
    [image: cover]
  
    
      Isekai Walking: Volume 3 [Parts 1 to 3]

      
        	
          Part 1
        

        	
          Part 2
        

        	
          Part 3
        

      

    
  
    
    
      
      Prologue

      The shelf was lined with boots of all kinds. I was trying to decide which pair to buy. There was too much variety, and appearance seemed to be as important as functionality. I couldn’t ask the shopkeeper for help, either, because they were currently dealing with another customer.

      The choice would have been easy if I’d been buying for myself.

      “What about...those?” I proposed, pointing at a white pair.

      “Master, those are weird.”

      So much for my carefully considered selection.

      The shooting down had been done by Hikari, a young girl with dark hair and eyes. She’d been a spy for the Kingdom of Elesia sent to monitor me—a guy summoned from another world to become a hero—and through an odd chain of events, we’d ended up traveling together.

      It wasn’t one of those friendships-born-from-battle things or anything like that. It was just that I couldn’t simply abandon her after I learned about her situation.

      Hikari had gotten more expressive since our initial meeting, but she was still awkward in many ways. Mainly, she wasn’t afraid to show her emotions with a beaming smile when eating a food she liked.

      “Sora, how about these?” said Mia, holding up a pair of boots.

      Mia normally had long, eye-catching golden hair, but some events back in the capital of the Holy Kingdom of Frieren had led to her hair currently being shoulder-length and dyed black. She was using contact lenses to darken her eyes as well. Because of that, she and Hikari looked a bit like sisters when they stood side by side.

      Back in Frieren, Mia had been prepared for authentication as the Saint, but the machinations of a demon had cast doubt upon her status and led others to try to kill her for blasphemy. The truth had eventually come out and her reputation had been restored, but because there was still a chance demons might try to kill her again, she’d let everyone but a few select members of the Church believe she was dead and come traveling with me instead.

      That last part had been Mia’s choice, of course. I didn’t force her or anything, okay?

      “These have sturdy soles, but they’re light, so they’re perfect for you, Mia,” Sera said as she took the boots from Mia.

      Sera was a feline beastfolk whose cat ears and tail drew attention in any room she entered. Apparently beastfolk themselves were a rather rare thing.

      I’d met her at the Howler Slave Company in Frieren’s capital, where I’d paid quite a large sum to buy her. I’d done this because Rurika and Chris, the two female adventurers I’d met before coming to the Holy Kingdom, had been searching for her. She was very closed-off with me for various reasons, but after I’d told her I knew her old friends, she’d opened up to me...a little. I think.

      The one thing the three girls had in common was that they all wore collars in different designs. The collars were an indication that they were slaves, and I was currently master to all three of them. In my defense, let me just say that I never forced them to do anything against their will. The only order I’d ever given them was to keep the fact that I was an otherworlder a secret.

      Once Mia had the equipment she needed, we’d need to buy supplies for the journey to our next destination, the border city, Cite. These were mostly ingredients for cooking.

      “Master, can I go to the stalls?” Hikari asked.

      In response to this, the spirit Ciel drifted out of my hood where she’d been sleeping. She plopped down on Hikari’s head and looked up at me with round, expectant eyes.

      Most people couldn’t see spirits, but for some reason, I could. I’d made a formal contract with Ciel as she joined me on my travels. Hikari and the others hadn’t originally been able to see her, but they had gained the ability to do so after we forged our slave contracts. I wasn’t sure what principle was at work there, but nobody seemed to mind, so I decided not to worry about it.

      My affirmative response to Hikari made Ciel start flapping her ears in celebration. Mia laughed in amusement at the sight, while Sera tried to hold back a smile.

      Hikari quickly headed for the stalls, with Ciel rushing to keep up with her.

      “I guess we should join them,” I proposed. There was no telling what might happen if we left those two to their own devices.

      We ended up buying more food than just four people could eat, but that wasn’t an issue, since I could just store it with my dimension spell, Item Box. I’d maxed out the spell’s level, meaning it could now preserve foodstuffs indefinitely without any decline in quality. It was a skill any traveler would long to have.

      After the buying spree, I stopped by the adventurers’ guild and checked for messages from Rurika and Chris, then hit up the church to send a coded message letting Cardinal Dan know that Mia had chosen to travel with us. Then we went back to the inn and called it an early night.



      The real journey for the four of us and our animal friend would begin tomorrow.

      We’d traveled here to Roille City from Tenns Village via wagon, negotiating a ride with a merchant I’d met there. I’d originally thought about walking, but I decided to hold off on that until we got Mia the right equipment. From here to our next stop, the border city Cite—en route to our final destination of Majorica in the Magic Nation of Eva—it would normally have been faster to take a wagon. Unfortunately, all the Cite-bound wagons had just left, and it would take several days until the next group set out. We could have just waited, but we decided to head out tomorrow on foot.

      This worked better for me personally, thanks to the effect of my special skill Walking: “Never get tired from walking (earn 1 XP for every step).” But while I’d been debating with myself whether it was all right to put the others through that...

      “Mia, if you wanna keep journeying with master, you’d better build up your stamina,” Sera had chimed in. 

      To this, Mia had responded, “Ah, I’ll walk. I’ll definitely walk!”

      I’d been worried she might have been making promises she couldn’t keep, but I checked with Hikari and Sera and got their reassurances that she wasn’t. And with that, it was decided that we’d walk.

      “Good night, then.” I put out the magic lamp, and the room went dark. I could still use my Night Vision skill to see if I wanted to, but there was no need for that right now.

      Soon enough, I heard the sounds of sleep all around me. I closed my eyes as well, but there was one other thing I wanted to do before I slept.

      I mentally voiced the words “open status” and saw my personal stat sheet appear in my mind’s eye.



      Name: Fujimiya Sora / Job: Scout / Race: Otherworlder / Level: None

      HP: 420/420 / MP: 420/420 (+100) / SP: 420/420

      Strength: 410 (+0) / Stamina: 410 (+0) / Speed: 410 (+0) Magic: 410 (+100) / Dexterity: 410 (+0) / Luck: 410 (+0)

      Skill: Walking Lv. 41

      Effect: Never get tired from walking (earn 1 XP for every step)

      XP Counter: 189739/690000

      Skill Points: 4



      Learned Skills

      [Appraisal Lv. MAX] [Prevent Appraisal Lv. 3] [Enhance Physique Lv. 9] [Regulate Mana Lv. MAX] [Lifestyle Spells Lv. MAX] [Detect Presence Lv. MAX] [Sword Arts Lv. MAX] [Dimension Spells Lv. MAX] [Parallel Thinking Lv. 8] [Boost Recovery Lv. 9] [Hide Presence Lv. 8] [Alchemy Lv. MAX] [Cooking Lv. MAX] [Throwing/Shooting Lv. 6] [Fire Spells Lv. MAX] [Water Spells Lv. 5] [Telepathy Lv. 8] [Night Vision Lv. 9] [Sword Tech Lv. 5] [Resist Status Effects Lv. 5] [Earth Spells Lv. 9] [Wind Spells Lv. 5] [Disguise Lv. 5] [Engineering/Construction Lv. 7]



      Advanced Skills

      [Appraise Person Lv. 7] [Detect Mana Lv. 6] [Enchant Lv. 6]



      Contract Skills

      [Holy Spells Lv. 3]



      Title

      [Spirit Contractor]



      As I looked over my stats, I thought about all the people I’d met since I first came here.

      Immediately after being summoned to this world, I’d been deemed worthless and driven out of the castle to live on my own. After that, I became an adventurer and met a lot of people, the most memorable of whom were Rurika and Chris. We’d traveled for a while before parting ways in the stopover city of Fesis in the Kingdom of Elesia.

      We hadn’t gone further together because of a vague feeling of foreboding I’d had...which had turned out to be accurate in the worst way possible. I’d contracted with the spirit Ciel soon after that, so I wasn’t too lonely. And in the days since, I’d steadily acquired even more new companions.

      Traveling with Hikari and the others was so much fun, and the time I spent with them was something worth treasuring. I’d been reminded of that all over again when I’d had to travel alone from Frieren’s capital, Messa, to Tenns Village with just Ciel. The scenery around me had seemed just a little duller during that time. Even though it had originally just been me and Ciel, going back to that now just felt that much more lonely. 

      It had been a huge relief to meet up with them again in Tenns, and I was happy to find them so glad to see me. I was hoping I could meet back up with Rurika and Chris safely in Majorica too, but...

      “I wonder what they’re up to right now...”

      They were currently in the Las Beastland, as far as I knew. While thinking about my two old friends, I closed my stat panel and went to sleep.

      Interlude 1

      “I can’t take any more!”

      “Don’t talk like that. Hang in there, Rurika!”

      “But Chris, if I walk any longer, my legs are gonna give out...”

      I understood what Rurika was saying. My legs hurt too, to be honest. But... “I know that, but we don’t have a choice.”

      The Las Beastland had roads connecting the capital to the outlying cities, but from cities to villages—settlements for individual tribes—the roads were more like poorly maintained trails. And when you were moving from settlement to settlement, you often had to pass through forests that lacked any beaten path at all. Because of that, just getting around was an exhausting experience.

      “We still have a lot of settlements to visit. And there’s almost no oversight on these things...”

      The capital city where the Beast King lived was at the center, with one large city in each of the cardinal directions and tribal settlements dotted around them. We’d been around to different villages asking if any of the tribes had bought a beastfolk slave, but nothing had panned out so far.

      A lot of people in the Las Beastland lived a rustic frontier lifestyle, so it was hard to get very reliable information. Wouldn’t it be better to have some central planning? I truly worried about them.

      We were here because we’d learned that a nearby village had bought a cat beastfolk slave, but nobody knew the slave’s name. Of course, that had been a few years ago, and we hadn’t heard it from the slave traders themselves, so the information wasn’t necessarily reliable either. Even so, the possibility existed, so Rurika and I had gone to the village. Unfortunately, it turned out not to be Sera.

      “How many settlements have we been to now?” Rurika asked, collapsing into bed. We’d made it back to a city for the first time in a while.

      I didn’t know exactly how many it had been. It had been nearly 150 days since we’d said goodbye to Sora and entered the Las Beastland. In the meantime, we’d visited three cities, including the capital, as well as the various settlements around them. It had taken so long because the Beastland was so vast, with so many settlements within its borders.

      Having to take quests in city guilds to bolster our finances and keep our journey going had also eaten up a lot of time. In a country full of beastfolk, there weren’t a lot of hunting quests available, with only busywork such as herb gathering left for people like us.

      “Sora would love all of these quests we’re taking,” I whispered, and Rurika looked up and over at me. A meaningful smile appeared on her face, and I got embarrassed, like she had read my mind.

      “You think he’s doing okay?” she asked me.

      “I think so. Probably?” I said, thinking back about Sora. At the same time, I thought about the little one who was with him. I hoped they’d managed to forge a contract safely.

      “Anyway, we’ll go to the adventurers’ guild tomorrow and take another quest. It’ll probably be more herb gathering, though...” Rurika buried her face in her pillow and groaned out the words.

      Rurika really hated herb-gathering quests, but not many people took them, so they paid a bigger dividend than the ones in the Kingdom.



      We stopped by the guild the next morning, and indeed, there were no hunting quests available. So we took one of the many herb gathering quests, checked out the prime locations for herbs, and headed out right away. Even the places closest to town were far enough away to require an overnight stay. Was that another reason people avoided them?

      Once we actually got out there, we found that the patch was barely touched, probably because such quests were so unpopular. We were able to pick our fill, then returned to town and checked in with the receptionist. She seemed to remember us—two human women traveling together was apparently a rather unusual sight in these parts.

      “A message? For us?” Rurika asked as the receptionist handed over a letter along with our reward.

      There was only one possible person who could be sending us a message—Sora. Ah, of course, it could also be a slave trader returning our inquiry...

      “Ah, you think it’s Sora? Maybe he’s worried about you, Chris,” Rurika mused teasingly.

      “Oh, stop that,” I said with a huff. “Let’s...go back to the inn before we read it.”

      We could have checked it on the spot, but I thought it would be better to do it in private. Rurika seemed to agree, so we hurried back to the inn together. 

      Once we arrived, we sat side by side on a bed and began reading the letter. It turned out to be from an unexpected sender—Sera herself.

