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      Prologue


      “Sora, are you lost?”


      “Of course not. I’m walking through the forest because I faked my death before I left the kingdom. If I were to walk down the main road and get spotted, all the subterfuge would’ve been for nothing.”


      This was all true, by the way. I wasn’t just bluffing. I could tell exactly where I was by using my automap skill.


      I, my companion, and our “animal friend” were currently walking through the forest. Why weren’t we taking a proper road, you might ask? Because we were escaping the Kingdom of Elesia, whose ruler had summoned me from another world, labeled me useless, and kicked me out of the castle the very same day.


      I was only alive right now thanks to the generosity of some very kind people, but also because of my skill, Walking, whose effect was “Never get tired from walking (earn 1 XP for every step).” The more I walked, the higher my level went, the more my stats grew, and the more skill points I received.


      Spending those skill points allowed me to learn new skills, and I now had over twenty of them. Using other people I’d met in this world as a baseline, that seemed to be a very large number. I’d learned a wide variety too—from helper skills like Appraisal and Detect Presence to combat skills like Sword Arts and Fire Spells—and had used them to survive in this world.


      “Sora, is that true?”


      My companion eyed me skeptically despite my honesty. The girl—previously known as No. 13 and now called Hikari—had been a spy for a kind of black ops agency in the Kingdom of Elesia sent to monitor me. When I’d found her out, she’d attacked me, hoping to apprehend me and take me back to the castle. Her dagger, which inflicted the status effect “Paralysis,” had nearly taken me out, and if I hadn’t been able to learn the Resist Status Effects skill, I’d have had no choice but to go back with her.


      After thinking it over from a few angles, I’d decided to let her come with me. One reason for this was that, in a way, Hikari was a victim of the Kingdom of Elesia as much as I was—she’d had her freedom stripped away through a device called the Slave Mask and been turned into a puppet forced to follow any orders she was given. The other reason was her appearance—not only did she resemble a child, she had dark hair, dark eyes, and a round face and flattish features that made her look Japanese. It was hard to dismiss her as a total stranger.


      The “animal friend” I mentioned earlier was the spirit, Ciel, who for reasons unknown had taken to me and forged a contract with me. I still didn’t know what she liked about me, but she was currently flying merrily through the air and looking all around her, probably scouting for food.


      Apparently most people couldn’t see spirits, and that included Hikari. Ciel used this fact to her advantage to play pranks, enjoying the shocked expressions they inspired in me. When I’d burst into laughter over seemingly nothing, though, Hikari would look at me with a piercing expression (despite her usual expressionlessness). I couldn’t deny that it hurt; I could only pray that she wasn’t deciding I was a weirdo. The next time Ciel did that, I would have to punish her by depriving her of her meal.


      “You’re not tired? You’re okay?” I asked.


      “Yeah, I’m okay,” Hikari responded.


      “Just don’t push yourself too hard.”


      I was nagging her for a reason. One time, Hikari had pushed herself to keep walking until she literally couldn’t walk any farther.


      This was partly my own fault—since I never got tired when walking, I tended to forget and just walk at my own pace, especially since I was currently in a hurry. Hikari herself was a girl of few words, and her previous occupation might have forbidden any show of weakness, so she had just kept pace without complaining. It was only by coincidence that I noticed her face momentarily twisting in pain.


      She’d denied it at first, but I’d had her take off her shoes and found her feet covered in blisters. In response, all she’d said was “It doesn’t hurt. I’m fine.” Even when I offered to cure it with a potion, she refused. Although the removal of the Slave Mask had left her memories fuzzy, this seemed to be an instinct drilled into her over many years. The thought of the horrific treatment she’d been subject to increased my anger toward that kingdom.


      Not that my opinion of it could go any lower. It was already rock bottom.


      “I think it’s time to rest,” I said.


      Ciel’s reaction to this statement was immediate, but unfortunately, she wouldn’t be getting what she wanted just yet. I found a good spot to rest, prepared the ground, and set up camp. Once that was done, I got ready to cook. I started a fire with my Lifestyle Spells skill, took out my pot, and made soup. We’d covered a lot of ground today, so I decided to make some wulf meat steaks.


      Hikari and Ciel sat side by side as they watched me cook. Was that expectation sparkling in their eyes?


      “Let’s eat,” I said once the food was prepared, then started eating. Hikari always seemed hesitant to start eating even when the food was ready, so prompting her like this was my way of signaling that it was okay to start. I watched Hikari stuff her mouth with hot steak, blowing out steam, while I had some of the soup.


