get to the core of the matter or trying to please me, starts talking about the city and the garrison, despite his arrogant demeanor.

I intended it as small talk, but I ended up learning some useful information about other organizations.

While we chat, the dwarf girl quietly enters the room, speaks to Paula, and then approaches me.

"Excuse me, President. Here you go."

With a nod to the Vice-General, I quickly scan the memo she hands me.

As a prominent figure in the city, the Intelligence Unit had already marked him. The memo is quite detailed.

Douglas Dant Dacmasti, the fifth son of the Dacmasti family. A noble from Retnark, with his main estate and family in Retnark.

He’s one of the nobles sent to govern various territories in the old Brenark Kingdom. Despite being the second-in-command of the nominal garrison, he’s not a crucial figure. However, his family has a high standing among the nobles sent from Retnark.

While not particularly diligent or honest, he does the minimum required work. Until recently, he was unremarkable, both publicly and privately.

However, he got into gambling and accumulated significant debt at another gambling den.

Unable to turn to his family, he resorted to embezzling funds from the garrison. Josephine and her team did a thorough job. Indeed.

Now, he’s in debt to us as well. There’s no saving him.

I crumple the memo and burn it in my hand.

"...Excuse me. Lord Vice-General, you seem to be in financial trouble."

"No, no, it’s just a rumor."

"I see. When can we expect payment for today’s losses?"

According to Paula, he demanded that the debt be forgiven. Let’s see how he reacts now.

"...Just a little more time, please. I have a lot on my plate right now."

Interesting, he’s willing to pay.

That changes things. I need to treat him like a customer, but I’m not very patient.

He might be planning to embezzle more funds or score a big win elsewhere. I don’t care where the money comes from as long as he can pay.

"We’ll wait, considering your position, Lord Vice-General."

"Y-Yes, I’ll send a messenger within a few days. I-I’ll pay in full then."

I’m skeptical, but if he says he’ll pay, I’ll give him the benefit of the doubt. If he doesn’t, we’ll collect by force, harshly.

After seeing him off, I sink into a sofa.

Gradena and Paula are smirking. I turn to Paula with a complaint.

"Paula, he said he’d pay. It wasn’t about forgiving the debt, right?"

"Yukari, are you aware of how intimidating you can be?"

"You were so intimidating. I know you’re strict about money, but it’s hard to ask for forgiveness when you’re that intimidating."

Oh, I unconsciously let my anger show.

I like gambling and money, and I understand the urge to take risks sometimes.

But it’s unacceptable to cover up the consequences or run away from them, especially if it hurts us.

"But do you really think he can pay? If he doesn’t, what will you do?"

"I’ll leave this to Paula. If he breaks his promise, pursue him relentlessly. We have a big scoop on his embezzlement. If necessary, we can involve his family in Retnark to collect the debt."

"Heh, that sounds more interesting. Let’s see how it plays out."

If he pays as promised, that’s fine. If not, we’ll pursue him until the end.

Or we could accept other forms of payment. As long as it’s proportional to the debt.

As the son of a noble family from Retnark and the Vice-General of the Exembra Garrison, he likely has information that our Intelligence Unit doesn’t. Information could be a fair trade.

If he’s useful, we could consolidate his debts with us and even use him as a pawn. It’s not a bad idea.

I’ll leave this to Paula and coordinate with the Intelligence Unit.

Unless something major happens, I won’t need to be involved.

Still, it’s a waste to have the Combat Unit handle debt collection.

We might need a specialized unit for this kind of work, or even outsource it. Starting a company for debt collection isn’t out of the question.

If they can’t pay with money, they can compensate with information. If that’s not possible, they can work it off.

We only lend credit to those with assets, so this shouldn’t be a frequent issue.

I’ll discuss this with the senior members."
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			The snow continues to fall, creating a monotonous winter landscape. The snowflakes drifting down are getting annoying.

After checking on the newly opened gambling den, I trudge through the snow on my way back to headquarters.

The temperature-regulating function of my coat lessens the cold, but my exposed face and especially my ears are still freezing. The white breath I exhale clearly indicates the season.

I don’t particularly dislike the cold that penetrates to my bones, but it can get tiring if it goes on too long.

I hurry back, eager to warm up with a hot cup of tea. Winter is well past its halfway point, I think.

Being in a warm room brings a sense of ease. The comfort of a hot cup of tea or a hot bath makes me feel positive. It’s a bit self-indulgent, but it’s a nice feeling.

During this relaxing moment, a letter arrives, addressed to the president.

It reminds me of the invitation to the black market I received before.

"This time, it’s from the Clad Family. I wonder what it’s about."

"Could it be a challenge?"

"It’s quite a formal envelope."

The sender is the Clad Family, one of the Five Great Families in Exembra.

I wonder what they want. There’s no point in speculating, so I’ll just read it.

Under the watchful eyes of the senior members, I boldly tear open the envelope.

"Clad Family New Leader Inauguration Celebration and General Assembly Invitation

Wishing you good health in these cold times.

As you know, our family recently appointed Balgar Clad as the new leader. To celebrate this, we are hosting an inauguration party and the general assembly at the Clad Family residence.

We kindly request your presence at this event to promote the development of Exembra."

The letter is quite formal, but it’s essentially an invitation. The specific conditions and date are written afterward.

The general assembly is where the underground organizations gather to meet and adjust their interests. It’s a meeting of the big bosses, almost like a council of villains.

The Kikyo Society is unique for being all-female, and we’re still new to Exembra. Being invited to an event hosted by a major organization is unexpected.

We had some information about the Clad Family’s leadership change, but since we had no direct connection, I hadn’t paid much attention.

Oh, right, the Bruno Gang is under the Clad Family, so there is a loose connection. We’ve had some collaboration with the Bruno Gang, like supplying healing potions and exchanging information.

Still, why are they inviting us now? It could be just out of curiosity, but it’s unusual.

"What’s it about, Yukari? Is it a challenge?"

"That’s unlikely. It’s a formal envelope."

"Wait, what’s it about?"

Everyone is leaning forward, clearly interested in the letter from such a prominent family.

"Nothing much. It’s an inauguration party and general assembly. They want me to attend, it seems."

"What!?

"The general assembly is usually hosted by the Five Great Families. They’re inviting us?"

"So, we’re making a name for ourselves?"

"Sounds fun. Can I go?"

"Me too!"

"Me too!"

They’re all excited, but it’s not that simple.

"The general assembly is a formal event. Only the leader and the deputy or their representative can attend. No one else will be allowed, even if they come."

"Oh, that’s a bummer."

"It’s a prestigious event. Only the leader and the deputy can attend."

I’m flattered, but it’s a bit of a hassle. I don’t really want to go.

"But it’s important to show up. If we skip it, it could be seen as a slight to the Clad Family."

"True. We should attend for the Kikyo Society’s benefit."

I get it. The Clad Family maintains a neutral stance toward us. They haven’t shown any hostility, and they’re inviting us to such a significant event. It wouldn’t be wise to offend them.

Still, the other families are a different story.

"What’s the general assembly? The meeting of the Five Great Families?"

The general assembly is held every six months, hosted in rotation by the Five Great Families.

Before the assembly, they usually host a party for some reason. This time, it’s the inauguration party.

"So, we’ve made a name for ourselves?"

"It’s an interesting event. But it’s a hassle."

Indeed, it’s a hassle. Both Siegrune and I stand out as women. We’ll attract a lot of attention.

"But if we don’t attend, it could be seen as a slight to the Clad Family. We can’t afford to offend them."

"True. We should attend for the Kikyo Society’s benefit."

I understand. The Clad Family maintains a neutral stance. They haven’t shown any hostility, and they’ve invited us to such a significant event. It wouldn’t be wise to offend them.

Still, the other families are a different story.

"The general assembly will have all the big bosses. What should we do?"

"The McDallian Family will definitely be there. We should avoid them as much as possible."

I have no intention of starting trouble at an event hosted by another family.

I’ll go with a polite demeanor, but I won’t be the one to start any trouble. Probably.

"We’re just making a formal appearance, right?"

"That’s likely. We don’t have any significant business to discuss with other organizations."

"The Kikyo Society is getting some attention. They probably just want to see what we look like."

"Being the president is tough."

"I’m more nervous, as the vice-commander."

We don’t really know the Clad Family’s intentions, but if they want to see us, we’ll show them.

Siegrune’s handsome appearance and my own will be enough. I’ll make a grand entrance.

The preparation leading up to the assembly takes a few days.

My preparation is the only thing that needs attention. The Kikyo Society will continue its usual operations.

For the event, my usual coat and the innerwear made by Torietta will be sufficient. Siegrune will be similarly dressed.

The only other thing to prepare is a gift. Since it’s also an inauguration party, bringing a poor gift would be embarrassing.

I’ll consult Josephine about what to bring.

"A valuable gift would be best. The attendees often bring gifts related to their businesses to promote themselves."

"Do we have anything like that? The only thing that comes to mind is the handcrafted goods from Sixth Avenue."

"That’s perfect. The metal ingots and threads you provide are used in Sixth Avenue’s products. They’ll appreciate it."

Hmm, that might work.

"We can bring the fabric as is, without worrying about sizes or preferences. We can also bring metal ingots. They can use them as they please."

"That sounds good. Thank you, Josephine."

I’ll settle on this gift. It’s not too elaborate, and we’re not that close to them.

I’ll head to the fabric store Brillonvest to pick up the materials. They should have some in stock, but if not, I’ll place an order with the metal threads.

One last thing.

The Kikyo Society is already quite noticeable, so we might as well go all out. It suits my style, and it’s a perfect stage for a grand entrance. I’ll make an impression.

The preparations for the event are complete.

On the day, I’ll wear my usual coat with the innerwear made by Torietta. Siegrune will be similarly dressed.

For the gift, we’ll bring the metal threads and fabric. It’s a thoughtful and appropriate choice.

I’m excited about the event, but the assembly is a bit of a chore. I’ll look forward to the grand entrance with the Bloomstar Galaxy.
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			It’s a clear, crisp winter day, perfect for a pleasant outing.

The morning of the assembly, I ride in a jeep driven by Shelby to formally collect the Bloomstar Galaxy.

Finally, the completion of this special machine. I’m finally getting the Bloomstar Galaxy!

In the jeep are Shelby, the driver, me, who’s more excited about the Bloomstar Galaxy than the assembly, and Siegrune. A few others are also with us.

Many members wanted to come and wait for us at the Clad Family residence, even though they can’t attend the assembly. However, we can’t have too many people waiting around, so I allowed only those who could fit in the jeep.

Ultimately, Valeria, the head of my personal guard, and the First Combat Unit joined us.

I hadn’t told anyone about the Bloomstar Galaxy, so they were curious about our destination. They’ll understand once they see it.

Following my instructions, Shelby drives the jeep to the Dominic Cruel Workshop.

"What is this place?"

"Dominic Cruel Workshop?"

"We don’t often patrol this area."

It’s not immediately obvious what kind of workshop it is with the garage doors closed. It’s a mystery why we’re here.

As everyone looks at me, I enter the garage through a side door, as if it’s my own place. The door isn’t locked at this time, as I had informed Doc in advance.

"Doc, I’m here!"

I call out into the dim garage, and the old man slowly appears.

"You finally made it! Time for the grand reveal!"

"It’s dark in here. Open the garage door. I want everyone to see it."

"These are your friends? Alright then, let them see! This is the Bloomstar Galaxy!"

He presses a button on the wall, and the garage door starts to open, gradually revealing its majestic form.

The first thing that catches the eye is its size.

It’s more than twice the size of a regular box bike, a massive and imposing form.

The sleek, mechanical yet classical design in black and silver exudes a certain beauty, captivating anyone who sees it.

It has a unique and mysterious aura, blending elegance with a hint of ferocity and solitude.

In one word, it’s romantic.

I’ve been test-riding it since the prototype, and this is the final version after several iterations.

While I’ve seen it before, the polished, sunlit form of the Bloomstar Galaxy is breathtaking.

"Doc, thank you again. It’s perfect."

"Heh, thanks to your sponsorship."

We shake hands firmly, acknowledging each other’s efforts. The cheers of the Kikyo Society members echo around us.

"What the hell is that!"

"It’s amazing!"

"It’s a bike, right? Completely different from Rosabel’s!"

"Wow!"

I exchange a grin with Doc, seeing the excitement in their faces. Even members not usually interested in bikes are captivated. All the hard work was worth it.

"Yukari-dono, is this what you’ve been working on?"

Even the normally uninterested Siegrune is intrigued.

"Onee-sama, are you going to ride this?"

"Yes, Siegrune can sit behind me."

"Me too?"

Siegrune is surprised but clearly delighted.

"That’s not fair!"

"Onee-sama..."

"I want to ride too!"

Everyone wants a turn, but we don’t have time to play. Maybe another time.

Ignoring their disappointed murmurs, I straddle the Bloomstar Galaxy with a flourish.

"Siegrune, get on behind me."

Siegrune, despite her nervousness, climbs on with a smile and holds onto my waist cautiously.

I put on a pair of large sunglasses to shield against the sun’s glare and hand one to Siegrune. We’re ready to go.

"We’re leaving now. Everyone, get in the jeep."

The members, still reluctant to leave, get into the jeep.

Valeria’s disappointed expression resonates with me. I’ll let her ride behind me later.

The roar of the engine is intentionally loud, drawing attention. We’re making quite a scene, especially since the jeep is moving slowly.

The vehicle’s speed is mechanically and magically limited to about thirty kilometers per hour. This is true even for military vehicles.

However, the Bloomstar Galaxy is different. With my magic, it can bypass these limitations. Of course, breaking the rules is forbidden. But for outlaws like us, rules are just suggestions.

I want to let it loose on the empty streets outside the city. Sometimes, a woman just wants to feel the wind.

The engine is set to a particularly loud mode for today. I’ll have it toned down later, but for now, I want to make an impact.

The deafening roar draws a lot of attention as we approach the Clad Family’s outer gate. Many people come out to see what’s happening.

I understand their curiosity. A loud, unfamiliar sound would make anyone cautious.

Amid the astonished faces of the tough-looking men, we pass through the outer gate and enter the large parking area between the outer and inner gates.

I park in an empty spot, remove my sunglasses, and dismount the Bloomstar Galaxy. The jeep arrives shortly after.

"That vibration was nice. I bet it would be even better at full speed."

"I was a bit tense but it was fun. I’d like to ride again, but I’ll let Valeria have the back seat on the way back."

Siegrune, though nervous, is smiling. I’m glad she enjoyed it.

A crowd has gathered around us, but no one approaches us directly.

A friendly conversation would be fine, but I don’t have time to wait around. Let’s go inside.

Shelby and the others get out of the jeep and see us off.

The Clad Family’s grounds are filled with their members, ensuring security. It’s unlikely anything will go wrong.

"Onee-sama, here’s the gift."

I gently stroke Valeria’s soft hair, and the tension in my chest eases a bit.

"I’ll be back soon."

Today, I’m wearing the Kikyo Society’s formal attire, the silver coat with the purple crystal Kikyo emblem. My indigo hair is styled with a magical hairpin, and I’m wearing combat pants and boots for a cool, edgy look.

Siegrune is similarly dressed in a silver coat with a purple crystal badge, carrying her sword.

While the Clad Family will provide security for the event, armed guests are allowed. It’s a gesture to ensure everyone feels safe, even if they’re unlikely to use their weapons.

My usual weapons are my custom gloves, stowed in my pocket. My spear is in the jeep, and I have a few throwing knives for emergencies.

I stride confidently, my elegant silver coat fluttering in the wind, and show our invitations to the guards at the inner gate. We’re directed inside.

We have to pass through a courtyard to reach the fortress-like building. The straight path and central fountain, surrounded by green hedges, create a beautiful and spacious garden. It’s almost like a castle, though there’s no castle at the end.

Lily would probably enjoy this. Our Kikyo Society’s aerial garden might be smaller, but it’s of higher quality.

I spot a few women and children behind the hedges but ignore them. They’re not worth greeting, and I don’t know who they are.

We reach the building’s entrance and are checked again by the guards.

"You must be from the Kikyo Society. Show them to the main hall."

We’re taken to a large hall, where about half the seats are already occupied, and the other guests are waiting for the host to arrive.

We’re led to a seat near the entrance, likely the last row. The guide leaves after ensuring we’re seated. It’s fitting for our status.

Siegrune and I observe the room discreetly.

The seating arrangement has the center of the hall open, with two rows of chairs facing each other. I sit in the front row, and Siegrune sits behind me.

The two seats at the far end are likely for the host.

"Siegrune, can you identify anyone?"

"I apologize, but I’m not very useful in these situations. I can only recognize one person, but I don’t know the others."

I lean back and whisper.

"Same here. But the closer to the front, the more important they are, right?"

"That makes sense. The important figures haven’t arrived yet. They’re making a grand entrance, I suppose."

"Big shots are always like that."

As we chat, the seats fill up, and the important figures finally arrive.

I watch them closely, trying to memorize their faces. It’s a good opportunity.

These are the leaders of the Five Great Families and their equivalents. While I don’t know who’s who, they’re all impressive figures.

I can feel their attention on me, but they don’t look directly at us.

That’s fine. The host is the only one left to arrive.

As we wait, the door at the back opens quietly.

The man leading the group is likely today’s host, Balgar Clad.

He looks to be in his early thirties, though his age is unknown. Despite his youth, he exudes a charismatic presence, befitting a leader.

He doesn’t seem to be a formidable fighter, but he has a commanding and regal aura. I’ll give him the benefit of the doubt for today.

Behind him is a man around the same age, who looks more like a seasoned warrior. He gives off a dangerous aura, as if he could cut anyone who approaches.

"That’s..."

Siegrune leans in and whispers.

"Yukari-dono, the man behind him is Bernar Craon."

"Who is he? A celebrity?"

"You don’t know him? Swordsmen revere his name."

"I’m not a swordsman, so I don’t recognize him."

"That’s Bernar Craon, also known as ‘Cloud Cutter.’ He’s one of the best swordsmen in the world. I’d love to spar with him."

So, the Clad Family has such a renowned swordsman. Impressive.

"He’s been out of the public eye recently, but I didn’t expect to meet him here."

Siegrune is clearly excited, like meeting a hero. This is rare for her.

"What’s the ‘Cloud Cutter’ about?"

"It’s his nickname. The legend goes that his blade is so sharp it can cut through clouds."

In a world with magic, it might not be just a tall tale.

He’s a formidable opponent. The weapon he carries seems unusual.

"The sword he’s holding is interesting. I can’t tell what it’s made of."

"If even you can’t identify it, it’s likely not a mineral. Could it be a monster material?"

"That’s likely. ‘Cloud Cutter’ is known for his training in uncharted territories. If he defeated a powerful monster, it would make sense."

A top-tier swordsman with a weapon made from an unknown monster material. A fascinating story. I’d love to hear more, but he doesn’t seem like someone to chat with casually. Maybe there’ll be a chance.

As we chat, the host takes his seat, and the assembly begins.

"Thank you all for coming. Let’s start the assembly."

With Balgar Clad’s opening remarks, the atmosphere becomes more serious.

I wonder how this will affect the Kikyo Society.
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			According to today’s schedule, the assembly will be held first, followed by the inauguration party.

The discussions on interest adjustments and other matters don’t concern us, so we won’t be asked for our opinions. Probably.

However, as newcomers, the Kikyo Society might be asked to make a formal greeting. Given that we were invited for a face-to-face meeting, it’s almost certain.

Honestly, it’s a bit of a burden. I have no idea what to say.

I have no desire to be friendly with these people. I’d prefer to be left alone. But living in the same city, that’s not really an option.

After the assembly, the venue will shift to Balgar Clad’s inauguration party.

My main excitement is the lavish spread of food that will be served. I’m looking forward to it to get through the boring assembly.

They might have some entertainment, but whatever they come up with is probably not going to be great.

The assembly is off to a noisy start, with everyone airing their grievances.

"Your young ones are causing trouble in our territory. What’s going on?"

"Yours started it. They’re young and impulsive, so let’s not make a big deal out of it."

"Maybe, but if it involves our interests, it’s not just a minor issue."

These are trivial matters. If this is all they talk about, the assembly is just a tea party for bored bosses.

I’ve been watching this go on for a while now. It’s a pointless, trivial affair.

As I observe with a critical eye, I notice Balgar Clad looking at me. I’ll pretend not to notice.

"Alright, let’s move on from these trivial matters. As you all know, we have a new face among us today. Let’s have her introduce herself."

"I was wondering about that. Let’s hear from her."

"She’s Yukarinowe Nijoooufashi, the president of the Kikyo Society, based in the eastern part of Exembra. Nijoooufashi-san, a few words, please?"

Here we go. It’s a hassle, but I’ll go along with it.

Being called by her last name and addressed with honorifics is a bit unexpected.

Oh well, I’ll play the part of a respectful newcomer for now.

"Thank you, Don Clad. I am Yukari Nijoooufashi, president of the Kikyo Society. It’s a pleasure to meet you all."

‘Don’ is a respectful title. I’m trying to show respect to Balgar Clad as the new leader of the Clad Family.

He seems pleased, either understanding my gesture or genuinely happy.

"I’ve heard about you. For a woman, you’re surprisingly strong."

"Yes, I’ve heard you’ve given the Bruno Gang and the McDallian Family a hard time."

"You seem full of energy."

"Sounds like she’s causing trouble."

"Let’s not get carried away. It’s more interesting to let her do her thing."

These bosses seem to find the situation entertaining. Better than them trying to provoke me.

The McDallian Family hasn’t made any moves yet, but I doubt they’ll stay silent.

"Does Don McDallian have anything to say?"

Someone, probably one of the Five Great Families, is trying to stir things up.

Balgar Clad finally looks at me.

"...I’ve heard you’re quite strong. How about showing us during the entertainment?"

"That sounds fun!"

"Heh, that’s a great idea! What do you say, Kikyo Society president?"

Of course, I don’t want to. Why should I?

"Who should be the opponent? Should we send someone from our side?"

The room is buzzing with excitement over who will face me.

This is ridiculous. I can’t just go along with it.

"No, I’ll take care of it. My family has a suitable candidate."

The candidate is likely the skilled hitman mentioned in Josephine’s report. He’s probably using this as an opportunity to eliminate me under the guise of a legitimate event.

I was about to protest when a strong voice echoed through the hall.

"Hold on. I’ll take it."

The speaker is a towering figure with an aura as commanding as ‘Cloud Cutter.’ I recognize him immediately. He’s the powerful and intimidating leader of the Anastasia Union.

"Leader, even you can’t just do as you please."

"I said I’ll provide the opponent. Do you have a problem with that? Or do you think you can find a better one?"

The McDallian Family is cornered. That’s good, but not necessarily a favorable outcome for me.

It seems I’ll be facing an opponent endorsed by the leader of the Anastasia Union.

"What do you think, everyone? The Kikyo Society president is a woman. Wouldn’t it be fitting for a woman to face her?"

"Yes, that’s a good idea!"

"The Anastasia Union has a strong woman fighter."

"This is getting more interesting."

These people are getting too excited. It’s hard to stop them now.

I sigh. Do I have to go through with this? No, I won’t be pushed around.

"Leader, who will you send?"

"My sister. This will be a good experience for her."

The hall buzzes with excitement. I don’t know the leader’s sister, but she must be famous.

Siegrune, who also doesn’t know about the sister, nods in agreement.

"Don Clad, is this alright?"

The leader of the Anastasia Union asks Balgar Clad for permission, acknowledging his role as the host.

"I appreciate your gesture, Leader. This will be a great show. It’s fine with me, Nijoooufashi-san, right?"

It’s not fine, but he looks genuinely excited about it.

I look at the elderly boss, Balgar Clad, and the leader of the Anastasia Union, silently protesting.

"Leader, your sister is quite strong, you said?"

The leader’s gaze suggests he thinks I’m in the same boat.

I’m not against a fight, especially with a strong opponent. But being treated like an exhibit is annoying, and there’s no benefit for me.

I’ll be clear about it.

"Leader, a match with your sister sounds intriguing. I genuinely congratulate Don Clad on his inauguration. However, that doesn’t mean I should be an exhibit."

My honesty seems to make some of them uneasy.

"Everyone, let’s calm down."

Balgar Clad, the host, steps in to diffuse the tension.

He’s skilled at managing the atmosphere, defusing the aggressive vibes, including from ‘Cloud Cutter,’ with just a few words.

"Nijoooufashi-san, we’re not backing down. Can you accept it?"

I can’t be swayed by empty words. I won’t give in easily.

"Alright. How about a reward? That would make it more interesting."

A reward?

"I’ll offer a reward as well. A reward just for participating, and if you win my sister, I’ll offer whatever you want."

"Interesting. I’ll contribute too."

"Heh, me too."

The rewards keep piling up.

Suddenly, it’s looking like a lucrative opportunity.

If there’s something in it for me, the situation changes.

A high-stakes match against a powerful opponent sounds exciting now.

I try to suppress my excitement, but it’s hard.

Showing off my strength can be a good demonstration, and I don’t have to reveal everything. The same goes for my opponent.

I stand up and survey the assembled bosses, adopting a regal demeanor.

"Alright. I’ll accept. But don’t think I’ll forget about the reward."

"The Clad Family’s name is on the line. The others will honor their promises too. It will be something to look forward to."

I’ve been played, but it’s fine. I take my seat.

"Yukari-dono, is this a good thing? I can fight in your place if you want."

Siegrune leans in to whisper.

"That might have been an option. But since I’ve spoken, I’ll do it myself."

"I’m not worried, but please be careful. I’ll bring your spear. It would be better to use that."

"Good point. I’ll pretend to be skilled with a spear. No need to show my real fighting style."

I’ve learned the basics of spear fighting from Siegrune. While not my primary skill, it’s enough for a convincing act.

My true strength lies in close combat, but there’s no need to reveal that.

"Alright, let’s move on to the main discussion."

The main discussion? Is this the real agenda?

"There are issues with the drug trade. I’d like to hear everyone’s honest opinions."

Drugs. Not a pleasant topic.

The drug trade is a significant source of income for the underworld. Adjusting these interests is the main topic today.

The Kikyo Society doesn’t deal with drugs. We’re well aware of their dangers and have thoroughly educated our members. We don’t allow any drug-related activities in our territory, and anyone caught will face severe consequences.

While I’m concerned, the bosses are heatedly discussing their issues.

Then, the middle-aged boss next to me leans in, speaking in a friendly tone.

"How about getting involved in the business? I’ve heard the Kikyo Society doesn’t deal with drugs, but I can set you up. It’s profitable."

Money is important, but not at this cost. Drugs bring nothing but misery. The thought of our territory and members being affected is unsettling. I can’t allow it.

Some of our members have suffered from drugs in the past. I’m fully aware of the dangers.

"...We won’t deal with drugs. I’ll pretend I never heard this."

He shrugs and loses interest in me.

The leader of the Anastasia Union, known for their hardline stance against drugs like the Kikyo Society, is also silent. However, his subordinate organizations still engage in the trade.

No matter how powerful the Five Great Families are, I won’t allow any drug trade in our territory.

From the discussion, it seems they will strictly enforce the trade within their own territories, which is fortunate.

"I heard the Kikyo Society acquires valuable metal threads and ingots from somewhere."

"I also heard you have a large supply of healing potions."

"I’m curious where you get these materials."

"And you came here in a very interesting vehicle. I’d like to know more about it."

"Sounds like a lot of interesting information."

"I’d like to be part of these discussions."

While I was lost in thought, the questions started pouring in.

I’m suddenly the center of attention. They’re all curious.

None of this is a secret, and they can find out with a bit of investigation, but I won’t just give in to their curiosity.

"Everyone, that wasn’t the purpose of today’s meeting. If you have questions, please discuss them with her individually."

Unexpectedly, the host, Balgar Clad, comes to my rescue.

His intervention cools down the room, and the bosses fall silent.

"Let’s take a break until the party. You can relax in the lounge or enjoy the garden."

The assembly is temporarily adjourned. Next is the inauguration party.

I wonder what will happen with the entertainment.

"Siegrune, let’s go outside."

"Good idea. I’ll fetch your spear as well."

I don’t want to be bothered by people inside the mansion, so we’ll leave. Let’s get out of here.
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			Kannon Batting

			I returned to the parking lot to fetch my spear, only to find the air thick with a subtle tension. A group of tough-looking guys had surrounded our members from a distance, their expressions ominous.

But our people seemed oblivious to their surroundings.

"Valeria! It's dangerous to mount the Bloomstar Galaxy! Look, you're losing your balance!"

"You'll get scolded by Yukari-san!"

"Hey, stop playing with the jeep like that!"

"Ha-ha! Look at this strength!"

Siegrune and I approached, smiling wryly, and everyone immediately noticed us, greeting us with cheerful smiles.

"Onee-sama!"

Valeria was with her new friends, Roberta and Violante, and she seemed more energetic than usual. It was heartwarming.

"Good work, everyone! How was the general meeting?"

"Did you knock a few of them out right away?"

"The President and Vice-Commander? They'd collapse just from a glare!"

The young members, brimming with energy, kept praising us with their unusual enthusiasm.

"Honestly, you guys are so carefree!"

Shelby sighed, shaking her head with a wry smile.

The high spirits were nice, but everyone wasn't really oblivious to the surrounding situation. They were deliberately ignoring it. To some, it might seem like they were asking for a fight, but I think more than half of them were just teasing.

Even so, it was clear that the ones surrounding us were in the wrong for glaring at the girls from such a distance.

"Don't get too carried away."

To prevent any trouble, I gently warned them and fetched my spear from the jeep.

"Was there any problem?"

"Vice-Commander, no problems!"

"If there were, we'd take care of it right away!"

"Don't let your guard down. If anything happens, call for backup from the Headquarters immediately."

Siegrune, as always, kept the enthusiastic young members in line.

With my spear in hand, I turned to everyone and warned them to avoid provoking the surroundings. There might be some hotheads among them, and it was best to avoid causing a fight for no good reason, especially in someone else's courtyard.

After a short break, it was time to go. Before leaving, we each drank a vial of the potion that enhances Physical Enhancement Magic, which would last for half a day. I didn't know what kind of opponent I'd face in the entertainment, but this would be a valuable opportunity for an experiment.

I didn't think Siegrune needed to drink it, but apparently, it was a precaution. Considering the unpredictable events that might happen, there was no harm in taking it.

"I'll be off, then. It might take some time, so take turns to eat, everyone."

"This place is in your hands."

I entrusted the area to Angelina and Shelby.

Siegrune and I returned to the building and were led to a room upstairs, not the hall we were in earlier. The room was a lavish ballroom with chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, giving off a grand and luxurious vibe. The mansion of a very wealthy person, indeed, and I couldn't help but be impressed.

"It must have cost a fortune."

"Yeah, the interior is the epitome of luxury."

Of course, it wasn't just the lighting. From the plush carpet to the furnishings, everything was of the highest quality, far beyond my comprehension.

A band played softly on a stage at the back, adding to the festive atmosphere. The servers, both men and women, wore revealing outfits as they bustled about, delivering dishes and drinks. The elegant setting was marred by the servers' attire, but it was the host's taste, so there was nothing to be done about it.

There were only a few of the bosses present, and the number was still low. I didn't want to attract attention, so I moved to a corner.

Standing by the large window, I looked outside. The room faced a courtyard with diverse landscaping, including large trees and hedges, a stream, and a bridge. It was like a miniature garden, quite interesting.

What caught my attention was the empty space in the center, which seemed to be a designated stage. I could guess its intended use.

Siegrune and I chatted idly about the fish we saw in the courtyard, and it seemed the time had come.

"Everyone is here, I believe?"

Balgar Clad appeared, instructing the servers to distribute glasses and checking if everyone was present.

We were given new glasses, and all the guests had gathered. It was about to begin.

"First, I would like to thank everyone for gathering on this fine day."

He spoke confidently, as if he had been a representative all along. Despite his youthful appearance, his speech was dignified.

Since I wasn't particularly interested, Siegrune and I moved to a table with a main dish and started sampling the food. We could listen to the speech while doing so, and the older men were already eating, so there was no problem.

I had to fight in the entertainment later, but I needed to eat to have energy for the fight. Besides, the meat dishes looked particularly delicious.

As I enjoyed the various dishes, the speech finally came to an end.

"We have several forms of entertainment prepared, so please enjoy. And the Kikyo Society's Nijo Ophas is over here. Everyone is looking forward to it."

Ah, it's time to prepare.

"Siegrune, do as you please. I'll come by later."

"It's a rare opportunity; I'll watch from a good spot."

"Is that so? I don't plan to make it too exciting, though."

I intended to finish it quickly, but I was curious about the opponent.

It would be nice if I could have a bit of fun.

Exiting the lavish room, I headed to the courtyard I had seen from the window. I advanced to the designated center and stood there with my spear in hand.

"Hmm, just as I thought."

The empty space in the courtyard, which I had observed from above, was indeed a stage for the entertainment.

The opponent was the sister of the Grand Master of the Anastasia Union. I wondered what kind of person she was. She was taking her time, being late.

I passed the time by twirling my spear, and finally, a woman appeared.

The sister, carrying a halberd-like long weapon, was a lion beast-person like the Grand Master. However, she wasn't particularly tall, and her build was similar to mine, maybe even a bit smaller. She had a ladylike aura, unlike the wild type.

Even at first glance, her level of Physical Enhancement Magic was impressive, befitting a member of a highly combative organization.

Looking up to the upper room, the bosses were watching from a higher vantage point. It was a bit annoying.

Balgar Clad, the Grand Master, and Siegrune were watching us. The Grand Master, in particular, seemed slightly worried. As a leader of a major organization and a renowned warrior, he must be protective of his sister. Still, it was odd that he had proposed the fight in the first place.

Well, I certainly wouldn't kill her. There was no need to worry.

"So, you're my opponent. You're quite late, you know."

"I'm sorry, I was called suddenly. I hurried as much as I could."

She was polite, even in her speech. She was indeed the sister of the notorious Grand Master of the Anastasia Union. She must come from a wealthy background, and perhaps she was in a ladylike position.

A lady who practiced martial arts. I wondered why the Grand Master wanted her to fight me.

"Suddenly? But you agreed to fight me."

"Because you're incredibly strong, aren't you? I couldn't pass up such an opportunity."

Interesting. She reminded me of the martial artists in our organization. She seemed to have a strong spirit, which could make the fight more enjoyable.

"Alright. The audience is waiting, so let's begin."

"Yes, but if that's the extent of your Physical Enhancement Magic, you might be disappointed."

The enhancement from the potion was subtly different from Physical Enhancement Magic, making it difficult to gauge the level of enhancement without careful observation.

The sister was judging my enhancement based on the slight use of Physical Enhancement Magic for camouflage.

"Really? Well, enough talk. Come at me."

"Then, let's not hold back."

The sister assumed a stance with her halberd and quickly closed the distance to attack.

"Yaa!"

She launched a series of textbook attacks, striking high, mid, and low with sharp precision. Her attacks were quite sharp.

I had intended to finish it quickly, but her character intrigued me.

Alright, let's observe first. I'll gauge her abilities.

Without using magic or dodging, I blocked all her attacks with my spear, occasionally inserting a probing strike.

"Ha! Fu! Sei!"

She continued her relentless barrage.

Hmm, she fights beautifully. Her technique is orthodox and straightforward.

Her movements were quick, precise, and decisive. She never swung wildly and always planned her next move. Her offensive and defensive balance was excellent.

She would likely perform well in a sports competition.

"Ku, you! You're quite skilled! Your defense is solid! Ha!"

But she wasn't suited for real combat.

Her strength was lacking. Her attacks were light, and her defense focused on dodging or deflecting. She relied heavily on Physical Enhancement Magic, a typical weakness.

To be honest, her training was insufficient. Her technique was high, and her level of Physical Enhancement Magic was on par with our Combat Unit, but that was all.

Of course, by our standards. She would still be considered quite strong in general. However, if she aimed higher, her foundation was lacking. The Grand Master should understand this.

I glanced at him, wondering what he was thinking. He watched his sister's fight with a warm expression, and I understood.

This was probably a teaching moment.

I wasn't the type to fight beautifully, but a stronger opponent than her, in a safe environment, to gain experience.

Once I understood his intentions, my motivation waned.

"Sei! Don't you have the leisure to look around? Where is your focus? Ha, ha... Are you not attacking? Fighting defensively is boring! Yaa!"

Hmm, she's out of breath already. Her stamina is lacking.

Alright, let's finish this. I'll do it in a way that's not exactly pretty.

To reset the fight, I blocked her halberd strike with a powerful deflection, creating some distance.

With the distance, I shifted to a half-profile stance, lowering my hips slightly.

I held the lower part of my spear with both hands, assuming a stance as if I were praying, with the spear in front of my chest.

This was the stance for a batter's box, treating my spear as a bat.

"What is that?"

She seemed confused by this unusual stance.

Of course, she would be. No one would assume such a stance in combat.

I remained still, waiting for her to make her move.

"What are you waiting for? Come at me like before."

I encouraged her, who hesitated.

"Fine, I don't care!"

"Just do your best."

I didn't understand her hesitation, but it seemed she had decided to attack.

"Suuu-fuuu-"

She took a deep breath and slowly raised her halberd to a thrusting position. It was a thrusting stance.

Just as her breath caught, she lunged with a different kind of attack, unlike her previous ones!

It was fast and powerful, a good strike.

Regardless of the attack, my goal remained the same.

Her strike aimed for my center, around my navel, which was my sweet spot.

I made a slight adjustment in my position, closed my guard, and swung the spear with a full-body rotation.

"Got it!"

I caught the halberd's thrust with the core of my spear and sent it back, along with her.

I would have killed her if I had gone all out, so I held back.

"Gy, kya-!"

She flew in an arc and crashed into a hedge.

Her halberd snapped, and the arm holding it was likely broken.

Well, she's the Grand Master's sister and a lady. I should at least provide some aftercare.

Approaching her, who was buried in the hedge, she seemed to be conscious. She had some spirit.

"What is this ridiculous strength? Your Physical Enhancement Magic isn't that impressive!"

She could still talk back, which was a good sign.

Her toughness was probably a trait of the lion beast-persons.

She seemed energetic, but her right arm was indeed broken. I took a recovery potion from my pocket and threw it to her.

"Use this. It's a recovery potion. It should heal minor injuries quickly."

"No, I don't need to thank you!"

A tsundere. She drank the potion quickly and tested her arm.

"You were really strong. I don't even understand why I lost."

"You're still inexperienced. Physical Enhancement Magic is important, but it's not everything."

"Yes, I learned a lot. By the way, you didn't use your full strength, did you?"

"Of course not. I'll show you a bit of my Physical Enhancement Magic."

It was a service for an honest opponent. I activated Physical Enhancement Magic normally.

Even this was far from my full strength, but she could gauge the difference.

"A, a, was that your full strength?"

"Not at all. Even in this state, we wouldn't have a real fight, would we?"

"...I'm disappointed, but you're right. You didn't even use your Physical Enhancement Magic and still won."

She was a genuinely honest and well-mannered girl.

I hadn't used the potion, but there was no need to reveal that.

Well, that's it for me.

I heard applause and looked up. Many, including Balgar Clad, were clapping with approval. The Grand Master gave me a slight nod, almost imperceptible.

Only the McDallians and their companions remained expressionless, which was a bit eerie.

After helping the sister up and returning to the party room, I received many compliments.

The tough-looking men crowding around me were a bit annoying.

"Nijo Ophas, that was splendid. Your reputation is well-deserved. The Grand Master's sister also did well."

The sister was quite capable. With more experience, she might become a threat to us.

The impromptu batting was fun, and if I could earn a high reward for such a fight, it was a good deal.

Phew, my part is over. I planned to eat and drink leisurely and leave when the time was right.

However, there are always people who don't read the room and ruin the mood.

"I say, that was a one-sided victory, wasn't it? I can't help but want to see more. Isn't that unrefined?"

It was McDallian. He seemed dissatisfied.

"I believe the others share the same opinion. Don't you agree, Don Clad?"

Balgar Clad looked amused as he watched me.

Honestly, I couldn't deal with their whims any longer.
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			The party room buzzed with excitement at McDallian's proposal. So they want me to fight more, huh?

Even if I did it for the reward, being a spectacle once was enough. No way I’m doing it again.

"Everyone, please wait!"

Thank goodness, my only ally, Siegrune, barked again. She really is a great Vice-Commander.

"To demand more from the president, who has already fulfilled her promise, is rude. However, if many of you, including Don McDallian, are dissatisfied, I offer to take up my sword and challenge anyone here."

Siegrune declared this and scanned the room, her eyes meeting Balgar Clad's.

So, even if I don't, it still ends up being a fight?

"Hey, Siegrune—"

"You are the Vice-Commander of the Kikyo Society, are you not? This will be the last time. Is everyone agreeable? Who will be my opponent?"

Balgar Clad seemed a bit hesitant but must have seen the logic in Siegrune's words and accepted the proposal. The bosses must have thought it was a chance to show off their best fighters, as they started clamoring to be chosen.

Well, this is a good opportunity to demonstrate our Vice-Commander's strength. Special fighters probably won’t participate in such trivial entertainment.

"...That leering man over there, you. You seem particularly interested in me. I'll make a special exception and be your opponent."

While the bosses were arguing, Siegrune had already picked her opponent. She must have really disliked him, judging by her abrupt and confrontational tone. She usually speaks more politely, so being suddenly addressed this way, the chosen one might feel insulted and get furious.

But, I felt a sense of relief. In a room filled with the Five Great Families and their leaders, it was refreshing to hear such a bold challenge.

"Boss, is that okay?"

He seemed to be one of McDallian's subordinates. When he brandished his weapon to show his readiness, his boss gave a casual nod of approval.

Amid the excited murmurs, I heard several mentions of the combat unit leader. He must be a formidable fighter.

Only the representative and their deputy or a proxy can attend the general meeting. This combat unit leader is probably here as McDallian's guard, filling in for the deputy.

This can be seen as Siegrune aggressively picking a fight in the guise of entertainment.

His opponent is the combat unit leader of the McDallian Family, a long-standing rival. This should be an interesting match.

I smirked, and Siegrune mirrored my expression. Yeah, no worries.

Siegrune strode down the corridor, heading for the courtyard, her back to us. The McDallian Family’s combat unit leader followed, his stance subtly aggressive. Siegrune ignored him completely.

A bit later, the two appeared in the courtyard. The crowd, eager for the second match, waited impatiently. To their credit, no one tried to ambush them.

Hmm, maybe it was a psychological ploy. Cheeky guy.

The moment they faced each other in the center of the courtyard, the fight began without any signal or conversation.

Siegrune wielded her usual longsword, but she kept her Physical Enhancement Magic at a moderate level, just like me.

The combat unit leader, on the other hand, used a slender blade and was clearly using a high level of Physical Enhancement Magic. He wasn’t at full strength yet, but he was clearly a formidable opponent. Of course, he was far from matching the Grand Master of the Anastasia Union.

At first, they seemed to be testing each other, avoiding direct attacks and clashing their weapons in a probing manner.

"Kikyo Society, you and the president both have extremely weak Physical Enhancement Magic. Yet, you wield power on par with your opponents. What’s your secret?"

"Did you really think I'd tell you? Good women have their secrets. Just shut up."

"Good women... You have a surprisingly nice personality."

Siegrune deftly evaded the Grand Master’s attempts to engage in casual conversation, while I casually brushed off her sister's persistent questions.

As the fight continued, Siegrune gradually increased her speed. Things were getting interesting.

I had complete faith in Siegrune’s victory. And it would be a decisive one.

Siegrune is a born commander. She excels at observing the battlefield and giving precise orders, striking at the critical moments.

This is a rare talent, and I consider the Kikyo Society very lucky to have her as Vice-Commander.

Naturally, her personal combat skills are also formidable. Not only is she skilled with swords and spears, but she also excels in magic.

Siegrune’s magic affinity is Purification Magic, which is typically seen as a mundane and combat-ineffective type. But it’s far from it.

Purification Magic, in simple terms, cleans things. Even without the affinity, anyone can use basic seventh-tier spells. I use them regularly.

But with the affinity, it becomes something else entirely.

For example, Siegrune maintains Purification Magic at all times during combat, enveloping herself in an invisible barrier. This barrier repels anything she deems ‘unclean’—sweat, blood, mud, and more. It’s quite impressive.

She can even cleanse psychological and mental impurities, like fear, anger, and pain. This gives her a significant advantage in combat, allowing her to remain calm and collected.

I think this is far more powerful than just being able to cast strong attack spells.

"That Vice-Commander of yours, hiding in your shadow, is quite capable, isn’t she?"

"Your deputy, huh? She must be quite skilled."

"It’s an honor to be praised by the Grand Master and her sister of the prestigious Anastasia Union. She is my Vice-Commander, Siegrune. Remember her name well."

The fight’s pace was about to reach its limit.

The combat unit leader’s Physical Enhancement Magic was probably at its maximum, and his desperation was evident.

But Siegrune remained calm, maintaining her initial level of magic and keeping up with the high-speed combat without breaking a sweat. The combat unit leader must have been feeling quite demoralized.

His frustration was palpable.

His Physical Enhancement Magic far surpassed hers, yet she kept up with his increasing speed, nullifying his techniques and overpowering him.

He must be terrified. An indomitable opponent with no weakness to exploit. He couldn’t help but feel the overwhelming gap in skill.

Siegrune’s approach was deliberate. She let her opponent exhaust himself before delivering a crushing victory. Given the McDallian Family’s hostility towards the Kikyo Society, she showed no mercy.

But it should be ending soon. Despite his shortcomings, the combat unit leader is still a formidable fighter. He must have a few tricks up his sleeve. However, he’s unlikely to use them in front of such a crowd. If he has no options, he’ll probably choose to lose gracefully.

How will she end it? It’s up to Siegrune. She was quite angry, so she might give him a harsh lesson but won’t kill him.

As a spectacle, it was more intense and impressive than my fight with the sister.

"Truly, the combat unit leader of the McDallian Family is impressive! What a magnificent battle!"

"And the Vice-Commander of the Kikyo Society, matching him blow for blow, is no less impressive. It’s a shame she’s a woman."

The bosses were thoroughly entertained by the swift and skillful exchanges. Only a few in the room, like Cloud Cutter and the Grand Master, and her sister who had been briefed, understood the true disparity in their abilities.

During the fight, Siegrune slightly increased her Physical Enhancement Magic, probably to show the decisive difference.

Siegrune dominated in speed, technique, and power, turning the match into a one-sided affair.

The combat unit leader’s frustration peaked, and he tried to create some distance. But Siegrune wouldn’t let him. He struggled to find an opening.

Then, the combat unit leader resorted to a desperate move.

"Foolish."

"What do you mean?"

I understood the implications of the siblings’ murmurs and acted immediately.

A dry metallic sound echoed in the air.

The knife I had thrown from my pocket intercepted the one he had thrown. It was coated with poison, but I didn’t miss.

Only Cloud Cutter and the Grand Master would have understood this split-second exchange. But it doesn’t really matter.

The poisoned knife was aimed at me, but it could have endangered others too. It was a reckless move. Even if Siegrune had given him an opening, he made a grave mistake. I made it seem like nothing happened, and I hope he’s grateful.

Siegrune, who had seen the situation, was furious.

For the first time in the fight, she showed raw emotion, abandoning her Purification Magic and charging at the combat unit leader with incredible speed, abandoning her sword and striking with her fists.

"What!?"

"Oh!"

Was it the shock of her discarding her sword or her speed that surprised them? Both, probably.

Siegrune’s emotional, unfiltered attack was a break from her usual style. She had disabled her Purification Magic for this. What was she thinking?

Rush, rush, rush!

The combat unit leader, now a human punching bag, couldn’t even fall. Siegrune’s punches, unaffected by the Mithril armor, rained down on his upper body.

The final blow to his chin ended the assault. He slowly collapsed, a dramatic and memorable scene.

The party room fell silent.

The bosses, recovering from the shock, began to react.

"What the hell just happened!?"

"Amazing! So amazing!"

"For a woman to fight like that, it’s incredible!"

"I’m in love."

"Wow!"

"Ha! What a show!"

"Remarkable! Truly remarkable!"

Siegrune’s performance had left a significant impact on the bosses.

It seemed that she had overshadowed my own appearance.

This would show that the Kikyo Society is not just a one-woman show. A good outcome.

"The Kikyo Society, both the president and the Vice-Commander, are truly formidable. I might have underestimated you."

"Exactly. Who are you, really?"

The impressed Grand Master and his sister. But they still don’t understand.

"Just so you know, my Vice-Commander wasn’t even at full strength. You should be able to tell, right?"

"Yes, her sword is her true specialty. That was just a performance."

Even without the magic potion, the skill gap was obvious. A serious Siegrune wouldn’t need a sword to win.

Against a fighter of the Five Great Families, such dominance is rare. How many others could match her?

"That’s not all. The Kikyo Society isn’t just the president and the Vice-Commander."

"What do you mean?"

"Surely, you don’t mean to say there are more fighters like you and her?"

It’s understandable. The Kikyo Society governs a small territory, so being underestimated is inevitable. But we’re more underestimated than I thought.

"Siegrune wasn’t even at full strength. Neither was I."

This time, I want the Anastasia Union to understand.

"But, that level of combat is something any member of our Combat Unit can handle. Any of them."

Literally, any member of our Combat Unit can do it. Of course, the new recruits would need to give it their all, but they would still win decisively. That’s how well-trained our Combat Unit is.

Watching today’s match, I’m confident. We are strong. Too strong.

But today’s opponent was weak. I won’t be complacent. The Grand Master and Cloud Cutter, standing next to me, are probably stronger than our Combat Unit. Their existence alone prevents any complacency.

As the Anastasia Union siblings pondered my words, Siegrune returned to the party room.

The bosses, already hyped up, cheered even louder for the victor.

Siegrune’s polite and composed demeanor as she dealt with the bosses boosted her popularity. She’s a cool and capable knight, and if there were more women here, the reaction would have been even more enthusiastic.

"Good work, Siegrune."

"The greetings were more tiring than the fight."

"But you handled it well."

"I was once a Blue Knight. I know a thing or two about social graces."

Of course, that’s right. No wonder she was so composed.

"By the way, Siegrune. Using your fists on Mithril armor, even I wouldn’t do that. And you disabled your Purification Magic, didn’t you?"

"I got carried away. But in such situations, it’s better to let your emotions out, as I’ve learned in the Kikyo Society."

Siegrune’s smirk confirmed that she’s fully adapted to our ways.

"Well, for a moderate beating, striking is more effective than cutting. I couldn’t shatter the armor like Yukari-dono, but it was a good experience."

Her approach was a hit. With this, we might even get a better reward.

The Anastasia Union siblings were deep in thought, the bosses still hyped up, and the McDallian Family’s contingent looked unhappy.

The party continued, with more drinks and food being served, and new entertainers brought in by Balgar Clad.

Siegrune and I, having completed our task, decided to enjoy the festivities. The inauguration party was a roaring success, aside from a few derailed plans.
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			An Unexpected Proposal

			The celebration was in full swing, and it was almost time to wrap up the party.

Balgar Clad's speech was nearing its conclusion.

"—Now, let's fulfill our promise. We will present rewards to the two from the Kikyo Society for their victory."

Phew, finally. I had secretly wondered if they would forget about us.

I nodded solemnly in response to Balgar Clad's words.

"First, from the Clad Family. You know there's a specialized store for transportation magic tools on Central Avenue. Choose one you like and take it. I'll arrange for it to be charged to my account. How does that sound?"

Oh, that's great. I couldn't be happier.

I wanted a large vehicle I'd had my eye on for a while. It was expensive, so this was a wonderful gift.

I hid my excitement and graciously thanked him.

"We have an excellent blacksmith in my territory. I can arrange for custom-made weapons and armor on my dime. Send me your specifications later,"

"We deal in magic tool imports and have a wide variety. I'll send you something impressive."

"I have the best barrels. I'll send you top-notch ones! Appreciate it!"

"I have rare wines. I'll supply them to your tavern. These wines are so precious that even regular orders are impossible, but when people hear about them, they will come from far and wide. They are true treasures."

"You don't do drugs, right? But I can give you some used vehicles. Not new like Don Clad, but I make a good profit in the used vehicle market."

"I'll think of something..."

The bosses kept offering more than I had hoped for.

While some of their generosity might be to show off, the remaining offers were from the McDallian Family and the Anastasia Union.

With all eyes on them, the Anastasia Union made the first move.

"My sister—"

"No, thank you."

I immediately declined, and there was a light laugh.

"Let me finish. I'll send my sister as a liaison to the Kikyo Society. If anything comes up, she can call upon your help once."

The room buzzed with surprise. This was an unexpected reward.

Everyone, including myself, interpreted this as the Anastasia Union offering their support in case of any trouble.

"Do you have any complaints?"

"No, but I expect you to fulfill your promise, no matter the circumstances."

"I will keep my word. This is a promise made in front of all these esteemed gentlemen. I will fulfill it."

Good, I have their word. These people value their reputation, so they wouldn't break a promise easily.

Despite the ongoing buzz, I gratefully accepted the offer.

"So, what does this liaison role entail?"

"We'll leave her in your care."

"Huh?"

"Wait, brother, I wasn't told about this!"

"I'm joking. Just regular meetings between the ladies. If anything comes up, she'll let you know."

I was startled. Was he really joking? His timing was terrible, and his sense of humor was questionable.

Even if he was serious, I wouldn't allow an outsider to live with us. A short stay might be fine, but living there would be a different story. We had many secrets we couldn't expose.

The real question was why the Grand Master of the prestigious Anastasia Union would offer his sister in such a manner.

I wanted to ask directly, but with so many people around, he wouldn't answer. Oh well.

"Feel free to visit whenever. We'd be delighted to have you."

I reassured his sister, who seemed relieved that she wouldn't have to live with us.

"Is that so? I'll visit soon. Actually, I've been curious about your flower shop."

The reputation of Lily's flower shop had reached even this place. Showing her the aerial garden at our headquarters might please her.

We couldn't chat at length, so I just nodded and ended the conversation.

Now, it was the McDallian Family's turn.

Everyone knew the McDallian Family considered the Kikyo Society a thorn in their side, especially after today's events.

They must be furious.

The McDallian Family's reward to us would be of great interest to everyone.

Under everyone's gaze, Don McDallian finally spoke.

"...The Kikyo Society has been helpful in various ways. Let's settle the reward accordingly."

Was this meant to be sarcastic? We were just responding to a challenge, after all.

"We will gift a statue. I know a renowned sculptor. To wish for the Kikyo Society's further prosperity, I will have a custom statue made and sent to you."

A statue? It's a bit underwhelming.

Honestly, I don't need it, but a famous artist's work might be valuable. Fine by me.

I graciously thanked him, even if I didn't mean it.

Afterward, Siegrune and I thanked all the bosses again.

The conversation was wrapping up nicely when a secretary-like man quietly approached Balgar Clad.

He whispered something and then quietly stepped back. Balgar Clad's expression tightened slightly as he turned back to us.

"We have just received new information about Retnark. You all may have some knowledge, but this is confirmed. Let's share it. Additionally, I have a proposal I've been considering, and I would like to present it to you all now."

Retnark again. I'll have to check with Josephine later.

What could his proposal be?

"The recent calm in Retnark has turned into a confirmed intensification of internal conflict. They are actively recruiting mercenaries, acquiring weapons, magic tools, healing potions, and food supplies. The situation is becoming concrete."

I see. We had suspected this, and Josephine had pointed out the possibility.

We were already preparing for the influx of refugees and strengthening security in our territory.

With this confirmed information, we would be busier.

Balgar Clad paused to gather everyone's attention.

"I propose a two-year mutual non-aggression pact, starting today. This is a provisional period, and we will discuss the extension or shortening of this period at the semi-annual assembly."

Balgar Clad continued, gauging everyone's reactions.

"War is a time to make money. I don't want to fight among ourselves during such times. We should unite to reject any wartime requisitions. This benefits not only us but all of Exembra. I believe you wise gentlemen will understand."

...Hmm, not bad. Not bad at all.

At least for the Kikyo Society, there were no downsides. We had many new ventures starting, and we didn't want any interference.

Minor provocations might still happen, but with a mutual non-aggression pact in place, a full-scale conflict could be avoided. We could focus on making money during the wartime boom and build our strength.

This proposal seemed beneficial to everyone here, not just us.

"If we get your approval today, it will take effect immediately."

"The truce during the war is a good idea. But what about Retnark's requisition squads? They might provoke a war between Exembra and Retnark."

"Exembra has connections with the dominant military government. If they send requisition squads, they would likely be from the coup side. In that case, we could ally with the military government."

The Exembra governor is officially appointed by Retnark.

They collect regular taxes, but if they imposed additional heavy taxes or requisitions, they might defect to the coup side. The criminals of Exembra, including us, would side with whoever offered more profit.

Balgar Clad answered the various detailed questions clearly.

"I believe your concerns and doubts have been addressed. Now, for your approval. If anyone opposes, please speak up."

The room fell silent. No one seemed to oppose.

Even if some organizations were connected to the coup side, they couldn't act openly in this situation.

Balgar Clad, seeing no opposition, spoke again.

"I thank you, wise gentlemen. The mutual non-aggression pact and the military agreement against requisition squads will take effect from this moment. If the pact is broken, the violator will pay with their life. Until the next assembly, may we meet again."

And that was it. We were dismissed!

Siegrune and I quietly left.

While the immediate impact of this assembly on the Kikyo Society's position in the underworld was unclear, I sensed a change in how others viewed us.

Especially after seeing Siegrune's combat, they would have to reassess our strength. The bosses might have watched the fight with enthusiasm, but I'm sure they were doing some serious thinking behind the scenes.

Whether they would try to court us, oppose us, or remain neutral, the first step would be to gather more information about us.

Josephine and her team would have a lot of work to do.

I patted Valeria's soft hair to soothe myself from the fatigue of the prolonged assembly and party.

On the way back, we stopped by Doc's garage to leave the Bloomstar Galaxy and returned to our beloved headquarters, the Kikyo Society Headquarters.

I then convened an impromptu meeting of the executives to report on the decisions.

"A mutual non-aggression pact. I believe it's beneficial for the Kikyo Society."

"Given the proposal from the Five Great Families, it's unlikely to be broken easily."

"Two years is a long time. We'll discuss the extension or shortening of the period at the semi-annual assembly."

"What about the coup requisition squads?"

"We need to prepare for a more severe influx of refugees. We should strengthen our security measures."

Everyone seemed to be digesting the information from the assembly.

"I'll leave the details to you. We have capable members."

"The Intelligence Unit will have a lot of work with the Retnark investigation."

"Refugees won't move in the winter, but it will be a problem from spring."

"With fewer fights, we might have more free time."

"There will always be troublemakers. We can't let our guard down."

"We should intensify our training to prepare for more realistic combat scenarios."

"If we gain more members, we should think of new business opportunities during the winter."

"We might consider taking on apprentices."

"There are likely many hidden talents in various fields. We should explore these opportunities."

The executives proposed and discussed various necessary actions. They had all grown in many ways.

There was a lot to do, but my role was to create an environment where everyone could work efficiently.

I could leave the rest to them. It was a relief.

A few days after the assembly, the rewards for the entertainment fights started arriving.

The barrels and bottles of wine were shared with everyone at the headquarters and branches. I secured a few for myself and Siegrune, but the rest were left for the Kikyo Society members to enjoy.

Some of the high-end wines were to be supplied directly to the Princess's Shelter Inn. They would be used for business, and I was curious, but I left them for the inn to use for promoting their business.

The weapons and magic tools were all useful. Siegrune personally visited the famous weapon smith to place custom orders. I didn't need anything, so she could have it all.

One of the bosses, a weapons merchant, sent an almost comical amount of weapons and armor, enough to form a small army.

They weren't junk but usable items. Honestly, I didn't understand the gesture, but it was appreciated, especially since our membership was growing and our turnover was high.

I later learned that they had a large stock of weapons and armor from unpaid debts and were glad to get rid of them.

The magic tool merchant, who dealt in smuggling, sent a variety of items, including some interesting ones. The camera-like magic tool for recording short clips was particularly popular. It was a toy, but still fun.

My favorite was a disposable magic tool that exploded like dynamite. I could achieve the same with magic, but this was a rare item, and Josephine was investigating its source.

There were also mist generators and small-scale barrier magic imitations. These were likely scavenged items.

Lastly, there were transportation magic tools.

The new vehicle from Balgar Clad was still to be chosen. We would pick it up later.

The used vehicles would be discussed and decided by everyone.

The assembly was indeed a hassle, but the generous rewards made it worthwhile.

In the future, we would focus on building our strength and becoming a more solid organization.

More power, more money! I'm never satisfied.
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			Vehicles, Collected!

			After discussing the rewards from Balgar Clad at the executive meeting, we decided to purchase an armored personnel carrier. For our personnel transport needs, we already have enough Jeeps and trucks to cover the essentials. However, the armored personnel carrier we decided to buy is more about safely transporting non-combatants than anything else. Given the possibility of ambushes during transit, it was crucial to have a countermeasure in place. While such incidents might not happen frequently, we can't afford to let our guard down. Better to be prepared in advance.

When buying a new vehicle, typically, the store only has a few sample models. We decide on the specifications based on these samples and then place the order. An armored personnel carrier is not something you'd expect to find as a sample, but with enough money, they should be able to make one. It’s going to be quite expensive, but it’s not my money, so I don't really mind.

For the used vehicle rewards, we planned to receive small, practical cars that we could use around town. We were told we could get a few, so we expected to receive at least three or four small vehicles. If not, we could always settle for fewer.

The lot we secured in the Sixth Avenue area has plenty of space to park several vehicles. Since the decision was made, it's best to act quickly. New vehicles take time to deliver, so we should get everything sorted out as soon as possible.

The day after the executive meeting, Valeria and I were about to head out to arrange the vehicle purchases when a visitor arrived. The Secretariat Unit's apprentice led in the younger sister of the Leader of the Anastasia Union. She was bundled up warmly, making her look both adorable and a bit silly.

"Hello. Or should I say, good morning?"

"Again, so abrupt. Are you here early? Maybe you have nothing to do?"

"That’s quite rude! I assure you, I’m busy. I get invited everywhere, you know?"

She pretended to be angry, but she seemed a bit embarrassed about her early arrival. After all, it hadn't been that long since the last meeting.

Even so, as the sister of someone with a significant position, I can only imagine how much freedom she really has. Those constant invitations are probably not just for friendship. There are probably many people with ulterior motives trying to get close to her. She probably doesn't find such invitations very appealing. That’s why she might have chosen to visit me.

"Maybe you’ve been busy?"

"No worries. Since you came all this way, I won’t turn you away."

As she noticed us holding our coats, her eyes widened.

"Oh, you were just about to go out?"

"Sure. Want to come along? I can show you the flower shop I mentioned last time."

"Sure, if you don’t mind."

"Great. Let’s take care of some errands first. We’re heading to Central Avenue. Frederica, let the others know we’ll be out."

After letting everyone at the Headquarters know, Valeria, the younger sister, and I headed to the garage. We climbed into a Jeep and drove off, keeping to a safe speed.

Our first stop was a specialized store for magical transportation devices. It's a large, high-end store on Central Avenue, and the only one of its kind in Exembra. The owner is an acquaintance of mine, and I've visited a few times before. He's the middle-aged man I played a one-on-one game with at the Marzio Family's casino. Despite his sleazy appearance, he's generous and friendly. I'm sure he'll listen to my requests.

"Excuse us."

As we entered, I glanced around the spacious shop where a few customers were already present.

"Welcome, Yukarinowe-sama. I’ll fetch the owner right away. Please take a seat. Everyone, feel free to make yourselves comfortable."

The concierge, standing near the entrance, greeted us formally and then disappeared into the back after giving instructions to another concierge.

Tea and snacks were promptly served, and we waited for Buladesh to arrive.

"Do you know the owner here?"

"We have a bit of a connection. I’ve been a customer here a few times."

"Onee-sama has a wide network of contacts."

The three of us chatted quietly, and soon Buladesh appeared.

"Ah, Yukarinowe, Valeria, it’s a pleasure to see you. And this is your first visit, I believe?"

He greeted us with a grand gesture and then turned to the younger sister with a friendly smile.

"Yes, I am—"

"Meet the younger sister of the Leader of the Anastasia Union."

"Hey! What do you mean, 'younger sister'?"

We teased her a bit before explaining our purpose to Buladesh. As we described what we wanted, his expression grew increasingly serious.

"An armored personnel carrier, huh? I understand the concept, but we’ve never built anything like that before. To my knowledge, no one in the neighboring countries has either."

That makes sense. It’s expensive, and usually, magical devices or a mage with defensive spells would suffice.

"So, you can be the first to offer this service and make a name for your company."

"You make it sound so easy."

Despite his resistance, he seemed to be seriously considering it. He muttered about material costs and development expenses, jotting notes in his memo pad.

"I’ll try, but it will be quite expensive. I’ve heard from Balgar Clad, but the budget isn’t unlimited. I’ll need to consult with them."

Of course, there should be a reasonable budget. If it’s too tight, I might have to negotiate directly, but it shouldn’t come to that.

"Understood. If it’s too much, we can settle for a lightly armored vehicle. That’s our minimum requirement, so please give us a quote for that as well."

"Lightly armored? That’s a different story. We can discuss it in more detail."

Buladesh’s face showed signs of a headache, but this is business, and he has to push through. Once the basics were settled, we moved on to the options.

We’re not the type to be satisfied with just the basic model. If they’re going to indulge us, we’ll take full advantage. We requested air conditioning powered by magical devices, top-tier security features, automatic floor mats with self-cleaning functions, and fog lights. There were other options, but we decided to exclude the unnecessary ones.

And then, the secret option.

"Make sure to remove the speed limiter as usual."

"I understand, but don’t push it too far."

We’ve had this discussion before. The option to remove the speed limiter, which restricts the vehicle to around thirty kilometers per hour, is a bit risky. If caught, there could be consequences, but we’ll deal with it when the time comes. We plan to use it only in emergencies or when driving outside the city.

"The cost of the options will add up, and I doubt we can include it in the bill to Balgar Clad. The vehicle alone is already quite expensive."

"So, I have to pay for it?"

"Pretty much."

"Hmm… The high price of the vehicle includes the profit, right?"

"Of course. We can’t compromise on that."

"I understand the need for profit, but isn’t it a bit excessive?"

"It’s not excessive."

Buladesh maintained his poker face, true to his gambling roots. But I’m not one to back down easily. Why should I pay when I’m the one being indulged?

"This is a big deal, and a lot of money is involved. Think about who’s behind this and why it’s such a big business. I don’t plan to cancel, but if I have to pay out of pocket, I might choose a cheaper option."

"……"

"……"

After a moment of silence and a staring contest, Buladesh looked away.

"In reality, the options are a small price compared to the profit. Consider it a service."

He finally gave in with a reluctant smile.

"You should have said that from the start."

"Onee-sama is as impressive as ever."

The negotiation itself is important as a businessman, even if the outcome is predetermined.

