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      Prologue

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

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

      In short, it was highly aesthetic.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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