      She explained that she was now a slave, and that she was going to Majorica in the Magic Nation of Eva with her current master.

      “Are we sure it’s really Sera?” Rurika asked at the end.

      “Well...she talks about memories of us and Granny, so I think it has to be.” I thought it seemed trustworthy enough. The letter wasn’t especially long, but it mentioned things that only we would know.

      “True. Then let’s send a reply and head to Majorica!”

      “Okay, but we have to look around for Eris first,” I reminded her.

      “Ah, right. We’ve still got some slave markets to stop by and check for her.”

      I nodded. So far, we hadn’t gotten any information on Big Sis Eris...or on any elves at all, for that matter. But there was always a chance. We still had to visit every city and ask.

      “But it’ll be great if this is true, right?!” Rurika prodded me.

      “Yeah.”

      Rurika smiled happily. I was probably smiling too. After so much searching, we finally had our first lead, and a really solid one at that.

      “Next we have to find out what kind of person Sera’s master is. I hope they’re not mistreating her...”

      I felt like that really was a concern. If they tried anything with her...

      “Chris, your expression is scary. But if they gave permission to send a message, I’m sure they’re a good person.”

      I decided to trust Rurika’s intuition, and we started getting ready to set out once more.

      Right, once we meet up with Sera again, we’ll have to let Sora know. I’m sure he’ll be happy for us...

      Chapter 1

      “That’s the central gate of Border City Cite. So the Magic Nation of Eva is through there?”

      Mia was looking up at the large gate built on the border between the Holy Kingdom and the Magic Nation. The city was divided into east and west sides with a checkpoint standing at the center. You had to pass through it to cross the border.

      I’d expected lots of scary guards and knights guarding the passage, but although we had to do an ID check, it was actually very easy to get through. The two lands must have had a friendly relationship. Incidentally, there were quite a few other neutral towns that shared the “border city” moniker.

      The appearance of the city on the other side of the gate was quite different. The buildings on the Holy Kingdom side were mostly white, while the Magic Nation tended toward darker colors. The actual construction didn’t seem very different, so was the color meant to differentiate them?

      It had taken eight days to travel from Roille to Cite, and we’d ended up arriving a day later than we’d expected. The reason for this was Mia, as we’d had to take periodic breaks to accommodate her, which limited the amount of time we could spend walking each day. Still, this meant we made it safely to Cite without her popping any blisters. The special poultice-like application of medicinal herbs I applied to her feet while we rested probably helped as well, and Hikari and Sera also used it a lot.

      “I think we’ll spend tomorrow resting, then set out for Lokia. I’d like to have Sera check in at the adventurers’ guild for messages, then...look around at stalls, I guess?”

      We’d been sitting on our beds talking about tomorrow’s schedule when I noticed Hikari and Ciel start staring at me expectantly. Yeah, I know. I understand what that look in your eyes means. So I just added stalls to the schedule without argument.

      My words made them both spring up for joy while the other two adults eyed me with disapproval. I knew I was being way too soft on them, but it was an indulgence I was willing to give. Obviously if I had another goal that would’ve taken precedence, but I’d only been planning to take it easy in town tomorrow anyway.

      The next morning, I took some free time after breakfast and stopped by the adventurers’ guild.

      “Miss Sera, isn’t it? We have one message for you,” said the receptionist as we checked in while taking one of the continuous herb-gathering quests. It looked like it was from Rurika.

      “Master, they say they’re in the Las Beastland right now, and they’re heading for Majorica, but it’ll take them a while.” She went on to tell me that there were two cities in the Beastland they hadn’t visited yet, so they were going to check those for Eris first. 

      The Las Beastland was quite large, so just doing that would probably take quite a lot of time—they’d apparently be there for at least thirty more days. And since they had to get to the Magic Nation after that, it would probably be a while until we met up again. They said they’d send another message once they entered the Magic Nation’s territory.

      “Which means we didn’t have to hurry after all.” I’d been rushing us a bit, hoping we wouldn’t leave them waiting, but in fact we’d apparently had plenty of time.

      “Master, can we go to school, then?” Hikari asked while I was thinking that over.

      “I guess we’ll see,” I told her. “There must be requirements for enrollment. Why don’t we look into it after we arrive?” If I’d known this would happen, I would’ve asked more about the Magius Academy of Magic. This made me think back on Layla and the other students of the Academy whom I’d met en route to the holy capital.

      “I’d like to go to the dungeon if I could,” Sera added.

      Surprised by this, I asked her why, and she said she wanted to earn money to pay back her debt to me. Sera was indeed a debt slave now, so she could buy back her freedom if she made enough money.

      I’d assumed I would unilaterally free her once we met up with Rurika and the others, but she apparently didn’t want that. She seemed oddly principled about certain things.

      “Is there anything you’d like to do, Mia?”

      “I’m not sure,” she mused. “I’m just happy to get to spend time with all of you.”

      It was nice that Mia was free from her life at the church now, but suddenly having so many options available seemed to have made it harder for her to actually decide on anything.

      “Come to school with us, Big Sis Mia. But I wanna see the dungeon too,” Hikari added.

      “Why’s that?”

      “We can get tasty meat there!”

      You don’t have to say it that enthusiastically! I thought. But Ciel was nodding firmly in agreement.

      I decided to tease her. “What if goblins are the only monsters in there?” I’d heard goblins weren’t good to eat, and I’d never once seen their meat for sale in the markets. It was hard to imagine a dungeon would have only had goblin-class monsters in it, though...

      “You’re mean, master.” Hikari pouted at me, while Ciel whapped at me with her ears in agreement. They really were two of a kind.

      “Okay, okay,” I conceded. “Sorry to rain on the parade. Let’s all discuss what we want to do on our way to Lokia, then.” I patted Hikari on the head by way of apology. This seemed to calm her down, and she nodded happily in response.

      I wanted to try out the dungeon as well. I needed magistones to make magic items with alchemy, but most of all, I just...really wanted to see what a dungeon was like! It was an otherworld staple, after all. It felt like the kind of place that would be equally exciting and dangerous. There were even adventurers who specialized in dungeons, fueled by dreams of striking it rich.

      But there was just one problem.

      “Mia, what will you do if we go to the dungeon?”

      “Maybe...I’ll go with you?” As I’d expected, Mia seemed nervous but still wanted to come along. I doubted she’d back off even if I stressed to her how dangerous it was.

      It might slow the trip down, but maybe we should start making time for self-defense training too?



      Two things changed after we set off for Lokia.

      First, I restored the color of Mia’s hair and eyes. She looked the same as me and Hikari at the moment, and we could have just left it, but having too many people with dark hair and dark eyes might actually make us stand out more. You couldn’t see my eyes because of the mask, but the mask attracted attention all on its own.

      Besides, Mia’s original coloring—gold hair and gold eyes—suited her fair skin much better. When I happened to mention that, she turned bright red and looked down.

      The other thing that changed was that we started doing some training before bed. Given Mia’s stamina, practicing during the day would probably still be a little too hard on her, but Hikari took the lead on teaching her how to fight while I was preparing dinner. Sera was self-taught in her own style of monster-fighting, so out of the three of us, Hikari made the best teacher.

      First, Hikari taught Mia how to move, focusing more on self-defense than on defeating an enemy. The main exercise was for Hikari and Sera to attack Mia with mock swords so she could practice dodging them. Naturally, they were going quite easy on her, but the point of the training was just to get her eyes used to following quick movements. 

      Indeed, if she could learn to follow Sera and Hikari’s movements, she should be able to do the same with most monsters.

      Ciel remained behind Mia to cheer her on, which was very considerate of her—you’d never be able to focus with such a cute cheerleading section in front of you.

      Still, Mia’s training was in its early stages, and she collapsed to her knees once it was over.

      “Good work today. Ready to eat?”

      I gave her some soup I’d specially made to be edible even if you didn’t have an appetite. She wouldn’t have the stamina to move tomorrow without something in her stomach, after all.

      “Thank you. I wish I could have helped... I’m sorry.” Mia took the bowl apologetically.

      
      I’d repeatedly told her not to worry about it, but she didn’t seem to believe me. The unusual circumstances that had led to her signing a slave contract with me might have made her feel a bit like a burden.

      Then, after we were done eating, she passed right out from exhaustion.

      “Big Sis Mia is too hard on herself,” Hikari said.

      “Agreed,” Sera said. “But I guess it’s only natural. She really wants to be with master.”

      Hearing Sera say that with a straight face was a bit embarrassing, but I didn’t want anyone to get the wrong idea. What Mia felt toward me wasn’t love, but dependency. The expression of despair on her face when the people of the holy capital had called her a false Saint...that was something I could never forget. Just thinking back on it made me angry.

      “Anyway, just make sure she doesn’t push herself too hard. If she passes out, I’m sure it’ll just make her more depressed.”

      At my words, the two just looked at each other with a shrug. Ciel also looked at me seriously, as if to say “leave it to me.”

      ◇◇◇

      Five days after leaving Cite, we arrived at Lokia in the morning as planned. There, we got a room at the inn and ate lunch, then broke into two groups.

      Group one was Sera and Mia, who would stay at the inn. Mia looked too exhausted to do more, so I told her to get a good rest for the day, and Sera said she’d stay with her.

      “I’m tired too. Everyone staring at me and all that,” Sera said as she lay down on the bed, to counter Mia’s concern that she was being forced to stay because of her.

      Mia seemed to see through Sera’s lie immediately, but nevertheless she lay down happily as well and quickly fell asleep.

      Meanwhile, Hikari and I went shopping in Lokia. We had plenty of stall foods and ingredients already, but Lokia was known as a food town, so it had lots of vegetables and meats we’d never seen before.

      It was called a food town because most of the ingredients used around Eva were produced nearby. A great river flowed down from the mountains that towered far to the north, and the fertile land at their feet, just north of Lokia, grew excellent crops. The rich farmland had made Lokia a historically prosperous place.

      “Master, what is this called?” Hikari asked every time she saw something she didn’t recognize. 

      There were lots of things there that she’d never seen before. There were things I didn’t recognize either, but I used Appraisal and repeated what it told me. However, it couldn’t tell me what dishes I might use them in, so I surreptitiously asked the sellers when I had to.

      “Master, are you gonna use what you bought today to make food from your world?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ll have to test it out and see.”

      Hikari looked at me with shining, innocent eyes. I wanted to live up to her expectations but just wouldn’t know until I tried. I just hoped my Cooking skill would guide me.

      The most important thing I managed to pick up during this visit was spice. Now I could try making curry, a dish beloved in my old world by everyone from adults to children (though maybe that was just my bias talking?) The only issue was that I didn’t have rice.

      Also, even if I made curry, I’d have to adjust the heat levels. Hikari and Ciel didn’t like hot food, after all.

      I was still browsing the stalls and shops when Hikari’s gaze suddenly fell on the other side of the road. I followed it and realized what it was as I locked eyes with someone a small distance away. An expression of surprise appeared on the other person’s face, then they ran across the road like the wind and threw their arms around Hikari.

      “It is you, Hikari! Oh, I can’t believe I ran into you here!”

      Hikari seemed annoyed and tried to pry her off, but Layla was stronger. She’d really reached a new level since she defeated the orc lord.

      “Better leave her be or she’ll hate you,” I cut in to warn her.

      At this, she finally released Hikari, albeit reluctantly. Hikari retreated behind me like a wary cat, glaring daggers at her.

      “A-Ahem. It’s been a while, Sora,” Layla resumed. “I’m glad to see you’re still well.”

      It felt a little late to try to pretend like nothing had happened.

      “Instructor, it’s been a while.”

      The other members of the Bloody Rose had appeared, running after Layla. Yor, Casey, Talia, and Luilui all looked the same as ever, while Tricia... Well, she looked a little down, actually. We walked for a while, and they filled me in on their situation. It seemed they’d just arrived in Lokia.

      “Did they finish all the work over there, then?” I asked, referring to the aftermath of the stampede. They answered that the work still hadn’t been finished by the time they left the holy capital.