"Um, I don’t fully understand what you’re discussing, but are you crossing a dangerous bridge?"

The younger sister, who had been watching from the side, seemed concerned about the speed limiter.

"Don’t worry. If we get caught, we can either bluff our way out or silence them."

"That’s the kind of naive view of the world that I consider a flaw in your character."

"You may be right. But things will work out. No need to worry."

"You’re right. Onee-sama can handle anything."

"You two… Never mind."

She cut herself off with a mix of exasperation and amusement, realizing further protest was futile.

After completing the necessary procedures, we arranged for the Kikyo Society to be notified if any issues arise. If everything goes smoothly, we’ll receive a messenger when the vehicle is ready. Now we just have to wait.

We left Buladesh’s shop and headed to a used car dealership recommended to us. The place was a bit off Central Avenue, in a spacious lot. As we drove in, a gruff-looking man came out of the building, likely the sales representative.

"That coat and crest indicate the Kikyo Society, right? I’ve heard about you. A woman who’s as tough and bold as a man. I was looking forward to meeting you."

The burly man spoke in a straightforward manner. Many merchants can be rude to women, but this one seemed surprisingly friendly.

"Word from above. I’ve set aside the ones you can take. Pick what you like."

The vehicles were lined up near the entrance. They didn’t look too worn out or in poor condition.

"These are used, but they’re well-maintained. They’ll serve you well, don’t worry."

I must have looked skeptical. I hadn’t meant to, though.

I surveyed the lineup. There were large Jeeps like the ones we usually use, medium and small trucks, and medium and small wagons, all in various colors and models.

We had quite a selection to choose from. The boss here must be quite generous.

"I’m not being greedy, but how many can I take? Surely not all of them?"

"All of them would be a problem. I can part with one large, two medium or smaller, or three small vehicles. Depending on the model, I might be able to negotiate a bit more."

We needed something practical for daily use. While it’s good to have backups, we have enough large and medium vehicles. We’ll go with the small ones as planned.

So, no trucks, just the wagons. They’re small and cheap, and there shouldn’t be any issues.

"I’ve decided. I’ll take those small ones."

"Are you sure? I’ve got some good large ones too."

"Actually, we already have enough large vehicles. What we need are the smaller ones."

"I see. I thought you’d want the same type you drove here. If you’re only taking small ones, how about a small truck as a bonus? It’s been sitting here for a while. What do you say?"

"That’s a generous offer. I’ll take it. There are plenty of uses for it."

The boss here is as generous as the burly man. We arranged for the selected vehicles to be delivered to the parking lot on Sixth Avenue. We let Valeria choose the specific models and then left.

The service and quality were good, so I’ll remember this place as a reliable option.
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			We had just finished the paperwork for the used car transfer and were now heading to the Princess's Shelter Inn on Sixth Avenue. It was lunchtime, so we decided to take a break at the tavern run by Sophie. Apparently, the midday service she started a while ago has been quite successful, and today was no exception—the place was packed. It's a good sign for the local economy.

Thanks to our special status, we were given the bodyguard seats and ordered the much-talked-about lunch.

"Sorry to bother you, Sophie. I just brought this young lady along and thought we'd stop by."

"Not at all, Yukari-san. We welcome you and your guest anytime. Please wait just a moment for your order."

Today, Sophie had her hair in a high ponytail, a youthful look that always impressed me. I couldn't help but admire her—no wonder she has a loyal customer base.

While we waited for our lunch, I explained the area to my younger sister and chatted idly. We decided to hand over the Jeep we arrived in to a trainee returning to the Branch. Our plan was to walk and show her around Sixth Avenue after this.

"Here you are. Please be careful, it's hot."

After a short wait, the server brought out a lunch set that smelled divine. One by one, the dishes were placed on the table: a hearty gratin loaded with cheese, a salad featuring potatoes and tomatoes, fluffy bread from a nearby island, yogurt with homemade jam, and a fresh drink.

We dove into the food, enjoying a pleasant meal together. While the portions weren't as large as I'd like, the quality was top-notch and left nothing to be desired. The price was a bit steep, but considering the quality, it was worth every coin. We lingered over a leisurely cup of tea before leaving.

"That was delicious. I might have to come back again on my own."

Sophie's tavern never disappoints. Valeria and my sister seemed satisfied, and I felt good about bringing them here. However, the clientele being mostly older men, many of whom are regulars, is a bit of a concern. They seem to be fans of Sophie, and while they're good customers as long as they don't get too handsy, it can be a bit much.

The flower shop next door was also bustling with customers. However, Lily wasn't there. The front of the Princess's Shelter Inn had been repurposed as a branch office, and the main store had opened near the Kikyo Society Branch, with Lily now running the main store.

The branch office is staffed by women I helped find jobs, who are always bright and cheerful. The Kikyo Society pays well and offers paid leave, a unique benefit that has earned them immense loyalty from their employees. This has led to a surge of qualified applicants, improving the quality of service and customer satisfaction, which in turn has boosted business and wages. It's a perfect cycle.

While still limited in scope, the Kikyo Society's efforts have created a social phenomenon, and there are rumors that other workplaces with poor conditions have been forced to improve.

For my part, I don't have any grand plans for social reform. As long as my work runs smoothly, I'm happy. Overthinking things would just waste time. For now, I'll keep doing what I'm doing.

Next up, we were heading to the flower shop my sister had been eager to see.

Elegance Balloon, run by Lily, is a crucial new hub for the Kikyo Society. Located at the edge of Sixth Avenue, it was once a quiet spot. However, things changed dramatically after the Kikyo Society Branch opened a cafeteria and a gambling hall in the area. The gambling hall became a hit, drawing in more people, and soon, other businesses followed suit.

Lily's main store, which had always been popular, opened with great fanfare, and the area quickly transformed into a lively hub. Word of mouth brought in more visitors, and soon, the edge of Sixth Avenue was bustling with activity.

"…What is this place?"

Upon arriving at Elegance Balloon, my sister muttered in awe, then fell silent. I understood her feeling. The sprawling garden and mansion-like shop were beyond stylish—almost too much. But it was impressive.

Everything in the garden was for sale, from the hedges and flower beds to the arches and large trees. While there haven't been any major purchases yet, the range was impressive. Inside the mansion, you could buy cut flowers, potted plants, and floral arrangements. They even offered classes on arranging flowers, though it seemed more like a hobby for Lily.

The garden was a shopping and viewing experience in itself, attracting visitors from far and wide. Employees in aprons were busy tending to the plants and assisting customers.

We strolled through the garden, and my sister seemed fascinated. When we reached the main building, it was bustling with activity, as expected.

"Surprised? It's even better than I heard."

Lily was working on some paperwork when we interrupted her. She immediately invited us to have tea.

"Did you design this whole setup? It's incredible. Everything here is beautiful."

"Thank you. It was a joint effort with the staff."

Lily's laid-back demeanor hadn't changed, but the sales figures were impressive. The Kikyo Society considered this a key location, and Lily seemed to be enjoying her work, despite not being overly interested in the business side.

We stayed at Elegance Balloon until my sister was satisfied, then headed back to the Kikyo Society Headquarters. Her ride was waiting, so we said our goodbyes. I reassured her that she could visit anytime and told the office staff to let her know if anyone was interested in her.

"Really? I'll definitely come back soon. Next time, I'd like to see the training sessions."

Training, huh? Sure, why not? She seemed like a fighter, and it might be a good opportunity to do her a favor.

"Come back anytime. Some of the members who weren't here today are also interested in meeting you."

"Of course, I'd love to. Thank you all for a wonderful day."

She left with a graceful bow, a perfect lady. Sometimes, it's nice to have a day like this.

A few days later, a gift from the McDallian Family arrived. It was a statue, just as they had hinted. Yes, a statue. No doubt about it. But there was a catch.

"This is amazing!"

"Wow, that's impressive."

"It looks just like you."

"Very well done, indeed."

"Haha! I didn't expect something like this."

Indeed, a statue of me. The quality was high, but this was too much. Was it a prank?

"What are we going to do with this? No way I'm putting it in a public place."

"Not the entrance."

"Not the office."

"Not my room."

"Not Yukari's room. Guests might see it and think I'm a narcissist. No way."

"Not the stores or the Branch. No, absolutely not."

"It's a gift from a town elder and valuable. We can't just throw it away. The rooftop garden might be the only option."

The rooftop garden was mostly seen by Kikyo Society members and rarely by guests. It was the best place for it.

"Fine. Someone move it to the rooftop garden. I need to clear my head. I'm going out of town for a bit."

I wanted to drive the Bloomstar Galaxy and feel the wind. Maybe it would help me relax.

I was thinking about driving through the snow when I noticed Angelina lifting the heavy marble statue with ease. But as she tried to carry it, the head came off.

"Wait!"

"No way!"

Valeria caught the head just in time.

Sigh. A heavy sigh was inevitable. The head had come off!

"What kind of structure is this? Are they trying to start a fight?"

I quickly reattached the head with mineral magic. Not a good omen.

"Maybe that's what they meant."

"Should we go confront them?"

Why so eager? I was more exhausted than angry. I told them to take the statue to the rooftop and headed to the Bloomstar Galaxy.

The gifts from the bosses had all been excellent, but this one was a bit much. Still, we received a lot, including vehicles and alcohol. I decided to send thank-you notes, especially a sarcastic one to the McDallian Family.
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			How to Earn Money

			Money is important.

I wouldn’t say it’s the most important thing, but it certainly ranks high on the priority list. Most people would agree that having money is better than not having it. Some people do ruin themselves with too much, but that’s a different story. There are countless uses for it, and I, for one, can never have enough.

The Kikyo Society has several ways to earn our living:

- Protection fees (from Sixth Avenue, Lightning Street, and Raijin District. Raijin District, adjacent to the former Rosimar Gang’s territory, is usually lumped together with Lightning Street.)

- Extortion (primarily from merchants who misbehave on our turf. This also includes penalties for other nuisances.)

- Front businesses (profits from our tavern and flower shop)

- Gambling dens

- Corporate violence (primarily retaliation against chambers of commerce that benefit from us but act against us. This can also be seen as intimidation backed by force.)

- Dues (collected from individual Kikyo Society members’ personal earnings, including my sales of metal threads and ingots)

- Labor compensation from tasks performed for the Commerce Guild and territories under our control

- Miscellaneous

Incidentally, in the Kikyo Society, higher dues do not lead to higher status. If someone makes an exceptional amount, we might consider giving them a special position, but for now, the only one who really stands out is Lily, and we have no plans to change that.

Other families and gangs have their own methods for raising funds, such as:

- Drug trafficking

- Weapon and illegal magical artifact trades

- Illegal waste disposal

- Money laundering

- Prostitution

- Underground lending

- Fraud

- Cargo theft and plunder

- Smuggling

- Counterfeiting Record Cards

- Counterfeiting branded goods

- Entertainment revenue

- Human trafficking

- Kidnapping for ransom

- Civil intervention violence

There might be more, but that’s the gist of it. We would like to get into the entertainment and prostitution businesses eventually, but it’s still a ways off.

The demand for prostitution in Exembra is particularly strong, driven by the hopes of the local sex workers, who are currently in one of the most exploitative professions. Joining the Kikyo Society could improve their conditions, or so the optimistic view goes.

Given the potential profits, we have no choice. However, we lack the expertise. That’s why we’re counting on Caroline in the Royal Capital. If she can join us, we’ll start moving forward, but for now, it’s not feasible.

Additionally, the red-light district is far away, and we’d rather avoid conflicts with the families controlling it for now.

Our main source of income, without a doubt, is the gambling den. The earnings here are in a different league. We’ve gained a lot of regular high rollers, who in turn bring in well-heeled guests, making them perfect targets.

Our gambling den is a kind of amusement facility. Whether you win or lose, the goal is to have fun. Our top-notch dealers and floor staff ensure that everyone—families, individuals, young and old—enjoys themselves to the fullest.

It’s gratifying to see the success, but recently, the influx of foreign guests has led to overcrowding, which goes against our policies. As a result, the Kikyo Society is planning renovations to expand the current venue and open a second location.

Job applications, including for dealer positions, have surged to unprecedented levels. Some applicants even come from abroad. The problem now is having too many applicants and having to turn some away.

We might need to consider planning a third location alongside the second one. For now, though, it’s all about making money today. Economic activity is crucial for the development of society. Earning money is not just a personal hobby; it has far-reaching benefits.

“Yukari, Jallens-san from the Commerce Guild is here to see you.”

“Already? I’ll be right there.”

I was in my room conducting an experiment with a magic potion for a wealthy acquaintance when Frederica came to inform me of the visitor. Today, Jallens had a consultation, and I had set aside time for it.

It sounded urgent, so it must be a tricky situation. After tidying up the potions and equipment, I made my way to the reception area.

“Yukarinowe-sama, thank you for seeing me today.”

“No need for formalities. We’ve helped each other out before.”

The Kikyo Society’s financial contributions to the Commerce Guild have grown significantly, and Jallens, along with other executives, now regards us with more respect. This has boosted Jallens’s influence within the guild.

I wonder what he’s here for today. After the usual pleasantries, I prompted him to get to the point. He seemed in a hurry, so the sooner, the better.

“So, what’s the issue? You sound like you’re having trouble putting it into words.”

“Well, recently, we provided a loan to a chamber of commerce. There’s been a problem.”

A loan, huh. Maybe it’s a matter of non-payment. I let him continue.

“The chamber of commerce in question wanted to establish a branch in Exembra. They had all the necessary documents and the responsible person’s Record Card, and everything followed the Commerce Guild’s regulations. We proceeded with the loan.”

“A routine procedure for the Commerce Guild, I see.”

“Yes. However, after some time, one of our staff reported an issue. Upon investigation, we found that not only had the branch not been established, but the site was occupied by an armed group. They refused to accept our investigation and wouldn’t even communicate.”

“So, the branch was a lie, and they’re trying to default on the loan? Or perhaps the armed group took over by force for some unknown reason?”

“The responsible person is nowhere to be found. The group is preparing to leave. If they disappear, we’ll have no one to hold accountable.”

Either a well-planned scam or an unexpected armed takeover. Both are quite bold moves. And if they leave, it could be too late.

“By the way, what about collateral?”

“Since the main office was a well-known chamber of commerce, we considered future relations and provided the loan without collateral. This is a common practice in the Commerce Guild.”

“I see. One more thing—did you consult with the Exembra Garrison?”

The Garrison’s Vice-General is in our pocket, so if they’re not helping, we’ll need to give them a nudge.

“Yes, of course. However, the Garrison and the Commerce Guild’s self-defense forces seemed unable to handle the situation. We also don’t have the luxury of time.”

If they leave, it’ll be too late. Our in-house forces aren’t enough.

If it’s a scam, the chamber of commerce is likely fake, and they’ll be caught with forged documents.

That’s where the Kikyo Society comes in.

“Do you think it’s a scam or an armed takeover?”

“Both are possible, but it’s likely a scam. The timing is too perfect.”

I agree. Either way, the money isn’t coming back on its own. We need to act quickly.

Whether it’s a scam or a takeover, interrogating the armed group will reveal the truth.

But there’s something that bothers me.

“If it’s a scam, Jallens, you’re usually more careful. What happened?”

“To be honest, the document review was handled by my nephew. He has also disappeared.”

“So, you were set up.”

“I realize now that there were some irregularities. However, I made the final decision and approved the loan. I must take responsibility.”

It seems like a power struggle within the Commerce Guild. The nephew’s involvement is suspicious.

We can’t let Jallens fall from power. Losing him would mean losing a valuable connection. Recovering the bad debt is crucial. If anyone still has issues, the Kikyo Society can step in.

“Whether they’re from abroad or not, we need to secure them before they escape. We can investigate later.”

“Can you help?”

“Of course. We’ll recover the money and take a reward from them.”

The money isn’t in cash but a Record Card issued by the Commerce Guild. Recovering it will be enough.

“Thank you. I’ll personally ensure the reward.”

Now, the immediate available forces are me and Valeria. Gradena, Ophelia, and Shelby, along with the combat support team, are training underground. The new recruits should stay behind until the enemy’s strength is clear.

We need more forces, but if they leave, it’ll be too late. We’ll go with the ones who can deploy immediately.

“Valeria! We’re moving out. Get ready and inform the others underground. We’re leaving soon!”

“Yes, Onee-sama!”

Valeria immediately ran to arm herself, and the other trainees headed to the basement.

I returned to my room to prepare. When I got back to the office, everyone was already assembled.

The team, still hyped from training, was ready to go.

“We don’t have time. I’ll explain in the jeep.”

“Roger!”

“Jallens, you’ll guide us.”

“Understood. Thank you all for your help.”

We all piled into Shelby’s large jeep, and I explained the situation. Jallens was navigating from the passenger seat.

“An armed group. Sounds exciting.”

“Hope they’re tough.”

“Today, I had plans to go shopping with Onee-sama. Let’s get this over with quickly.”

“Always supportive. It’s been a while since we’ve seen real action! I’m looking forward to it.”

Their eagerness is reassuring. I, too, feel a bit more excited with the prospect of action.

“Let’s hope we recover the money intact. If it’s been used, we’ll do what we can.”

Worst case, we can sell their weapons and magical artifacts for a decent amount.

We waited in the jeep, eager to get moving. After a longer wait than expected, Shelby announced our arrival.

“Everyone, we’re almost there!”

We were far from the Kikyo Society’s territory. The building, a dilapidated two-story structure, was surrounded by empty lots with several trucks and jeeps parked. They were still here, and the number of vehicles suggested a large group.

A guard was posted outside, an obstacle we needed to remove. We didn’t want to cause a disturbance, so we aimed to resolve this inside the building.

The jeep pulled up to the entrance. Gradena used a lightning spell to silently incapacitate the guard, a swift and silent move.

Well done. Now, the fun part.

“Shelby, you and Jallens stay with the jeep.”

“Got it. I’ll signal if anything happens.”

“The support team, you take care of the first floor. Once it’s clear, join Shelby and keep watch. We need to be ready for anyone who might show up.”

“Leave it to us!”

“The rest, let’s go upstairs. We’ll finish this quickly.”

“Roger!”

“It’s been a while since we did a raid. I’m ready to let loose!”

We didn’t break down the door. We simply opened the double doors and walked in.

Time for some chaos.
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			The Armed Insurgents

			"Hey? Hey, who are you guys?"

The building we stormed through the front door was nothing like the dilapidated structure it was made out to be. There was no sign of any renovation. The space was filled with nothing but old, worn-out tables and sofas.

And just as the rumors suggested, a group of armed insurgents lounged about, each doing their own thing.

Without a second thought, I struck down the unlucky one near the entrance with my spear.

The room froze in an instant. For a group of armed insurgents, they were surprisingly careless.

"Pierce through them."

At my short command, countless spikes erupted from the stone floor, striking the insurgents in a preemptive attack.

"Leave the rest to them."

With that, I left the rest to the combat support team. I might have overdone it a bit, but the enemy was too weak.

Ignoring the chaos on the first floor and the anger of the few survivors, I climbed the main staircase.

Of course, they couldn't have missed the commotion downstairs. Magic attacks rained down from above as I ascended, but I let my Active Armor take the hits and continued on to the second floor. Gradena and Ophelia relied on their cloaks' defenses and skills to charge into the enemy ranks.

"I'll take that one!"

"I'll handle this side!"

I left the enthusiastic duo to their work and stood by with Valeria, ready for any unexpected turns.

The insurgents on the second floor seemed to favor magic over melee combat, obsessively casting spells.

They got upset when their magic didn't work, clinging to spells that had no effect. It was pitiful, even from an enemy's perspective.

"Uaaaaaah!"

"Magic bullets! Magic bullets! Magic bullets! This is a joke! Why aren't they working?!"

"My fire!"

"Damn it! This isn't working either!"

Gradena used her cloak to deflect all the spells or sliced them away with her magic mineral sword. While fending off close-range attacks, she would strike with her sword or cast lightning spells through the gaps in her defense. Her combat skills had improved immensely from the early days, and her attack magic was now formidable.

She even had a fighting style I liked, where she would punch and cast lightning spells simultaneously. It was a sight to behold, a combination of brute force and precision. Her style seemed to blend the best aspects of Siegrune and Ophelia's techniques.

Ophelia was even more interesting.

"What the hell is this thing?"

"Stay back, stay back!"

"Damn it!"

"You guys, use more water spells! Water!"

Ophelia was surrounded by flames. She must have recently learned this ability. Just being near her must be incredibly intimidating.

Moreover, her Illusion skill made pinpoint attacks miss her effortlessly. The flickering flames seemed to enhance the effectiveness of her illusions.

For an opponent without a counter, it was a desperate and impenetrable combination of offense and defense.

In the back of the room, a scrawny young man stood frozen, his face pale with shock. He seemed different from the others, more like a liaison than a combatant. He probably negotiated with Jallens.

If he got caught in the crossfire, it would be a hassle. I needed to secure him quickly.

"Valeria, do you see that guy in the back?"

"Yes, I'll bring him to you, Onee-sama."

With the speed of the wind, Valeria dashed toward the young man.

Valeria's speed was unmatched, even by me. It was a gift of nature and hard work.

In the blink of an eye, she reached the young man, grabbed him by the collar, and dragged him back to me. She then threw him to the floor with a fluid motion, seemingly trying to incapacitate him.

"Oof!"

The young man, unable to take the impact, lay motionless in pain.

The Record Card was our top priority. If he had it, we needed to take it. I squatted beside him and demanded the information.

"Do you know Jallens from the Commerce Guild? Where is the loan Record Card?"

I don't like beating around the bush. It's better to be direct.

"...Ugh, it hurts."

He only groaned in pain, refusing to answer. Was he unable to speak, or did he not want to? Either way, this was getting tedious.

Before I could do anything, Valeria took action.

"Aaaaaaaaah!"

"Answer the question, Onee-sama is asking."

Valeria grabbed the young man's face and squeezed.

It was an Iron Claw, and she used her nails to add more menace. Hmm, claw techniques could be useful. With my strength, there were many applications.

The young man, on the brink of death, desperately tapped Valeria's arm, pleading for mercy.

Once released from her grip, he reluctantly began to speak.

"...The Record Card, you said? It's in the basement. But who are you?"

"Basement? It won't be just lying around, will it? Lead us there."

I had no intention of introducing ourselves or searching the house. I just needed him to lead us to the item.

He could still walk, though he was in pain. I forced him to his feet and, with Valeria, we headed for the basement.

"Gradena! Ophelia! We're going to the basement! Clean up here and meet up with us later!"

There was no need to watch the battle any longer. Without waiting for a response, I descended the stairs.

When I reached the first floor, the combat support team had already left. They were probably waiting outside with Shelby.

In the corner, the defeated insurgents were bound with wire and left there. They were of no use or interest to me.

I looked around for the entrance to the basement but found nothing. There were no supplies to support the number of people on the first or second floors. They must have already moved everything to vehicles outside.

But if that was the case, it was strange that the Record Card was still in the basement. Something was off.

"Where's the entrance to the basement?"

Under the young man's guidance, we found a nondescript door behind the stairs, leading to a hidden staircase.

"Please, spare me here. You can search on your own. Help my comrades first."

"Out of the question. You lead the way."

"But, but why? We've already done enough!"

"Valeria, make sure he leads the way. Keep him in front."

"Yes."

Realizing he couldn't escape, the young man visibly resisted, but it was too late.

I pointed the tip of my spear at him, ordering him to go first.

"Go down first. Any more nonsense and you'll regret it."

I cast a few light orbs to illuminate the dark staircase and followed closely behind, my spear pressed against his back. The basement floor was visible after a short descent.

The stone floor was slightly different from the first floor, with a faint magical reaction.

The young man stopped just before entering the basement.

"...What are you doing? Keep going."

He began to act suspiciously.

Valeria, annoyed, pushed him from behind.

"Wait, wait, stop, stop!"

"Valeria, wait. What are you afraid of? You can explain now if you want."

"Huff, huff, huff, up. Up there."

Looking up, I saw a control panel embedded in the wall, just within reach. It was designed to be inconspicuous.

"What's this?"

"...It's the control panel for a stationary magical device. If I deactivate it, you can enter the room safely."

A trap. Good thing we brought him along.

Still, it was a bold move to try and trap us.

"Trying to trap us, huh?"

"Well, you are the enemy, after all. This is a trap to capture intruders, so no one will die!"

Maybe, but I had my doubts.

"I see. No one will die. Let's test it, then."

I pushed him lightly.

"Eh, eh, aaaaaah!"

He fell to the ground, and a few seconds later, a blinding white light enveloped the entryway. The young man was struck by a bolt of lightning and collapsed, unconscious.

"This was dangerous. There's no way to avoid or defend against it."

"Onee-sama, there might still be more traps."

True. A second trap to catch us off guard after the first one is a common tactic.

I cut off the magical supply from the control panel above to disable the lightning trap. There were no other magical reactions, so there were no more magical traps. I activated physical armor all around and cautiously entered the basement.

After a quick scan, I found nothing. The room was empty, with only a few shelves.

Where was the loan Record Card? I would have to check the vehicles outside. Hopefully, it was there.

"Valeria, tell Shelby and the others to search the vehicles. Look for the Record Card and anything valuable."

"Yes, Onee-sama."

Valeria ran off, and I turned back to the unconscious young man.

Just as I was about to question him again, I noticed something odd.

"Huh? What's this?"

A large shelf against the wall, slightly askew. Suspicious.

I moved the shelf aside, revealing a large iron door.

"A hidden room."

There must be something important in there.

The door was locked with a bolt, but I could easily unlock it from this side. Still, the setup gave me an uneasy feeling.

I pushed the bolt aside and cautiously opened the door.

"Ugh!"

A strong, unpleasant odor filled the air. The light orb behind me revealed a dark stain on the floor. Just as I feared.

I steeled myself and cast a light spell to fully illuminate the room.

The worst possible sight.

There were corpses, several female corpses. They looked like refugees or slum dwellers, easy targets for people with no family ties.

Their condition suggested they had been killed recently. They were likely disposed of after being used.

Sigh. This was disheartening. I would report this to the guard later.

I left the hidden room and returned to the basement entrance.

Perhaps the lightning trap was more about keeping people from escaping rather than capturing intruders.

I felt a surge of anger toward the unconscious young man but had more pressing matters to attend to.

I searched his pockets and found a Record Card, but it belonged to him. Without his magic certification, it was useless to us.

What about the main Record Card? Was it with someone else or stored elsewhere? Hopefully, the search of the vehicles would yield results.

"Hey, wake up!"

I slapped him, but he didn't stir. Frustrating.

I created a healing water orb and splashed it on his face to wake him up.

"...Gasp! Cough, huff, huff, huff."

He was in pain, but he would live. I stood over him and asked my final question.

"You hear me? I'm asking the same question. One last time. Where is the loan Record Card?"

Silence. He wasn't going to talk.

I didn't have time for games.

I tapped his knee with the butt of my spear. The sound of bone breaking.

His screams were meaningless to me.

"I said, one last time. This is a courtesy. Where is the loan Record Card?"

I gave him a moment to catch his breath.

"It's... it's not here anymore. Another member... has already taken it."

"Who? Where are they now?"

"I can't... I can't say. I'll be killed either way."

I see. No use in keeping him around then.

We were too late. Now, I needed to minimize the damage as best as I could.

When I reached the first floor, the front door burst open.

"Onee-sama!"

Valeria? Her frantic demeanor suggested something was still happening.

---

I'm sorry for the cliffhanger. The next chapter will bring a new development.
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			"Yukari, Valeria, the upper floor’s clear."

"Amateurs who overestimated their magic—if they even had any real skill to begin with."

Gradena and Ophelia returned from upstairs. They showed no sign of fatigue. If anything, they looked refreshed, as if they’d finally gotten to cut loose after far too long.

Just then, Shelby and the others, who’d been outside, stepped in—followed by Jallens.

"Anything happen out there?"

"Anastasia Union, boss."

I see. So this area falls under the Anastasia Union’s territory.

If these armed thugs had ties to the organization, we’d have no choice but to sit down and have a proper talk. First, I needed to find out why they’d come here at all.

While we were piecing things together, the door burst open again with a bang.

"Fools daring to cause trouble in our turf?! This is Anastasia Union territory!"

Leading the group was a burly beastman youth, muscles taut beneath his skin. Behind him stood a family-like crew, heavily armed and mostly beastmen, eyes sharp and wary as they assessed our side.

Now then. If there was room for dialogue, I’d prefer not to pick a pointless fight with the Anastasia Union. But it didn’t look promising.

"That cloak… and the purple crest—Kikyo Society?!"

"Kikyo Society?! So you came looking for a fight? Bring it on!"

"Whoa… what a bunch of beauties. And strong ones too, huh?"

The beastmen had already jumped to conclusions, riled up and spoiling for a brawl. Typical of the notoriously aggressive Anastasia Union.

No chance of a calm conversation here. Looks like I’d have to knock them down first, then talk.

Still, a little spar with the infamous Anastasia Union wouldn’t be so bad. And judging by the look in Gradena’s eyes, she was ready for it too.

"Hold on—just wait a minute, all of you!"

A familiar voice cut through the tension just as I braced for impact.

Pushing past the lead beastman stepped a girl I knew all too well—the little sister, the younger sibling of the Anastasia Union’s Leader.

"Well, if it isn’t the little sister. What brings you here?"

"There’s no ‘what brings you’ about it! This is the heart of Anastasia Union territory! What on earth is going on, Yukari-san?!"

Our casual exchange seemed to deflate the beastmen’s aggression. Their fierce postures softened. Looks like a fight was off the table.

With her here, I could finally have a proper conversation. I laid out the situation clearly.

Jallens from the Commerce Guild was present too—surely that would clear up any misunderstanding.

Once I’d explained everything, the beastmen completely lowered their weapons.

Jallens himself had given the account, and the unconscious armed men lying around served as undeniable proof.

We might’ve caused a ruckus on their turf, but given the circumstances, they seemed willing to let it slide.

"Can we leave these guys’ cleanup to you?"

"Yes. It’s partly our fault for failing to detect their movements. There may even be someone within our lower ranks who aided them. Guiskard, I leave the interrogation and punishment of any traitors entirely to you."

"Yes, my Lady."

Huh. The little sister suddenly looked like a real leader.

Even as I made that slightly impolite observation, the beastmen swiftly sprang into action.

"Oh, you can access the basement through that door. But it’s a rather unpleasant scene down there—better not let the little sister see it."

"What is it? What’s down there?"

Seeming to understand my concern, the beastmen gave a brief nod. The one called Guiskard himself headed down below. Right now, only I knew what awaited down there—but there was no need to burden the Kikyo Society members with that knowledge.

As for the loan records, I’d already given up on recovering them. But now, a new opportunity had emerged.

"How about this—we leave the confiscated supplies to Jallens-san of the Commerce Guild? That way, the Anastasia Union gets to call it a favor."

"I have no objections. In truth, it’s our failure for allowing such a group to operate under our noses."

"Huh. Generous of you. Then I won’t hold back. I don’t know if it’ll cover the loan, but it helps, right, Jallens-san?"

"I’m deeply grateful. If it falls short, I’ll cover the rest. If there’s surplus, I’ll distribute it fairly. And regardless of the amount, I’ll make sure to properly thank you for this."

Jallens bowed with sincere gratitude. But he was a victim here, and we’d already received favors from him before. I didn’t expect much in return.

We hadn’t achieved our original goal, but things had settled well enough. If anything, we’d now earned a favor from the Anastasia Union.

"If you uncover any useful information from these guys, I’d appreciate it if you’d share it with us. No pressure, of course."

"Of course. I can’t promise full disclosure, but I’ll share what I can. We can talk more when I visit again."

With that, we prepared to leave.

We handed everything over to the Anastasia Union and Jallens, then parted ways.

Later, the little sister personally delivered the interrogation results.

The armed group had ties to the Retnark New Revolutionary Army.

We still didn’t know who had approached whom first, but it seemed their interests had aligned with someone trying to stir up power struggles within the Commerce Guild. There might’ve been other motives or outside forces involved, but that was beyond our concern.

More importantly, the supplies seized from the group included a substantial amount of cash, valuable magic artifacts, and weapons—enough to recover a significant sum. They’d even sold off the mobile magic device used to transport the goods, turning a profit. Jallens seemed genuinely relieved.

Then there was the matter of the traitor within the Anastasia Union.

The connection to the Retnark New Revolutionary Army had been traced to a lower-level cell, and they’d already dealt with it. But I doubted that was the only one. Others were likely still out there. If anything else happened, I just hoped it stayed far away from the Kikyo Society.

Still. A traitor.

Truth be told, ever since Ortlinde—the former Blue Knight and skilled intelligence operative—had joined us, she’d been conducting an ongoing investigation into internal betrayal.

Unsurprisingly, spies had infiltrated the Kikyo Society.

Whether they’d been planted from the start or turned later varied by case. Some investigations were still ongoing.

We’d known about their existence for quite some time. But eliminating one spy wouldn’t solve anything—they’d just be replaced.

What mattered was identifying who they worked for, who they reported to, and what information they leaked. That was the real priority.

The traitors weren’t in the upper ranks—only among the regular members. A few in the Secretariat Unit, a few in the Combat Unit.

We kept critical information strictly within the leadership, and the leaders didn’t leak. So the spies couldn’t access anything truly valuable.

As suggested by the Intelligence Unit, it was actually more advantageous to leave the spies in place—feeding them a mix of true and false information to manipulate.

The spies within the Kikyo Society came in different types.

Some had been sent from other organizations from the beginning.

Some had been bribed or corrupted along the way.

Others had been coerced—blackmailed, burdened by debt, or pressured due to family troubles—forced into espionage against their will.

Those who hadn’t yet acted but were on the verge could be turned around if their problems were resolved. While spying was unforgivable, some could be flipped into double agents, serving the Kikyo Society’s interests. The Intelligence Unit handled such cases—no need for me to micromanage.

Knowledge of the Kikyo Society’s traitors was strictly limited, even among the leadership.

Since we’d decided to let the spies operate, we couldn’t let them realize we were onto them. But some members were terrible at hiding secrets—especially Gradena and the Combat Unit lot.

For now, only I, the Intelligence Unit, Vice-Commander Siegrune, and Frederica—the head of the Secretariat Unit—knew the full truth.

The Kikyo Society would keep growing. There might even be foreign spies sent from distant lands.

With me at the center, we held many secrets. So the importance of internal surveillance within the Kikyo Society would only increase. Not a pleasant thought, but a necessary one.

The aerial garden, just before dusk. Without wind, the air was no longer bitterly cold.

During free time or breaks, Kikyo Society members often gathered here.

"It’s gotten much warmer, hasn’t it?"

We were taking a break with the Secretariat Unit, sipping tea.

As Frederica said, the days were growing longer, and the chill had greatly softened.

"Snow’s rare now. The air itself feels different. Spring must be near."

Spring’s arrival. Once the snow melted, things would start moving again.

Beyond the unrest, travel would pick up. Visitors from other nations would increase. For the Kikyo Society, it was prime earning season.

Even monsters and beasts would grow more active. Adventurers, not just merchants, would find their range expanding.

A restless, bright energy was spreading through the city—a positive, vibrant hum.

Speaking of spring, it would soon be a year since we arrived in Exembra.

It felt long and short at once—brief, yet impossibly long. Nearly twelve hundred days of relentless chaos.

But unlike back then, we now had a foundation. Clear goals.

We’d grow stronger. Earn more. And live our lives with even greater amusement.

Exembra, the great metropolis of the former Kingdom of Brenark.

Now, in the aftermath of war—or perhaps still in its shadow—it stood as a singular anomaly, drawing the continent’s attention as a city of explosive growth and relentless development.

Encircled by vast, towering outer walls, it defied expectations—thriving economically despite a seemingly weak defense force, drawing in people and goods, fueling its own rapid expansion.

But this wasn’t by chance.

Monster hunts by the Vigilantes, adventurers, and mercenaries. Thief suppression. A non-aggression pact with underground factions that drastically improved security. A lenient occupation policy enacted by Retnark’s appointed Exembra leadership.

Precise policies, maintained military strength, and sustained peace—these were what drew people in, invigorated commerce, and sparked development.

Yet, eternal peace was never guaranteed.

If the balance ever broke, it could all collapse in an instant. And there would always be those who desired exactly that.

And I feel it.

It may not happen soon—but it will happen. Not so far off.

Those who wish for peace.

Those who crave chaos.

So where do I stand?

On which side am I?
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			Interview with the Bad Lady: Part One

			This chapter has been split into two parts due to its length.

This is a story that serves to summarize the current situation.
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			Interview with the Bad Lady: Part Two

			This is the second part of today’s interview.
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			New Horizons and Problems

			The long winter had finally ended, and the snow that had piled up had long since melted away. The arrival of true spring stirred a spirit of new challenges.

In our Kikyo Society, Lily is the one leading the charge. She had used her considerable personal funds to purchase land in a remote area northeast of Exembra, a vast, empty place. She planned to use it as an experimental ground, combining her hobbies with practical benefits.

It seemed interesting, so I decided to provide some financial support as well. "Thank you so much. This will cover the cost of building the enclosure," Lily said, relieved.

Unfortunately, the funds had been drained by the land purchase, and she couldn’t do much more. But Lily is resourceful and will surely gather the necessary materials for her experiments soon. She plans to continue searching for more suitable sites.

Rosabel-san and Colette-san started actively recruiting apprentices. They began by looking for children in the refugee districts and slums who had been overlooked by the Healer Guild. They even brought out a magic tool to test for healing magic aptitude. It was an interesting gadget, but its use was quite limited, focusing only on healing magic.

People living in rural areas who had healing magic aptitude often didn’t join the Healer Guild unless they moved to the city. So, Rosabel-san and Colette-san aimed to secure these talents before they were claimed by others.

They preferred young, independent children for apprenticeship, given the dangers involved. After several days of combing through the areas, they managed to find two children with healing magic aptitude.

For those who had families or were too young, they informed them of their talents and encouraged them to join the Healer Guild. It was a thoughtful approach.

If the chosen children joined the Kikyo Society, they would receive the same treatment as other apprentices, but Rosabel-san and Colette-san would take full responsibility for their care. They would provide basic training and lectures, with the pace left to the discretion of their mentors.

"Any updates on the new apprentices?"

"We’ll handle it, don’t worry. We’ll make even the most talentless ones useful," Rosabel-san confidently replied.

The new recruits were young and could only use basic seventh-level healing magic, which would be valuable in most places. However, in the Kikyo Society, they were considered non-combatants. Their future growth was something to look forward to, and the search for more apprentices would continue.

Frederica, after appraising the Magic-Sealing Bracelet, became deeply interested in magical artifact appraisal. She even became a full-fledged magical artifact enthusiast, not just collecting and admiring them but also researching and modifying them. While she didn’t create new artifacts from scratch, she showed me some of her magical modifications.

She wasn’t yet capable of complex modifications, but she consistently used appraisal magic during her work, which I believe would help improve her magical abilities.

I found her hobby intriguing and was willing to assist her with providing magical artifacts. When others in the Kikyo Society learned of her interest, many others, both regular members and apprentices, as well as some of the higher-ups, became enthusiastic.

After their usual activities or training, they would gather like a club, studying and modifying the magical artifacts they brought. "Yukari, do you have any other magical artifacts?"

"Come on, I don’t buy magical artifacts every day, so I don’t have many," she replied, sounding a bit exasperated.

Other members were getting involved in various projects as well. Some placed orders for motorcycles at Dominic Cruel Workshop, while others were developing new magic spells or combining their hobbies with practical benefits. Many, like Frederica, were now showing an interest in research as well as play.

Charlotte devoted her free time to researching sigil magic, while Mary and Albert, along with most of the Combat Unit, were actively studying combat techniques. The Secretariat Unit was also busy with new business plans and improving existing operations.

It was inspiring to see everyone so engaged and active. Of course, there were those who spent their time playing around or being lazy, but that was fine. In a long life, there would always be times to get busy.

The Kikyo Society was also launching new challenges. Our ultimate goal was to build a comprehensive facility, including a luxury hotel for the upper class. However, lacking the necessary expertise, we would start with budget lodging. It was easier to find people with experience in running budget accommodations, especially among the refugees, and it was simpler to hire staff for cooking and cleaning.

The demand for hotels in Exembra was far from being met, so there was a great opportunity even in the budget market. We weren’t aiming for a quick, large-scale investment that might fail. Instead, we planned to grow steadily, gradually expanding our operations. We had acquisition plans for suitable properties and would accelerate our plans when the time was right.

With the Mutual Non-Aggression Agreement in effect, now was the time to implement such long-term plans without much interference.

Since spring, a large number of refugees from Retnark had arrived. Fortunately, the criminal organizations were focused on protecting their territories, so the deterioration of public safety was limited. The Kikyo Society had also increased the frequency of patrols to ensure the safety of our territory.

The city’s economic development had created many job opportunities, so those who were serious about finding work didn’t lack options. Most people were contributing to the city’s growth, except for a few troublemakers.

The Kikyo Society was actively helping with job placements. We wanted to support those who turned to us. For women who wanted to join the Kikyo Society, we offered apprenticeship under the same conditions as before, though few opted for this due to the demanding nature of the role.

For job placements, we introduced them to businesses within our territory or hired them if there were openings in our own operations. If these options weren’t sufficient, we provided them with the necessary equipment to start their own street vending.

In the Kikyo Society’s territory, they could set up their stalls almost anywhere as long as they didn’t cause trouble. This turned out to be quite popular. Before long, Sixth Avenue’s backstreets had become a bustling Tekiya District, attracting a steady stream of customers.

We charged a small fee, which, while minimal, added up and became a significant source of income. Collecting these fees was a task for the new apprentices, providing them with a bit of pocket money and valuable experience.

In addition to refugees, many others were drawn to the rapidly growing Exembra. Most were here for business, but there were also many with more dubious intentions.

According to our Intelligence Unit, several new families and organizations from other cities and even countries had set up bases in Exembra. Some were hardworking, but many were vicious criminal groups. There were also young groups dreaming of rising to power.

Many of the recent problems stemmed from these newcomers. Other families, like the Kikyo Society, were struggling to deal with them. The existing criminal organizations in Exembra had agreements that kept conflicts to a minimum, but the newcomers ignored these rules.

Today, I encountered one of these troublesome newcomers while taking a post-dinner walk with Valeria. We were on Lightning Street when we saw a woman being dragged into an alley.

"Onee-sama, look at that," Valeria said.

"Let’s go," I replied.

Rushing into the alley, we heard cries for help and angry shouts. We then saw a thug punch the woman and pull out a knife. Another man was loosening his belt with a lecherous grin.

The thug continued to berate the woman, oblivious to our presence. As I approached, I delivered a swift front kick to the thug. At the same time, Valeria grabbed the other man and threw him with her signature one-shoulder carry.

The thug, now on the ground, spat out a familiar line. "Ow! What the hell? You’re a woman!?"

I didn’t bother to respond. I just decided to rough him up and send him on his way. The thug, still brandishing the knife, spewed a string of vile words at me.

"Can’t you hear me, woman? I said, suck it!"

I was tired of hearing such crude language, and it didn’t get any less unpleasant no matter how many times I heard it, especially from a lowlife like him.

Feeling a wave of disgust, I instantly conjured a metal rod and struck him without a word. "Agh!"

A single blow to the neck knocked the knife from his hand. Another strike, and he was already crying for mercy. I wasn’t in the mood to listen, and I didn’t want to see him in our territory again.

"What did you just say? I thought I heard you say something to me."

"I, I’m sorry. It’s just a bad habit."

"Interesting. Watch your mouth. There won’t be a second chance. And stay away from this area. Next time, I won’t guarantee your safety."

"Hey, hey, you. How about you be my girl? I’ll show you a good time."

His words and demeanor were entirely repulsive. Without thinking, I struck him in the face with the rod. I had momentarily lost control due to the sheer revulsion.

"Valeria, how’s the other one?"

"He’s still breathing."

They didn’t seem to have anything valuable, so I decided to leave them be. I approached the woman, who was still sitting on the ground, and gently wiped the dirt from her face. I subtly applied a healing potion to her wounds.

"Are you okay? Does it hurt?"

"I, I’m fine. I was just caught off guard."

"You’re safe now. Do you recognize us?"

"Yes, you’re from the Kikyo Society, right?"

"Yes. If anything happens, come to us immediately. Can you stand? Valeria, please escort her."

"Yes, Onee-sama. What about you?"

"Our patrols need to be more frequent. I’ll take a look around before heading back."

It was unacceptable that such an incident could happen in our territory on Lightning Street. We needed to increase our patrols. Despite having patrols in the area, this could have been a well-planned crime or a random act. Either way, it was fortunate that we found her in time.

I watched as Valeria escorted the woman away, grateful that we had been there. I decided to patrol the backstreets to ensure everything was in order.

I would discuss the patrol system with the higher-ups. We needed to improve it, and we had enough personnel to do so.

As the spring passed and brought new challenges, the New Revolutionary Army of Retnark began to make significant moves. The storm was drawing near.
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			The Retnark New Revolutionary Army

			The pleasant spring had given way to the harsh early summer. Just then, a request for assistance from the Exembra Garrison arrived. We convened an emergency meeting of the Kikyo Society’s leadership to discuss the matter.

"Of course it came," said one of the leaders.

"They’re here, and it looks like they’re asking for help from other families and guilds too," another added.

"Yes, the Garrison’s strength hasn’t changed, so this was inevitable," a third agreed.

Back in Retnark, civil war had broken out once again. Given the current situation, it seemed unlikely that the conflict would de-escalate. Meanwhile, a conscription force from the Retnark New Revolutionary Army was advancing toward Exembra. Though they called it a conscription, it was on a much larger scale than that.

We were well aware that the Exembra Garrison’s forces were weak. Perhaps they even intended to take the city. Naturally, the New Revolutionary Army was an enemy to the residents of Exembra, including us. Ideally, the Exembra Garrison should handle external threats, but they remained woefully underpowered. As a result, the underground organizations and guilds within the city were being asked to contribute to the defense, including the Kikyo Society.

"It’s a hassle, but we can’t ignore this. We can’t afford to overlook the trouble caused by the new arrivals in the city, and we have no intention of scaling down our regular operations," one of the leaders stated.

"Compared to the Five Great Families and the guilds, we’re a small organization. We don’t need to send a large force," another noted.

"True. We’ll have to cancel our vacation, but even a small force should be enough," a third agreed.

"Agreed. If Yukari joins and we send one Combat Unit, we should be fine."

"But this isn’t just a skirmish; it’s a real war against soldiers. We need to think carefully about who we send."

Indeed, this wasn’t a fight where we could just beat them up and send them away. We needed experienced warriors. Siegrune, a former knight, and Angelina, a former mercenary, were essential. They could handle the situation more effectively than I could and take command if necessary.

"In that case, Siegrune and Angelina, you’ll be in charge of the field operations."

"Leave it to us. With Angelina by my side, we won’t lose a single comrade."

"Got it. You can count on us."

"Perhaps we should form a temporary unit of volunteers rather than a formal Combat Unit."

That’s a good idea. In a battlefield, killing is a necessity, and there’s no room for restraint. We could gather enough volunteers, and it would be better to have a dedicated team.

"What about the rest of us? If we have healing potions, we might not be needed, but we can stay in the rear and provide support," someone suggested.

"True. While it’s unlikely we’ll be needed, Rosabel-san will stay in reserve."

"Should we form the unit around the Combat Unit’s leadership? If we call for volunteers, we might get too many impulsive members, but this could be a good opportunity to gain experience," Gradena pointed out.

She had a point. This was my first time on a large-scale battlefield as well. We couldn’t send all the Combat Unit’s leaders, but we could leave a few behind to manage things.

In the end, we decided that I, the Vice-Commander, the Acting Vice-Commander, and ten other leaders would go to the front lines. Another ten young members would stay in reserve with Rosabel-san. Even in reserve, they would get a feel for the battlefield.

First, we needed Angelina and Siegrune to lead the charge. Then we would send the former adventurers: Ophelia, Albert, Verone, Mia, and Liliane. Paula and Bonnie, along with Valeria, and the former Blue Knight, Ortlinde, would also join. Ortlinde would also gather intelligence on the ground.

The leaders staying behind included Shelby from the Combat Support Unit, Mary and Brittany from the Second Combat Unit, Charlotte from the Fifth Combat Unit, Josephine from the Intelligence Unit, and Advisor Colette-san. They would maintain vigilance within Exembra and be ready for any unexpected events. In a way, this might be more challenging than the front lines, but we hoped it would be smooth.

With the force composition settled, we now awaited the arrival of the enemy. The Retnark New Revolutionary Army was reportedly in the thousands, while the Exembra Defense Force numbered around three thousand, mostly a ragtag group. The Garrison, adventurers, mercenaries, volunteers, and underworld soldiers made up the total force. The Five Great Families seemed reluctant to commit their full strength, but they could increase their numbers if necessary.

Exembra was protected by a long outer wall, which could only be breached by specialized siege weapons or large-scale magic. The walls themselves were too sturdy to be easily destroyed. The main targets would likely be the eight gates.

However, Exembra had no intention of fortifying itself. Most gates would remain open, and business would continue as usual. This was a consensus among the residents. Exembra’s low food self-sufficiency and large population made a prolonged siege impractical.

The strategy was straightforward. The Retnark New Revolutionary Army would come from a specific direction, and Exembra had a gate on that road. This gate would be left open as a trap. The other gates would be closed, and the Construction Guild would build trenches and walls to prevent flanking.

The main gate would be the focus of the defense, with the Anastasia Union taking the lead. We were confident they could handle it.

I had no interest in strategy or tactics. As long as everything went smoothly, it didn’t matter. My main concern was the Kikyo Society’s role. We didn’t want a prolonged conflict and aimed to end things quickly. The Kikyo Society, known for its high individual combat power, would join a surprise attack unit. Our goal was to raid the enemy’s main camp at night and finish the fight swiftly. The exact date of the raid would be determined based on the situation, and it was being kept secret to prevent leaks.

The conscription force, essentially a raiding army, had already ravaged several villages along the way. The influx of refugees into Exembra had been steady, and the Garrison was busy gathering information. Most people had fled, limiting human casualties, but the villages had been looted and burned.

As this information spread, the morale of the Exembra Defense Force grew. Even those who were usually law-abiding, like us, became less hesitant to show mercy as the enemy’s atrocities increased.

On the day of the battle, the Retnark New Revolutionary Army appeared in the afternoon. This was likely a vanguard. The Kikyo Society and other defenders were positioned on the outer wall to provide magical support. We waited for the battle to begin.

The vanguard halted at a distance and sent a messenger with unrealistic demands, likely thinking we would surrender. When the messenger was killed, a barrage of magic rained down from the New Revolutionary Army.

However, the magic was deflected by a barrier spell. The large-scale magical devices were effective, and the attack would continue until the mana ran out.

But the defenders weren’t passive.

"First Magic Attack Team, commence attack!"

Though fewer in number, some of the spells were powerful. The enemy deployed defensive magic, but the large-scale spells still inflicted damage.

"Second Magic Attack Team, commence attack!"

I was part of this team, waiting for the raid to begin. I reluctantly cast my usual thorn spell, launching iron thorns at the enemy’s feet. About a hundred were put out of commission.

I could continue casting this spell at this range, but overuse was unwise. I pretended to rest and withdrew, considering my contribution sufficient. The barrier spell would hold for the day.

The defenders had a significant advantage with the barrier spell and the outer wall. By the third day, the barrier was nearing its limit, but the New Revolutionary Army had suffered significant losses and was exhausted from the field. The main force had arrived but was also fatigued from the march.

In contrast, the defenders, especially the Kikyo Society, were in high spirits. We heard that an energetic unit would launch a surprise attack before the barrier collapsed, and the Kikyo Society volunteered.

"Finally, our turn. I was about to die of boredom," one member said.

"It’s been a long time since we’ve been on a battlefield. My blood is boiling," another added.

"The enemy is tired and mostly conscripts. Just have some fun and come back when you’re satisfied."

There was no specific strategy. The plan was to exploit the enemy’s complacency after the prolonged siege and launch a quick, harassing attack. We would be the vanguard.

We weren’t eager to take on a dangerous role, but the three days of waiting had made us restless. Watching the battle from above was frustrating. We needed to be in the action.

"I can’t wait any longer. I’m going to do my own thing, but don’t die, okay?" I said.

"Heh, if I die here, I’ll laugh my head off!"

"Angeline and I will cover you. Go wild, Yukari-dono and everyone else."

"Onee-sama, I’ll protect you!"

"Let’s do this with the former adventurers again?"

"Stay alive, got it? Injuries can be treated, but death is permanent."

"Don’t worry, I’ll be fine."

The details didn’t matter. I was ready. I thought back to my first battle in the Camp, using Physical Enhancement Magic to fight a monster. The adrenaline or some magical substance was making me feel incredibly excited, almost to the point of exploding.

I had no intention of dying here, and I trusted my comrades. We were well-prepared with Physical Enhancement potions. There was nothing to worry about. My focus was on defeating the enemy.

Let the battle begin!
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			A One-Woman Army

			We're almost ready to strike the enemy's camp.

The atmosphere in the Kikyo Society's area is more excitement than tension. People look at us, but no one meets our eyes.

We wait like caged beasts, eager to be unleashed. We won't wait politely at the gate; we'll jump from the outer walls and charge into the enemy lines.

Just as we're about to burst, the light magic signal we've been waiting for finally shoots up into the sky.

"It's here! Let's go!"

"Yeeeaah!"

"I'm first!"

"Not if I can help it!"

"Yeehaw!"

No one lags behind. I feel the others chasing after me as I leap out first, and that feeling only intensifies my excitement.

We burst out, fully powered by Physical Enhancement Magic, and rush into the enemy lines like arrows from a taut bow.

The enemy's vanguard, surprised by our sudden appearance, falls into confusion.

The chaos is even greater because of the main force attacking from the gate and our group jumping from the walls.

"Make way for the Kikyo Society! If you don't want to die, retreat to the back!"

I deploy my invisible frontal armor and charge through the battlefield, ramming into anyone in my way.

So light, so easy! I bounce enemy soldiers in light armor like ping-pong balls, cutting through the enemy ranks with reckless abandon.

"Die!"

As my speed slows slightly, a spear thrusts at me from the side. I casually grab the spear's tip and crush it, seizing the brutish soldier.

"W-What!?"

"You're just what I needed."

The heavily armored soldier might be a commander. I throw him to the ground and lift his legs, then change my tactic by dispelling my frontal armor.

"Here we go!"

I spin, swinging the armored soldier around and around. Now, I start moving like a human flail, sending soldiers flying in all directions.

The spinning gives me a clear view of the battlefield. The Kikyo Society members are wreaking havoc, cutting through the enemy lines.

The mages are especially terrifying, blasting spells in all directions. The melee fighters are mowing down enemies with brutal efficiency.

Ziegrune and Angelina are supporting the others, providing cover. They're always reliable.

Reassured, I dive back into the fight. I throw the armored soldier aside and clench my fist, ready to charge. I become a force of destruction in the sea of enemies.

I punch, kick, strike, throw, pierce, crush, and break.

"Ha ha ha ha!"

I laugh off all the screams and shouts, determined to dominate. If they want to take something from me, they'll have to be prepared to lose. I'm ready. I take.

Dyeing my white cloak red, I plunge deeper into the enemy ranks, not knowing how far I've come. I'll keep going until I'm satisfied.

Iron spikes sprout everywhere, followed by a rain of lightning. Seas of fire turn into ice in an instant. Gale-force winds and tornadoes of ice and rocks sweep through the battlefield.

Approach and you'll be felled. Stay back and you'll be struck from afar. Flee and you'll be pursued and cut down.

The battlefield is vast, but fear spreads like the wind. Even soldiers don't want to die, especially if it's a pointless death.

A losing battle. The chaos and fear on the battlefield shift as the vanguard and the main force push against each other.

"You scum! Don't retreat, don't break ranks!"

"What are the commanders doing? Don't let them retreat!"

The retreat of the vanguard seems to have thrown the main force into chaos. But this doesn't concern us. We just keep advancing and crushing everything in our path.

After a while, I notice the enemy's defenses are much thicker than before.

Uniformed metal armor and expensive weapons—these aren't regular soldiers but knights stationed at the rear.

We seem to be nearing the enemy's stronghold.

We're surrounded by enemies, and we've lost contact with our main force. But does it matter? We'll just push through.

But if the enemy commander is nearby, things change. We might capture him.

Facing the formation of shields, I take a moment to clear the surrounding enemies.

"Yukari-dono, the knights are here."

"Onee-sama, let's do this."

"This formation is different from before."

"Finally, things are getting interesting."

Agreed. If we can take out the commander, this might end. No more late-night raids, no more endless battles. It's tempting.

"Let's take the commander as a prisoner. It's a bonus for the effort."

We don't know if this is the commander, but he's certainly important. Even if it doesn't end the battle, he'll be valuable for negotiations.

"Alright, let's go!"

Paula's enthusiastic shout coincides with the knights' advance attack.

Arrows and spells rain from the enemy's rear, but I block them all with my invisible armor.

It's a cheap trick, involving our own soldiers. They know they're in a desperate situation.

"Bring it on!"

We retaliate with a barrage of attack spells, but they're all blocked.

They must be using a powerful barrier magic or a magic device. Barrier magic is one-sided, blocking outside attacks but letting inside attacks through. It's a formidable magic.

"Who would have thought the attackers would use barrier magic? It must be a magic device."

"There aren't many barrier mages around, so it's probably a device."

"Troublesome."

Breaking the barrier is simple: keep attacking until the magic power runs out. But it's extremely resilient, and it takes a lot of power to break it. Even strong attacks only chip away a little.

It won't be easy to break, considering the quality of the device and the power reserves.

But so what? If there's a way to break it, we'll do it. We'll keep hitting it until it breaks.

"Let's start."

None of us are daunted by the barrier. We say it lightly.

"That's the spirit. Now we can really show our strength."

"Ha ha, this is fun!"

"Let's do it!"

"Ziegrune and Angelina, guard the perimeter. The rest of you, surround the barrier and attack with everything you've got!"

"Got it!"

Our task is simple: put as much pressure on the barrier as possible.

As the Kikyo Society members scatter and attack, the knights counterattack. We defend, attack, and relentlessly pound the barrier.

Even we can't break through a barrier that can withstand a full-force assault. We need to go all out.

"Ha, as expected, it's tough. This is going to be fun. I'll crush it!"

I briefly think of using Nova Ore, but the explosion would be too large here. I'll stick to a more direct approach.

I use a major spell, consuming most of my mana. Fortunately, I have mana recovery potions.

I visualize the enemy's position and the barrier above them.

Using mineral magic, I create something that casts a shadow over the area.

A massive iron boulder, as large as a sacred monolith.

It takes time to form, but it grows rapidly, visible to everyone on the battlefield.

I chant the spell to strengthen my visualization.

"Stain the red earth with the black stage of the distant god, manifest and descend with iron will and iron body! Strike all the dust and filth that touches your flesh and soul with the dusky iron hammer!"

My mana dwindles, but I can't stop now. I open my eyes and finish the incantation.

"Great Fall!"

The huge shadow blocks the sunlight, and a moment of silence falls over the chaotic battlefield.

My voice echoes clearly, heard by everyone nearby.

The boulder falls slowly, pressing against the barrier.

Shhhhhh!

The barrier, reaching its limit, shatters with a clear sound, breaking into pieces.

The boulder disappears, having served its purpose. Creating it took time, but dispelling it is easy. I control it, so it's simple.

Of course, if it fell, it would crush me too.

The knights are stunned, the battlefield frozen.

In the stillness, I calmly drink a mana recovery potion.

The Kikyo Society members aren't as stunned as the enemy, but they look tense, ready to move.

"Let's start over."

I clench my fist, wearing my special gloves, and charge at the stunned knights with their shields.

I punch a knight and his shield away, then scatter iron spikes. I grab a shield and throw it like a frisbee, felling more enemies.

"Get a move on! Do you want to die!?"

The enemy command center is bombarded by the Kikyo Society members. The knights, caught off guard, take heavy losses before regaining their composure. No sympathy for them.

We take advantage of their vulnerability, crushing them.

Regular soldiers begin to retreat. We don't need them, so their departure is welcome. But the commander won't escape.

I want to end this here.

I charge the enemy command center alone, breaking through with a single-minded focus. The Kikyo Society members follow, surrounding the center.

Spells fly, blood splatters, and armor shatters.

Nothing is more exhilarating than this. I'd love to face something stronger, but this is enough.

We converge in front of a large tent.

Is this the end? What's inside? I sense people inside.

"Quite an impressive tent."

"The guards are all taken care of. Shall we meet the commander?"

The area around the tent is littered with bodies. No one stands.

The tent probably houses important figures and their attendants.

We nod, and Ziegrune opens the tent.

"Excuse us!"

The first thing I see is a young man sitting in a grand chair. Next to him are two stern-looking older men. Behind them are cowering attendants.

Hmm, no point overthinking it. Let's just capture them.

As I step forward, one of the older men steps in front.

"Stop! Who are you to barge in here? This is disrespectful!"

You attacked us, so don't talk about respect. He's probably important.

"Who you are doesn't matter. You can introduce yourselves, but it won't change what's about to happen."

"That's right. If you want to talk, speak to the Exembra Garrison later."

"Onee-sama, let's capture them."

"Be gentle, but if they resist, we'll have to incapacitate them. But no killing."

I casually create a rope to bind them, leaving the task to the others.

The older men protest, but Gradena and the others silence them.

I grab the military flag from the tent and hand it to Bonnie to raise high.

We walk through the remaining enemy soldiers with our prisoners, unopposed. The path clears for us.

The enemy soldiers are retreating. We don't need to chase them.

We walk straight to Exembra's gate, greeted by silence, not cheers.

That's strange. The victory is ours. They should be celebrating.

The Exembra Garrison's commander waits with a mixed expression.

"…I recall the Kikyo Society was only supposed to make a strike, not capture the commander."

True, but it's too late to complain.

"Details don't matter. All's well that ends well. Look, we brought the commander."

"Indeed, the prisoner's attire and the flag confirm it. Thank you. Your reward will come later, but it's guaranteed."

We hand over the prisoner, and the garrison's subordinates scatter to manage the situation.

We'll need to stay vigilant for a while, but things should settle down soon.

Many people watch us from a distance, their expressions ranging from fear to awe.

Some adventurers and Anastasia Union members look interested, but they won't start a fight.

Today's work is done. I'm tired.

We regroup with Rosabel-san and the others and prepare to go home.

"I want to go home and rest."

"I want a bath."

"Me too."

"I'm hungry."

We return to our daily routine. The battles remind us to appreciate the peace.

Incidentally, my Great Fall spell was recognized as some kind of illusion. The non-reality of the scene and the lack of knowledge about the barrier magic among the Kikyo Society members contributed to this. The magic device was also taken back by the enemy, leaving the truth a mystery.

Even if the enemy soldiers told the truth, no one would believe them.
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			The Kikyo Society returned in high spirits after their victory, but as they relaxed in their jeeps, a sense of liberation enveloped them. The journey back felt quicker with all the laughter and chatter. They were so refreshed, it felt like all their daily stresses had vanished. They turned the final corner toward Headquarters, ready for a well-deserved rest.

But what greeted them was anything but restful.

The scene was one of chaos and destruction.

The Kikyo Society Headquarters was under attack. Stunned by the sight, they saw several vehicles parked in the wide street in front, their windows shattered by explosions. The sounds of battle were still audible even from a distance.

"What the hell is going on?"

"Who are these guys? They’ve invaded the place!"

"I don’t know who they are, but they’re asking for it. Details later. We need to help now!"

Honestly, they were quite tired, but this wasn’t the time to think about that.

First, they needed to deal with the attackers outside.

Stopping the jeep, the Young Master stepped out and charged forward without a word. The others followed suit without hesitation.

The guards noticed them and, despite the crowded street, opened fire without hesitation.

"Damn, they’re really going all out in the middle of the city!"

Using Active Armor to protect against collateral damage, she approached and kicked the vehicles, incapacitating the attackers.

The other members also quickly subdued the remaining assailants.

"Half of you, stay here and bind these guys! Then keep watch for reinforcements! The rest, follow me and the Young Master!"

"Yukari-dono, I’ll stay here. The Young Master can handle the cleanup. The other leaders, please follow Yukari-dono into the building!"

"Alright, let’s go!"

With Siegrune handling the outside, they sprinted up the stairs and burst through the open front door.

Upon entering, they found one of their members lying unconscious near the entrance. Yukari quickly administered a healing spell. She was going to be fine.

"What are these guys? They’re way stronger than we heard! This isn’t what we were told!"

"Shut up, stop complaining! This is our only chance with the leaders gone!"

"Damn, just die already!"

"Gah! Hang in there!"

"No good, Mike’s been hit! Boss, we can’t hold much longer!"

"Agh! My arm, my arm!"

"Tony! No!"

Yukari quickly assessed the situation. The office was a battlefield, likely due to an initial magical assault. It was in shambles, a terrible sight.

The Kikyo Society members were initially disoriented, but now they were handling the situation calmly. The Secretariat and Intelligence Units were effectively suppressing the attackers.

The Kikyo Society’s Secretariat Unit, despite being non-combatants, could hold their own in a fight.

The injured and apprentices were being tended to by Colette, and the injured member was already out of danger.

They would have managed even without their arrival.

Josephine and Graylease were adept at supporting their comrades, and the Secretariat Unit members were calm and collected, unlike their attackers.

Having Colette, a skilled healer and mage, at Headquarters was a good decision.

With the initial assessment complete, they needed to end this fight. The Combat Unit, which should have been here, was conspicuously absent, which was concerning.

She signaled to Valeria and the others, and they immediately sprang into action.

Yukari approached the leader, grabbed him by the neck, and lifted him up.

The other leaders also identified their targets and quickly incapacitated them from behind. The attackers, already at a disadvantage, quickly fell.

"Yukari! Everyone!"

She winked at Frederica, then threw the struggling leader to the ground.

"Cough, cough, cough."

"Alright, everyone, deal with the others. There are more outside. Bind them together and put them in the vehicles they came in. I don’t want this place to be further defiled. Throw some minor healing potions on them to keep them alive for now."

"Got it, President. Everyone, lend a hand!"

The Secretariat Unit and apprentices took the lead. They used wires from the cabinets to bind the attackers and carry them outside.

Now, it was time for interrogation.

Angeline brought the bound leader to her and made him sit in a formal position.

Yukari sat on a tattered sofa, and Josephine, Ortlinde, and other leaders joined her, watching the man intently.

"Who are you, and which gang do you belong to? I can guess by your crest, but it’s only polite to introduce yourself, right?"

"You’re supposed to be at war!"

"We finished quicker than expected. But that’s beside the point. Who are you?"

The man, surprisingly composed, revealed his identity and even his purpose. He was a high-ranking member of a small gang.

"You’re finished. Even if you defeat us, you’ll have made enemies of other gangs. You’re outnumbered. Enjoy your defeat."

These were mere nuisances, like annoying flies. But the involvement of other gangs was concerning. The attackers outside had different crests.