      I suspected we’d be getting out of the forest soon, and I was hoping we could stop by a town. I could store a lot of foodstuffs thanks to my extradimensional Item Box, but I had to take into account that I was feeding a second person, plus an animal friend. I still had orc meat and wulf meat, but I was running low on the spices I needed to make them taste right. I didn’t want to eat meals that were filling but bland.
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      “Hmm? What’s up?”


      While I was thinking that over, I noticed Hikari had stopped eating and was staring at something. I followed her gaze and saw that my plate, which had been filled with meat before, was now empty. Ciel sat nearby, looking satisfied.


      Ciel... I telepathically admonished her, and she jerked up and started flitting around in a panic.


      I understood that she couldn’t help herself, but I wished she would learn some restraint already. This kind of thing would clearly happen more often as we continued our journey with Hikari. The question was, how to explain it to her? The fact that Hikari couldn’t see Ciel was an issue.


      “Would you like more?” I asked Hikari to distract her. She nodded, so I added another slab of meat to her dish. Ciel watched enviously, but I told her to hold out a little while longer.


      Afterward, Hikari finished eating and went to sleep, and I prepared a proper meal for Ciel. I watched her eat happily while I checked my stats.




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




      HP: 350/350 / MP: 350/350 / SP: 350/350 (+100)


      Strength: 340 (+0) / Stamina: 340 (+0) / Speed: 340 (+0)


      Magic: 340 (+0) / Dexterity: 340 (+0) / Luck: 340 (+0)


      Skill: Walking Lv. 34


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


      XP Counter: 208021/490000


      Skill Points: 13




      Learned Skills


      [Appraisal Lv. MAX] [Prevent Appraisal Lv. 3] [Enhance Physique Lv. 9] [Regulate Mana Lv. 8] [Lifestyle Spells Lv. 7] [Detect Presence Lv. MAX] [Sword Arts Lv. 8] [Dimension Spells Lv. 7] [Parallel Thinking Lv. 6] [Boost Recovery Lv. 7] [Hide Presence Lv. 5] [Alchemy Lv. 7] [Cooking Lv. 7] [Throwing/Shooting Lv. 4] [Fire Spells Lv. 4] [Water Spells Lv. 4] [Telepathy Lv. 5] [Night Vision Lv. 6] [Sword Tech Lv. 2] [Resist Status Effects Lv. 3]




      Advanced Skills


      [Appraise Person Lv. 4] [Detect Mana Lv. 3]




      Contract Skills


      [Holy Spells Lv. 1]




      Titles


      [Spirit Contractor]




      My skill levels hadn’t gone up much. I’d hoped I could use my Alchemy skill to create a magic item that would make a spirit visible, but sadly, it wasn’t on the list. If I maxed out Alchemy like I had with Appraisal, would that let me learn a related advanced skill? And would it let me make the item I needed?


      I lifted up the pendant around my neck and gazed at it. It reminded me of Rurika and Chris, my veteran adventurer friends whom I’d befriended in the Kingdom of Elesia. They’d probably have reached the Las Beastland by now, but I couldn’t be sure.


      I could infuse the pendant with mana to find out where they were, but I could only do that so many times, so I resisted the urge for now. I hid the pendant back under my clothing, lay down next to Hikari, and closed my eyes.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1


      On our tenth day of walking through the forest, we finally made it out.


      I might have been able to get out a bit faster on my own, but there was no way Hikari could have kept up with that kind of marathon. By the way, she looked about ten years old, but she was definitely on the heartier side for her age group. You could tell she’d done spec ops work for such a long time.


      “Someone’s coming,” Hikari said as we came out onto the main road, and I did indeed see some human readings nearing on my automap. I could also see that following this road would take us to a city soon enough. Probably before sundown, from what I could tell.


      “I’d love to sleep in a real bed tonight,” I mused.


      “I’m all right anywhere,” Hikari responded. She’d started clinging to me while we slept since that first night when we’d talked and I’d fed her. She sometimes cried out in her sleep like she was having nightmares, so I couldn’t push her away.


      We were passed by wagons, some of which were transports and others merchant caravans. They all eyed us suspiciously. This was understandable, as I was wearing a domino mask.


      While walking through the forest, it had occurred to me that it wouldn’t be safe to show my face. I’d used alchemy to create the mask based on the Slave Mask that Hikari had been wearing. It made for a decent disguise, but if I ran into anyone I knew, they’d recognize me right away for sure.


      We definitely made a strange-looking pair—a masked man walking next to a child.


      “Sora, you look suspicious.”


