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      Prologue


      The shelf was lined with all kinds of boots. I was trying to decide which pair to buy. There was too much variety, and form seemed to be as important as function. 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 a pair 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 become more expressive since our initial meeting, but she was still awkward in many ways. In particular, she wasn’t afraid to let loose with a beaming smile when she was 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 due to an incident in the capital of the Holy Kingdom of Frieren, she’d dyed her hair black and cut it to shoulder length. 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 nation’s Saint. However, 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 Mia’s reputation had been restored, but there was still a chance demons might try to kill her again. Therefore, 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. This was because I’d previously met two female adventurers named Rurika and Chris who 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 when she joined me on my travels. Hikari and the others couldn’t see her at first, but they had started being able to do so after our slave contracts were forged. 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 to Roille City from Tenns Village via wagon, negotiating a ride with a merchant I’d met in the village. 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 our 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 they reassured me 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: 189,739/690,000


      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 arrived 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 there 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, you’ve got a scary look on your face. 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, while Ciel whapped her ears at me 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 as an 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 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 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’s 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.
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      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.”


      In response, 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 spicy 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 manipulated 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 meetup 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.
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