"Let’s get one thing straight. There’s a mutual non-aggression pact. Did you consider breaking it before acting?"

"Who cares? The higher-ups decided, and we have no say in it."

That wasn’t an acceptable answer. His gang, being a low-level affiliate, had no say, but they were still bound to follow orders.

Moreover, they seemed unaware of the implications of discrediting the Clad Family, who proposed the pact.

"Whatever. The attack here failed, but we hit other places simultaneously. Once they’re dealt with, they’ll all come here. You might want to run while you can."

Indeed, simultaneous attacks on multiple bases. Mary and the others were at Sixth Avenue, but they needed to check on the situation.

"Siegrune and I can handle this. Everyone, split up and check on the Combat Unit on patrol and Sixth Avenue. I know you’re tired, but please."

"Alright, but we’ll take Siegrune and the others outside. We’ll leave a few to watch."

"That works. If other places are still fighting, we’ll need to reinforce them. Bring as many healing potions as you can. Rosabel, can you go to the Branch? Colette will stay at Headquarters."

"Leave it to me. I won’t let anyone die. Colette, this is on you."

"No problem. This will be a valuable experience for the apprentices."

Indeed, it would be a harsh but valuable experience for the apprentices.

They were attacked while the city was on high alert. Breaking the pact was a bold move, but it was infuriating.

She had no intention of letting this go.

"I’m really angry, you know."

She was seething with rage.

Returning from a war, only to find their home under attack. The office was in ruins, and the young members of the Secretariat and Intelligence Units were injured. Even though they were healed, the attack on non-combatants was deeply upsetting.

And her experimental potions, left on her desk, were now useless.

She sighed, feeling the weight of the situation.

"Are you serious?"

"What?"

"We have way more soldiers than you! How can you be so calm!"

"Are you an idiot? You’ll always be a low-level grunt if you can’t figure this out."

"What!?"

She needed to keep this man for further questioning. The Intelligence Unit might uncover more details.

For now, she needed to gather information and assess the overall situation. She wanted to ensure everyone’s safety and check on the Branch and stores.

Then, they needed to identify their enemies. Given the claims about the surrounding gangs, it wouldn’t be just one or two.

Once identified, they would crush them all. The Kikyo Society had the manpower to take over their territories.

However, breaking the pact could backfire. They needed to do some groundwork first.

She would write letters to the major organizations, including the Five Great Families, to avoid unnecessary complications.

"The Kikyo Society will retaliate against those who broke the pact. Do not interfere. If you disagree, contact us. We will consider you an accomplice to the pact breakers."

This was the gist of the message. She would avoid unnecessary embellishments to convey her seriousness.

They were always ready for a fight, even during the pact, but this was more than just a minor skirmish.

This was a full-scale attack during a war, equivalent to a declaration of war.

They wouldn’t run and wouldn’t let their enemies escape.

If the attackers came to destroy, they would be destroyed. Even a small gang should have the resolve to face this. If anyone tried to protect them, they would face no mercy.

After some time, the groundwork was nearly complete, and they were called.

"President, everyone is waiting."

"Got it."

The members who checked the territories had returned. They didn’t seem panicked, so it was probably fine.
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			The Kikyo Society’s leaders gathered in the reception area of the office, which had been cleaned up by diligent efforts. The room, though still in disarray, was somewhat presentable with sheets covering the damaged furniture.

It was better than looking at the ruined interior, and she was grateful for the efforts. The walls and curtains were scorched, and the windows were broken, but some things couldn’t be fixed in a short time.

"Yukari-dono, you’re here. Let’s start the report."

Siegrune took the lead, and each member reported their status.

"First, the report from Headquarters. One of our Secretariat members opened the door and was immediately attacked. Initially, there was confusion, but we regrouped with Colette and the Intelligence Unit. We held our ground until you and the others returned and subdued the attackers. There were injuries, and the office is in the state you see. The damage is still being assessed, but it’s in the millions of Gist."

Frederica gave a concise report. The situation at Headquarters was clear, and as long as there were no casualties, the rest could be fixed with money.

The leaders seemed to have already discussed the situation upon rejoining, so there were no surprised reactions.

"The Combat Unit, which was supposed to be here, seems to have been lured away by false information. They were called to a warehouse in Raijin District, but it was empty."

"The Combat Unit on patrol at Sixth Avenue also received a similar report and rushed to the same warehouse. They fell for the trap."

"So, they attacked the Headquarters while the Combat Unit was away. With many of our leaders absent due to the war with Retnark, it was a well-planned move."

It was a simple but effective strategy.

"The Branch at Sixth Avenue faced a similar situation. There were several false reports, and all the on-duty members were sent away. They attacked the Branch’s cafeteria, but fortunately, I, Brittany, and the Second Combat Unit were present and quickly subdued the attackers. There were minimal injuries, and no customers were harmed."

Indeed, the Branch was well-prepared. Some customers were startled and dropped plates and glasses, but no one was injured. Initially, Mary and the others didn’t take the situation seriously, thinking it was just another skirmish. They didn’t expect an attack on Headquarters as well.

"There were no issues at the gambling den. We always have lookouts, and it wasn’t targeted."

Charlotte, the leader of the Fifth Combat Unit, reported that the gambling den was well-protected and not attacked.

"The same for the Princess’s Shelter Inn. It wasn’t attacked."

Sophie reported with a mix of relief and disappointment. If the inn were attacked, the customers would likely have fought back fiercely.

The next reporter was someone who wasn’t typically a leader, indicating important information.

"Oh no, the Elegance Balloon suffered significant damage… It’s an unforgivable act!"

Lily, usually calm, showed rare anger.

The popular tourist spot, the Elegance Balloon, was suddenly attacked with magic. With many visitors, including those from far away, the attack caused numerous injuries. The once-elegant garden turned into a chaotic scene of screams and confusion.

The injured were treated with the inn’s stock of healing potions, fortunately with no fatalities. It was lucky the magic wasn’t lethal. However, the damage to the facility and the incident’s impact on future business would be severe. Lily’s anger was justified.

The Elegance Balloon was a significant source of revenue for the Kikyo Society. The attack affected their income, and she shared Lily’s outrage.

The most severe damage was to the Elegance Balloon, followed by Headquarters. There were no other significant reports.

They confirmed the overall situation. Despite the damage to their facilities, everyone was unharmed, which was the most important thing.

"Josephine, anything else you know?"

"From eyewitness accounts and interrogations, we’ve almost identified which organizations carried out the attacks. We haven’t yet determined if there’s a mastermind behind it, but that will take more time."

"True. For now, the immediate threat is enough. If we can identify the attackers, that’s a good start."

"The mutual non-aggression pact has been broken. What do you plan to do, Yukari?"

All eyes turned to her.

Everyone was eager, ready to act immediately.

She understood their feelings, but there was a proper order to things.

She looked around the gathered leaders before speaking.

"Listen closely, everyone. We will crush all the organizations involved in this attack. After that, their territories will belong to the Kikyo Society. Be prepared."

This time, they would strike first. They would crush and take everything.

"Alright! Let’s do it!"

"We’ll get ready right away! Bring the equipment!"

"Hold on! Yukari-dono, what about the mutual non-aggression pact? We have a just cause, but the McDallian Family might cause trouble if we act rashly."

"You’re right, Siegrune. We won’t act immediately. To avoid future complications, we need to do some groundwork. Everyone, be patient."

"What if they escape or prepare countermeasures while we’re doing that?"

"Bonnie, if they prepare, we’ll crush those preparations too. If they try to run, we have no interest in cowards."

If they had lost a single member, she would have pursued them to the ends of the earth. But with no casualties, she was content to wait.

"That’s true. We can always crush them whenever we want. They should be on their guard."

"Exactly. There’s no need to rush. We know who we’re dealing with, and we can take our time. Besides, we’re all tired."

She shrugged playfully, and the tension in the room eased a bit.

"Ha, you’re right. We can mask our fatigue with healing potions, but fatigue is still fatigue. Right now, we’ve assigned Combat Unit members to guard all our bases. They won’t have the strength to attack us again soon. We leaders need some rest."

"True, most of us have been fighting since morning."

"Alright, let’s eat, take a bath, and get some sleep."

"I’m hungry, too."

The non-leaders, except for those on watch, were allowed to eat and bathe normally.

She, too, wanted to take a refreshing shower.

"Alright, everyone, let’s dismiss for now. Don’t rush into anything."

She emphasized the point, and everyone nodded understandingly. They seemed to grasp the situation.

In the end, they released all the captured enemies. Their injured state would serve as a message to their organizations.

She had no intention of killing them. They weren’t worthy enemies. Some might even run away, but they were no threat.

Moreover, she generally avoided killing. It was too easy to become accustomed to it. But if necessary, she would do it. It was a ruthless world, and she couldn’t afford to be careless.

"Short-sighted thinking is bad! Ugh, even I sound unconvincing."

She would start the groundwork the next day.

She wrote letters and had them delivered through the Commerce Guild. They wouldn’t deliver them themselves.

She also sent warning letters to the organizations involved in the attacks.

"We will punish those who broke the pact. Surrender entirely or face death. If you surrender, we will negotiate. The deadline is seven days from now at sunset."

She left room for negotiation.

While she had declared they would crush all the organizations, it wasn’t practical to do so. The Kikyo Society couldn’t absorb all of them, and it was wise to accept their submission.

After a good night’s sleep, her anger subsided, and she regained her composure. The other leaders understood and adjusted their plans.

If they had lost even one member, she would have shown no mercy. But the damage could be fixed with money, and it was wise to prepare for a settlement.

Many organizations had participated in the attack on the Kikyo Society.

Almost all neighboring organizations were involved, with the notable exception of the Bruno Gang. The Bruno Gang, which had a history with the Marzio Family, was also not involved.

The Bruno Gang, understanding the power dynamics, refused to participate in the attack. They also didn’t leak information to the Kikyo Society, which was fine. Their own safety was paramount.

Seven organizations were to be crushed.

Three were roughly the same size as the Kikyo Society, two were slightly larger, and the Marzio Family was quite large, controlling more territory and having more members than the Kikyo Society. Another was of similar size to the Marzio Family, though she hadn’t had much interaction with them.

Crushing all of them would be a significant challenge, but if necessary, she would do it.

However, by leaving room for negotiation, she hoped to avoid a full-scale war. The failed attack had demonstrated their weakness, and rational leaders would understand their chances were slim.

She met with her leaders the next morning after her usual morning training and shower.

"Until we receive responses, we will operate as usual. I’m not worried, but be vigilant."

"The attack was recent. Even the apprentices won’t let their guard down."

"True. But let’s hope the groundwork goes well."

This time, the Kikyo Society had the upper hand.

Protecting the Clad Family’s reputation and opposing the Kikyo Society, who were the victims, would be a difficult position for any organization, including the McDallian Family.

"That’s true. Now, what about the hostile organizations?"

"I mentioned leaving room for negotiation. What do you plan to do specifically?"

"If they submit and join the Kikyo Society, we can allow them to continue operating independently."

"Join, but not as part of the Kikyo Society?"

"Exactly. If they want to be part of the Kikyo Society, we can consider it."

The Five Great Families were strong not just in their own power but in the number of organizations under them.

The Kikyo Society operated independently, but as they grew, it would become necessary to absorb and incorporate other organizations. This was a perfect opportunity.

"Joining as subordinates? That sounds fair."

"It’s reasonable. Crushing everything would be too burdensome. Depending on the conditions, many might choose to join."

They would maintain the security of their territories, paying a significant tribute to the Kikyo Society. The Kikyo Society would benefit without the burden of direct management. They would also demand substantial compensation for the damage to their facilities.

"But what about the organizations already under the Five Great Families? Will they defect to us?"

"If they want to survive, that’s their only choice. We won’t tolerate them, and the Five Great Families won’t protect those who broke the pact."

"Understood. Let’s proceed."

Until the deadline, they would remain vigilant but calm. They would also keep an eye on the Five Great Families. The Intelligence Unit, regretting their failure to detect the attack, was now more determined.

The office needed to be repaired. It looked too bare and reminded her of the early days.

Josephine and Frederica would have to work hard on it.
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			We maintained a sense of tension while carrying on with our usual business until the deadline for responses to the letters we sent out. The apprentices at the Headquarters, who had endured a terrible ordeal, were now throwing themselves into their training with renewed vigor. They must have realized firsthand how the Kikyo Society, even if it’s the Secretariat Unit, operates with their lives on the line.

The office’s interior was still in the process of being refurbished, with minimal furnishings for now. It felt a bit barren, reminiscent of the early days.

Despite the recent attacks, we carried on with our daily routines. Gradually, responses to our letters began to trickle in. The first to respond were the large organizations centered around the Five Great Families.

Their general message was that they had no objections to the Kikyo Society’s retaliation and would not interfere. Some even offered to lend a hand in dealing with the organizations involved in the attack, though we politely declined.

We also received a response from the McDallian Family. It was a templated letter condemning the breach of agreement and supporting our retaliation. This gave us the green light to attack the Marzio Family, who were under their protection. They wouldn’t dare complain later.

The Clad Family, who had proposed the mutual non-aggression pact, sent the harshest response. Perhaps because one of their smaller affiliates was involved in the attack, they formally requested to act as our enforcers. They promised to take full responsibility for the aftermath.

With this, we were free to carry out our vengeance without any reservations.

We received no response from the organizations that had carried out the attack. According to Josephine and the Intelligence Unit, they were engaged in endless, fruitless meetings, blaming each other for the fiasco. It was like they were in denial.

Given their disarray, another attack was unlikely. Most of them would probably submit to us by the deadline, showing their allegiance.

From the responses of major organizations, it seemed they were cutting ties with these groups. Their only path to survival was to submit to the Kikyo Society.

If they didn’t like that, we were ready to fight them to the bitter end.

At the very least, the Marzio Family wouldn’t submit to us. They had caused us plenty of trouble over the years, and there was no way they would lower themselves to the Kikyo Society now.

As almost all responses had come in, the deadline arrived.

It was already evening, and the sun was setting. It was time for our final briefing with the assembled leadership.

"Everyone’s here. Yukari-dono, please update us on the responses."

Siegrune, who had recently taken over the role of facilitator, nodded, and I began.

"First, no response from the Marzio Family. This was expected."

"They’ve been a thorn in our side for a while. But today, it ends!"

"Indeed. We have no intention of allying with them now."

Frederica was unusually aggressive.

The Marzio Family had caused us minor but continuous issues, making them a nuisance for the Secretariat Unit.

"Additionally, no response from the Karkchul Gang and the Stanbury Society."

"Both have close ties with the Marzio Family, so this was also expected."

Josephine’s insight was spot-on. These two organizations were like siblings to the Marzio Family and were of similar size to the Kikyo Society.

"Others have sought negotiation. For now, that’s fine. Today, we will crush the Marzio Family, the Karkchul Gang, and the Stanbury Society."

"About time."

"We’ll get it done."

We had waited to ensure we had a clear plan for the aftermath. We needed to swiftly integrate their territories into the Kikyo Society, which involved contacting key figures, distributing personnel, and confirming economic and security conditions. There was a lot to do, and the preparation was far from perfect, but we had a general plan.

"Three targets. How do we proceed?"

We had anticipated this and prepared accordingly. With the Five Great Families supporting our retaliation, we didn’t need to worry about repercussions. The Marzio Family, for instance, was unlikely to attack us again.

"Siegrune and half the apprentices will stay at the Headquarters. It’s unlikely anything will happen, but better safe than sorry."

"I wanted to join the action, but I’ll stay here. Count on me."

"First Combat Unit, you’ll cover the Branch, Sixth Avenue, and the gambling den. It’s a big job, but you’ll have the other half of the apprentices to help. We count on you."

"Understood. It’s a bit of a stretch, but we’ll manage."

The leaders, Angelina and Verone, reluctantly agreed. Guarding the Branch and the gambling den was crucial and couldn’t be left to the apprentices alone.

We’ll give them a chance to fight another time.

"The rest of the Combat Units will go all out. Let’s do this."

"Right!"

The operation would begin at midnight. Until then, it was time for preparation and rest.

We would simultaneously attack all hostile organizations to ensure their swift destruction.

The Karkchul Gang would be hit by the Second Combat Unit. They weren’t a significant threat, and even Mary alone could handle them.

The Stanbury Society would be attacked by the Third Combat Unit and the Vanguard Unit. As they were known for their combat prowess, we added the Vanguard Unit to be safe. If it went quickly, they could join other units or attack the Marzio Family. Even Albert and Ophelia alone were more than enough.

The Marzio Family, with two major strongholds, would be the main target. The Fourth Combat Unit and Gradena would handle one, while the Fifth Combat Unit, led by Valeria, Paula, and me, would take the other. Lily, eager for revenge, would also join us.

We would deal with smaller affiliates later. Each unit would have support from the Combat Support Unit.

According to the Intelligence Unit, no one had fled, so we expected a proper fight. This would satisfy our combat-hungry members.

We would not accept surrender. We had given them ample time to submit, and any resistance would be met with no mercy. However, we would let anyone who fled go to avoid a cycle of retaliation. We wouldn’t hunt down the remaining stragglers, as that would be too much trouble.

The bosses would be spared unless absolutely necessary, to prevent further retaliation and to help consolidate the remaining members, though we weren’t sure if they had the strength to do so.

As the time approached, Kikyo Society members began to depart. I watched them go, carrying my customary spear, and climbed into a large jeep with Valeria, Paula, Charlotte, Lily, and the Combat Support Unit.

"Finally, the time has come to end the Marzio Family."

"Yes, but I’ll miss the little skirmishes."

"Let’s show them what we’re made of!"

"Don’t fall behind the unit leaders!"

"I’ll outshine the President!"

"I heard they’re gathering a lot of people. It’ll be exciting."

"Are we really going all out today? Huh?"

Paula and Charlotte’s confident remarks boosted the morale of the younger members, though a few looked a bit nervous.

"Revenge time!"

The Fifth Combat Unit was hyped up, and Lily’s anger over what happened to her shop was palpable. I was also fired up, ready to lead the charge.

The Marzio Family’s headquarters wasn’t far. As we neared our destination in the large jeep, we saw a large truck parked in front of a building that looked like a town hall.

"That’s..."

As someone muttered, the truck started moving.

"Stop the jeep. We’re getting out."

"But we’re still—"

"Just do it. They’re coming."

The loyal Combat Support Unit member stopped the jeep, and we all got out.

"Yukari, it’s on."

"Yes. Quite an interesting start."

"What do you mean?"

Charlotte, the former noble lady, was still learning. She had a lot to understand.

The truck accelerated, clearly illegally modified, and was heading straight for us.

"Here they come!"

"Yukari, what do we do? Defend?"

"Hmm, we could, but I’ve been feeling a bit sluggish lately. This might be a good warm-up."

I spun my spear playfully.

"Hey, don’t go overboard and destroy the headquarters too, okay?"

"I got it."

I nodded at Paula’s joke.

The new, inexperienced members looked confused, but they’d understand soon enough.

I stood in the path of the speeding truck and prepared to jump.

"Here goes!"

Using Physical Enhancement Magic, I leaped high into the air. From above, I aimed my spear at the truck, gathering my strength.

The brute-force approach was appealing, but it wouldn’t work on the Kikyo Society. I’d show them why.

"Ha!"

I exhaled sharply and hurled my spear like a meteor.

The truck exploded upon impact, the force so great it shattered the ground. I had set up multiple protective barriers to prevent collateral damage, but I noticed something unexpected: the young members of the Fifth Combat Unit had created wind shields to protect us from the shockwave and debris. I was impressed.

They were growing. The defense was solid, and their judgment and magic deployment were good. This was a valuable lesson in their growth.

"Let’s go."

I landed and started walking as if nothing had happened. Valeria and Paula followed suit, and Charlotte and Lily joined in, a step behind. The younger members followed closely.

"The jeep is safe. Go all out!"

I remembered to ask for my spear to be retrieved, as digging it out of the ground would be a hassle.

The young members cheerfully agreed.

As we walked, petals began to fall around us. Red rose petals, clearly not natural. Lily was using flower magic to scatter them.

It was a surprising and beautiful touch, adding a dramatic flair to the moment.

"Wow, what’s this?"

"Amazing!"

The excited chatter was unexpected but fitting. The Kikyo Society was at its best when its members were happy, no matter the situation.

We would laugh and fight, shattering their meaningless pride.

This wasn’t a fair fight. It was punishment. The Kikyo Society would crush our enemies and obliterate all opposition.
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			A group of mysterious women, adorned with a shower of red petals above their heads. Clad in black and off-white coats, they each carry a dangerous weapon, laughing as they walk forward. Facing them are heavily armed, stern-faced men. Despite the bizarre group before them, the men show no signs of fear. Or perhaps, they are just a little hesitant?

I adjust my custom-made gloves as I walk. We must have entered the range of their magic. On command, various attack spells fly our way.

"Take 'em down!"

"Finish them here! If you slack off, I’ll kill you myself!"

"Show us what you've got, boy!"

The spells fly like a thick barrage. The density and timing are not bad. Individually, they lack power, but in such numbers, their flaws are negligible. Or so they think.

My invisible object and magic barrier spreads wide, deflecting every spell without a single miss. My magic grows stronger every day, enhancing its effectiveness, range, and adaptability. No matter how powerful their spells, mindless bombardment without any strategy stands no chance against my defenses.

The Kikyo Society members, who know the strength and precision of my barriers from training, are not fazed by this level of attack. We continue our steady, unhurried advance, the red petals swirling around us. Once we get close enough, we'll transition into a melee. Paula and I prefer it, and most of the members do too.

Those skilled in support can maintain a slight distance, and the coordination within the Fifth Combat Unit is well-established, so there’s no need to worry.

"Damn it, damn it, damn it! Die already!"

"Try harder, you fools! Do you want to die?"

"It’s not working! What the hell is this?"

"It’s no good! Get your weapons ready!"

"You’re underestimating us! I won’t lose to a sword! Bring it on!"

The enemy shifts to close combat as we close the distance. Better this way. Far more enjoyable than a distant, sporadic exchange.

As we approach the enemy’s base, I deactivate the barrier, and the Kikyo Society members rush forward.

"There I am, Paula! The Lady Paula of the Kikyo Society! Come at me if you want to die!"

"Charlotte, I shall proceed! I’ll rust your soul with the Holy Spear Claudia!"

"Don’t fall behind the squad leaders!"

"I’ll take the first kill!"

Listening to their spirited calls, I charge toward the center of the enemy formation. Valeria and Lily follow closely behind. Valeria, as always, is formidable in hand-to-hand combat, systematically taking down anyone who approaches. Today, she’s focused on guarding me rather than her usual chaotic style.

Lily uses vines to entangle and immobilize the enemy, and her surprisingly skilled dagger techniques take down those who get too close. She’s quite dependable, even as the red petals continue to fall. What a peculiar fixation.

I decide to start by taking out the heavily armored ones. Targeting a man heavily clad in plate armor, I punch through his abdominal armor, grab him, and throw him with a side toss. Like bowling pins, the unfortunate men are knocked down. They’re just a disorganized mob.

After the initial strike, I let the younger members gain some experience, focusing on supporting them. The sheer number of enemies is overwhelming, but compared to our recent battle with the Retnark New Revolutionary Army, it feels anticlimactic.

"President! There are too many! How many do we have to kill?"

A young member, likely new to the field, complains about the overwhelming numbers.

If this is his first real battle, he’s still green. Paula, on the other hand, is reveling in the chaos, swinging her sword wildly.

"You have to kill them all. With this many, you need the resolve to cut them down. Look at Paula."

"But, the Captain isn’t a good example... I-I’ll do it too!"

Inspired by my words, the young member starts to fight with renewed determination. This is how battle maniacs are born.

I slow down my pace, observing the situation, and focus on supporting the others. The enemy’s base is littered with bodies. Those still standing are clearly losing their resolve. Gradually, they begin to retreat.

"You bastards, don’t run! It’s her! The woman in the center! Kill her and we win! Follow me!"

A man, likely the leader, points at me and charges forward with determination. A mutual kill, huh? Not a bad strategy, but he’s overestimating himself.

Before he can reach me, Paula cuts him down with a single stroke.

"Yukari, what now?"

"The remaining enemies have no fighting spirit left. Let’s move on."

"Right! Follow me!"

Paula leads the Fifth Combat Unit toward a building that looks like a town hall, her energy undiminished. She seems to be thoroughly enjoying herself.

"Let’s go."

I call to Valeria and Lily, who are waiting behind me, and we follow Paula. The building’s door is tightly shut, but that’s no obstacle for us. A young member swings a large hammer, easily breaking it down. It’s a futile effort to delay us.

We enter the building, the red petals still swirling around us. Most of the enemy’s forces were outside, and the interior is nearly empty. Surprisingly, it’s not as gaudy as I expected. The red petals add a touch of elegance to the otherwise plain decor.

Although we didn’t have detailed information about the building’s layout, the magical reactions give us a good idea. We reach a large door, the only place with a human magical signature. Time for the final confrontation.

"The door isn’t locked. I’ll open it."

This is the end of the Marzio Family, a group we’ve clashed with so often. I wonder what the boss will be like. Rumor has it he’s a formidable old man.

The Fifth Combat Unit cautiously opens the double doors, revealing a group of older men, likely the leaders. The central figure, an old man, sits confidently in a chair. He’s the target. The others are mostly older men, with only one middle-aged individual.

Paula steps in first, announcing our presence.

"Sorry to keep you waiting. We are the Kikyo Society. I assume you understand why we’re here. I could hear your last words if you like."

The men are already hostile, but they’re taken aback by the falling red petals, their expressions slightly distorted.

After a moment, I enter slowly, and the other Kikyo Society members take a step back, leaving Paula and me in front.

A middle-aged warrior steps forward, likely a bodyguard.

"Are you the president of the Kikyo Society? I challenge you to a duel."

"What? A duel?"

"That’s right. If you’re the warrior I’ve heard about, face me with honor!"

He’s underestimating me. Despite using physical enhancement magic, he’s weaker than anyone in the Kikyo Society. He lacks any special combat skills or magical prowess.

A duel? Don’t push your luck. Arrogance is infuriating.

I have no intention of accepting his challenge. If he were stronger or more interesting, it might be different.

As I’m about to send the young members in, Lily steps forward.

"Yukari-san, I recognize him. I’ll take care of it."

Ah, so this middle-aged warrior was involved in the attack on Lily’s flower shop. Lily, unusually hostile, is eager to fight. Let her have her way.

"Lily, teach this arrogant fool the difference in our abilities."

"Wait! I challenge you!"

"Quiet. If you somehow manage to beat Lily, I’ll take you on. Lily, don’t hold back. Start."

"Damn it, I have no choice."

"Here I go!"

The middle-aged warrior draws his sword, and Lily’s vines shoot out from her arm, entangling him. The vines, equipped with thorns, are both painful and gruesome.

"Aaaah, f-fire, breathe fire..."

He tries to cast a spell, but the thorns around his neck cut off his air supply, ending the fight.

Quite a nasty attack.

"Orchid Lily, victory! Evil has been vanquished!"

Lily’s victory cry suggests she’s satisfied with her revenge. Her usual demeanor returns, and she’s back to her cheerful self. She’s much better this way.

If anyone else wants to fight, I’ll oblige them. But they’ll end up in hell. I throw a metal ball, disarming the other guards before they can react.

While it would be easy to kill them all, it’s more efficient to let the remaining members of the organization regroup and be expelled. It’s less trouble for us.

"Kill them if you must! Who would beg for mercy from the likes of you?"

The old man, likely the boss, stands defiant. I respect his pride, but the others seem less willing to die. A middle-aged man speaks up.

"I’m Brian, the head of the young members in the Marzio Family. I can’t follow my father’s methods. We will follow you."

"What? What are you saying? You’re betraying me! How can you repay my kindness with treachery?"

"Shut up! What kindness? This is all because of your stupid pride! We’ve warned you countless times to stop, but you ignored us. This is the result. Stop acting like an idiot!"

"You can’t handle this business, you fool!"

"You lost miserably to a woman! Face the reality. We lost, completely and utterly. We’re both losers now."

"You, how dare you speak to me like that! I won’t forgive you!"

"Forgive what? It’s all your fault!"

The boss and the young leader glare at each other, a futile confrontation. I’d prefer they take their fight elsewhere, but this is their final stand.

Brian seems more respected than the boss. I’ll let him regroup the remaining members. The boss is beyond reason.

"Hmm, betrayal isn’t my favorite, but I understand the divide between the old and the young. How many will follow you?"

"Most of the young members are already on my side. More than half will follow me."

"Good. Gather them and all the others in the territory. We’ll spare their lives but exile them from Exembra. Consider it a warning."

"Fair enough. I accept."

"Enough of this! I won’t allow it!"

"Quiet. I don’t want to hear it. Deal with your own mess. Clean up after yourselves. If you can’t, we will."

"I won’t burden you with that. Father, don’t take it personally."

Brian and the other leaders silently watch as the boss is dealt with. This will make the rest easier.

After the Marzio Family settles their internal affairs, I address Brian again.

"Your organization has connections in other cities. You’ll start anew there. If you ever interfere with the Kikyo Society, for any reason, the next time—"

"We understand. We’re not fools. We know who to avoid. This is all because of our father’s stubbornness."

"Good. I have some questions for you. You’ll have to cooperate."

The Marzio Family’s assets and rights are valuable. I’ll confiscate what I can and leave them with what they need to start over. The properties, especially the land, are particularly appealing.

In the end, the Marzio Family’s downfall provided us with numerous useful assets. Their legacy will serve the Kikyo Society well.

We seized numerous properties, including empty lots. Their headquarters, with its spacious grounds, will be useful with minor renovations. Smaller properties will be more valuable as incentives for key figures in the area.

Their gambling establishments were also taken over. The staff, including the dealers, were kept on, with the understanding that they would adapt to the Kikyo Society’s methods. Better treatment might win them over in time.

We also retained the male staff, to differentiate from the Kikyo Society’s usual operations. They’re valuable resources, not bound by the Kikyo Society’s symbols.

Other ongoing businesses were also continued. Some members of the Marzio Family, who disagreed with their methods, had already been undermining the organization. They’re useful but untrustworthy, so they’ll be monitored closely.

Initially, I planned to expel everyone, but a few were allowed to remain to help manage the territory. They’ll be placed under the new groups and held accountable for their actions.

The Kikyo Society’s expansion will keep us busy, but it’s necessary. The recent victory has also changed how other major organizations view us. Hopefully, fewer will underestimate us.

In the end, the Marzio Family, the Karkchul Gang, and the Stanbury Society were erased from Exembra overnight.
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			The Kikyo Society is as busy today as ever, investigating newly dominated territories and negotiating with newly affiliated groups. We can’t afford to neglect our original business plans, and the efforts of all our members to handle everything are truly commendable. Our non-combat personnel, especially those in the Secretariat and Intelligence Units, have been working tirelessly and deserve all the praise. Of course, we’ve been paying generous bonuses too. We believe in rewarding effort and results. It’s only right.

Time has passed, and the hectic pace is finally easing up a bit.

I, as the president, have been traveling to various places and find it hard to get the leisurely time I used to have. Still, our earnings have significantly increased, and the Kikyo Society is brimming with energy. The enthusiasm of our new members, especially the younger ones, is both heartwarming and reassuring.

While our numbers have grown, so has our territory, and we’re once again facing a shortage of personnel. But we won’t lower our training and education standards just because we’re short on hands. We need the apprentices and new members to step up and work hard.

Meanwhile, the civil war in Retnark has reached a stalemate.

The New Revolutionary Army, once thought to be in a strong position, lost a major battle in Exembra and has lost its momentum, now matching the military regime's forces. Both sides are worn out from the conflict, and it will take a considerable amount of time for them to recover.

For the time being, there won’t be any major military moves, but the internal situation in Retnark is likely to remain tough. How long will it last?

It doesn’t concern us directly, and if it does, the residents of Exembra will take care of it. It’s a pity for the people of Retnark, though. I wonder if there will be more immigrants and refugees from the old Brenark, especially from Exembra.

As I was preparing to go out in the evening, I was approached by Graylease from the Intelligence Unit.

“Yukari-san, are you going out?”

“Yeah, just for a bit. I’ll be back before it gets too late.”

“Is Valeria not going with you?”

“No, she’s out on another errand. Is something wrong?”

“No, I was just concerned. It seems someone has been snooping around the Headquarters lately. We don’t have much information yet, but please be careful when you go out.”

People are always poking around our area, so I’m not too worried. I’m not one to hide just because someone might attack me. Still, it’s a good reminder, and I’ll keep an eye out. Better safe than sorry.

“I don’t think there will be any problems, but I’ll keep it in mind.”

“Thank you.”

I was seen off by the other members who were still at the office and headed out. I could feel more eyes on me than usual, and I detected a few people using Physical Enhancement Magic around me. If they want to pick a fight, I’m ready. It’s just like any other day.

Today, for the first time in a while, I had dinner with Torietta-san from the clothing store. We exchanged opinions on recent fashion trends.

It seems that in the northern kingdom of Berliza, hats are becoming popular among both men and women, and this trend is gradually spreading to Exembra. I hadn’t noticed it much, but now that it’s mentioned, I do see people wearing such hats from time to time.

“Hats, huh? That’s interesting.”

“Exactly. I thought it might be a good idea to incorporate hats into your wardrobe and wanted to get your opinion.”

Torietta-san has become my unofficial stylist, and I’m glad for it. She has much better taste than I do.

I didn’t have any strong preferences for hats, but we discussed which styles I might like and how they might pair with my coat.

When it comes to hats, the first one that comes to mind is a Garbo hat, also known as a cloche. It might actually go well with my elegant long coat.

The Kikyo Society has members of all types, and it would be fun to see them wear hats that suit them. Berets, hunting caps, Tyrolean hats, cowboy hats, ten-gallon hats, top hats, and newsboy caps... maybe a bit too much.

Sometimes, it’s nice to have a casual chat unrelated to work.

We enjoyed our meal and conversation for a while, and before it got too late, we called it a night.

“I’ll treat. I always come here with Kikyo Society members, so I’ll settle the bill while I’m at it.”

“Thank you. I’ll look forward to your next visit. I’ll have some options ready for you to try.”

“Looking forward to it.”

As we left the restaurant and walked a bit, I spotted someone wearing a stylish hat. They must be fashion-sensitive.

After parting ways with Torietta-san, I walked along, thinking about trivial matters, when I sensed an odd presence.

“Troublesome.”

I didn’t think it was a mistake, but it seemed I was gradually being surrounded.

They were carefully moving to form an encirclement, but my magic perception was able to detect the group using Physical Enhancement Magic perfectly. They might be the same people I sensed earlier.

I didn’t feel like fighting, but if they wanted a fight, I had to give it to them.

I wanted to finish this quickly, so I chose a direction with fewer people, making it easier for them to attack.

As I walked away from the busy streets and into a narrow alley, I found an open space.

There were construction materials and piles of gravel, probably for a new building.

They might have thought I was distracted and moved closer. I sensed their presence approaching rapidly.

Suddenly, I was attacked from behind. I dodged the swift, silent approach and grabbed the attacker’s arm, slamming them into the wall. The first fool hit the wall with a thud and collapsed.

Next, two attackers came at me from both sides. I dodged them by taking a step forward and kicked one in the leg, then swept the other’s legs out from under them. They wouldn’t be getting up anytime soon. It was a shame I couldn’t see their faces, but they all had masks on.

As I thought about the next fool, I suddenly felt heavy.

“This must be an obstruction spell.”

My magic use was hindered, making it difficult to maintain Physical Enhancement Magic. This is a mid-level obstruction spell.

Normally, a mid-level obstruction spell wouldn’t be a problem for me, but this time, I was targeted by multiple spells. It’s impossible for me to counter them all. I can’t use magic in this battle unless I take out the caster. I didn’t bring any magic potions today, so I’m in a bind.

As if on cue, someone approached me confidently from the front.

“So, you underestimated me.”

The Kikyo Society members, including myself, never neglect our combat training. I have skills in close combat. I’ll accept this handicap and face it head-on.

I carefully avoided a forceful strike from the masked attacker, enhanced by Physical Enhancement Magic. I couldn’t use magic, so I had to be cautious. The attacker, growing impatient, lunged at me boldly. That’s why they’re fools.

“Hmph!”

I used their momentum to perform a back throw, slamming them into the ground headfirst.

Adapting to the situation, I was able to take down the next attacker with a single counter.

I dominated the small, open space with just my fists, despite the handicap of not being able to use magic. I found the situation somewhat exhilarating.

As I continued to take down the fools, I realized that most of those I had knocked out earlier were getting back up. This was going to be endless.

The fools seemed to think the same thing.

The masked group stepped back, perhaps realizing they lacked the necessary weapons for long-range attacks. They might be planning to use magic to finish me off.

Who are these people?

Their methods are too sophisticated to be just regular gang members. They don’t chatter and their skills are far beyond those of common thugs.

Moreover, having multiple obstruction spell casters prepared is too much. They seem like a well-organized group hired by someone. I can handle it because of my multiple skills, but I have no idea who hired them. They won’t answer honestly, so I’ll have to let the Intelligence Unit investigate later.

Their stealth and coordination are quite high, even if they’re not as formidable in combat. From their movements and fighting style, they seem more like spies who can handle some combat rather than assassins or combat specialists.

I can probably get through this, but I’ll deal with the rest later.

As I heard the faint sound of spell casting, they started to coordinate, adjusting their spell timing and positions.

Troublesome. If they cast simultaneously, it would be easier to handle.

I avoided high-impact spells and relied on my coat’s defenses for the rest. Still, this was getting tough. My stamina was draining faster than theirs, and someone might come to investigate the commotion. I can’t wait for rescue.

I needed to take action, but without Physical Enhancement Magic, I couldn’t close the distance to attack. So, I had to do something else.

“Go!”

As I dodged the spells, I casually picked up a small stone and threw it, striking a sneaky observer in the forehead.

Even without Physical Enhancement Magic, I can turn a simple stone into a lethal projectile with my Throwing Skill. Don’t underestimate me.

The obstruction spell weakened, likely because I had taken out one of the casters. By chance, but effective. If I can take out one or two more, I might be able to use magic again.

My aim is precise. I’ll keep throwing stones until I hit the target. Fortunately, there are plenty of stones around, so I’ll keep going.

I dodged the rain of spells, looking for an opening to throw a stone. Even with accurate aim, they would try to avoid or block the attack. A straight throw, even if powerful, can be dodged.

So, I used a no-look throw, aiming in a completely different direction. It took out a few, but not the main target.

They became more cautious, hiding while casting spells.

Futile. Hiding won’t help. My magic perception can track them easily. No amount of hiding will save them from my unpredictable throws.

Even if I don’t take them out in one hit, I’ll hit them with the next throw as soon as they show any weakness.

One by one, I took them down, and the obstruction spell pressure weakened. I must have hit the main target. Good, now I can use magic!

I grinned, confident of victory.

“Captain, we can’t hold on much longer. Permission to use equipment.”

“...I didn’t expect to have to use our last resort against such a force. It’s distasteful, but we have no choice. Proceed.”

Just as I was confident of victory, they spoke for the first time. I could hear everything with my keen hearing.

What’s their trump card? What can they do in this situation? They don’t seem like they’re planning to retreat.

Well, it doesn’t matter. I’ve already located the captain. Taking him out will force them to retreat.

Once I could use magic again, I immediately cast Physical Enhancement Magic. It was a bit awkward, but it worked.

I also generated an iron ball, intending to break through the wall where the captain was hiding.

However, my spell casting was slower than usual, and they acted first.

Damn, I need to defend first. I’ll counter with Active Armor and finish this quickly!

Even though I’m caught in the explosion, I won’t be hurt. Still, the smoke is a nuisance.

I would prefer to end this before they use their trump card. The explosion envelops me in flames and smoke. While I’m invulnerable, the smoke is a bit bothersome.

Sigh. The smoke is thick, and I can’t see anything. I’ll disperse it with the wind.

As I tried to cast a wind spell, my vision suddenly narrowed.

“Oh, what...?”

In the next moment, I lost consciousness.



		
		
		
			Chapter 80: A Captive Bomb
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 80

			A Captive Bomb

			Intense headache, nausea, and fatigue. Severe pain all over my body.

I can’t use magic in this state. I’m about to lose consciousness again. I could let it go. It hurts.

In a daze, I felt a sharp pain on my cheek, bringing me back to a slight state of awareness.

“Unbelievable, she’s a real wild one. Discipline is crucial from the start. Teach her a lesson.”

An unfamiliar voice with a sinister tone.

My body ached all over, especially my side and legs. My cheek stung—had I been slapped?

“Wake up already. I can’t wait any longer.”

I heard the sound of water, then suddenly couldn’t breathe.

“Huh!? Gag, gah, glub! Cough, cough!”

A forceful stream of water hit my face, and I woke up. I had inhaled some through my nose. My body wouldn’t move properly, and a cough sent pain radiating through me.

“Are you awake, wild one?”

I was indeed awake, but in pain and feeling very unwell. This isn’t a time for idle talk.

I immediately assessed the situation.

My vision was blurry and my field of view limited, but I could tell my hands were bound and hanging above me, and my boots had been removed, with weighted chains attached to my feet. No wonder I couldn’t move.

They had taken my coat and equipment, but at least I wasn’t stripped naked.

I tried to use Physical Enhancement Magic to break free.

“Ugh!?”

“Foolish. You can’t use magic. You’re about to learn the true terror of men and the limits of a woman.”

I finally grasped the situation. It was pitiful.

I had been captured completely, with physical restraints and a Magic-Sealing Bracelet. I had been severely beaten, and my body ached and felt unwell.

“Ugh, can I do whatever I want with her?”

A burly man with a slack face. Had he beaten me up? Maybe he’s a torturer.

“Sure, break her a little, but don’t kill her. She’s still useful.”

“I understand. I’ll make her do whatever you say. Hehe.”

A middle-aged man, likely a noble, whispered something to the torturer and handed him a mysterious small bag before leaving the room.

“From now on, I’m your master. Do you know what this is?”

Alone in the room, the torturer approached me and started saying disturbing things.

He opened the bag, and through my blurred vision, I saw a light pink powder, but I had no idea what it was.

“This is a precious magic potion. It will make you feel so good, a precious potion. Are you happy?”

I glared at him, and he immediately punched me in the face.

“Your master is asking if you’re happy!”

It hurt. He hit me hard. I’ll make him pay later!

He seemed satisfied by my pained, angry expression and started boasting about his prowess. I ignored his nonsense, trying to suppress my nausea and pain while thinking about what to do next and who the noble was.

He noticed I wasn’t listening and shouted at me.

“You can’t even listen, wild one! I’ll teach you some manners!”

The torturer set aside the bag and took out a whip, testing it on the floor.

This is bad. I’m used to pain from training, but I’ve never faced a whip. My body is already aching, and this will be too much. I might pass out before the whipping starts.

The situation is dire. I can’t see a way out. The pain is overwhelming, and the headache is getting worse. I might pass out before they start.

Just as I was about to lose consciousness, I heard a sharp whistling sound, followed by the impact of a whip and a scream.

“Ah!”

“Don’t you dare sleep, wild one! Take this! Take this! Hehe.”

The whip’s impact brought me back to consciousness, and then another strike.

His crude laughter echoed as the whip repeatedly lashed my body, causing severe damage.

Despite the pain, the specially made blouse and skirt from Torietta-san were so durable that they didn’t tear or come undone. They looked unharmed, but the fabric was gradually turning red from the blood underneath.

The pain was unbearable. Combined with my previous injuries, I was in a terrible state. I might die from these injuries alone.

But the intense pain and rage brought me fully awake. Thank you, scum.

Displeased with my defiant gaze, the torturer dropped the whip and slapped me hard again.

...I’ll get you later, scum.

“I’ll show you how great I am!”

What is he saying?

Before I could react with hatred and disgust, his hand reached for my chest.

“Ugh, it wouldn’t be fun to use the drug right away. Still, it’s a shame you’re not interested in a good woman like this. I can’t believe he’s into men.”

He slowly undid the buttons of my blouse, muttering to himself. A shiver of revulsion ran through me.

Intense rage surged, but I couldn’t resist. I need to act quickly.

I have to do something. What else can I do in this situation?

I suppressed all distractions and closed my eyes calmly.

“Have you given up? Good, stay still. Hehe, I can’t wait.”

I haven’t given up. I closed my eyes to focus.

First, I need to disable the Magic-Sealing Bracelet. I’ve never done this while in such poor condition and pain, but I have to.

...Oh, my head hurts, and I feel like vomiting. I can’t concentrate.

The man’s voice and touch made it harder to focus.

After several failed attempts, I managed to disable the bracelet using magic perception to grasp its structure and cancel the interference magic with precise manipulation.

I opened my eyes to see the torturer about to touch my exposed chest.

I immediately activated Physical Enhancement Magic.

Ignoring the pain, I ripped the chains binding my wrists and punched the burly torturer in the face.

“Gah!”

One punch wasn’t enough. I broke his nose, shattered his teeth, and crushed his cheekbone. I hadn’t channeled my rage into violence like this in a long time.

I didn’t kill him yet. I need to ask some questions. I’m proud of myself for maintaining my rationality despite the severe beating.

I delivered a final devastating blow to his liver, knocking him out on the dirty floor. Then, I started to tidy myself up.

I forced my aching body to stay upright. I looked like a mess. I chuckled despite the bloodied, battered state. My clothes and undergarments were intact, but my body was covered in cuts, bruises, and broken bones. I might die if left untreated.

...Well, I wasn’t being careful, but I was too complacent. I’ll take this as a lesson.

First, I used a super-complex recovery potion to heal my injuries and condition. While the pain was numbed by rage, I quickly generated and absorbed the potion. The pain vanished, and I was once again reminded of the power of magic.

Next, I removed all the restraints and used a purification spell to thoroughly clean my body and clothes. Finally, I could take a breath.

As I buttoned my blouse, I looked around for my coat and equipment, but they weren’t in the dark room.

They must have been taken elsewhere. I couldn’t bear the thought of my custom potions being used by some idiot.

Fortunately, my boots were nearby, so I wouldn’t have to walk barefoot.

I won’t leave anything behind. I’ll recover everything, every last bit.

For now, there’s something I need to know.

“Still, where am I?”

I don’t think I’ve been unconscious for days, and I don’t think I’m outside Exembra. I can only guess based on my hunger.

I don’t know who the middle-aged noble is or if he’s the mastermind. I need to get some information from the torturer to at least have a clue.

Then, how did I get captured? What caused me to lose consciousness suddenly?

It was probably a sleep-inducing gas. I don’t know if it was magic or a potion, but I fell for it.

They must have hidden it in the explosion to camouflage it. If their goal was to eliminate me, I would be dead now. If it had been a lethal poison instead of a sleep-inducing drug, I would be dead too.

I should have anticipated being targeted, not just using it myself. I need to reflect and come up with a countermeasure.

...Well, let’s explore this creepy room for now. It’s dark, but there are a lot of things scattered around. I might find something valuable.

I’ll try to light up the room.

I created several light orbs with light magic, illuminating every corner.

...This is...

What terrible taste. It makes me want to vomit.

This is clearly a torture room. There are all sorts of instruments, from unfamiliar to standard. Even an Iron Maiden is here.

Some of the instruments and platforms have fresh blood, indicating recent use. The blood pools suggest someone was here not long ago. The amount of blood suggests they didn’t survive.

I can see a large hole in the corner of the room. I have a bad feeling about it, but I don’t want to look.

Exploring this room seems futile.

The torturer, who I half-killed, is in no condition to talk. He’s barely conscious, but I’ll have to try.

I generated a mid-level recovery potion and poured it on him. He started to recover from the severe injuries I inflicted. This should be enough. I confirmed and then stepped on his right ankle, crushing it. I just need him to talk, not walk.

“Ah, ah! It hurts, it hurts! Do you know who I am!?”

“I don’t care. Who are you?”

“Didn’t you hear me before? I’m a member of the Gerdodus family! The duke will deal with you!”

“Quiet. Answer only what I ask. Why did the Gerdodus family target me?”

“Don’t know! I was just told to make you obedient!”

He doesn’t seem to be lying, and he’s not that smart. Knowing the name of the Gerdodus family is a start. I’ll have the Intelligence Unit investigate the family.

“Where are we? Is this the Gerdodus family’s mansion?”

“My leg hurts! You wild woman!”

I silently crushed his left ankle.

“Gaaaaah! You, you...”

“I said, if you answer, I won’t do this. What were you planning to do with me before? Next time, I’ll throw you into that hole.”

“Not that, please! I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”

It was a bluff, but I’m curious about that hole. It looks ominous.

“Now, answer. Where are we?”

The torturer, now more afraid of me, answered through the pain of his broken ankles. Even a scoundrel doesn’t want to die.

It turns out this is the Gerdodus family’s hideout.

The middle-aged noble is the second son of the former Gerdodus family of the old Brenark Kingdom. He’s not the head of the family, so his motives for kidnapping me are unclear. I’ll have the family investigated.

This hideout is in Exembra, and it’s in the McDallian Family’s territory. This can’t be a coincidence. But for now, knowing my location makes it easier to escape.

I asked him everything I could think of, but a mere torturer wouldn’t have much information. He didn’t know who else was in the mansion besides the middle-aged noble.

He also didn’t know where my coat and equipment were, as the middle-aged noble had taken them.

There’s no point staying in this creepy room. The Kikyo Society members must be worried. I’ll do what I need to and leave.

However, a direct breakthrough is risky. I don’t know how to counter the sleep-inducing gas or magic. I can’t afford to be captured again. I need a different plan.

I can detect where people are using magic perception. I’ll deal with everyone at once. That’s the plan.

Oh, right. I’ll recover the small bag of the strange pink powder. I need to analyze it and prepare a countermeasure. I’ll ask Rosabel and Colette to analyze it.

I put the bag in my skirt pocket and focused on magic perception.

Stealth isn’t my strong suit, but a direct approach would likely result in the gas or magic being used again. I need to locate and eliminate each one quietly, especially since it’s night. I don’t want to cause a disturbance.
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			I focused on my magic sense to detect the enemy’s location from the underground torture chamber. Just as I began, the torture chamber door burst open.

A man who looked like another torturer entered the room, carelessly pushing the door wide. He was a muscular guy carrying a tray laden with various tools, like knives and pliers. He had the same rough appearance as the torturer I had already taken down.

“...Ah.”

“...What!?”

Our eyes met, and after a brief moment of shock, he lunged at me. In the blink of an eye, I approached him and delivered a powerful blow to his stomach.

“Gasp!?”

Anger surged within me at the sight of the ominous tools he intended to use on me. “You heretic!” I shouted, grabbing him by the collar and slamming him into the wall.

As the various tools scattered and the dull thud of a body hitting the stone wall echoed, I quietly closed the door, which had been left open. Turning back, I heard the man’s silent scream fade away. It seemed I had thrown him into a section of the wall with a hole in the floor. There was a faint sound of something falling, and it sounded like it was quite deep. I thought I heard a monster’s cry from down there, but I didn’t care. I move on quickly.

I refocused on my magic sensing. Even without using Physical Enhancement Magic, living beings emit a faint magical aura, which I can detect. Non-living magical artifacts also produce a reaction, but it’s different from that of living beings, so distinguishing between them is not a problem.

I expanded my sensing range. My current location, according to the torturer, is the first underground floor. Below this, except for that hole, there are no facilities, so I excluded that area. On the same level as this torture chamber, there are multiple living beings in the horizontal direction. They’re humans, and since it’s nighttime, they’re probably asleep. They’re not moving much, so they might be prisoners like me. What to do about them is a problem. Leaving them behind doesn’t seem right, but carrying them would likely cause more trouble. I’ll leave them for now. There doesn’t seem to be anyone else here.

Next, I expanded my sensing to the upper floors. On the first floor, there are several guards, and a few more people who seem to be sleeping. The first floor doesn’t seem to have many people, except for the entrance area.

Escaping alone without retrieving my belongings would be easy. However, the second and third floors were more problematic.

Both floors had too many people, and it was hard to distinguish between servants and combatants without using Physical Enhancement Magic. I had no idea where the middle-aged noble was either.

It would be easier if there were fewer people or if they were all in one place. Taking them out one by one would certainly alert the others, and if they released a sleep gas, it would be over.

I ruled out using my own poison gas. While it’s possible, I can’t bring myself to use a non-selective poison gas, and I’ve never used it in combat, so I’m not confident in my control. There’s a risk I could poison myself, making it unusable.

What a dilemma. Maybe I should retreat and come back with more people. But that feels unsatisfying. I’d at least like to recover my belongings before leaving.

Staying hidden underground won’t help. I’ll go and check the situation, then decide what to do. If it looks possible, I’ll retrieve my belongings. Depending on the circumstances, I might cause a big commotion. It’s a gamble, but I’ll try to stay hidden as long as I can.

“Well then, let’s get started.”

I didn’t crack my knuckles, as it can make your joints swell. Instead, I punched my palm to psych myself up. Since there was no one wandering around the basement, I didn’t need to be too cautious.

Opening the torture chamber door, I found a small anteroom. There was nothing special here.

Opening the next door, I found a corridor, which was expected. I peeked out from the room and saw a typical iron-barred cell a bit further down. The prisoners must be in there. I decided to go and check it out.

Creeping up to the cell, I quietly peered inside.

An elderly woman was sitting in a chair, and another younger woman was also seated, engaged in some task. A girl lay on a bed.

From their attire, it was clear that the two women were maids or attendants. The girl lying down must be the daughter of a wealthy merchant or a noble lady.

What could they be doing in the middle of the night? They seemed to be diligently taking care of something, so she wasn’t just sleeping.

“Who’s there?”

Oh no, I’ve been spotted. The elderly woman turned and called out. If I had hidden better, I might have been able to avoid detection.

“Is someone there?”

Her voice was confident, as if she knew someone was there. Hiding would be pointless. I didn’t want to cause a commotion, so I decided to show myself. Besides, there was no real point in hiding.

“Be quiet.”

“...Are you a resident here? If so, we have a request.”

“The young lady is sick! Please, take her to a healer! I beg of you!”

“I said, be quiet.”

The elderly woman continued, and the younger woman eagerly added her plea. I silenced them with a finger to my lips, and they quickly complied. The elderly woman then instructed the younger one to continue tending to the girl while she spoke to me in a hushed voice.

“Are you really a resident here?”

“No, I’m a prisoner like you. I just escaped.”

“...Could you be the one who was brought in a little while ago? How did you—”

“More importantly, what’s wrong with the girl?”

“She’s been unwell for some time. Her condition hasn’t improved, and this environment is not suitable for rest.”

She looked uncomfortable and feverish. I decided to give her a mid-level recovery potion. After all, it’s a fleeting encounter, and I couldn’t leave a cute, frail girl in distress. I’d like to charge for it, but in this situation, it’s not practical.

Reaching into my skirt pocket, I generated a crystal vial and filled it with a super-complex recovery potion. I presented it as if it had been in my pocket all along and gestured the elderly woman to come closer.

“Here, this is a recovery potion. It’s very effective for illnesses. Don’t worry, it’s not poisoned.”

“Is this really a healing potion?”

“Yes, give it to her.”

The elderly woman politely thanked me and carefully tucked the vial into her pocket. She would probably test it for poison after I left, but she could have done that in front of me.

“Well, I’m off.”

“Yes, but—”

“Don’t worry. I’ll come back with help. Just wait here.”

“...Yes, thank you. I hope you stay safe. I will repay this kindness someday.”

The elderly woman was surprised by my casual promise and froze for a moment. She quickly recovered and thanked me, though she seemed skeptical of what one woman could do. But they had no other options, so they had to trust me.

I moved away from the cell and reconsidered my next move. What should I do?

Escaping alone would be easy, but it would mean leaving my belongings behind, and that didn’t sit well with me. I couldn’t just leave without doing anything.

Hmm, I don’t have to do everything alone. I could call for help.

If I send up a light magic signal, someone from the Kikyo Society will definitely notice. They’ll probably storm the place head-on. I can use that distraction to take control from the inside. It’s a rough plan, but sometimes you just have to go with the flow.

With that decided, I made my way to the ground floor, using my magic sense to avoid detection. Locks were no obstacle for me. Timing my movements to avoid patrols, I slipped into the hallway and easily made my way outside through a window.

Keeping an eye on the guards, I launched the "gathering signal" dramatically.

“What’s that!?”

“Who’s there? What are you doing? An intruder!?”

“Hey, what’s going on? Check it out!”

“Where is it? Search everywhere!”

Ignoring the shouts, I quickly used a High Jump to retreat to the roof. From there, I could lie low and wait for the Kikyo Society to arrive. I decided to watch the stars until they showed up.

...Oops, I must have dozed off for a bit. The commotion woke me up. It seemed the people inside had come out, so they must be—

Sure enough, I saw Siegrune and Valeria leading the Kikyo Society members arguing with the guards at the gate. Valeria, growing impatient, leaped over the gate, and Siegrune and the others started to break it down. Watching from a distance, I couldn’t help but be impressed by their boldness. They’re a formidable bunch, and I found them reassuring.

Valeria skillfully dodged the guards trying to restrain her and made her way deeper into the compound. Siegrune and the others, having reduced the gate to scrap metal, marched in as if they owned the place.

The guards, now armed and no longer holding back, attacked, but were easily dispatched.

I was enjoying the show when I noticed a guard carrying what looked like a horn approaching from the mansion. That horn was suspicious. It couldn’t just be a regular horn. It must be some kind of magic artifact. I needed to be ready to intervene if necessary.

As I watched cautiously, an explosion spell was cast from another direction, enveloping the Kikyo Society members in flames and smoke. The Kikyo Society’s cloaks should protect them from such a minor spell, but this pattern was familiar...

The smoke from the explosion spell was followed by a thick cloud of smoke from the guard’s horn. It was the same sleep gas I had encountered earlier.

Only Valeria, who was farther away, managed to avoid it. I could use an iron ball to attack from here. I needed to provide support.

As I stood up to help, the smoke began to clear. What?

The Kikyo Society members were standing, though a few in the back had fallen. The explosion spell shouldn’t have had that effect, so it must have been the sleep gas. But how did they resist it?

“Ahh, Siegrune.”

Of course, Siegrune’s Purification Magic. She must have expanded her purification field to counter the gas. The ones who fell must have been outside its range.

Impressive. With her Purification Magic, they can neutralize gas attacks. Siegrune, my Vice-Commander, is always reliable.

With the situation under control, I couldn’t just sit back and watch anymore.

Thanks to Siegrune and the others, most of the guards were now outside. It was time for me to move.
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			While the Kikyo Society members were distracting the enemies, I decided to take control of the mansion.

I dropped from the balcony to a balcony below and immediately knocked out a man who was watching. I entered the room through an open window and began a reconnaissance sweep.

There were no patrols in the mansion.

According to my magic perception, there were people only in one place on the third floor. Multiple people were gathered there.

Easy to find. It’s likely the leader of this place, the second son of the Gerdodus family, along with his guards and aides. The eldest son or the family head might be there too.

I’ll take them alive. They’re nobles and likely have a lot of information on various dark matters. I won’t hold back with these scum. They can be valuable sources of information.

I arrived at the room where the people were gathered.

I had nothing to fear now. The sleep gas trick is out. If they use smoke or gas, I’ll retreat. If anything unexpected happens, the Kikyo Society members will surely come to my aid. I have no choice but to move forward.

“Move!”

I kicked the door open and immediately created iron spikes to impale the guards’ feet.

“Gah!”

“Ah, my leg, aaaaah!”

“Guards, what are you doing! Do your job!”

“What is this!?”

“This, you again! How far do you plan to interfere!?”

“Huh, you! How did you...?”

“Do something! Fulfill your duty! What do you think you’re being paid for!?”

Some of them were still standing, blocking my way.

I created softball-sized iron balls and threw them at their stomachs, one by one, knocking them all unconscious. I held back, but I didn’t want any of them to die yet.

I spotted the middle-aged noble, the second son of the Gerdodus family, among the fallen. He was the only one who looked like a noble. The others were likely lower-ranking nobles or aides.

I’ll take them all alive. They can provide valuable information and be useful as bargaining chips with the noble family. I healed those who were near death. I couldn’t afford to let them die.

I found my coat hanging on a hanger as soon as I entered the room. My equipment and potions were neatly arranged on a shelf next to it. They must have been inspecting them. Everything was there, which was a relief.

I finally felt at ease after taking down the enemies and recovering my belongings. For now, at least.

I used purification magic on my coat and equipment, just to be safe.

I put on my coat and equipment and tied my dark purple hair with a magical hairpin. I felt more focused.

Now, I should join the others. I’ll leave the captured enemies to the younger members.

As I stepped out of the room and started down the stairs, I saw a beautiful girl in a moon-white coat.

“Onee-sama! Are you alright!?”

Valeria rushed to me, hugging me to check if I was okay.

“I’m fine. Thank you for coming.”

I stroked her soft hair and ears, comforting her.

It felt like we hadn’t seen each other in a long time, even though it had only been a day.

“What about the lower floors?”

“It’s fine. I sent them all to hell.”

Oh, “hell.” She probably meant they were severely injured, not killed. But it doesn’t matter either way.

I talked with Valeria for a bit, and then a group of Kikyo Society members rushed up the stairs.

Siegrune and others. There were fewer of them than I had seen outside, so they must have been securing the area or searching for me.

“Yukari-dono, are you alright? Valeria, don’t be reckless.”

“President! I’m glad you’re safe!”

“Y-Yeah, sis!”

“Valeria! You’re too reckless!”

“I’ll go tell everyone the president is safe!”

I informed Siegrune and the others that I was fine and asked about the situation.

“I’m fine, thanks to everyone’s help. What’s the situation downstairs?”

“The enemies have been mostly eliminated. We’re securing the captives and searching the premises.”

“Good job, Siegrune. Everyone did well. Immediately, the room contains the masterminds. Please secure them and pass them to the Intelligence Unit. There might be some interesting information to extract.”

“Understood. I’ll have it done.”

Siegrune ordered the younger members to secure the captives as we went downstairs.

“Siegrune, thank you. I should also thank everyone later.”

“Don’t be silly. That must have been your ‘assembly signal,’ right? Seeing you calm and composed, it didn’t seem like you needed rescue.”

“Not exactly. I’ll explain everything later, but it was pretty bad.”

“What? For you to be in a tight spot, it must have been serious. I look forward to hearing the details later.”

“Right. Oh, there are captives in the basement. We should rescue them too.”

“Understood. I’ve ordered a thorough search, so they’ve likely been found already.”

They were clearly captives and not the enemy, so they wouldn’t be mistaken. If found, they would be rescued properly by our members.

Siegrune took charge of the rescue, prioritizing routine operations. Unlike before, the combat unit leaders didn’t rush into action. Siegrune, as the vice-commander, led the operation, maintaining the balance of our forces. He selected a team of combat unit members to accompany Valeria, while the Vanguard and Intelligence Units were tasked with thorough reconnaissance and information gathering.

Siegrune, a former knight, showed his skill in force allocation.

I waited with Siegrune and Valeria in the first-floor lobby while the younger members finished their tasks.

They were securing captives, recovering valuables, and alerting the Kikyo Society headquarters. We wouldn’t report to the Exembra Garrison; we couldn’t hand over the captives and lose control of the situation.

This incident has a mastermind, and I won’t let them off easily.

Soon, the Kikyo Society members gathered in the lobby.

All the enemies were secured and brought in. There were captives in other rooms besides the basement. I had no specific business with them and released them after a brief interview. They could go wherever they wanted, but I declined their thanks. If they really wanted to thank me, they could do so later.

“Everyone, good work. The nobles and aides should be handed over to the Intelligence Unit. Treat them well, but secure them in the vehicle. As for the servants and guards, they’re not important. Disarm them, confiscate their equipment, and let them go.”

“Are you sure?”

“They’re not worth killing. If anyone wants to, I won’t stop them, but it’s pointless.”

“If you say so...”

The enemies weren’t incompetent. They could likely free themselves given time, and they’d leave on their own. If they resisted, I’d deal with them harshly. I made sure to warn the guard leader about this.

After collecting what we needed, we left the grim mansion.

“Alright, let’s go home.”

“Everyone, let’s move out!”

With Siegrune and me leading the way, we stepped outside. It was already dawn. I wanted to take a bath and rest.

Back at headquarters, I thanked the Kikyo Society members who had stayed up and told them to rest for the day.

I didn’t feel like organizing information right away. I’d do it after a good sleep. I told the Intelligence Unit to rest tonight and start the interrogations later.

I headed straight to the bath, stripped off my clothes, and scrubbed my body thoroughly. Purification magic helped, but a proper bath felt much better.

I soaked in the hot water, feeling completely relaxed. Baths are wonderful. The tension seemed to wash away. Valetta and Siegrune joined me later, and we soaked leisurely before retiring to our rooms.

The next afternoon.

I indulged in a long sleep and a leisurely morning bath, taking a break from my usual early training routine. It’s good to have a day like this sometimes.

The debriefing and discussions were scheduled for the evening, as the leaders had their regular duties. The Intelligence Unit had likely started the interrogations and would have some information by tonight.

“Good morning, Yukari. You seem to be in good spirits.”

“Good morning, Frederica. I feel great, no problems.”

I greeted Frederica and the others in the office and ate the breakfast and lunch that April, Frederica’s assistant, and the other girls had thoughtfully brought.

Valeria was out in the forest training with the apprentices, and Siegrune and Gradena were at work.

After finishing my meal, I took a break and chatted with everyone.

“Alright, I’m going to the Intelligence Unit. Call me if anything comes up.”

The interrogations should be in progress in the intelligence room. I’ll go check.

I entered the restricted area of the intelligence room as usual.

“Yukari! The director is waiting for you. This way, please.”

Graylease led me to the interrogation room and called out.

“Director, I’ve brought the president!”

“Ah, come in. You too.”

Graylease usually calls me by my name, but in here, she called me president.

Josephine and Ortlinde greeted me as I entered. A man in a blindfold was seated in the room, the second son of the Gerdodus family.

“President, it was quite an ordeal for you yesterday.”

“Yeah. I’ll tell you everything that happened to me and what I learned. Then we can conduct the interrogation together.”

“Understood, let’s go to the other room.”

I told Josephine, Ortlinde, and Graylease everything that had happened to me. The other captives were isolated in small, cell-like rooms.

According to the interrogations, the second son remained stubborn, refusing to give even his name. No significant progress had been made. I knew his name, but I needed to verify the information.

“I see, the Gerdodus family.”

“Do you know them?”

“Yes, to some extent. They’re a rather complicated family. They’re a noble family from the old Brenark Kingdom, known for handling the dark side of the royal court. Despite their important role, they fell into decline after the kingdom’s fall. They’ve been involved in various crimes to regain their power. This incident is likely part of that plan.”

The motive for targeting me is unclear, but it’s unlikely that the family behind the dark court acted alone. They might be collaborating with another force. This is just a hypothesis, but it provides a starting point for the interrogation. Starting with a bit of information can make them more likely to talk.

With multiple targets, we can piece together a bigger picture bit by bit.

