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  Chapter 1: Let’s Spend Some Time in Town


  

  “Takumi!”


  “Huh? Luna? What’s wrong?” Takumi asked in surprise.


  The moment he stepped into the Adventurer’s Guild in the Town of Shirin, Luna, one of the receptionists, suddenly rushed out from behind the counter and firmly grabbed his arm.


  Takumi had once been Japanese before being reincarnated into another world called Etelldia. Ever since rescuing the twins, Allen and Elena, from the forest, he had been living the life of an adventurer.


  The day after returning from the knight-led subjugation expedition into Gaya Forest, a forest ranked at the highest danger level, he had come to the Adventurer’s Guild to complete the paperwork for the request and collect the reward, but…


  “Wait, Luna!? What in the world is going on here?!”


  “I’ve been waiting for you!” Luna declared excitedly as she tugged him forward. “Come on, we’re going to see the Guild Master! Hurry up! Allen, Elena, you two come along, too.”


  “W-wait, what!?” Takumi protested.


  Ignoring his confusion, Luna kept walking while pulling him by the arm.


  The Guild Master? What was this about? I wondered.


  Without understanding what was happening, Takumi allowed himself to be dragged deeper into the guild toward the Guild Master’s office.


  “Ah! O-onii-chan!”


  Allen and Elena hurried after him in a panic, their small footsteps pattering behind the pair.


  Luna finally stopped in front of the Guild Master’s office and knocked on the door.


  “Master, Takumi is here.”


  “Yeah, come in.”


  The reply came immediately from inside. When Luna opened the door, I saw an old man with gray hair seated at the desk directly ahead.


  The man rose from his chair and welcomed us into the room.


  “I am Johan, the Guild Master of Shirin’s Adventurer’s Guild,” he introduced himself.


  So, he’s the Guild Master.


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Takumi Kayano. These are Allen and Elena.”


  He already seemed to know who I was, but I introduced myself anyway.


  “So you are Takumi. Please have a seat,” Johan said.


  “Thank you.”


  The Guild Master gestured toward the sofa in the center of the room, inviting us to sit. I followed his lead, settling into the middle of the two-seater couch with Allen and Elena taking seats on either side of me.


  Meanwhile, the Guild Master quietly muttered something under his breath.


  “This guy? He doesn’t look the part… But if Lord Luwen and Rudolf say so, then there can’t be any mistake.”


  Lord Luwen and Rudolf?


  I couldn’t catch everything he said, but I did hear those two names.


  “Ummm…?” I prompted uncertainly.


  “Ah, my apologies,” Johan said, turning back to me. “Lord Luwen and Rudolf told me it would be a problem to keep your rank so low. Since those two said it themselves, I’m sure you possess the ability to match, but forgive me for saying this, you simply don’t appear all that strong.”


  So, the Guild Master had called me to upgrade my rank.


  Come to think of it, Lord Luwen and Rudolf were talking about that back in Gaya Forest.


  Granvalt Luwen was the Second Captain of the Shirin Branch of the Gadia Kingdom’s Knight Order, and Rudolf was an A-rank adventurer who led the adventurer party Dragon Breath.


  After watching us fight in Gaya Forest, the two of them had mentioned wanting to raise our rank as soon as possible.


  Still, that’s fast.


  So, after hearing their recommendation, the Guild Master wanted to meet me. But now that he had, judging from the troubled look on his face, he seemed unsure about my strength.


  “Don’t take me wrong,” Johan said apologetically. “I used to do administrative work before becoming a Guild Master. I’m not much of a fighter myself. Still, after seeing countless adventurers over the years, I’d always prided myself on being able to judge a person’s strength reasonably well, but… you’re different from the adventurers I’ve known before. I just can’t get a read on you…”


  Some adventurers would probably get angry if they were told they didn’t look strong enough.


  The Guild Master looked genuinely apologetic, but I knew I didn’t appear particularly strong, so the judgment didn’t bother me. Besides, after being reincarnated, I derived my strength from Sylphyriel, the Wind God. Before that, I was honestly just a weakling.


  It made sense that whatever standards the Guild Master used to judge the adventurers simply didn’t apply to me.


  Maybe I even lacked that distinctive aura strong people tended to have, too.


  “Well, the recommendation came from people whose judgment I trust completely,” Johan continued. “I’m thinking of promoting you to A-rank.”


  “Huh? A-rank?!” I blurted out.


  Right now, I was E-rank, so I’d figured I might jump up two ranks at most, but I never expected A-rank!


  The shock made my voice crack embarrassingly.


  Even after saying I didn’t look strong enough, the Guild Master was making a pretty bold decision. Is it really okay to raise someone’s rank like that?


  “Is there a test or anything like that?” I asked cautiously.


  “Lord Luwen and Rudolf have already verified your abilities, so there’s no issue,” Johan replied. “Besides, you defeated Bloody Wolves and an Evil Viper, did you not?”