      “Too bad. I told you why I had to do it, remember?” I refrained from mentioning that she’d been dressed the same way not so long ago.




      We continued to walk along while different wagons overtook us and eventually made it safely into town. There was a crowd in front of the gate, so we lined up at the back and waited patiently for our turn.


      There must have been a lot of people heading the same way, because even more people lined up behind us while we were waiting. The city in question didn’t look especially large, but maybe it was an important waypoint? From the conversations around me, I learned that the city was called Idoll. There was no town by that name in the Kingdom of Elesia, so it looked like I had safely crossed the border.


      “Next,” said the gatekeeper.


      I stepped up.


      “Do...you have an ID?” The gatekeeper paused in the middle of his question. He was clearly staring at my mask.


      “I’m afraid not, sir.” I sensed him grow a little more wary at this, so I continued quickly. “I was hoping I might register in this city. And...ah, I’m sure you’re wondering about my mask. I wear it to cover up a scar.” I showed him the bag I was carrying and explained that I wanted to register with the merchants’ guild. “I’d also like to ask something. May I?”


      “What is it?”


      “Well, you see, I found this girl on my way here and took her in. What do you think I might do with her?”


      “You found her? What in the... Wait a minute. Let’s go to the guard station and you can fill me in.”


      I followed him to the station as he asked. His demeanor suggested I had no right to refuse, nor did I have the option to run away.


      “All right, tell me exactly what happened.”


      “I’m afraid I don’t really know. I came upon her dressed in rags on the road. I don’t know where she came from, but I didn’t want to just abandon her, so I brought her with me. What might my options be?” I made it sound like I genuinely wanted help. If he asked any more questions, I’d have to come up with more excuses, so I was a little desperate.


      “Let’s see. The best thing would be to leave her at an orphanage, but...” The moment he said that, Hikari trembled and grabbed nervously at my sleeve. The guard frowned a little bit at this. He clearly took his job seriously, but he might have been a bit of a soft touch deep down.


      “We’ve been together for a while, and it appears she’s grown rather attached. But I’ve heard that there’s an age minimum for IDs, so I understand that’s not an option?”


      “She can register with a city, but it’s true that she can’t apply for an ID, which she’d need to come and go, at least. Dear, would you like to go to an orphanage?”


      Hikari shook her head fervently.


      “Well, that’s a problem. So, did you come here for any particular reason?”


      “I was hoping to register with the merchants’ guild and sell my wares. That’s what I left my village to do... I don’t think I could handle being an adventurer.”


      “You want to be a solo merchant? It’ll be hard without connections...but I guess that’s your business. Oh, I know. Do you know the slave system?”


      “A bit of it. I believe there’s crime slaves, war slaves, and debt slaves?”


      “Yeah, and also another kind called special slaves. It’s a system to protect those who can’t have IDs. Not many people use it, though.”


      I told him this was the first I’d heard of it.


      “The main reason for that is that it’s basically all downside,” he responded. “But in practice they’re treated like debt slaves.”


      He explained that a special slave was an underage person without an ID whom you raised until they were old enough to register for themselves. Of course, instead of raising them, you could also make them work or help you out. On rare occasions, major merchant companies used them. The idea was to raise them from a young age and hopefully guarantee a future worker for the store.


      “I see. I’ll try to get registered, then. She doesn’t seem eager to leave my side.”


      I paid entry for two into the town, asked the gatekeeper where the slave market was, and entered the city.


      “You fooled him.” Hikari was smiling a nasty smile. The average person wouldn’t have noticed a change in her expression, but I’d spent enough time with her now to recognize some of her emotions.


      “I’m glad the gatekeeper was such a soft touch. Not a great attribute in a gatekeeper, though.”


      “Agreed.”


      Even I knew my story was full of holes.


      Incidentally, the reason I’d slightly changed my manner of speaking with the guard was because Hikari had told me to. She’d said that if I was going to pretend to be a merchant from now on, I should use more polite speech, and that merchants often used polite language to get the better of people. I was a bit dubious about the idea, but if I spoke more like I had been doing, I’d probably come off as too aggressive for a merchant, so I tried it. I think it still came off as a bit awkward, though.




      We followed the directions we’d been given until we reached the slave market district. It was on the outskirts of town as usual, but it was small compared to the ones in the kingdom. Because it was a smaller city, perhaps?


      “Hello, sir. How may I help you today?” the slaver asked after looking at me, then at Hikari, then back to me.


      “I want to form a special slave contract with this girl. Would that be possible?”


      “Why, of course. I’ll make the preparations right away.”