I re-entered the interrogation room, which could serve as a torture room if necessary.

I don’t like being slow, but I’ll let Josephine and the others handle the interrogation. I’ll step in if violence is necessary.

“Hey, sorry for the wait, mister. Let’s get started. Talk now, and it’ll be better for you. So, what’s your name?”

Josephine was unusually casual. She must have a plan.

“Hmph, I won’t talk to lowly women like you! It’s in your best interest to release me! You commoners wouldn’t understand the power of my family. You’ll regret it once we find you!”

He’s surprisingly confident for someone bound and blindfolded. From their perspective, their disappearance would quickly lead to the Kikyo Society’s involvement.

But from our side, if they attack, they’ll be like moths to a flame. We won’t let our guard down. If they want to attack, let them. We’re ready.

“You know, mister, being confident is one thing, but don’t get too cocky. Mr. Second Son of the Gerdodus family.”

“...”

He started to speak but fell silent. He’s not completely foolish.

His sudden silence after talking so confidently was a bit odd.

“So, I just want to know what happened. Why did you attack our president? I’d like to know the reason. Just start with that.”

“Hmph, I don’t know anything.”

He shouldn’t have spoken. He’s likely talkative and will eventually crack. If he doesn’t want to be released unharmed, Josephine will change her approach. I’ll wait until then.

Josephine’s interrogation skills are excellent. She gradually breaks down the subject’s defenses with small talk. Ortlinde’s silent pressure adds to the effect. Graylease and I watched, impressed.

However, we couldn’t reach the core of the matter. We took a break and moved on to interrogating another subject. Immediate violence can lead to false information. We need to gather information bit by bit, making it hard for them to lie or for us to catch their lies quickly. It’s a technique I don’t understand, but it’s necessary.

We’ll continue the interrogations, and it might take some time. We don’t need to rush, so I’ll assist the Intelligence Unit periodically while they do most of the work.
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			The initial, half-hearted round of interrogations had yielded little useful information, and so we entered the evening's executive meeting without much to show.


The core of the incident would be temporarily set aside, to be properly reported once the Intelligence Unit gathered sufficient data.


Instead, I recounted to everyone—Josephine and the others—the story of my capture and how I rejoined Siegrune’s group.


“So, to sum up, I was hit with suppression magic from multiple casters, rendering my own magic unusable. Even then, victory was still mine—until they slipped sleeping gas into the dust from an explosion spell. I fell right into their trap. Haa… how pathetic.”


I couldn’t think of any way to fully counter suppression magic from several enemies at once. At best, I could always carry a body-enhancement potion. With that, even if magic were sealed, a member of the Kikyo Society should still be able to fight their way out.


“…Even if you admit you were careless at the end, how exactly were you supposed to maintain the upper hand while unable to use magic? Even with throwing weapons, you’d be cut down before you could act.”


“As unreasonable as ever, I see.”


“Hahaha, that’s our Yukari for you.”


With a body-enhancement potion, I could’ve ended things smoothly before ever being caught. I should upgrade it to standard issue—just in case. It probably doesn’t have any side effects, but still… regular use feels a bit like doping. Doesn’t seem healthy.


“Anyway, after being captured, I quickly broke free and launched the rally signal. After that, you all came charging in, and while the reinforcements caused a ruckus, I took down the arrogant bastards one after another.”


Roughly speaking, that’s how it went.


“But sleeping gas, huh? It must’ve been potent enough to knock you out before you could use your anti-sleep magic. That’s something we’ll need to prepare for in the future, don’t you think?”


There is a countermeasure. With Siegrune’s purification magic field, the problem vanishes entirely.


Ordinarily, such an advanced spell would be impossible without purification magic aptitude. But our Kikyo Society has exactly the talent needed to make it feasible.


“Charlotte, you can do this, right?”


We’ll reproduce Siegrune’s purification field using engraving magic. Given Charlotte’s aptitude, it’ll be difficult—but not impossible.


If she can’t do it now, she’ll learn. This is something we absolutely need.


“It’s my turn to shine, then! Please allow me some time. It will be challenging, but I will master it—I promise. Siegrune-san, I’ll be counting on your cooperation.”


The purification field isn’t just useful against poison gas—it’ll also help with filth and blinding attacks. We’ll provide whatever support is necessary.


It’s probably extremely difficult, given we’ve never managed it before. Narrowing the effect to target only toxins might reduce the difficulty slightly. Regardless, Charlotte must succeed. This is an essential countermeasure. Without it, if we’re hit with poison gas indoors or in a confined space, everyone except Siegrune could be wiped out.


“Yes. I’m counting on you, Charlotte. For now, both of us will focus entirely on developing the Purifying Engraving. Adjust our schedules accordingly later.”


That’s settled. This takes priority over regular operations. If the Vice-Commander has any tasks, I’ll handle them.


“By the way, what were you all doing while I was captured? You noticed the rally signal, so you must’ve been searching for me?”


“Oh, it was quite a mess. When you didn’t come back, Valeria and Graylease started panicking.”


Frederica said, looking exhausted, followed by Sophie and Gradena.


“That’s right. Sarah joined in too, shouting that her onee-sama hadn’t returned, and ended up waking up everyone who’d already gone to sleep.”


“I tried to calm them, saying Yukari’s an adult woman—she might just have her own business to attend to. But they wouldn’t listen.”


“Onee-sama would never do that.”


“In the end, we couldn’t believe anything serious had happened to Yukari-dono, but we decided to make a round of the district, partly to search and partly to conduct a night patrol. After that, you know the rest.”


“Well, either way, I’m glad I was rescued.”


I reached over and gently stroked Valeria, who was sitting beside me as usual. Later, I’d have to give Graylease and Sarah-chan some rewards too.


With that, the story of my capture and rescue was settled. I didn’t mention the part about being tortured—no point in bringing it up.


My throat felt dry, so I served everyone hot tea flavored like black tea, enhanced with a super-composite recovery effect.


After sipping our tea and catching our breath, Josephine spoke up.


“By the way, during the interrogation, there was a period when you were absent, right? Someone came asking to see you—claimed his name was Morgast. Do you know him?”


Morgast? Hmm… doesn’t ring a bell. Maybe some crooked noble or merchant I knocked around somewhere. I should’ve seen all the faces of those we arrested, but none stood out.


“…I don’t remember. Either I’ve forgotten, or he just knows me one-sidedly.”


“I see. Either way, he probably wasn’t someone worth remembering. I’ll ask more during the next interrogation. Something might come up.”


“Fine by me. I’ll let you know if I recall anything.”


I’ve become somewhat famous lately—probably just some stalker type. How unpleasant.


Then there was the matter of the goods recovered from the marquess’s estate. Appraisals had given us a rough estimate of their value.


Even if it was just a hideout, it was still a marquess’s mansion. There was plenty of valuables. The compensation already reached a comfortable sum—but we had no intention of stopping here. Every one of the captives held a certain status, and after extracting information through interrogation, we’d collect proper ransoms—or their equivalent. We’d squeeze them dry.


For now, that’s all the information I could share. The reason behind the attack and abduction remained unknown, and the crucial details were left to the Intelligence Unit’s interrogation.


At dawn the next day, in the chilly, dim light before sunrise. The sky was clear, promising a crisp, refreshing morning—the kind that sharpens the spirit.


I’m always an early riser, so I welcomed it. But for the men locked in their cells, it must’ve been a nightmare.


We dragged the sleep-deprived captives from their cells, and the morning’s interrogation began.


“Well then, it would’ve been better if you’d cooperated yesterday. But we can’t afford to take it easy anymore. I’d rather not resort to rough methods—but if you won’t talk, I’ll have to change tactics. Let me ask again—your name, please? This time, consider it a final warning.”


Josephine was already pushing hard this early in the morning. Apparently, after some discussion, the Intelligence Unit decided it was best to escalate things today. Not that we’d been holding back yesterday—just that our methods needed adjusting.


“…I’ve said it countless times. I’ll say nothing. Release me now, or you’ll regret it.”


The same old man, blindfolded and restrained. The second son of House Gerdodus, still defiant. Did he expect rescue from somewhere?


“Oh really? Then let me help you feel more talkative. Vice-Commander—hmm, let’s start with the right arm.”


Josephine said lightly, and Ortlinde, the Intelligence Unit’s Vice-Commander, silently approached the man, released his restraints—not to free him, but to force him into a seated position and stretch his right arm out sideways.


“W-what!? What are you doing!?”


He panicked. During previous interrogations, there had been no physical contact. Now, he had no idea what awaited him.


“President, is this alright?”


What did she mean, “alright”? Of course I knew. I was here to serve as the enforcer of violence. Josephine handed me a short blade, asking for confirmation.


“Of course. Hold him firmly—he might move.”


The man screamed in terror as Ortlinde nodded and I stepped closer.


Josephine suddenly opened the window. The interrogation room was soundproof by design, but with the window open, voices would carry clearly down the corridor to the adjoining solitary cells. Not every word, but loud sounds—screams—would be heard perfectly.


There was nothing left to confirm.


I swung the short blade down hard at the outstretched right arm.


“Wh-what did you—!? AAAAAAA! W-wait, no—AAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!!!”


Suddenly, his right arm was free—but he could feel nothing beyond the elbow. Confused by the sensation, he realized what must’ve happened and descended into utter chaos. He thrashed wildly, but the fixed chair didn’t budge, and his struggles amounted to nothing.


“Alright then, time for the left arm. Still not feeling talkative? Let’s try over here~”


After a brief moment of exhausted screaming, the man heard Josephine’s merciless words and sobbed in a trembling, pain-wracked voice.


“P-please! Help me! I’ll talk! I’ll tell you my name, at least!”


Without exchanging glances, we moved in silent unison.


Ortlinde seized the left arm and stretched it out. I brought the blade down in one swift motion. The terror of a blindfolded man, losing his second limb—impossible to imagine.


I didn’t enjoy this. Nor did Josephine or Ortlinde. We did it because it was necessary—because it was our job. And besides, this damage could be undone. With healing magic of the second rank, severed limbs could be restored completely. Given these men’s status and wealth, they’d return to full health without issue—assuming they made it back home. Still, the instinctive fear of losing limbs was undeniable. And their lives weren’t guaranteed.


“You think a name is enough? Old man, we’re not here to kill you—but if you don’t spill everything, your arms and legs might just end up scattered all over the place~?”


Completely broken by the merciless declaration, the man whimpered his surrender in a trembling, breathless voice.


Ortlinde tossed the severed arms into a nearby box, then doused the stumps with mid-tier healing potion to seal the wounds. Honestly, compared to torturing them slowly, cutting it all off at once to instill terror was probably the more efficient method.


After that, things progressed smoothly. No noble was accustomed to such intense interrogation.


The ruthless questioning of the highest-ranking captive—the marquess’s second son—was overheard, however faintly, by his underlings in adjacent cells. They surrendered just like that, far too easily. Self-preservation came first. I didn’t blame them. That’s just how it was.


Hmm… now that I think about it, the Intelligence Unit has a tough job in more ways than one. Though I’m sure they don’t do this every day.


While the Intelligence Unit conducted detailed interviews and analyzed the gathered information, the rest of us—myself and the other Kikyo Society members—had our own tasks.


Negotiating with the captives’ families and organizations. Thanks to the interrogations, we now knew everyone’s names and statuses. The next step was leveraging that knowledge. To do it efficiently, we had to wait for the Intelligence Unit to finish their preliminary research and provide us with clear strategies or options. Once we had that, I or the Combat Unit would directly confront the targets, intimidate them, and force them to comply. We’d handle each case as the reports came in.


“Your young master’s currently in our custody.”


No tricks, no subtlety—just a direct, blunt declaration. Most targets, already guilty of something, folded quickly. If not, we’d simply barge in and issue our demands by force.


We had no time for the petty theatrics of minor nobles and merchants. We handled our business straightforwardly, as always. The bodyguards who tried to intimidate us? Not even worth noticing.


“W-what are you saying!? Kidnapping!? I won’t allow it!”


“Yeah, save that crap. We already know everything. We’re not here to listen to your excuses. So—how exactly do you plan to settle the score for your idiot heir’s little stunt?”


We demanded money and information—especially information, which we extracted as thoroughly as possible. If money was lacking, we’d seize real estate or magical artifacts instead. We rejected claims to privileges—too many hidden complications, and verifying their actual value took too long. One insolent man who tried to bribe me with a lewd offer was instantly punched to the floor.


Ah, by the way—I finally figured out who that brat Morgast was, the one who’d demanded to see me.


It was during my first visit to the Exembra Commerce Guild, when I went to meet Jallens. This idiot—Jallens’ nephew—showed up out of nowhere and started picking a fight. I didn’t remember him at all, but now that it was mentioned, I vaguely recalled his face.


After that incident, he’d disappeared, suspected of involvement in a loan fraud scheme that framed Jallens. To think he’d resurface here. After interrogation, I handed him over to Jallens.


Most likely, he’d just been used as a pawn in the guild’s power struggles. But he was complicit in the fraud and involved in my abduction. I had no intention of making the kidnapping public, but the fraud was indefensible. Jallens looked conflicted, but he didn’t plan to let it go—apparently, the boy would be imprisoned on charges of breach of trust or something similar.


And so, we continued our rounds, collecting—no, making legitimate compensation claims—from all involved parties, until only the main target, House Gerdodus, and a few noble and merchant families remained.


However, these remaining targets weren’t in Exembra—they were in the Royal Capital. This wasn’t something to handle by letter. A direct confrontation was the only option. And so, the Kikyo Society’s first expedition was decided.


Truthfully, from our information gathering, we already knew why I’d been attacked. There were no real mysteries left. As for House Gerdodus? Nothing complicated—just a straightforward assault. Easy enough.


Alright then. Time to head to the Royal Capital and deliver one hell of a message!
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			"So, can we conclude that everything is now clear?"

"Probably. Reading the report Josephine and Ortrude compiled, there's nothing particularly puzzling. I didn't expect to be caught up in such a complicated situation..."

This was after thoroughly reading the report from the Intelligence Unit, which clarified the reasons behind the attack and kidnapping on me, the president of the Kikyo Society.

I was spending a relaxed evening in my room with Frederica, sipping high-quality whiskey. The conversation, however, inevitably turned to the report from the Intelligence Unit.

I generally avoid complicated matters. If necessary, I will think and act, but I prefer not to deal with troublesome things. The best approach is to simply take out anyone who gets in the way, but the world is not that simple.

The content of the report was abstract and hard to grasp, but I had no doubts about Josephine and the others. If they said it was so, it must be true.

"It's about power and influence. I never expected it to escalate to this level."

"Exactly. If the Intelligence Unit hadn't done a good job summarizing it, understanding the situation would have been difficult even after hearing the details."

It all began in the Royal Capital, where a massive power structure existed.

The arena, where gladiators fought, was a massive gambling venue that attracted not only the citizens of the Royal Capital but also visitors from neighboring cities and other countries.

Compared to our small-scale gambling venues, the arena could accommodate far more people, making it a significantly larger operation.

The arena was the heart of a vast power structure in the Royal Capital. Historically, the construction of arenas was exclusive to the Royal Capital in the former Kingdom of Brenark, which gave it a central role in the associated power structure. It also carried a certain prestige compared to arenas in other countries.

The arena, which had been a symbol of the former Kingdom of Brenark, was destroyed along with its surrounding facilities during the war with Retnark. Even now, years later, there are no concrete plans for its reconstruction. After all, it was just an entertainment venue, and there were more pressing matters to attend to.

However, this was a problem for those who had been profiting from it. Not only corrupt nobles and merchants but also the gladiators, who relied on the arena for income, were in dire straits. The small venues they continued to use after the war provided a fraction of their previous earnings, far less than what their dangerous profession warranted.

The people who had benefited from the arena's power structure tried to revive it in the post-war Royal Capital. However, recreating the pre-war environment proved challenging, and the gladiators could no longer wait.

Exembra, now more populous and prosperous than the former Royal Capital, became a potential new home for the arena. With its abundant resources and substantial financial flow, Exembra could provide the same, if not greater, opportunities.

After the dust settled from the war, the people who had fled the Royal Capital began to move. Many of them had survived, and those who had died in the war were few. The profit-driven nobles and merchants would not abandon such a lucrative opportunity.

The reconstruction of a new power structure and the operation of the arena in Exembra seemed feasible, but there were issues.

First, the lack of high-level and mid-level healers.

While they existed, there were not enough to spare for a new arena.

Gladiators, who risked their lives in combat, needed healers to reduce fatalities. High-level and mid-level healers were essential, and multiple healers would be required at all times.

However, healers were in high demand everywhere, and securing them was not easy, especially those capable of using mid-level or higher magic. Even the Healer Guild could not provide a complete solution.

For the gladiators, securing healers was a matter of life and death. If this aspect was neglected, their morale and trust in the organizers would plummet.

The Kikyo Society emerged as a potential solution. According to investigations, they had formidable combat capabilities, operated multiple front companies, and had access to high-level recovery potions. Unconfirmed reports suggested they had a close relationship with the legendary healer, Rosabel, which added credibility to their potion supply.

Furthermore, the proposed location for the arena was in the northern district of Exembra, an area not fully controlled by the underworld. It was adjacent to a territory controlled by a Kikyo Society-affiliated family, making it a convenient location.

If all this was true, entrusting the arena's operation to the Kikyo Society would solve all the problems.

The arena, being a gambling venue, would attract many rough and dangerous individuals. Ensuring order would require significant combat power, and the Kikyo Society's reputation as a force to be reckoned with would serve as a deterrent.

The Kikyo Society's combat capabilities would also help manage the gladiators, who were often unruly. Unlike established underworld organizations, the Kikyo Society had fewer entanglements, making them easier to work with at the upper levels.

A female-led arena would be unique and a valuable selling point for attracting visitors from other countries.

The Kikyo Society seemed to meet all the necessary conditions for this opportunity.

For the Kikyo Society, it was an intriguing and potentially lucrative proposition. A cut of the arena's profits, along with the opportunities to manage surrounding facilities like lodging and restaurants, would be highly profitable.

They could also build alliances by sharing some of the power with other organizations. Securing nearby land in advance would provide additional financial benefits.

However, to ensure a smooth operation, accurate information was essential. Even with the Kikyo Society's favorable reputation, any falsehoods could undermine the plan. Verifying the Kikyo Society's claims would take time, and not everything could be confirmed.

Thus, they decided to initiate direct negotiations with the Kikyo Society. This was a closely guarded secret known only to a select few in the city's upper echelons and arena-related circles, and it was natural that we were unaware of it.

However, there were those who did not approve. The recent incident was an attempt to sabotage these negotiations. By capturing me, they aimed to tarnish the Kikyo Society's reputation and uncover our secrets through interrogation. There were rumors about our mysterious metal threads and ingots, and securing them could lead to additional significant power. Moreover, the Kikyo Society, being a group of attractive and capable women, had various potential uses. They could be used as bargaining chips or for personal enjoyment.

If Rosabel's existence were revealed, her forced cooperation could provide significant leverage over the Healer Guild.

Thus, a faction sought to actively involve and utilize the Kikyo Society, while another faction aimed to obstruct them.

The Gerdodus Marquis family, which controlled the dark underbelly of the former Royal Palace and the Royal Capital, allied with other power-holders in the Royal Capital and co-conspirators in Exembra to plan the Kikyo Society's elimination.

Among those in Exembra, some nobles and factions within the Commerce Guild who were hostile to the Kikyo Society, along with the unexpected involvement of the McDallian Family from the underworld and the Snake Head Society of the Five Great Families, made the situation particularly volatile.

"The Kikyo Society has gained many prominent members, including you, Yukari, and has grown in strength."

"Still, compared to the Five Great Families, our organizational power is lacking, though our combat strength is considerable."

There had been previous plans to build an arena in Exembra, and approaches were made to the Five Great Families, who had their own healers and combat power. However, disagreements over who would take charge led to the abandonment of these plans.

The proposed arena, with its massive seating capacity, would generate far more revenue than any of the smaller gambling venues run by the Five Great Families.

Everyone wanted it for themselves, and numerous organizations would do anything to secure it.

A bloody conflict was inevitable. Despite this, plans were repeatedly stalled due to internal disputes and hidden connections among the upper echelons.

However, if the arena were to be successfully established, it would bring significant benefits to the city. The influx of visitors to Exembra would promise vast wealth. Even if some of the profits were siphoned off, the tax revenue would be substantial.

For us in the Kikyo Society, taking on the practical operations would not change the risk of conflict with underworld organizations like the Five Great Families. If a conflict broke out, it would be a disaster for the arena.

However, the opportunity was worth pursuing.

The Kikyo Society, with its grand amusement park concept, needed more funds, expertise, and connections to realize its vision. This was a significant and profitable opportunity.

If issues arose, the Kikyo Society would handle them with full force. In extreme cases, I would take decisive action. No matter the opposition, whether it was the Five Great Families or anyone else, interfering would not be tolerated. If necessary, we would crush them. We also had plans to share some of the profits to avoid unnecessary conflicts.

For example, if we took charge of the arena, there would be multiple positions for management and administration, prestigious roles that would appeal to many. The Kikyo Society would ensure a seat, and we could push for one or two more. These positions would satisfy vanity and attract interest. The rewards for such roles would be substantial.

If we could reach a mutually beneficial agreement with the Five Great Families, unnecessary conflicts could be avoided. Some factions would still seek conflict, but they would have to be eliminated. A large-scale conflict was likely, but we had no choice but to proceed. We needed everyone involved to be prepared. If it had to be done, we would do it. As usual.

"Yukari was unfortunate to be directly involved in this situation without knowing the full details."

"Yes, but it's over now. I'll thoroughly crush anyone who tries something like this again, and we'll make sure to get our due."

"Be reasonable. The Royal Capital is essentially enemy territory, and sending reinforcements won't be easy."

Being targeted due to power and money was unfortunate. Retaliating against the Gerdodus Marquis family, who seemed to be behind this, was a natural conclusion. Thus, we were heading to the Royal Capital. We were going.

Initially, I was advised against personally leading the expedition to the Royal Capital, but there were reasons to do so.

I wanted to personally repay the debt of being captured and humiliated. Given the ongoing operations in Exembra, we couldn't send a large number of people, and my presence as the highest combat strength was strategically advantageous.

"Is the chosen team really sufficient? While the combat strength is adequate, I'm concerned about the unknown territory."

"It's new to me and Frederica, but others who know the area are going with us. We'll be fine."

In addition to myself, the team included Valeria and Gradena, the Vanguard Unit led by Ophelia, the third combat unit led by Albert and Mia, and support from the combat support unit. Josephine, the Intelligence Unit leader, and a few young members would also join. This team was more than enough for any situation.

We would also bring the Gerdodus Marquis family's second son and others with connections in the Royal Capital.

Siegrune would remain in Exembra as Deputy Leader and Acting President, with the rest of the combat units staying behind. The Vanguard Unit and combat support unit would not all be sent, ensuring that operations in Exembra continued smoothly even with our temporary absence.

Meanwhile, Charlotte's purification engraving development was making progress, and preparations for the expedition were proceeding smoothly.

"It's about time. Let's get some sleep. Frederica, you'll join me for morning training. I've noticed you've been slacking off."

"Ah, well, I've been busy..."

"I know you're busy, but you've been spending a lot of time on your hobbies. I'll get you back in shape before we go to the Royal Capital."

"Eh!"

"Be on time in the morning, or there will be consequences."

I dismissed the reluctant Frederica and quickly fell asleep. I not only wake up easily but also fall asleep quickly, much like a healthy person.
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			Several days passed after the various events, and finally, Charlotte brought good news.

"I... I've finally completed it. I'm terribly sorry, but I'll have to engrave it on the equipment tomorrow... Ah..."

With dark circles under her eyes, Charlotte stumbled into the office and promptly fainted.

"Hey, Charlotte, are you okay? She's asleep."

"She's been pulling all-nighters. She really pushes herself. Really."

"She looks so satisfied in her sleep."

"She must have worked very hard. But it seems her efforts paid off."

With the completion of the gas purification engraving, there was nothing to fear. Although we still needed to have the engraving done on our coats, today we would let Charlotte rest.

According to Siegrune, who had been assisting with the development, the completed engraving had a limited effect range and focused solely on purifying gases and smoke. Purifying dust and sweat was beyond Charlotte's current capabilities, but for the most necessary function, it was perfect. This would be a good starting point for her next goal.

Siegrune's purification field was actually an advanced third-level magic, and recreating it entirely with engraving magic required an equivalent or higher level of magic, which was a significant challenge.

However, the basic purification engraving was complete, and our expedition preparations were progressing smoothly. Then, we received some unexpected news.

A piece of equipment that would be useful for the expedition had arrived at the Kikyo Society. It was the armored personnel carrier we had commissioned from the Buladesh Company a while back, originally requested as a gift from the Balgar Clad family during a meeting. Although the development was challenging, a significant amount of time had passed, and I had almost forgotten about it.

I had made quite demanding requests, but I was curious to see the result. I immediately went to check it out with Valeria.

Upon arriving at the Buladesh Company, we quickly got to the point.

"Buladesh, it's been a while. The item we requested is ready, right?"

"Yes, it is. I admit, it's quite impressive. It took longer than expected, but please come and see."

We were led to the back of the store, not the front shop, but a spacious area that resembled a truck dock. There, standing majestically, was a monstrous vehicle that exceeded even our expectations.

"What do you think? This should do the trick, right?"

Siegrune proudly spread her arms to indicate the massive vehicle, which looked like a reinforced version of a large 10-ton truck.

"Isn't it a bit... too big? It's solid, and it seems like it could carry 3 or 4 smaller vehicles with ease."

Valeria and I were taken aback. How did it end up like this? Is bigger always better?

"Wasn't it supposed to be final?"

"I remember it being left to our discretion."

"Well, yes, but this is... a bit too much."

"True, but it meets the initial requirements you set, doesn't it?"

We looked up at the monstrous armored personnel carrier, which could only be described as a monstrosity. What are we supposed to do with this?

It was clear it wouldn't fit in the headquarters' garage. Even if we managed to bring it back, the only place to park it would be the large parking lot on Sixth Avenue. Getting it there in the first place would be a challenge. In this situation, perhaps we should build a large garage on the outskirts. I was drifting into a bit of escapism.

"Onee-sama, bigger is better, right?"

Valeria, who had recovered from her shock, seemed oddly excited.

"Is that so? But this must have cost a fortune, right? It's impressive that the Balgar Clad family approved it."

The development costs were one thing, but the materials alone for this single unit must have been exorbitantly expensive.

"Actually, it turned out to be an unexpected development. The concept of the armored personnel carrier really impressed the Balgar Clad family. They said there was no budget limit and asked us to do everything possible as a prototype. Based on this prototype, they plan to build more for the Clad family. Since it's a prototype, we packed in as many features as possible. We got good data and valuable experience, but even our veteran craftsmen said they would never want to build such a large-scale project again."

Rich people think in ways I can't understand. I can't judge, though. The craftsmen's efforts are commendable.

Still, while it might be fine for highways, navigating city streets would be a challenge. The defense and transport capabilities far exceeded our expectations, so overall, the benefits might outweigh the drawbacks. Maybe.

For the upcoming expedition to the Royal Capital, it might just be perfect.

"It's a bit too big, but the essential functions are excellent. Let's accept it. However, we can't transport it to our parking lot. Is there a place on the outskirts where we can park it temporarily?"

"We have that covered. We have a large garage we can use. You can use it freely until you find a permanent location. We'll handle the transportation."

"That's considerate of you. Thank you."

We would use their garage for now. We would soon be leaving for the Royal Capital, so we would find a suitable location later. In the meantime, I would ask the Secretariat Unit to secure a property on the outskirts that could serve as a garage.

But with a vehicle this large, we could easily fit a motorcycle or two. That's a nice bonus.

I planned to travel on the Bloomstar Galaxy, weather permitting, so I wouldn't use this vehicle. However, it would be useful to have the option to carry a motorcycle if needed.

"One thing to note is that it consumes a lot of mana. The vehicle's body is coated with a magic mineral to enhance its defenses, so it requires a significant amount of mana in addition to its power source. But you have plenty of pre-charged mana stones, don't you?"

"Sure, we have a large stock of pre-charged mana stones for magic training. We have more than enough."

"That's enviable. If you have more than you need, could you spare some?"

"Maybe. We have our uses for them, but I'll think about it."

After a bit of casual conversation, we left the matter to Buladesh and departed. The Kikyo Society members would surely be surprised, and I planned to gather everyone who had free time to see it.

Incidentally, I placed a new order for a smaller, more manageable version for city use. The delivery would take some time, but I decided to use my pocket money for it.

After all, upon closer consideration, it's convenient, sturdy, and cool! Who wouldn't want a sleek armored vehicle?

Some time after receiving the armored personnel carrier, our expedition preparations continued.

In a corner of the Kikyo Society headquarters' garage, supplies for the expedition were piled up in mountains. Considering the number of people, the amount of supplies was quite substantial, but it wasn't as much as it seemed.

There were several towns and villages along the way to the Royal Capital, and a large inn town midway. We planned to purchase food from local stores and eat at restaurants when available. The chances of encountering food sources like magical beasts and animals were also high, so we only needed to carry emergency rations.

Water wasn't an issue with magic, and the armored personnel carrier was equipped with a water tank for emergencies.

As for sleeping arrangements, we planned to stay at inns along the way, so we only needed to carry minimal camping gear as a backup.

Personal items like changes of clothes were also minimal. With purification magic, changing clothes wasn't strictly necessary, but it was a matter of preference. I would bring a reasonable number.

We also packed a substantial amount of various recovery and magic potions, which we could keep as emergency supplies if not used during the journey.

Pre-charged mana stones were essential for power, but we expected to use only a fraction, as the magic coating on the armored personnel carrier would not require constant mana input unless in combat. We would also recharge mana stones during the journey, so it might not be used as much as expected.

While everyone was busy with expedition preparations and regular operations, I was trying to change my sub-weapon and working on creating a new one.

My previous mithril spear, while of higher quality, was only used for spear throwing because I was into it at the time. I wasn't particularly skilled or fond of spear combat. While it was a high-quality spear, it was too powerful and cumbersome for spear throwing and difficult to carry.

So, a new weapon concept emerged.

Something easy to handle and that would get me pumped up.

I was skilled in throwing, as evidenced by my proficiency in the throwing skill. Conversely, I was also excellent at striking. This naturally led to a specific shape.

A bat, of course.

Other than gloves, what weapon could be more suitable for me and get me hyped up? None, really!

But this wouldn't be just any bat. In this world, a weapon that would suit me, one that could do more than just hit balls, was what I needed.

I quickly visualized the final design and used mineral magic to bring it to life.

The bat, with a lustrous glow like labradorite, materialized in my hands, feeling satisfyingly heavy.

I immediately started practicing with light swings to adjust the shape and balance. In the spacious underground training area, I could freely swing the bat without any issues.

*Whish! Whish! Whish!*

"H-Hey! W-What's that? It's making a loud noise!"

"Stay back! You might get hurt if it hits you!"

Indeed, the weight of the nova ore ensured a satisfying heft. While it was dangerous under extreme pressure, it wouldn't explode under normal conditions. Coating it with orichalcum would make it an invincible weapon against magic and physical attacks.

With a thin layer of orichalcum wrapped around the nova ore bat, it was complete.

The elegant silver glow covered the long bat, exuding a graceful beauty that was almost sensual.

A physically and magically resilient, one-of-a-kind ultra-heavy bat. Perfect for me.

The balance and grip were tricky, so I would have preferred a professional blacksmith to handle the materials. However, the hardness of nova ore made it difficult to work with, even for skilled blacksmiths. My familiarity with the bat allowed me to create a satisfactory version.

I swung the newly completed bat once more.

*Vroom!*

"Yep, it's perfect. I'm very satisfied with it."

"Yukari, what is that..."

"Oh, it's you, Ophelia. Curious?"

"No, I think I'll pass."

"Okay? You can ask anytime."

Ophelia is strange. I was so proud of my masterpiece, I wanted to show it off.

I would gather everyone later to share the details. Yes, I would.

"Oh, right."

I couldn't forget this last step. I engraved the Kikyo Society emblem meticulously, completing the ultra-heavy silver bat.

While it was a sub-weapon, my main weapon remained the glove made from magical metal threads and metal pieces, crafted by Torietta. Using it allowed me to maximize my combat potential.
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			Departure for the Royal Capital!

			The day finally arrived for our departure to the Royal Capital.

I, as usual, completed my early morning training, took a refreshing shower, and finished breakfast. Everything was in perfect order.

Our luggage was already loaded onto the large jeep and the armored personnel carrier, so all we needed to do was board. There was no last-minute preparation needed, and we had plenty of time to spare.

I sipped my coffee, waiting for the group to gather. How elegant. It looked like we would have a smooth journey.

By the window, I looked down at my upgraded black coat. The elegant coat now bore the new engraving magic, and the gas purification effect had been thoroughly tested. There was nothing to fear.

A few members' coats had exceeded their capacity and exploded, but we managed to complete the engraving for everyone. Charlotte, having fulfilled her mission, was already working on the next challenge. It was impressive.

While idly reflecting on the past few days, I recalled the unveiling of the monstrous armored personnel carrier, which I unfortunately couldn't attend. I missed seeing everyone's reactions.

When I returned to the headquarters, the topic of conversation was all about it. I wished I had been there!

The captured members of the Gerdodus Marquis family were still confined in their cells. Although there weren't many of them, as we had already released those from Exembra in exchange for compensation, they remained in custody.

The cells were equipped with toilets and washrooms, and we provided them with meals. They were not at risk of dying, and after the initial interrogations, we didn't pay them much attention.

One problem arose, however. The Gerdodus Marquis family's second son had lost both his arms. Should we take care of him? No, but he couldn't eat properly, and he was a valuable bargaining chip. In the end, it was easier to just heal his arms. Rosabel and Colette's existence was already known, so there was no point in hiding it.

Initially, we had considered having Kikyo Society members take care of him, but everyone was busy, so we decided to let others handle it. The maids from the Marquis family's hideout, who had nowhere else to go, were hired for this task. They were paid by the Marquis family, of course.

With the maids taking care of the captives, we didn't need to worry about it, and we almost forgot about their existence. We still needed them, though.

"Yukari, are we meeting at the outskirts garage once we're ready?"

"Yes, Gradena. I already said goodbye to everyone last night. Just meet at the outskirts garage when you're ready."

"If we have time, I'll do some shopping."

"Sis, we're coming too!"

"President, I'll see you later. Excuse me."

The remaining members of the third combat unit, including Albert and Mia, also left. Now, only Valeria and I were left at headquarters. Everyone else was busy with last-minute preparations.

Earlier, I had peeked into Valeria's room. She was excited about the trip and carefully selecting what to bring. It was nice to see her so enthusiastic.

The night before, we had a grand farewell party to wish the expedition success. It wouldn't be a long journey, and we would meet again soon.

We had already informed our allies about the expedition, so there was no need for unnecessary worry.

I had been reading a magazine and sipping coffee, but Valeria was nowhere to be seen. We had plenty of time, but I had some errands to run. I didn't want to rush her, so I decided to leave without her.

I went to her room to say goodbye.

"Valeria, I'm leaving first."

"Oh, Onee-sama, I'm sorry for keeping you waiting."

"It's fine. Meet you at the assembly point later."

"Yes, Onee-sama. See you later."

My luggage was already loaded onto the jeep, so I left with nothing but what I usually carried in my coat. I took a leisurely walk to the end of Sixth Avenue, to the Dominic Cruel Workshop.

The vehicle I would use for the trip was neither the jeep nor the armored personnel carrier but my beloved Bloomstar Galaxy. I had asked Doc to maintain it, and now I was here to pick it up.

"Doc, I'm here!"

"Oh, it's you. Everything's ready."

He had replaced various parts due to wear and tear from frequent use.

"You're lucky. If I were younger, I'd want to go on a long ride too."

"What are you talking about? You don't look like you're going to collapse anytime soon."

I exchanged a few jokes with the still-energetic Doc and climbed onto my motorcycle.

"I'm sure you'll get into some trouble again, but come back safely!"

"Heh, I'll bring back a souvenir or two. You can look forward to it!"

The black and silver motorcycle gleamed in the sunlight as I rode it smoothly. There was still time, and I had nothing else to do, so I decided to head to the garage.

When I arrived at the outskirts garage, many members were already gathered. They were early, which was impressive.

I entered the garage, and the first thing I saw was the armored personnel carrier. It was the first time I had seen it since the initial inspection, but it looked very different now. It was completely transformed.

"What on earth is this?"

The once rugged armored personnel carrier had been transformed into something extremely flashy.

The front was adorned with a large Kikyo Society emblem in purple, which glowed like neon. Surrounding the emblem were glowing panels with intricate patterns.

Above the windshield was another glowing Kikyo Society emblem with a sign that read "Kikyo Society" in glowing letters. Other parts of the vehicle were covered with various words and phrases, such as "Beautiful Beast," "No Fights, No Fun," and "Women Have Guts." It was overwhelming.

The name "Delta" was prominently displayed next to "Kikyo Society" in glowing letters. It was quite a sight.

Of course, the flashy design wasn't limited to the front. The sides of the vehicle were covered with realistic paintings of Kikyo flowers, the Romariel Mountains, and piles of gold and gems. The name "Delta" and "Kikyo Society" were boldly displayed on the sides. It was clear that the roof was also decorated, though I couldn't see it from where I stood.

It was... something else.

"Amazing! It looks incredible!"

"You understand, Yukari! How does it look?"

It was Gradena, the acting vice-commander of the Kikyo Society, who had transformed the armored personnel carrier. She was the culprit.

But I had already accepted this bold design. It was quite impressive and perfectly suited our style.

"You've outdone yourself."

"I named it 'Delta.' It's a bold and majestic design, don't you think?"

"You did a great job, Gradena!"

While we were excited, some of the younger members looked unsure.

"We're actually riding this?"

"I didn't expect the president to accept it so easily..."

"What are you talking about? It looks awesome!"

Some members seemed to appreciate the design. Not everyone had the same taste, but it was clearly impressive.

Still, how did it end up like this? When did this happen?

"When I saw it, I fell in love with it and just had to make it even better. Hehehe."

Gradena blushed, looking embarrassed. Well, it was pretty cool!

"By the way, why 'Delta'?"

"Glad you asked! Delta is the nickname for the highest peak in the Romariel Mountains. I took the name from there."

I knew the official name of the mountain, which was hard to remember, but the nickname was a good choice. It had a nice ring to it.

"Delta" also reminded me of words like "Destroy," "Destruction," "Desire," and "Desperate." In that sense, it suited us.

Despite the unexpected transformation, everyone had gathered, and the atmosphere was a bit awkward.

In any case, everyone was here.

We would use the armored personnel carrier, two large jeeps, and additional vehicles and motorcycles that members had brought on their own. Valeria had brought her own super-sport motorcycle, and Ophelia and Albert had cruiser-type bikes like mine. Even Josephine had a stylish mid-sized four-wheeler.

Not just the officers but many young members had brought their own vehicles, eager to show off their prized rides.

Someone had even commissioned a custom dune buggy. While it didn't have spiked shoulder pads or a mohawk, it was still a bit much.

Still, I couldn't complain, as I had brought the Bloomstar Galaxy. A large group might be a bit much, but it would be fine.

I decided to focus and conduct the final checks.

"Ophelia, thanks for bringing them. Did everything go smoothly?"

"Yeah, they were pretty quiet. It would have been more exciting if they had tried something."

The guests we were transporting to the Royal Capital, including the Gerdodus Marquis family's second son and his companions, plus the maids, would all be loaded onto the armored personnel carrier. They were valuable bargaining chips, and as non-combatants, they needed to be protected from threats like magical beasts and bandits. The heavily fortified Delta was the best choice.

They were now quietly waiting in a corner. The nobles who had initially complained loudly were now much more subdued. They looked quite worn out from the repeated interrogations and time spent in confinement. Even the overweight ones had slimmed down a bit, which was a good thing. They should be grateful.

During the journey, they would stay at inns, along with the maids. We had considered keeping them in the vehicle, but there was no need for that. They weren't likely to try to escape, and if they did, they would know the consequences for their families. They could stretch their legs in the inns, and it would be easier for us to manage them.

I had some concerns about leaving the city.

We had experienced multiple attacks, and it was natural for me, as the president, to worry about the remaining Kikyo Society members.

Of course, I trusted their abilities, which was why I was going on this expedition. However, worries were still worries.

So, I decided to take a precaution.

It was the item I had received from the Grand Master of the Anastasia Union.

I had almost forgotten about it, but it was time to use it. The promise of the Anastasia Union to support us, even if only once. I would call on them now. If nothing happened, that was fine too. But the peace of mind was worth it.

I had secretly asked the Grand Master's sister to arrange it. This would serve as an additional insurance.

All expedition members were ready, the supplies were packed, and there were no concerns.

"Everyone, double-check your belongings. We're leaving!"

"Let's go!"

"Yay!"

After the busy days in Exembra, the expedition to the Royal Capital could also be a kind of rest and a chance to enjoy the journey. We could take our time and even make a few stops along the way, if the mood struck us.
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			A Chaotic Road Trip

			The journey to the Royal Capital is actually not as difficult as you might think.

After all, the Royal Capital was the heart of the country, and Exembra was one of the largest cities within its borders. It was only natural that a major road connected these two significant places, a well-maintained stone-paved thoroughfare that made motorcycle travel a breeze.

There's even a fairly large inn town at the midpoint, which has continued to develop since the war. With the destruction of the Royal Capital, many of its former residents had relocated there, providing ample manpower.

A well-paved road with an inn town along the way should pose no problems for ordinary travelers. With our ride, the speed limiter has been removed, so if we really pushed it, we could arrive much faster than usual.

But that wouldn't be any fun, would it? This is a journey, after all.

So, without any objections, we set off at a leisurely pace, a stark contrast to our earlier, more spirited departure. A relaxed trip has its own charm, you know.

"Onee-sama! It feels so good!"

"Really! Perfect weather for a trip, isn't it?"

As the sun climbed higher, the temperature rose, and the refreshing breeze flowing over our bodies felt wonderful. It was the perfect time of year, just before early summer.

"I'm so glad I had a motorcycle made. I never knew it could feel this good."

"Same here. When we were adventurers, we always traveled on foot or by carriage. We should have done this earlier."

I led the way, with Valeria riding alongside me. Ophelia and Albert followed closely behind.

In the middle of our group, the Delta shone brightly, with Gradena naturally at the helm.

The Kikyo Society was making its way down the broad road, and it truly felt wonderful. The sunlight, the wind, and the air were all delightful, and the engine sounds of the Bloomstar Galaxy and our conversations added to the joy.

In this unusually open and carefree mood, we were cruising along when I spotted something.

"Huh!? What's that?"

"Onee-sama?"

My sharp eyes didn't miss the large bird-type monster on a distant hill, far off the road. It was a powerful creature known for walking on land rather than flying, and it was notoriously difficult to defeat. Even seasoned adventurers and knights often struggled against it, and its escape speed was legendary. But what made it even more famous was its delicious taste.

It was incredibly tasty, one of my favorite foods.

Unfortunately, these creatures were rare in this area, and hunting them was challenging. When they did appear, they were incredibly expensive. The price wasn't the issue; it was the rarity that made it hard to enjoy them. I'd love to eat them every day!

So, when I saw one, there was no way I was letting it get away.

I accelerated suddenly, veering off the road.

"Hey, Yukari! What's going on!?"

"Is something wrong!?"

We couldn't waste any time. The monster was fast, and we still had a distance to cover. If we didn't hurry, we might lose it.

"We don't have time! Disable the speed limiter and follow me!"

With that, I sped off at full throttle.

The monster was running, and it was fast. The Bloomstar Galaxy's engine roared, and the bird-type monster, sensing the danger, started sprinting like a mad thing.

It was incredibly quick. Its speed on land was no joke. Even with the speed limiter removed, our bikes were only just keeping up. The terrain was rough, and we couldn't reach our full speed, but we were still moving fast enough to keep the monster in sight. It was frustrating not to be able to catch up.

From the bumpy motorcycle, it was hard to throw anything accurately, and I didn't want to risk spoiling the meat. It seemed the only option was to wait for the monster to tire out.

After a while, the landscape changed to a rocky terrain, and my tongue almost clicked in frustration.

The rough ground was just as much of a challenge for the monster, and its speed started to drop.

As I tried to keep up, I noticed something ahead—a large rock formation jutting out like a tower. The monster, surprisingly agile, started climbing it.

When we reached the base of the rock formation, I could see the monster resting on top, still wary of us.

I dismounted the Bloomstar Galaxy and prepared to throw, but I quickly realized that even if I hit it, retrieving the meat would be a problem. This was a tricky spot.

As I pondered, the others finally caught up.

"What's going on? You looked like you were chasing a monster..."

The Kikyo Society members were clearly exhausted from the long, rough ride.

I feel bad. Even Ophelia, usually full of energy, looked unusually tired.

"That thing up there."

I pointed to the rock formation, and everyone seemed to understand.

"Onee-sama, is it that monster?"

"…President, did you really want it that much?"

"Seriously?"

"I have to catch it! Eating its meat today is a mission given to me by the heavens!"

The others looked at me with mixed expressions, but they seemed to understand that we were committed.

I explained the problem of how to catch and retrieve the monster, and Albert came up with a simple but effective plan.

"Why don't we do this?"

His plan was straightforward: I would throw a large iron ball near the monster to scare it off the rock, and Albert would be ready with his bow to finish it off once it was on the ground.

"I haven't used my bow in a while, so this is perfect."

Albert, a skilled archer who usually favored a hammer, volunteered for the task.

We could execute the plan with just me, but I decided to let Albert take the lead. I was curious to see his skills in action.

With the plan set, I prepared a large iron ball, and Albert equipped his bow from the well-stocked jeep. He gave me a nod, signaling he was ready.

"Here we go. Albert, I'm counting on you."

"Got it!"

The monster had been a tough adversary, so I decided to give it a good scare. I threw the iron ball with an overhand swing, aiming for the rock above the monster. The impact and the shower of broken rock startled the creature, which quickly jumped off the rock and glided through the air.

"Wait, it's flying!?"

The monster, unable to fly on its own, had managed to glide. We were caught off guard.

But only for a moment.

As soon as the monster began to glide, a lightning-fast arrow, glowing like a bolt of lightning, struck it squarely on the head.

The sight of Albert's perfect shot was exhilarating.

Many of the younger members of the Combat Unit were seeing Albert's skills for the first time, and they were thoroughly impressed. Even Vice-Commander Mia seemed reinvigorated, though she had her own specialties to contribute to our journey.

After the excitement, we realized it was already evening, and we decided to camp here. While the young members handled the monster, I went with Albert to scout the area.

Others went out to explore the surroundings as well, just in case there were more monsters. By the time we returned, the preparations for the camp and the monster's processing were complete.

We gathered for dinner, and the atmosphere was lively.

"Yeah, it's delicious!"

I took a bite of the grilled bird meat, savoring the juices. The meat was tender and flavorful, and I was very satisfied.

We had been feeding the nobles and their servants decent meals even when they were in captivity. This was their first time eating such a wild meal, and they seemed pleasantly surprised, devouring the food with enthusiasm. They were tougher than they looked.

We had planned to stay at an inn on the first night, but now we were camping. Despite the unexpected turn of events, the bird meat was worth it.

The next morning, I woke up early, as usual, and felt refreshed. I quickly used a purification spell to freshen up and set off for a light jog up a nearby hill.

I watched the horizon, waiting for the sunrise. When Valeria joined me, we stood together, basking in the early morning light. I instinctively hugged her for warmth, even though it wasn't necessary.

Sometimes, it's nice to have these moments.

After everyone woke up, we had a quick breakfast with leftovers from the previous night. Then, we faced a new challenge.

"I'm… lost."

We were completely lost. Even Mia, a former scout, found it difficult to retrace our path after deviating so far from the road. The terrain had changed significantly.

"Well, that's what happens when you wander so far off course."

"What do we do? We could head north and eventually find a road or a river."

We had no idea how we had ended up here, having chased the monster in a frenzy. The Royal Capital was to the northeast of Exembra, and while the road didn't go straight there, our path had definitely been in that direction. The bird-type monster had been to the west when we first spotted it, so we were likely somewhere to the west of the road.

We could have gone with the wind and our whims, but we needed a plan. We decided to head north.

"Alright. Our course is north. If we see anything, we'll signal."

"Got it. We'll figure it out."

The Kikyo Society members were well-trained, so they weren't overly concerned. The atmosphere was surprisingly relaxed, which was a relief for me.

The nobles and their servants were understandably anxious, but they had no say in the matter. There was nothing to worry about; we'd find our way.

We set off north, slowly navigating the rough terrain. Along the way, we hunted more monsters for food and collected fruit, marveling at the richness of the land. Mia's sharp eyes, honed from her time as a scout, were invaluable in finding these resources. Although her primary skill wasn't foraging, she was still impressive.

The rough ride made our butts sore, so we took frequent breaks, but the journey was more interesting than just following a well-paved road.

As the day wore on, we discovered a faint glow of light in the mist during the night.
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			The Misty Hamlet

			We finally found a settlement while lost, but even with its lights visible, the place looked completely swallowed by mist from a distance.

Is it mist, or maybe something like rising smoke? I wondered.

The way it glowed faintly in the twilight was quite ethereal, though a bit creepy too.

We were on a hill overlooking the village, still some distance away.

I brought our transport to a halt here to observe the situation. Charging into a village with a large group in the middle of the night would only cause chaos. I have enough common sense to scout things out first.

"A small village, maybe? But what is with all this mist? There is not any around here."

"It looks like a basin surrounded by hills. I can't tell where the mist is coming from. Does anyone recognize this place?"

Ophelia asked the group as they stepped off the vehicle, but no one had an answer. It must be an incredibly remote area, a real backwater.

I thought it might be better to send a small group to ask for directions to the Royal Capital. Depending on the vibe, we might not even enter the village at all. We didn't come here to scare the locals. There was a guard with a magic lamp at what looked like the entrance, likely watching for threats, so we should head there first. I doubted a village this rural would have an inn, but if they did, staying the night was an option.

"It would be rude to barge in all at once, so let's send a few people first. We don't need supplies, but I would like to stay at an inn if they have one. Even if they don't, I want to know the path to the Royal Capital."

"I'll go scout," Albert said. "Mia, come with me. Ophelia, you and the others should search the surrounding area just in case."

"Right. I'll take the youngsters for a quick look around. I doubt there's any danger, but be careful, Albert, Mia."

While I stared at the mist-covered village, roles were assigned one after another. I had considered going myself, but I didn't object to the plan. This was unknown territory, after all. I made sure to stay alert, flowing mana through the engravings on my cloak. The Kikyo Society cloaks have an incredibly high mana conductivity rate just by wearing them, but focusing on them boosts the effect. Better safe than sorry.

Albert and Mia headed for the village while Ophelia and Josephine led the other youths to scout the perimeter. We turned the hilltop into a temporary base, leaving only me, Valeria, Gradena, and our captive guests.

If the sun were up, surveying the area from the hills would be easy. But it was night. Even Ophelia and her team couldn't see far, and we couldn't exactly use bright light magic without alerting the villagers.

The scouting had to be cautious. Once they were down the hill, light magic would be fine, and they planned to extend their search quite a distance.

Albert and Mia rode toward the village on Albert's personal motorcycle.

They say good things come to those who wait. The rest of us had nothing to do, but I couldn't exactly sleep while everyone else was working. We lit a fire behind the Delta and decided to wait with some tea.

I was dozing off while hugging a warm Valeria when I heard an engine approaching. Only one engine, so it had to be Albert and Mia.

It felt like they had been gone a long time for a simple trip to the village and back. I wondered if something happened.

It sounded like he had disengaged the speed limiter, because the bike was flying. The moment it stopped, they practically tumbled off and rushed to our side. In the firelight, Albert and Mia looked pale.

"Yukari, that place is bad news. We need to leave immediately."

Mia nodded frantically beside him, but they weren't making any sense. What on earth was going on?

"Get a grip, you two. Where is your usual cool? You need to be specific, or neither Yukari nor I will understand a thing."

Gradena was the one doing the scolding for once, which was rare. To see the wild yet reliable Albert and the normally timid but capable Mia this shaken... what could have caused it?

"S-sorry. Phew. Hold on, give me something to drink."

I handed him some tea that had gone cold, and Albert drained it in one go. He seemed to calm down a bit, perhaps because he had finally moistened his dry throat.

"So? What happened?"

"...Right. Mia and I saw something unbelievable down there. I still can't believe it. It felt like a dream. If it were just me, I would have dismissed it as one, but Mia saw the same thing. It wasn't a dream."

"Yes, it wasn't a dream. Just calm down and tell us what happened step by step."

He still seemed confused, but he was calming down as he spoke. I let him continue.

"Fine. First... well, we drove the bike through the mist toward those faint lights. There was a guard at the entrance, just like we saw from here. He was just standing there, staring into space. He didn't even react when we got close."

Maybe he was sleepy or drunk? Either way, he wasn't doing his job.

"We thought it was suspicious, so we parked the bike and approached on foot. But he didn't respond at all when I spoke to him. No matter what I said, he just stared blankly. It was useless, so we ignored him and entered the village."

That was strange. Some kind of illness? But if he could stand, it couldn't be that severe.

Gradena and Valeria looked suspicious too, but they urged him to go on.

"There were no lights in the village at all. Even if there were shops or an inn, we couldn't tell. No one was walking around, and the guard was in that state. I thought about coming back later, but we decided to check the village just in case. It's small, so I didn't think it would take long. Mia and I split up to look around. But then, near a stable on the edge of town, I heard a strange noise."

Albert was getting talkative now. He sounded the way he did when we were at a tavern, but his face remained serious and tense.

"A noise? And?"

"It was a bizarre sound. A filthy noise, like something eating. I thought it might be an animal, but it was late. Not the time for feeding. But it was a horrible, sickening sound. No matter how vulgar a person might be, no one eats like that."

This was taking a weird turn.

"I felt creeped out, obviously. But I couldn't just leave it, right? I decided to take a peek, and I couldn't believe my eyes."

"Eyes? Was someone there?"

"Yeah. It was pitch black, but I could tell it wasn't a normal human. It was an unbelievable sight. Mia joined me right then, so I had her confirm it."

Mia just nodded repeatedly, hugging herself as if even speaking was too frightening.

"Hey, I'm not following. What was there? What were they doing?"

Gradena looked frustrated by the slow pace of the story.

Albert and Mia nodded to each other, bracing themselves before speaking.

"...They were eating a person. At least, it was something shaped like a person."

What? A village of cannibals?

Cannibalism... that felt incredibly out of place for this era. Was this a village of man-eaters? Those were people we definitely wouldn't get along with. Still, that's a strange time for a meal. Or was it just one weirdo?

"The one doing the eating had no life in their eyes. To me, they looked like nothing more than a corpse."

A corpse? Wait, a dead person eating another dead person? What?

"...Wait a second."

"Hold on, hold on! A corpse? A dead person was eating someone? What does that mean? Are you sure you didn't misinterpret what you saw?"

"If I were the only one who saw it, I might have kept my mouth shut. Unfortunately, Mia agrees with me."

"A dead person?! I want to say that's impossible, but if you're both that sure... Yukari, what do you think?"

"What do I think...?"

Does that mean zombies? No, no, no... surely not? There aren't supposed to be any undead in this world! They can't exist! Valeria must have been bad with that kind of thing, too, because she clung to me with a stiff expression.

There were records from ancient legends about the Church being heroes and hunting undead, but there were zero reported sightings in the modern era. I had always assumed it was just propaganda to bolster the Church's authority, but do undead really exist?

If so, we might not be able to handle them. If we tried to fight and physical attacks didn't work, things could get ugly. Since the legends only mentioned the Church, maybe normal weapons are useless. If they're already dead, and you can't kill them any further, we're helpless. Maybe burning them would work? Though, honestly, I didn't even want to get close.

"In my opinion, we shouldn't do anything reckless. Elven lore has stories about the undead, and none of them are good."

"So our best bet is to stay out of it and report it to a church in some city? But the Church is..."

I didn't know what they were like behind the scenes, but the Church was a very prestigious organization on the surface. They followed divine teachings and gave aid to the weak. They were supposed to be honest, noble people.

They were also the type to pester the Kikyo Society about every little thing. We usually ignored them entirely.

"Speaking of which, are there any survivors? Is the whole village a nest of undead?"

"Mia and I checked for others. We used mana detection to sweep the whole village, just in case, but there were no mana reactions from living creatures."

So there were no living things, not even animals. That meant the villagers had either turned into undead or been eaten.

"Wait, then what about that guard at the entrance? Is he undead too?"

They said he was just standing there blankly when they spoke to him.

"It has to be. I didn't notice when I first spoke to him, but when we scanned the village with mana detection, he didn't have a mana reaction either."

No mana reaction meant he wasn't alive. In other words, he was dead but still standing. I didn't know why he wasn't moving, but it might just be a matter of time.

There was a short silence as everyone looked at me. Taking the cue, I made my decision.

"Everyone, I think we should retreat. If it were an opponent we could just punch out, that would be one thing, but I have no interest in dealing with corpses when we don't even know how to beat them."

"I agree. As soon as Ophelia and the others get back, we're leaving."

Gradena supported the idea, and Albert and Mia nodded. Valeria had her face hidden, so I couldn't tell what she thought, but I doubted she would object. The captives were waiting inside the Delta, so they didn't know a thing. Not that I cared about them.

I didn't know when Ophelia's group would return, but surely it would be before dawn. We had no choice but to wait while keeping a close eye on the village.

Fortunately, the zombie attack I feared didn't happen, and after a while, I heard the sound of bikes and cars. They were back.

Ophelia led the way with the youths following, and Josephine brought up the rear. Once Josephine reached me, Ophelia began her report.

"Hey, sorry to keep you waiting. Yukari, good news. There is a huge river way to the north. If we follow it downstream, we can get to the Royal Capital without any problems. As for scouting around here, we didn't find much else. Right, Josephine?"

"We covered a wide area, but there was absolutely nothing. Just some small hills and woods. Nothing worth noting."

Phew, so our days of being lost were over. I didn't know the exact distance, but if we just followed the river, we would eventually arrive. That was a relief.

"How was the village?"

After we all exchanged looks, Albert told her exactly what he had told us.

Ophelia's first response was very much like her.

"Should I just burn the whole place down with my flames?"

"Let's not go near it. We don't know what causes the transformation, and we might end up like them if we're not careful."

...True. It wasn't like the village was built for undead. Something must have caused it. I didn't know what it was, and I had no desire to find out.

Hearing about the transformation made Albert and Mia turn pale again. They seemed fine after spending the night together, but... were they really?

By the time the Kikyo Society members had finished discussing everything and were ready to leave, the morning sun began to peek through the clear sky.

Another beautiful day. Everyone stared at the sunrise in silence for a while.

As the sun rose higher, the settlement in the basin was bathed in light. The mist covering the village began to clear little by little.

It was a desolate-looking village. Not surprising for such a remote area. It seemed like a perfectly ordinary, unremarkable country village. Or so I thought, until the mist cleared enough for me to notice one very strange thing. What was that?

"Onee-sama, what is that?"

"It looks incredibly suspicious..."

"We shouldn't touch it, but it really is weird."

The source of the mist covering the village finally became clear. It wasn't a lake or any kind of water source. It was a hole. A massive pit had opened right next to the village. Mist or smoke was pouring out of it with incredible force. What on earth was that?

"It looks like a kiln from hell has opened up."

That was a perfect description. Gas from hell that turns people into undead. I didn't know the truth, but that explanation felt right.

I could probably seal the hole with my magic. But I had no idea what kind of side effects that would have elsewhere. It was best to leave it alone. Let sleeping dogs lie.

"Well, let's head for the river in the north."

"Yeah! I hope we can catch some game before we get there."

"I'm hungry."

Everyone followed my lead as I acted like nothing was wrong. Even though I hadn't slept a wink, I didn't feel tired. Maybe it was just my desire to get away from this place as quickly as possible.

Regardless, no one objected. We quickly boarded our respective vehicles and headed north in an orderly fashion.

Man. It would have been so much more fun if we had accidentally stumbled upon a famous hot spring or some hidden resort for spa lovers.

Of all the things to find, why did it have to be the undead?

The strange journey continues for a little longer.
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			Heads Along the Riverside

			We, the Kikyo Society, managed to reach the river without incident, pretending we hadn't seen the mysterious village. From here, it's just a matter of following the river downstream to reach the Royal Capital. No more worrying about getting lost. The weather is nice, and despite the slightly warm climate, walking along the river is quite refreshing. The clear view and the wind on our faces from the Bloomstar Galaxy make us feel optimistic about the rest of our journey.

Until we come across a scene that ruins our cheerful mood.

"Onee-sama, what's that?"

"...I wish we hadn't seen it."

I can tell what it is, thanks to my sharp eyes, and it seems Valeria can see it too. What they want to know is how it got to be like that.

The others start to notice as well and become restless.

We're running along a path a bit away from the riverbank, but the problem is right there, close to the water. As we get closer, I wish I could pretend I didn't see it and keep going, but the commotion from the others makes that impossible.

Reluctantly, we stop near the river and walk over the gravel to get a closer look. The curious young men are oddly excited, but I don't see what's so amusing.

"President, what are they doing? Playing a game?"

"They're having fun, right?"

I don't find it amusing at all...

The problem is a row of people buried in the sand, only their heads visible. They're lined up like ducks, a pitiful sight. They're moving and occasionally shouting, so they're clearly alive. If they were dead, we wouldn't have bothered to come closer.

"Hey, you ladies! You came just in time. Can you help us out?"

"Please, we're running out of options! We'll pay you back, I promise!"

They all look pretty rough, with faces that seem even more menacing due to the beatings they've taken.

I'm not sure what happened, but it looks like they got beaten up and buried in the sand, right at the edge of the water. If it rains, they'll be underwater in no time. Maybe we're their saviors, appearing just when they needed help.

"You mentioned a reward. I heard you, so I expect to get it. What do you have to offer?"

I was going to help them out of the holes regardless, but since they mentioned a reward, I'll take it. They offered it, after all. The young men behind me are muttering something, but I'll pretend I didn't hear them.

"You're a tough one, aren't you? We don't have any money... but how about some delicious fish? What do you say?"

Free food isn't a bad deal. Plus, if they're here, there must be a town nearby. We've been traveling without meeting anyone for a while, so maybe a short detour wouldn't be too bad.

"Give us plenty of fish. And tell us why you're in this situation."

"Can you at least get us out of these holes first?"

Reluctantly, we all help pull them out of the sand. To our surprise, they're tied up with ropes. It must have been a serious effort to trap them like this. Whether they were meant to be killed slowly or just left to suffer, it's not a normal level of brutality.

I admire their captors' thoroughness as I forcibly untie the ropes. The others do the same, and we free the men.

Seeing our effortless strength, the men look at each other and nod.

Once freed and unbound, they seem to relax and start explaining.

"Phew, thanks. You see, we've been in a long-standing dispute over fishing rights on this river. We finally decided to settle it with a contest, but the other side hired a pro angler as a bodyguard. They're dirty players!"

"...Fishing?"

"Yeah, we were supposed to settle it with a fishing contest, but they brought in an expert we couldn't beat. After we lost, we attacked in a rage, but the bodyguard was too good. This is the result."

I thought it was some kind of gang war from a nearby town. Fishing rights, huh?

It's a fight between tough fishermen, and I'd rather not get involved. Besides, the idea of a shady angler expert is a bit worrying. Leading these guys into town would likely cause trouble.

If their town is too far, it's not worth the trouble, and I might just pass on the fish and keep going.

"Can you tell me how far your town is and the distance to the Royal Capital?"

"We're from a town a bit south of here. It's within walking distance, not far at all. The Royal Capital is a long way off."

It turns out their town isn't that far. We have a deal for fish, and the journey to the Royal Capital is still long, so we might as well stop by. It's bound to be troublesome, but it's fine.

The fishermen usually walk to the river, but we decide to take them in our large jeep. They seem impressed by Delta, and after a moment of surprise, they start praising it. It's nice to meet people who appreciate Gradena's style.

The town comes into view after a short drive. It's small but well-fortified, probably enough to keep large groups of monsters at bay.

The guards at the gate are on high alert as a mysterious group approaches. They're right to be wary. A flashy Delta, along with multiple bikes and cars, is bound to draw attention.

Not wanting to alarm them further, we approach slowly. As we stop and get out, we're surrounded by armed men.

"Women, huh? What are you lot? Prostitutes, get lost. There's no inn here!"

Ophelia and the others get off their bikes with intimidating faces. I don't try to stop them. There's no need to back down to these backwater guards. Even in a society where women are often seen as inferior, not every woman will take it lying down.

Ophelia and the others don't have weapons, but they can easily take on armed groups with their bare hands or magic. The guards seem to sense the danger and start to panic.

"Wait, wait! These are the people who saved us!"

"Yeah, stop being rude, Guardner! Give them a chance!"

The fishermen tumble out of the jeep and desperately try to calm the guards and Ophelia.

"Hey, Hengel! You're safe!"

They seem to know each other, but they're awfully tense.

After some discussion, the guards learn that we're their saviors and are just stopping by for a short visit.

"Sorry, we've had some issues in town lately. We're a bit sensitive to outsiders."

Is this about the angler bodyguard?

We enter the town, but we're asked to park outside. I don't mind, but if anything happens to the Bloomstar Galaxy, I'll make a scene. We don't plan to stay long, so the nobles and maids will wait in Delta. No need to cause trouble by bringing them in.

"Here, don't be shy. Have some drinks!"

We're led to a nearby tavern, and drinks and fish are quickly brought out.

We don't hold back, enjoying the free food and drinks. The fishermen, impressed by our appetite and drinking, join in, despite their bruised faces. They become talkative as they get drunk, praising us for our strength and bravery.

They tell exaggerated stories of how we effortlessly pulled them out of the sand, broke the ropes, and faced the guards without flinching. Ophelia and Gradena, flattered, start telling their own exaggerated tales. Some of the fishermen, trying to flirt, are politely rebuffed or, in the case of the more aggressive ones, thrown out. Their reactions only fuel the party.

Feeling the festive mood, I perform a trick, creating and crushing a piece of metal, which impresses everyone.

As the night wears on, some of the fishermen pass out at the tables or on the floor. I take a sobering potion and wonder what to do next. We could spend the night here, but I'd prefer a proper bed.

I support a sleepy Valeria and take a small drink. Quiet moments like this are nice, even if the snoring is a bit loud. It's not too bothersome, though.

I watch the bartender polish glasses, and the door opens. Someone new has arrived, unfazed by the scene. A regular, maybe?

Without looking up, I wonder who it could be. The newcomer approaches.

"Hey, you're the ones who helped these guys, right?"

"Who are you?"

I brush off his hand and ask.

He's an elderly man with a bald head and a weathered face.

"Got the story from Hengel. You saved these guys."

Hengel must be one of the fishermen we helped. The old man sits next to me and orders a drink.

"Looks like things got interesting while I was away. You the leader of this tough group?"