  Even if people of unquestionable standing, like Lord Luwen and Lord Rudolf, had vouched for my abilities, it was still just information. And yet the Guild Master had accepted it easily.


  Clearly, he trusted Lord Valt and Rudolf a great deal.


  “A-rank?” I asked.


  “A-rank is as high as I can promote you on my authority as Guild Master,” Johan explained. “Making you S-rank would require approval from multiple Guild Masters, so that is out of the question.”


  “No, no! I’m not disappointed!”


  It’s the opposite, the opposite! I’m surprised because my rank went up way more than I expected! I never asked to be S-rank! I thought excitedly.


  “From what I’ve heard, those children are quite strong as well,” Johan said, glancing toward Allen and Elena. “What would you like to do?”


  “What would I like to do?” I asked, tilting my head in confusion.


  For a moment, I didn’t understand what he meant.


  “It would be possible to raise the children’s ranks, too, but if such young children had unusually high ranks, people would find it suspicious. On the other hand, if they remain E-rank, then even with you in the party, you won’t be able to accept high-ranking requests.”


  Ah, I see.


  A party’s rank was determined by the average of its members’ ranks, so if I was A-rank and Allen and Elena were E-rank, then our party rank would be… D-rank.


  I had no problem with that, but from the guild’s perspective, it would be a waste if an A-rank adventurer could only accept low-rank jobs.


  If he wanted, the Guild Master could probably prioritize the guild’s profits and raise Allen and Elena’s ranks without asking me at all. Instead, he had gone out of his way to check what would work for us, and I was genuinely grateful for that.


  I glanced over at Allen and Elena.


  “Hmm?”


  The two of them sat quietly, smiles on their faces, showing no signs of wariness at all.


  Allen and Elena were extremely sensitive to malice from others. Since neither of them was frightened or on guard, the Guild Master was almost certainly a decent person.


  With that in mind, I decided to offer a compromise.


  “I’d be fine with leaving their ranks as they are, but if that’s going to be a problem for the guild, how about raising Allen and Elena by just one rank? To D-rank?”


  “Hmm. In that case, your party rank would be… C-rank. That does seem reasonable.”


  If Allen and Elena were D-rank, then our party would become C-rank. Since adventurers could accept requests up to one rank above their own, that meant we would be able to take on B-rank jobs.


  A-rank jobs weren’t exactly common, so this would let us accept most requests.


  “Very well. I’ll have it processed that way.”


  It seemed my suggestion had been accepted.


  When the Guild Master called toward the door, Luna came in right away.


  “Did you need me?” Luna asked.


  “Yes. Luna, handle their rank-up procedures. Takumi to A-rank, and the children to D-rank.”


  “What?! A-rank? Takumi, that’s amazing! Getting promoted to A-rank so soon after registering as an adventurer is a great achievement!”


  After being instructed to handle the rank-up procedures, Luna celebrated it as though it had happened to her, but she was so excited that Allen, Elena, and even I were too startled to say anything more.


  “Y-yes, I suppose so,” I replied weakly.


  “Luna, calm down,” the Guild Master interjected dryly.


  His calm retort landed neatly on Luna, who was practically bouncing with excitement.


  “Oh my, how embarrassing! I’m sorry. I got a little carried away,” Luna said, immediately regaining her composure after his gentle rebuke.


  Somehow, I had a feeling this exchange happened between them all the time.


  “Well then, shall we head to the reception counter?”


  We left the Guild Master’s office with Luna, who was now back to her senses, and headed for the reception counter.


  Once we arrived, Luna immediately began operating the crystal panel.


  “All right, Takumi, I’ll process the paperwork, so please lend me your guild card.”


  “Sure. Thank you. Allen, Elena, let’s get your cards out as well.”


  “Okay, here!” the twins responded in unison, as always.


  Following my lead as I handed my guild card to Luna, Allen and Elena rummaged through their bags, pulled out their own guild cards, and stretched up a little to pass them over the counter.


  “Thank you, kids,” Luna said warmly.


  She accepted our cards and began the rank-up procedure.


  “Let’s see… Oh? Wait, what?!”


  Almost as soon as she started, Luna let out a startled cry. She paused her work, glanced around, then leaned over the counter.


  “Takumi! You and the children have already conquered the Earth Labyrinth?!”


  “Um… yes, that’s right.”


  Ah, she found out.


  I had completely forgotten that labyrinth records were stored on guild cards.


  “You only went to the labyrinth once before the expedition, didn’t you? You cleared it in just those few days!?”


  “Well, yes.”


  “Oh my goodness! Isn’t that the fastest record?!”


  “Is it? I’m not sure about that.”


  I didn’t know what the fastest record was earlier, but thanks to Allen and Elena, we were able to proceed by the shortest route without getting lost.