      I paid the contract fee of ten silvers. A bit of this went to a processing fee, but it was mostly just the cost of the necessary magic item. Unlike the standard collars worn by slaves, this one was all black with three silver stripes.


      Hikari and I stood in the magic circle while the slaver recited a chant. I put a drop of my blood onto the collar, and the trader spoke the chant again and completed the contract. It was that simple.


      “When it’s time to undo the contract, just visit your nearest slave trader. You can do it anywhere.”


      “I understand. One more thing, do you have any beastfolk or elves here?”


      “Not here. You might find some at the holy capital. Is this your first time in this land, sir?”


      “Why do you ask?”


      “The locals wouldn’t ask that kind of thing. In the Holy Kingdom of Frieren, slavery is quite frowned upon. Teachings of the Goddess, you see.”


      “But it’s not outlawed?” After all, it did seem like slave markets still existed here.


      “Correct. No matter one’s beliefs, slaves are still useful things. They talk a good game, but they can’t escape reality. Of course, some are more fervently opposed...”


      “Understood. I’ll be careful.”


      “Come again, sir. Oh, and our company has branches in other lands, so we hope you’ll patronize them. We have a storefront in the holy capital as well; please stop by if you need to.” The slaver gave me an oily smile and bowed respectfully.


      I headed outside with Hikari, and looked up at the sign. It read “Howler Slave Company.”




      I had a hard time getting a room at an inn. The fact that there’d been such a long wait to get in suggested there were more people than usual at this time of year. I asked why and was told that there were pilgrims heading for Holy Capital Messa for the Advent Festival.


      “Advent Festival?”


      “Never heard of it? It’s a festival to celebrate the Goddess coming to this world and bestowing her blessings upon us. People come from outside the Holy Kingdom every year.”


      “Really? Is that why there are so many people?”


      “Yeah. And it seems like there’s going to be an authorization ceremony for a new Saint, so it’ll be an especially extravagant affair. There have been rumors about it for a while, and apparently there’s going to be a grand unveiling.”


      That meant only fairly expensive rooms were left. I paid for three days of that, and it was six silvers in total. Soon enough...


      “Master, this is delicious!” Hikari exclaimed.


      The slave contract had changed a lot about her. First, there was the way she addressed me—I’d told her she could carry on like before, but she’d stubbornly refused. Was it some kind of personal principle? Either way, I was the one who gave in in the end.


      “Yeah, I wish I could make food this delicious,” I agreed. It really was good enough to justify the price. I thought I’d gotten pretty talented thanks to my Cooking skill, but tasting this stuff forced me to admit I had a long way to go. I’d have to restock on spices here and practice some more.


      “Give it your best effort, master.”


      “I think you’re supposed to offer to try doing it yourself.”


      “Everyone has strengths and weaknesses.”


      So she’s never going to try to cook, huh?


      The other change was that Hikari could now see Ciel.


      After forming the contract, I’d noticed Hikari staring at something and followed her line of sight to see Ciel hovering there. The little spirit had discovered a stall and was moving busily around it, and Hikari’s gaze moved to follow her every movement.


      “Hikari, can you see that?” I’d asked.


      “Yeah, it’s a floating white thing. It looks tasty.”


      As if Ciel had heard that, a shudder had gone through her body and she’d quickly hid behind me.


      So Hikari really could see Ciel now...but why? She definitely hadn’t been able to see her before. Did it just suddenly happen? The only change I could think of was the slave contract. Was that why?


      Whatever the reason, the fact that she could see Ciel was a load off my mind.


      “Hikari, do you know about spirits?” I asked.


      She shook her head.


      “Just think of them as mysterious beings that love to eat.”


      Ciel started whapping me with her ears at this, but it didn’t hurt at all.


      “Ah, is that the one that’s been eating all the food?” Hikari asked me.


      It looked like I hadn’t covered that up very well after all. “Yeah, that was her. Her name is Ciel. She’s harmless, so I hope you’ll get along.”


      “Sure, let’s eat delicious things together.”


      Apparently liking the sound of that, Ciel streaked up to Hikari and started nuzzling her.


      “Hah, that tickles. She’s petting me,” Hikari laughed.


      Ah, it took me a lot longer before Ciel let me touch her... I guess they just have a kinship.


      Not that I was bitter about it or anything.




      “Now, about our next destination, I was thinking of heading to the capital. My first priority is visiting different slave markets to find the people I’m looking for, but as long as we’re here, I thought we could check out the Advent Festival.”


      I couldn’t wait to see what a festival in another world looked like. And it sounded like the unveiling of the new Saint meant the scale of it would be bigger than usual.