"Pretty much. And you are?"

"I manage these guys."

The old man takes a sip and starts telling a story without being asked.

"This is a small town, but there are good fishing spots nearby. The fishermen used to respect each other's territories and help out in times of need. But then, some started forming gangs and acting tough. Others formed their own gangs to compete. It's been a cycle of pointless fights."

I'm not really interested in the town's politics, but I listen anyway. Human nature doesn't change much, it seems.

"After all the fighting, the town's fishermen are now split into two groups. One is in league with outsiders, a bunch of troublemakers. They're overreaching and causing trouble. Those snake bastards!"

He suddenly gets angry, remembering something. He smashes his glass on the counter but then calms down, laughing and thanking us again. It's fine, I don't mind.

Still, "snake bastards"? Metaphor or something more direct? It's intriguing but not worth worrying about.

"Many have been badly injured, but no one has died. This time, though, it was different. If Hengel and the others hadn't been rescued, they might have died. You really saved them."

"It was a coincidence. We're not interested in your disputes. We're just traveling to the Royal Capital. We'll leave in a day or two after a short rest."

"Still, thanks for helping. This town has nothing, but the fish is delicious. Stop by for more before you leave."

We listen to his rambling for a while, but I start to get sleepy. I ask about a place to stay and learn there's a fishermen's meeting hall we can use.

We accept and try to wake up the Kikyo Society members, but a few are missing. They must have slipped away at some point. The leaders are all there, but some of the young men are gone. They're all capable, but I hope they're okay.

With a bad feeling, I wake everyone up and lead them to their sleeping quarters.

As we walk through the night, my bad feeling is confirmed.

There are some women, stripped and abandoned. Of course, they're the missing Kikyo Society members.

Sigh, what are they up to now? These guys are hopeless.
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			The young men lay naked and in a state that was too awful for words. Yes, too awful. Being naked wasn't good, but it could be overlooked. Thankfully, there were no signs of them being assaulted. They must have drunk too much, as they were covered in vomit. Their lower bodies were loose, and they had scattered all sorts of things around. When they came to their senses, they would probably wish they were dead. In such a state, no one with a normal taste would even think about touching them.

Still, they were completely naked. The Kikyo Society's coats, equipment, and valuable recovery potions and magic potions were all gone. I had no idea how they managed to get out of there, but this was definitely a punishment.

Even if they were idiots, they were still valuable young members of the Kikyo Society. We couldn't just leave them there.

I used my abundant mana to thoroughly cleanse them with purification magic, then gave them recovery potions. I couldn't carry them all back by myself, so I had to wake up the half-asleep members with recovery potions.

"What the hell is this? What happened?"

"Why are they naked?"

"Just hurry and carry them. We borrowed a nearby place to sleep, so get them there."

There were many questions, but they could wait. Even though it was late at night and no one was around, we couldn't leave the naked members like this.

Ophelia and Albert carried the naked, unconscious young men and moved them. I was already quite sleepy, so once we reached the sleeping place, I postponed everything until morning and went to sleep. The other members seemed to be concerned about the naked young men, but they were probably too tired. They thought it would be fine if nothing was seriously wrong, so they went to sleep early like me.

The next morning, it was time for an explanation.

"So, what exactly happened?"

The young men, who had been sitting contritely on the floor, were now dressed in spare clothes borrowed from other Kikyo Society members.

I couldn't just blame them without knowing the details. We needed to understand what happened before we could recover their belongings.

"Um, I was drunk and woke up here..."

"What happened to us?"

Let's start from there.

"Do you remember going to the tavern where the fishermen invited us? We drank for a while, and when we tried to leave, you guys were gone. I went out of the tavern and found you naked and unconscious on the way to our sleeping place. Do you remember leaving the first tavern?"

"Yes, I remember. I felt sick from drinking too much, so I went outside to get some fresh air."

"Same here."

The young men nodded in agreement. Going outside for fresh air didn't seem too strange.

"I remember! While we were cooling off, a handsome guy approached us!"

"Yeah, he said if we felt sick, we should come to his place for a refreshing drink."

"Oh, right. It was a pair of handsome guys. They said their place was nearby."

They remembered being given a drink at the place, but not what happened after that.

The drink was apparently easy to drink and tasted good, but it was probably a strong cocktail. From what I could see, they hadn't been drugged, but they had been knocked out cold and stripped. Their Record Cards were also gone, which meant they might have been charged a hefty sum while they were drunk.

If the story were to get out, it would be a laughable tale. In Exembra, our reputation would ensure no one would dare do something like this. There would be consequences.

The Kikyo Society was well-known in Exembra, and nowadays, only newcomers would dare to mess with us. But outside of Exembra, we were still relatively unknown. This was a good lesson.

The young men might not fully understand that the Kikyo Society is a unique presence in our hometown, but they need to be more careful. This time, I'll let it slide since they seem to have learned their lesson.

Still, we need to recover the stolen items. The Kikyo Society's equipment isn't cheap enough to just give away.

"Do you remember where the place was? Lead us there, and we'll get our stuff back."

"Yes! It's near the first tavern, and I think I can recognize it."

Going with everyone would be too much, and there were too many of us.

I was also worried about the vehicle we left outside town, so I decided to send some people to check on it.

"Albert and Mia, and the rest of the Combat Unit, go check on the vehicle outside town. If everything's fine, grab a bite to eat and kill some time. Meet back at the sleeping place by nightfall. The rest of us will head to the tavern that pulled this stunt."

"Got it!"

The young men, who had been stripped, were eager to lead the way. They had to be.

The tavern wasn't far, and the young men's memories helped us find it quickly. It was closed, but I could sense people inside with my magic.

We didn't come to talk. We knew exactly what to do.

With a nod from me, the door was kicked in with a powerful kick. The Kikyo Society members stormed in, clad in their black and white coats with the Kikyo crest, an imposing sight despite being a group of women.

"What the hell, you bitches! What are you doing?"

Our opponent was alone. He was visibly intimidated by our determined group, and he didn't look too bad, either. Could he be one of the guys who tricked us?

The young men overturned tables and chairs, creating a scene as they approached the scared guy.

One of them sat down in front of the guy and glared at him.

I let the young men handle it while the rest of us wandered around the shop, helping ourselves to drinks and settling in. I found a good whiskey and started to relax. We were quite the group, even to myself.

"Hey, do you remember our faces?"

"Bro, yesterday was fun. I came to say thanks. Can you give back what you took?"

"Are the others around? I want to thank them too."

The guy must have recognized us from the previous night. His face went pale, and he realized he was in trouble. Too late to regret it now.

"We were just following orders. Conning customers and taking their money is common, right?"

"I don't care about your excuses. How about giving back what you stole?"

"Uh, well..."

"Listen up while I'm being nice. If you don't, we'll find it ourselves."

That was the signal. The guy panicked and tried to explain.

"Sorry! Everything's already gone. We handed over all the money and stuff to the collectors by nightfall. There's nothing left here!"

"Collectors? Who are they?"

"I don't know much."

"Like hell you don't! I'll kill you if you keep lying!"

Whether it was genuine or for show, the threat was convincing. The guy, hit by a broken bottle, clutched his forehead and tried to explain.

"I'm telling the truth! I don't know their names or who they are!"

"Who else could know?"

"Probably no one knows the details. The black snake crest means we can't mess with them, and that's an unspoken rule."

Black snake. The crest of the Snake Head Society, one of the Five Great Families of Exembra. This wasn't the Snake Head Society itself, but likely a related group. They might be causing trouble for us behind the scenes.

The stolen goods and money were already with the collectors, who wore the black snake crest.

We weren't the type to back down or cower. Neither were the young men.

"So, where can we find these collectors?"

"Wait, you're actually going?"

"Of course. We're going to get back what's ours. What's the holdup?"

Well said. Exactly.

"They're big shots around here. You might not make it out of town alive!"

That's not your concern. Since you're so worried, I'll let you hide your face. It might be fun.

"President, what should we do? This could get complicated..."

"Without the stolen goods or money, we have no business here. Josephine, can you investigate?"

"Sure, but it'll take a night. I'll do my best."

"A night is quick enough. The young men from the Intelligence Unit should help Josephine."

We checked the place to be sure before leaving. It didn't seem like he was lying.

"Oh, I almost forgot. Here, take this as thanks!"

The young men gave the guy a beating, which was only fair. They should be grateful they weren't killed.

So, the plan was set. Find the collectors and get back our stuff.

The collectors were probably just big shots in this small town. They weren't our real enemies.

Crushing them outright would be easy, but it could cause problems later if this was related to the Snake Head Society. We needed to be cautious.

While we waited for the Intelligence Unit to finish, we prepared for the operation. We decided to act in disguise, not as the Kikyo Society. If we were caught, it wouldn't be a big deal, but we didn't want to be recognized. We would wear masks and use wooden sticks as weapons.

The Combat Unit returned, and we continued our preparations. The Kikyo Society members were oddly enthusiastic about the strange plan. We just had to wait for the Intelligence Unit to come back.

The investigation would take a night, but there was no point in rushing. We decided to get some rest.

The Intelligence Unit, looking tired, returned as we were having a leisurely breakfast.

"Good work. How did it go?"

"We found out who the collectors are and where they are. We have people keeping an eye on them. What's the plan?"

"If there's no movement, we'll strike tonight. Let the Intelligence Unit rest. Ophelia, can you take over the surveillance?"

"Sure. If anything happens, we'll let you know. Rest up for tonight."

We informed Josephine and the others about the plan and let them rest. I would also rest, preparing for the night.

An assault is always exciting. I was looking forward to the night.
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			It's time for the fun to begin. Time for the assault.

Our current appearance is highly suspicious. We've made masks from burlap and dressed in all black, a stark contrast to our usual overcoats, gathered from a random clothing store.

We look like a dangerous and abnormal group, armed with cheap clubs and pieces of wood.

It’s the middle of the night, when even the trees and grass are sleeping. Our target is a building where a group of about a dozen people are reportedly sleeping.

We're about to raid it.

Dressing up differently like this gives a strange sense of excitement. It’s even more thrilling when we're all together, creating a sense of camaraderie.

The mysterious masked group dashes through the dark, empty streets. We should reach our destination without any interference.

"Yukari-san, it's right there," Josephine leads us to a low-rise building on the outskirts of town, which looks like it could be a gang office.

There’s no gang name on the entrance, but a large black snake emblem is clearly visible. They might as well put up a sign, but they seem to be trying to keep a low profile. It doesn’t look like they’re trying very hard, though.

I use my convenient magical sensing to confirm that there are indeed about a dozen people inside, as the information suggested. The lights are off and there’s no movement, so they must be sleeping.

I’d love to kick the door in, but we don’t want to disturb the neighbors, and since this is a covert assault, we’ll hold back on the flashy stuff this time.

Josephine signals, and the young members of the Intelligence Unit deftly unlock the door and open it.

We know there’s no movement from the inside and no magical traps, so we just need to be wary of physical traps. But it seems there are none, and I can trust Mia to watch out for them.

Everyone's attention is on me. I nod, and Ophelia, now the raid leader, leads the way, followed by Albert and the young members. Josephine and the Intelligence Unit stay to guard the perimeter, while I head inside.

We pass through a lobby-like area and head to the back rooms, where the masked, all-black group is already attacking with their clubs, striking down the groaning men. For the victims, it must feel like a bolt from the blue.

I bypass this and head upstairs. There are still people up there.

I climb the stairs and enter a room, only to find the same scene as downstairs. The same assault is happening in every room I check. I must say, this is one dangerous group.

There’s no one hiding, so all we need to do now is find the loot. I feel a bit disappointed that I never got to use my club, but it’s time to search the house.

I open closets and cabinets, dumping out their contents. There’s no need to be polite; we just need to get the job done quickly.

I throw any valuables into a burlap sack for later sorting. Once the assault is over, Ophelia and the others start ransacking the rooms, looking for the stolen goods.

Hmm, it doesn’t look like there’s anything here. We have a lot of people, so the search doesn’t take long. Let’s check the ground floor.

"Hey, did you find anything?"

"President, come over here, please."

I go to a room further back, where an open closet reveals a large amount of treasure. Yes, treasure.

"What is this? They must have saved up a lot, huh?"

Not records, but cash. That’s unusual. There are a lot of gold coins and jewelry. Yes, this should be plenty for compensation.

Even in a world where magical records are common, cash is still powerful. This should make a strong statement. We in the Kikyo Society rarely carry cash, so this could be useful for future performances. We’ll take it gratefully.

I hand out burlap sacks to the young members for collection and move on to check elsewhere.

"Did you find the coats and equipment?"

"Yes, we did. They seem to be planning to run a clothing shop or something. They have a lot of clothes, both for men and women, all stolen goods, no doubt."

"They might have some unusual hobbies. Since we’ve recovered the stolen goods, that’s all we need."

I remember the young members who were stripped and look at them.

"What about your records? If you notice any unexplained deductions, make sure to get them back. And, you know, a reasonable interest and compensation would be nice."

The young member who checks the recovered records confirms that they’ve been significantly reduced and heads to the fallen, angry men.

"President, everyone’s been waiting."

"We caused you some trouble this time. Sorry about that."

The young member quickly finishes up, apologizing and thanking everyone. Ophelia and Albert smile and offer reassurance.

"If it’s a mistake that can be fixed, it’s no big deal. But be more careful next time. I or Yukari might not always be around to help you."

"Especially in an unfamiliar place. You have the skills to handle things head-on, but situations like this can happen. Stay alert."

The other young members listen attentively, and I hope they’ve learned something. We senior members need to be careful too.

"Well, we’ve settled the score, so let’s get out of here quickly."

We found a lot of jewelry, so we ended up with two burlap sacks. The Black Snake Gang will suffer significant damage, but we didn’t touch their records beyond what the young members recovered, so they won’t be left penniless. But they certainly won’t learn their lesson from this.

For bodyguards, they weren’t much. They seem to be better at fishing.

We walk confidently through the deserted night streets to the city’s entrance.

The guard looks suspicious, but he has no complaints about outsiders leaving.

We ignore the guard, who seems to have questions, and get into our vehicles.

Well, despite the unnecessary distractions, the fish was delicious, and the stay wasn’t too bad. We finally had some downtime.

It’s still the middle of the night, but we plan to travel until morning and rest then. Valeria and I stow our cars in the Delta, and we get into Josephine’s stylish four-wheeler.

Josephine follows the departing vehicles with her stylish four-wheeler.

"Josephine, the Black Snake Gang is related to the Snake Head Society, right?"

I lay Valeria, who looks sleepy, on the back seat and cover her with a blanket before discussing business with Josephine in the passenger seat.

"Yes, that’s likely. The snake emblem is something only affiliates of the Snake Head Society would use."

"They have branches in such a small town, which is quite something."

"Yes, the Snake Head Society is a nationwide organization, and the branch in Exembra is just that. This incident will eventually come to light, so we should be cautious."

The Kikyo Society, including the president, heading to the Royal Capital is likely known to the Five Great Families. The attack on a Snake Head Society affiliate near the Royal Capital by a mysterious group of women could easily be traced back to us. After all, there aren’t many groups of women who could pull off such a feat.

"To be honest, I don’t like many of their practices. As the Kikyo Society expands, a confrontation is inevitable. You and the Intelligence Unit will have more work to do."

The Snake Head Society’s practices are incompatible with ours. Their main business is drugs and human trafficking, and there are rumors of other shady activities as well.

"Hehe, please go easy on us. But I share Yukari’s feelings, so I’ll do my best."

Josephine agrees, and it’s reassuring. Ortlinde, who’s left at headquarters, is also doing a great job. For the future of the Intelligence Unit and, by extension, the Kikyo Society, we should focus on building our information network.

After that, we continue down the road, not through uncharted territory but on the main road, and push through the night to cover as much distance as possible. We rest when the time comes.

We didn’t plan to make any stops on the way to the Royal Capital, but our journey had its share of unexpected events. Far from smooth.

We rested until mid-afternoon and moved at a leisurely pace. But with a trouble-prone member in the group, things didn’t go smoothly. Who is it, really? Such a nuisance.

One of the unexpected events was meeting a suspicious man who offered to guide us.

At our leisurely pace, we caught up to a small vehicle moving slowly along the edge of the road.

We had no intention of doing anything, but he approached us first.

"Are you heading to the Royal Capital? There are several forks ahead, and it’s quite complicated. If you like, I can guide you."

He sounded very helpful, but I noticed a drop of liquid dripping from the trunk of his small vehicle. To me, it looked red.

In the end, he turned out to be a serial killer pretending to be helpful. Approaching the Kikyo Society was his last mistake. I knocked him out without a word, showed the suspicious trunk to the confused Kikyo Society members, and they understood and finished the job. We stripped him and left him on the road.

The next encounter was with a self-proclaimed 'fastest man.'

"Hey! Lady, you’ve got a cool monster. But can you beat me?"

He was in a large jeep and, for some reason, challenged Delta. Gradena, who was easily swayed, accepted the challenge, and a bizarre contest ensued.

They took off in the wrong direction, and the Royal Capital seemed even farther away.

When we finally realized where we were, we discovered a natural hot spring and decided to stay overnight. Fortunately, Mia had diligently memorized the route and direction, so the return trip was less of a hassle.

Rejuvenated, we continued toward the Royal Capital. This time, we found a mother and child hitchhiking.

"Thank you. Actually, we’re on our way to visit a critically ill parent and are in a hurry."

Thinking we could help them to a nearby town, we agreed to take them. However, this led to another detour, as we rushed to deliver them.

After dealing with unexpected troubles, we finally reached a town near the Royal Capital. Then, Valeria, who had dozed off in a restaurant, was taken hostage by robbers.

While it was a manageable situation, it was frustrating. Just traveling down the road, one after another, how did we end up with so many troubles? Far from a simple journey, I’m getting tired of it.

I vented my frustration on the poor robbers, making sure they would never rob again. The world is a little bit more peaceful because of it.

Despite the wasted effort, we, the Kikyo Society, finally reached the Royal Capital after a long and unexpected journey.
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			Rise and Fall

			We finally arrived at the former Brenark Kingdom's Royal Capital after much effort. It was once a thriving metropolis worthy of its name as a royal capital, albeit not a major kingdom by any means. It was more of a small country, but still, it was a royal capital, and I had heard it was a vibrant city befitting its name.

However, the scene before me now is far from what I expected of a civilized nation.

I’ve heard that many towns in the former Brenark Kingdom have made significant progress in reconstruction, and the Royal Capital was no exception. But from what I can see, the recovery is far from smooth.

We paid a hefty, exorbitant toll to the gatekeepers, who don’t seem to be doing any real work, and entered the Royal Capital. The sight of the devastated city is so shocking that I can’t even speak.

First, there’s a lot of rubble. Clearing this debris should have been the first priority, but it seems even that hasn’t been completed. There are piles of materials scattered here and there, hinting that reconstruction efforts have been underway, but the progress is minimal.

More concerning are the people. During the war, most of the population had evacuated, but many have returned. However, instead of the vibrant atmosphere expected in a city under reconstruction, the people look gloomy. Many are huddled in tattered clothing, their eyes vacant as they queue for food distribution. Many others are emaciated and lie listlessly on the ground, lacking the strength to stand.

This is the main street of the Royal Capital. I don’t even want to imagine what the backstreets look like.

"Yukari, what’s going on here? I thought the Royal Capital would be more lively."

Ophelia, riding her bike next to me, looks puzzled. Of course, there are people dressed normally, but the contrast with the destitute is too stark.

"This is different from what I expected. After raiding the Gerdodus Marquis family, I planned to greet Zenobia and Caroline and have some fun before heading back. But it doesn’t seem like a place for fun."

Zenobia, a mercenary, and Caroline, a former pimp, who were in the Girls' Re-education Camp a long time ago, should be in the Royal Capital. If we need help, we might need to lend a hand.

"Zenobia and Caroline, huh? It’s been a while. I’m looking forward to seeing them, but I wonder how they’re doing in this situation."

Not just Ophelia, but the usually upbeat Kikyo Society members also look serious.

Well, there’s no point in standing here. Let’s head to the Gerdodus Marquis family first.

Our flashy Delta and the convoy of vehicles attract attention, but the people of the Royal Capital, exhausted and worn out, only look at us with tired eyes and no further reaction.

Led by the second son of the Gerdodus Marquis family in the passenger seat of the Delta, we head straight to our primary goal, the Marquis family’s residence.

After a while, we arrive at what appears to be the Noble District, which seems to have been protected by barrier magic. It stands in stark contrast to the rubble-strewn, devastated areas. Just looking at it, you might think the reconstruction of the Royal Capital is on track.

We proceed further into the Noble District and arrive at a grand estate that clearly stands out from the surrounding residences. It’s a magnificent mansion befitting the Great Marquis family. From the exterior, it doesn’t look too bad, and the well-maintained gardens suggest a well-kept and peaceful atmosphere. The cleanliness and tranquility of the estate seem almost eerie compared to the devastated city.

I let the second son of the family out of the Delta to act as an intermediary. Knocking on the door as strangers and suspicious people would likely get us ignored.

"Do it quickly. We don’t have all day. If it takes too long, we might just ram through with this Delta. Think about it carefully before talking to the Marquis."

"Don’t worry. The gates will open soon. Just wait patiently."

The second son looks healthier and more confident since returning to his family.

We calmly watch him approach the gatekeepers and head toward the mansion. Let’s see how they respond.

We don’t have to wait long. A middle-aged man, who looks like a butler, appears. Will they turn us away or welcome us? We’re unannounced guests, and the Marquis family, being a prominent noble family, might not be pleased. They must know we’re here for retribution. Whether they want to continue the fight or talk things out will be clear soon.

"I apologize for the wait. Please, follow me. You can park your vehicles in the courtyard."

As he speaks, the large gates slowly open. They’re letting us in. We’ll go along with it. If it’s a trap, we’ll deal with it accordingly.

We park the Bloomstar Galaxy and the other vehicles in a corner of the large, stone-paved path near the main house.

"Please, follow me. The master of the house has instructed us to make you comfortable. This way."

We leave the captive nobles and maids in the vehicles and follow the courteous butler into the house. The interior is as elegant and grand as the exterior, with a refined and luxurious atmosphere. I’m not an expert, but I imagine everything is crafted by renowned artisans or luxury brands. The artwork placed around is tasteful and intriguing.

The room we’re shown to is also elegantly decorated, offering a sense of calm. Josephine seems impressed, so it’s not just my imagination.

"If you need anything, please let us know. Please, make yourselves comfortable."

We occupy one side of the spacious sofa, while the young members take seats at the table on the other side. The maids, waiting for our cue, promptly bring tea and pastries. It’s not bad. It almost feels like we’re not here for a raid anymore.

We, who are far from refined, guzzle down the tea and quickly finish the pastries. The maids, unfazed by our rudeness, promptly serve us more. They’re quite impressive. I might want to hire some of them.

Just as we’re feeling refreshed and satisfied, the awaited person arrives, as if on cue. A slightly rakish middle-aged man, dressed in expensive and stylish attire. He looks around the same age as the second son but is the Marquis, I assume. He’s not what I expected. I imagined an old, powerful patriarch, but this is different.

"...I apologize for the wait. Kikyo Society’s Yukarinowe-sama."

Unlike his second son, this man knows his manners. His gaze caught my attention for a moment, but his overall demeanor isn’t off-putting. However, I won’t be fooled by this. I’ll make sure to settle the score.

"So, you’re the Marquis? I’m Shinogami of the Kikyo Society. Let’s get one thing straight: we’re not nobles or anything. We don’t care about formalities, so don’t expect us to. Do you understand the matter at hand?"

I’m being incredibly rude, but this is our enemy. We owe them no courtesy. They nearly killed me, after all.

As expected, some of them react with indignation. The butler, being a professional, doesn’t show any change in expression, but others do, especially the bodyguard who entered with the rakish man. He openly tries to intimidate us.

This man is a formidable opponent. He’s openly using Physical Enhancement Magic to try to overwhelm us. Our young members are no match for him. Even Ophelia and Albert would struggle without magic potions. I can ignore the eager-to-fight vibes from our senior members.

We usually keep our Physical Enhancement Magic in check, so to him, we must seem weak. His confident, superior attitude is grating to me.

There’s no need to hide our strength now, and we won’t be underestimated. I give a quick glance to my senior members, and they get the message, activating their true Physical Enhancement Magic in unison.

"What?! Impossible!"

The bodyguard’s shocked voice is barely audible, but I hear it clearly. I have good ears.

His shock is understandable. Multiple women of his caliber appear before him. While it’s only in terms of Physical Enhancement Magic, the idea that they could match him must be unexpected. If he’s the Marquis family’s best fighter, our overwhelming superiority is clear.

Following our senior members, the young members also activate their true Physical Enhancement Magic. They can’t match the seniors, but they have enough strength to take down a formidable opponent like the bodyguard if they work together.

"What... Impossible, impossible!"

His voice is now clearly audible. While his shock is understandable, he’s being careless.

Let’s add a final blow. I activate my full Physical Enhancement Magic without restraint.

"...Unbelievable!"

The superior attitude from before is gone. The bodyguard looks pale and stunned.

Why do I lead the Kikyo Society? Many of my senior members aim to surpass me, but I never let them. I push myself every day, never letting up in training.

I am the strongest in the Kikyo Society, and my strength is overwhelming. This is why the strong members of the Kikyo Society follow me. They understand that strength is a significant part of the reason, although they know it’s not everything. In a world where injustice prevails, we, the Kikyo Society, aim to kick it to the curb. My strength is at the core of our organization. We won’t let anyone underestimate us, no matter who they are.

The rakish man, unlike the bodyguard, seems to recognize the situation. Seeing that his bodyguard is no match, he must realize that keeping him around is pointless. Perhaps he understands that a weak bodyguard is useless.

He calmly dismisses the bodyguard, instructing the butler to escort him away.

He seems to have regained his composure, sitting on the sofa opposite us with his companions. One is a slightly rakish, middle-aged man, and the other is a secretary-like figure, also middle-aged. They’re all men.

If things get out of hand, we’ll use force. With this option gone, the Marquis must be desperately thinking of a way to handle us. His calm demeanor, however, remains intact. Whether he has a trump card or is simply composed, he’s not someone to be taken lightly.

I planned to exact some retribution, get some gold and information, and then leave, but now I’m a bit curious. The state of the Royal Capital and the situation here are concerning, and they might know more.

This is just the prelude to a more serious conversation.

"Let’s start with proper introductions. Welcome to the House of Gerdodus, from afar. I am Keithling Gerdodus, the heir. These are my trusted advisors. Please remember them."

Heir, huh? So that’s how it is. What about the Marquis himself? But any reasonable representative will do.

He introduces his companions, and the slightly rakish man seems to handle the family’s dirty work. The heir uses a polite phrase, but he’s essentially the enforcer. Observing him closely, he’s a disturbing and ominous figure, hiding his true strength. He’s a far more dangerous opponent than the bodyguard. The bodyguard was probably just a decoy. This family is deeper than I thought.

The other secretary-like figure is just what he seems, a straightforward secretary. It’s refreshingly simple.

"I am Shinogami, the president of the Kikyo Society. There’s no need to explain the Kikyo Society, is there? These are our senior members, and the others are our young members. I assume you’ve grasped our strength from the bodyguard we had just now. And you, too?"

I look at the rakish, enigmatic man, but he just shrugs lightly. It’s hard to tell if it’s confidence or bravado, but it’s frustrating. Maybe I should just hit him to clear things up.

The heir interjects at the right moment to defuse the tension.

"The strength of the Kikyo Society is evident from the incident with my younger brother. It was just a misunderstanding, but we understand the gravity of the situation."

"Misunderstanding? You think we’ll just accept that?"

"I doubt it. Let’s be frank. Ghost, what do you think of the Kikyo Society’s strength?"

Ghost is the name of the rakish man. Clearly not his real name, more of a codename.

"Sure, I’ll be honest. ...It’s unbelievable. I’d say they’re top-notch, even by external standards. Especially the president, she’s in a league of her own. I couldn’t take her down."

"Hmm, for you to say that. What do you think would happen if we fought with all the available fighters in the mansion?"

His honesty is a bit too much, even for a frank conversation.

"If ordered, I’d fight, but I’d rather not. We’d lose, and we’d be wiped out. At best, we might take down half of the young members and a few of the senior members."

If he’s serious, his estimate is concerning. If he’s that strong, we can’t afford to underestimate them. It could be a bluff, but he’s not someone to be taken lightly. It’s a tricky situation.

But the Kikyo Society’s strength goes beyond just Physical Enhancement Magic. We’re well-trained in basic combat techniques and magic. We have several aces up our sleeves and are mentally tough. Women like Gradena and Ophelia wouldn’t back down from a challenge, and neither would any of our members.

"...I don’t get what you’re trying to say, but we didn’t come here to fight. I was willing to hear your excuses before taking action, but if you can only offer trivial talk, we’re done. You think you can take down half of us? Show me what you’ve got."

As I stand up to leave, the parlor door opens.

Great, just what we need. I’m already in the mood to end this quickly.
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			House Marquis Gerdodus

			A dignified old man, his face stern and commanding, entered the reception room, supported by what appeared to be a healer. He looked every bit the image of a criminal mastermind, but his complexion was poor, a sign of either illness or simply advanced age. It was clear he had health issues, but despite that, this must be Marquis Gerdodus.

"Keithling, you're being too roundabout," the old man said.

"Father! Are you all right!?"

"Quiet. We have guests."

The frail old man, with some assistance, took a seat on the sofa. Though his body seemed frail, his eyes were sharp, and his mind appeared to be as active as ever. Indeed, he was the don who ran the underworld of the Royal Capital.

Yet, something seemed off. Even for me, the thought of taking down a sick old man was unappealing. The fact that he had woken up from his sickbed to meet us suggested there was something he wanted to discuss. The matter of the next head of the house, as the marquis had said, was indeed convoluted and troublesome. I hadn't come here to play games.

The marquis's presence was formidable, even in his weakened state. Objectively speaking, the next head of the house wasn't bad, but he was no match for the marquis. Experience, it seemed, was a powerful thing.

Perhaps now we would hear something more interesting. My subordinates seemed to think so too, as they quietly took their seats. Josephine, in particular, looked intrigued.

The marquis settled into the sofa and began to speak solemnly.

"No need for introductions. First, I must apologize for my son's actions. I am truly sorry."

"I accept your apology. But Marquis, you know we're not that cheap. We came here expecting retribution."

"Of course. We will pay the price. But we have our own circumstances. Hear me out, and then you can make your decision."

"We're not short on time, but we do have other things to do. We'll indulge you, but make it worth our while."

"Hmph. I expected a mere woman to be less perceptive. The Royal Capital is in crisis. This is due to both internal and external factors."

I had been wondering about this. Why was the Royal Capital in such a state of decay? The reconstruction efforts couldn't have been a lie, so something must have happened at some point.

We hadn't delved too deeply into the current state of the Royal Capital, so it wasn't surprising that we didn't know. According to the marquis, the Royal Capital was in dire straits.

Internally, the city's fighting forces were nearly nonexistent, both in the official military and the underworld organizations.

Externally, the threat came from foreign powers, particularly the underworld of Retnark.

During the war, the underworld of the Royal Capital had not evacuated to the underground. Instead, they had taken advantage of the deserted city to loot and pillage. The marquis was vague about this part, but the implications were clear. When the city was devastated by a massive explosion, the underworld forces were also decimated. Even if the leadership remained, the lack of manpower left them powerless.

In the early post-war period, residents had gradually returned, and reconstruction had slowly begun. However, a major setback occurred. The underworld organizations from Retnark had infiltrated and spread a terrible drug among the returning residents.

Previously, the Royal Capital had been home to several powerful underworld organizations, but the war had weakened them significantly. They were quickly overrun by the Retnark forces. The remaining leadership, distracted by power struggles in the Royal Capital and Exembra, had been caught off guard and were now at the mercy of the foreign powers.

The current state of affairs was simple: the Royal Capital was under the complete control of foreign underworld forces.

These foreign powers, treating the Royal Capital as a foreign territory, were engaging in despicable activities. Drug trafficking, kidnapping, and human trafficking were rampant, and daily occurrences of robbery and murder were a serious concern.

"Retnark's underworld has certainly made a significant move, but it's not just them. You're also facing provocations from Exembra. You know the Snake Head Society. They are, after all, foreign powers. They are taking advantage of the situation to eliminate the Brenark forces."

Indeed, the Snake Head Society, centered in Exembra, had branches throughout the country. They were one of the Five Great Families in Exembra but were also a powerful international organization. It made sense that they would take advantage of the situation.

"So, the marquis house, which once oversaw the Royal Palace's dark side, has finally decided to act. The interests in Exembra and the Arena must pale in comparison to the current state of the Royal Capital. There's no time to focus on anything else, right?"

The foreign underworld forces were overwhelming, and the official military and knights, who should have been protecting the citizens, were also decimated. The Royal Capital was as good as an empty shell. The power brokers of the city had finally realized the gravity of the situation when their own backyard was being ravished.

The marquis house had its own forces, but they were no match for the overwhelming numbers of the foreign powers.

"Of course. But our forces are not enough. We could drive them out, but we wouldn't be able to hold the city afterward."

"You mean you can crush the foreign forces in the Royal Capital with your own forces, but you'd be too weakened to defend against new arrivals?"

"Exactly. We would suffer significant losses, and the new forces would overwhelm us."

The marquis paused, looking at us.

"The Kikyo Society. I must admit I underestimated you, but you've been a pleasant surprise. Let's be direct. We need your help."

I see. If the Kikyo Society joined forces with the marquis house, they might be able to avoid heavy losses. They could even shift the burden of casualties onto us, achieving their goals with minimal damage.

Still, they hadn't forgotten what they had done to us. It was incredibly audacious of them to ask for our help.

To be honest, I didn't like it.

I understood the logic. As fellow Brenark forces, they wanted to drive out the foreign powers engaged in despicable activities. The Royal Capital was the hometown of Zenobia and Caroline, and helping them was a reasonable decision. The marquis house seemed willing to pay the price for their second son's actions.

But I didn't like it. Being used so easily was not acceptable. Even if the logic made sense, I couldn't accept it.

"...I refuse. We are not your pawns. I have no issue helping the Royal Capital, as I have friends there. But I won't assist your house. That's my final word."

"Then what do you propose? Even if you eliminate the current underworld forces, they will just send more. Or do you plan to fight this battle in the Royal Capital indefinitely?"

That was impossible. I had no sentimental attachment to the Royal Capital, as Exembra was my home. The marquis's point was valid. However, I still didn't like it.

"Marquis, I have no issue helping the Royal Capital. I am willing to assist, but not your house. That's all."

"Then what?"

I silenced the next head of the house, who was about to protest.

"I won't help the Gerdodus Marquis House. But I will assist another faction. That way, we can still help the Royal Capital, can't we?"

I glanced at Josephine, the head of our Intelligence Unit. She nodded, understanding my intent.

"The Kikyo Society is considering other potential allies. Marquis, you know the Count Oversta, right?"

"You can't be serious. You want us to broker an alliance with them?"

I wasn't entirely clear on who they were, but if Josephine suggested it, it must be the right move. The marquis's reaction suggested they were not on good terms, or perhaps they were simply difficult to deal with.

"...We can't let the Royal Capital fall. We need the Kikyo Society's strength, even if it's led by a woman. And it has to be the Count Oversta. It's a necessary evil, I suppose."

"Father, what will you do?"

"I will broker an alliance with the Count Oversta. He is bedridden, but his wife effectively runs the house. There should be no problem."

"But isn't the Count's wife missing?"

"She asked for it to be kept secret. I'm sorry, but I had to keep it from you. She is in a place where we cannot reach her. I will provide the guidance, and you can take it from there."

The power brokers of the Royal Capital were not limited to the Gerdodus Marquis House. Each had their own small forces. Losing these forces would be a significant loss, and they were not a group of idealists who would band together for the greater good. Success could mean gaining control, but failure could lead to a fall from power.

If the marquis's words were true, the Kikyo Society's assistance to the Gerdodus Marquis House would greatly increase the chances of success. With the marquis house alone, they could crush the foreign forces, but with our help, they could achieve a decisive victory with minimal losses. This could elevate the marquis house's reputation in the Royal Capital and bring them to the forefront. Whether they would actually do so was uncertain, but I certainly didn't like the idea.

So, we would support a different faction.

Honestly, I had no idea who the Count Oversta was, but given the flow of the conversation, it seemed like the only option. Josephine's suggestion was reliable, so I was fine with it.

"Josephine, take care of the details with the marquis house. That's enough for now. Let's move on to the matter of reparations."

I didn't like the Gerdodus Marquis House, but they were a necessary part of the Royal Capital's ecosystem. My friends' hometown couldn't be left to its fate, at least not now.

However, I couldn't let them off easily. We needed to see how far they were willing to go.

"The one who started it should be the one to make amends. I'll accept nothing cheap. I've already prepared. Take a look."

The marquis glanced at his secretary, who handed me a piece of paper. It must contain the terms of reparations.

"Let's see. What do we have here?"

I took the paper and read it.

First, the Gerdodus Marquis House would not interfere with the Kikyo Society in any way.

Second, they would withdraw from all involvement with the Exembra Arena.

Third, they would pay a compensation of 100,000,000 Gist.

I see. The first two points were expected, but the third was insulting. 100 million Gist was far too little. Did they really think this was enough to make amends?

This was unacceptable.

"Marquis, I have no interest in negotiations. This is nowhere near enough. Cheap? It's too cheap. If this is all you offer, I'll take it as a declaration of war."

"…What would make you satisfied? Our situation is dire. If this isn't enough, state your demands."

Did they really think this would be enough? I didn't care about their financial situation.

"First, provide us with information on all the factions in the Royal Capital that are hostile to the Kikyo Society. Not everything, just the ones you consider a nuisance. That would be helpful. Dealing with the Arena is troublesome, so I'll take care of them as well. We have other captives besides your second son, so provide information on them as well."

"…Understood. I will give the information to your Josephine along with the Count Oversta's details. Is that acceptable?"

This was a reasonable concession.

"That's not all. The compensation is too low. Are you underestimating the Kikyo Society?"

"I assure you, I am not. But our resources are limited. Business is not normal here. I cannot offer more money."

"Then something else will do. Land, or a building that could serve as our base. A large one, preferably."

"Fine. Give them something suitable. Is that acceptable?"

The marquis gave a short command to his secretary. He seemed to be giving it away quite easily.

"That's fine. Josephine and her team will stay behind to handle the information exchange. Once it's done, guide them to the base you provided. We'll move there first."

"You are a demanding woman. Very well. I will have you escorted once everything is ready. Josephine, wait here."

The marquis and his entourage left the reception room.

Well, this is how it goes.

I would leave the information exchange to the Intelligence Unit, with Josephine leading. It was better to have everyone involved rather than just one person.

We would move to our new base and set up there. The Noble District was likely the only area left intact in the devastated Royal Capital. We couldn't expect a place from there, and it would be inconvenient for us. The outskirts, with many undamaged warehouses, would be a better option.

Until the escort arrives, we'll indulge in some tea and snacks.
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			We were lounging idly at House Gerdodus, passing the time in quiet anticipation.

Savoring the rich aroma of expensive tea poured by a maid whose graceful movements were a work of art, I let myself sink into an oddly elegant mood.

As I relaxed, I absentmindedly pulled out the magical hairpin holding up my long hair, ran my fingers through the strands to smooth them, then tied it back again—just because.

Lost in this small, idle ritual, I suddenly felt a gaze. I turned my eyes toward it.

There he was—the sleazy middle-aged man. He’d somehow entered the room without me noticing. His eyes burned with something uncomfortably intense, but maybe it was just my imagination. The moment I looked at him, he began speaking as if nothing had happened.

“I do apologize for keeping you waiting. Everything is ready. Allow me to escort you.”

Time to move, then. I’d have preferred a proper building, but we’d see what fate had in store.

“The Intelligence Unit will stay behind. Josephine, I’m leaving everything in your hands—if anything happens, you have full authority.”

“Understood. If push comes to shove, we’ll use the last resort.”

Let them eavesdrop if they’re listening. Might as well scare them a little. Not that I’m too worried.

Truth be told, I’d entrusted Josephine with several dangerous magical potions—our trump cards. Even in a real crisis, we’d find a way out.

“Try not to use *those* if you can help it. Even I don’t know what might happen.”

“I wouldn’t mind testing them out, just a little.”

I wonder how our conversation—so casually tossing around terrifying words—was received. Not that I care, but part of me is curious to see their faces.

“Well then, we’ll be on our way. Uh… Next Head, lead the way, please.”

Channeling my thriftiest instincts, I downed the last of my tea in one gulp before stepping out of the parlor, escorted by the farewells of the Intelligence Unit.

I didn’t care about the few pairs of eyes glaring at me in disbelief. Not at all.

Walking down the long corridor outside the room, the socially adept sleazy middle-aged man started chatting with me enthusiastically. What was his name again?

The topics weren’t particularly interesting, but not rude enough to ignore. I humored him halfheartedly—until the conversation took a strange turn.

“Might I have the honor of dining with you this evening?”

What the hell? Since when did I give any indication I’d say yes?

And what a disgustingly cheesy line. Honestly, it’s not just unappealing—it makes me want to knock him flat.

I’ve had plenty of meals with men before. In Exembra, I’m someone of decent standing, moving significant sums of money. Important figures and wealthy men often use business talk as an excuse to flirt. It’s happened more times than I can count.

As embarrassing as it is to say myself, I’ve been called the “beautiful female CEO” in magazines and such. And just so you know, I’ve got a reputation for being an *incredibly* stunning woman! Not that *I’m* saying it—it’s what people say! Got a problem with that?

So really, it’s no surprise some lecherous old man would take interest in me. It might even be inevitable.

But there’s no way I’d ever accept such a perverted invitation. I won’t let them touch even a single finger. If any man dares to underestimate me as just a woman and spout some idiotic line, I’ll crush him without mercy. I’ve done it enough times that word must’ve spread—these days, I hardly get any sleazy offers anymore.

Life’s been much more comfortable since. Sure, I might’ve missed a few big deals, but who cares? I’d rather die than entertain such invitations. Besides, we’re not desperate enough to let anyone take advantage of us.

They need to understand—any foolish act toward me, the president of the Kikyo Society, is practically declaring war with destruction as the price.

This one’s no different—blatantly lustful, utterly unpleasant. Even if it’s just a meal, I have no obligation to humor him.

“…You clearly don’t understand your position.”

I shot him a glacial glare. He broke into a cold sweat, flustered and panicking. All traces of dignity he’d shown earlier crumbled to nothing. He’s got a long way to go before he can carry himself like a true marquis.

Even though we’ve made peace, the Kikyo Society and House Gerdodus aren’t exactly on friendly terms. Share a meal? Not even as a joke.

Whether his plan failed or he just lost interest, the sleazy middle-aged man quickly excused himself after guiding us to the entrance.

I’d assumed he’d be escorting us all the way to our new base, but apparently, an elderly butler would take over from here.

The butler led the way, driving a small vehicle.

Our convoy followed slowly behind. The location turned out to be a large warehouse on the outskirts—just as I’d expected. It was quite a distance from the Noble District.

As we leisurely drove past the dull, run-down cityscape, the Bloomstar Galaxy finally reached the warehouse district.

Shortly after continuing forward, the butler’s vehicle came to a stop—our destination.

The butler stepped to a control panel beside the large entrance and operated it. Slowly, the massive doors began to open.

Inside was a space about the size of an exhibition hall. The ceiling wasn’t particularly high, but the floor area was vast—roughly equivalent to a standard exhibition hall. There’d still be plenty of room even with our entire convoy inside.

Externally, it was hardly flattering to call it “presentable.” Pockmarked by blast damage or war scars, parts of the walls had collapsed or been torn open. The surrounding buildings looked similar, though this one might’ve been in slightly better shape.

The butler gestured for us to enter, and we drove in without dismounting.

After parking the vehicles haphazardly, we stepped out and glanced around.

Absolutely nothing. Just thick layers of dust and sand. That was it.

Since this is to be our new base, repairs and cleaning come first.

After giving the butler a perfunctory thanks and sending him off, we got to work. The Intelligence Unit wouldn’t be back for a while, so we had time—might as well make it somewhat livable.

By the way, according to the butler, the Royal Capital is littered with abandoned land and buildings with no known owners. House Gerdodus and other powerful figures simply seize them and claim ownership without hesitation. This large warehouse was one such property. Their pockets weren’t dented in the slightest. Clever, really.

Facing the vast, empty space, I called out to the slightly dazed Kikyo Society members—and the captured nobles who were still with us.

“Everyone! Time to clean! Use purification magic like you’re erasing every speck of dust from existence! Those who can use earth magic, come with me for repairs! This is our home for now—let’s do this thoroughly!”

“Annoying, but whatever. Alright, let’s go!”

“Yes, Boss!”

“I don’t wanna sleep in a dusty place, so let’s do it right!”

“I’m on repair duty, huh…”

“W-will we have to work too?”

I didn’t care about the nobles, but aside from their attendant maids, they couldn’t just stand around watching. They reluctantly joined in.

Kikyo Society members had more than enough mana—purifying this entire warehouse would barely make a dent.

Besides, I’d drilled hygiene into them, so most were surprisingly neat. Once they committed, I could trust them to handle it.

Earth magic users, however, were few in number. With such a large warehouse, each person’s repair area would be massive. Mana-wise, it wasn’t an issue, but these were fighters who only ever thought about combat—how well they’d handle repairs was another matter.

Still, one of the young members I’d brought along was supposedly skilled in construction magic. His name was Priene, if I recalled. Since this was his specialty, I’d let him take command. A good chance to test his abilities.

I wouldn’t burden the others with complex tasks. Just patching holes and fixing collapsed sections would do.

“Repair team, gather up. You lot, start fixing the walls. I’ll inspect and reinforce them once you’re done—call me when you finish. Priene, you’re in charge.”

“Got it! Repair work? Easy peasy—leave it to me!”

I nodded at his energetic reply and left it in his hands.

Now, until I’m called, I might as well handle the ceiling. It didn’t look like there were any holes, but if it rained and started leaking, that’d be a pain. Even without gaping damage, there might be wear and tear. Better safe than sorry.

Stepping outside, I lightly jumped and landed softly on the edge of the roof.

The open view revealed nothing but the dreary, desolate cityscape—boring as ever. And the clouds were thickening. Rain might come. Better hurry.

The warehouse roof wasn’t flat, but shaped like a series of sharp, jagged peaks.

For most, inspecting it thoroughly would take forever. But for me, with abundant mana and mastery over mineral magic, it was nothing.

Touching the corrugated-like surface, I instantly reshaped the entire roof into the material I envisioned. Titanium alloy—lightweight, strong, and corrosion-resistant. I even smoothed out minor damages and uneven thickness, making it perfectly uniform. Good. That’ll do.

Indulging in unnecessary perfectionism, I smiled in satisfaction as I finished crafting a sturdy roof. For something done in such a short time, it turned out quite well.

Why do I always get carried away like this once I start? I got so absorbed that I ended up carving intricate bellflower patterns and inscriptions into the roof—a hidden game for no one’s eyes. Before I knew it, quite some time had passed.

“President—where are you?!”

Ah, they were calling. Had I forgotten? I wonder if the wall repairs are done.

“Coming!”

Cutting my play short, I leapt from the roof toward the source of Priene’s voice. The repair team had gathered—looks like they were finished.

“Oh, President! How’s it look? We did it!”

They hadn’t worked randomly or individually—Priene had coordinated them. The repairs were even, with no obvious weak spots. Not bad at all.

Turns out they’d repaired all four walls using the same method. At this rate, no issues. I was satisfied with the result and gave them a brief word of praise.

As I spoke, I casually touched the walls, subtly reshaping their internal structure while keeping the exterior unchanged. The plain stone walls now concealed a thin layer of Composite Armor—another unnecessary but welcome boost to our defenses.

“Good. If the cleaning’s done inside, let’s start preparing dinner.”

The younger members were already noisy about being hungry, and we stepped through the open entrance into the warehouse.

Apparently, purification magic made short work of the cleaning—the interior now gleamed as if brand new.

Meanwhile, the core members had already started preparing meals from our rations and set up makeshift beds using camping gear.

“Hey, Yukari. You done? We’ve already started cooking. Should be ready by the time Josephine’s group gets back. Take a break.”

Hmm. The Kikyo Society really does gather hard workers. Looks like there’s nothing left for me or the repair team to do.

As I watched everyone cheerfully at work, the Intelligence Unit returned right on cue. The familiar sound of their vehicle grew closer. Good—they made it back before the rain.
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			After everyone finished a modest dinner, it was time for an internal meeting.

I, along with the executives, don't like discussing work during meals, so we usually only talk about trivial matters while eating and drinking. Even if the information gathered by the Intelligence Unit is worrying, it's not urgent enough to discuss during dinner. This is fine.

Sipping on post-dinner tea and listening to the gradually intensifying rain, we began our work discussion.

"Let's get started. Josephine, tell us what you brought back from Gerdodus."

"Sure, I'll start."

Josephine glanced at the nobles and maids present but didn't hesitate to begin. There was information relevant to them, but if there was anything she didn't want them to hear, it could wait.

"Let's save the information about the Kikyo Society's enemies for later. I have some things I need to confirm, so please bear with me. Also, it seems arrangements are being made for a meeting with Countess Oversta. She'll let us know once everything is ready."

The information about the opposing forces needs to be verified. For now, it's just what the Gerdodus House is saying, and it might not be in our best interest to act on it. We need time to verify the information.

"There's not much else I can share right now..."

She had also gathered general information, not just about the enemies.

According to her, the Royal Capital is facing a food shortage. The streets clearly show that normal trade and production are far from being restored. However, the city is surrounded by a rich forest and a river, making it possible to procure food independently, provided there are enough people to do the work.

Currently, there are hardly any farmers, hunters, or fishermen left in the Royal Capital, leading to the food shortage. A few dedicated adventurers, mercenaries, ex-soldiers, and civilian volunteers are barely managing to sustain the city. We need various supplies for our base, but it won't be easy to procure them just by paying. If we need to procure them ourselves, it could be quite troublesome.

Josephine continued to share more information and took a short break. As usual, I prepared some flavored recovery potions to help everyone's throats, and then we resumed.

Thinking about it, there's quite a bit to do. We need to gather information, seek compensation for the people we brought from Exembra, raid new enemies, procure supplies, meet with Countess Oversta, and expel foreign forces. I also need to meet Zenobia and Caroline, and there are probably other tasks as well.

"There's a lot to do. Maybe we should divide our manpower and tackle each task."

"That's a good idea. If we try to do everything together, we'll never finish."

Gradena agreed, and the other Kikyo Society members nodded.

"I'll assign leaders and roles. Leaders, discuss and divide the younger members accordingly."

I don't micromanage every detail. I trust them as usual.

We have six executives here, excluding myself. We don't have enough information about the opposing forces, and we can't meet the Countess immediately, so that's fine for now.

I'll leave the Intelligence Unit's command to Josephine. For the compensation claims against the nobles, a show of force might be necessary, so Ophelia and Albert will handle those two teams. Mia, who is skilled at hunting, can take care of food procurement. Valeria will follow me, and I'll use the waiting time to meet Zenobia and Caroline. I'm sure they'll have valuable information as well. Gradena will stay behind to guard the base.

We have the Third Combat Unit, Vanguard Unit, Combat Support Unit, and Intelligence Unit among the younger members. They should be distributed evenly. By the way, my team doesn't need any younger members.

After explaining the general plan and getting everyone's approval, it was time to prepare for bed. We have an early start tomorrow.

"Oh, right, there are no baths here."

"If we're going to stay here for a while, we need a bath, don't we?"

"Priene, can you build a bath?"

It's a bit of a tall order. No, it's not impossible, but the drainage system seems complicated. I want a bath too, and if Priene can build one, I'd really like her to do it. By the way, there are toilets.

"What do you think? If you can build it, I'd really appreciate it. If you need materials, just let everyone know. If someone can get them, we'll procure them. Priene, stay and work on the bath."

"It’s a bit tough with just magic. I'll need some materials, but I can manage."

"If you tell us what you need, we'll see if we can get it. Priene, stay and work on the bath."

"We'll be going to the nobles' and merchants' homes tomorrow. If we find anything useful, we'll bring it back."

That's a good idea. We might also bring back some blankets. Noble homes often have unused guest rooms with surplus household items. It wouldn't be a problem to borrow a few things. Besides, they won't complain.

"I'll ask Ophelia and Albert to do the same. They'll probably refuse payment, so it's better to just take what we need. It might even be better to do that. Procuring supplies with money would be more troublesome."

"That's true. We might as well seize some alcohol and useful magic items while we're at it."

They're joking, but Ophelia and Albert will probably do it seriously. It's almost like a raid, but it's a legitimate part of our compensation claim. The nobles present look a bit pale, but it's probably just my imagination.

We had a short, enjoyable conversation before going to sleep. Goodnight.

Waking up early is one of my few virtues. I opened my eyes in the dim morning light and tried to go outside but decided against it. It's raining. The soft rain sounds are audible. Even I don't have the energy to run around in the rain this early. Maybe I'll practice some magic.

After washing my face, I quietly moved to a corner of the warehouse and created a complex composite armor. Imagining various minerals with different properties, I wove layers of fabric together, combining various metals, magical minerals, and natural materials to create a single plate.

I polished it to a mirror finish and carved intricate geometric patterns into it. The result is useless junk, but this kind of training is effective for improving my skills. I've proven it through practice. It also shows me that I can still improve.

"Phew, that was a bit tiring."

Looking around, I saw other members waking up and practicing magic or sword movements. Impressive.

While I was observing, someone started preparing breakfast. With the limited supplies we have, we had a simple meal before starting our work for the day.

To assist Priene with the bath, I assigned earth-magic-adept members to Gradena's base defense team. They immediately began discussing the bath's location and size. Gradena, who wasn't an expert, focused on further modifications to the Delta. She also planned to explore the area around the base later.

Ophelia and Albert were preparing to set off with the nobles in a large jeep. The nobles seemed relieved to be free but also tense about how much they would be extorted. Honestly, I was glad to see them go. I look forward to their success.

Mia and her team would have no problem hunting in the forest. They had done it often in Exembra, and Mia won't make any mistakes.

Josephine's team had already left, and I was ready to go as well.

"Everyone, return to the base once your tasks are done. If it looks like you'll be late, send a messenger to Gradena."

"Yukari and Valeria, you're going to the Mercenary Guild, right? If possible, bring Zenobia and Caroline with you."

"That's the plan. We'll leave first."

Because of the rain, we decided against using the Bloomstar Galaxy and borrowed a mid-sized jeep instead.

Valeria sat in the passenger seat as we set off. We were let out and waved off before starting the jeep.

The drizzling rain was annoying. The early summer rain was humid and uncomfortable, but the temperature regulation function of my coat made it tolerable. This feature is really convenient.

The streets were mostly empty due to the rain, and the scenery was poor, but it provided a comfortable drive.

We parked near the Mercenary Guild and smoothly arrived without any issues. We got out of the jeep in the light rain, locked it with a magic key, and hurried inside the guild to avoid getting wet.

As soon as we entered, it was clear that the place was almost empty. Only a chubby man was at the reception counter.

"Hey, girls. What can I do for you? I can't take urgent requests right now. As you can see, everyone's out. Unless you're here to hire mercenaries, of course."

That's right. Still, it seems quite busy.

"We're here to see Zenobia. When will she be back?"

"Oh, you know Zenobia?"

"Yes, I'm Shinogami. Zenobia and I have been corresponding recently."

"Ah, you must be Yukarinowe. I delivered that letter to Zenobia myself, so I remember. She'll be back in about two to three hours. She's on a low-paying job, but she'll be back."

From his sudden complaint, it seems the Mercenary Guild is struggling. They have few sponsors and are working for free.

Their tasks include guarding against bandits and driving them away, as well as hunting monsters.

Mercenaries usually don't work for free, but with the absence of knights, soldiers, and security, these tasks are necessary for daily life. This applies not only to mercenaries but also to adventurers and anyone with combat skills. The information from Josephine matches this, confirming my suspicions.

Even if it's unpaid work, they can't ignore it because it's their own city. The same goes for Zenobia.

Additionally, I confirmed that the Royal Capital is suffering from a severe shortage of healers.

High-level healers are extremely rare, and even low-level healers are few but crucial. Their magic is overused in various situations, and it's clear that their healing is not reaching everyone who needs it. Even low-level healers likely have limited magic power, allowing them to perform only a few spells per day.

Mercenaries, who are often injured and exhausted, can't receive proper treatment. The guild has a makeshift inn next door that has become a field hospital.

Many people who go out to fight are injured and continue their duties despite their wounds. It's a dire situation. Indeed, Zenobia, who is principled, can't abandon the city and join the Kikyo Society. I can understand the difficulty just by hearing this.

For the sake of my friend Zenobia, I can spare some effort. Helping the Mercenary Guild would also build goodwill. I should contribute.

With that in mind, I can't just sit around and wait for Zenobia to return.

"Sir, I'll come back later. Can you tell Zenobia that we visited?"

"Sure, I can do that. Zenobia sleeps upstairs, so you won't miss her."

"Thanks. I'll come back in the evening."

With Valeria, I returned to the base. We have a busy day ahead.
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			I returned to the base, driving safely despite the urgency. I needed to make good use of the time until Zenobia returned to the Mercenary Guild.

Upon arrival, I and Valeria carried a large number of wooden crates into the base. They were the right size for storage.

"Hey, Yukari. What's up? You're back early."

Gradena greeted me, looking idle. I signaled the others working on the bath to continue.

"I'm going to mass-produce recovery potions. Don't worry about this. Valeria, you can rest if you want."

Valeria nodded and took out a thick book to read.

Sitting down and reading, she looked like a book-loving beauty, and I couldn't help but watch her for a moment. Oh, I need to get to work. Gradena continued the conversation at the right moment.

"Recovery potions, huh? Related to the healer shortage Josephine mentioned. That's good, but what about Zenobia?"

"She's on a job. She'll be back soon, but waiting around is a waste of time, so I came back. I'll visit her later."

"I see. I'll go on patrol, then."

"Sure. If you find any troublemakers, deal with them. It'll be a hassle if they cause trouble later."

"Ha, I'll claim this territory right away. Alright, I'm off."

Gradena called a few younger members and went on patrol.

It's just a warehouse district, but since we're living here, we should be aware of our surroundings. We can't rely solely on Josephine, and simple tasks should be shared among everyone. Gathering information about the surroundings is important.

Alright, let's get to work.

First, I mass-produced the usual crystal vials. I don't make them one by one. Since I can produce the same result with the same magic, it's easy for me. Especially with something as simple as crystal vials, I can produce a hundred at once without any trouble.

However, the vials need to change color based on the recovery potion inside, which adds a bit of difficulty. Still, changing the color is a minor task. I finished the simple tasks quickly and moved on to the next.

Next was the creation of the recovery potions.

I made a generous amount, equal to the number of crystal vials. For low-level recovery potions, the difficulty is similar to making the vials. I can mass-produce them with ease. However, the difficulty increases sharply with mid-level potions, and the magic consumption is much higher, so mass-production in a single go isn't feasible.

For the main healing potions, level six should be fine. Even level seven would be valuable, but to me, the difference between level six and seven is negligible. This time, since I'm making a large quantity, the small difference matters, but I won't be stingy. My magic power and recovery speed far exceed those of ordinary healers.

I filled the crystal vials on the floor with recovery potions, completing the first batch. I also made a small amount of various other level six potions. The beautiful crystal vials arranged around me were a sight to behold. Oh, the packing is going to be a hassle...

"Sister, the vials are beautiful."

"Yeah, making them was easy, but packing them up is a pain."

Valeria had apparently been observing my magic while reading.

I would like some help with the packing from the younger members, but the earth-magic-adepts are focused on the bath, and the others are on patrol with Gradena, so I can't ask them. Sigh, I guess I'll have to do it myself.

"Valeria, can you help me with the packing?"

"Of course, I'll get the boxes."

Valeria seemed happy to help.

After we finished the packing, it was time to produce mid-level recovery potions.

I prepared a generous amount of level five and four potions, with the latter being half the quantity of the former. I took breaks between tasks and packed them all. Finally, I made a small amount of level three healing potions.

I don't plan to provide level two recovery potions or composite recovery potions. Not even to family. Certainly not in pill form or as magic potions. However, I can provide a small amount of level two potions to Zenobia and Caroline for personal use.

By the time I finished all these tasks, it was already late afternoon, and the rain hadn't stopped.

Feeling lazy about going outside or preparing lunch, I gave some money to Priene and the others to buy food from the city. Even in the ration-scarce Royal Capital, some shops are still open. It's fine if the prices are a bit higher.

After finishing the not-so-delicious junk food bought by the younger members, I thought about what to do next. It's too early to visit the Mercenary Guild.

Hmm, well, it's a hassle, but I might as well do it now.

"Sorry, Valeria. I need to do more of the same thing, so can you help with the packing?"

"Of course, Sister!"

Valeria seemed happy to help.

In the dire situation of the Royal Capital, where healers and recovery potions are in short supply, having a stock of recovery potions is invaluable. They don't spoil, and they will be useful. Since I have free time, I'll mass-produce and stockpile them.

I repeated the process from earlier and produced an even larger quantity. I also increased our stock of magic potions.

When the others returned, including Gradena, they helped with the packing. I ended up producing an amount that even surprised me. I should have brought Rosabel-san's disciple. It's too late now, though.

This level of mass-production is beyond the ordinary, and even Rosabel-san would find it difficult. However, the Kikyo Society members, used to abnormal situations, didn't show much surprise, though they did look a bit amazed. I guess I'm the one who's most surprised.

The mountains of wooden crates were impressive. This would be a fortune.

The recovery potions I mass-produced will mainly be provided to an organization in the Royal Capital, including a stockpile. I can always make more if needed, but I think I've made a sufficient amount for now.

Of course, I won't give all of them to the Mercenary Guild. They won't need this much for now, even though they would take as much as they can.

In the current Royal Capital, a large quantity of recovery potions can be used as negotiation leverage and is a valuable gift. Providing them to other guilds would also be an effective way to build goodwill.

I'm quite tired, but it seems to be evening. The slanting light tells me so. The rain seems to have stopped. Well, let's go out again.

With the help of Gradena and Valeria, we loaded a few crates of recovery potions into a mid-sized jeep.

"I'm going again. I'll try to bring Zenobia and Caroline back. Hopefully, everyone will be back by the time we return."

"Alright, we'll leave it to you. The others should be back by sunset."

With Valeria, I set off for the Mercenary Guild again. I should be able to meet Zenobia this time. It's exciting.

I arrived at the Mercenary Guild, driving safely as before.

The chubby man at the counter greeted us immediately. The guild seemed empty, but people were definitely in the back rooms and upstairs. They must have returned from their jobs.

"Hey, girls. Zenobia's back. Her room is at the back of the second floor. Go on in."

"Thanks, we'll go up."

The excitement of a long-awaited reunion filled my chest. We haven't changed much since we last met, and I don't think Zenobia has either. Tonight, we could put our work aside and have a drink together.

It's the last room in the back, they said. There's no nameplate, so I'm a bit nervous about whether I have the right room.

I knocked on the door gently.

"...Hey, no answer. There's a magic reaction inside, but she's probably sleeping."

"There doesn't seem to be any movement. She might be sleeping."

Waking her up would be rude, but coming back another time isn't ideal. Zenobia should know we're coming, so it's unusual for her to be sleeping. Maybe she's exhausted.

Well, since she's a friend, there's no need to be too polite. I turned the doorknob, and it wasn't locked. This is careless, but I guess it's fine.

"Zenobia, I'm coming in."

I spoke softly as I entered the room. She seemed to be lying on the bed, so she's probably sleeping.

The room was quite dark, as it was on the opposite side of where the sun was setting.

"Zenobia?"

That's strange. A warrior like Zenobia should wake up when someone approaches, even if she's sleeping.

Upon closer inspection, her breathing was unusually heavy, and she was occasionally groaning in discomfort.

"Sister, is Zenobia sick?"

"Either sick or injured and feverish. Either way, she doesn't seem to be doing well."

According to the chubby man at the counter, everyone in the guild had some kind of injury, and Zenobia was no exception.

First, I need to heal her. Since no one else is around, I'll use a high-level composite recovery potion to heal her quickly.

I touched Zenobia's forehead and felt a high fever. She had multiple injuries, none of which were life-threatening, but they were widespread. There were cuts, scrapes, bruises, and mild sprains. There were no broken bones, but the number of injuries was excessive. There was also a hint of infection and a small amount of poison in her system.

Working in this condition? The Royal Capital must be in a worse state than I imagined. Even Zenobia, a skilled warrior, is in this state. I'm surprised she's still alive.

I didn't hold back and used a high-level composite recovery potion to fully heal Zenobia. I also purified her bloodied body and sheets with a cleansing spell.

I watched Zenobia for a while with a mix of tenderness and concern as her breathing became calm. Then, she suddenly sat up, startled.

"W-Who's there!? Oh, Yukari, is that you? And Valeria too?"

"Good morning, Zenobia. I told you we'd be coming. You were sleeping, so I just came in."

Zenobia, with her disheveled hair, looked just as I remembered. Perhaps a bit thinner, but seeing her face again was reassuring.

"Ah, that's fine. But, was that... Yukari?"

Zenobia, checking her body, looked at me in surprise.

"Of course. I'm an expert in potion magic. How do you feel?"

"...Wow, I haven't felt this good in a long time! Thank you, Yukari! And Valeria too!"

It was the first time I had used magic on Zenobia, so she was quite surprised and moved, testing her body's condition.

"I didn't do much, but I'm glad you're feeling better."

"I didn't do anything special, but I'm glad you're feeling better."

"Right, Zenobia. How about joining us for dinner at our base? We have a lot to catch up on, and I'd like to hear about the situation in the Royal Capital from you. Also, can you contact Caroline?"

"Caroline... I can't reach her right away. I'll explain more later. Also, before we go to your base, can you heal the other guild members? It would be a big help."

I'm curious about why she's vague about Caroline, but if she'll explain later, that's fine.

"I prepared recovery potions for that. They're in the vehicle outside."

"You really are something, Yukari. Can you go get them? There are many injured members who can't move."

"Sure, I'll get them. However, keep it a secret that I made these potions. It could cause trouble. Just say we brought them from Exembra. It's support from the Kikyo Society, and it's free. Besides, you probably don't have the money to pay for them anyway."

Zenobia agreed happily. I explained the different colored crystal vials and we carried the crates to the adjacent dormitory.

The dormitory was filled with groans and deathly breaths, a scene of utter despair.

I had no intention of getting involved beyond this point. From here on, I'll leave it to Zenobia and the guild members.

"Everyone, listen up! We have recovery potions! I've brought enough for everyone. We'll start distributing them now. If you can move, help out!"

"Recovery potions! Where did you get them?"

"Who cares where they came from! We can save lives now!"

The guild staff gathered around, trying to get more information from Zenobia, but she insisted on healing first. The appropriate level of recovery potions was quickly distributed. Good thinking. Even with plenty, they won't waste any.