  Allen and Elena had seemed to be choosing the path by instinct, but since it was highly likely they were children of the Water God, they might have unconsciously used some kind of special ability to pick the right route.


  One of the abilities I had received from Sylphyriel, or Syl, was the map function. Inside labyrinths, it displayed only places I had actually been to, and judging from what I saw there, we had taken the shortest route.


  “Luna, could you keep the labyrinth conquest to yourself?” I asked.


  Fortunately, Luna had been mindful of our surroundings and kept her voice low, so no one else had heard it. As long as she stayed silent, there shouldn’t have been any risk of others finding out.


  “Why? That’s something people would brag about!”


  “I’d rather avoid drawing any more attention and having Allen and Elena get bothered because of it.”


  Getting too much attention wasn’t what I wanted. I had just become A-rank, and there was already a chance I would stand out as an adventurer who had ranked up in an unbelievably short time.


  I wanted to avoid giving people any more reason to talk about us.


  “You’re right. I don’t think people would pick a fight with someone who defeated an Evil Viper, but there are idiots everywhere.”


  Luna must have remembered how Dominic, an adventurer at this guild, had harassed us before. She let out a complicated sigh, then resumed the paperwork without another word.


  Apparently, Luna had agreed to keep quiet.


  “That completes the rank-up procedures. And here is your reward for the expedition.”


  “Thank you.”


  After updating our ranks, Luna also handled the completion procedure for the request, which had been my original reason for coming here, and I received a sizable reward.


  All right, that takes care of my business.


  Or so I thought.


  “Now then, Takumi!” Luna said, her eyes sparkling with expectation as she spread both hands and waited.


  “Um… what is it?”


  Was there something I still needed to do? Hmm… I don’t remember promising Luna anything.


  “Materials, materials! You have Evil Viper materials, don’t you? And Bloody Wolves too! Please sell us whatever other materials you gathered from Gaya Forest. Rudolf and the others told me you have a lot! And you have labyrinth materials too, right? Sell us those as well! I’ve been waiting for you to come in!”


  Ah, so that was it.


  When I accepted the expedition request, Luna had told me, “Please gather lots of materials while you’re there.”


  Let’s see… There’s no point in holding on to materials from Red Wolves or Bloody Wolves, so I might as well sell those. Then there are medicinal herbs too, I suppose? Allen and Elena worked hard to gather a lot, so selling some should be fine.


  Actually, it seemed not only the Guild Master but even staff members like Luna knew I had defeated an Evil Viper and brought it back.


  Luna said she had heard it from Rudolf and the others, but from the looks of things, they probably knew about my Infinite Storage, too. In that case, there was no need to hesitate.


  “I can’t exactly bring the materials out here, you know?”


  “Oh! Right, of course. Sorry. But don’t worry! I secured the biggest warehouse so you could even take out the Evil Viper! I’ll show you there now!”


  The Evil Viper was huge. It was obvious that bringing it out here would be a disaster.


  Having realized that, Luna darted out from behind the counter and tried to lead us to the warehouse.


  “Onii-chan.”


  “Hm?”


  Allen and Elena tugged on the hem of my clothes.


  “Where are we going?”


  “A place where I can take out the big snake. Are you two tired?”


  “We’re okay.”


  “I see. We’re almost done, so just wait a little longer.”


  “Okay, got it.”


  After patting Allen and Elena on the head, I took them with me and followed Luna.


  About the Evil Viper I had been holding on to for safekeeping, the Knight Order and all three adventurer parties had already given up their rights to it, telling me to take it as my spoils.


  An Evil Viper’s hide was excellent, resistant to slashing attacks and magic. Its bones were extremely hard, perfect as material for weapons and armor. Its blood and organs could be used as ingredients for medicine, and its meat was considered a luxury food. The quality was good, and since the creature’s body was enormous, there was plenty of it, too.


  If all those materials were sold, they would probably fetch an outrageous sum.


  I’d felt hesitant about accepting the whole thing and tried to refuse, but no one would hear of it. And so, I ended up receiving the entire Evil Viper.


  “This is it,” Luna said.


  The building she led us to was about the size of a small gymnasium. Apparently, this was the guild’s largest warehouse.


  With this much space, even if we couldn’t lay the Evil Viper out completely straight, there would still be more than enough room as long as its body was bent slightly.


  Perhaps Luna had notified them in advance, because the staff who would handle the dismantling had already gathered. Well, if the guild intended to buy a monster that large, it made sense that they would have dismantling workers ready. But there was something I needed to confirm first.


  “Luna, I’d like to keep some of the Evil Viper materials for ourselves.”


  Until now, we hadn’t worn armor because I hadn’t felt any real need for it.