      “We had to leave early to get back to school,” Layla explained. It seemed they’d asked the adventurers’ guild to write a note saying their return had been delayed due to the stampede. After that, Yor’s father Dan had arranged a high-speed wagon, and they’d made the journey from Messa to Cite in just ten days. The wagon he’d arranged could only be used in the borders of the Holy Kingdom, though, so they’d used a regular transport wagon from Cite to Lokia.

      “My backside hurts from all the sitting,” Yor grumbled while rubbing her posterior. Still, it had let them reach Lokia sooner than expected, so she admitted she was grateful for it.

      “Do you guys know where you’re staying yet?” I asked.

      “Not yet. We only just got here,” Layla responded.

      Maybe it was perfect timing, then. I hadn’t told them the truth while we were in Messa, and remembering their faces at the time still made my heart ache. It was probably why Tricia still looked depressed, in fact. But at this point we were far away from the Holy Capital, so I could bring them into the loop. 

      I was pretty sure the inn we’d reserved had some more free rooms, too, so I asked them to join us there. Then, when they arrived, I’d use the opportunity to show them that Mia was alive and safe. Telling them as soon as possible and setting them at ease seemed to be the best option.

      On the way to the inn, Yor told me about the stampede’s aftermath in more detail. She said they’d obtained the monsters’ magistones, then prioritized retrieving materials from the advanced subtypes and rare monsters.

      “It was a relief that there were barely any goblin or wulf bodies left,” Yor said. Talia and Luilui nodded in agreement.

      Apparently burning the bodies at the end had been the hardest part, but it had to be done, because leaving the bodies out to rot could lead to them becoming undead. It seemed to me that that wouldn’t be as much of a problem with so many Church folks around, but I didn’t actually know how strong undead were. I’d also heard that leaving corpses around could lead to disease.

      I showed the girls to the inn, where they managed to get two rooms for four.

      “Our room is here,” I said. “Why don’t you come by after you get settled?”

      “To your room? Not the dining hall under it?” Layla asked.

      I nodded.

      “We’ll be there in an hour,” she agreed.

      Hikari and I went back to our room and found Mia still asleep in bed.

      “Layla’s group?” Sera asked after I explained the situation. She looked worriedly at Mia just once, probably because Yor was connected to the church.

      “Don’t worry,” I reassured her. “They’ll keep the secret. We won’t be able to hide it once we arrive in Majorica anyway.” We couldn’t keep her hidden forever, after all, and we had Dan’s permission, so it shouldn’t be an issue.



      As promised, there was a knock on the door one hour later. Layla and the others entered our room in their casual clothes.

      “You’re staying in the same room?” was the first thing Layla said when she came in and looked around. She wasn’t exactly a prude, but she was probably a little concerned about me sharing a room with Sera, who was the same age. She must have already given up on the Hikari issue.

      “To save money,” I responded. 

      It sounded like an excuse, but it was the honest truth. There were plenty of free rooms in Cite, so I’d proposed separate rooms for men and women. However, I’d been turned down—not just by Mia, but by Sera too. For Hikari’s part, she wanted to spend the money we’d otherwise use on separate rooms to buy food. Ciel had waved her ears in passionate agreement, and Mia and Sera couldn’t help but smile wryly at the sight.

      Then I continued, “It’s probably faster if I show you. Hikari, sorry, but please wake her up.”

      Hikari, who was sitting next to Mia, started shaking her. “Big Sis Mia, wake up.” When Mia didn’t wake up right away, she started lightly slapping her cheek.

      After a minute, Mia sat up, rubbing at her eyes. “Oh, what is it? Is it morning?” She really must have been sound asleep.

      But Layla and the others were even more stunned.

      “L-Lady Mia...” Tricia seemed to be the first person who snapped out of it. She stood up, ran over to Mia, and threw her arms around her.

      Mia struggled in Tricia’s arms, but Tricia had her completely pinned against her ample bosom, which squished and morphed each time she moved. It was probably rude to stare, but the girls hadn’t yet rebooted from their total shock at the revelation.

      Still, someone had to step in and interfere. I spoke to Tricia, feeling a bit sorry about it as I did. “Um, Tricia, a moment?”

      “What?” she responded unhappily, with all the reluctance of someone being torn from a reunion with her one true love. She really did seem to venerate Mia more than anyone else in the holy capital.

      “You can probably let her go now, you know. I think you’re making her uncomfortable.”

      At this, Tricia looked down and saw Mia lying there, having gone completely limp. “L-Lady Mia!” She released her in a panic, and Mia recovered after a minute.

      “I felt like I saw a woman smiling kindly at me,” Mia said in a daze.



      “Would you care to explain this, then?” The girls were now seated in a line in front of me, with Layla asking questions for the group. Since I’d told them in Messa that Mia was dead, perhaps her anger was justified.

      I launched into an explanation of everything that had happened. First, I told them about the “False Saint” panic, caused by the Pope being taken in by a demon. I told them about Dan going turncoat and saving Mia’s life, and how we’d sent her out of the city to protect her. I told them that Mia was still traveling with us because Dan thought the demons might come after her again and the Church might not be able to keep her safe, and so he’d asked me to serve as her bodyguard. 

      The part about Dan asking me to be her bodyguard wasn’t quite true, but Layla and the others knew how capable I was, so they had no trouble accepting it.

      “I understand,” Layla said.

      “I’ve gained a new respect for my father,” Yor whispered.

      “Saint Mia. I’m so glad you’re all right,” Tricia added.

      The others also showed genuine happiness at Mia’s safety.

      “Oh, speaking of my father,” Yor said, “he gave me a letter as we were leaving the house.” She handed me an envelope sealed with wax. 

      I couldn’t tell if the wax was standard procedure or an extra security measure, so I decided to wait until I was alone to open it. The girls seemed curious and kept trying to steal a look at it, so I sealed it away in my Item Box to prove that I wasn’t going to look at it now.

      “You mentioned you’d be heading for Majorica. Do you know how long you’ll be staying?” Layla asked next.

      “We haven’t decided just yet. We’ll be meeting with some people there, so I guess it’ll be up to them.”

      “Do you mind if I ask who you’re meeting?” Layla asked, perhaps curious.

      I looked over at Sera, who nodded in approval. “Friends of Sera’s,” I said. “They’re actually the reason I bought her in the first place.” Hiding the fact that I’d been an adventurer before, I explained that some people who had helped me on my travels had told me about Sera, so I’d bought her when I found her and was now going to meet up with them in Majorica. “Hikari’s also curious about the magic academy, so I figured we’d make Majorica our meet-up point. Would you mind telling me more about the place, then?”

      “Not at all. Ah, but what are your plans moving forward?”

      “Plans?”

      “Yes, like when you’re leaving this city, how you’re getting to Majorica, that sort of thing.”

      I told them I was planning on resting all day tomorrow, then walking the rest of the way to Majorica.

      “That’s a shame,” Layla said. “We’re in quite a hurry ourse— Ah, no, perhaps we should accompany you?” She stopped herself and checked with the others in her party. Everyone except for Casey was in favor, and Layla eventually convinced her as well.

      “I thought you were in a hurry?” I asked low enough that only Layla could hear.

      “We were, but after seeing Tricia’s reaction...”

      It seemed she’d changed her plans when she saw Tricia look so sad about the idea of saying goodbye to Mia right after meeting her again. Having seen her at her lowest point, Layla couldn’t bring herself to tell her we’d be leaving Mia behind again.

      “And we’ll be a lot busier at school once we get back, so we won’t be able to meet up as regularly.”

      So, it seemed, she’d chosen to go with us, even if it meant taking more time.

      Layla cared about her friends, as always.

    

  

    
    
      I woke up early the next morning and left the inn with the girls, including Layla and her party.

      I’d told them last night that I wanted to spend the day taking it easy in the city, and there were two reasons for this. One was that I wanted to give Mia a day to recover before we got back on the road. The other was so that we could have a nice, leisurely look around the morning market.

      The most notable thing about the city of Lokia was the food made from the local, newly picked vegetables. You could get simple veggie sticks with a kind of mayonnaise-like dressing and visit stalls where they’d offer to stir-fry up your choice of vegetables.

      “What do you think, Hikari?” I asked her.

      “Hate to admit, but it’s good,” she said after a pause.

      Hikari loved anything that wasn’t spicy, but she tended to buy meat when she could choose her meals for herself. She rarely ate vegetables voluntarily, so I’d set this up as part of a plan to get her to realize that they weren’t all that bad.

      “But Layla, will you guys really be okay going with us?”

      “Of course. We already made it here earlier than we thought thanks to Yor’s father. Besides...” Layla looked into the distance with a thousand-yard stare and said, with deep emotion, “It really is important to eat well, isn’t it?”

      “Elder sister is right,” Yor said.

      “Very much so,” Talia nodded.

      “Yes. Getting to eat like this again just reminds me of that,” Luilui agreed.

      “So true!” shouted Tricia.

      Casey said nothing, but she joined in with a nod.

      “When we focused on speed, it cut down on the time we could spend cooking. And the rations that Yor’s father prepared for us were quite good—better than the cheap ones adventurers buy—but even expensive rations are still rations...” So, she explained, their journey so far had been somewhat less than comfortable. The coachman couldn’t cook, and the girls didn’t cook regularly either, so they couldn’t make anything especially good.

      Before they’d come to the Holy Kingdom, their time in the dungeon had made them accept getting by on rations as par for the course. But thanks to me and the merchants’ guild chefs, they’d learned that you could eat delicious food while traveling and had raised their expectations accordingly.

      And that, she explained, was why she’d decided to walk the remaining four days to Majorica with us.

      Jeez, you’re making it sound like it’s my fault... I thought. But didn’t you say yesterday that you were doing it for Tricia?That was pretty touching, you know. Don’t look away from me, Layla!

      “B-Besides, spending too long on a wagon leaves you out of shape,” she added awkwardly.

      It sounded like a labored excuse, but there was probably some truth to it. I hadn’t spent much time in this world riding in wagons, but it was rough on the body when I did.

      In any case, having them around during our walk to Majorica had benefits for me too. I could ask questions about the city—like how to enroll at the academy, assuming that was something an ordinary student would know. I also wanted to hear what it was like in the dungeon from people who had been there, including what kind of monsters you could find.

      We toured the stalls for a little while after that, eating together and picking up some foods Hikari requested for later. Some of these would be for Ciel, as well. She wouldn’t be able to eat in public with us, so although she’d started the trip out pointing her ears toward dishes that caught her interest, she was now sulking in my hood—probably because everyone kept talking about how delicious everything was.

      “But I’m so glad you’re feeling better, Tricia,” Yor said after looking around for a while.

      Indeed, Tricia was an entirely different person from the listless girl I’d seen during our initial reunion, and she was now happily seeing to Mia’s every need. Yor had told me that Tricia had looked so despondent after the stampede threat had passed it was like her soul had left her body. They’d been seriously worried about her the whole time they’d been traveling.

      “It looks like holy magic is special to Tricia, and those feelings carry over to Mia as the Saint. But that’s not the only reason she respects her, you know? You might not know this, but Mia is a very hard worker,” Yor explained. She then went on to say that Mia had worked more seriously than anyone during the mana control lessons, grumbling that the others could take a cue or two from her.

      I know that Mia’s a hard worker, but you don’t need to turn that into a slight against everyone else... I thought. Layla had also mastered mana control, so I assumed she’d worked pretty hard too. Then again, Yor was very passionate when it came to magic, so maybe that was just how she saw it.

      Mia seemed to notice us looking at her, and her expression turned slightly flustered...right until she ran off, pulled along by Tricia.



      That was when it happened. The shops around us began to rumble, and then the ground started shaking violently. Yor seemed about to pitch over, so I grabbed her shoulders and helped her to balance.

      The shaking didn’t last very long, but there was quite a lot of damage when it stopped. Shop inventory was scattered all around, and some of the stalls had completely collapsed. I joined forces with the others to put out some possible fires about to start.

      “You all right?” I asked Yor.

      “Yes, but I’ve never experienced this before, so I’m a bit shaken up,” she responded.

      The group met back up and made sure that everyone was okay, but the earthquake—the “shaking”—was apparently a new thing for all the girls. It seemed no one was injured, at least, but listening to conversations around us, I learned that shaking like this hadn’t been uncommon lately. This had been the most intense so far, though.

      Afterwards, we helped tidy things up under Layla’s direction, then returned to our inn. As an unexpected bonus, the merchants had given us some more food out of gratitude for our help.