Soon, cheers of joy echoed throughout the room, and I felt a bit proud.

After the commotion, the guildmaster, who had been absent, appeared and we had a conversation.

This was a chance to build goodwill for the Kikyo Society. I made sure Zenobia's affiliation wasn't undermined.

We had a smooth discussion and wrapped it up. I then returned to the base with Zenobia.

"Thanks again, Yukari, Valeria. It's been a long time!"

We hugged each other tightly, exchanging smiles and warm greetings.
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			It was already dark when we finally returned to the base.

We opened the unguarded entrance and went in. Many vehicles were parked, indicating that most had returned.

As I got out of the mid-sized jeep, everyone welcomed us.

"President, welcome back!"

"Yukari, Valeria, you're late. Oh?"

"Who's that? Zenobia, is that you?"

"It's been a while!"

"Zenobia, you haven't changed a bit, have you?"

The familiar executives surrounded Zenobia, warmly greeting her. She happily hugged and greeted everyone in return.

The younger members watched from a distance, but they already knew about Zenobia from the day before. They're all good people, so I'm sure they'll get along well by tonight. Zenobia also has a couple of days off, so there's plenty of time.

Mia's team must have done well, as large chunks of meat and pots were being prepared, filling the warehouse with a delicious aroma. Dinner tonight looks promising.

Another thing I noticed upon entering the warehouse was a large room partitioned off in the corner. It must be the bath. Is it already finished?

"Let's eat first! We got some good alcohol, so we'll drink tonight!"

"The pot should be ready by now. Zenobia, we don't have chairs or a table, but make yourself comfortable."

"Yeah, it's going to be a fun dinner!"

The dinner was more lively than usual, and we enjoyed light and casual conversations, completely avoiding work-related topics. This is our way, and it was my intention from the start.

During the meal, we caught up on Zenobia's recent life. It wasn't surprising, but it was indeed tough.

She had considered joining the Kikyo Society at my invitation but couldn't abandon her hometown, the Royal Capital, and her fellow mercenaries. From what I saw today, she was close to her limits.

The recovery potions and our arrival seemed to give her a sense of relief. I felt a bit embarrassed, but hearing that made me feel appreciated. There was even a moment when Albert, usually tough, started crying out of emotion.

After a pleasant dinner, it was time to drink. However, there were a few things I needed to confirm first.

Specifically, I needed to know about Caroline. Where is she, and why was Zenobia vague about it?

The younger members were drinking happily among themselves, but the executives knew to leave it to us. We sat in a circle with a barrel of alcohol and some snacks, ready to talk.

"Alright, let's talk while we drink. Zenobia, what's going on with Caroline? How is she?"

I started the conversation and served everyone. I poured a wine-like drink from somewhere into clean, transparent glasses and handed them out. I can't tell if it's high-quality or cheap, but it tastes good.

"Yeah, I thought Caroline would come with you."

"Looking at you, it doesn't seem like it's a dire or sad situation. Right?"

"Where is Caroline?"

Zenobia took a sip of the drink, moistening her lips, under everyone's gaze.

"I'm not trying to be mysterious. To put it simply, Caroline is safe, but I don't know where she is. I get occasional letters from her, but she doesn't mention where she is or why she disappeared. I think she's trying not to trouble me. She says she'll visit once things settle down, so I believe I'll see her again if I wait."

Her response made me think. A former brothel manager disappearing could mean she's in trouble. Given the rampant kidnappings in the Royal Capital and her line of work, it's possible she's been caught up in something. However, if she can send letters, she must have some freedom. She's not the type to be easily overpowered. I'm worried, but it doesn't seem to be a dire situation.

If we cause a stir in the Royal Capital, Caroline might hear about it and take action. Actively hiding, Caroline would be hard for even Josephine's team to find. After all, the Royal Capital is her territory, and she has many connections. Looking for her without proper leads would be futile.

We might unintentionally hinder Caroline if we try to help her.

"She's as unpredictable as you, but don't worry. She's not the type to be killed easily. Worrying is futile."

"I agree. We'll keep an eye on her, but it's futile to worry. I'll leave it at that."

"That's a good point. We'll keep an eye on her."

Josephine's words calmed the atmosphere.

"Alright! Let's enjoy ourselves!"

As Ophelia and the others joined the younger members, the mood quickly turned lively.

Zenobia, being teased and mingling, seemed to be enjoying herself. She's a beautiful woman, and she was soon surrounded by the younger members. It's good to see her fitting in.

No matter how drunk they get and how late they sleep, I always wake up early. It's one of my few virtues.

I woke up naturally, still early in the morning. I used magic to refresh my groggy head and looked at the bed littered with unconscious bodies.

They'll never learn. After waking up with hangovers, they'll just keep working. I won't give them hangover medicine, but I might sneak some to Valeria if she looks miserable.

As I thought about this and went outside for fresh air, Zenobia joined me.

Opening the large entrance, I breathed in the fresh morning air of early summer.

"Ah, it feels great. Zenobia, here, this will clear your head."

I prepared a refreshing recovery potion in a large crystal vial and handed it to her. She needed hydration too. I'm generous to early risers.

"Thank you, my throat was parched."

After drinking it, she was surprised by its effect, a reaction I hadn't seen in a while.

It was time for morning training with my former sparring partner.

I glanced at Zenobia, and she understood. She might have been thinking the same thing.

The bare-handed combat training we did at the Girls' Re-education Camp. It was a test of physical strength and skill without weapons.

"Let's begin."

I started with few words. Adding physical enhancement magic to our usual training, there was no need to confirm what to do.

Zenobia gradually increased the power of her magic and attacked me. As she hadn't done much bare-handed combat lately, her movements were a bit stiff.

I matched her increasing power. I blocked her punches, kicks, and attempts to grab me. She slowly regained her old form.

Her combat skills hadn't improved, as she admitted, but her overall strength was impressive. Enhanced by physical enhancement magic, her power and speed were at an astounding level. She had fought countless battles and was now a formidable warrior, even by Kikyo Society standards.

If she combined her physical enhancement magic with her greatsword and acceleration magic, she might be a match for our executives.

I smiled, impressed by her honed strength.

I had a good sense of Zenobia's current strength. She had some trump cards, and in a life-or-death situation, she might be even stronger, but I had a decent understanding.

Now, let her see my growth.

Zenobia's physical enhancement magic, which had been gradually increasing, stopped. This was probably her best and limit.

I had been matching her output, but I still had room to grow. My strength is one of the reasons I'm the president of the Kikyo Society. Watch this!

I tipped the balance of our physical enhancement magic.

My hands easily deflected and repelled Zenobia's attacks. I started moving with quick steps, dodging her attacks effortlessly.

I lightly touched her arms, legs, and back as I circled around her.

Finally, Zenobia raised her hands in surrender.

"...Phew, Yukari, you've become too strong."

"You'd be a different story with your greatsword. I'm not falling behind in bare-handed combat."

"That's true, but your magic power..."

We exchanged rare comments, and before we knew it, a crowd had gathered to watch us.

Of course, there were always people who couldn't just watch a fight.

Especially Gradena, who had been using physical enhancement magic at full power, mirroring our actions.

"Zenobia! You've really improved!"

"Yeah, I haven't been idle, either. You've improved more than I thought. I'm surprised."

Zenobia was impressed by Gradena's strength, which was on par with or even exceeded her own.

"That's to be expected. We've been trained by Yukari and others. How about a match? Not just with Yukari, but with me too."

"I'd like that. With Yukari around, a bit of injury doesn't matter."

"Got it, that's the spirit!"

"Not fair, Gradena! Zenobia, next time, it's my turn!"

"Of course, it's my turn too!"

Ophelia and Albert also volunteered, followed by Mia and Valeria as usual.

Then, the battle-crazy younger members also joined, and Zenobia faced them one by one. She seemed to be enjoying herself, and it was good to see her fitting in.

Zenobia was a potential Kikyo Society executive, and this was a good opportunity for her to bond with the younger members. I'll let her have her fun.
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			Leaving the boisterous sounds of morning combat training behind, I returned to the warehouse for a break.

I really wanted to take a shower, but I had to wait. The bath was still under construction and would be ready soon, I heard.

Sipping tea, I thought about confirming some things with the members that I hadn't been able to ask yesterday.

After Zenobia and I finished training, the executives and younger members gradually returned. I called them over to confirm yesterday's mission results. Since I had skipped this part last night, I needed to catch up.

Gradena's base defense team's results were straightforward.

Their tasks were to defend the base and gather information about the surroundings. They patrolled the area, checking what was there and who was around.

They found that most of the surrounding warehouses were empty, and the few in use were occupied by groups similar to ours. Very few warehouses were functioning properly. The Royal Capital's logistics were almost at a standstill, and the existing supplies had either been taken out or looted.

If any of the nearby troublemakers showed up, they would deal with them, but they wouldn't bother us unless provoked. As long as there was a clear boundary, it was fine. Still, I doubted that male troublemakers would leave a group of women alone. If they did cause trouble, we could just take care of them.

Ophelia and Albert's compensation team returned with significant results.

The information they extracted was extensive, covering the connections between noble families and merchants. This would be highly useful, but it needed to be verified from multiple sources. That's where the Intelligence Unit would come in. They also had a member with them for on-the-spot assessments.

Their material gains were clear.

They mainly obtained preserved food and alcohol, as well as some jewelry.

For other supplies, they negotiated with the nobles and merchants, who offered alternatives in exchange for sparing essential items for daily life. The compensation team had a lot to do today and tomorrow, reviewing these alternatives.

Mia's food procurement team's results were also clearly visible.

Popular game was easily found at the edge of the forest, and they brought back a few large catches.

Their main task was food, but they also cleared some monsters along the way and collected materials. Any supplies would be welcome in the current Royal Capital and should fetch a good price. I hope they keep up the good work today.

The Intelligence Unit's results wouldn't be definitive in a short time.

They had to gather and verify a lot of information. They would continue as usual.

Then, I outlined the plan for today and discussed it with them.

Gradena's team would continue with base defense and area exploration.

Additionally, they were instructed to eliminate drug dealers and irredeemable troublemakers they encountered. It was a mix of reconnaissance and reducing enemy numbers, but if they encountered organizations related to the Snake Head Society, they might be drawn into a conflict. This could create new rivalries with organizations unrelated to us, which could be a problem.

Our goal was to provoke the current enemies of the Kikyo Society. Engaging with underworld organizations from other countries at this stage wouldn't be interesting. However, if it came to that, we would deal with it. Being on the offensive was more important.

Ophelia and Albert's compensation team planned to gain more results.

They were going to a noble's house, introduced by another noble, to 'borrow' items and magic tools. They would need the Delta for transporting large furniture and magic tools. Gradena, who wanted to drive, was assigned a different task.

It was like breaking into an empty house. Since it was unoccupied, there was no issue. It was a practical use of resources, and the Kikyo Society would gladly accept them.

The house they were visiting should have enough sofas, tables, and bedding, and they might even bring materials for the bath. If they visited multiple houses, they might get everything they needed.

Mia's food procurement team's plan remained the same.

Today, they planned to target different prey and might also clear some monsters if they had time. Whatever materials they collected would be welcome in the Royal Capital and should fetch a good price. I hope they do well today.

Josephine's information gathering team would continue their usual tasks.

However, they were also tasked with gathering information about the Oversta family, particularly about the countess, who seemed to be in control but had disappeared. I wanted to know what kind of person she was before meeting her.

Unlike the Gerdodus family, who operated in the underworld, the Oversta family was a prestigious house. Gathering information should be easier. The countess was a prominent figure, and I didn't need deep, secret information, so it should be manageable.

I also instructed each team to eliminate any troublemakers they encountered. This would be a strategic move for the future.

We would take the initiative against our enemies in the Royal Capital. From the Kikyo Society's perspective, it was already a done deal. We would crush them based on the information we gathered.

It would be great if we could provoke them, but we couldn't do that today.

Additionally, I decided to send a messenger to Exembra.

I would inform them of our current situation and that we wouldn't be returning soon. I would also request healer apprentices to be sent to the Royal Capital to assist. This would be a good experience for them and would reduce my workload. The demand for recovery potions would continue, and I couldn't openly produce them, but Rosabel and Colette's apprentices could handle it without issues. They could even perform healing magic directly.

Another task was to assist the Royal Capital in its dire situation.

This would alleviate Zenobia's burden and indirectly benefit Caroline.

Of course, the Kikyo Society couldn't do everything alone. The easiest way was to support the guilds. Providing recovery potions would revive them.

I then asked Zenobia to provide more details about her current tasks.

She could handle whatever came her way, especially with the guild members' recovery and the support of recovery potions. This gave her hope.

She explained the current roles of the Mercenary Guild.

There were no surprising details. Mainly, they dealt with monster hunting, bandit suppression, and maintaining order in the Royal Capital.

The Mercenary and Adventurer Guilds were working together, but they were severely understaffed. Monsters were about to overflow from the forest, and bandits were taking advantage of the weakened guilds. Maintaining order was barely possible on the main streets of the Royal Capital. Foreign underworld groups were running rampant, and the situation was worse than in Exembra.

This explained why Mia's food procurement team could easily achieve their goals. I would encourage them to cull more monsters.

Maintaining order was different from Exembra, and it wasn't something we needed to handle. We would deal with drug dealers and obvious troublemakers, but not for the sake of maintaining order. We had no intention of getting involved with foreign forces.

However, dealing with bandits was more suitable for us.

"I don't know much about bandits. How many groups are there, and how often do they attack?"

"There are too many to count. Some come from Retnark, while others are former citizens of Brenark who lost everything and turned to banditry. There are large and small groups, and they often merge or split. They attack almost every day. We're exhausted, and they retreat if things get tough. It's impossible to eliminate them all. The Royal Capital has suffered many losses, and I can only imagine the state of the surrounding towns and villages."

"I see. If there are that many, we can reduce their numbers significantly. Do you know where their bases are?"

"To some extent. Bandits often work together, making it difficult to attack them. We also want to avoid causing casualties."

Knowing their locations would make things easier. We, the Kikyo Society, wouldn't be deterred by the number of bandits, and a few injuries wouldn't matter. I could handle them alone.

Bandits are ruthless in their plundering. If left unchecked, more villages like Sophie and Mary's could be destroyed. I don't want to see that happen again.

"That's settled. I'll deal with the bandits. I don't care about their situation. I'll crush them."

"I know your strength, Yukari. Understood. I'll guide you. Shall we go now?"

"I like to finish things quickly. If you're ready, let's go. Valeria is coming too!"

Valeria, who had been listening, was eagerly checking her equipment.

We borrowed a spare mid-sized jeep from the mostly empty warehouse and set out.

Zenobia drove, and we headed out of the Royal Capital. After a while, she removed the speed limiter and sped up.

We weren't sightseeing, so we aimed to get there and finish quickly.

Our destination was one of several large bandit bases. They hadn't moved despite their exposed location, either due to confidence in their strength or underestimating us. If things had been fine until now, they probably saw no reason to relocate.

As we approached, Zenobia slowed down. It was time.

We parked the vehicle in a convenient spot and proceeded on foot.

The bandit base, a dilapidated or poorly maintained village, was visible from a distance.

There were guards in the watchtowers, and the village seemed to have more than just a few dozen people. Many were wandering around, looking busy.

Indeed, with the current state of the guilds, attacking such a large group would likely result in heavy casualties or a disastrous retreat. It must have been frustrating to know they couldn't do anything about it.

I could also see people working like slaves. They were either original villagers or brought from elsewhere. There might be captives as well.

With hostages, we couldn't attack indiscriminately. It would be troublesome if they were taken as leverage.

"What do you think? Should we charge in head-on?"

Valeria nodded enthusiastically, and Zenobia was eager for battle. However, it would be troublesome if hostages were taken. We were outnumbered, and they might attack recklessly.

Since we were here, let's try to lure them out instead of charging in. That way, we wouldn't cause unnecessary damage to the village.

"Let's try a ranged attack to lure them out."

First, we needed to decide what to target. We wanted the bandits to notice us, so we left the watchtowers and guards alone.

I looked around and spotted a figure who seemed important. I readied my usual iron ball and threw it.
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			A blooming red flower.

The iron ball I threw struck the intended target with perfect precision.

Ignoring the stunned villagers who seemed as if time had stopped, I prepared to throw the next one.

The people who saw the red flower bloom again were thrown into chaos.

From their perspective, they probably have no idea what’s going on. They might not even have noticed the existence of the iron balls flying at them at supersonic speed.

Even from a distance, the lookout guards wouldn’t understand what I’m doing as I casually throw the iron balls.

There’s no room for mercy. I’ve learned what bandits are capable of from my past experiences. I aim carefully, ensuring I don’t miss my targets, and continue throwing the iron balls methodically.

How many red flowers have I made bloom? It took them quite a while, but the lookouts finally figured out it was my doing. They pointed at me and started shouting frantically.

Then, a furious group of bandits began rushing towards me. From a distance, none of them were running on foot; they were coming in several vehicles.

Hmph, convenient.

I didn’t attack immediately, instead letting them get as close as possible. Zenobia and Valeria played along, even showing their backs as they pretended to flee.

Come on, keep coming. Rush at me in your rage!

Running up a low hill, I turned around and surveyed the bandits when I felt their vehicles were far enough from the village. More vehicles were still coming from the village, but I had lured most of them out. The vehicles were heading towards me in a steady stream, most of them military-grade. They must have found a stash of abandoned military vehicles somewhere or maybe they were former soldiers. Either way, they were just bandits now.

With them this far away, there’s no worry about them fleeing back to the village. Given their numbers, there are probably few bandits left in the village.

At this point, we’re halfway to success. Time to start throwing again.

I threw the iron ball at the approaching vehicles without hesitation, hitting the center of one with perfect accuracy.

The vehicle, its magical propulsion system destroyed, came to a halt with a violent jolt.

"Still got more!" I shouted.

It didn’t take long to disable all the vehicles and pull them away from the village. The disabled vehicles continued to roll a bit due to inertia but eventually came to a stop. The bandits, descending from their vehicles, ran towards me in even greater fury.

They must lack any learning ability. Only after a few of them were felled by my thrown iron balls did they realize they were in a deathtrap.

"This time, I’ll take them on," Zenobia said.

As the bandits began to turn and flee, Zenobia sprung into action.

She was fast. Unbelievably fast. The Acceleration Magic I hadn’t seen in a while granted Zenobia an almost unfair speed. Her top speed was incredible, but what was even more remarkable was how quickly she reached it. In her wake, the bodies and heads of bandits littered the ground; none managed to escape.

Valeria, moving from a different angle, was no less formidable. Though not as fast as Zenobia’s Acceleration Magic, her Physical Enhancement Magic allowed her to achieve a comparable speed. The trail she left behind was nothing but the corpses of the bandits.

I only shot a few who tried to escape in a different direction from the village. Fighting without strong opponents is a hollow experience.

Well, that’s about it.

There are probably still some bandits left in the village, but we’ve achieved a near-decisive victory.

Thinking about this, I welcomed Zenobia and Valeria back.

"Valeria, well done. And Zenobia, your Acceleration Magic is truly unfair."

"This is the combat style that got me recognized as a top-tier mercenary. I had some confidence, but to call it unfair... Valeria, what’s with that speed?"

"Onee-sama trained me, so anyone could become that fast," Valeria replied.

"Don’t be silly. Valeria is just exceptionally fast."

Zenobia, looking somewhat skeptical but also inclined to believe it, needed a little push.

"What’s next? Should we head into the village?"

"…No, it’s fine. Let’s move on to the next one. I want to take out two or three more bandit hideouts today."

"That’s fine, but what about the village? There are people who were captured."

"It’s impossible to fit everyone into this mid-sized jeep. We’ll take out a few more bandits and report back to the guild. The remaining cleanup and rescue can be left to you. It’s cold, but a half-day’s delay won’t make a difference."

My goal is to eliminate bandits, not rescue villagers or slaves. If that were my objective, I wouldn’t have come with such a small group, and I would have considered equipment and mobility.

This time, helping people is just a side effect, and I haven’t thought about any follow-up.

Besides, I don’t want to be mistaken for a humanitarian.

"Also, after setting everything up this far, I kind of feel like they should take care of themselves from here."

"True to form, Yukari. If we go into the village, I’d probably end up taking care of everyone. Let’s move on to the next one. As Yukari said, the faster we eliminate bandits, the fewer victims there will be. Though, if someone Zenobia knows is among them, that’s a different story. What do you think?"

"That’s not the case. On to the next one!"

Valeria, already in the jeep, had no objections.

With Zenobia driving, we headed towards the next bandit hideout.

Since it was still early, we decided to tackle multiple hideouts in one go.

Zenobia, who knew the locations of the bandit hideouts, sped the jeep towards the next target.

We chatted idly during the drive, sharing amusing stories about interesting people in the Kikyo Society. While talking, I channeled my overflowing mana into creating high-level healing potions and magic potions, making efficient use of my time.

Time flies when you’re doing something.

"Here it is, that’s it."

There was only one thing that could be clearly recognized when pointed out.

Our next target was a formidable fortress. It seemed wasteful for bandits to use it, and it was a bit presumptuous. Apparently, it was a repurposed military fortress.

As we approached, guards could be seen stationed on the walls, and the interior remained a mystery.

We parked the vehicle a short distance away and got out.

Observing for a moment, nothing out of the ordinary happened. The guards stayed focused on us, but nothing happened.

Given that we were just three women, they should have tried something by now.

"Maybe the bandits here are out on a job?"

"Empty? That’s bad luck."

"Onee-sama, if they’re gone, we can still collect our fee."

"…I see, that’s a good point. Well done, Valeria."

"You guys… I’ve been low on funds, so let’s split it?"

Zenobia is generally a good person but, as a mercenary, she’s quite money-conscious. Some might call it greedy.

In any case, there were no objections. Besides, causing damage to the bandits might lead to internal conflicts among them.

We walked towards the fortress gate in a relaxed manner.

Upon reaching the closed gate, we found no resistance. The guards were shouting from above, but we ignored them.

With my mana sensing, I could tell how many people were inside.

As expected, most of them were gone, and only a minimal number of guards had barricaded themselves inside. With such a small number, subduing them wouldn’t be much trouble.

"What now? Should we look for another entrance?"

"No way. There’s a perfectly good entrance right in front of us. It would be too much trouble to look elsewhere."

"I thought you’d say that. But breaking it down will be a challenge, right?"

The fortress gate appeared to be made of wood and reinforced with iron, and even Mithril was used for additional strength. It was likely a magical device, powered by mana stones. The gate’s mana signature suggested it had some intricate enchantments, but I couldn’t discern the specifics. Still, it was clear this was a former military facility.

Despite all that, I wondered, so what?

I slipped on the Special Gloves I kept in my coat pocket and gave the gate a experimental punch.

"Shake it up!"

The gate groaned loudly but didn’t break. It was as sturdy as it looked, but its magical defenses were far from impenetrable. I could sense the mana stored in it depleting with just a light punch. Once the mana supply was cut off, the Mithril would lose its enhanced strength.

I punched the gate again, and the bandits inside, sensing the ominous creaking, began to gather.

This could save us some trouble.

With a few more punches, I drained the gate’s mana, and the bandits inside were now clustered in an ideal position. Based on their movements, there didn’t seem to be any slaves or civilians inside, but who knows?

The gate had lost its magical defenses.

Breaking it down wouldn’t require much mana. I had exhausted its magical properties not as a primary goal but as a side effect.

The purpose of my punches was to gather the bandits. The ominous sounds would alert them and draw them to the gate's other side.

It’s easier to subdue them this way. Even with mana sensing, searching the entire fortress would be a hassle. If I could set this up with a few punches, it was a cheap and effective method.

Time to break it. There were multiple ways to do it, but with me, it’s always going to be dramatic, and that might scare off the gathered bandits.

The gate should be tough, given its military origins.

Even without its magical defenses, the combination of wood and metal would be challenging. A competent mage could break through either the wood or the metal alone, but the combination significantly increased the difficulty. For example, an attack that would normally take one or two high-level spells might now require twice as many.

"Onee-sama, let me handle this."

"…Sure, go ahead. Zenobia hasn’t seen this before."

"Speaking of which, I’ve never heard about Valeria’s magical aptitude."

This was likely a demonstration, a way to introduce herself to Zenobia. It would be good for Zenobia to know what Valeria could do.

Valeria stepped forward and touched the gate, releasing a wave of mana. There was no incantation, just a natural and effortless use of magic.

The result was immediate.

Dust. A mountain of dust.

The massive and supposedly sturdy fortress gate turned into a pile of dust without any warning.

It didn’t matter if it was wood or iron. As long as it wasn’t infused with mana, it didn’t stand a chance.

Against Valeria’s magic, everything turned to dust.

This was the magic that once plagued Valeria, but now, having overcome it, it is a terrifying and immensely powerful spell.

It’s called "Corruption Magic" by some, but I don’t think that’s accurate. Corruption implies the breakdown of organic matter by microorganisms. Valeria’s magic affects even metal, so it could be called "Corrosion Magic." However, since it has both properties, calling it one or the other would be a mistake.

Besides, it’s not fitting for a beautiful young girl like Valeria. I decided to name it "Collapse Magic" and gifted it to her.

This magic is rarely used. Despite being Valeria’s most powerful spell, it’s often held in reserve. I don’t know the exact reasons, but with her current abilities, she rarely needs to rely on it. Her foundational magic and physical abilities are exceptionally high.

Incidentally, the Kikyo Society has several members with similarly negative magical aptitudes. Their backgrounds, shaped by their unique magical abilities, led them to join the society. Here, no one cares about such things, and they’ve all grown to master and control their powers. In the Kikyo Society, being powerful and formidable is even admired.

I used a powerful wind magic to blow away the pile of dust, revealing the stunned bandits on the other side of the gate.

Zenobia was excited.

"What was that!? Amazing, Valeria!"

True to her mercenary nature, Zenobia was purely impressed and eagerly asked questions, leaving Valeria feeling a bit flustered and looking to me for help. Her cuteness was irresistible, and I pulled her into a hug, petting her head while scolding Zenobia.

"Still not over? Look, the bandits are gathering. It’s your turn now, Zenobia."

"Right, I’ll finish this quickly!"

There was no need for me to intervene. I watched Zenobia charge in with renewed excitement.

We walked through the now-empty fortress, having already extracted the location of their treasures from the bandits.

The rooms we passed contained some unpleasant sights, but with no living beings left, there was nothing to be done.

We arrived at the treasure room, but a quick glance revealed it wasn’t much.

A few pieces of moderately valuable equipment, some weak magical items, and a small amount of gold coins. The only noteworthy items were a few pieces of jewelry and a couple of recovery potion vials.

Valeria wasn’t interested, and neither was I, except for the jewelry and gold coins. Zenobia, however, showed some interest in the potion vials.

We decided to hand the potions over to the guild and split the rest of the loot.

Bandit hunting isn’t as profitable as I thought, and it’s somewhat tedious.

Is there anything interesting around? It’s important to always find a way to enjoy the task.
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			As we exit the bandit stronghold and climb into the jeep, a thought crosses my mind. This fortress doesn't need to be left standing, does it?

Valeria, already seated in the jeep, and Xenobia, who's taken the driver's seat, look at me with curious eyes as I pause.

"Yukari, what's the matter?" Xenobia asks.

"...Well, can we demolish this fortress?" I respond.

"Huh? Sure, I guess. Who's going to complain except the bandits?"

"Then it's fine. Hold on, I'll get started."

Now, how should I go about it? I could let Valeria handle it, but I think I'll give it a try.

I could use magic or throw things, but breaking it with my bare hands would be too much trouble.

"Ah, I've got it!"

While contemplating, an idea strikes me.

"This, this is it!"

I retrieve the weapon I had left on the back of the jeep. It's a masterpiece, crafted by my own hands, fitting for someone like me.

The Silver Super-Hard Bat, gleaming with orichalcum, is a sight to behold. I won't be using it to break things, though. A bat's primary purpose is to hit balls, and that's exactly what I'll do.

It's a perfect opportunity. The target is large, and it's just right for testing.

Xenobia and Valeria, who had already climbed into the jeep, seem intrigued and step out to watch.

Holding the bat, they look at me with puzzled expressions, not quite understanding what I'm about to do.

"Onee-sama, what are you planning?"

"Is that a weapon? It's beautiful but unusual," Xenobia comments.

I decide to get some help. Yes, that's a good idea.

I create an iron ball and show them what I'm going to do.

"Could you help me? I'll show you what I'm about to do, and then you can assist."

I float the iron ball in front of me and, with a swift swing of the bat, send it flying. The satisfying impact is followed by the ball smashing into the fortress at tremendous speed, breaking through part of it.

"I'll be doing it like this, so I need you to throw iron balls in front of me."

Valeria looks excited, while Xenobia seems amused, but they both agree to help.

I create a pile of iron balls and start throwing them at me.

"Alright, here we go!"

They throw the balls at my stomach, and I aim to hit them. At first, the throws are off, and I miss or hit the wrong spots, but with adjustments, we get the hang of it.

The sounds of powerful hits, flying iron balls, and the fortress crumbling fill the air. The fortress gradually loses its shape, becoming uninhabitable, yet my enthusiasm doesn't wane.

It's so much fun! It feels like I've returned to a batting center, enjoying the satisfying impact and the thrill of hitting the target.

My accuracy improves, and I can hit the ball where I aim, making it even more enjoyable.

Seeing my enthusiasm, Valeria and Xenobia start to get antsy. They want a turn too.

"Who's next?"

"Sorry, Valeria. Let me go first!" Xenobia says, though she looks a bit disappointed.

I hand the bat to Xenobia, who's surprised by its weight but handles it easily, given her strength.

She mimics my stance and puts in some effort.

"Come on, let's see what you've got!"

Initially, she struggles, but after a few tries, she starts hitting the balls with ease.

Xenobia seems to be having a blast, even without aiming precisely.

After hitting about twenty balls, she's still eager, but it's Valeria's turn now.

Valeria, like Xenobia, starts off struggling but quickly gets the hang of it, producing satisfying hits.

We play for about an hour. The stone fortress is reduced to rubble.

I got a bit carried away, but it's time to move on. Before we do, though...

I decide to give it one last good hit. I throw an iron ball and swing the bat, but...

"Onee-sama, someone's coming."

"Sounds like a vehicle. They might be returning."

I stop to see who's approaching. I don't want to attack first and risk trouble if they're from the guild. I need to confirm.

The vehicles are military jeeps and small commercial vehicles, but the occupants are clearly bandits. We confirm they are all bandits before proceeding.

There's no need to wait. We have a perfect tool for the job.

I float an iron ball in front of me and strike it with the bat. This is their death knell.

My precise hit shatters the front windshield of the lead vehicle, killing the unfortunate bandit inside.

The knocking doesn't stop. Several balls cause widespread destruction, and the bandits try to evade, but it's futile. In a short time, all the vehicle windows are shattered.

The vehicles, now driverless, crash into the rubble or drive off.

Not all the bandits are eliminated, but that's fine. I won't show mercy if they stand in our way, but I don't need to kill them all.

"Let's move on. Xenobia, if you know any more places, lead the way."

"I have a few ideas, but it might be a long shot. Let's give it a try."

The sun is still high. We have more work to do before heading back.

We take down two more small bandit strongholds and eliminate a medium-sized bandit group we encounter on the move.

There are so many bandits, it's ridiculous.

We've achieved a lot today, and I'm sure we've eased the guild's burden.

We return to the Royal Capital in high spirits, leaving the reporting to Xenobia. She'll confirm the destruction of the strongholds, hunt down any stragglers, and rescue anyone in need.

"I'll continue helping with the bandit hunts. Xenobia, you have your duties at the Mercenary Guild, so let's discuss our plans for tomorrow."

"Sounds good. With this progress, we should be able to handle the immediate threats. Thanks to the healing potions, our guild's strength is recovering, and we're starting to have some breathing room."

We part ways at the Mercenary Guild, and I return to our base.

After a light meal, I arrive at the base as the sun sets. Mia's team and I return together.

When we step inside, the base looks completely transformed. The once-empty warehouse is now filled with high-end furniture and equipment. What happened?

Mia and I stand there, stunned. How did this happen?

The senior members greet us, but we'll catch up later. First, we need to understand this transformation.

An expansive, luxurious carpet covers the floor, and a high-quality leather sofa set dominates the space. A coffee table and chest complete the makeshift living room. I sink into the couch, almost ready to fall asleep.

The junior members serve coffee, and we start the debriefing.

"Is this Ophelia and Albert's doing? Could you explain?"

"Sure, I'll explain. As we discussed earlier, we raided an abandoned noble's mansion. The security was easy to bypass, thanks to the young guy from the Intelligence Unit. It was a piece of cake."

The base is filled with more than just the living set. There's a large food storage unit, an air conditioner, a system kitchen, a wine cellar, a dining table, a china cabinet, beds, bedding, and multiple rolled-up carpets.

There are also questionable items like vases, paintings, and sculptures. I suppose they're valuable, but do we really need them?

It looks like they've stripped the mansion clean.

"Even the unnecessary items are helpful. This will make our lives much easier."

"Right? And we brought bath materials and magical devices for the bath. We handed them over to Priene."

That's great. With the materials, the bath should be completed soon.

Ophelia and Albert's team have done their part. Starting tomorrow, they'll help Xenobia and me.

We'll discuss the specifics with Xenobia, but with this team, we can handle anything.

Next, Gradena's base defense and exploration team reports.

"Nothing much happened on my end. No one came, and we were busy helping Ophelia and Albert move all the stuff in and organize it."

That makes sense. With so much material, they must have been swamped.

"Yukari, by the way, the bath should be ready by tomorrow. Thanks to the materials Ophelia's team brought, Priene said it's just finishing touches."

"That's great news. Priene should continue working on it, and Gradena should stay here to defend the base. We don't want it destroyed if we're attacked."

The surrounding area can be patrolled by the junior members. Defense should take priority now.

I'll leave the details to Gradena.

Mia's team will focus on monster hunting.

"Since we have plenty of food stored, you don't need to bring new supplies every day. Enjoy the hunt, and if necessary, we might join you."

Mia is reliable, so the monster population will decrease quickly. This should solve one of our problems.

Finally, I turn to Josephine for information.

"How did it go?"

"It was easy to gather information since she's famous. Her name is Rosmerta Juliana Oversta. Her age is unknown, but she looks young. She was a renowned beauty in her unmarried days, attracting many nobles. I have a recent photo for you to see. She has been running the House Oversta since before the kingdom fell, acting as the de facto head of the house."

An ageless beauty. Not unusual in this world, but more importantly, can we work with her? Nobles come in all types, and some can't be trusted.

"Interesting. She seems to be a capable woman. What about her relationship with Gerdodus?"

"House Oversta was closely tied to the Royal Family and had a good relationship with House Gerdodus. However, the information is limited due to House Gerdodus's strict control."

A capable woman running a powerful noble house. Unusual, but she might be a good ally.

"Does she have any personal quirks? Her personality, likes, and dislikes?"

"I have some information, but it's mostly surface-level. She's known for being bold and decisive, with strong leadership and a good reputation. Without her, House Oversta might have fallen long ago."

She sounds far from the typical noble lady. Josephine seems skeptical, but...

"Considering she's still influential even after the kingdom's fall, her abilities are undeniable."

"True. On a side note, the Count and Countess had no children. She's known for her love of children, setting up and frequently visiting an orphanage."

"That's surprising. I didn't expect a noble from Brenark to be like that."

"She is unconventional, but that's her."

"Thank you, Josephine. Continue your work in the Royal Capital. If anything else comes up, prioritize it as you see fit."

She works better on her own, and I trust her judgment.

Tomorrow, I'll help Xenobia and wait for Gerdodus's response. I wonder when we'll meet the Countess.
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			While waiting for word from House Gerdodus, I spent a few days helping Zenobia, sweating and toiling. During that time, the much-anticipated bath was finally completed, and the living conditions at our base saw significant improvements.

However, the thought of something going wrong at our base grew stronger. It became clear that enhancing our defenses was necessary. Merely having people around wasn't enough. Even if we could defeat the enemy, damage to our base would be unacceptable.

Unanimously, we decided to fortify the base. I took charge of the overall command and had Priene and the others carry out most of the renovations. My goal was to create a fortress that would discourage any attacker from even considering an assault.

I entrusted the design and exterior construction to Priene, who was skilled in architecture. Once that was done, it was my turn to step in. I used the full power of mineral magic to reinforce the structure thoroughly, ensuring it could withstand even large-scale magical attacks.

I also focused on the surrounding defenses, aiming to prevent anyone from getting close to the base in the first place. For instance, dealing with strange characters at the neighboring warehouses was a hassle. So, I decided to occupy the surrounding warehouses without permission.

After all, the warehouse we were using was also claimed by House Gerdodus without any formal right. We wouldn't let anyone complain if we did the same. In the current Royal Capital, anyone asserting ownership is likely a bold opportunist, not the original owner. There was no need to worry.

I decided to enclose the entire warehouse complex with an outer wall, transforming it into a formidable base. Fortunately, the warehouses were empty, so we didn't have to deal with the hassle of evicting anyone. I left it to Priene to decide whether to demolish or utilize the warehouses. If additional help was needed, I'd lend a hand.

The outer walls, reinforced by my magic, gave us all a great sense of satisfaction.

While we were busy with this, the messenger I sent to Exembra returned, bringing additional personnel. According to my knowledge, there were only two novice healers, but now there were four. To my surprise, Colette-san was also with them.

"Hey, I'm here."

"…You're here. Well, it's fine, I guess. Actually, having Colette-san here will ease my burden. But is it really okay?"

"I thought it would be good experience for the newbies. Rosabel wanted to come too, but having all the healers here isn't practical, right?"

Colette-san had apparently come to guide the new healers. I had hesitated about asking her to come, but now that she was here, it was a relief. The messenger had explained the situation, so they knew what to do. Colette-san could even create some potions, which was a huge help. I would have the new healers assist under her guidance, given their limited abilities.

When I inquired about the situation in Exembra, it seemed to be running smoothly, which was a relief.

With the new additions, we were beginning to settle into our lives in the Royal Capital when, at last, a messenger from Gerdodus arrived. They said that the Countess had agreed to a meeting and wanted me to come to the Marquis's estate for preparations. I was to go alone.

The Countess had vanished for a reason, and she only met a select few, not wanting to share information. It made sense.

"Is this a trap? Yukari, are you really going alone?"

"Onee-sama, I want to go with you."

At our base, Valeria, Gradena, and I sat at a table with the messenger, a butler-like man. His demand that I come alone seemed suspicious. Too suspicious.

"The peace of the Royal Capital is tied to the stability of Exembra. I must meet the Countess, who holds the key to this. I understand her position and must comply to some extent. If they're trying to set me up, I'll fight. However, I have conditions."

"Conditions? I'm afraid I cannot accept that."

The butler seemed bewildered. He was just a messenger and couldn't make such decisions.

"I'll go to the Marquis's estate, but Valeria and Gradena must come with me. I can meet the Countess alone, but since I won't be alone in the Marquis's estate, I need someone who knows the situation. If I'm delayed, who knows what my people might do."

"...Very well, you may accompany us to the estate, but the final decision rests with the master."

"Fair enough. I have preparations to make, so I'll come later. Tell them to prepare tea and snacks for three."

I dismissed the messenger and entrusted the base's operations to Gradena. Things were likely to get complicated.

The Countess's disappearance suggested she might not even be in the Royal Capital. If I went to meet her, I might not return for a while. The delay in communication from Gerdodus was also concerning. Was it due to distance, procedural delays, or just a delay to annoy me?

I needed to prepare for the possibility of being away for some time. The Kikyo Society had capable members, and the base had strong leaders who could handle any situation. I briefed Gradena on my plans, making her the Acting Vice-Commander in my absence. If I returned quickly, that would be fine too.

The tasks I needed them to handle were already clear to everyone. They would continue their usual activities, such as battling bandits and monsters. The pace of bandit hunting had slowed due to the bandits' unpredictable movements, but the guild, now regaining strength, was still understaffed, and the Kikyo Society was helping. They mainly worked with Zenobia.

The monster culling was ongoing. The Royal Capital, situated between two rivers, had a vast forest on the other side. Our focus was on the southern forest, where the monster population seemed endless. The northern forest was also being tackled by the guild, but the situation was still dire. Continued effort was necessary.

Another task I wanted them to handle was the elimination of opposing forces. We had been gathering information on the nobles and merchants who had allied with Gerdodus. Josephine and the others were analyzing the information, and I wanted them to start acting on it when ready. They would handle it without my direct instruction.

With most members out, the base's leadership rested with Gradena and Valeria. I briefed Gradena on the situation, even if my absence was brief.

"Well, no point in delaying. Let's get going."

I decided not to use Delta for a short trip and opted for a mid-sized jeep. Gradena drove, and we arrived at the Marquis's estate after a brief detour. The butler opened the gate, and we were led to the same reception room as before. We waited for a while, enjoying high-quality snacks, when a knock announced our visitor.

It was the head of House Gerdodus himself. He sat down and had tea served, then dismissed the staff, leaving us alone.

"Good day, Marquis. It's been a while. You don't look very well."

"As you can see, my health is not the best. I didn't want to cause you any trouble."

"That could be my line. Never mind. Since you're here alone, you must want to discuss the Countess. It's okay for these two to stay, right?"

I glanced at the reliable and defiant-looking Gradena and Valeria. Gerdodus seemed annoyed but quickly decided to ignore it.

"It will take time to meet the Countess. I can't have the estate attacked while I'm gone. However, this must remain confidential. Don't let it leak, even to your inner circle."

"Of course, I'll only share it with my senior members. If they don't know the situation, they might storm the place. But I promise it won't go further."

The Marquis hesitated but eventually relented due to my firm stance.

"Fine. Meeting the Countess requires complex procedures. You won't be able to return for some time. Whether you can meet her at all depends on you. The requirement for you to go alone is also from the other side. Breaking it could mean you won't meet her at all."

How secure is this place? I have no choice but to go alone.

The entrance itself suggests it won't be easy. It will take time and effort.

"I don't mind going alone. But what's the deal with the Countess? It's not normal."

"The Countess has many enemies. Not just me, but Keithling is also after her life. She must be cautious."

Keithling, the next head of the Gerdodus family. Things are that bad, huh?

The Countess, a well-known figure from the former Kingdom of Brenark and the wife of Count Oversta, had many enemies, including assassins from Retnark. Her situation was dire, and her resources were limited compared to House Gerdodus.

"So, where is she? I hope it's not too far."

"Don't worry, the location is within the Royal Capital. However, it's a secret, and I can't reveal it in advance."

"What? You won't even tell me where I'm going?"

"Correct. If you refuse, the deal is off. That's the other side's condition."

I don't know where I'm going or when I'll return. The Countess is quite demanding.

But I'm intrigued.

"Fine, I'll go. However, I have conditions. You need to inform the Kikyo Society of my safety. There's a limit to how long I can be gone. If you can't even confirm my safety, my members won't be satisfied. At least send a letter every few days. I'll accept some level of inspection."

"Very well, I'll arrange it."

The Marquis reluctantly agreed. I turned to the dependable Gradena.

"Gradena, if you don't hear from me in five days, handle things as you see fit."

"Leave it to me. Even if I don't say anything, the others won't sit still."

I patted Gradena's shoulder and lightly stroked Valeria's head, who gave off an unsettling aura.

The plan was set. I wanted to get the formalities over with quickly. I sent Gradena and Valeria back first, without allowing them to follow me.

I wondered where I was being taken.

After a maid's service, the butler informed me that everything was ready.

"The Countess's carriage is here. If you're ready, please follow me."

I stepped outside to find a sturdy, iron-barred carriage waiting.

...I have a bad feeling about this.
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			My bad feelings always come true.

The escort vehicle that came to pick me up was indeed just that—a real escort vehicle. No mistake.

I obediently follow the burly guard and am led into the iron-barred vehicle.

"Put this on."

The guard, a man of few words, hands me a Magic-Sealing Bracelet I've seen too many times before.

I don't feel like resisting, and besides, I'm not afraid of a magic item that doesn't work on me. I silently take it and put it on myself.

I immediately nullify the bracelet's effect. I destroyed the magic stone that powers it, but I can easily repair it. I'll fix it casually before returning it.

I cut off my Physical Enhancement Magic for camouflage. I've already taken a potion for physical enhancement, so even without magic, my combat ability is still formidable. This time, my preparation is flawless.

The guard, a man who might try to make a move on me, surprisingly leaves me alone during the ride. It's almost disappointing.

After a long, silent ride, I finally get a simple explanation.

We're heading to prison, of course. My status will be the same as any common criminal. This, apparently, is due to the Countess's bizarre decree. Only the warden will know the truth.

So, the other inmates and even the guards will treat me like a regular criminal. I'll be classified as a thief who stole from a noble family, and my treatment will reflect that. Hmm, I wonder what that means.

After a long drive, we arrive at a secluded location. It's a remote area even by the standards of the Royal Capital.

I'm taken out of the vehicle and led through a high-walled, heavily guarded prison gate.

A guard approaches, but before the handover, the escort guard whispers to me.

"You'll have to endure for a while, but it's only until the Countess's preparations are complete."

I have no idea what that means, but it seems to be the procedure.

I'm handed over to the guard, and after a brief handover, I'm officially in prison.

I recall the Camp, and it seems I'm getting used to being a prisoner.

The facility inside the high walls is sterile and unwelcoming, as expected. No fun atmosphere here.

"Move it, thief."

The guard shoves me, and I get irritated, but I decide not to lash out right away. I'll endure this for now.

The warden is nearby, watching from his office. I subtly make eye contact with him. He's probably the warden, given his attire and position. I hope so.

I hope he understands my message: I won't tolerate any mistreatment.

"I'm not going to be your plaything, so remember that. And make sure your staff know it too. I won't hold back."

I want to make it clear that I won't tolerate any nonsense. We'll see how effective this warning is.

The warden, after a stern look, gives his instructions.

"Don't touch that prisoner. She's a brat, but do as she says. Avoid unnecessary contact. Tell the other staff, and no one goes into the interrogation room."

"Yes, sir. Understood."

The guard grumbles but complies. It would have been nice if he had given these instructions earlier.

Why are there male guards in a women's prison? Sigh, this is going to be complicated.

Inside the prison, I'm taken to an interrogation room. The warden and I are the only ones there. I'm told to change into a blue work uniform. It's prisoner attire, and I change reluctantly in a small changing room.

I sit across from the warden, and he begins.

"I understand your situation, but there are rules here. I'll do what I can, but you'll be treated like the other prisoners. Do you understand?"

"Fine, as long as the Countess's conditions are met, I'll endure it. But I won't accept anything like what just happened. I'm not a toy. Make sure your staff understand that. I won't hold back."

I want to make it clear that I won't tolerate any disrespect. The warden nods, though I'm not sure how effective my warning will be.

"We have no intention of making enemies of the Countess or the underworld. Some guards might act out, but we won't punish a bit of self-defense. Just keep in mind that the bracelet will limit your magic. We can't control what happens in the blind spots."

Threats don't work on me.

"Don't worry about me. Just get the formalities out of the way. And treat my belongings with care. If anything happens, you'll all be dead."

I don't carry much, but my clothes and standard equipment are essential. My hairpin, a magic item, has been taken. If anything is missing or damaged, there will be consequences. I take care of my things.

The warden grunts.

"We'll take good care of them. Let's get started then. First, we'll do the questioning and take your photo."

I don't care about the questions, so I tell them to write whatever they want. The photo is unpleasant, but I can't avoid it with witnesses around.

I'm assigned a number, 917. This is a new experience, unlike the Camp. The warden explains the rules and work regimen, emphasizing my special status. He'll have his hands full with this.

Next is the body search, but I refuse. Normally, prisoners are stripped and thoroughly examined, often touched all over. The warden, with a lecherous gaze, tells me it's a common source of trouble. I can guess what he's thinking. Disgusting.

I'm led to my cell by the warden. I put away my belongings and inspect the room. It has a private toilet and a small sink. It might be a special cell for someone of my status.

"Ugh, I want to go home..."

I'm relieved to have a private cell. I understand I'd cause trouble in a shared room.

The day ends with a meal delivered to my cell. I have nothing else to do.

The next day, I wake up early and start my routine exercises. The space is limited, but I can still do strength training and practice magic that doesn't affect others.

The waking bell rings, and roll call begins.

"917!"

"Here!"

917 is me. It's a bit strange, but I respond energetically, almost laughing at myself.

Breakfast is a bland soup with a small piece of bread. It's not enough to keep me going. I need to find a way to improve it.

After breakfast, I'm assigned to the laundry room. Moving through the prison under guard is uncomfortable. Some women are harassed, and one guard is even using drugs. It's a nightmare.

In the laundry room, the other prisoners start working without any instructions. I try to join in, but I'm a bit late.

"This one's slacking off!"

I easily avoid the guard's baton. This is going to be a long day.

"New girl, huh? Perfect, we'll teach you a lesson."

"Hey, she's mine. I'm the best, you guys."

"Cut it out! It's my turn!"

"Stop it! The warden said no one touches her."

"I don't care. Let's get this over with."

The guards are acting like brutes, using magic and weapons to intimidate the other prisoners, who are wearing the Magic-Sealing Bracelets.

They're pathetic. I feel intense anger, but I stay in control. I won't lose my mind to rage, but I have my limits.

I can do this without magic or lethal force. Most will end up half-dead, which is a fair price for their actions.

The prisoners don't try to hold me down. Good. I won't spare anyone who gets in my way.

"Let's have some fun."

One guard, using Physical Enhancement Magic, approaches me with a baton. He's no threat.

I grab his wrist and break it without hesitation. Another guard tries to hit me with his baton, but I catch it, break it, and use it to silence him.

A moment of silence, then chaos. Some are shocked, others try to escape, and a few are enraged.

I hold the baton and approach the guards. I start with the nearest one, striking his face. He tries to defend, but it's futile. I crush his defenses and hit him again.

This is controlled, but it's still brutal. If I used Physical Enhancement Magic, their heads would explode.

As fear spreads, more guards arrive. It doesn't matter. They're all my enemies.

That day, I put every guard in that room in the hospital.
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			Silently, I continued to destroy the faces of the guards, and the women prisoners finally reached their limit of fear. One woman's scream and flight triggered a full-blown panic. I didn’t care much about the women prisoners; they were of no use to me.

It didn’t take long to clear out the obstacles. As the fleeing women prisoners left, only the fallen guards and a few remaining women were left. Six women remained, all watching me with interest and a sense of ease. From their demeanor, I guessed they were mercenaries, adventurers, or women who made a living through combat.

But I didn’t really care who they were. Since they stayed behind, I might as well put them to work.

"Help me a bit here. I’m going to move these guys outside."

I wanted to get rid of the fallen guards who were unconscious or moaning in pain. Since I was in the laundry room, I wanted to wash the blood-soaked clothes. I needed to get out of my clothes, so they were in the way.

I grabbed one of the fallen guards and threw them outside through the open door.

"...Everyone, help her. Maria, stay outside and keep watch. More guards will probably come, so handle them and get the injured out of here."

"Understood."

The six women prisoners followed the apparent leader’s orders and started helping me. The leader, who looked to be in her middle years, only gave orders and observed my actions. She had some kind of magical tool, though I couldn’t tell what its effects were. I wondered how she managed to get it as a prisoner.

With everyone’s help, the cleanup was quick. The women outside were also busy, preventing the guards from entering and tending to the injured.

Once the door was closed, I took off the blood-soaked, disgusting clothes and stood in my underwear. Ignoring the women who were still watching me, I headed to the laundry. They were probably grateful just to get a glimpse of me in my underwear.

I thought hand-washing would be a hassle, but it wasn’t.

Of course not. In a civilized society with magic, such primitive methods of washing clothes were not used, even in a prison.

All I had to do was toss them into a magical device, and the cleaning magic would do the rest. It was a simple job anyone could do. Hooray for magic civilization!

Washing a single set of clothes was quick, so I put on the freshly cleaned prisoner’s uniform. Changing clothes in front of others always felt a bit awkward.

"How long are you going to keep staring?"

It was getting annoying to be watched constantly.

Especially by the middle-aged woman who seemed to be the leader. Stop staring.

"Hehe, you’ve got a rather attractive body there. Your face is just my type, and you’ve got a lot of spirit. Not to mention, you’re strong. I like you."

"I don’t really want to be liked. Who are you, anyway?"

She’s pretty arrogant for a prisoner. But I guess I shouldn’t talk.

"I’m like a ward chief in this prison. They call me ‘Iron Blood’ here. I know about you."

"Oh, really? What do you know about me?"

A ward chief actually exists. That’s kind of interesting. Being in such a position, she probably gets information about new prisoners.

But what’s with the ‘Iron Blood’ nickname? Is she expecting me to call her that?

"Were you a thief? No, I don’t think so. You don’t seem like the type who would get caught for something as petty as that. What did you really do?"

"That’s none of your business. Anyway, I’m leaving now."

No matter who she is, I don’t intend to get too involved. I plan to leave the prison soon, and getting too comfortable might lead to unnecessary emotional attachments.

I turned my back on the women prisoners and headed outside. What were my plans after this, anyway?

Normally, after laundry, I would sort the clothes according to the symbols and numbers on them, fold them, and deliver them. In the morning, it would be laundry, a simple lunch, sorting and a break, then deliveries to finish the day.

But today, there’s no way I can do any work. What will happen? I’d still like to have a proper lunch, though.

But now, following the rules seems utterly ridiculous.

I decided to take a more aggressive approach.

I would have a meal. A good one, outside.

Leaving the laundry room, I headed in the direction where there were fewer people.

Once I reached a secluded spot, I casually broke through the wall and escaped. Of course, I repaired the wall afterward, but it all happened in a matter of seconds.

Wearing the navy prisoner’s uniform, I walked around until I finally found a tavern after a considerable distance.

"Is this place good?"

I can’t search any longer; I’m too hungry. I hope the food here isn’t bad.

Entering the tavern, the place was deserted. It must be an odd hour.

"I’ve never seen you before, ma’am. Is that a prisoner’s uniform?"

"Does it look like one? I like this outfit, so I don’t mind. Can I order now?"

My magic-sealing bracelet was hidden under my sleeve, so I was fine. I casually dealt with the old man running the place, told him I was hungry, and ordered some food.

The food was neither particularly good nor bad, but there was a lot of it, and I ate until I was full and satisfied.

After the meal, I ordered coffee and suddenly remembered: I don’t have my Record Card. Oops.

Well, running out without paying isn’t a good look.

What should I do? I took a sip of the coffee. The food wasn’t great, but the coffee was pretty good.

While I was halfway through my coffee, a customer arrived.

I couldn’t see who it was because I was facing away from the entrance, but they seemed to be a regular customer and started talking to the old man.

"Hey, you’re late today. Are you about to have lunch?"

"Yeah, but I had some trouble. Those troublesome women, you know."

As they talked, the late customer, who must have been having a late lunch, sat down a seat away from me.

"Hey, did you notice that woman is wearing a prisoner’s uniform? Maybe you know her?"

I glanced sideways and met his eyes. Oh.

"What!? You, how did you—"

The person who ended up sitting next to me was the prison warden. What a coincidence.

But I wasn’t anxious. Why is escaping bad? In fact, it’s a good opportunity.

"You’re just in time. Old man, you can take your payment from this warden."

"...Is that okay? I don’t care who pays as long as I get paid."

"Ha... Can’t you be a bit more composed?"

"I’m being noisy? I just needed a break. Don’t fuss. I’ll be going now."

I left the warden, who sighed in fatigue, and the confused old man behind. What a surprise.

But at least I didn’t skip out on the bill, so that’s a plus.

As I had declared, I returned to the prison and quietly slipped back to my solitary cell.

Later, a roll call was conducted, and dinner was delivered. Compared to breakfast, the soup had a bit more content, but it was still not enough. Maybe they’re trying to force a diet on us.

Anyway, we don’t eat together in a cafeteria or anything. It’s different from what I imagined.

At the Girls’ Re-education Camp, we used to have fights and make friends, which was fun.

After dinner, there’s nothing to do until lights out, and we only get a short shower every other day. How unhygienic.

How long do I have to endure this?

After that incident, I didn’t do anything to stand out and lived like a model prisoner, seemingly peacefully.

I could get to know people and have conversations just by seeing them every day. The guards, on the other hand, were warned by the warden and didn’t come near me or speak to me unless it was necessary.

Additionally, the warden secretly returned my Record Card, allowing me to go out and indulge in street snacks without restraint.

I spent my days freely, escaping during the day for regular meals and visiting nearby taverns after dinner. It was a relaxed, almost free prisoner’s life.

But even with the relaxed life, my dissatisfaction grew. Specifically, I was accumulating a lot of stress. I could tell just how much.

I knew the cause. Even I found it hard to justify, but I couldn’t help it.

At the Girls’ Re-education Camp, I couldn’t use magic, and my days were filled with fights and training with Zenobia and others. It was fulfilling.

After forming the Kikyo Society, I had many enemies, and I could let loose in training. My comrades were strong, after all.

But here, there was nothing.

No one challenged me to a fight, and since I couldn’t openly use magic in the prison, my training had to be discreet and unassuming.

The prisoners seemed to be mostly petty criminals struggling with life, and there were no rough and tough criminals like before. Even the six women who seemed strong the other day hadn’t been seen since then. I had no one to challenge to a fight.

I had no one to fight, and I couldn’t use magic freely.

My stress was reaching its peak.

One night, I was jolted awake by an eerie presence.

An uninvited visitor. Being attacked in my sleep, who could it be? Did anyone know how to pick locks? I pretended to be asleep and watched.

Even getting attacked like this made my heart race. What’s wrong with me?

The visitor stopped in front of my room, quietly picked the lock, and turned the doorknob.

Strange. It sounded like they used a regular key.

I opened my eyes slightly and observed the intruder. It was dark, but I could tell it was...

"Hehe, you won’t escape this time. I’m going to make you mine. I have to return the favor from the first time we met."

I couldn’t see his face, but he was a guard, judging by his attire. He was muttering creepy things to himself as he looked down at me.

He even had the standard metal baton used by guards. He planned to beat me and then... what a disgusting pervert.

I was disappointed by such a trivial opponent.

My sleeping form was covered by a blanket, making it unappealing, but he seemed satisfied after a while. He raised the metal baton high and aimed it at my stomach.

I felt no fear as the metal baton approached. I simply grabbed it casually.

"What!? Let go!"

As he pulled forcefully, I released my grip and kicked him away with the blanket still on me.

I got up and asked, just to be polite.

"What do you want in the middle of the night? Who are you, anyway?"

"You won’t forget me this time, I’m telling you! Damn it, I’ll get you!"

I had no idea who he was. I knew he was a guard, but we hadn’t interacted much, and I had no clue who he was. But it didn’t matter. I needed to punish this pervert. I had no intention of talking further.

Ignoring his incomprehensible rant, I approached him and grabbed the metal baton he was swinging wildly. I yanked it from his grasp and hit him with it.

Feeling a strong aversion to the lecherous look on his face, I beat him mercilessly with the metal baton.

I thought I could vent some stress, but this was just a trivial opponent, and it only made my stress worse.

"...Well, that’s enough."

I sighed, looking at the unconscious fool. I had enough for now and hadn’t used magic, so I had exercised restraint. I’d leave him half-dead this time.

But I needed to address the issue of supervision. If this happened again, it would lead to sleep deprivation. What he tried to do to me was unforgivable, although the chances of success were zero.

I grabbed the collar of the guard I had beaten half to death and dragged him toward the warden’s office.

Leaving my solitary cell, I encountered someone in the corridor.

"Who are you!? Hey, stop!"

Of course, I was stopped by a guard on patrol. But I couldn’t be stopped now. Justice is on my side.

As the patrol guard called out, other guards gathered to block my path.

"Do you know what you’re doing?"

They were probably talking about my current actions or the half-dead guard I was dragging.

Talking to them wouldn’t get anywhere. I doubted they would listen to reason.

But dealing with trivial opponents was getting tiresome, and my frustration was building. If I tried to hold back, I might lose control.

At that moment, the dim emergency lights were replaced by bright ones.

"Ahh!?"

The armed guards seemed busy reprimanding me and asking for explanations. Some of them even screamed in terror when the lights came on.

The distance from my cell to the warden’s office was considerable, but it didn’t matter who tried to stop me.

I didn’t stop or slow down. The guards didn’t approach me. They kept a safe distance and stepped back, their faces pale.

I ignored their annoying questions and arrived at the warden’s office.
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			I've never been inside the warden's office, but it seems to double as both a study and a private room. At night, he should be sleeping here.

Someone is definitely in the room, but the multiple auras suggest there are several people. What are they doing at this hour of the night?

I push open the unlocked door and stride in. I toss the barely alive scumbag aside and am surprised by who I see inside.

"…What are you doing here?"

"Quite the greeting. You woke me up in the middle of the night, you know."

"I didn't mean to wake you. Warden, explain what’s going on."

The warden, the head of this place, is here along with the six female prisoners I saw before.

"Consider the situation. Even a willful woman has her limits. I begged the Countess to forgive me. These are her messengers."

Hmm, so there's a connection there.

"So, the Countess is finally here? I was about to lose my cool and tear everything apart. I hope you have an explanation for all this trouble."

The warden, a middle-aged female prisoner known as "Iron Blood," seems to be the one in charge.

"Fine, I'll explain. In short, we needed time to see if you were trustworthy. Reputation and information from Lord Gerdodus aren't enough. I couldn't just let you meet our leader."

That makes sense, but putting me in prison is a bit much. The bar is set too high.

It's too much of a hassle to deal with. I might as well thank her when I meet her.

"If that's the case, then it's fine. I guess I'm through with this farce. I should thank the Countess for putting up with such nonsense."

"Watch your words. Our leader is a generous person, but if you become an enemy, there will be no mercy."

Well, that's fair. I don't really care anymore. I'll judge when I meet her.

"You've wasted a lot of my time. I'd like to say I'll be merciless, but I'll hold off for now. When can I meet her?"

"Don't rush. I'll arrange it for the morning. I'll also warn you: don't get too cocky. No matter how skilled you are, you can't defeat us with that magic-sealing bracelet on. Besides, the leader has elite guards. Behave yourself."

So, the bracelet hasn't been noticed as non-functional yet. I thought the warden would have realized I escaped so easily.

Maybe the warden is just keeping quiet.

Regardless, if this farce is over, the details don’t matter anymore. I’ll pretend the half-dead fool’s actions never happened.

I'll return to my cell and sleep. It's still the middle of the night.

Lack of sleep is bad for the skin. Thanks to my daily training and magic, I have incredibly smooth skin. The only issue is that it’s pale to the point of being sickly.

With the conversation over, I leave the warden's office and head back.

I ignore the guards, who keep their distance and just watch. If they had done that from the start, it would have been better.

Finally, it's over.

Well, not exactly, but the tedious prison life is about to end, and that's a relief. I just need to release this stress.

Using my special skill to fall asleep instantly, I secure the few hours of sleep I need until morning.

When I wake up, I spend the time until breakfast as usual.

High-intensity magic-assisted training and visualization exercises. My body aches for a release.

I wash my face with cold water to cool down my overheated body when a messenger arrives much earlier than expected.

"That's quick. Well, I have no complaints about it being early."

"Our leader is an early riser. Hurry up and get going."

I follow the middle-aged female prisoner out of my cell before the morning roll call.

I wonder what happened to my clothes and belongings. They'll be brought later, apparently. That's fine.

I expected to head towards the prison exit, but instead, we walk deeper into the complex.

After navigating a maze-like series of corridors, we reach a large iron gate guarded by watchmen.

Following the middle-aged prisoner through the gate, we emerge into a spacious area that could almost be considered a courtyard, but it's more than that. A luxurious mansion stands at the end of a stone path through a carefully maintained garden, and the sound of birdsong adds an unexpected touch of elegance.

The stone path leads to the mansion, but a knight stands in the way, flanked by about twenty more knights. They all wear matching red armor but no helmets.

The lead knight's long blue hair shines in the sunlight, and their androgynous features make it hard to tell if they are male or female from this distance.

The knight holds a large sword in its sheath, planted firmly on the ground, and observes me with a critical eye. I can sense their appraisal. Well, it’s mutual.

When I use Physical Enhancement Magic to provoke, they send a strong, unfiltered combat intent my way.

...Ah, this is intense. Intense, intense, intense!

I'm not sure what they’re trying to do, but I can't stand it. This knight is incredibly strong, someone I've been desperately seeking. And they might even be a woman!

We haven't even engaged yet, but this knight is on par with my higher-ups, maybe even better. A completely unknown powerful opponent.

"Hmm..."

I can feel my face relaxing. I must look ridiculous right now.

I can't take it anymore. This is all your fault, isn’t it? You’re sending me such passionate combat intent. I can't hold back.

Unable to resist the heat building up, I take off my prison uniform jacket and throw it aside, leaving me in just a sleeveless shirt. I also remove the magic-sealing bracelet and toss it away.

"How did you...!?"

The middle-aged prisoner isn't much of a threat. They're fairly strong, but they pale in comparison to the supreme prey in front of me.

Let's see what you can do. I create an iron ball and toss it lightly at the blue-haired knight. For a normal person, this would be a lethal blow.

The knight doesn't flinch, knocking the ball away with their sheathed sword. Ha, good. That wasn't enough to gauge anything.

Good, good. My body is heating up even more.

The middle-aged prisoner's shouts are irrelevant now. Let's start.

I walk slowly, sending a hot gaze to the knight, who is still some distance away. I've never felt like this before. I can tell I've been holding in a lot of stress.

As I walk, I gradually increase the output of my Physical Enhancement Magic. I'm not even close to my limit yet.

The knight, who had been calmly observing me, starts to show a slight change in demeanor. Good, I'm not an opponent to be underestimated.

The other red-armored knights, who had been waiting in the background, start to move, but the blue-haired knight raises a hand to stop them. No unnecessary interference, I see. Good, I like it even more!

Suddenly, a thick wall of ice appears in front of me, blocking my path. The knight must have created it. It's a challenge: break through if you can.

The supreme prey is on the other side of the clear ice. A little ice won't stop my burning desire.

I approach the ice wall and deliver a powerful punch, shattering it. This won't stop me. It's a mere inconvenience.

With the obstacle gone, I lock eyes with the knight. Is this all you've got?

It's like a telepathic connection, a mutual understanding.

The knight must have sensed my intent, as a more intense wave of magic follows, and an even thicker ice wall appears. It's hard to tell how thick it is, but it’s substantial.

Even I can't break this with a bare-handed strike. I'll need to use a different approach. I have no qualms about it.

I show them one of my tricks. From beneath the ice wall, I cause iron spikes to erupt, shattering the ice. The shattered pieces sparkle in the sunlight.

My approach continues. I create iron spikes at the knight's feet, but they sense the magic and step back, deflecting the spikes with their sheathed sword. Impressive.

With the obstacles gone, our intense gazes remain locked. A cold exterior, but a passionate soul. My body is heating up. I can't stand it.