      Despite my own feelings of elation, Ciel and Hikari didn’t look interested at all. “I’ll do what you say, master,” Hikari said indifferently.


      “I bet there’ll be lots of delicious and rare foods at the festival, though...” I added, feeling a little dejected about the response.


      Suddenly, they both looked up at me with interest. “Is that true?” Hikari asked.


      “I think so. At the very least, that’s what it was like in my homeland.”


      “I’ll follow you, master!” She spoke firmly, her fists clenched. Ciel looked excited as well.


      I hope this is okay... What if otherworld festivals are different somehow? I wondered. There was no one to ask about it, so I’d have to leave it up to fate and chance. I’ll have to make some kind of apology dish if things go badly, won’t I?


      That night, my companion, our animal friend, and I slept side by side together. Hikari had her arms around me, of course, but I was used to that by now. It no longer made me nervous. Was this what it was like to have a little sister?


      I was an only child, so I couldn’t be sure, but the people I’d known had made it sound much less pleasant than this.


      ◇◇◇


      We woke up, ate breakfast, and left our inn. Our next destination was the merchants’ guild.


      Hikari still seemed sleepy even after breakfast, so I dragged her along behind me as I walked. It looked like she still hadn’t recovered from the long walk just yet.


      The receptionist I spoke to narrowed her eyes at first at the sight of my mask, but she didn’t hesitate to give me the explanation I requested. Being courteous to a suspicious man in a mask... Ah, such professionalism! Customer service was an important part of being a merchant, so maybe the staff had also learned a degree of emotional self-control.


      I finished my registration as a merchant as planned and looked at my new guild card.


      I knew a bit about what merchants did already, but the receptionist here told me a lot more. The biggest thing was that you had to register with the merchants’ guild to open a shop in a city. To open one in a city with a guild branch in it, you’d have to file an application. Having them vouch for your identity was useful even if you were a traveling merchant, though, and it helped people to trust you even in villages without guild branches.


      In addition, the guild card had a function similar to a cash card back on Earth. Apparently other guilds had a similar thing, but at the merchants’ guild you could use that function immediately after registration. I asked how it worked at other guilds, and they said there were more strings attached. For instance, at the adventurers’ guild, you had to raise your rank to a certain level first.


      “And are dues automatically taken out of it?”


      “That’s up to you, but most people do it that way.” You didn’t want to forget to make your payments and end up with a nonfunctional card. “Stores where you can pay with your card will have signage to that effect, so keep an eye out. You can’t use it at most stalls, though. It saves a lot of time and trouble for merchants with large stocks.”


      Not that that part mattered to me, since I kept my stock in my Item Box.


      I asked them to split three gold into the appropriate equivalent of silver, copper, and commons, put the change away in my Item Box, and then paid for the card.


      “Oh, and I’d like to sell these... Would that be all right?” I then pulled thirty healing potions, ten mana potions, and ten stamina potions out of my bag and put them on the counter—a total of fifty. I also laid out my wulf fangs, claws, and hides.


      “Potions...and wulf materials? I’ll call the buyer, so please wait here.” The receptionist went into the back and returned with the person in question.


      The nervous-looking man in glasses peered cautiously at the potions. “Where did you acquire these?”


      “From a go-between during my travels.” I couldn’t tell him I’d made them myself. That was classified info.


      “Some of these appear to be of a rather high quality. And you wish to sell all of them?”


      “Er, yes. If you please.”


      The lower-quality ones were the ones I’d made for practice and still had in stock.


      “I see. The healing potions range from one copper to three silvers; the mana ones from five to fifty silvers; and the stamina ones from ten coppers to ten silvers. I’ll give you four golds and seventy coppers for the lot. What do you think?”


      It was all a little much to throw at me all at once, so I asked him to explain the math. He did so, and I realized what a difference the quality could make.


      “That’s fine, then. It’s a deal.” I hesitated for a moment but agreed. I probably should have checked prices at a local item shop first, but his offer was only a little lower than the prices in Elesia, so I decided to just sell them.


      “Would you like to put it on your card?”


      “Just three of the golds, please.”


      “Understood. Also, would you like to buy a contract kit? If you’re going to be a traveling merchant, you may need them for deals that come up unexpectedly.”


      “Does having a contract change anything?”


      “Having something in writing can help you to avoid trouble.”


      Deciding an ounce of prevention was worth a pound of cure, I bought one. I was surprised that paper and a pen set me back one gold, but it seemed paper was a rare resource in this world.


      “Where are we going next, master?”


