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      Prologue

      “Hmm? What is it, master?”

      I was in the middle of reading the letter I’d gotten at the merchants’ guild when Hikari, who’d just returned from shopping, latched on to me. 

      She was a dark-haired, dark-eyed girl who had once worked as a spy for the Kingdom of Elesia. I’d been her target at the time, and we’d even ended up in a fight, but I’d let her travel with me after I learned about her situation.

      Around her neck she wore a black collar with three silver stripes indicating her status as a special slave. It hadn’t been  my idea to put her under a slave contract, but it had been the only way to get her an ID. She’d soon be old enough to register with the adventurers’ guild, and I was hoping to release her then.

      While I was talking to Hikari, four other girls entered the room, chatting happily.

      “Oh, Hikari. You shouldn’t run inside the house,” Mia cautioned her.

      I’d met Mia in the Holy Kingdom of Frieren, where she’d been serving as the Saint. She’d been the victim of a demon plot and had nearly died, but I’d smuggled her out of the holy capital, Messa, disguised as a slave. She could have returned after the plot had been foiled, but because she’d once been targeted by a demon, she’d decided it was safer to leave the kingdom and travel with me.

      Until recently she’d worn a collar to mark her as a slave, but we’d gone to the slave company a few days ago to release her from her contract. Before, it had been Mia who’d been reluctant to let go of it. She’d been afraid that I wouldn’t want to keep her with me if she weren’t tied to me as a slave, so she was using Ciel as an excuse to keep the collar on.

      “It’s just, on our way back from fighting the shadow wulf, you said you wanted me to stay, so...I don’t need that as an excuse anymore. A-And I want to keep traveling with you too,” she’d said. I could still remember her turning beet red as she said it, one hand pressed to the slave collar. She’d apparently also thought it through from several angles: “I-I also looked into the situation at the Lufre Dragonlands, and it seems they look down on people who keep slaves there. I don’t want people to see you like that, Sora.” 

      “It’s good to see Hikari looking so energetic,” said the cat beastfolk Sera, handing me a bag of ingredients from the market. She must have been in good spirits, because the cat ears on her head were twitching, and her tail was swishing side to side. “We finished shopping, uh...S-Sora.”

      Sera had been captured during a war with the Vossheil Empire and made into a war slave. I’d found her in Frieren’s capital city and bought her for five hundred gold, but she’d since managed to save up enough in the dungeon to free herself. 

      She was clearly struggling with calling me by my name instead of “master,” though.

      “You’d better get used to that already, Sera,” said Rurika, a girl with bewitching golden hair. “If you stutter Sora’s name every time you say it, you’ll sound like a maiden in love.” She seemed to enjoy the way Sera blushed as she argued with her.


      Chris, meanwhile, giggled at the response. Chris was an elf, but she was currently using a magic item called the Secht Necklace to appear human. Her hair and eyes appeared golden now, but they were normally silver.

      Chris, Rurika, and Sera had been childhood friends, and they’d managed to reunite again here in Majorica.

      “So, Sora, what’s going on?” Chris asked me. “Hikari looked worried, and you looked troubled.” 

      I told her what the letter said. It had come from Dredd of the Howler Slave Company. 

      When we’d parted ways in Tenns Village, I’d asked him to tell me if he got any information on Eris, and that was what he was writing to me about. Normally he’d have sent a message through the guild, so I’d wondered why he’d gone to the effort, time, and expense to send a secret letter. 

      The reason became clear when I saw what was in it.

      “An elf sighting?” Chris asked.

      The letter’s contents weren’t about Eris but a general rumor about elves.

      It seemed there had been rumors among the slave traders that, after the Vossheil Empire and the Elde Republic had signed a truce, elves enslaved in Vossheil had been traded through a back alley route. There were several of these elves, and it was said that a buyer from the human supremacist Kingdom of Elesia had paid a considerable sum to acquire them. 

      They couldn’t confirm that anyone had witnessed it directly, though, and there was no record of the trade. It wasn’t known who exactly had bought them, either, but it had been a subject of talk among the slave traders for a while.

      But those rumors too would disappear some day, and even the person who had told Dredd about it had forgotten about it until he’d asked.
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