      “Elder Sister Layla never stops helping people,” Yor said, and Casey nodded as if that went without saying.

      The merchants were clearly resilient, though, and the market was back in place the next morning, so we got breakfast there and then set out for Majorica. I was surprised to hear the proprietress of the inn tell us that the food at the market was better than her own cooking, but maybe that just showed how important the market was to the people of Lokia.

      You had to go out the west gate on the way to Majorica, and as we approached I saw a long line of wagons waiting to depart. This was apparently a common sight during the harvest season, bringing the newly picked crops to other cities within the Magic Nation. We passed straight by the line of wagons and left the town through the pedestrian-only gate.

      The first thing we saw as we left the city was a stone bridge. It was wide enough for four wagons to cross at the same time, and almost two hundred meters long. That didn’t feel especially long for someone coming from Japan, but it was still the biggest bridge I’d seen so far in this world. Mia was so interested in it that she peered down from the railing, then turned pale and grabbed onto my sleeve. Indeed, it was quite a long drop to the rushing river below.

      We took our time crossing the bridge. Then, after a while on the road, a forest came into view on our left side. Layla said that she and her friends hadn’t been there before, but there were some popular spots in that forest for students to visit.

      “Okay then, Layla. Can you tell us some things about Majorica?” I asked Layla while we were walking. You might wonder why I couldn’t have asked her while we were staying at the inn, but generally while staying in cities I did a lot of walking around to see the sights. It was a good way of getting EXP while also doing the important job of placating Ciel.

      “What would you like to know?” she asked.

      “About the academy and the dungeon, I think.”

      “The academy? Because of Hikari?” Layla asked, head tilted.

      She was half right, so I didn’t deny it. Still, I was also interested for myself. What kinds of subjects did they teach in another world?

      “Let me see...”

      To sum up Layla’s explanation, Magius Academy of Magic offered a general curriculum—reading, writing and math classes—as well as classes for learning magic. It seemed that not all students could learn magic, but sometimes those who didn’t start out having magic-related skills ended up with them after enough practice. There were several different courses you could choose, the two most popular of which were the specialized magic course—which those who learned to use magic could take to learn a specialty—and the adventuring course to become adventurers.

      There were other curricula as well, such as a healer course which you could take to learn to make potions, but most people took one of the former two options. Of the two, far more people took the adventurer course, mostly because that was what most people chose if they couldn’t learn magic. It would help them pay their tuition and set them up for the future.

      The academy didn’t have an enrollment fee, but tuition and other expenses were quite high. Therefore, many students would go to the dungeon to learn the ins and outs of adventuring while also earning money to pay them.

      “So wouldn’t it be faster to become an adventurer straight out?” I asked.

      “Not at all. Many people do struggle to pay tuition, but the school does a lot to help you. More senior adventurers at the school will also sometimes lead excursions,” Layla explained.

      “The adventurer uniforms they provide are also quite high-quality,” Yor threw in.

      The adventuring uniforms looked like the regular school uniforms, but they incorporated monster materials and so offered a degree of magic and blade resistance. They were made to look just like the school uniform so that students could be identified at a glance.

      Earning good marks in the adventurer program could also help you get a job after graduation. “A lot of people want to join the Knightly Order or different clans out of school,” Layla explained.

      A clan was a group of adventurers who united for a similar aim. Put simply, it was a larger version of a party. There were lots of clans in Majorica, and they were in constant competition, so they were always on the lookout for talented people.

      I hadn’t heard of a system like this in either Frieren or Elesia, so maybe it was specific to Eva. Or maybe it had existed in both kingdoms and I just hadn’t heard about it.

      “It sounds to me like the ‘Academy of Magic’ is a lot more about adventurers than it is about magic...”

      “Th-That’s not true!” Layla protested, but then she averted her eyes, so it sounded like I might have been spot on.

      “So how does someone enroll there?” I asked, suddenly remembering the main question I’d had.

      “Well, there’s an enrollment period, so...” Layla’s hesitation told me the answer to my next question. We clearly weren’t in the enrollment period right now. Nothing to be done about that, then.

      “Master, what are you talking about?” That was when Hikari showed up.

      Layla knew that Hikari wanted to attend the academy, so this was a little awkward for her. But it seemed better to tell Hikari in advance than to let her keep up the expectation, so I broke the news straight up.

      Hikari just whispered “Okay,” then walked back over to Sera. There was no obvious change in her expression, but I could see the disappointment in her posture. 

      Layla must have sensed it as well, because she looked a little flustered. She always had such a competent air about her that I couldn’t help but find this funny. But when I laughed, she got very angry at me. 

      Still, I definitely thought she looked cuter when she was feeling a little awkward than when she was putting on a strong front. Not that I’d ever admit that to her face.



      “Now, regarding the dungeon...” After recovering her cool, Layla started explaining about the dungeon. “In order to enter a dungeon, you need to have an exclusive dungeon entry card made and registered. This gives administrators a record of your entries, exits and floor completions. It also has a lot of other useful functions,” she added, in a way that seemed to imply that I’d be shocked to know how many.

      “Why do they need a record of entries and exits?”

      “So that they know who’s inside the dungeon at a given time. If you present a dive plan on entry and there’s no record that you returned within the expected time period, they can form a rescue team to pull you out. This is probably more applicable for students than for most adventurers, of course.”

      Apparently this system had been implemented in response to previous cases of students going missing.

      It reminded me a bit of the registration you needed to do before climbing a mountain.

      ◇◇◇

      “Well, we’ll take the first sleep, then,” Layla said.

      “Good night, instructor,” Yor tagged on.

      “Saint— I mean, Mia, are you sure? Aren’t you tired?” Tricia asked.

      After dinner that night, it was decided that the Bloody Rose girls would sleep first while my party stood watch. Tricia was worried about Mia, who looked tired, but Mia assured her that she’d be fine.

      The girls laid their bedding on the ground I’d leveled out and soon fell asleep. Normally I’d have made a house to ensure us all a very restful sleep, but such a thing would attract too much attention along the well-traveled road to Majorica. The area around the road was just grassland here, so we’d have to move pretty far off it if we wanted to avoid scrutiny. But I’d been through this several times already, so I already had a plan in mind.

      The most important thing was to keep warm. The ground got cold at night, so it was important to find ways to keep it from sucking the warmth out of your body. Buying good equipment was one method, but I wanted to find out if I could get around it with fire and earth magic, and it worked—I’d combined the two kinds of magic to basically create a heated floor. On top of that, I used wind magic to wrap the area in a barrier that would keep cold air out.

      So long as it didn’t rain, this basically eliminated any possible need to create a house. Maintaining it did consume mana, though, so I could only do it when I had MP to spare.

      “This is...pretty elaborate, master,” Sera said in disbelief as she saw it.

      What do you want from me? I like to sleep comfortably! I huffed to myself.

      “Seriously, Mia, are you okay?” Sera asked about one hour after we started standing watch. 

      “Yes. I’m fine,” Mia responded bravely, but I could tell she’d reached her limit and was beginning to nod off.

      This was perhaps inevitable, in a way. Joining up with Layla’s group had increased our walking pace—more precisely, we took breaks less often. Mia had gained stamina since she’d first started walking with us, but she was still unreliable.

      The bigger contributor to her exhaustion, though, was probably the mock battle we’d had before dinner. Mia had apparently proposed it to Tricia while we were walking, and Tricia had gladly accepted. I’d thought about stopping them, but Mia had insisted on learning more about staff-wielding from Yor and Tricia. She’d sounded very serious about it, so I decided to let her and just keep an eye on it.

      After all, Mia wielded a staff, so there would be a lot she could learn from a similar staff-wielder and holy magic user like Tricia. The only opportunities she’d have to learn from her and Yor would be while we were traveling.

      I felt a sudden weight on my shoulder and found that Mia had fallen fast asleep beside me. I felt her warmth and breath on my neck, but I knew that if she tried sleeping like this she wouldn’t get any real rest, so I laid her down on a tarp I’d arranged in advance and kept watch with just Sera.

      However, my automap showed no signs of monsters or suspiciously moving humans, so we were probably safe.

      Once it was just me and Sera, there was no more talking, and we just sat in silence. That may have been why it was easy to hear the sounds of chewing. The two of us were standing watch while the third member of our party, Hikari, was eating.

      You might think “just her, at this hour?” but Ciel was eating with her.

      This was part of the reason I’d offered to have our group stand watch first. Ciel had started eating her own meal, and Hikari had looked on enviously. So I’d offered her food too, and she’d joined Ciel in enjoying her meal, with occasional whispers of “I like this one,” “This one’s good too,” and “This is the one you found, Ciel.”

      Hikari had held back a little during the group meal before, probably knowing that she’d eat with Ciel later, but I still worried she was eating too much, even for a growing girl. Food really didn’t taste as good when you ate by yourself, though, and Ciel and Hikari really seemed to enjoy eating together, so I wasn’t going to scold them.

      “Okay, master. Do you have a plan for when we get to Majorica?” Sera must have heard my conversation with Layla while we were walking and gotten curious. She was casually petting Ciel, who was resting after her meal, so it seemed even she was charmed by the little spirit.

      Hikari had joined us and was petting Ciel too, but she didn’t seem to forget to keep her guard up. Ciel herself clearly didn’t think anything of it, because she just gazed at them with her button eyes insisting on more pets. With each stroke of her head, her expression grew more blissful, and I could almost hear her sigh in contentment.

      “I guess we’ll head straight to the dungeon? But depending on what they say in their reply, we might want to go to a city closer to the Beastland to meet up with them sooner.” 

      In response, though, Sera insisted that we should stick with our current plan. If we changed our meet-up place, we might just end up missing each other.

      “Maybe we should explore the area around Majorica too, instead of just the dungeon,” I continued. “And...we’ll probably need to find a house to rent.” It might be cheaper than an extended stay at an inn. Obviously, staying in an inn meant the proprietress would take care of meals and cleaning and various other things, but it would probably be easier for Ciel if we rented a real house.

      We spent the rest of the watch discussing the different things we wanted to do in Majorica. But when the time came to change shifts, Layla was nowhere to be found, so Hikari went to wake her up.

      Layla finally showed herself and said, quite ruefully, “Traveling with you has ruined me.” Apparently the bed had been so comfortable she hadn’t been able to get up.

      I’d assumed that would be a good thing, but Sera and Hikari agreed with Layla’s sentiment. 



      The next day, we asked Mia for her thoughts about the subject, but since she’d generally traveled with me outside of her journey from Messa to Tenns, she apparently thought this was the way travel usually went.

      To this, the whole group responded in unison, “It’s definitely not!”

      Chapter 2

      Four days after we left Lokia, we arrived in Majorica as expected. We presented our guild cards, I gave proof that the three girls were my slaves, and we were once again allowed to enter a city without any issues. 

      Still, I felt like the guard had gone a little pale when he saw Layla’s card. But Layla didn’t seem to find anything unusual about the exchange, so maybe it was my imagination?

      We went straight on into the town from there, while the crop wagons around us split off into groups: some entered the city with us, some ventured farther west, and some broke off to the north. 

      Layla told me that the ones going west were heading for Pleques, the other city with a dungeon inside Eva. There was a ravine on the way to Pleques, so you had to cross a bridge to get there. Across the bridge was the city of Altal, and Pleques was beyond that.

      Like Majorica, Pleques had a dungeon as well as a school that taught magic, which had resulted in a kind of rivalry between the lords in charge of the two cities. Even in Eva itself, Majorica and Pleques were treated as a sort of “east-west rivalry.”

      “So you’re going to look for a house?” Layla asked me.

      “Yeah, that’s the plan.”

      “We have to drop by the school first, and we might not see you for a while. So if you think you’ll find a place to stay quickly, could you leave a message with your inn for us?”

      We’d decided for now to stay at an inn Layla had recommended. It seemed she knew the proprietress, because they exchanged some casual conversation, and it looked like we were getting a discount on our stay thanks to her. This particular inn also got monster meats from the dungeons, and it was apparently known for serving some of the best food in Majorica. 

      It seemed Layla knew Hikari well, and Hikari herself seemed very happy to hear it. Ciel looked to be content with it as well.