There's still a distance between us. The fun is just beginning.

I step over the remnants of the ice wall and sense another wave of dense magic. It's coming from the blue-haired knight’s vicinity, but it’s not another ice wall. What’s next?

A satisfying clank sounds in front of me, followed by a series of high-pitched noises. My Active Armor blocks the ice spears. The knight creates a barrage of fine, needle-like ice spears that rain down on me. They sparkle in the sunlight but are nearly invisible to the naked eye. Only my Active Armor, which reacts to magic, can block them. I might be able to dodge a few, but not all of them.

What an interesting attack. Good, good. My body is burning!

My Active Armor deflects every ice spear. I’m closing the distance to the knight.

Enough with the preliminary tests. Our intense gazes communicate our mutual understanding. The knight draws their sword.

Taking this as a signal, I burst forward with explosive speed. I can't hold back anymore!

The knight creates multiple ice walls to slow me down, but they’re too thin to stop me. I maintain eye contact and shatter the ice as I approach.

The moment I enter sword range, the knight swings down with a powerful overhead strike. It feels like time stands still.

I can’t dodge. Blocking with my bare hands is out of the question. My light Active Armor can’t stop the momentum and will be knocked aside.

I don’t flinch as the sword approaches my shoulder. I keep my eyes locked on the knight.

The knight’s cold expression belies a burning passion. I almost smile. They sense my confidence and hesitate, but it’s too late.

The explosive reaction armor activates, and the knight is hit by a directional explosion.

Even as the knight steps back, I don’t slow down.

I grab the knight’s arm and pull them close. The sword remains in my shoulder, but I don’t care. It hurts, but I don’t care!

The knight is stunned by the sudden move. In this close range, they can’t use their sword. They look confused by this unfamiliar technique.

I press my body against theirs and perform a perfect throw, lifting the knight high and slamming them to the ground. This feels right.

The impact might be absorbed by the armor, but the humiliation of being thrown is undeniable.

I look down at the knight’s burned face and say, "I win, don't you think?"

I always say this after executing this move. The knight’s stunned expression shows they’ve lost their fighting spirit. They look just like the others I’ve defeated.

Thanks to this wild fight, the burning impulse is gone. I feel refreshed.

Ah, but my shoulder hurts.
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			I thought the battle was over, but there were still plenty of troublemakers left on the field.

"Captain!? Get ready for magical combat, don't fall behind!"

"This isn't over, I won't let you get away with this! Everyone, let's do this!"

"He must be exhausted by now, don't back down!"

One after another, the red-armored group rallied, their voices full of determination. There were men and women, and they all looked formidable at a glance.

They were weaker than the blue-haired knight I had defeated, but they weren't pushovers, and there were many of them. Plus, those armors were a real nuisance. Still, it looks like I can have some more fun. I'll leave my left shoulder injury as a handicap.

When I immerse myself in battle, my body heats up.

My heart races, but there's no fear at all.

I'm filled with a fierce fighting spirit.

My body and mind are burning, pushing me forward, but strangely, my head remains calm. It's as if my heart is made of heated iron, while my head is embedded with cold, cold iron.

I can feel the heat and cold within me simultaneously, and I think I must enjoy this moment.

"Bring it on, then!"

A young male knight, with a sword as large as Zenobia's, swung it down with a roar, trying to smash me.

Compared to the blue-haired knight and Zenobia, his speed was like a snail's. It might be an exaggeration, but it was definitely no match for me.

I dodged easily, sidestepping, and then punched the large sword's flat side. I couldn't break the sturdy, magic-infused mineral sword, but the young knight couldn't withstand the impact and dropped his weapon.

"Alex, fall back!"

The young knight, clutching his hand, glared at me as he retreated.

The large sword flying through the air made some of the knights who were about to attack me hesitate, but from another direction, a barrage of magic spells came at me.

As soon as the magical attacks began, they started to coordinate.

"Let's crush her all at once!"

They attacked from all sides, a relentless assault. But this actually made things easier for me.

I wondered what they would do if I dodged, but I decided to take the hits.

Without even using Active Armor, I simply deployed a full-range anti-magic shield. These weren't large-scale spells, so they didn't even faze me.

I wasn't going to just sit there, though. I retaliated by scattering iron spikes, but they seemed to have seen this spell before and managed to avoid or counter them. They're quite resourceful.

"Damn, she's tough! Draw your swords, follow me!"

Realizing that magic wasn't working, they focused on Physical Enhancement Magic and charged at me.

Their close combat coordination was impressive.

One of them swung a sword horizontally, and then several thrusts came from behind. There was no room to dodge.

Instead of dodging, I used Explosive Reactive Armor to scatter them, but the effect was minimal. The armor was too well-protected to take damage, especially to the face.

The armor was designed to withstand impact and strikes, and it also had high magic resistance due to the enchanted minerals. It was a very well-made armor, and the rare materials used must have been expensive. The House of Oversta might be more formidable than I thought.

A single blow to the head would end it, but they were very aware of this and protected their heads well.

Feinting an attack to the neck or above would easily hit the armor, but it wouldn't do any real damage.

They were also wary of grappling techniques, keeping a slight distance and always working in teams to prevent me from grabbing them.

I could force my way through, but maybe there's a better way.

These skilled knights were quite entertaining. Hmm, but...

"...I think that's enough."

At first, it was exciting, but it started to get tedious after a while. I tend to get bored easily, and the blood flowing from my shoulder was becoming a concern.

If I tried to kill them, there would be other ways, but I didn't want to massacre them. How should I end this?

The blue-haired knight seemed to be the captain, but he was watching from a distance, not joining the fray. His subordinates were trying their best to take me down, but it wasn't going to end anytime soon.

Right. I should test the durability of that armor from a different angle. If it works, I might be able to end this. They seem confident in their armor's defense, so breaking it should make them back off.

Yes, that's a good idea. The armor had a strange softness, making it easier to grab. I'll give it a try.

It might be a bit forceful, but I need to demoralize them to end this.

Decide and act immediately, especially in battle.

I targeted the tall man who had been giving orders and directing the fight.

He was a bit behind, with two knights in front of him.

I smiled at them, but they just tensed up. Boring men, really.

I don't need to worry about the others anymore. It's a waste of time. If I take down this one, it should be over.

No more distractions. Time to set the stage.

I infused my magic and materialized an image. A cage to keep the other knights out.

"Surround them."

I whispered. The cage would enclose me, the two knights in front, and the tall man behind them.

Tungsten spikes grew from the ground, forming a dense cage around us.

The knights tried to break it, but it wouldn't be that easy. I just needed it to hold for a short while.

Two sword-wielding knights stood in front of me. They both used slender blades.

I had already shown them my injured shoulder, so there was no need to hide it. I would overpower them.

The knight who swung at me with a determined slash must have realized it was futile and composed himself, holding his sword steady.

One of them attacked with a powerful slash, but it was no match for the captain's. Still, it wasn't bad.

I met his slender sword with my bare fist, a rising punch.

My punch, without giving him time to react, shattered the sword and smashed into his face, knocking him out cold.

The blade cut my skin and flesh, but my bones were unharmed.

The remaining knight, looking confused, lunged with a powerful thrust aimed at my chest.

"AAAAAAHHHHH!?"

A sharp thrust from the slender sword, not a bad move.

Fight! I countered with a thrust of my own.

I pushed my fist forward, straight at him.

I knew what would happen, but I executed a powerful punch, shattering the sword and piercing the red armor. The armor dampened the impact, but not completely. I knocked him down and kicked him into the tungsten cage.

The knight, who had his face slammed into the cage, groaned in pain. I left him and moved on to the next one. This would be the end.

I glanced at the blue-haired knight, watching from a distance. He must have realized I was holding back. He watched quietly, with calm eyes.

Then, the tall knight, the deputy captain, raised his voice.

"I am Grebe, the deputy captain of the Oversta Crimson Knights. I acknowledge your strength, but we cannot back down without a proper fight. Let's duel fairly!"

So, he finally introduced himself. But it's a bit late for knightly decorum.

Still, he's strong, and a fitting opponent to end this battle.

"You're quite confident for someone facing an unarmed woman. But fine, I'll accept your challenge."

I sounded sarcastic, but it was true. I was alone and unarmed, while they were a group of fully armed and armored knights.

Under normal circumstances, there would be no challenge.

Ignoring the inconvenience, the deputy captain focused his magic.

"Very well, I shall begin! Vermilion Sword!"

The sword in his grip was enveloped in a crimson flame. So, the captain uses ice, and the deputy uses fire.

The sword, glowing red with magic and flame, looked impressive. He has a good blade. It would be a shame to break it.

I'll stick to my original plan. My target is that armor.

I didn't feel threatened by his flaming sword. The shield protected me from the heat, though the added heat from the flames was annoying.

His heavy, fiery sword struck relentlessly, trying to break through my shield.

I see. I understand now.

I dispelled my shield, surprising him. He thought it was an opening and increased his sword speed.

"Gotcha!"

"Out of the way."

Ignoring the burning sensation, I punched the underside of the flaming sword. He didn't drop it, but he lost his balance, which was enough of an opening.

In a single move, I grabbed his shoulder with my left hand and clamped down on the collar of his red armor with my right.

"YAAAAAHHHHH!"

With a determined roar, I tore the strange, soft armor apart.

My strength, when I put my mind to it, was abnormal.

The armor had seams and a sponge-like structure, making it possible to tear.

This unconventional method of destroying the armor would demoralize them.

It worked. The noisy clanging of the tungsten cage stopped.

I casually tossed the torn armor aside. The fun battle was over. I grabbed the deputy captain by the neck and declared the end.

"If you want to continue, I'll have no choice but to oblige, but I'd rather end this now."

The deputy captain, tense from the hand around his neck, couldn't speak. Ah, he can't end it without the captain's permission, I see.

"That's enough! Everyone, sheath your swords and fall back!"

The captain's voice rang out at just the right moment. Finally, progress. I wanted to thank him for the fun, but...

The knights obeyed, sheathing their swords and retreating while maintaining their formation. They were disciplined, which was impressive.

I released the deputy captain and dispelled the tungsten cage. The knights, including the deputy captain, quickly retreated to join their group.

The blue-haired captain whispered something to the deputy captain and then left with his men, heading to the back of the estate. Probably to their quarters.

I noticed the middle-aged female prisoner was gone. Oh well, it doesn't matter.

I turned to the captain, who offered me a small vial.

"I am Flannel, the captain of the Oversta Crimson Knights. Please forgive our rudeness. Here, have this healing potion."

I'll take it, no need to be polite. I can heal myself, but there's no point in telling him that.

By the way, he's a man. I only realized this now, hearing his voice in a calm setting. He looks somewhat feminine, and his voice is quite high.

"Never mind. I enjoyed it. So, what was this all about?"

I drank the healing potion and asked. It's a fifth-rank intermediate healing potion, valuable in the Royal Capital, but a noble family might have their own healers.

"Lady Oversta ordered us to test your abilities. I hope you understand."

We might be working together in the future. It was a useful stress release for me, and I got to gauge the knights' strength.

Lady Oversta, huh. The Countess is called that.

"Alright. Can you show me the way now?"

There was no need to confirm if I had passed the test.

I walked alongside Flannel as he led me. I asked him about the battle.

"You know, for a captain of the Crimson Knights, you use ice. Do you have any hidden tricks?"

"You're no different. You didn't hold back, but you didn't show your full strength either. We weren't fighting to the death, after all."

I see, as expected. Still, ice. I'll stop speculating.

Finally, I'm about to meet the Countess. It was a long detour, but here we are.

Thinking about it as we walked, I realized that the clever ones might have noticed something from the blow to my shoulder.

The secret to my strength lies in the unique application of Physical Enhancement Magic.

Of course, it's not just about increasing muscle strength. Many people think of Physical Enhancement Magic as a way to boost muscle power, but I'm different.

Maybe it's because of my affinity for mineral magic, but I can strengthen my bones incredibly efficiently. The same amount of magic and output produces vastly different results when efficiency is considered.

I can achieve tremendous bone strength with a small amount of magic. More than half of my Physical Enhancement Magic resources go into bone strengthening. It allows me to block blades with my bones easily.

I'm not sure exactly how strong they are, but when I use Physical Enhancement Magic, my bones should be stronger than Orichalcum infused with ample magic. A regular sword wouldn't stand a chance.

They might not fully understand just from what they saw, but it's a start.
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			As Flannel, the captain of the knights, led me into the mansion, the first thing I heard was the voices of multiple children. Next, I saw them running around energetically. They seemed to be playing a game of tag, darting away from something in delight. It was a spacious mansion, allowing even adults to run around. It was a peaceful scene, indeed.

As a guest, it seemed Flannel would continue to serve as my guide, leading me to the parlor. I recalled Josephine mentioning that the Countess loved children. I hadn’t expected the mansion to feel like a daycare, but here we were.

Once we entered the unoccupied parlor, I noticed familiar clothes and equipment laid out. "You won’t be comfortable in those dirty prisoner’s clothes for long. I’ll go speak with Lady Oversta. Please change into these. A maid will be here shortly to serve you tea, so feel free to wait and enjoy it," Flannel said.

If that’s the case, I might as well change. The middle-aged female prisoner must have arranged this for me. After bidding farewell to Flannel as he left the room, I quickly shed my blood-stained, tattered prisoner’s clothes and slipped into the comfortable attire crafted by Torietta-san. I didn’t forget to cleanse myself with a purification spell.

There was no need to don the heavy cloak for an indoor meeting. After styling my hair with a magical hairpin, I felt strangely invigorated. This had become one of my favorite looks. Yes, perfect.

While checking my equipment, a maid knocked and entered, serving me tea. It was a rare moment of elegance, enjoying the aroma of the tea.

After a while, I was summoned. It seemed the Countess wanted to greet me over breakfast. My stomach was growling, so it was perfect timing. I decided to join them.

The grand dining hall was bustling with children already seated, eagerly awaiting their meal. "Wait, I have to eat here too?" I thought to myself.

At the far table, Flannel was already seated, with plates prepared for the Countess and me.

"…What’s going on here?" I asked.

"What do you mean?" Flannel replied, feigning innocence.

Despite his nonchalant expression, I took my seat. Soon, the person I was waiting for appeared.

The Countess of Oversta was a well-known figure in the Royal Capital, a powerful figure who could even match the Duke of Gerdodus. Before seeing her photo, I had imagined her as a seasoned and cunning old woman or a middle-aged lady. But the real Countess looked much younger and was incredibly beautiful. She appeared to be a woman of great beauty and intelligence, befitting her role as the lady of a prestigious noble house. In person, she was even more refined and beautiful than in her pictures.

When she reached our table, she playfully winked and began her breakfast greeting. "Good morning, everyone. We have a guest today, so please behave yourselves. Let’s enjoy our breakfast."

With no religious prayers, she finished her brief greeting, and the children eagerly started eating, their excitement palpable.

A prison with a kindergarten? And the principal is a countess? What a joke.

Steam rose from the soup served on my plate, releasing a savory aroma that made my mouth water. A basket overflowed with small, aromatic bread rolls, and colorful pickles adorned the table, tempting my appetite. There were also heaps of sautéed beans and boiled eggs, providing a good source of protein. It was a surprisingly rich breakfast, considering the scarcity in the Royal Capital. While it might be simple compared to a typical noble’s meal, it was quite luxurious given the circumstances. The Countess must be concerned about the children’s nutrition.

"Please, let’s dig in. Feel free to eat as much as you like," the Countess said with a bright smile, starting with the soup and savoring it with a look of pure happiness, sending affectionate glances to the children.

I had to admit, my expectations were wrong. Nobles often have many faces, and it’s pointless to dwell on it. Besides, I was starving after a morning of intense exercise.

The Countess ate slowly, Flannel devoured the mountain of bread, and I quietly but quickly finished my meal. The children, having finished eating, began to leave the dining hall, likely to play outside.

After a while, only a few children were left, but even they eventually left. The Countess and Flannel waited patiently, sipping their tea, while I couldn’t resist the delicious oranges.

"...Sorry to keep you waiting. Um, Lady?"

After eating a few oranges, I cleared my throat and prompted her.

"Fufu, you can call me Rosmerta. We might become friends, so there’s no need to be so formal, Yukarinowe."

She’s a slippery one. I wonder how serious she is.

"Alright, Rosmerta. I know what I need to discuss. I apologize for being abrupt, but could you give me your answer?"

"You’re impatient. We’ve just met."

Her mischievous smile and graceful demeanor were infuriatingly charming. This must be a skill honed through years of social interactions.

There’s no point in rushing now. If she wants to chat, I can indulge her a bit. Being stuck in this place, she must have the same conversation partners every day.

I shrugged and asked for a refill of tea. "Still, there are a lot of children. What’s this place?"

I was genuinely curious about what she was doing in this hidden part of a prison.

"As you know, this is my hideout. It’s the safest place in the Royal Capital. Safety is invaluable for the children. Yukarinowe, you must have had a tough time getting here, right?"

Josephine had mentioned that the Countess loved children so much that she ran an orphanage. Indeed, this place provided a safe haven from kidnappers and unjust violence, with ample food and, I’m sure, education.

Breaking into a prison to rescue children would be a daunting task for even a small organization, let alone a few thugs. It was a clever idea.

"I suppose. But it was more trouble than I thought."

It really was a hassle. I gave a slight glare, but Rosmerta seemed unperturbed.

"Well, you see, I have many enemies, and Flannel and the others worry a lot. They become overly cautious."

Apparently, the Duke of Gerdodus had requested a meeting with the Kikyo Society, which had left the House of Oversta puzzled. They knew about the Kikyo Society but had no prior dealings with them. Moreover, the House of Oversta and the House of Gerdodus were effectively enemies. While Rosmerta and the Duke had a personal rivalry, the next head of the House of Gerdodus viewed the House of Oversta as a mortal enemy. No doubt, the Countess had done something to provoke them, but that was just speculation.

Given the suspicious introduction from an enemy, they thoroughly investigated the Kikyo Society and me. It took a lot of time, and I had to endure unnecessary hardships.

I had done my own research on the House of Oversta and the Countess, but I hadn’t delved into the details of the knight order’s strength. Actually fighting them provided valuable insights. They were competent and reliable warriors, unlike common thugs.

The main issue was whether I could trust the Countess. My gut told me she was trustworthy, though it was just a feeling.

We continued with small talk, discussing the Royal Capital and Exembra, before moving on to the main topic.

"Yukarinowe, what is your goal? I’d like to hear it from you."

They must have already investigated and made assumptions, but they wanted to verify the truth. I had nothing to hide, and I appreciated her straightforwardness.

"Our goal is to bring peace to this Royal Capital, the hometown of our friend. We also want to take down the scum who underestimated the Kikyo Society. That’s it."

If the Royal Capital was peaceful, Zenobia’s problems would be resolved, and we could help find Caroline. Additionally, we would warn the ones who teamed up with Gerdodus and crush those who refused to listen.

"What about the House of Gerdodus? They are your enemies, right?"

"They were. After making peace, we won’t pick fights with the Kikyo Society, but we won’t ally with them either."

Rosmerta looked at me intently.

"I’ve had you thoroughly investigated, from the founding and expansion of the Kikyo Society to the background of your military and financial power. Your personal achievements are impressive, given the short time you’ve been in Exembra, a city dominated by the Five Great Families."

The Kikyo Society might have been overlooked initially because it was run by women, but it was more likely that their rapid rise was due to their strength and strategic acumen.

Rosmerta had clearly done her homework, which took time.

Rosmerta signaled to Flannel and changed the tone of her voice.

"Let’s make a deal, Yukarinowe. If you ally with me, your goals can be achieved."

"That was my intention from the start. What’s in it for you?"

It was important to confirm her motives.

"My goal is the same: peace in the Royal Capital."

Naturally, the House of Oversta would lead the effort. Eliminating external threats, restoring order, and rebuilding the city would be a long process, but it had to start with removing the enemies. If successful, the House of Oversta would become the dominant force in the Royal Capital. The Kikyo Society would assist in eliminating the external threats.

"What are the terms?"

"You will provide the Kikyo Society’s military strength to the House of Oversta. The specific targets are the underground operatives from Retnark and the Snake Head Society. In return, we will provide you with information on your enemies and promise the House of Oversta’s commitment to the Royal Capital’s peace."

The terms were fair. The Royal Capital needed to be pacified under the House of Oversta’s leadership. A united front under a dominant force was necessary to restore order. The Kikyo Society would support the House of Oversta from the shadows.

"Fine. But the Snake Head Society? They are indeed a problem in the Royal Capital."

We had suspected the Snake Head Society’s involvement, but it was worse than we thought. According to Rosmerta’s intel, they were behind the Retnark underground’s activities, from human trafficking to drug proliferation. They were the root of all evil, and we were already their enemies. The House of Oversta would take the lead in confronting them, not the Kikyo Society.

Our goals with the Kikyo Society and the House of Oversta were perfectly aligned for now.

The next step was to discuss the specifics, but first, I needed to return to the Kikyo Society and inform everyone.

"Oh, by the way, Yukarinowe. To celebrate our newfound friendship, I’d like to introduce you to one of my friends."

"A friend? I don’t mind, but who is it?"

Rosmerta laughed and left the dining hall, gesturing for me to follow. Apparently, I was now considered a friend, though I wasn’t sure when that happened.

I just hoped this friend wasn’t a hassle.
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			I followed Rosmerta, who was walking lightly ahead, with a suspicious feeling. We eventually arrived in front of what seemed to be a guest room. Rosmerta knocked lightly on the door and opened it without waiting for a response.

"Sorry to make you wait in your room. But I brought a friend, so please forgive me."

She said something playful as she entered the room, but who could it be? I followed her in without hesitation, and there was a familiar face.

That person dropped the pen they were writing with and gasped.

"…Yukari-san!?"

"Caroline!? What are you doing here!?"

"Hehe, a touching reunion, isn't it?"

Got me. I have no idea what Caroline did to end up in hiding, but it looks like Rosmerta had been sheltering her.

What I'm curious about is their relationship, but I'll save that for later. The important thing right now is that Rosmerta helped my friend. That gives me another reason to team up with her. I don't intend to betray her now. Honor is important, after all.

"I have work to attend to, so I'll leave now. You two must have a lot to catch up on, so I'll have some tea brought in. Please take your time."

Whether she knew my thoughts or not, Rosmerta left the room with a calm demeanor. She really got me with this surprise. Hiding a card like this is impressive.

I sat on the sofa and accepted the maid's service before turning to Caroline.

"…Caroline, I'm glad you're doing well. I never expected to meet you here."

I moved to sit next to her, touching her here and there to express my joy at our reunion.

"Me too, Yukari-san. Rosmerta-sama sure knows how to play her cards."

A surprise, huh? Maybe this was her ace up her sleeve if our talks didn't go well.

"So, there might be a lot to it, but would you tell me what happened?"

"Of course!"

Caroline didn't hold back and told me everything. After returning to the Royal Capital from the Girls' Re-education Camp, she had taken charge of the former prostitutes, organizing the people who had fled during the war but had nowhere else to go.

Professional prostitutes are a crucial profession in a devastated environment. They offer comfort to roughnecks and lonely men at affordable prices, contributing to the city's security. They're important in peacetime, but especially indispensable in times of crisis.

As the boss, Caroline had been resolving conflicts with clients and dealing with the underworld organizations that tried to extort them. This was something she had been doing even before she entered the camp.

However, the significant power shift after the war was not in favor of the old underworld organizations in the Royal Capital, but rather the new forces in Retnark and the Snake Head Society.

Unfortunately, these new forces were not reasonable. They were just there to exploit. The exorbitant tribute, random confiscations, and the disappearance of prostitutes and their regular customers were rampant. Some were even drugged.

The blatant abuse led to resistance. As the boss, Caroline tried to unite everyone against the new forces. But resistance through violence was impossible. Skilled fighters among the prostitutes were rare, and there were no powerful allies to back them.

Determined not to stay silent, she planned to appeal to the guilds and the media for help but was ambushed in the process.

Caroline managed to escape, but those who had joined her in the resistance were captured. A bounty was placed on her, forcing her to go into hiding.

Rosmerta, who was independently working to eliminate child kidnapping and human trafficking, caught her eye. Caroline approached her and offered her information in exchange for the rescue of the prostitutes and her own protection, leading to the current situation.

I was surprised after hearing her story. It was a tough situation.

"…You've been through a lot."

"I have. But thanks to Rosmerta-sama, I've been saved to some extent."

Even a noble family couldn't rescue everyone who had been taken away. Only those who were imprisoned with children were saved, and that was all they could manage.

The prostitutes who had been saved or were safe had already left the Royal Capital. Some went to other cities, others to different countries. The absence of so many prostitutes in the Royal Capital made women more vulnerable, creating a serious problem. Rosmerta, with Caroline's help, planned to rebuild the red-light district after eliminating the opposing forces. She had a lot on her mind.

This meant Caroline would be busy in the Royal Capital for a while. We would discuss the details later.

"In any case, Caroline, I'm glad you're safe."

Putting aside the complicated matters, we hugged, celebrating each other's safety.

We talked for a while, and before I knew it, a lot of time had passed. I decided to return to the Kikyo Society's base and left Caroline's room, guided by a maid to Rosmerta's private quarters.

"Rosmerta, I'll be heading back to the base. We can discuss the details later."

"Of course, I understand. Oh, by the way, I'd like to see the Yukarinowe estate. I'll visit you next time."

What changed her mind? She was hiding in this prison-like place.

"Aren't you supposed to be hiding? There are plenty of people watching our base, and you'll be found out quickly."

"I've decided to team up with Yukarinowe and start moving. I'm done with hiding."

If she's that determined, I have no objections. I'm already on board.

Besides, it's a hassle to keep coming back to this place. If Rosmerta comes to me, it saves me the trouble.

"Let's make it around noon tomorrow. I'll send a vehicle to pick you up, and I'll ensure your safety."

"Oh, that would be helpful. You mean that flashy large vehicle, right?"

If it's no longer a problem for Rosmerta's location to be known, there's no need to be discreet. I'll send the Delta, which is heavily armored and can carry a significant number of knights. It's perfect for this situation.

Moreover, making a bold statement could be beneficial. Now that the noble family is ready to act, it's time to make a grand entrance.

"Exactly. The driver is as strong as your knight commander, so he can handle any unexpected situations."

The driver, Gradena, is a formidable fighter. I have no complaints about her taking on the role of Rosmerta's bodyguard.

"…The driver?"

"Yep. I'm heading back now. See you tomorrow."

Even Rosmerta seemed caught off guard by the idea of a strong driver. It's understandable, given that noble families don't usually have such drivers. Explaining Gradena's quirks would be a hassle, but she'll get the idea once she meets her. Nobles are good at reading the room, and Rosmerta is no exception.

Now, I can finally head back to everyone.
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			Stepping out of Rosmerta's hidden mansion and the prison's grand gate, I couldn’t help but exclaim, "The air of freedom sure tastes good!"

Oh, right. I shouldn’t be the one saying that, considering how often I snuck out.

Outside, a vehicle arranged by Rosmerta awaited to take me to the base. It’s quite a distance to walk, so I was grateful for the ride.

By evening, we arrived at our Kikyo Society's Royal Capital base. Seeing it again after a while, I couldn’t help but be taken aback.

The Kikyo Society’s base was a fortress in every sense of the word. A large compound surrounded by towering, sturdy walls. It had gained even more solidity and a sense of oppression since Priene made renovations.

As I stepped down in front of this fortress, I was greeted by my familiar junior, Valeria.

"Onee-sama!"

Whether it was a coincidence or her unusually keen senses, she rushed to me and clung on. I caught her and, as usual, petted her soft hair and wolf ears. The texture was as delightful as ever.

I let her touch and sniff me too, but only because she was my beloved junior.

"Valeria, it’s been a while. Where is everyone else?"

"A few are on patrol, but the rest are here."

After our reunion, we walked into the base together. Once inside the fortified gate, the overall robustness was even more evident.

Priene, who likely supervised the renovations, had imbued the place with a military-like atmosphere. The warehouses were preserved and renovated, capable of housing a large number of people. There was even a tall tower, probably a lookout.

However, the sight of women in tattered Kikyo Society robes here and there gave an incongruous impression.

Greeting the enthusiastic young men, I entered the old warehouse, which had been our first renovation project. The senior members were already gathered, having been informed by someone at the gate.

"Yukari, you’re back!"

"How was prison?"

"Thanks for your hard work."

I wish they wouldn’t say it like that.

"Yukari-san, you’re finally out!"

"Things were hectic here too, you know?"

They all spoke at once, expressing their joy at my return. It had been a while, and I was happy too. Listening to their banter made me feel like I had truly returned.

Still, before getting caught up in small talk, I needed to get an update on the situation.

"Everyone, you all know that my return means things are about to start moving."

I went to the prison to meet with Countess Rosmerta and discuss our plans. My return signified whether the talks had succeeded or failed. No one doubted my success; given the circumstances, the talks had a high chance of going well. If not, we would have other options.

That’s just the kind of leader I am. The young men might worry, but the senior members are confident. We have the skills and confidence to handle any situation.

"Of course. We’ve taken care of most things while you were gone," Gradena said with a sly smile. Everyone nodded in agreement. How reliable.

"Good job. Since the groundwork is done, we can move quickly. We can address minor issues later. Let’s gather everyone, including the young men, and share the current situation. We’ll hold a briefing once the patrols return."

"Sure! But it might take a while for them to get back. Why don’t you take a bath?"

That’s a good idea. While I used a purification spell to clean myself, I still felt the need to scrub thoroughly. Soaking in a hot bath would be wonderful. Since we have some time, I might as well enjoy it.

Valeria joined me, and we washed each other’s backs before immersing ourselves in the tub.

"Ah, this feels so good."

"Ah... yes..."

Priene did a great job building the bath. Using materials pilfered from noble homes, the bath was well-constructed and didn’t feel like a makeshift facility. I couldn’t do something like this, and it would be a waste to let this skill go unused. Maybe we should establish an architecture department in the Kikyo Society. I idly thought about it, feeling warm and cozy.

I wasn’t that tired, but the bath seemed to wash away my fatigue. Ah, this feels so good.

"Valeria, what did you do while I was gone?"

Valeria, lounging next to me, closed her eyes and looked content. Catching up with her was important, especially after so long.

"I hunted monsters and developed new combat strategies with Mia."

"Interesting! I’d love to see them sometime."

Hearing about that made me a bit envious. During my time in the forest, I learned a lot from hunting monsters. The urge to do it again welled up inside me. I’m sure I’d see things differently now.

After a leisurely chat with Valeria, we decided to get out before getting too relaxed and falling asleep.

As we sipped mint-flavored iced tea after the bath, a young man called out to me.

"President, everyone is here."

"Got it. I’ll be right there once I change."

A young woman peeked into the changing room. She probably came to cool off but looked a bit embarrassed seeing us half-naked and drinking cold tea. Valeria seemed a little shy too.

We quickly dressed and headed to the large room where everyone waited.

Standing before the Kikyo Society members who had been on the Royal Capital expedition, I got straight to the point.

Rosmerta would visit tomorrow, and we didn’t have much time to spare. If there were any tasks to complete tonight, we should do them now.

"I’ve returned after a while, but let’s skip the formalities. First, I’ll share what I discussed with the Countess."

The content was straightforward and wouldn’t take long to explain.

Rosmerta’s goal was to stabilize the Royal Capital under the leadership of House Oversta. Stabilizing the chaotic city was a priority.

Of course, she had plans for after the stabilization, but that wasn’t our concern. House Oversta gaining control of the Royal Capital wouldn’t be detrimental to the Kikyo Society, which would be assisting them.

Our role was to eliminate foreign forces that operated in the city’s underworld, offering no tangible benefits. We would act as part of House Oversta’s forces, though we wouldn’t hide our Kikyo Society emblems.

There were many foreign organizations, but House Oversta would handle the target selection. Our job was straightforward—crush the designated targets.

Additionally, we would eliminate the Snake Head Society, which operated in the city’s dark underbelly. Despite a non-aggression pact in Exembra, the Snake Head Society’s presence in the Royal Capital was a different matter. They had indirectly provoked us multiple times, so we had no reason to hold back. We would use this opportunity to weaken their forces and funding.

"The Oversta family will handle the complex matters. We just need to worry about the details. We’ll also gather information from House Oversta about any nobles or merchants in the Royal Capital who are hostile to the Kikyo Society and take care of them if we have the time."

That was my part. Next, I wanted to hear about what happened while I was gone.

Gradena gave a summary.

"As I mentioned, we’ve wrapped up most things. We dealt with the groups that were plotting against us, and the thieves and monsters are now under control by the guilds."

Good to hear. It was the perfect timing. Dealing with miscellaneous tasks before starting the main operation would be ideal. The information from House Oversta about our enemies was likely already mostly dealt with.

"We have plenty of healing potions. We have enough to sell."

Colette and her apprentice had produced more healing potions than we needed. We would likely use them heavily, but they wouldn’t go to waste. We could sell them to House Oversta for a profit.

Next, Josephine reported.

"We’ve already taken care of a few small foreign groups. They were mostly local smugglers."

"Yeah, we found a few drug dealers. Josephine tracked their connections and took them out."

Impressive, they made it sound so easy.

I had asked Gradena to eliminate such groups during patrols, but they had gone beyond that and taken out the entire network. What a reliable Kikyo Society.

I also mentioned Caroline. She would be assisting House Oversta in the Royal Capital and wouldn’t join the Kikyo Society for a while. However, this connection with House Oversta would make it easier for us to help each other if needed.

Finally, we discussed tomorrow.

Rosmerta would be visiting. Her appearance would likely energize the powerful noble families and the underworld, especially the foreign forces that viewed House Oversta as a threat. They might even launch an immediate attack. However, the Kikyo Society’s fortress-like base and the Delta would be well-protected.

"Gradena, can you take the Delta tomorrow?"

"Sure, but where are we going?"

"The Countess wants to see our base. I need you to pick her up. Treat her with respect."

"Wh-What? Me? I’m not sure I can be that formal!"

"Don’t worry; the Countess doesn’t mind the details. Plus, the Delta’s defenses are perfect for escorting a VIP. And with you as the escort, it’s even better. We’ll have a few more guards from House Oversta, so it won’t be too much."

No one else seemed eager to take on this role. Ophelia and Albert were avoiding eye contact. I could handle it, but as the host, it was better for me to stay here and prepare.

That was the internal discussion. The specifics would be decided during tomorrow’s meeting with Rosmerta. There was no need to rush, so we could relax and chat tonight.

The Kikyo Society’s young members kept the base clean and organized, making it a comfortable space. The furnishings, likely taken from noble homes, had been rearranged by Josephine, giving the place a cohesive look.

The large room was especially pleasant, a perfect setting for a meeting with Rosmerta. I couldn’t help but admire their efforts.
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			The Kikyo Society’s Royal Capital base was fortress-like in design, composed of towering, imposing outer walls enclosing a cluster of warehouses.


One of those warehouses had been converted into a dormitory structure, and my room was already fully prepared there.


Before, we’d just thrown down mats and slept in a pile, but now each of us had a private room and a proper bed—an extravagance bordering on absurd. Unnecessarily impressive.


Even the bedding was of noble quality, a world apart from the prison we’d once endured.


After indulging in such luxurious accommodations and a long, undisturbed sleep, I awoke to a morning that felt especially refreshing.


Early training with the Kikyo Society members meant putting our bodies through the wringer with lively combat drills, followed by washing off the sweat together in the spacious bathhouse. Nothing like some naked camaraderie.


After changing and eating breakfast, we exchanged a few words and began preparing to move by midday.


“Alright, I’m off. If I end up pissing off the noble lady, don’t blame me.”


Gradena-san, who seemed to consider herself a bit of a rough one, appeared genuinely worried about offending Rosmerta-sama.


But someone like her wouldn’t care about a commoner’s lack of etiquette. If anything, she’d realize that if we’re going to work together, getting fussy over minor manners just wouldn’t be practical. It might irk those around Rosmerta, but they’d just have to get used to it. We can’t suddenly master flawless courtly behavior, and even if we tried, it’d probably come off as mocking.


After seeing Gradena off as she reluctantly fired up Delta, we turned our attention to preparing for the Countess’s arrival.


Not that we had much to do. Since it would be around lunchtime, we mostly just needed to prepare the meal and tidy up.


Time passed as Josephine-san gave me a detailed report on everything that had happened in my absence.


Specifics on who we’d crushed, who we’d negotiated with, the compensation extorted—our achievements—and the current state of the guilds.


The results so far were excellent. The Kikyo Society’s supplies were abundant. Just look at our upgraded sleeping quarters and this fortress—there was no shortage of daily necessities or construction materials. Relations with the various guilds were strong, and we’d secured a mountain of loot to take home.


The Mercenary Guild seemed to have gained considerable breathing room, too. Zenobia was apparently planning to temporarily retire from mercenary work and move here soon. How delightful.


Once we’d finished discussing the essentials and shifted into casual conversation, a report came in.


“Yukari-san, Josephine-san, are you ready? Gradena-san is about to return.”


“I see. Then let’s go meet them at the gate.”


Nodding at the young member’s message, Josephine and I stood from our seats.


A particularly tall spire built into the fortress served as a watchtower, offering a wide view of the Royal Capital. Delta was hard to miss, and we’d spot it the moment it approached.


The entire Kikyo Society gathered to welcome Delta.


As Delta drew near, a single horn blast sounded—likely a signal from inside.


Shortly after, Delta came into view, passed through the open fortress gate, and rolled straight in without stopping, halting just a short distance before us.


The knight in red armor riding shotgun stepped out, gave us a quick glance to confirm it was alright, then moved to open the rear cargo door from the outside.


One of our sharp young members quickly stepped forward to help, and as the door opened, a stream of red-armored knights poured out, immediately scanning the surroundings for threats.


We, the welcoming party, were unarmed—but in a world of magic, lacking weapons didn’t mean we were defenseless. Still, our friendly demeanor should have made it clear enough that we meant no harm.


As the red knights formed a wall on either side, a knight with blue hair stepped forward. Flannel, the captain of the knights.


“Yukarinowe-dono, thank you for coming to greet us. I’ve brought the Lady.”


“Yes, thank you for coming. Should Rosmerta come in by vehicle, or step out here? We’re being watched from afar, you know.”


This base was under constant observation. I didn’t know who or where they were, but there were plenty of eyes. The moment Rosmerta appeared, every faction in the Royal Capital would know.


Then again, with that conspicuous red knight brigade, secrecy was already out the window.


“That was anticipated. Oversta Crimson Knights, fall in!”


At Flannel’s command, the knights moved in unison, forming a clear path from Delta to where I stood. Knights lined both sides, creating a corridor. At its end stood a breathtakingly beautiful noblewoman in an elegant, ornate dress—Countess Rosmerta.


She approached with calm, unhurried steps, stopping before me and offering a graceful smile.


“Yukarinowe, thank you for your invitation today.”


I hadn’t exactly invited her—she’d insisted on coming—but pointing that out would be petty.


“You’re very welcome. I wonder how frantic the watchers are right now.”


“Fufu, the Royal Capital—both its surface and shadows—will be in quite the uproar over what happens next. Being on the side that sets things in motion is a privilege, isn’t it? We get to laugh at the chaos.”


I couldn’t exactly laugh—I’d be the one doing the hard work, after all.


Still, striking first suited my tastes. I’d always prefer to make the first move rather than wait.


“That said, this fortress exceeds even what I’d heard… For an outsider group like the Kikyo Society to build such a thing is quite impressive.”


That was thanks to the Kikyo Society’s training and discipline.


I’d created the core of the outer wall, but everything else—the construction, the layout—had been led by Priene and carried out by our young members.


The hastily formed Architecture Unit had struggled at first, but their raw magical power dwarfed that of ordinary people. Their magic, honed through rigorous training, combined with exceptional foundational knowledge and visualization skills, made them uniquely capable. That was the Kikyo Society—given the right magical affinity, they could accomplish nearly anything within their limits.


Normally we’d outsource such work, but the circumstances hadn’t allowed it. Even I hadn’t expected we could pull off something this impressive on our own.


I guided Rosmerta into the main warehouse, proudly explaining the fortress’s strengths as she looked around in admiration.


With so many eyes on us, serious discussion would be difficult. For talks, we’d keep the circle as small as possible.


On the Kikyo Society’s side: myself, Gradena, Josephine as advisor, and Valeria as guard.


On the Countess’s side: Rosmerta, a serious-looking man I’d never seen before, a mature woman dressed as a maid who exuded an aura of quiet danger, and Flannel, the knight-captain.


I let Rosmerta take the lead. After all, House Oversta was the main force here—our role was support.


After a brief nod to signal readiness, Rosmerta prompted the serious-looking man beside her to begin.


“It’s an honor to meet you all. I am Kantrad, second secretary to Rosmerta-sama. By her command, I will be overseeing today’s proceedings.”


“No need for formalities. Begin.”


We started with introductions—tedious, but understandable. It’d be awkward discussing important matters with strangers whose names you didn’t even know.


The secretary was fine. Young, but clearly competent—nothing more to say. I’d probably forget his name by tomorrow. The only thing that caught my attention was the fact that if he was the *second* secretary, there must be a first somewhere.


When Flannel was introduced, Gradena and Valeria’s eyes lit up—but that was fine. They might get to spar during training later.


The one who intrigued me most was the woman in maid’s clothing. She was clearly no ordinary servant—more likely Rosmerta’s personal bodyguard and an intelligence operative for House Oversta. She gave off an unpredictable vibe, but that probably meant she was strong. She reminded me vaguely of Josephine.


When we introduced our side, I suspected they had similar impressions. Fair enough.


Now, to the main topic.


Both sides shared a common goal: securing stable control of the Royal Capital for House Oversta.


To achieve that, foreign influence had to be eliminated first. Today, we’d discuss how.


The secretary took the lead.


“It’s self-evident that foreign elements, centered in Retnark’s underworld, must be removed. However, several issues remain.”


We already knew there were problems, but I stayed silent and let him continue. Mutual understanding was crucial—assuming things were “obvious” was a dangerous game.


“To speak plainly, the forces under Rosmerta-sama’s command are not numerous. Could you tell us your available combat strength?”


House Oversta’s main forces were reportedly stationed at the main estate, guarding the ailing Count. Rosmerta was acting as head in his stead, but her operational forces were limited.


The Crimson Knights were her personal troops, gathered independently—and while their quality was exceptional, their numbers were small. There didn’t seem to be many additional non-knight combatants either.


“We can mobilize about thirty people. How about you?”


My count included Gradena and Valeria, Albert and Mia, the junior members of the Third Combat Unit, Ophelia and the junior members of the Vanguard Unit, and the Combat Support Unit. The trainees from the Third Combat and Vanguard Units were here for field training, but I had no intention of putting them on the front lines. Still, they were capable enough to count as backup strength.


The Intelligence Unit, including Josephine, would focus solely on information warfare, so I excluded them from direct combat roles—even as emergency reserves. Colette-san and the trainee healers were also excluded.


When aiming to seize control of the Royal Capital through large-scale conflict, thirty might sound laughably small.


But Kikyo Society members weren’t just any thirty people. Even the trainees were far more reliable than common thugs. Full members operated far beyond ordinary levels. Our core leaders? They could each hold their own against a thousand. These were thirty people I, someone who prided herself on strength, could vouch for without hesitation.


“Please consider our side to have around two hundred. Still, even combined, we’re insufficient to eliminate foreign forces across the entire Royal Capital.”


The foreign elements might lack skill, but they had numbers—easily several hundred, likely more. And reinforcements could keep coming from their home countries. In practice, we were facing thousands, scattered across the city.


Trying to eliminate them all by ourselves would take forever.


So how did they plan to proceed? This was where I’d see what they were truly capable of.


“We’ll increase our numbers. We’ll send out a call to arms—*gekibun*—to nobles and merchant groups who’ve been sitting on the fence, urging them to join our cause.”


Would a mere letter really get those sluggish nobles to act? I doubted it.


As if anticipating my skepticism, the secretary continued.


“Of course, words alone won’t convince them. So we’ll first demonstrate our seriousness through action. But before that, we’ll introduce a poison.”


“…Poison? Where exactly are you going to spread it?”


“This is now top-secret information. Yukarinowe-sama, representative of the Kikyo Society, I must ask you to sign this pledge of confidentiality.”


So it was a non-disclosure agreement. How dull.


“…Are you serious? Asking *us* to sign?”


“Y-yes. It’s highly sensitive, so we’d greatly appreciate your cooperation…”


I shifted my gaze from the secretary to Rosmerta, who simply watched with amusement. Fine. Then let me make something clear.


I straightened my back and fixed the secretary with a sharp glare. Gradena and the others followed my lead, their expressions hardening.


The atmosphere shifted. This was my warning. Listen well, you greenhorn.


“We follow the code. That’s how things work in our world. A pledge? Paper like that is meaningless. In fact, you should realize just how pointless it is to try binding us with scraps of paper.”


Written agreements were the customs of nobles and merchants—not the underworld. This wasn’t a business deal. And we didn’t even have anyone here familiar with legal contracts. From the start, this wasn’t an equal negotiation.


I didn’t know if Rosmerta was plotting something underhanded, but if she was, she’d likely do it through clever wording I wouldn’t catch. But if they tried to deceive us, I’d retaliate—regardless of any contract or oath.


The Kikyo Society doesn’t betray—unless betrayed first. And surprisingly, most underworld organizations operate the same way. Those who don’t follow the code are eventually purged. After all, trust is the foundation of this kind of business.


The secretary looked at us like we’d grown fangs, and Gradena’s intimidating presence clearly unnerved him. He froze, breath caught.


“Please don’t tease him too much. Kantrad is capable, but still inexperienced. Kantrad, put the pledge aside and explain the entire plan.”


Relieved by Rosmerta’s intervention, the secretary straightened up and began laying out the plan.


After hearing the full scope, we could only stand in stunned admiration.


Yes, this was truly top-secret material. If it leaked, the plan would collapse instantly.


It was brilliant—daring, bold, and strategically far-sighted. But still, it was just theory. Whether it would work remained to be seen.


No matter how it played out, one thought came to mind—and I voiced it plainly.


“…Rosmerta. You’re an absolute monster.”


Even as I said it, I smiled and extended my hand.


“Oh? Whatever do you mean?”


Playing innocent, she smiled back and took my hand.


One, the acting head of a noble house aiming to dominate the Royal Capital.


The other, the president of a rising underworld power from Exembra.


Different positions, perhaps—but we might just make excellent friends after all.
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			The plan to seize control of the Royal Capital is about to kick into high gear. Our turn will come later, but until then, we can sit back and watch the show. There's not much preparation we can do, so we'll just have to be ready when the time comes.

The meeting dragged on longer than I expected, and we didn't even have lunch, so my stomach was growling. I didn't think Rosmerta, a high-ranking noble, would enjoy the kind of home-cooked meals we can prepare, but when I invited her, she nodded happily. I remembered our breakfast together in the mansion within the prison. It was surprisingly simple, despite being nutritious.

Our group can only manage home-cooked meals at best. They're not bad, and I'm satisfied with them, but they're not exactly fit for a noble. Yet, Rosmerta doesn't complain and even seems to enjoy the food. Maybe that's part of her charm.

After the meal with the Kikyo Society members and Rosmerta's followers, we're now alone. She had something to discuss with me.

Rosmerta, deep in thought, finally spoke. "Actually, I have a request to make..."

Instantly, I got a bad feeling about her request, but I couldn't just ignore it. "Sure, what is it? I'll listen if it's something I can do."

"Could you give me this fortress?"

...There it is. She’s going all in.

Though we haven’t known each other for long, I can tell she’s not the type to joke around. Even if it sounds like one, she’s dead serious.

"Wait. I can't just hand it over that easily. What do you need it for?"

"Yukarinowe, I believe you’ll understand. But let’s have some tea first."

Of course, I can’t just hand it over without a second thought. After a sip of freshly poured tea, Rosmerta began to explain. Her eloquence was impressive, but her reasoning made sense.

For someone in her position, appearances are crucial. As the acting head of the Oversta family, using a hidden base deep within the prison doesn’t look good. Plus, it would be strange for the Crimson Knights and us to be coming and going from the prison, and we can’t risk turning the children’s hideout into a battlefield.

She needs a new base. The Oversta family’s main residence is where the ailing Count is, and they don’t want any disturbances. Setting up a new base would cost too much time and money.

If she could use this fortified fortress, it would save resources and make coordination with the Kikyo Society easier. It’s spacious enough to accommodate the reinforcements that will join them, and it’s incredibly secure.

Indeed, using this fortress as the base for her counterattack is a logical move.

This isn’t a temporary arrangement; it’s a transfer. The Kikyo emblem will come down, and the Oversta family’s banner will go up.

While it’s a logical request, it’s hard to part with something we’ve worked so hard to build. However, once we’re done with our business, we’ll be leaving the Royal Capital. We have plenty to do in Exembra, and leaving a few people here to guard an empty fortress doesn’t make sense. We don’t know what could happen, and it’s risky to leave a small group to protect it. Without a specific purpose, we can’t afford to allocate resources to such a task.

So, the Kikyo Society will eventually leave this place. When we do, we’ll transfer it to someone else, but Rosmerta is the best candidate.

Still, I can’t just give it away for free. This fortress has cost us a lot of labor. If we can recoup some of that cost, that would be ideal. If I can sell it, I’ll try.

But then, dealing with a countess over money seems like a waste. Besides, this fortress isn’t cheap.

As I pondered, she made another suggestion. "Yukarinowe, you seem to understand but are a bit hesitant. Of course, I am prepared to pay a fair price. If this base can be acquired for money, no amount would be too high."

Recreating this fortress would be nearly impossible for any ordinary contractor. The exterior alone, let alone the interior, is built with rare magical minerals and requires advanced refining techniques. The cost would be astronomical. Any estimate would likely be dismissed as unrealistic.

Especially the main keep and the central warehouse. They appear to be made of stone, but they’re fortified with composite armor that can withstand both magical and physical attacks. Even high-level magic would bounce off, and regular siege weapons would do nothing. The stone surface, crafted by Priene and her team, is incredibly hard and aesthetically pleasing.

The interior has been renovated, and there are plenty of furnishings.

To be honest, it’s priceless.

I don’t know how much Rosmerta is willing to pay, but I doubt she could match the true value.

Few people know the full extent of this fortress’s defenses, so it’s understandable.

This isn’t just about money. The Kikyo Society will agree to the transfer, and even those who put in a lot of effort, like Priene, will understand. There’s no need to argue over it.

Alright, I’ve decided. I’ll give it to her, but not for money.

Of course, nothing in life is free. A woman like Rosmerta will understand the implications.

This is an unwritten contract. Betray me, and you’ll have an enemy. There will be no mercy.

"Money isn’t necessary. I’ll lend it to you."

"I can offer a reasonable amount."

"It’s not enough. This fortress is impregnable, more so than you realize. With the right personnel, it could withstand any attack. Except from me, of course."

I built the core myself, so I can breach it.

"Consider this a test. Rosmerta, I’ll give you a chance. If you can break through, you can have it for free. No strings attached. But once you accept, there’s no turning back. You can either get it for free or owe us a favor."

This isn’t really a gamble. I know I’ll win.

But Rosmerta will still gain this base one way or another. It’s not a bad deal for her.

She looked back at me with a challenging smile and responded immediately. "Of course, I’ll take the bet. I’m quite good at gambling. What’s the test?"

"Simple. Have the Crimson Knights attack the outer walls. How long will it take to break through?"

The outer walls are my masterpiece. They’re not some makeshift shield thrown together in the heat of battle. Break through if you can.

"About an hour, without interference."

"Let’s make it three hours. If they can create a breach within that time, you can have it for free."

My statement was almost a taunt of her proud knights.

But if they can’t break through in that time, she’ll have to admit the fortress’s strength.

And she’ll understand the massive favor we’ve done her. This fortress is that powerful.

Hah, creating a huge debt for the Oversta family, which will soon control the Royal Capital, is better than any amount of money. This place, which we planned to abandon, will be a bargain.

We’ll also make sure they owe us more than they can ever repay.

"Yukarinowe, I accept. I’ll take you up on this challenge. I know the capabilities of my knights."

Her eyes had a fierce glint, but I need her to take this seriously.

This will give Flannel and the others a good challenge.

"The location doesn’t matter. If we start now, it will be around sunset in three hours. The deadline will be when the sun sets. Is that agreeable?"

"Of course. I don’t expect it to take that long, but if you’re fine with it..."

"I’ll explain it to the Kikyo Society. You should inform your knights. Once that’s done, you can start."

"Hehehe, Yukarinowe. I’ll take it for free. Don’t say I didn’t warn you."

The noble Rosmerta left with a composed stride, though there was a hint of agitation in her demeanor.

I explained to the gathered Kikyo Society members, minus the intelligence unit and the lookouts, that I was transferring the fortress to Rosmerta. Naturally, there was an uproar.

Well, they’d be surprised to hear the conclusion without the context.

Some, like Josephine, had considered the possibility of abandoning this place eventually.

But once I explained the reasons, they understood. Exembra is our true base, and this was always a temporary setup. The Kikyo Society has no plans to conquer the Royal Capital.

The makeshift architecture team was a bit sad, but they’ll have other opportunities to shine.

When I told them about the conditions of the transfer and the bet with Rosmerta, they got excited. They’re quick to adapt.

Just then, a loud explosion echoed through the air. It must be the Crimson Knights.

"Let’s go check it out!"

"Yukari built and Priene fortified this wall. It’s going to be interesting!"

"There’s no way they can break through Onee-sama’s wall."

"Yeah, let’s see what they can do. They’ll probably get frustrated and try everything they’ve got. It’ll be entertaining to watch."

The outcome is clear, but it might be fun to watch.

They might even show their ace, as Rosmerta will push them to their limits.

"Watch closely. The Crimson Knights are the countess’s elite. See what they’re made of."

I’ve already seen their strength firsthand, but the others haven’t. This is a good opportunity to see what our allies are capable of.

I watched as everyone headed toward the attack site.

I decided to observe from atop the outer wall. I didn’t want to make it seem like we were challenging them by having everyone up there.

"Yukarinowe?"

"Let’s go."

I took Valeria, who looked curious, with me as we climbed to the top of the outer wall.
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			"Wow, they’re really going at it."

Bright explosions and magical lights dazzle the scene. Valeria and I, having climbed atop the outer wall, immediately get a good view of the spectacle near the main gate. For now, we’ll just take it in from a distance.

From this high vantage point, the main gate area is clearly visible. It seems the knights have split into two teams to try and break through the outer wall.

One team must consist of members skilled in offensive magic, as they relentlessly bombard a single spot on the wall. The other team focuses on physical attacks. They’re using various tools, like hammers, which they must have brought from somewhere, instead of trying to smash the wall with their swords.

Using *Physical Enhancement Magic* to enhance my vision, I observe the progress in detail. It seems the destruction isn’t making much headway yet.

The stones coated by Priene and her team are gradually peeling off, but they haven’t even reached the inner structure I created. I’m quite satisfied with the durability of the coating. Yes, our team’s work is something to be proud of. The defense holds up well against individual attacks, and the fortification is impressive.

I estimate it will take at least an hour for the coating to fully come off, but even then, the wall’s integrity will hold. In a real battle, the defenders would likely interfere, making it even harder for the attackers.

Since we have a good view from here, we might as well enjoy the show for a while.

"Valeria, over here."

As usual, I conjure a makeshift chair and table, seating Valeria and preparing a tea set. I even take out some pastries I brought along. We might be watching destruction, but we can still have a leisurely tea time. It might take a while, after all.

The two of us bask in the sunlight while observing the destruction. The sun is a bit intense, but I’ve taken care of my skincare, so I’m not worried about sunburn. Occasional exposure to sunlight is good for Vitamin D, even if I’m not sure I need it.

"Onee-sama, those people are really putting in the effort."

Valeria seems intrigued by the knights. A group of people in matching, impressive red armor is a sight to behold.

The physical attack team is hitting the wall with various tools, which, from a distance, looks quite mundane. The magic attack team, however, is quite a spectacle and entertaining to watch.

It’s hard to gauge their training level just by watching them smash the wall or cast spells, but the strength of their *Physical Enhancement Magic* and the intensity of their spells are evident.

Still, I’ve already faced them once, so there’s nothing particularly new to see.

Looking away from the knights, I scan the cityscape of the Royal Capital. It’s a bleak scene. People walk with a weary, heavy gait, and the city lacks any vibrancy. Abandoned and rundown areas are visible, and the overall atmosphere is lifeless.

I wonder if our actions will bring some life back to this place.

Not many bystanders are drawn to the knights’ attacks. The few who are curious are being chased away by our young men, so there are no spectators from the outside.

Watching the knights and the city for too long isn’t entertaining, so it’s time for some conversation.

"Valeria, what did you do in the forest while I was gone? Anything interesting?"

Valeria, who was happily sipping her tea, thinks for a moment before responding.

"Oh, right. Me and Mia had a contest."

"A contest? That sounds fun."

The two of them are among the best hunters in the Kikyo Society, so their contest must have been exciting.

"But when a snake-type monster appeared, Mia ran away."

"Really? She’s afraid of them?"

I thought Mia was fine with such things, but I didn’t know that. Indeed, some members are afraid of reptile-type monsters, and insect-type monsters are especially feared by many. I’m not a fan of insect-type monsters either.

Valeria, influenced by her friends, used a snake-type monster to play a prank on Mia. That’s another story, though.

This is a rare moment of relaxation. The attack sounds are a bit annoying, but they’re not loud enough to disturb our conversation.

I spent the time chatting with Valeria while the knights continued their futile efforts. It’s been about an hour.

The knights are still putting on a flashy display, but the outer wall remains unbroken. They’ve managed to peel off the outer layer, but the inner composite armor is proving difficult.

Without any special abilities, they won’t be able to break through, and many of them are already exhausted. They might give up within three hours.

Supporting Valeria, who had fallen asleep on my shoulder, I practice my magic control. The outer wall’s path is now filled with intricate geometric patterns I’ve carved.

A little over an hour later, as the sun began to set, the attack sounds started to dwindle.

“It’s about time to end this. Let’s go.”

“Yes, Onee-sama.”

Revitalized from her nap, Valeria and I start walking along the wall, moving directly above the section still under attack.

As we move, I notice Rosmerta is nowhere to be seen. She probably stepped inside to rest. Most of the Kikyo Society members have also left, with only a few still watching.

When we reach a good vantage point, I see Flannel, the leader of the knights, looking up at us. He’s using a mace, which seems out of place for him, instead of his usual sword.

Seeing me, he seems to muster his energy for one last attack. It’s probably his final attempt.

Intense magical power surges through him, a clear sign of his formidable strength.

"AAAAAAAAAAHHH!"

With a mighty roar, he swings the mace with all his might. The mace shatters upon impact, unable to penetrate the composite armor.

Despite this, the armor remains unscathed. This is the end.

"...We surrender. I’ll report to Rosmerta-sama. We’ll handle the cleanup."

"Thank you. I’ll leave it to you."

After Flannel’s final, futile attack, the knights gracefully admit defeat. Flannel will report to Rosmerta, and they’ll clean up the debris. I and the remaining Kikyo Society members will wait inside.

Once we return to our quarters, Rosmerta comes to see us.

Setting up tea quickly, we settle into our seats. Rosmerta speaks first.

"...I must admit defeat. You’ve outdone me, Yukarinowe."

I appreciate her honesty. I don’t want to hear complaints or grudges. Her straightforwardness is commendable, even for someone of her noble status.

"You didn’t watch the whole time, did you?"

"I gave up halfway through. I realized it was hopeless."

Indeed, the second hour was unproductive. It’s understandable to give up.

"By the way, where did they get all those hammers and maces?"

"Oh, your energetic young friend opened the armory for us."

The armory? When did that happen? Probably Ophelia or Albert brought them from somewhere.

Never mind. Let’s move on.

"So, have you seen the true strength of this fortress?"

"While I’m still curious about how you managed to build something like this, I can see it’s an incredible achievement."

She lets out a sigh and a wistful smile, which makes my heart skip a beat. Beauty has its perks.

Rosmerta seems to acknowledge a significant debt. Nothing is free, so she should be prepared for what comes next.

"The defense of this fortress is nearly impenetrable. If the knights guard it, no one will be able to take it."

"Yes, if we focus on defense, it will be nearly impossible to take."

Though the fortress will serve as a stronghold for Rosmerta and non-combatants, we won’t be focusing on defense. We’ll be the ones attacking. The preparations are already underway, and it’s just a matter of time before we move.

"When will we start?"

"Tomorrow. I want you to witness the beginning."

"Understood. Tell me the details."

The sooner, the better. I’ll be there to see it all unfold.

I already know the general plan, but I haven’t been given the specifics. It’s a light task for the Kikyo Society, so I’ll gladly fulfill my role as an observer.


		
			Chapter 112: A Villain's Scheme
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 112

			A Villain's Scheme

			After buying breakfast from a street vendor on Central Avenue, we took a seat on a bench in the shade and waited. Next to me was Josephine. Today, we were both dressed in dark overcoats to blend in with the city and avoid drawing attention.

Valeria, our guard, was staying behind. Today, we were just here to observe, and I had no plans to engage in combat. Besides, a beauty like Valeria would stand out no matter what.

We were here because Rosmerta had asked us to oversee an event. We were to watch what would unfold here, and it would soon become clear what was about to happen.

This wasn’t a matter of prophecy or foresight; it was all due to Rosmerta’s preparation. We would soon see if what we had been told would come true. It was time to see her handiwork.

"This is quite delicious," Josephine remarked.

"...Yukari-san, how many of those have you had now?" I asked, ignoring her exasperation as I reached for my fourth doner kebab. That’s when things started to move.

From our vantage point on the shaded bench, we could see a high-end restaurant. In the midst of the devastated Royal Capital, there were still enough nobles and wealthy individuals to keep such establishments in business. A luxury car pulled up to the front of the restaurant.

After the driver and a few men got out, an elderly man with a distinguished appearance followed. He had a prominent beard and looked like a man of both wealth and power.

His name was Carlo Vese, a senior member of the Novara Gang, one of the two major forces controlling the Royal Capital from the shadows. They were, of course, underworld residents sent from Retnark and hence our enemies.

"That’s definitely Carlo Vese. Yukari-san, it’s about to start," Josephine said.

"Yes, it seems so," I replied, continuing to observe while sipping my homemade iced tea.

As Carlo Vese was about to enter the restaurant, someone came out from inside. It was a young man.

He approached casually, and Carlo Vese’s bodyguards, as expected, focused their attention on him. It’s only natural to be cautious when you’re a bodyguard.

The young man reached into his pocket, which was suspicious enough.

Underworld bodyguards don’t hesitate. If someone seems suspicious, they take them down without question. Misunderstandings don’t matter to them.

And then, in the moment when the young man had everyone’s attention...

Several men who had been hiding in the bushes suddenly attacked Carlo Vese.

When both sides have equal skill, numbers make the difference. With more than double the attackers, it was inevitable that they would overwhelm the defenders.

Instead of targeting the guards, they went straight for the main target.

It was probably an instant kill. Carlo Vese, a senior member of the Novara Gang, met his end abruptly.

The broad daylight stabbing sent shockwaves through the crowd. As expected, a major brawl broke out among the men involved, causing chaos as people fled the area. This was Central Avenue, after all. Even in the morning, there were plenty of people around.

"Let’s go, Yukari-san. If the magic starts flying this way, we might get caught in the crossfire," Josephine said.

"Yes, let’s return and report our observations to Rosmerta," I replied.

We climbed into a jeep parked nearby and calmly returned to our base, leaving the shouting and chaos of the restaurant behind.

The assassination was carried out by men from the Giuliano Gang, one of the two major forces controlling the Royal Capital.

The underworld of the Royal Capital was dominated by the Novara Gang and the Giuliano Gang, both sent from Retnark. They were the two largest organizations among the foreign forces.

The Novara and Giuliano Gangs had long been in control of the Royal Capital, but they were far from friendly.

While the leaders of major organizations might cooperate, the lower ranks were always at odds, harboring deep-seated hatred. Moreover, both organizations were conglomerates of smaller gangs, making them difficult to control, especially the younger, more energetic members.

That’s why strong leadership was necessary. Whether through violence or wealth, the larger the organization, the more significant the control required. Even if they managed to maintain order, once a rift appeared, it was even harder to mend.

Rosmerta had identified the discord between the two major forces and the restless young members as an opportunity to exploit.

If the Brenark forces alone couldn’t eliminate the Retnark forces, then a mutually destructive conflict would do the job. It was a simple plan. Of course, it wouldn’t be easy, but it was a straightforward strategy.

It hadn’t happened overnight. The Kikyo Society had been preparing for this for a long time, gradually laying the groundwork. Rosmerta hadn’t just been lying low all this time.

The assassinations we had witnessed were just the beginning. According to the plan, similar attacks were taking place simultaneously at other locations.

At one of these locations, a senior member of the Giuliano Gang was to be killed by the Novara Gang. Meanwhile, the lower ranks of the two organizations were to engage in a fierce conflict.

It didn’t end there. The drug warehouses of both organizations were also to be raided.

Once things escalated to this point, it wouldn’t be a simple skirmish. A minor conflict wouldn’t escalate into a full-scale war; the leaders wouldn’t allow it. They knew that such conflicts would only benefit the local Brenark forces.

This time, however, the assassinations of senior members couldn’t be brushed aside. Even if it was a bad move, the reputation of the underworld demanded that they retaliate.

It was a quagmire from which there was no turning back. This was Rosmerta’s ruthless plan.

Back at the base, we gathered to discuss the situation.

In the hall, the senior members of the Kikyo Society, along with Rosmerta and her subordinates, were assembled.

"We observed the beginning of the conflict," I reported.

"We saw it too. Some bigwig from the Giuliano Gang got taken out," Ophelia added.

Ophelia and Mia had been assigned to observe the other location.

"The initial plan seems to have worked out well. It’s almost certain that the conflict will escalate into a full-scale war. Even if they try to contain it, the seeds of conflict will easily reignite," Rosmerta’s deputy secretary continued, indicating that the other plans were also proceeding smoothly.

"Still, you did a great job. How exactly did you pull it off?" Gradena asked, sounding impressed. It was understandable, given the chaos that had already erupted among our enemies.

"It did come at a cost. However, my methods were simple. The two forces were already at odds, and there were many ambitious men. I just provided them with inconvenient truths about each other, and they were motivated to act. The lower ranks are diverse, making infiltration easier," Rosmerta explained.

She let the lower ranks fight each other, fueling their hatred. Even among Retnark’s organizations, the one with more medals could assert their superiority.

The motivations were varied—ambition, desire, fame, pride, and hatred. The competition between the two major forces turned into a full-scale conflict.

Still, this was just the beginning.

What we had done today was merely to observe the start of the conflict.

"The beginning went smoothly, but what happens next is crucial," I said.

"Yukarinowe is right. We need to capitalize on the chaos unfolding tonight," Josephine added.

In battle, there are many important factors.

First, you must know your enemy. From the structure and numbers of the organization, to the key figures and their roles, their objectives and plans, their equipment and training—knowing everything about your enemy reveals their patterns and weaknesses.