      “The item shop. Oh, and the weapons shop too, I think. You have the dagger you used before, but I’m using a backup sword right now. We need to get you some clothing too.”


      We were heading to Messa next, so we’d need good equipment. And because we’d had so much trouble getting a room at the inn yesterday, we hadn’t had time to buy clothing. Instead, Hikari was looking a little silly in a spare outfit of mine.


      “Okay. I’ll protect you, master.”


      “Thanks. But don’t push yourself too hard. I don’t want to see you hurt either.”


      “You’d be sad, master?”


      “Yeah, so please value your life.”


      “Okay, got it.”


      Hikari had such an indifferent manner that I wasn’t sure I could get it through her head unless I really drilled it into her. She agreed with what I told her for now, but if she ever reached a rebellious phase and started telling me to shut up, it would probably be very hurtful.




      After that, we headed for the weapon and armor shop and got our equipment. I bought a new primary sword and a spare dagger for Hikari, as well as various throwing knives I was comfortable with.


      For armor, Hikari got a matching set. The outfit was still all black, but it was a slightly cuter design.


      “Is that okay?” I asked.


      “Yeah. Easy to move in.” Hikari lifted her arms and rolled around her shoulders, then nodded in satisfaction.


      Afterward, we stopped by a clothing store to buy her something like a dress and pajamas, though they would probably only be useful when we were staying in an inn.


      Then I looked into the transport wagon schedules and...yep, already full. Reservations seemed completely booked for the foreseeable future too.


      “Master, are we walking?”


      “I think so. Can you handle it?”


      Hikari nodded firmly. She even seemed a little enthusiastic about it.


      “Well, tomorrow I’ll buy ingredients for the dinners we have coming up...then let’s go around the stalls and find something really good to eat.”


      “Great idea.”


      Ciel nodded firmly as well. She’d been looking curiously at the stalls for a while now. Today we’d had so much to do that we hadn’t been able to take a good look around.
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      ◇◇◇


      “Oh, you’re heading out?” The gatekeeper who’d first checked us in called out to us when he saw us.


      “Heading for the capital. Partly for the Advent Festival, but I’d also just like to see the place.”


      “Walking there?”


      “Yes. I couldn’t get a reservation on a transport wagon.”


      “Might be tough to do now, yeah. But are you sure about this?” His eyes turned to Hikari in understandable concern.


      “Don’t worry. I’ll protect my master.” Hikari puffed out her chest, and the gatekeeper looked at her warmly.


      “She seems to want to do it, and I’ll make sure we pace ourselves. It looks like we still have time before the festival,” I said.


      “I see. I think it should be safe if you stick to the road, but you never know what you might run into. Be careful.”


      We thanked him for his warning and set out. Maybe because we were heading out so early in the day, there were also a lot of adventurers setting out around us. Some of them cast glances in our direction.


      Because I was a merchant now, I hadn’t gone to the adventurers’ guild, but maybe I should have stopped by to get information on local monsters and such.


      We walked about an hour, rested, walked another hour, then took an early lunch. We found a place a bit off the road to get ready for camp, and I decided to try some of my newly learned spells.




      NEW


      [Earth Spells Lv. 1] [Wind Spells Lv. 1]




      Earth Spells gave me some basic attack spells, but I could also combine it with Regulate Mana to manipulate the earth around me, which let me easily create a fire pit. This would rapidly shorten the time I needed to set up camp. I could do some of these things with my lifestyle spells as well, but it took more time.


      I’d learned Wind Spells to have some attack magic in forests where I couldn’t use fire spells. I thought it might also have other uses, like erasing my scent to prevent tracking. I wasn’t actually sure if I really needed it, but I’d gotten it because having access to the four main elemental spell categories would let me choose the Mage job.


      Jobs provided stats bonuses as well as other benefits. I got boosts to my alchemical skills as an Alchemist and to my search skills as a Scout. The success rate of Alchemy or the range of my search skills also increased accordingly.


      Hikari and Ciel sat side by side, watching me as I cooked. But all the while, Hikari also kept her attention up around her. What about Ciel, then? Ciel...was just watching me, brain empty, eyes shining. All she was thinking about was what kind of food I might make.


      Today’s lunch was a soup packed with vegetables. For protein, I balled up a few pinches of wulf meat and put it in. Someone would’ve been sad without any, after all. I won’t say who.


      Several merchant caravans passed us while we ate. They must have been going just a little faster than walking speed, since the escort adventurers were walking around the wagons. A lot of them glanced our way, but they probably couldn’t see much because we were so far away.


      “Master, time to go?”