      We reserved a four-person room for three nights. There was no point in arguing about this—I’d learned my lesson by now.

      “That was a big help. Thanks,” I told Layla. And there, we and the Bloody Rose went our separate ways.

      It seemed they’d normally be staying in the dorms at the school, but Layla and Casey were going to stop by their homes as well. I guess families worry about their daughters leaving the country, even if they are Rank B adventurers?Yor’s situation must be a bit unique in that regard, since she’s been away from home for years...

      The non-locals, including Yor, headed straight for their dorms. The four of them shared two exclusive rooms, so I agreed to let Yor borrow the mana manipulation wand if she promised to take good care of it. I really thought she might start crying if I didn’t. I warned her to be careful when she used it, though—it might have looked like a simple toy to people not in the know, but the school might have had some exceptional students who knew it was more.

      “So how do we find a house?” Sera asked me.

      “First I thought I’d ask around at the merchants’ guild.”

      “You’re going there now?” Mia asked, and Hikari, who’d been playing with Ciel on the bed, looked over at me too.

      I paused. “I was planning on going to the merchants’ guild tomorrow, but do you want to have a look around the city?”

      The most unique thing about Majorica seemed to be its waterways. They were very narrow, though, so it didn’t seem like you could use them for boats. The town resembled a certain “City of Water,” so it was a shame you couldn’t enjoy it the same way.

      The reason there were so many waterways was that the river flowing from the northern mountain branched off in Majorica’s direction. This particular stem flowed through the middle of Majorica on its westerly path. All this flowing water gave Majorica the atmosphere of a nice, calm place to live. Maybe that was also why there were roadside trees all over the city.

      “This is the student town, right?” Mia asked, remembering what Layla had told her.

      I nodded.

      The city of Majorica was broadly divided into three major sections.

      One was the student town, which had Magius Academy at its center. There weren’t actually that many students living in it, since most of them lived in the dorms on campus. But because it was home to the academy, which was like its symbol, it was called the student town. A lot of commoners lived there, so another of its main features was a large commercial district.

      Another section was the noble town, where the lord’s estate was. There weren’t that many nobles living there either, but the town did house various important facilities as well as a lot of wealthy people, hence the name. Most of the large clan houses were also there, and having a house in that area of town seemed to be something of a status symbol.

      Last, there was the dungeon district, which contained the dungeon. Why wasn’t it called the dungeon town, you ask? I wish I knew. It’s not like I’m the one who named it, though.

      The dungeon district was a city built around the entrance to the dungeon. The lodgings for the adventurers’ guild and the Knightly Order were there, as were a lot of weapon, armor, and item shops that catered to adventurers. There were also a lot of cheap inns.

      “Master, this meat tastes weird,” Hikari said after taking a bite of skewered meat she’d bought from a stall.

      We bought some for ourselves as well, and I found it was lightly flavored, with a salty sauce base. Based on what I could tell from the surrounding stalls, all the meat served here was monster meat. A lot of stalls sold orc meat on skewers, and it was quite cheap as well. Apparently orcs were hunted en masse in the dungeon.

      Perhaps because the city had a constant supply of magistones, I also saw many more street lamps here than I had in the large cities I’d previously visited. Before now, you generally only saw them on the biggest streets in the large cities. In fact, there were a lot of facilities and devices that ran on magistones here, and the inn we were staying at had hot baths available despite a relatively inexpensive nightly rate.

      
      “So that’s the magic academy?” I’d seen it from the window on the inn’s second floor, but it looked even bigger close up. Basically, it resembled a Western-style mansion, divided into many buildings in rows. 

      And what’s that tower-like thing on the far end beyond them? Using Detect Mana revealed a faint aura around the entire structure. I also tried using Detect Presence, but it was as if a faint mist was hanging over the place that stopped me from making anything out. It only concealed the outside of the tower, though; I could still sense the people outside of it.

      The school’s grounds looked bountiful with nature, and the mansion—probably the school building—stood next to a lush, green forest. I couldn’t judge the full scale of it from here, but from what I could see on my automap, there seemed to be a lake inside the forest too.

      “So that’s where they teach magic?” Mia, standing beside me, looked on curiously.

      I felt like I could hear distant voices. Were classes still in session?

      “Would you like to check it out after all?” I asked Hikari.

      She almost nodded at first, then immediately shook her head and said it was fine.

      After that, we looked around the student town a little longer. It felt to me like there were a lot of eateries there. There were trendy little spots with patio seating where girls and boys of the same age talked and laughed in groups. Students at the academy, perhaps? As we passed near them, a few of them cast glances our way. My mask must have been an unusual sight for them.

      We’d only done a little walking around the inn and the academy, but it was already getting dark, so we decided to get back. When we arrived at the inn, there were already people in the dining area, and some people were drinking as well.

      One drunkard started jeering at the sight of us—well, the sight of the girls—but the proprietress gave him a whack to shut him up. The women in this world—or at least the proprietresses of its inns—were not to be trifled with. Apparently dealing with rowdy customers every day built up a lot of muscle?

      After looking the others over, I decided to have our meal brought to us. “Ma’am, could we have our meal in our room?” I asked.

      “Ah, yes,” she agreed. “That might be for the best.” 

      This meant Ciel could eat with us, too, which made Hikari very happy. We couldn’t get a portion for her brought in, but I had plenty of food in my Item Box for just such an occasion.

      What? You want to eat more skewers from that stall before? Anything else? You want some too, Hikari? It turned out to be a really fun meal, with the four of us and our animal friend hunkered around the food and eating. The fact that Ciel could eat with us made it all the more fun. Ciel was turning into a bit of a mascot to our team, as well as a source of good cheer.



      “So, shall we head to the baths?”

      The proprietress had said she’d come and collect our dishes later, so we decided to hit up the much-rumored bathing facilities first—separate facilities for men and women, of course. Actually, I’d spent so much time lately using the Cleanse spell to clean myself off that it had been a while since I’d last soaked in a bath...

      I headed out alone for my bath, washed myself off, and then had a good soak. It felt great to get to spread out. Ciel had gone off with Hikari, too, so I could really take my time with it.

      “Ah, that’s the stuff,” I found myself breathing in an expression of pure bliss. I was glad no one was around to hear it.

      After getting my fill, I arrived back in the room ahead of the others. I was lying down in bed when it occurred to me that I’d never looked at Dan’s letter. I took the envelope from my Item Box and broke the seal.

      As expected, it was about Mia.

      I’d sent my last message to Dan right after Yor and the others left Messa, so it might not have even reached him yet. The fact that he’d prepared this anyway suggested he’d anticipated the decision that Mia would make.

      “He’s really competent at everything that doesn’t involve his daughter,” I muttered. While I was thinking back about doting daddy Dan, Hikari and the others returned.

      Hikari immediately walked over to me and told me everything that had happened at the bath and all her feelings about it. “Ciel’s even fluffier than ever,” she insisted. “Even though she got to swim in the bath. Not fair.”

      I looked over at Ciel and saw her snuggling happily in Mia’s arms. Maybe her fur did look glossier than before.

      “Mia, could we talk for a moment?” I said. “I want you to see the letter Dan sent.”

      “His Eminence?” Mia took the letter and looked down at it. It was a short message, but she spent a lot of time going over it, clearly making sure to read it carefully.

      “What will you do, then?” I asked Mia when she was finished.

      I felt like I knew what the answer would be. The letter contained an update as well as documents attesting to Mia’s identity. With them, she could get her own ID issued and wouldn’t have to remain a slave.

      But Mia didn’t answer my question at first. Instead, she stayed quiet, petting Ciel on her lap. Ciel closed her eyes blissfully and let her do it. 

      “I think...” She opened her mouth at last, but it took a while for the next words to come. “I think I’d like things to stay as they are. After all...” She took in a deep breath. “...if we drop the slave contract, what about Ciel? Would I not be able to see her anymore?” she asked.

      Ciel heard her name said and looked up as if to say “You called?” In response, Mia just murmured “It’s nothing” and went back to petting her. Ciel closed her eyes blissfully once more.

      I wasn’t sure what to say in response. As far as I could tell, the ability to see Ciel was indeed tied to the slave contract. So if we removed the contract, would the girls lose the ability to see her? I’d have to dissolve the contract to know. Was it worth testing to find out? But removing it and then reinstating it could raise suspicions, and there was no way to know if it would even be possible...

      “I understand how you feel. But are you sure?” I said at last. “Slaves aren’t always seen in the best light...”

      The decoration on Hikari’s collar marked her as a special slave, but Mia and Sera might run into prejudice. There were more slaves out on the streets here than there’d been in the Holy Kingdom, but you still saw people casting scornful glances in their directions and saying cruel things to them. In fact, when we’d entered the inn earlier, that had been part of the drunkard’s rant at them. 

      Saying those sorts of things about someone else’s slaves was definitely poor manners, but not everyone respected that. So, especially since Mia’s reasons for becoming a slave had been rather exceptional, I’d assumed she would have jumped at the chance to leave that behind her.

      “Yes. Being with you—with all of you—is the most important thing,” she said at last. “And ‘all of you’ includes Ciel, so I want things to stay the way they are.”

      That meant I had a new goal: I needed to find or make a magic item that would make Ciel visible without relying on slave contracts. I hadn’t seen one on the Alchemy list. Would I just have to find some new skill?

      ◇◇◇

      My first stop the next morning was the merchants’ guild. I’d made sure to ask our inn’s proprietress exactly where it was.

      There were no city maps in this world, so if I wanted to go somewhere I had to track it down myself. To do that, I often asked either the gatekeeper at the time of my arrival or the people at my inn. I could ask the people at the food stalls when we stopped there too. Once I found out where something was, my automap would update to display it.

      We arrived at the merchants’ guild, and I offered my guild card at reception.

      “How can I help you today?” the receptionist asked.

      “I was hoping to rent a house. Is that something the merchants’ guild might handle, perchance?” I said in my humble cadence.

      “Yes, it is. What kind of property are you looking for?”

      “A detached house for at least four... Actually, at least six. With a bath if possible.”

      That bath part was a bit self-indulgent, but I’ll ask for some indulgence there. There were only four of us at the moment, but considering we might meet up with Rurika and Chris, it would be better to have room for six, right? I wasn’t sure what would happen after we got back together, but we probably wouldn’t be leaving Majorica right away.

      “Do you plan on a long stay?” the receptionist asked.

      I thought it over. “I can’t tell you the precise number of days, but it should be at least thirty. Other than that... Do you have any requests?” I asked my party.

      “I’d love to have a big kitchen for cooking,” Mia put in.

      “Master, if we’re staying a long time, I’d like a big yard to train in,” Sera added.

      Hikari and Ciel...didn’t seem to have any requests.

      “Understood. There are quite a few possibilities available. Would you like to see them?” the receptionist asked me.

      “Yes, please.”

      “All right. I’ll call a guide, so please wait a moment.”

      The guide showed us a few good prospects, but since we’d be living there for a while, I wanted to give it some real thought before we committed.

      “I’d like to think about it for a while,” I said. “Do you need an answer immediately?”

      “No, that’s fine,” the guide responded. “But some of these properties have quite a lot of eyes on them, so you may lose out if you don’t sign a contract before others. Just keep that in mind.”

      It seemed there were a lot of adventurers coming to town to try the dungeon lately, and renting houses was a popular solution for those who were forming new parties and making good money. The ones with money to spare were generally those capable of traversing the lower floors, which meant they tended to have a lot of equipment to deal with.

      I thanked our guide, left, and then stopped by Majorica’s slave market. The market was on the outskirts of the dungeon district, and it was the largest I’d ever seen so far, with the buildings packed in tightly together. This was probably because it was so close to the dungeon, as there was high demand for fighters as well as porters, so a lot of slave companies set up shop here. Accordingly, the market was full of strong and tough-looking people, including some former adventurers.

      Perhaps because I already had three slaves with me and looked like a young man in need of increasing his combat prowess to take on the dungeon, the traders recommended slaves to me quite assertively. There were so many it was hard to look into all of them, but unfortunately Eris wasn’t among them, and I couldn’t get any extra information on elves.

      “We look forward to seeing you again,” I was told as I left. I hadn’t bought anything, but the slavers remained very solicitous to the end. 