Second, you must seize control. With meticulous planning, strike first to throw your enemy into disarray. Even if it’s a hasty move, striking first is advantageous.

Third, maintain momentum. Keep your enemy from regaining their footing.

Even with my limited knowledge, I could think of these points. Rosmerta, being far more experienced, would have thought through every detail.

The combination of Rosmerta’s plan and the Kikyo Society’s might marked the start of something significant.

"When you say ‘capitalize,’ do you mean taking out the boss?" Gradena asked.

"Hehe, not just the boss. Tonight, a meeting of senior members from both the Novara and Giuliano Gangs is scheduled. This meeting was planned, but the recent events will ensure it happens. They’re likely to discuss ways to avoid the conflict, but we can’t let that happen," Rosmerta responded.

"So, what exactly do you plan to do?"

"We’ll take the heads of all the senior members present," Rosmerta declared.

All of them! If we take out the majority of the senior members, including the boss, what will be left will be a disorganized mass. It’s a decisive move, but will it work so smoothly?

"Is it really that easy? We’re confident we can hold our ground in a direct confrontation, but the security will surely be tight. The senior members will likely flee as soon as things turn violent," Gradena pointed out.

Most senior members of organizations wouldn’t stick around in a firefight; they’d try to escape. And our enemies wouldn’t be incompetent enough to give us that kind of opportunity.

"Don’t worry. The security they planned will mysteriously disappear," Rosmerta assured us with a smile.

It was a chilling statement, but it made sense. If that were the case, we could strike the senior members directly.

But, it seemed a bit excessive.

"If that’s the case, do we even need the Kikyo Society’s might? Some of the senior members are strong, but the Crimson Knights alone should suffice, right?" Gradena asked.

"No, they are essential. Tonight will be the decisive moment. Once we finalize the attack plan, we’ll take a short break," Rosmerta responded.

"Alright, that’s fine."

We then discussed the specific plans for the night. The discussion was more about listening to Rosmerta’s ideas and raising any concerns.

We could only admire her. A distinguished noble family like hers didn’t gain its reputation for nothing. The information we had gathered, while impressive, paled in comparison to what they possessed. Not only the quantity and quality of information, but also their connections, resources, and power were on a different level.

Even our capable intelligence team, including Josephine, couldn’t match the foundation of an organization. It felt like a display of power.

The world is truly fascinating. Just because I know a bit about the underworld doesn’t mean I’m all that experienced.

Still, it seems we have a significant role to play. We might as well earn their gratitude.

Tonight is the first step. According to the plan, I might even get to face someone I’ve been looking forward to.
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			Although there was no real need to rest, I decided to take it easy until nightfall.

Now, it was time for the fun part—the assault.

According to Rosmerta, the meeting was taking place in a certain building that served as a buffer zone between the Novara and Giuliano Gangs. Despite the Royal Capital’s decay, it was a well-reconstructed, impressive hotel-like structure.

Thanks to our preparations, the security would be lax, and the Crimson Knights would storm the place head-on.

The Knights would be tasked with taking down or capturing the senior members, while the Kikyo Society would handle a different task.

We were heading to the same building but would enter from the back door and wait there.

According to our intel, another group of enemies would attack from behind. They would be our targets.

It was still early evening, which was welcome since it meant we didn’t have to stay up all night.

"Onee-sama, it’s time," Josephine said.

"Yes, let’s go," I replied.

I picked up my Silver Super-Hard Bat from beside the bed and left the room with Valeria.

Most of the Crimson Knights were mobilized for the assault, leaving only a few to guard Rosmerta and the base.

In exchange, the Kikyo Society would provide additional defense. As the boss, Rosmerta had to be protected at all costs, so many of our senior members, including me, had to stay behind.

The Crimson Knights would be the main force to deal with the external threat, so their key members, including the leader, would lead the assault. The Kikyo Society’s contribution to the defense was a necessary trade-off.

The remaining senior members were Ophelia, Albert, Mia, Josephine, and Colette. Most of the younger members would also stay at the base. The Kikyo Society’s role in the assault was limited, so there was no need to send a large group.

I, Valeria, Gradena, and a selected group from the third combat unit and combat support unit would be going. Gradena, who had been staying behind frequently, insisted on joining this time. Ideally, the Acting Vice-Commander should have stayed at the base, but I couldn’t argue when the president herself ordered me to stay behind.

"Albert, I’m counting on you here. It’s supposed to be quiet, but if anything happens to Rosmerta, it’s all over," I said.

"Don’t worry. Ophelia and Mia are on lookout outside, and any attackers won’t get past them," Albert replied.

There weren’t many who could deceive Ophelia and Mia. They would immediately eliminate any threats, and it was unlikely that Albert would have to step in. Still, the possibility of an attack seemed low.

"Let’s get it over with quickly."

"I’ll take care of it. Just be careful, Rosmerta. I’ll protect you, even if the Crimson Knights have Flannel," I said.

"The Knights have Flannel, so you don’t need to worry about them. I’ve tasked them with handling the other group. Be cautious," Rosmerta replied.

We didn’t need to worry too much.

"Flannel, lead the way. Let’s get it done quickly," I said.

"No need to remind me. Knights, let’s go!"

It was still light out, so we wouldn’t stand out. We split into several Jeeps and headed for our destination.

We arrived at the building without any interference, which was unusual.

This was the site of the meeting of the senior members of major organizations. Normally, there would be many security personnel, but their absence was a sign that Rosmerta’s plans were working.

"Flannel, just in case, call for backup if anything happens," I said.

"Rosmerta-sama said it was unnecessary. We can handle it. Evacuation will be handled as planned. There’s no need to worry about us," Flannel replied.

"Alright, I’ll stop worrying. Let’s go."

I was confident they could handle it. I had become overly cautious for some reason.

The Crimson Knights would storm the front, and while the enemy might have some presence inside, they wouldn’t be as strong. There would likely be some battles along the way.

From the back, the Kikyo Society would enter to intercept any additional enemies. If there were any obstacles, we’d deal with them first.

We approached the back door, which was large, possibly a service entrance. We broke the door and entered.

Our magic perception indicated that there was no one around for the moment.

"Well, let’s wait for the enemies to arrive," I said.

"I hope they show up. If it’s a false alarm, I might just tear the building apart out of disappointment," Gradena said.

She seemed more restless than usual after being on standby for so long.

"You… You know Rosmerta is confident. If she says so, it’ll happen. If you manage to defeat the others, I might consider fighting you," I said.

"Really? Even if you’re Yukari, I’ll hold you to it. Hehe, I’m looking forward to it," Gradena replied.

She suddenly looked excited, which was a bit unsettling. She was a fierce warrior, and there was a certain charm in her smile. Still, it was concerning how easily she got into a good mood over such matters.

"I’ll take a few as well," Ophelia said.

"President, Onee-sama, please leave some for us too," the others chimed in.

It seemed everyone was stressed. I decided to let them have their way this time.

A distant noise caught my attention.

The assault by the Crimson Knights had begun, and it seemed our turn had come.

The back door, despite being a service entrance, was quite large. When we broke it down, a group of about twenty heavily armed men appeared. They were all ready for a fight, and there were more of them than we had expected, but that was fine.

They were surprised to see us waiting, but they didn’t seem to have any intention of fleeing. All the better.

"Well, well, if it isn’t the Kikyo Society. This isn’t exactly a coincidence, is it?"

"Of course not. We’ve been waiting for you. It’s unbecoming of men to keep women waiting, isn’t it?"

"No, it’s only natural for women to wait for men. Besides, we have no intention of fighting you. Our target is the Crimson Knights. Are you willing to stand aside?" the man asked.

"You’re an idiot. If you had any intention of avoiding conflict, you wouldn’t have come here. I’ll make you regret your past words. Oh, and what was your nickname again?"

"Ghost! Got it? That woman is mine. The rest, kill as you see fit," Ghost replied.

Ah, right, Ghost. He’s from the Gerdodus Dukedom, a noble family that once controlled the royal secret service. He leads the execution team within the family.

He’s a formidable opponent, and one of the few who claimed he could defeat a senior member of our Kikyo Society. I wanted to see how strong he really was. He was making some interesting statements, as usual.

"You’re not fighting me. If you manage to defeat our Acting Vice-Commander, I might consider it."

"Ha, you? Not in a hundred years. I’ll have my fun with you."

"...You’re not bad. Since you’ve been so insistent, I’ll take you on," Gradena said.

Ghost carefully assessed Gradena, realizing she wasn’t an easy opponent. Her Physical Enhancement Magic was at about half strength, but that was enough.

"Heh, you’re pretty observant. I might go easy on you a bit," Gradena said.

I’ll let her handle it. It’s her prey.

However, there was something else I needed to be wary of.

"Valeria, did you notice it too?"

"Yes, Onee-sama. I’ll take care of a few," Valeria said.

She led five others to deal with the threat.

There was a faint presence, but we couldn’t be deceived. They were likely sneaking in through another entrance. They might be a special unit from the Gerdodus Dukedom. I left them to Valeria.

I focused on the possibility of a third wave of attacks, using my magic perception to remain vigilant. It was unlikely, but we couldn’t afford to be caught off guard. The Kikyo Society was the outsider here, and we couldn’t underestimate the local forces.

"Everyone, go ahead and have some fun. But if it gets too dangerous, I’ll step in. Try your best, okay?"

"President, if you step in, it’ll ruin the opportunity. It’d be a shame!"

"Let’s do our best! We’ll take care of the rest!"

The younger members were eager, so I decided to let them handle it. I focused on maintaining vigilance and being ready to back them up if needed.

Still, it would be a waste if I didn’t get to use my Silver Super-Hard Bat.
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			The clash between Gradena and Ghost marked the beginning of the battle.

Gradena wielded her usual longsword, while Ghost used a shorter blade. Even with the difference in reach, Gradena had the advantage.

However, as Gradena began to swing her sword, her movements suddenly slowed, as if someone had hit the brakes. Her sluggish strikes were easily avoided, and Ghost’s quick, consecutive attacks quickly put her on the defensive.

"Damn, my body won’t move!"

"Sorry, but this will be quick. I’m in a hurry, you see," Ghost said.

Gradena’s movements were unusually sluggish, as if she had suddenly been weighed down. This was not just a simple magic debuff; it was a type that affected both magic and physical attributes.

Of course. As the leader of a powerful organization, Ghost would have experience with such magic. I had struggled against similar debuffs in the past.

Ghost intensified his Physical Enhancement Magic, overwhelming Gradena’s defenses. Despite her sluggish movements, she managed to block most of his attacks, a testament to her skill. However, his sword still grazed her arm and torso, and occasionally landed direct hits. Her coat protected her from being cut, but the metal blade still caused pain and damage.

Even if the wounds weren’t fatal, the cumulative damage would eventually bring her down.

Indeed, there was a reason for his confidence. His magic output clearly surpassed Gradena’s. She was one of the strongest in the Kikyo Society and could probably defeat any senior member of our organization. The difference in power was significant. Even if she used her full strength, it would be difficult to overcome this gap. With the debuff magic, it was nearly impossible.

---

Under normal circumstances.

Gradena, however, was not just any fighter. The Kikyo Society had prepared for such debuffs, and while it took her a bit of effort, she managed to counteract the magic. This was no small feat, especially while fending off Ghost’s attacks. Once she figured it out, the debuff would no longer affect her.

Still, it was strange that she showed no signs of the damage she had taken. Her toughness and resilience were beyond mere physical strength or mental fortitude. There was something more.

"Alright, alright, alright! How’s this?" Gradena said, regaining her composure and deflecting Ghost’s sword with a confident smile.

Despite the damage she had taken, her eyes were full of determination. She was truly formidable.

Ghost’s Physical Enhancement Magic was at full strength, while Gradena’s was only at about half. Yet, she managed to hold her ground. This was possible thanks to a magic potion that provided the same level of enhancement as Physical Enhancement Magic.

While the effect wasn’t simply additive, the combined use of the potion and the magic gave her a significant boost. With the potion, her strength was on par with Ghost’s. If she used her full strength, she would surpass him, making the difference overwhelming. This was why I had been able to watch the fight with confidence.

She was essentially toying with him. She was enjoying the fight, something she rarely got to do against a stronger opponent.

The younger members of the Kikyo Society, selected from the third combat unit and combat support unit, were also holding their own against the enemy. There were about three times as many enemies, but they were already taking down a significant number of them. The younger members were not just relying on the potions; they were also highly skilled and well-prepared.

Ghost, on the other hand, was assessing the situation.

His debuff magic had been countered.

The enemy woman was displaying strength beyond her physical enhancement.

His subordinates were being overwhelmed.

Despite this, he decided to continue the fight, but with a different approach.

He drew a short dagger from his pocket and threw it at Gradena. Three of them were laced with poison. Impressive.

At the same time, he started running towards the back, where the Kikyo Society’s younger members were stationed.

"Get out of the way!"

Gradena deflected the daggers and issued a warning. The younger members, without hesitation, jumped out of the way.

However, Ghost was no ordinary opponent. His speed was too great, and one of the younger members’ wrists were severed. Ghost didn’t stop, targeting another of our members.

This was bad. Even with the potions, our younger members couldn’t handle Ghost. He was far too experienced, and this was a surprise attack. They could be overwhelmed before they could regroup.

To make matters worse, one of the enemies cast an explosion spell. The blast was wide but weak, but it completely obscured the view. This was a familiar pattern.

"Listen up! Don’t move until I say so! If you don’t want to die, protect your head!"

Good call. The air was filled with a gas, completely obscuring the view. Even from a distance, the gas enveloped everything, leaving us blind.

But this was all part of the plan.

The battlefield, which had been noisy, suddenly fell silent. Then, the fools started their conversation, believing their sleep gas had worked. It hadn’t.

"...Damn, you’re tough. Are you all still alive?"

"Hell, I was almost done for."

"Boss Ghost, can we do whatever we want with these women?"

"Amor, where are you? Are you alive?"

"He’s dead. I saw him get taken out right in front of me. Not just Amor, but Bursmen and Dias too."

"What!? Damn it! I’ll kill them!"

"...Kill all the women. We’re not done yet. Hurry up."

As the smoke cleared, what remained were not the fallen Kikyo Society members, but a group of fierce warriors with menacing smiles.

The sleep gas and poison gas had no effect on us, thanks to our coats with Purifying Engravings. While the enemy was distracted by the smoke, we had used our Physical Enhancement Magic to cut off our presence and lie in wait. Our members, with their exceptional skills and nerve, had managed to heal their wounds with recovery potions and use magic perception to track the enemy’s movements.

The moment the enemy lowered their guard, we struck. Our weapons found their marks, and half of the enemy fell without even a chance to scream.

Ghost, likely exhausted from his battle with Gradena, had not anticipated this. Despite the one-sided nature of the fight due to his debuff magic, he had been pushing himself to the limit. An assassin like Ghost was not built for prolonged battles.

His attack had indeed caught multiple of our younger members, and while not fatal, it was a direct hit. In that situation, it would have been easy to assume they were immediately incapacitated by the gas.

The enemy had likely used an antidote, and their magic perception was far inferior to ours. In a battlefield with obscured vision, the Kikyo Society had the upper hand.

As the enemy fell one after another, Ghost showed signs of panic. Gradena, however, stood in his way, preventing him from escaping. I added my presence to intimidate him.

In the end, Ghost was the only one left standing.

The younger members, having taken down the enemy, stood by. One of them had lost his wrist, but I would use a second-grade recovery potion on him later.

I continued to maintain my vigilance. Valeria was still engaged in battle, but it seemed she was close to finishing.
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			The final enemy, Ghost, faced Gradena. He was still her prey.

Gradena pointed her sword at Ghost and declared confidently,

"I’ve got one last thing to teach you, you about-to-die man. I hate people who show their backs to me! Now that there’s no one to interfere, let’s finish what we started. Come on, I’ll kill you!"

As she said this, she unexpectedly cut off her Physical Enhancement Magic.

...Ah, I see. She wanted a one-on-one fight without any interference, using only her own strength. Impressive! By cutting off her magic, she was setting herself back to a state where the potion was providing the same level of enhancement as full Physical Enhancement Magic. In essence, she was resetting the playing field to a fair fight.

She wanted to defeat a superior opponent using her own strength. She would show that she could.

It would be a tough battle. She might even die. A single strike could sever her head, and I wouldn’t be able to save her. But if this was Gradena’s choice, I would see it through to the end.

Once, she looked at me and nodded. Go all out!

No matter the outcome, Ghost would die here.

Gradena wouldn’t hold back. If she won, he would die. I believed she would win, but even if Ghost prevailed, I would finish him off.

Ideally, the Gerdodus Dukedom should have maintained a separate force from the old Brenark side, distinct from the Oversta Dukedom. But now, there was no turning back. They had chosen to fight us, and I would meet them head-on.

The two warriors, eyeing each other, were about to clash. Ghost seemed confused by Gradena’s decision to cut off her Physical Enhancement Magic while facing an enemy.

His debuff magic no longer affected her.

While using Physical Enhancement Magic, Ghost was clearly superior. Their sword skills were probably on par.

But Gradena was not just a swordsman. She excelled in close-range magic combat, and this was where her true strength lay.

"Come on, Ghost. If you beat me, you can play with Yukari!"

"...Don’t get cocky, woman."

Pride, perhaps. Or maybe he thought he could defeat all of us, even if it was a slim chance.

If he could easily take down Gradena, the younger members wouldn’t be a threat. If the only one left to worry about was me, he might see an opportunity to escape. Or maybe he thought he could beat me too.

With his words, he moved. Ghost, at full strength, was incredibly fast.

Gradena tried to keep up, but the speed difference was clear. Ghost’s first strike hit her right arm.

"Damn!"

She managed to keep her sword, which was impressive. With his speed, Ghost overwhelmed Gradena, striking her repeatedly. Even with her coat, the blows were painful and damaging.

Even someone as tough as Gradena couldn’t take much more of this.

She was quickly battered, but her eyes still burned with determination. Her toughness and spirit were truly commendable. Despite the injuries, her eyes were full of resolve.

Ghost remained calm, pressing his advantage without letting up. He kept her at a distance, where her longer sword was less effective. He seemed to have the upper hand.

A calm but overwhelming man and a woman who, despite being on the defensive, still exuded an unyielding spirit, waiting for her chance.

There was no hope of a comeback. It seemed impossible to turn the tide. Yet, her determined eyes defied the odds.

She was waiting for one chance.

As Gradena tried to back away, Ghost closed the distance even further.

---

Exactly as Gradena had planned.

At the last moment, she used her specialty—lightning-infused punches.

With her sword in her right hand, she unleashed a powerful left hook. At point-blank range, it was impossible to miss.

Ghost, in his light armor, probably saw it as just a punch. Or perhaps he was confident in his magic-resistant armor. Even if he sensed the magic, it was too late to avoid it at that moment. It was perfect.

"Roar!"

Gradena’s lightning-infused punch struck his chest, just over his heart. The crackling thunder exploded, and in the same instant, her sword severed his head from his body.

"...Heal me."

The accumulated damage had reached its limit. She asked for healing and collapsed.

"Sister! Are you okay!?"

"Gradena, you’re amazing! A complete comeback!"

The younger members rushed to her side, but she had already fainted.

With this, the immediate threat was over. Valeria had also finished her battle and was heading our way. Our mission was complete.

I used a third-grade recovery potion on the fallen Gradena to heal her wounds.

Reflecting on the battle, it was truly a remarkable comeback. The lightning magic was incredibly powerful, and it was rare to see such a dramatic turn of events.

Gradena’s magic affinity was lightning, a rare talent. While there might be a decent number of lightning mages in the world, very few could use it in combat as proficiently as she did.

The Kikyo Society had two members with lightning magic: Gradena and Albert. Despite having the same affinity, they used their powers in entirely different ways, which was fascinating.

Gradena’s lightning magic wasn’t just simulated electricity. It was more like natural lightning, or something very close to it, induced by magic.

Some of the world’s greatest mages could summon lightning from the sky with pinpoint accuracy, but Gradena’s approach was smaller and more direct.

While she couldn’t produce large-scale lightning, her magic was highly versatile. It was like carrying a powerful stun gun at all times. The output was incredibly high, capable of causing instant death or paralysis, even to large monsters.

The beauty of her lightning was that it was almost always a decisive and fatal blow once it hit.

The electric shock forced muscles to contract involuntarily, making it impossible to move, regardless of pain tolerance or willpower. The power could be adjusted to either kill instantly or paralyze, making it very versatile.

Most importantly, it bypassed magic resistance because it was real lightning, not simulated. This made it incredibly effective.

Gradena could channel the electricity through her body to a certain extent, but not to her weapons or armor. This is why she needed to strike with her fist.

The powerful lightning-infused punch delivered a current through the metal armor, directly into Ghost’s body. With her high voltage, she could have caused electrocution even through the air, but she chose the direct approach for certainty.

The end, which seemed anticlimactic, was actually a fitting conclusion for Ghost. The electric shock probably caused immediate paralysis, followed by the decapitating strike. He might have died from the shock alone. It was a clear and brutal tactic, and even I would have been in trouble if I had been hit by that lightning. Gradena’s strength as the Kikyo Society’s Acting Vice-Commander was on full display.

I couldn’t use lightning magic, as it wasn’t my affinity. I envied her magic, especially since hers was quite unique.

Nonetheless, magic without mana was incredibly strong, possibly even unparalleled. The chance of encountering someone with such resistance was slim, and the damage from the lightning and burns would be severe.

When Gradena’s lightning struck, it was a clear sign that the enemy was finished.

We gathered the enemy’s belongings, and Valeria returned. Soon after, Gradena regained consciousness.

The injured younger members and the fallen Gradena were now fully healed. Our members were ready for another battle if needed.

"Ghost was strong, right? Were you satisfied?"

"...Yeah. But if it weren’t for the initial debuff, it would have been over much sooner."

Honest and realistic. Without the potions, she probably would have lost before she could turn the tide.

Ghost’s debuff magic was highly advanced. Not many could use it so effectively, and Gradena, despite her extensive training, had struggled.

"That’s the difference in experience. We’re still young. With more basic training, we’ll eventually surpass them. Besides, as they say, the strong don’t always win; the winners are the strong."

"Ha, that’s true. I still have a lot to improve. I need to train harder!"

Overcoming a significant challenge would only make Gradena stronger.

Ghost was indeed a formidable opponent. His raw strength was impressive, but his debuff magic was particularly troublesome.

Even a powerful warrior could be defeated by such magic. If we had faced a lesser assassin, we might have been annihilated.

But that was not the case. We survived, and we learned from the experience. We trained to counteract the debuff magic, which was not an easy feat.

I, however, was thinking even further ahead.

I had trained extensively with various mana patterns and outputs, even considering random debuffs. I believed no one else in the world had undergone such rigorous training. While the possibility was low, I couldn’t ignore it. I had even shared techniques with Sophie, who had a debuff magic affinity, and she had become a formidable debuff mage. Together, we had honed our anti-debuff skills.

For me, Ghost’s debuff magic was child’s play. I understood it instantly and was confident I could counter it. I had already provided feedback to Sophie, and she had become an expert in debuff magic, thanks to our collaboration.

Regardless, our job here was done.

The Crimson Knights were still engaged, but we had no reason to interfere.

"What do you think, Onee-sama?"

"The Knights are still upstairs. Should we check on them?"

"...If there were other attacks, they would have come by now. The base should be fine. They don’t seem to be in combat upstairs, so let’s head back. I’m worried about the base."

Rosmerta had predicted a low chance of an attack on the base, but the attack from the Gerdodus Dukedom was larger than expected. Even she couldn’t be omniscient. Our base was more concerning.

"We have Ophelia, Albert, and Mia. Colette is also ready for emergencies, so I think we’ll be fine."

"But, Onee-sama, your instincts are usually right. Let’s go back quickly."

Indeed, my instincts were rarely wrong. It was best to be cautious.

"Let’s hope everything is fine, but I’m a bit worried. Let’s hurry back!"

"Yes!"

We left the chaos behind and rushed to the Jeeps, ready to return to the base.
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			The jeep, driven by one of the Young Master's combat support team, sped through the night streets.

In the Royal Capital, where security is poor, there are rarely any pedestrians at night, so the risk of an accident is low. Still, it's dangerous, but right now, we need to hurry.

When we returned to near our base without seeing a single soul, the situation became clear.

“It looks like a battle is happening...”

Explosive flames rose from around the base, confirming my bad feeling. I wasn't happy about it, but in a way, it was perfect. If the enemy had come to us, we could just take them down and make the rest easier. It's all about staying positive. Besides, this was a perfect opportunity to use the Silver Super-Hard Bat.

The jeep sped straight to the front of the base, where a group of people was gathered at the gate.

There should have been guards at the gate, but either they were taken out or simply not there. It seemed they were caught off guard by attacks from various directions, and with the limited number of defenders, they couldn't handle the enemy.

“Let’s plow right through!”

“Got it, Onee-sama! Hold on tight!”

The conversation was happening in the jeep at the front. I had no objections.

The jeep accelerated and charged into the group of ruffians. Those who noticed us started casting magic, but my anti-magic armor deflected everything. At the moment of impact, I switched to physical armor, completely negating any damage to the jeep. Body-checking was one of my specialties.

Using the wide physical armor, I knocked down anyone who tried to get out of the jeep's path, then stopped.

“The gate is open... They’ve already made it inside. Gradena, take the Young Master and the others from the following jeeps and clear out the enemy inside.”

Beyond the outer gate was an inner gate, which, due to the structure, couldn’t be seen from here.

Straight ahead from the inner gate was a large corridor leading to the main stronghold. On either side were dormitories and warehouses. The enemy’s advance was unclear.

“Got it! What about Yukari?”

“I’ll continue circling the perimeter in the jeep and drive off the ones outside. Valeria, you go with Gradena inside. Rosmerta, I’m counting on you.”

“Understood, I’ll hurry.”

“Leave that to me. Keep the jeep moving at full speed. We’ll make a complete circle.”

“Got it, President!”

After a quick farewell with everyone, the jeep I was in sped off. There were still many enemies around, and I was determined to clear them all out.

After dispersing several groups, I realized there were few personnel defending the outer walls.

Probably, most of the defenders were fighting inside the base. The number of defenders was small compared to the base's size, making it difficult to hold off a large-scale attack.

Even if the walls were attacked, they wouldn’t easily break, and only an extremely skilled mage could destroy them. The walls were also too high to climb over. Of course, if they had special tools or could fly, it would be a different story.

While the walls couldn’t be broken, the attacks on them were effective in pressuring us. The enemy's goal was likely to break through the gate while dispersing our forces. The gate was much easier to break than the walls, and perhaps it should have been reinforced more secretly.

Still, their numbers were overwhelming. We were supposed to be attacking the Retnark side, but instead, we were being ambushed. What was going on?

Racing around the perimeter, I received grateful signals from the few personnel on the outer walls and mowed down the stray enemies before returning to the front of the base.

The gate was still open, but that didn’t matter now. Driving straight in and through the inner gate, I saw a tall, unfamiliar wall that stood out.

“What is that?”

“President, Gradena and the others are here.”

In front of the wall were Gradena and Valeria, who were supposed to have infiltrated to support Rosmerta. They seemed to be held up.

After getting out of the jeep, I looked up at the wall again.

“Sorry, Yukari. This thing has us pinned down.”

“Onee-sama, we can’t do anything to it.”

What is this wall? It’s ridiculously high. Trying to climb over it would be faster to do from outside, but even then, it wouldn’t be easy.

The wall was extremely thick and sturdy, and if Gradena and the others couldn’t break it, it must be incredibly strong. Even Valeria’s Collapse Magic couldn’t breach it with sufficient mana.

“When did they build this? Did they?”

Looking at the fallen figures, they were clearly enemies. They even had their emblems on display.

“When we arrived, they were all building this wall. The moment they saw us, they poured all their mana into it and collapsed. It was a lot of power.”

...So they devoted everything to building this wall?

To prevent our entry and trap the enemy inside. They must have sent a significant force.

“Still, to come in with their emblems on display... They’ve got some nerve.”

“They must be planning to finish us off here. The Kikyo Society, including you, Yukari. Quite entertaining.”

If that’s the case, I welcome it. Not just Gradena, but Valeria and the Young Master are also eager to fight. They’re more energetic than they were a moment ago.

The emblem on the fallen figures was a design of interlocking snakes, the mark of the Snake Head Society. They’ve finally decided to confront the Kikyo Society directly.

“Fine. This is a fight we’ve been sold, so no holding back. We’ll take down every last member of the Snake Head Society!”

“Yeah! Everyone, let’s do this. Show them what we’re made of!”

“Onee-sama, I’ll go first. I’ll take down the wall.”

Destroying the wall was child’s play for me, a specialist in mineral magic.

I interfered with their magic, taking control of it. With my superior control and power, this was a trivial task. I could overwrite their control or simply destroy it, but taking control was the most efficient.

The wall, tall and sturdy, vanished with just a touch of my finger. It was like a magic trick, similar to Valeria’s Collapse Magic, but leaving no debris.

With the wall gone, I could see what was happening beyond.

The main stronghold, the warehouse we first used as our base, was at the end of the straight corridor. The area in front had become a battlefield.

Rosmerta was likely inside the stronghold, and the entrance was being defended by our Kikyo Society members, who were putting up a good fight.

The Crimson Knights, in their red armor, were nowhere to be seen. They must have been wiped out by a sleeping gas, which would explain why only our members were standing.

Still, the number of enemies was overwhelming. The Kikyo Society was holding their ground admirably!

Valeria ran forward with an intense smile, living up to her declaration.

“Don’t fall behind!”

Following her with a fierce grin was Gradena, and the Young Master also had a similar smile. I wasn’t sure why.

“What about them?”

One of the Young Master’s men was concerned about the fallen Snake Head Society members.

“They’re on the brink of death. Leave them. We have to move.”

These people had used up all their mana, and if left alone, they would surely die from exhaustion. Their loyalty to their organization was commendable.

I retrieved the Silver Super-Hard Bat from the jeep and ran toward the battlefield with the remaining Young Master’s men. I was probably smiling too, a mysterious expression I couldn’t explain.

I could sense the enemy’s positions from the sounds of battle and my superior mana perception. The stronghold hadn’t been breached, so Rosmerta was safe. Valeria would lead the assault from behind and guard her. Gradena and the others would join the members in the fight. The enemies were numerous, but that was nothing new to us. There were probably no Ghost-level threats. With time, we could secure the stronghold and Rosmerta’s safety.

So, I needed to clear out the enemies elsewhere.

“Follow me! This way!”

I changed direction with the Young Master’s men toward another warehouse. After crossing one vast, empty warehouse, we found the next one filled with enemies.

There were so many of them. How many had they sent?

The enemy was so numerous that I couldn’t see anything else. I couldn’t tell if the Kikyo Society members or the Crimson Knights were surrounded.

But I didn’t find the numbers bothersome. Rather, I was grateful.

“Great, there are so many!”

The Young Master’s man’s comment echoed my own thoughts.

Because I hadn’t fought much today. My power was overflowing. If the enemy was going to attack, at least come in large numbers!

I charged into the crowd of enemies with the Young Master’s men.

The Silver Super-Hard Bat, made from the extremely dense Nova Ore, unleashed a roar as it swung. With my strength, it became a weapon of unimaginable brutality.

Enemies caught from behind collided with others, creating a domino effect. The first to be hit were shattered, and those grazed were also destroyed. The shockwave from the bat’s impact knocked down even those further away. The broken equipment scattered like an explosion, piercing the bodies of distant enemies.

One strike created a scene of chaos.

Repeated several times, it created a hell.

I wasn’t drunk on violence. I don’t enjoy killing, and I usually only incapacitate enemies unless necessary.

But I saw something as I attacked. In the crowd, some were being beaten brutally, trying to protect their fallen comrades. Others were kicking them for sport.

“...These scum.”

Attacking in numbers is fair. It’s a form of strength, and using any means to win is acceptable. But toying with defenseless enemies is unacceptable. In the Kikyo Society, if anyone did such a trivial thing, I would punish them.

The Young Master’s man, who had noticed this, was now fighting with anger and determination, not just the initial excitement. Yes, that’s the right approach.

I was angry. This was the true nature of the Snake Head Society. No wonder they never got along with us.

With the Young Master’s men’s widespread magical attacks and my brutal bat, the enemy was quickly eliminated.

The Kikyo Society and Crimson Knights who had been nearly killed were in a sorry state, but as long as they were alive, I could heal them. They wouldn’t be discouraged by such a setback and would join us immediately, more battle-ready than ever.

We repeated this process in several warehouses and alleys, clearing out the enemies within the compound. The only place left was the battlefield in front of the stronghold.

A fortress is only as strong as its defenders. With proper personnel, it should have been able to hold off any number of enemies.
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			The last stronghold stands before us, the only remaining spot where the enemy still lingers.

Well, Ophelia and the others were holding their ground when Gradena and her team came to their aid. I think everything is under control now.

But then, I sensed an ominous presence.

"This... This is bad."

"President? What's wrong?"

From outside the fortress, I can feel a powerful magical surge. Given the timing, it’s almost certain this is related to the current attack.

Normally, it would be beyond the range of my magical perception, but this level of refined magic is impossible to miss.

"You should join up with Gradena and the others. I still have something to take care of."

"Eh, what are you going to do, President?"

"We don’t have time to waste."

There really isn’t any time to spare. I need to hurry.

My goal is a high vantage point. I need to get somewhere I can see the enemy clearly.

The top of the outer wall might work, but a higher spot would be even better.

I ran with all my might and reached the top of the spire, a lookout point someone had thoughtfully built.

"...Is that it?"

They’re quite far away, a cluster of figures gathered on the roof of a distant warehouse.

A group of elite mages, about a dozen of them, are gathering intense magical energy, ready to unleash a large-scale spell.

Their target is clearly this fortress. They’re preparing to cast a long-range, large-scale spell to damage the interior, ignoring the fact that their allies are still inside. It’s a typical Snake Head Society move.

The overwhelming magical presence indicates that each of these mages is highly skilled. Their combined force is formidable.

But I’m here.

"The moment you were detected, your victory was already lost."

I made it just in time. The enemy’s magical surge is still ongoing, focused on increasing the destructive power. They’re overconfident, completely absorbed in their task.

Of course, these are top-tier mages. They probably believe they can detect any interference in advance. They might even have some magical defenses in place.

But they’re feeling victorious right now. I’ll show them something they won’t forget.

Defending against their large-scale spell won’t be a problem, given their current state of overconfidence.

But mere defense won’t be enough for victory. I need to go beyond that.

I’ll use a shield spell, but the way I use it will be different.

"Here we go!"

I channeled the intense magical energy surging within me, controlling it with precision. The refined magic flows through my body like a clear stream.

The release of magic can be focused on a single point at the moment it’s needed. Wasting energy on flashy displays is pointless.

My efficient use of power is a testament to my skill, a stark contrast to their wasteful methods.

I didn’t manifest the shield around the fortress but around the enemy.

The farther the distance, the more drastically the magical consumption increases. But this is the critical moment.

I’m already prepared. Come at me, anytime!

The final surge of magical energy was the signal I needed. Large-scale spells are easy to detect at the moment of release.

I timed my spell to coincide with the enemy’s attack.

A sphere of Anti-Magic Specialized Composite Armor enveloped the enemy, trapping them in a confined space.

No matter how powerful their attack, they’re now surrounded by an unbreakable barrier. I wonder what will happen in there.

That group probably represents the best magical combat force the Snake Head Society has in the Royal Capital.

Crushing them completely will give us a significant advantage in the future.

"...Phew. That was exhausting."

The distance was too great, and the magical consumption was intense. I’ll rest for a bit before returning.

When I got back, everything was over. As expected, I could see it from the spire.

"Hey, Yukari. What happened?"

"I’ll explain later. Looks like things are wrapping up here too."

Gradena and her team launched a surprise attack from behind, combining their efforts with the defenders. The area in front of the stronghold is now littered with countless defeated enemies. It’s a daunting task to clean this up.

"Well, that’s over. Thanks for the help."

"If only I had my bow, it would have been easier."

Even Ophelia and Albert were exhausted. Albert, in particular, had to fight without his usual weapon, using a hammer he only kept for fun. Despite not being at full strength, he and his young warriors held the line in the most intense battle.

Mia and Josephine were also fighting in different areas, while Colette-san stayed at the stronghold, guarding Rosmerta.

Most of the isolated personnel were overwhelmed when the Snake Head Society attacked, but they managed to resist collectively.

The Crimson Knights in front of the stronghold were taken down by the enemy’s gas attack. I thought the gas attack was exclusive to House Gerdodus, but it seems they were working with the Snake Head Society. It’s all very unclear.

"I’ve scattered some recovery potions. They’re Yukari-special, so even if they were affected, they won’t die anytime soon."

From what I could see, the poison wasn’t that potent, but it’s still poison. It wasn’t a sleep gas; they used a lethal gas to kill everyone, not just capture them.

Shirley’s Purifying Engraving really came in handy.

"We have plenty of recovery potions in the warehouse. Heal everyone, including the knights. Then, work with the recovered knights to clean up. Flannel and the others should be back soon, so I’ll leave it to you."

"Ugh... Well, we don’t have a choice. Alright, everyone, let’s get this done!"

There were some grumbles about the tedious task, but everyone got to work. I’ll leave it to them. I need to talk to Rosmerta.

Yes, because the battle for the Royal Capital is far from over.

When I entered the stronghold, Colette-san and the Kikyo Society’s healing team, along with some apprentices, welcomed me.

The fighting had stopped, and it was clear the battle was over. Rosmerta was just arriving at the entrance, flanked by a few Crimson Knights, including the deputy, and non-combatants. Valeria was also there, having successfully guarded Rosmerta.

"Yukarinowe! How are the knights outside?"

"I can’t give you the full details yet. From what I saw, there aren’t many severe injuries, and no fatalities that I noticed. Colette-san, can you help with the healing outside?"

"Sure. Come on, apprentice, let’s go."

Colette-san’s calm demeanor is always impressive. Her leadership will be far more efficient than randomly throwing potions around. I’ll leave it to her.

There shouldn’t be any casualties among the Kikyo Society or the knights outside the stronghold. I’ve already made a thorough sweep, and anyone in critical condition has already been healed.

"Still, it was a tough fight. According to you, this place was supposed to be safe."

"We may have underestimated the enemy. We didn’t expect such a decisive attack. You and the others were a great help."

The enemy is formidable, and things don’t always go as planned.

In fact, it was extremely dangerous. If I hadn’t stayed with Ophelia and the others, Rosmerta might not have made it. And then there was the enemy’s large-scale spell.

It was indeed a close call, but overcoming it was a significant victory. The enemy must have seen this as the perfect opportunity to eliminate Rosmerta. Crushing their plans will have a lasting impact.

We’ve practically decimated the Snake Head Society, though I don’t think we’ve wiped out all their forces in the Royal Capital. But we’ve certainly crippled a significant portion of their strength. It was an unexpected but welcome victory.

With the main threat eliminated, our subsequent plans will be easier to execute. We need to keep pushing forward.

"Help out wherever you can. The knights will handle the healing and clearing up."

"Yes, the knights can handle it now. By the way, where are Flannel and the others?"

"They should be back soon. We returned ahead of them..."

Just as I said that, Flannel and the others rushed into the stronghold, only to find everything was over. They were quite late.

Since they were late, they’ll have to work extra hard on the cleanup. Rosmerta and I need to discuss the next strategy. The plan is already set, but we need to finalize the details.

The recent attack has highlighted our weaknesses. Our camp is severely understaffed, and shifting personnel to offense weakens our defense, as we just experienced. If we can use the Crimson Knights for defense and the Kikyo Society for offense, we might be able to capture the Royal Capital with the current setup.

However, that’s not enough. The House Oversta must lead the effort to stabilize the Royal Capital. The Crimson Knights must be at the forefront, not the Kikyo Society. We need to act quickly to prevent the enemy from reinforcing their numbers.

In future battles, the Kikyo Society can’t be solely focused on defense. Speed is crucial to disperse and overwhelm the enemy, and we need a reliable, calculable force to do so. A half-hearted effort could undermine morale.

Therefore, our next urgent task is to expand our forces. We need to send ultimatums to the neutral lords and merchants, as suggested by Rosmerta’s deputy secretary.

—Join us, or be considered an enemy.

Expelling the Snake Head Society and Retnark’s underworld is a common interest for the former Brenark forces.

Rosmerta demonstrated her resolve to become the ruler of the Royal Capital by attacking the Novara and Giuliano gangs. She also proved her strength.

Those who don’t join us in eliminating the remaining enemy forces will be of no use to the former Brenark. They’ll be left behind.

While the enemy is in chaos and fighting among themselves, we’ll prepare our expanded forces.

It will take some time to integrate the new forces, but not enough for the enemy to recover or receive reinforcements. We must act quickly.

With our combined strength, we will crush all our enemies.

Under the banner of House Oversta, we will fight the common enemy and shed blood together.

Through this, we will strengthen our unity and cohesion.

This will enable us to continuously resist any future Retnark forces.

As the Royal Capital’s security and economy recover, our forces will grow. We might even regain our independence.

House Oversta, and by extension, Rosmerta, aims for this. The Kikyo Society’s involvement ends there.

While the Crimson Knights are busy with fortification and city patrols, the Kikyo Society will handle the behind-the-scenes work. We can help with fortification if needed.

"Yes, Yukari, you and the others should rest. We’ll handle the preparations."

"Oh, by the way, you promised to provide information on our enemies. I want to talk to them, so can you send the info later?"

"Yes, I’ll have Cantrad take care of that. I want to hear Flannel’s report first, so later is fine."

"Sure, that works. And as you predicted, the Ghosts from House Gerdodus attacked. Their handling is up to you."

"...I see. Thank you. We’ll talk later."

Her expression darkened slightly, but she must have a lot on her mind.

And so, the Kikyo Society gained a brief respite.

A few days of rest, during which we’ll be—

"Hey, Yukari. I’ve extorted the merchant."

"I did too. He didn’t have much money, but I found some weaknesses of the merchants who control Exembra."

Continuing our compensation claims.

"Onee-sama, I beat Mia again."

"That’s unfair, Valeria. Yukari-san, if it weren’t for Valeria’s interference, I would have caught a great monster."

Hunting for food and gathering materials.

"I’m retiring from the mercenary business. I need to learn your ways."

"Zenobia-san, you’ll do fine. Let’s start with the basics."

Bringing in new members to strengthen our position.

The Kikyo Society’s battle in the Royal Capital is entering its final phase.

Even though it’s the final phase, it’s more like a mopping-up operation. We’ve already overcome the major challenges, and there’s no need to overexert ourselves.

We’ve eliminated the leaders of the two major Retnark factions and the Ghosts from House Gerdodus.

The Snake Head Society is almost completely wiped out.

At this point, the outcome is almost certain. The remaining enemies are just a large, disorganized mob, and they’re already weakened by their internal conflicts.

The revitalized Kikyo Society and the Crimson Knights, who have been training even in their downtime, are in high spirits.

The various small groups that have joined us through the ultimatums will soon unite into a powerful force.

Under Rosmerta’s banner, we will systematically crush the enemy’s forces.

The Crimson Knights will tackle the larger targets, while the Kikyo Society will support them.

With meticulous planning, the distribution of forces has been carefully arranged, minimizing the risk of defeat for any unit.

Let’s wrap up the remaining tasks quickly. I’m starting to miss Exembra.
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			Eliminating the remaining enemies was a breeze. The Kikyo Society barely had a chance to show what we could do.

The few enemy strongholds we approached with the Crimson Knights were overwhelming in numbers but lacked any real strength. The Crimson Knights did most of the work, leaving little for us to do. It was a smooth and almost boring operation.

The attacks on locations we didn't accompany were flawless, following Rosmerta's plan to a T. Everything went off without a hitch, a perfect execution.

Honestly, things went so smoothly that it almost became monotonous. The Royal Capital was truly pacified by Rosmerta's Crimson Knights. All's well that ends well.

In the end, the Kikyo Society's contribution was mostly behind the scenes. We only stepped in to eliminate the Ghosts and to deal with the Snake Head Society when they attacked our stronghold. Our efforts were always in the shadows.

The House Oversta-led operation to pacify the Royal Capital kept the Kikyo Society in the background, focusing on support. This strategy worked flawlessly.

There were tense moments, but considering the outcome and the minimal damage, Rosmerta's side overwhelmingly dominated. Several factors contributed to this success.

First, Rosmerta's charisma was unmatched. The leaders of the Novara Gang and the Giuliano Gang were no match for her. Her loyal and fearless Crimson Knights were willing to face any danger, and the rest of her allies feared opposing her. She was simply a better leader.

The front-line command was consistently superior with the Crimson Knights. The enemy, having lost their leaders, was nothing more than a disorganized mob, no match for Rosmerta's forces.

The quality of the combatants also played a significant role. The discipline, strength, and training of Rosmerta's forces, centered around the Crimson Knights, were unmatched.

Perhaps the biggest advantage was the local knowledge. The old Royal Capital of Brenark was well-known to the locals, giving them an edge over outsiders.

In the end, it was a complete victory. I'm not sure what impact the Kikyo Society had, but it seems we were either unnecessary or crucial. Future historians will decide.

The Royal Capital is about to get very busy. The challenges ahead are immense.

Although the immediate threat has been eliminated, preparing for future battles will be difficult. The complete fall of House Gerdodus and the loss of their forces will have a significant impact. It will take time to fill the void.

The fate of the captured leaders of the Giuliano Gang and the Novara Gang remains to be determined. They could be used as hostages, bargaining chips, or ransoms. Rosmerta will handle it skillfully.

The situation could also lead to a military intervention from Retnark. The underground world might also attempt a resurgence.

However, according to the latest reports, Retnark is in disarray, which could buy some time.

There's a mountain of tasks ahead. Maintaining order, rebuilding the governance structure, and starting the recovery process are just the beginning. The Royal Capital won't be truly stable until these are addressed.

Stability in the Royal Capital is crucial for Exembra, and we need to see it through.

Rosmerta and the House Oversta will have to work tirelessly to achieve this. As a parting gift, I'll leave them a large stock of leftover healing potions. They'll need them in the days ahead.

With our mission accomplished, the Kikyo Society is ready to return home. Preparations were quick. We had already handed over the fort we built in the Royal Capital to Rosmerta, and we didn't bring much personal belongings.

Packing our gear and loot into the vehicles was a simple task. All that was left was to say our goodbyes.

Rosmerta, despite her hectic schedule, made time for us. We owe her a favor, and I had some requests to make. I also wanted to offer a bit of assistance.

On the eve of our departure, I visited Rosmerta's office. She looked utterly exhausted. I couldn't help but wonder how she would manage.

"…Yukarinowe, I'm so sorry. I believe you were leaving tomorrow, right?"

"That's right. It's a bit early for you to be so busy."

"Hehe, we've made some progress, and a secretary from the main house will arrive tomorrow to take over. I might visit Exembra soon."

If she could still crack jokes, she must be doing well.

"Still, it's so late. I was planning to come and say goodbye, but…"

"Don't worry about it. We'll be leaving early, and this might be the last time we see each other for a while."

"It will be lonely without you. But I assume this isn't just a farewell?"

She's perceptive. As the president of the Kikyo Society, I had some requests for the acting head of House Oversta.

"Yes. First, about Caroline. She's planning to join the Kikyo Society once her business here is done. I'd appreciate it if you could handle her with care and provide proper protection."

"Of course. We have high expectations for her, and we'll treat her well for your sake."

"I trust you. The second matter concerns the Exembra Arena."

The arena's issues started with my kidnapping and led to our presence in the Royal Capital. The arena is a nest of corruption, and House Oversta will likely get involved.

We focused on eliminating our enemies, but there were also forces that supported the Kikyo Society. I want Rosmerta to help bring things together, even if we don't know who these supporters are.

"I understand that. However, I think most of the responsibility will fall on other nobles."

That's fair. House Oversta can't control everything, and if they can reach a consensus, it's all good. The political maneuvering is not my forte.

"Fine by me. I'll let you handle it your way. But if I'm not satisfied, I'll have some words to say."

"That's a bit intimidating. Hehe, but please come by anytime. You're a friend, after all. The door is always open for you."

Friends or not, I've done her a big favor. If the door is closed, I'll kick it down. But I don't expect that to happen.

"Understood. Before we part, I have a gift for a friend like you."

I placed a large bag on her desk.

"What's this?"

"A special healing potion. No questions asked about its origins. But I'm giving it to you because I consider you a friend. I've written down the effects, so take a look."

It's a second-tier healing potion set, unique in the world. Rosmerta should recognize its value. I hope she keeps at least half for herself. The rest can be used as she sees fit.

House Oversta has connections to healers with advanced magic, but not all healing spells. These potions will be invaluable in emergencies.

I can't afford to lose her. The bag also includes specialized potions for fatigue recovery.

After a brief chat and a heartfelt hug, I left her office. There was nothing left to do in the Royal Capital. A good night's sleep, and we'd be on our way.

I learned a lot here in the Royal Capital. Especially about someone like Rosmerta. I don't want her as an enemy. Just thinking about it gives me a headache.

But someday, such a troublesome opponent will likely appear. It's inevitable.

The key is how we handle it. The answer is simple.

The Kikyo Society doesn't have a strategist like Rosmerta, and we can't cultivate one. Hoping for one to join by chance is futile.

So, what do we do?

Find someone like Rosmerta or an equally skilled strategist and seek their help? That might work, but it's not a reliable long-term solution.

In the end, the Kikyo Society must win in our own way. What we can do is straightforward.

We need the power to crush any schemes. A solid unity that stands firm against any strategy and the individual strength to handle any situation.

I believe we have this now, but we can always improve. It's just a matter of continuing to do so.

Our mornings are early, and the Kikyo Society members train diligently from dawn. After a light training session and a quick shower, we enjoy a hearty breakfast before departure.

We've already said our goodbyes to Rosmerta and the Crimson Knights, so there's no special send-off. Everyone is busy.

"Alright, let's head back to Exembra!"

"Yeah! The others must be missing us."

"They'll be jealous when they hear about our exploits."

"Frederica and the others will be thrilled with the treasure we brought back."

"Let's go straight home this time!"

"Absolutely, no more detours."

I ignore the looks from everyone. I'm a woman who follows the wind.

Climbing onto the Bloomstar Galaxy, we set off with a brisk pace. I'm whimsical, but I don't want any more detours.

With the early morning sun, we left the Royal Capital, watched by the knights guarding the fortress. We stayed longer than expected, but it's time to go home.

I miss our home. I can't wait to see everyone again. Exembra is truly my home.

---

The lengthy Royal Capital arc, spanning nearly 30 chapters, is now complete.

How did you find it? If you have any thoughts or feedback, please feel free to share.

The story will now return to Exembra. I plan to continue with smaller episodes for a while. While the bigger picture remains, this part is a bit of a blank slate, so please bear with me.
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			A Troublesome Reality Check

			On our way back from the Royal Capital to Exembra, our group from the Kikyo Society pushes forward, trying to ignore the ominous signs of trouble. *Someone* is definitely attracting trouble like a magnet. I wonder who that could be. Really, who is it?

As we drive the eye-catching Bloomstar Galaxy and Delta, along with our other flashy vehicles, we finally arrive. Even from a distance, the long walls and the long line at the gate are clearly visible. It seems we've hit the peak time for entering the city.

Since we're residents and the guards know us, we only need a quick baggage check. Still, we have to wait in line... But in high spirits from our triumphant return, we wait patiently and finally enter the city.

Exembra is as lively as ever. There are no piles of rubble, and the streets are clean. Our grand return with our flashy vehicles will be known soon enough.

After we park our vehicles in various spots, we gather at the Headquarters. Valeria and I head straight to the headquarters, while Delta parks at the outer warehouse, and the others park at the Sixth Avenue parking lot. It's a bit envious that the Five Great Families have such large compounds.

There are few people left at the Kikyo Society Headquarters during regular business hours. Depending on the timing, only the Secretariat Unit might be around at this hour.

Exchanging pleasantries with the neighbors, we finally return to the headquarters. As soon as I step inside, Frederica, who must have heard the engines, rushes over.

"Yukari!"

The feeling of her body against mine is indescribable. Ah, it's been a while.

Frederica and I have known each other the longest. This blonde, bespectacled beauty, with her slightly unfortunate traits, seems different after a while apart.

"Quite the enthusiastic welcome. Were you lonely?"

I hug her back, even though her emotional reaction is a bit much. The other girls from the Secretariat Unit also welcome us joyfully, and our return is complete.

Other members, hearing about our return, start gathering at the headquarters. After exchanging exaggerated greetings, they all react with surprise and joy at the sight of Zenobia.

"Tonight, we're having a victory celebration in the Royal Capital and a welcome party for Zenobia! Everyone, meet at The Princess's Shelter Inn!"

The festivities are quickly organized by Ophelia. It might be a bit sudden for the manager Sophie, but it's perfect. We can introduce Zenobia to everyone and have a meal at a familiar place.

As the evening approaches, we arrive at The Princess's Shelter Inn, as beautiful as ever. Large windows, white walls, green vines, and red roses—everything is well-maintained and spotless.

Sophie's beauty is mesmerizing, no wonder she has many regular customers.

"Yukari-san, everyone, thank you for your hard work. The staff will do their best today."

"Thank you, but Sophie, you're a member of the Kikyo Society and a senior officer. You shouldn't be working right now."

Sophie, with her ponytail and apron, is very popular with the men, and even I can't help but admire her, but she can't work today.

"Big sister, welcome back! Mom is taking the day off too!"

Sarah-chan has grown so much since the last time I saw her. The senior officers, the young men, and the apprentices—there are so many of us that we had to set up tables outside. I'll make sure Zenobia greets everyone at all the tables. Greetings are important.

After the staff finishes serving the drinks and dishes, Siegrune, the Acting Vice-Commander, starts the speeches.

"First, I'd like to thank the President and everyone who worked hard in the Royal Capital. I've heard the general story from letters, but I'd love to hear your heroic tales. And Zenobia, I haven't met you before, but I've heard you know many of our senior officers. The Kikyo Society welcomes you!"

Zenobia stands up to respond.

"Thank you. I'm Zenobia. I used to work as a mercenary in the Royal Capital, but I'm a new member here. I'll introduce myself to everyone in turn."

There's a bit of laughter, but I need to set the record straight.

"Everyone, Zenobia is my first training partner. I vouch for her skills, and she's a candidate for a senior officer. Test her out during tomorrow's training."

Ignoring the restless combat enthusiasts, we start the party. Tonight is going to be a long night.

I wake up suddenly, my head on the table. I must have fallen asleep at some point.

"Ugh... Ah..."

Relaxing in the familiar atmosphere of Exembra and among my friends, I can't help but yawn. No one's looking, so it's fine.

My joints ache, and I really need a shower and some water. Waking up at this odd hour in the middle of the night, I feel a bit dazed.

Looking around the messy room, I see several people passed out from drinking. The usual suspects, I guess. I can't really talk, though; I fell asleep too.

The staff must have cleaned up most of the tables and floor, but there are still a few stragglers. The place would be spotless if it weren't for the passed-out fools.

As I look around the dimly lit room, I sense someone approaching.

"Ah, Yukari-san, you're awake?"

"Sophie, you're up early. Did you stay up all night?"

"No, I just woke up. I was resting upstairs with Sarah."

Right, there are several rooms upstairs for the staff.

Hmm, it's still early, but they probably need to start preparing for the day. I should wake everyone up. We have regular business to attend to, and they need time to freshen up.

"Will you go back to the headquarters? I'll wake everyone up in a bit."

Being gently woken up by Sophie sounds luxurious, but it might be nice to have a change. She must be a much better wake-up call than I am.

"Sure, thanks. Oh, and as a special service today, I'll have the hangover recovery potion ready for everyone when they wake up."

I generate the potion and pour it into a water pitcher. Then, I head back to the headquarters.

The early morning air is refreshing, despite the summer heat. I jog back to the headquarters, strip down in the changing room, and sink into the bathtub filled with hot water.

"Ahhh, this feels so good..."

In the privacy of my own space, I can completely relax.

Before I get too warm, I rinse off with a cold shower to clear my head. Then, I head to the basement for my usual training session.

This routine helps me feel like I'm back to normal.

As the members gradually return to the headquarters and start their work, we discuss Zenobia's future.

Present are Zenobia, Siegrune, and Gradena.

"First, it would be best for Zenobia to experience what the Kikyo Society does. We can't treat her like a new recruit."

"I don't mind being treated like a new recruit."

That won't work. Zenobia's skills are far beyond those of a new recruit, and it wouldn't be good for either of us.

"Perhaps she should be assigned to the Acting Vice-Commander or the Vice-Commander for a while."

Siegrune and Gradena have a lot of freedom in their roles, allowing them to visit various places.

They can go on patrols with the Combat Unit, join hunts or training sessions, and even negotiate with criminals or help with collections.

"I plan to join the second Combat Unit's training today. How about you, Siegrune?"

"Jallens from the Commerce Guild was supposed to visit, but since you're back, I'll join you. This is a good opportunity to show Zenobia's strength. Mary and Brittany will be thrilled to have a new strong opponent. You'll enjoy it, too, right, Siegrune?"

"Of course. Zenobia, how about you? Are you okay with accompanying Siegrune or Gradena for a while?"

"I have no objections. Looking forward to it."

I've been thinking about reorganizing the Kikyo Society. Our growing numbers and expanding territory need better management. There's the new arena, the expansion of our existing businesses, and the potential for new ventures.

We have many talented members, and we should support new business ideas. With so much to do, it's becoming difficult for me and the current Secretariat Unit to manage everything.

While it's still in the planning stages, the Kikyo Society will need to reorganize. We need to give more authority to the senior officers and increase their numbers and support staff.

When the time comes, I'll need Zenobia's help.

For now, I'll handle tasks like greeting Jallens and reviewing reports from the Secretariat and Intelligence Units. We'll have another meeting with the senior officers tonight.

The time flies, and it's already evening. It's time for our first senior officers' meeting in a while.

"We need to share the changing situation. Many of you already know the details, but let Josephine give a full report."

The reports begin, starting with the Intelligence Unit.

"From the Intelligence Unit. A significant change is the absence of the Grand Master and senior officers of the Anastasia Union. This is confirmed information from the Grand Master's sister."

The Anastasia Union is experiencing internal strife, and the Grand Master and his subordinates have been called back to the headquarters to quell the unrest. Their absence will disrupt the balance of power among the Five Great Families. We should closely monitor when they will return.

"Next, the weakening of the Snake Head Society. Their numbers have drastically decreased, and there's constant chaos in their territory. This is likely due to the Royal Capital campaign."

Many members of the Snake Head Society who were in the Royal Capital were actually from Exembra. With most of them defeated, the Snake Head Society in Exembra is severely weakened, losing many of its senior officers. They brought this upon themselves.

"Regardless of the Anastasia Union, the fate of the Snake Head Society's territory is uncertain."

Exembra's mutual non-aggression pact among the Five Great Families is in place, but it has a limited duration and is reviewed every six months. The future is uncertain.

"The outcome of the upcoming summer summit will determine if the mutual non-aggression pact continues or is abandoned. If it's abandoned, a large-scale war is inevitable."

This is a dog-eat-dog world, and many organizations see us as a threat.

Moreover, outsiders have been flooding into Exembra.

"This ties into the situation in Retnark. If Retnark's threat were still significant, Exembra's underground would have remained somewhat united."

"True. Retnark is breaking apart. The military government is exhausted and fragmented into numerous small factions, each claiming to be the 'king.'"

This fragmentation means Retnark is no longer a threat to Exembra.

"The wartime boom is winding down. If Retnark is no longer a threat, the mutual non-aggression pact may become unnecessary."

However, things are not that simple. Exembra's rapid growth has made it a major economic hub, and the Five Great Families, who manage the underground, cannot afford to disrupt the good economy.

Continuing the mutual non-aggression pact or starting a war to eliminate weaker organizations—each has its own benefits. The decision will depend on their judgment.

There are also other factors, such as the Oversta family's expansion in the old capital and the new arena. The political landscape is complex, and no one can predict the outcome.

"Ultimately, the Five Great Families will decide the future. We have no say in it. We can only observe and adapt."

"True. We don't know who will lead the next summit, and we have no guarantee of being invited."

Sadly, that's the reality. The Kikyo Society has strength but lacks influence in the underground.

I need to think about how to change this. It's not a comfortable position, but we'll figure it out.

"If we're not invited, we can ask the Anastasia Union for information. That's the situation for now. Let's move on to more positive topics."

Enough of the gloomy talk. I prefer to focus on the bright side.

Sigh. I'm not good at dealing with complicated issues.



		
		
		
			Chapter 120: A Rare Moment of Peace
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 120

			A Rare Moment of Peace

			The biannual summit, where the bosses of the underworld, centered around the Five Great Families, gather. This summer, the Kikyo Society wasn’t invited. The event was apparently hosted by the Gandrault Gang, an organization with no particular ties to us. I wonder what they were thinking, or if they even considered the Kikyo Society at all.


Not that I was particularly interested in attending. It’s fine by me.


I heard from the sister of the Anastasia Union’s Leader that the mutual non-aggression pact remains in effect for now. Even though the Kikyo Society didn’t participate this time, we were part of the original agreement, so we’re still covered. I doubt they would do something as low as secretly excluding us from the pact.


Maintaining the status quo is something the Kikyo Society can welcome. It’s reassuring to have this agreement in place as the arena construction plans come to light.


So, we’ve secured another six months of relative peace. I’ll leave all the complicated matters and the necessary groundwork to the Secretariat Unit and the Intelligence Unit. I don’t want to think about it unless they bring something to my attention.


Running everything myself isn’t a good idea, you know. Yes, it’s not.


I dropped off the Bloomstar Galaxy at Doc’s for maintenance and decided to stroll down Sixth Avenue. Since I have some time today, I thought I’d pay Torietta-san a long-overdue visit.


"I’ve been waiting for you, Yukari-san! Come on, let’s measure your size!"


"Wait, hold on a moment!"


As soon as I entered the personal workshop of the Brillonvest clothing store, I was immediately stripped and measured. There’s no point in arguing with Torietta-san during these times, so I just let her do her thing. I could feel her extra enthusiasm, probably because it’s been a while since we last met.


"Great, your measurements haven’t changed at all! I won’t have to remake the clothes I’ve been stockpiling. Here’s this year’s summer collection. And we can combine them like this..."


The storm of activity passed, and I left with a Boston bag full of clothes. I guess I’ll have to visit her more often... This time, it couldn’t be helped.


Next, I wandered into the Tekiya District. This area provides jobs for refugees by lending them the necessary tools in exchange for a small fee, allowing them to set up their own stalls.


Initially, there were only simple food stalls, but over time, each vendor has added their own unique touch. Now, you can find intricate dishes, games with exciting prizes, and shops selling handmade toys. It feels like a mini-festival.


The main customers seem to be local children and young adults. Business is thriving, which is great. However, if they start making too much money, we’ll need to ensure it doesn’t upset the balance with other businesses. I’ll think about that later.


Some of the Kikyo Society’s young members have also shown interest in business and can often be found working here. It would be interesting to see if any of them achieve great success in the future.


After browsing the bustling shops on Sixth Avenue, I had lunch at The Princess’s Shelter Inn. Then, I stopped by the Kikyo Society’s Branch. As the Leader, I usually stay at the Headquarters, so I don’t visit the Branch often.


"Ah, Leader! What brings you here?"


"Just passing by. Is everything okay?"


I exchanged a quick greeting with a young man who happened to be outside. The first-floor cafeteria was reasonably busy, and the gambling den seemed to be doing well. Since everyone was busy working, I just took a brief look and left.


Next, I visited Elegance Balloon, run by Lily. After a previous attack that left customers injured, the place had seen a drop in visitors. But it seems they’ve recovered. The theme park-like garden was filled with happy people.


I’m sure this recovery is due to the proper handling of the injured and the organization’s subsequent positive response. I didn’t want to disturb the lively atmosphere, so I didn’t go inside.


After seeing the bustling Sixth Avenue, I decided to end my day with tea at a familiar sweets shop. I didn’t do anything special, just strolled around and greeted some acquaintances. It was a good day, even if I did end up with a Boston bag full of clothes.


Anyway, the waitress sat at my table as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


"Munch, munch, munch, gulp. Ah, where can I find a good man?"


She ate cake after cake at an incredible speed, completely unlike my more refined approach to sweets.


"...Weren’t you saying you were getting along well with the tailor’s young master a while ago?"


"Oh, that didn’t work out. He was a typical 'follow me' type. I need someone who treats me like a princess..."


What is she talking about?


"Sigh, where can I find a handsome, kind, rich man who will eat cake with me?"


I listened to her incoherent ramblings for a while, but the cake here is delicious. The waitress is a bit disappointing, but occasionally, this can be fun.


As I was about to leave Sixth Avenue, an old acquaintance called out to me.


"Hey, it’s been a while. Come on in for a drink."


It was Bruno. He’s been helping me out even when I’m not around, so I decided to join him for a bit. Bruno’s gang has an office behind the Kikyo Society Headquarters, a testament to our ongoing good relationship. They even have a store on Sixth Avenue.


Once inside, I was seated in a secluded spot, and we started drinking.


"I heard you went to the Royal Capital. Tell me what’s going on there."


"Just gathering information. Sure, I don’t mind, but you should buy the drinks."


"Why not? I want you to spend some money here. Anyway, it’s not me who’s interested in the Royal Capital, but Mr. Clad is."


I remembered that Bruno’s gang is under the Clad Family. Whether they asked him to or he took the initiative, he wanted to hear it directly from me.


There’s no need to be dramatic, and since Bruno has helped me out, I don’t mind sharing.


"...So, this is what happened in the Royal Capital."


I gave him a brief overview, mentioning the Oversta House’s control over the Royal Capital, the exclusion of foreign influences, and our minor involvement.


"You’re still as reckless as ever. I have a lot to say, but good work. Here, let me share some information with you."


He then told me about the issues arising in Exembra. The biggest problem is the rogue adventurers. They have the skills but use them for mischief instead of legitimate work. Exembra attracts people with money, so they’ve learned quick and easy ways to make it.


These rogue adventurers are like drifters, ruthless and without hesitation. If they cause trouble, they just move to another city or country. There’s also the ongoing influx of refugees from Retnark, who are generally willing to work but can form slums if left unchecked. Managing their areas is a headache.


Foreign underworld forces are also expanding their presence in Exembra. While the Five Great Families prevent them from acting too freely, they’re still a threat. After all, the Snake Head Society and the Anastasia Union have their headquarters abroad. They’ve long since integrated into the local scene, so they don’t feel like foreign entities anymore.


Another issue is the influx of young troublemakers. They claim territories, fight among themselves, and even challenge established gangs. Their recklessness can be more dangerous than skilled adventurers or organizations.


None of these issues have directly affected the Kikyo Society yet, but they might in the future. Bruno’s gang has encountered these problems multiple times, so their insights were valuable.


I’ve heard about these issues before, but the