      “Are your feet okay?”


      “Yeah. Healing herbs are great.”


      I’d used healing herbs to make a kind of poultice and had Hikari try it out. I had no way of testing its effect myself as long as I was walking, and I didn’t want to start running just to test it. I’d be wasting the experience points. My Boost Recovery skill would throw off the results anyway.


      We hit the road again, but the caravans were nowhere to be seen by this time. Maybe because we’d taken so much time on the meal? When they took lunch themselves it would be a more simple meal, probably consisting of rations, based on the calculation that less time spent cooking meant more time moving.


      We caught up to the caravans a bit later, around sundown. They were setting up camps in their own little groups. The smell of their food wafted by on the breeze. Perhaps noticing it, Hikari and Ciel became suddenly restless.


      The reason the different caravans came together was for security reasons. The more people you had, the easier it would be to deal with night raids, and it was the best policy to prevent theft. But as we passed through the resting caravan, I felt a nervous air. The sizes of the different caravans seemed to create a sense of power dynamics. From a large caravan’s point of view, a small caravan might be seen as a parasite. It did look a little bit like the adventurers would try to rough up a lone merchant.


      If we tried to rest here...it probably wouldn’t be taken well.


      “Hikari, can we walk a little longer? Ciel can’t eat with us if we stop here.” It was a little cruel to Hikari, who was beginning to show signs of weariness, but I wanted to be considerate to Ciel.


      Hikari cast a glance over at Ciel, who had also learned that she couldn’t really eat when there were a lot of people around. Her eyes watered up in grief. Hikari nodded, and Ciel nuzzled her cheek in gratitude.


      We got far enough away from the caravans and set up camp. I didn’t forget to check our surroundings with my automap either. Our dinner that night was heavy on meat—not just to get back in her good graces, okay?—and Hikari’s eyes seemed to shine as she watched me cook.


      After I laid out the servings, Hikari stuffed her cheeks gleefully. I made sure to warn her to chew properly.


      “Master, that was delicious. Ciel thinks so too.”


      Those were the words that made cooking worthwhile.


      But Ciel... Don’t just lie there like a puddle, okay? It looks like you’re just lazing around...


      ◇◇◇


      “Master, are you asleep yet?”


      “No, I’ve got a little work to do first.”


      “What are you doing?”


      “I was thinking about cooking.”


      Those words made Hikari bolt upright. “Cooking?”


      “Yeah. Bacon.” I hadn’t fed any to Hikari yet, had I?


      “Is that the name of a food?”


      “Yeah, it is. It’s delicious on its own, or between slices of bread with vegetables.” Maybe I was overselling it a little bit.


      “Have you ever had it, Ciel?” Hikari asked.


      Ciel nodded proudly in response.


      You’re trying to look superior, but it’s not like you made it yourself, remember? I thought disapprovingly.


      “No fair. I want some.” Still, Hikari looked genuinely envious.


      I smiled wryly as I watched them. Despite the flatness of her affect, Hikari seemed much more expressive when Ciel was around. That had to be a good thing, but I also hoped she wouldn’t take after Ciel too much. I didn’t want another dependent who did nothing but eat and sleep. Fortunately Hikari was an obedient girl, but I worried about her taking after a bad role model.


      I went about the work while explaining the process for making bacon. I wasn’t sure if she was following at all, but she at least did as she was told.


      “Now we just wait. We have some time, so maybe I’ll get some soups ready. What do you want to do? You can sleep ahead of me if you like.”


      “No, I’ll watch.”


      If this got Hikari interested in learning how to cook, it might be fun to enjoy cooking together. I couldn’t help but remember the days I’d spent cooking with Rurika and Chris.


      One soup used mushrooms I’d picked in the forest as a base, and another used tomatoes I’d bought in the city of Idoll. I also tried making wulf broth in the style of chicken broth, and some chicken broth as well. It was hard making both at once, but my Parallel Thinking and Cooking skills helped me out.


      Moving from city to city wasn’t easy. My skill soaked up most of the burden for me, but it was clearly hard on Hikari, so I at least wanted to prepare delicious things when we had time to rest. To do that, I had to prepare.


      I skimmed off as much of the scum as I could while letting the soup simmer, and I heard the sounds of sleep while I was doing it. Hikari seemed to have fallen asleep sitting up. The exhaustion was probably catching up to her. I laid Hikari down on the tarp and Ciel snuggled up beside her.


      I finished my cooking and packed it away in the Item Box. This meant that during future camps, we could eat delicious food without having to wait.