      Still, it felt like this market seemed to have a lot of children—children about the same age as Hikari.



      After leaving the slave market behind, we walked around for a while, and then it came into sight. There was a wall over ten meters high, and it was quite intimidating to see up close. In front of the wall stood the adventurers’ guild, which was set up so that the only way to get inside the walled-off area was through the guild.

      According to what Layla and the others had said, the dungeon entrance was at the center of an island surrounded by water. The only way to the island was a drawbridge. This was because it was written in old documents that monsters used to come out of the dungeon in a calamity known as a “monster parade” and cause great damage to the city. There were reports of such things in other dungeons as well.

      I felt a lot of people staring at us as we entered the guild building, but only for a second. Slaves weren’t especially rare here, and my mask didn’t stand out that much either. Compared to men wearing full-face helmets or walking around topless, I looked positively inconspicuous. Mia seemed stunned, though, her mouth hanging open the entire time. I’d stopped by a lot of adventurers’ guilds in my time, and I’d never seen adventurers with such strange modes of dress.

      The reception area was on the right side of the guild from our perspective, and in one corner of that was a place where you could get information about the dungeon. First, I had Sera check for any messages, but unfortunately there was nothing from Rurika and Chris.

      “Let’s get the explanation about the dungeon, then.”

      We moved over to that corner and got an explanation of the rules as well as notable things about the dungeon itself.



      First, interpersonal conflicts within the dungeon were up to the parties involved to resolve. However, punishment would be issued for malicious behavior like inciting monster attacks on others or kill-stealing.

      Second, this particular dungeon had a labyrinth configuration. There was a boss room every ten floors, and only the members of a single party could enter at once. After entering a boss room, you couldn’t leave until you beat the boss.

      Third, parties had to register with a card known as a dungeon card when they entered the dungeon, and party members on the same floor could communicate through their cards. This function only worked within the dungeon, though; you couldn’t use it outside. The dungeon card also automatically counted the number of monsters you’d slain.

      Fourth, after you went into a boss room, there was a five-day waiting period before you could enter the same one again. This seemed to just be part of how the dungeon’s internal system worked, so if you tried to enter before the waiting period was up, you’d be denied.

      Fifth, you could register the floors you’d visited in the dungeon and automatically take the stairs to the lowest floor you’d been to during your next visit. However, you could only select this option when you first entered.

      Sixth, there was a device on the stairs for every floor of a multiple of five which you could use to return to the surface. There was a similar device on the stairs for every floor, but these were only there to register your arrival on the floor; you couldn’t use them to escape. But if you did choose to jump right to the fifth floor, for instance, you couldn’t also use that same device to leave right away. Investigation had proven that you couldn’t use that particular device until three days had passed.



      That more or less covers the basic rules of how it worked. 

      In addition, every five floors there was a special floor: those that ended in a five were open fields instead of labyrinths, and those that ended in a zero were called boss rooms. Boss rooms were large rooms that only contained monsters, and you couldn’t leave them until you’d defeated the boss inside.

      Incidentally, “labyrinth” floors were mazes of passages, similar to a mine shaft or a cave, which you had to navigate to find the stairs. Field floors, by contrast, surrounded you with natural terrain like forests or grasslands. This latter environment might be more familiar to most adventurers who tended to do their adventuring outside of town, but apparently that wasn’t the case for most in Majorica.

      I was told to check the guild’s reference room if I wanted to learn more. Otherwise, the main point of caution they gave me was that dungeon cards were only supposed to be used in dungeons. They weren’t a substitute for IDs, and you couldn’t present them to leave and enter a city.

      “It’s not something you can make a day trip out of, I guess,” I mused when it was over.

      “Yeah, gotta take plenty of food. Can’t fight if you’re hungry,” Hikari responded.

      She was right. We’d need to prepare to camp out. And though I was keeping most of our gear in my Item Box right now, it would be best if I could make it so everyone had access to their own stuff in the dungeon. I still didn’t know much about what the dungeon was like, and getting separated seemed like a distinct possibility.

      That meant I wanted to have a few more bags of holding, but the real issue was food. Rations would be a necessity...but they really didn’t taste very good. I might be able to restock ingredients if we ran into the right kinds of monsters, though.

      “Other than that, once you’re in the dungeon there’s no way to contact the outside world until you leave, so we should figure out what to do if Rurika and Chris get here while we’re inside.” Going to only the shallowest floors and returning every day was a possibility, but if the monsters were low-quality there, we wouldn’t get much out of it.

      “Let’s study more about dungeons in the reference room here,” I proposed, and the other three agreed with me.

      Information was crucial. Knowing what monsters we might encounter would let us strategize and buy the equipment we needed, which could make the difference between life and death.



      The reference room taught me that the highest floors of the dungeon were labyrinths mainly populated by goblins and wulfs. The labyrinth floors also got larger the further down you went, although the special fields that appeared on floors ending with a five were always very large.

      The fifth floor was the first of these special floors, and it was an area of vast grasslands and forests. You could gather herbs there, as well as unusual fruits and other food items that you couldn’t find elsewhere. 

      There were four kinds of monsters you could encounter on the fifth floor: goblins, wulfs, killer bees, and blood snakes. You’d have to search the field to find the stairs, which meant the tiring task of examining hollowed-out tree stumps and rocky grottos. Making it worse was the fact that the dungeon would undergo changes at irregular periods, changing the geography and the location of the exits.

      Once we cleared the fifth floor, we’d go back to labyrinths from the sixth floor on, where we’d run into killer bees, blood snakes, wulfs, and goblins in that order. Starting with the eighth floor, those monsters would come in groups.

      “A good strategy for us might be to reach the fifth floor, gather up some rare materials, and then come back,” I proposed. My biggest hope was that I could collect some of the healing herbs that formed the basis of my income.

      Two of my human companions nodded in response to my statement. The third, Hikari, seemed to have gotten bored halfway through and fallen asleep. She was still a child, after all, so she probably found all this quiet reading a bit boring. 

      Ciel was also sleeping with her, but that was standard practice for Ciel.

    

  

    
    
      As we left the reference room, we found the guild in a fervor.

      The room was on the second floor, so we were in a position to look out over the first-floor hall. There was a crowd forming around a group standing at the center. Everyone, from adults to children, was cheering them on as the group waved back to them. 

      Something was nagging at me about the scene, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

      “Hey, guys, there’s a great view from here!”

      I looked over and saw someone climbing the stairway. My first thought as our eyes met was that he was young—maybe about my age. He wore a big, beaming smile that suited his face well, with bangs swept back so you could see his forehead. He was also taller than me...a little taller.

      When the young man noticed us, he very politely said, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you.” But when he looked back down at the group at the center of the hall, he couldn’t hold back his enthusiasm, and he chattered excitedly with the other young people who’d come up behind him.

      Something else nagged at me as I watched them, but I couldn’t put my finger on that either.

      “Oh, Sora. Why are they all dressed the same way?” Mia asked me about the new arrivals while I desperately tried to work out what it was.

      A revelation from heaven! She’d hit the nail on the head.

      There were a few differences between the men and women, but otherwise, their outfits reminded me of my student days. The men wore shirts and slacks with ties, while the women were clad in blouses with pleated skirts and ribbons. They all wore matching capes of different lengths.

      “Eh? Something the matter?” the boy asked me, seemingly noticing my eyes on him.

      “Ah, no. I was surprised to see you all in matching outfits.”

      “Is this your first time in Majorica, by chance?” he asked.

      “Yes, we only just arrived yesterday.”

      “I see,” he said gregariously. “Please allow me to introduce myself. I’m Joshua, and I attend the Magius Academy of Magic. These are my friends; we’re a party.” Joshua gestured to his friends and then bowed. 

      I returned the gesture. “Ah, you’re from Magius, then?” I said. “I’m... Well, my name is Sora, and I’m a traveling merchant. This is my first time in a city with a dungeon, so I stopped by to see if I might find some hidden treasures.” I struggled at first with what cadence to use, but I eventually decided to keep talking in merchant mode. Then I noticed that some of the kids behind Joshua were looking curiously at Mia and the others, and I added, “These are my companions. They act as my guardians and caretakers.” 

      “You know about the school?” Joshua asked excitedly. “Do you know someone there?”

      “Yeah, Layla,” Hikari muttered.

      “Lady Layla?!” Joshua shouted in surprise.

      “Lady...Layla?” That gave me pause at first, but it made sense. Yor and the others had called her Elder Sister, and she was a B-rank adventurer, so I’d had a feeling she was well respected in the school. I’d also heard she was one of the best students at Magius, so it wasn’t that unusual for people to show her that level of respect, was it?

      While I was mulling over that choice of words, Joshua suddenly backtracked. “Sorry, I misspoke,” he said.

      For a few moments after that, Joshua and I just looked at each other. This is awkward.Gotta get out of this! Just then, I remembered the people everyone was fawning over in the hall below and used that to change the subject. “As I mentioned previously, we’re recent arrivals, so I was curious as to why everyone was making a commotion over those people there. Do you think you might enlighten me?”

      “Ah, of course,” Joshua said, seizing the opportunity for a shift in conversation. “It wouldn’t be obvious at a glance, would it? The people at the center of the hall are the biggest clan—do you know about clans?—they’re the biggest clan in Majorica. They’ve also gone the farthest into the dungeon out of anyone!” 

      Joshua’s behavior reminded me of something—like an idol singer’s fanboy.

      He said there were five main clans currently vying for supremacy in Majorica. Of those, the Guardian’s Blade seemed to have managed a fairly significant lead lately. The reason Joshua was so excited was that someone he respected very much was in the group.

      “He was a few years ahead of me at school, and he became their sub-leader right after graduation. He was also the leader of the party that set the record for dungeon-diving while he was at school. I want to be just like him.” I followed Joshua’s eyes to a single young-looking person. He was standing among what looked like storied veterans, but his stance seemed as confident as that of anyone around him.

      Soon, the person who looked like the group’s leader gave an order, and the Guardian’s Blade left with the crowd cheering behind them.

      “Well, we really should be going now,” Joshua said. “If you make an attempt on the dungeon, we might run into you there. I hope to see you then.”

      After the Guardian’s Blade was out of sight, Joshua and the others left the guild as well. Had they really come all the way here just to gawk at their favorite clan? Or had they just happened to exit the dungeon at the right time?

      With the interaction behind me, I let out a big sigh.

      “Sora, were you nervous?” Mia asked.

      I hadn’t even thought about it before she asked me. Was I nervous? When was the last time I talked to a guy my own age? My last escort mission in Elesia? It seemed like all the men I’d talked to recently had been grown adults...



      “Master, I’m hungry,” Hikari said.

      That made me realize—between the stop at the merchants’ guild, house-hunting, and the stop at the adventurers’ guild to register and check the reference room, we were already way past lunchtime.

      We left the adventurers’ guild building and put our noses to the scents on the breeze. We were currently standing in front of a line of stalls meant to cater to adventurers. Some had large crowds of people around them, so they must have been popular.

      Mixed in with the adults were small children—some the same age as Hikari or even younger—buying food. Some of these would buy a single portion and divide it up among several children. It was quite a large portion, so maybe it was too much for one of them to eat by themselves.

      “Are you interested in that one?” I asked Hikari, and she nodded.

      She’d locked her eyes on a stall selling meat skewers. It gave off an intense, mouth-watering aroma, but what had really caught her eye were the chunks of meat the size of a person’s fist. Brawny men were buying it and chowing down one after the other.

      Hikari rushed over to the stall and handed over the money. The stall owner looked surprised but apparently accepted her order, because she came back happily with a skewer in hand. He’d apparently had to cook it after the order was placed, though, because it took her some time to return.

      I led Hikari by the hand as we went to find something else for us to eat. Hikari seemed unable to stop herself from taking a bite on the way, and informed us that it was delicious. 

      The portions at every stall seemed huge, probably because they were catering to adventurers. The low prices compared to the portion size suggested a supply that exceeded demand.

      “Mia, what is it?” I was trying to decide what to buy when I noticed Mia acting strangely. She kept glancing in a certain direction as if preoccupied by something. I followed her gaze, but I didn’t see anything in particular.

      “Excuse me, sir.” At last, as the initial wave of customers died down, Mia went to talk to the shop owner whom Hikari had bought the skewer from. Was it because Hikari had vouched for the taste? Her tongue never lied.

      The shopkeeper looked very surprised about being called “sir.” He mentioned that he was in his twenties, but he looked old—er, rather, more distinguished than his years. The other stall owners around him started teasing him over being called “sir,” and he persisted in claiming that he was a young man in response. But when Hikari told him his food was good, the way he turned beaming and bashful really did give him that older-man look.

      “Um, well, I have a question for you...” Mia tried again, and this time she asked about the children in the plaza.

      The kids had moved to the edge of the plaza to eat. There were fewer now than there had been the last time I looked, so some must have moved on. Looking at their clothing, I saw that some were armored up like adventurers and some wore large packs. None of them looked old enough to be registered as adventurers.

      “I don’t recognize you. First time here?” the shopkeeper asked. Mia nodded in response, and he cast a glance over at us, so I ordered skewers for four. I ordered them all small except for one large one which would be for Ciel. I got permission from Sera and Mia to do this, of course; stall owners tended to get looser lips when you bought from them.

      The shopkeeper gave us the story as he cooked, in a tone more polite than his appearance suggested.



      The children, he explained, were orphans, and the sheer number of them around was because of the dungeon. People with children who made their living there—mostly adventurers, but not all—sometimes went to the dungeon and never made it back. The children left behind would band together with other ones in similar circumstances and try to take on the dungeon themselves or become porters for adventurers to try to earn a living wage. Of course, there were more than a few children who weren’t cut out to do either.

      “The children there are mainly the ones who try to get adventurers to hire them as porters. Most of those you saw just now were heading home from work.”

      “They go into the dungeon?” Mia asked, looking extremely surprised to hear it.

      “Well, yeah. To make money in the dungeons, you need to bring back both magistones and materials. But fighting while carrying loot around is hard even for experienced adventurers, so you need a dedicated porter. It’s best if you can get someone you know to fill the role, but a lot of people who can’t do that hire one of the kids. Quite a few adventurers have come out of those circumstances themselves.”

      So that was how it was. I remembered that, when we registered for the dungeon, nobody had said a word against Hikari being involved. It seemed there weren’t age limits on dungeon diving like there were for the adventurers’ guild membership. That explained what was bothering me about the people I’d seen gathered in the guild hall. There were so many children too young to register there.

      “But, um, isn’t that dangerous?” Mia asked.

      “Hmm, I’d say so, but there’s nothing to be done about it. It’s the only way they can make a living.”

      “Aren’t there any...orphanages, or places to care for them?!” Mia asked him in outrage.

      The shop owner seemed taken aback by her response. “I’m not trying to defend it, but the lord of this city takes better care of them than most do. There’s just too many to take care of all at once.” The stall’s owner said he’d been through many cities before coming to Majorica, and he’d seen places with far more orphans on the streets than this one. Building and maintaining orphanages always cost money, and there was only so much of it to go around.

      “S-Sorry. I know it isn’t your fault.” The shopkeeper’s obvious discomfort seemed to clear the steam from Mia’s head, and she quickly apologized.

      “Hey, that’s all right. We worry about them, too, but we also have to make a living. It puts us in a tough spot. If we give out our unsold food willy-nilly, they’ll start expecting it and never buy from us.” That was why he fried up the skewers after people ordered.

      By the time the man finished his story, the skewers had finished cooking, so we took them and headed elsewhere.

      “Is something still bothering you?” I asked Mia.

      Even after getting her explanation, she still looked distracted. It seemed like something else was still on her mind.

      “Yes,” she responded after a long pause. “Listen, Sora. Can that, um...presence-reading skill of yours be used to find people?” she said quietly as if to keep it confidential.

      “It’s hard to find specific people,” I explained. “Do you know what direction they’d be in, or how many of them there are?”

      “Two people, in that direction, I think.”

      I pulled up my automap and used Detect Presence, then checked the direction Mia was pointing. There were quite a few groups visible on the automap, but one of them was a two-person group moving slowly together.

      “I think I see a group of two.”

      “Sora, take me to them!” she pleaded desperately.

      At this, I put everyone’s skewers into my item box and led the way. We entered a dimly lit alleyway chasing the signals, then ran along badly paved areas that made me hesitate to go on, and narrow paths that would be hard for grown adults to traverse. At last, we arrived at the place where the signals were.

      Our sudden appearance brought a shocked expression to the face of the little girl in front of us. The boy quickly ducked behind her.

      And behind them was a...hovel? A run-down old building that looked like it might come down any minute. But what surprised me more than that was the girl’s eyes. They were so...lifeless and hollow.

      
      Mia approached, knelt down, and was about to speak when she seemed to realize something. “You’re hurt!” she cried, and then she cast Heal.

      The girl looked up at her in surprise as the spell took effect.

      “Are you all right now?” Mia asked.

      The girl nodded.

      I looked again at them over Mia’s shoulder and saw that they were both terribly dirty. The taller girl’s hair was a disheveled dusty red, and the shorter boy had dark blue hair that was so long and wild I couldn’t make out his eyes.

      Just then, I heard a gurgling sound and saw redness slowly start to spread across the girl’s face. Her previously hollow eyes had started to retake some emotion and light.

      “Are you hungry?” Mia asked.

      “...haven’t eaten in days...” the girl replied, so softly I could barely hear her.

      Mia looked back at me. I knew what she wanted me to do, but...we had to get out of here first.

      “I don’t think this is a great place to eat,” I said. I’d certainly think twice before I ate any food served here, at least. “Should we move?”

      At my prompting, we left the alleys and walked along waterways until we found a good place to sit. I couldn’t bring the food out just yet, though. I held out my hand toward the girl and cast my Cleanse spell. Then I cast it again, then a third time, until her dusty hair turned an auburn color. Casting the same spell on the boy turned his own hair a more lustrous azure—more precisely, it went back to its proper color. Their clothing was now clean, though odd patches remained here and there.

      “Just don’t eat too fast, okay?” I produced a container of mild soup from my item box, portioned it out into bowls, and handed it over.

      The two kids took the bowls, but they just held them, looking at me in confusion.

      “It’s good. Go on, eat,” Mia said kindly. 

      The two did as they were told. It seemed like they really hadn’t eaten in days, because I ended up giving them three bowls each.

      “Thank you very much,” the girl said, and she bowed to me. The boy beside her did the same thing.

      Once they seemed to be feeling well enough, I decided to ask how they’d gotten into their current situation.

      The girl’s name was Elza. Her story more or less matched what the stall owner had told us, but her circumstances were a little different from those of the little boy, Art. 

      Elza hadn’t been born in Majorica, but had come to the city with her adventurer parents and their party several years ago. Her parents made a pretty good living from dungeon diving, but—as Elza explained rather sadly—she herself had a poor constitution and had to spend most of her time inside. Because of this, her favorite times when her parents and their party came back and told her all of their adventuring tales.

      One day, though, her parents went into the dungeon and never came back. They’d been away for long stretches before, but they always came back at least once every twenty days. In this case, though, day twenty came and went, then day thirty, then day one hundred—and they never returned. Elza remained at the inn the whole time, spending the money she’d been told to use in case of emergency.

      Around that time she met Art, whose parents were also adventurers and had not come back from the dungeon like hers hadn’t. Art was about to be sent out of the inn, so Elza took him in, and they stayed together waiting for their parents to return. But eventually the money ran out, and they both had to leave the inn.

      “The innkeeper was kind to us to the very end, though,” Elza added. The inn’s owner had known the situation and had let them stay for a while even after they lost the ability to pay. But new customers eventually arrived, and it couldn’t be put off any longer. “He was very sorry,” she said, “and apologized to us, even though he hadn’t done anything wrong.”

      Elza went on to explain what happened after they left the inn. They had no close friends and therefore no way to enter the established orphan communities, so they instead got along as best they could on charity from the stall owners. “We never used to go out much, so we didn’t know the rules and stuff. We’ve tried to get along as best we can, but we never really knew what to do.” 

      Large tears began falling from Elza’s eyes as she talked. Seeing that, Art hugged Elza tightly, and she smiled through her tears and patted his head. “Thank you for your kindness,” she finally said. “We haven’t had a full meal in so long.”

      Suddenly, Mia tugged hard on my sleeve. I looked back and met her eyes. She opened up her mouth to speak, but didn’t actually say anything. Maybe being a slave had made her reluctant to speak her mind. 

      Nevertheless, I understood what she wanted. She was a truly kind girl—but helping someone took more than a few superficial acts. Maybe it would’ve been different if I’d been putting down roots here, but I wasn’t. I was planning to start traveling again after I met up with Rurika and Chris.

      When that happens... As that thought entered my mind, I shut it down. No one knows what might happen in the future. Focus on what you can do here and now.Past that, just work hard to make sure your actions don’t lead to irresponsible results.

      I couldn’t save every child, but maybe it was possible to help just these two.

      “Okay, let’s go shopping.” I collected Elza and Art’s bowls, then took their hands and stood up.

      They were both surprised (I assumed; with Art it was harder to tell because of his bangs) and looked up at me.

      “I’d like to hire you both,” I said. “If you take the job, I can promise you both room and board.”

      Elza didn’t seem to know how to react to that. “Wh-What do we have to do?” she asked.

      “We’re waiting for Sera’s— this beastfolk lady’s childhood friends to come to this town. But they won’t be arriving for a while, so we’re going to rent a house. We’d like you to help look after that house.”

      We’d need someone to look after the place while we were in the dungeon. That might bring some sad memories back for them, but it was the best I could offer right now. In the meantime, maybe I could dream up less conspicuous ways of getting them to become more independent...improving their stamina, maybe?

      “Elza, Art. Would you like to come with us?” Mia said kindly to the still-unsure Elza.

      “Y-Yes. Please.” She nodded, her cheeks turning red.

      That was a totally different reception than the one I’d gotten. The power of the Saint!

      Our first order of business was to buy the kids a few outfits, and we went around to weapon and armor shops after that. This was mainly for Hikari and Sera, whom I asked to pick out some throwing knives. It was good to stick with things you were used to.

      But Sera, do you really need the hand axes? Knives are too light, you say? Fine. 

      While we were shopping, Elza asked Mia quite a few questions. She mainly seemed curious about our relationship and what I did for a living. She seemed surprised to hear I was a traveling merchant. 

      Do I really look that little like one? I wondered.

      As we were walking around different stores, one thing that struck me was the wide variety of rations on display. Every shop had its own original recipes, and they even had sample corners. We tested out quite a few and definitely found a few duds. Ciel looked like she wanted to try them too, but her enthusiasm dimmed when she saw how Hikari’s nose wrinkled.

      Ciel. Did you forget those disgusting rations you ate back at the start? I asked her telepathically. Were you expecting these to taste good just because they smelled different from those? Ciel’s body and ear language were growing more expressive every day. She still couldn’t talk, but I could understand her thoughts as easily as if she could.

      Despite what I’d told Ciel, though, these were at least the tastiest rations I’d tried so far. At the same time, they weren’t something I’d ever eat voluntarily. I could cook for myself and preserve anything left over. Still, rations seemed to be in high demand, as most of the visitors to the shop seemed to be there to buy them. A lot of them were like meal bars, but some were the kind that you dissolved in hot water too.

      “If there’s this much demand, maybe developing a line of tastier rations would be a way to clean up,” I whispered, which got an immediate reaction from Hikari and Ciel. Look, I haven’t decided yet, okay? Don’t look at me so expectantly... I groaned to myself.

      After that, I asked Mia something I’d been wondering about. “Hey, Mia. How did you know about Elza and Art?”

      Mia spoke haltingly. “Well, when we were in the plaza with the stalls, I spotted Elza looking at us from the alley. She, um, ducked away immediately, but the way her eyes looked... I couldn’t get it out of my mind.”

      That explained why Mia was acting so strangely. I don’t think I’ll ever forget that hollow look in her eyes when I first saw her.

      “Then, when I heard what the man at the stall said, I realized their clothing was different from the other children in the plaza,” she continued. “I thought maybe they were outcasts. And...Sora, I’m sorry for forcing you into that.”