      After dinner the next day, we had a small mock duel. I could use earth spells to set up camp in no time, and I’d prepared the majority of our meals in advance, so we had time to spare. Thus, I’d asked Hikari to help me so I didn’t lose my instinct for fighting.


      I hadn’t fought anyone in a while, but Hikari’s stats had gone down with the removal of the Slave Mask, and mine might have gone up a bit due to my level increasing. That meant I could keep up with her speed.


      “Master, you’re strong. No fair.” She puffed out her cheeks in a cute, sulking manner.


      After consoling her, I thought about that level I’d gained. When I walked, I leveled up my Walking skill, and my stats increased along with it. So how did people in this world typically improve? Did they gain experience points by defeating monsters, like in a game? Did their proficiencies increase through mock duels and other forms of training?


      Would I just have to wait to get Appraise Person to a sufficient level to find out?




      [Name: Hikari / Job: Special Slave (Formerly Spy) / Level: 27 / Race: Human]




      From what I’d seen of the adventurers with the caravan, there were only a handful with levels over ten. And as for the merchants themselves, none of them were over Lv. 5. Was there a way to go to the adventurers’ guild and find out if these values were high or low? But given the blessings of skills, level was probably not everything.


      ◇◇◇


      One night, two days later...


      I did my daily check of the automap before sleeping and noticed a lot of monster readings—about thirty of them. It looked like a pack of wulfs.


      “Master, something’s odd,” said Hikari, who had been sleeping until then.


      She sensed them from that far away? I mused. She must have a high-level search skill...


      “It looks like monsters are stalking the caravan behind us,” I said aloud.


      “Oh.” That was enough to get her to fall asleep again.


      Even if I wanted to warn them, the wulfs would likely get there first. Besides, there seemed to be about twenty adventurers there—more than enough to handle them. Some could end up getting channeled our way, as well, but I’d already formed walls and a trench around our campsite.


      I watched the battle unfold on my automap. It was an even match for a while, with both sides’ numbers holding strong. But after about an hour, the adventurers made a push, and the wulfs were scattered and took flight. Maybe because it was night, the adventurers didn’t try to chase them. Prioritizing defense, perhaps? I thought that failing to finish them off meant they might come back later, but maybe their clients had told them not to pursue.


      Then, indeed, a few wulfs seemed to have broken off from the pack and were heading our way. I stood up quietly so as not to wake Hikari, drew my sword, and got ready. Thanks to my Night Vision skill, I could see well even without moonlight.


      There were two of them. Perhaps because they were running so fast, they didn’t seem to be watching where they were going, so...


      Ah, there goes one. It seemed to have fallen into the trench. When the other saw the first one fall, it panicked and tried to leap over, only to slam into the wall instead.


      I quickly finished them both off, then studied my automap for a while. When I was sure there were no more incoming monsters, I went to sleep, though I obviously kept my guard up with Parallel Thinking.




      “Master, is that food?”


      Is that your first thought when you’re looking at exsanguinated wulfs? I wondered, but I explained. “They came our way last night, so I took them for myself. We’d been running out of wulf meat anyway.”


      “Meat is important. But it doesn’t smell. Odd.”


      “I used a wind spell to get rid of the aroma.”


      “Spells are handy. Wish I could use them.”


      “Why not look into it the next time we’re at a church?”


      Hikari paused. “Probably won’t work.” She sounded regretful, and I wondered if she had some history there...


      “Once it’s bled out, would you like to break down the body with me?” I asked.


      “I’ll leave that to me, but the cooking to you, master.”


      She meant she’d break the wulf down in exchange for me cooking it. Hikari’s way of speaking was a bit peculiar, but I was starting to understand her.


      In that case, I’ll try to put a little special effort into cooking... Or so I’d have liked to say, but I didn’t have the right ingredients to make anything really special. All I could do was make the portions a little more generous than usual, so I put wulf meat and vegetables on skewers and cooked them barbecue-style. For seasoning, I coated them with a special sauce (recipe still in progress) instead of salt and pepper. Hikari liked it, but I felt like I still had a long way to go.


      Then I had to choose one of the soups I’d made two days before. I went with the tomato-based one at Hikari’s request.


      “Master, done!” Hikari finished breaking down the wulf quickly, like an old hand. I wouldn’t have been able to do it nearly as well, and I probably wouldn’t have finished even one in the time it took her to do two.


      I used my Cleanse spell on Hikari, then split up the wulf materials and packed them away in the Item Box. I usually sold the pelts off, but I was also starting to think about making them into a blanket. I could make do with my cloak for now, but if colder days came, I might need more.
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