      She really was a kind girl. Seeing the way her shoulders sank, I found myself patting her on the head. Her face flushed and she shrunk a little further, her eyes pointed decidedly downwards. I’d been patting her head like I did when I comforted Hikari, but this was apparently embarrassing for a young woman like Mia. Of course, seeing her react that way embarrassed me too.

      “I’m the one who made the decision in the end,” I said. “And I don’t know how to look after small children, so I might need your help. Do your best for me,” I said to cover my embarrassment.

      In response, she smiled and said, “Sure, leave it to me!” She really did look best when she was happy.



      Once all our errands were finished, we returned to the inn. Our room was reserved through the next day, but I decided to extend it because we were still figuring things out about the house. I’d also need to make some changes in the rooming situation to accommodate Elza and Art.

      When I explained the situation to the proprietress it turned out two three-person rooms had just opened up, so she let us switch to those. I’d have liked to have us all together in a single room, but those were already fully rented out.

      “I’d like two more nights,” I said, but I explained that we might extend our stay even more if it took a while longer to find a place to rent.

      We got one room for Mia to look after Elza and Art and another for the rest of us. That was a compromise, of course.

      The six of us then gathered in one room to discuss what to do next, and Layla and Casey stopped by the inn just before dinner. The clothing they were wearing matched that of Joshua and the others we’d met at the adventurers’ guild.

      “Um, who are those children?” Layla asked first, so I explained the situation. “I...see.” Layla responded a bit listlessly after I finished.

      “So, what did you get up to today?” I asked.

      “Ah, my father asked about what happened in Frieren, so I told him, and he said he wanted to meet you, Sora. So I came to ask if you were free.”

      “I am. I can stop by anytime.” There was no actual hurry, anyway.

      “Would you be willing to go now, then?” Layla asked apologetically. “Papa’s been busy lately too, but he said he’d be free tonight. I really wish I’d stopped by in the morning to ask your plans first, of course...”

      I asked if we all had to go together, and she said he only needed to speak with me.

      Got it. Just me... I felt a little nervous about going alone, but someone had to stay with Elza and Art. I decided to leave all that to Mia and the others while I went to Layla’s house with her and Casey.

      As we left the inn I found a wagon stopped out front, and I was shocked when they told me to get on.



      ◇Mia’s Perspective 1

      We’d returned to the inn and had been talking for a bit when Layla and Casey came to visit. They said they had something to talk to Sora about, so he went out with them. He seemed to have ordered dinner from the proprietress in advance, so those of us who stayed ate in our rooms and then had a bath.

      The first thing that surprised me as the five of us entered the women’s bath was the fact that Art was actually male. Hikari and Sera seemed surprised by my shock. What? Was I the only one who didn’t know? Still, he was only five years old, and he’d have been too scared to go by himself, so I accepted it. I would’ve hated to separate him from Elza anyway.

      The children washed off and we all soaked in the tub, letting out contented sighs.

      “Big Sis Mia. What’s Big Bro Sora like?” Elza asked me after we’d been in the water for a while.

      She was curious because I’d told her that Sora was a traveling merchant, but he could also cast spells. There was a little bit of open admiration in her eyes as well... A rival for my affections?

      I told her what I could about Sora in generic terms. As I did, I realized how little I really knew about him. He’d told me he was an otherworlder, but nothing beyond that. 

      Another world... He’d been called here from another world, but I had no idea of who he had been before he came here. Will he ever tell me?

      I spent all my time wanting to know more and more about Sora, but I also wasn’t sure if I had a right to know. I was still lying to him and imposing on his kindness.

      The incident with Elza and Art, for example. I couldn’t have saved them myself, but I’d had a feeling Sora would, because he was a kind person who had offered to help me as well. It turned out I was right; the fact that I didn’t even have to say the words outright proved it. I’d also been afraid that if I’d asked, he might say it wasn’t possible.

      Then there was the letter from Cardinal Dan. It had said I could get an ID of my own if the church filed for it. I’d told Sora that things were fine as they were because I wanted to be able to see Ciel. But that wasn’t entirely true. 

      Yes, I had grown close to Ciel, and I definitely didn’t want to lose sight of her by canceling the slave contract. Of course, it was possible I could still see her even if I lost the contract. Even Sora said he wasn’t sure either way.

      But the real truth was that I was afraid of losing my connection to Sora. If I become free, what will Sora do with me? I was afraid to ask. Will he leave me behind? What would I do then?

      “What’s wrong, Big Sis Mia?”

      A sudden voice from nearby snapped me out of my reverie. Elza was looking at me in concern. Next to her, Art was also looking at me curiously.

      “Nothing. The bath just feels so nice, I spaced out a little,” I lied with a smile on my face.

      They showed no suspicion and agreed about how nice it felt. My heart stung, but I couldn’t tell them the truth. Still, I knew that things couldn’t go on much longer as they were.

      I remembered a conversation I’d had with Tricia on the way here. After joining the school long ago, Tricia couldn’t use magic or do anything for a long time. Yor was in the same class and had encouraged her, and Layla welcomed her into the Bloody Rose despite everything. She’d fought hard to find a way to be useful, and when she discovered holy magic, she was overjoyed that she’d finally found it.

      That was why, she’d told me, holy magic was so special to her, and why it was such a precious thing.

      “I’ll have to give it my best, then,” I murmured aloud.

      There were only two holy spells that I could use, but Tricia had said there were many more that were useful in dungeons. How can I learn them? Tricia had said she was busy, so I knew I couldn’t ask her for help.

      “Maybe I should go to the church...and consult with Cardinal Dan?”

      But if I did that, I’d have to tell him why I wanted it. If I told him I was going into a dungeon, he’d insist it was too dangerous for me. He was the type to worry quite excessively; I’d seen that from watching his interactions with Yor.

      Maybe I’ll talk about it with Sora when he gets back?

      ◇◇◇

      The wagon was heading for the noble town. It ended up stopping in front of a large mansion far bigger than Yor’s house. The yard was huge, but the wagon entered the drive as if it belonged there.

      The sun was going down and it was getting dark, but the lamps set up in front of the lawn lit up the greenery, creating a sort of mythical atmosphere.

      “What is it?” Layla asked me.

      “Um, is this really your house?” I recalled that when we’d first visited Yor’s house, Layla and the others hadn’t been awed by it at all. Apparently that wasn’t just because they were Yor’s friends, but because of the sight before me now. In other words, they were used to it.

      Ciel was also trembling, cowed by its scale.

      “I’ll show you the way now,” Layla said.

      Layla took the lead as we walked, followed by me, then Casey. No way to escape, huh? Not that I had any plans to try.

      We entered the house and were greeted by a group of maids led by a butler.

      “Welcome back, madame,” the butler said.

      I wouldn’t tell anyone how blown away I was by their perfectly synchronized movements.

      Yor’s house had been amazing, but Layla’s beat it for size and refinement. The room we were led to was absolutely luxurious. The teacups they set out were so exquisite I was nervous even to pick one up. I’d definitely have been in hot water if I dropped and broke it.

      Ciel seemed drawn to the plate full of baked sweets, but she must have known she wasn’t allowed to eat any. If we had a minute, I’d ask if I could take some back with me. If not, I’d ask where they’d bought them from.

      “There’s no need to be so nervous.” Layla smiled and took her tea elegantly.

      Casey didn’t sit but simply stood quietly behind her. There was something strange about their behavior compared to the way I’d seen them in Frieren.

      Layla noticed my curiosity and explained. “Cas here is from a family in service to mine. She’s my attendant.”

      “E-Elder sister. Casey, please,” Casey immediately corrected Layla, who couldn’t help herself from smiling. This seemed to be a frequent interaction between them.

      “We attend the same school, so I think we can keep our usual relationship until we graduate,” Layla told her.

      “It’s fine to be that way outside the house, but it’s important to respect decorum here.”

      Layla whispered something about her being inflexible, but Casey refused to budge. I’d thought she’d seemed very worried about Layla when we were in Frieren, and this explained it.

      This double act of theirs did a lot to soothe nerves, and I managed to talk to Layla again in my usual way. We mainly discussed what we’d been up to since we split up. I told her about our search for a rental house, the adventurers’ guild, and finally Elza and Art.

      Their stories were mostly complaints; how much they’d had to do to catch up since they’d returned. But isn’t that your own fault? I thought. Obviously the stampede had delayed their return, but they could have made up a lot of lost time if they’d used the wagons Dan had arranged.

      “Still, Mia really is the same no matter where she goes.” Layla did seem a bit heartbroken by the story about the orphans. Apparently the orphanages were both understaffed and underfunded, so her house also sent people to help them during the day.

      “What does your house even do?” I asked her then. “I can tell you’re in the noble class, but...”

      Just as I asked that, there was a knock at the door. Casey went to open it, spoke to the person there, then came back.

      “Mistress, it’s ready.”

      “Very well. Sora, you should ask Papa about that directly,” Layla said, and this time Casey led me to a different room.



      “Thank you for looking after my daughter in Frieren. I am Layla’s father, Will Alexis, Lord of Majorica.”

      I’d assumed he was a man of fairly high standing, but I hadn’t expected him to be the town’s top dog. “A pleasure to meet you, my lord,” I said deferentially. “Please allow me to introduce myself. I am Sora, a traveling merchant.”

      “Hah, you can drop the formalities. Have a seat.”

      I waited for Will to sit, then took a place on the sofa. Layla sat down next to me, with Casey standing behind us.

      “My daughter’s told me most of the story. You’re the reason she’s still with us, aren’t you? I wanted to thank you personally for that.”

      “I’m sure you’re overstating the case...” I stammered. Layla was incredible, after all; she didn’t need my help. She’d really distinguished herself during the stampede.

      “No, she told me you ran into an orc lord. I’ve kept track of her progress at school, and I don’t think she’s strong enough to have beaten that monster by herself. Which means you’re the reason she made it back safely.”

      “A simple stroke of luck, I’m afraid,” I said after a pause. “I had a family heirloom which just happened to be useful in that situation.” Besides, it was Layla who’d landed the killing blow.

      “Ah, I see,” Will said. “Either way, I wanted to give you a reward. My daughter tells me you’re curious about the Academy. Is that right?”

      “Yes, a friend of mine is very interested.” I had my Walking skill that let me learn magic, so I didn’t feel much need for it myself. That said, I was a little curious to see what another world’s school might be like. I’d only seen it from the outside so I didn’t know much about it, and I thought it might be fun just to walk around in it.

      “Very well. I’ll see to it that you can attend.”

      “Papa, really?!” Layla was even happier about this than I was.

      Right, she saw how despondent Hikari was when she heard she couldn’t go to school. Once I got back and told her that Layla had gotten her into school, she’d surely be overjoyed.

      “But you’ll only be able to study there,” he clarified. “No matter how excellent your grades are, you won’t be allowed to graduate. Keep that in mind. Of course, you can always go through the official enrollment channels later if you like.”

      I’d only be staying in this town until Rurika and Chris arrived anyway, so that wouldn’t be a problem. “Ah, but my companions are...well, slaves,” I added. “Is that all right?”

      I was worried that slaves might not be allowed to attend school, but apparently Layla had already explained my situation to Will, and he assured me that it would be fine.

      “But Papa, I would like to ask one additional favor...” Layla cut in.

      Hmm? What he’d done already seemed like more than enough for me, but apparently she had more to say. This seemed to take Will by surprise too; he looked over at me, but I had no clue. I shook my head and claimed ignorance.

      Layla then explained the situation with Elza and Art.

      Will took this information in. “I see. I also worry about the children being left alone to watch a house. Very well; I’ll send someone from our household.”

      “You really don’t have to go that far...” I began, but Will stopped me and explained.

      “I’m not doing it purely as a favor. I’d like to see how well they’d do if properly trained to run a household. If they can learn, it will help them to be more independent, and if the same can be done in the future it could help to free up some human resources issues. An investment in the future, you could say.”

      Despite what Will said, I knew it wasn’t quite that simple. Still, I did feel better having an adult there instead of just two children.

      So I expressed my gratitude and bowed my head. “Thank you.” 

      We discussed the details and decided that the person would live with us as well. Will said I could also leave basic housework to her. But wasn’t he sending her to teach the children?

      Our talk lasted into the night, and I ended up staying over at Layla’s house.

      I really had to ask where they bought that bed. Ciel, who was bouncing up and down on it, clearly liked it as well.
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