  Our outfits were ordinary shirts and pants, jackets, and thick boots. Other than that, we wore the magic accessories Syl had given us. Allen and Elena dressed much the same way. We didn’t even look like proper adventurers. But after seeing Allen and Elena attacked by monsters during the Gaya Forest expedition, even though it was only because they were caught off guard, I started thinking we really should get a full set of equipment.


  Heavy armor was out of the question, of course, but leather breastplates, gauntlets, and other protective gear seemed worth preparing. And since Allen and Elena mostly fought by kicking, sturdy boots were a must.


  If I was going to have those made, Evil Viper hide would be the perfect material.


  “Huh?! You don’t mean all of it, right?! You’ll sell us at least some, won’t you?!” Luna cried, suddenly panicking when I hesitated over selling the Evil Viper materials.


  She’s really shaken up. Would it be that much of a problem if they don’t get any Evil Viper materials?


  “Is something going on?” I asked.


  “Well… the Merchant Guild heard rumors that an Evil Viper was defeated during the expedition, and they’ve been hounding us with purchase requests.”


  Ah, so that was it.


  The adventurer parties or knights who had accompanied us must have mentioned it somewhere, and the Merchant Guild had probably contacted the Adventurer’s Guild right away.


  Evil Viper materials were expensive, but they got sold incredibly fast, even at high prices.


  They were guaranteed to turn a profit, so it was no wonder profit-hungry merchants wanted them.


  “It’s huge, after all. Of course, we don’t need the whole thing, so I’ll sell whatever we don’t use.”


  “Really?! Thank you so much!”


  As long as we had enough materials for ourselves, I had planned to sell the rest from the start.


  “All right, I’ll take it out now.”


  Now that the matter was settled, it was time to get started.


  The Evil Viper’s blood was valuable material too, so when I took it out of Infinite Storage, I made sure the cut end of its body was positioned over the container they had prepared.


  When the Evil Viper’s massive body appeared inside the warehouse, the staff couldn’t help but marvel at the sight.


  “Whoa!”


  “It’s huge!”


  “Amazing!”


  “Come on, everyone!” Luna called, snapping them back to work. “Don’t just stand there. Start dismantling it!”


  Hearing Luna’s interruption, the staff snapped back to their senses and began driving their knives into the Evil Viper at once.


  While I stood there, taken aback by how quickly Luna switched gears, the Evil Viper’s hide was peeled away piece by piece.


  An Evil Viper’s skin became far easier to process after death than when it was alive. That said, unless the knife was made from high-quality materials like mithril or orichalcum, the blade wouldn’t even pierce it. It also required quite a bit of strength, so dismantling it still looked incredibly difficult.


  “The dismantling will take some time,” Luna explained. “We can discuss which parts you’ll sell, how much of each, and the purchase price after it’s finished. We’ll store the materials in the guild warehouse for now, so could you come back tomorrow?”


  She was right. It would probably take a while for them to finish dismantling it. If we waited here the whole time, Allen and Elena would likely get bored.


  If I could leave it to the guild, that worked better for me, too.


  “Understood. Also, please buy these as well.”


  I took out the materials I had planned to sell from Infinite Storage: Red Wolves, Bloody Wolves, Giant Boars, Great Monkeys, and various medicinal herbs.


  Along with the things I had obtained during the expedition, I secretly mixed in some monsters I had acquired in Gaya Forest back when I first arrived in Etelldia. There weren’t that many, so they probably wouldn’t notice if I sold them all together.


  “Whoa!”


  When Luna saw the items I had taken out, she let out a scream of delight.


  Allen and Elena jumped at the sound and clung to my legs, looking like startled kittens with their fur standing on end.


  “Allen, Elena, it’s okay. Come on, calm down.”


  “Ummm…”


  Well, after I patted them a little, they relaxed again.


  The staff dismantling the Evil Viper had also stopped to look over, wondering what had happened. But once they saw the materials I had taken out, they seemed to understand. Their eyes widened for a moment, then they quickly returned to their work.


  “S-so many materials from Gaya Forest!” Luna cried. “Are you sure? Are you really sure, Takumi? You’re fine with us buying all of this?”


  “Y-yes.”


  “You mean it? I won’t accept return requests!”


  Luna was practically glowing as she instructed the staff to move the materials to another warehouse.


  The payment for the materials I had just taken out would be made all at once tomorrow. We were about to leave the warehouse when…


  “Oh, wait! I almost forgot. The head of the woodworking department at the Craftsmen’s Guild said he wanted to meet you.”


  Luna stopped me and told me that.


  The Craftsmen’s Guild was, as the name suggested, a guild where craftsmen registered. It was basically an organization similar to a chamber of commerce.


  Within that organization, departments were divided by profession.


  For example, the woodworking department gathered craftsmen who specialized in processing wood, such as carpenters and furniture makers.


  The blacksmithing department gathered craftsmen who specialized in metalworking, from weapons such as swords and spears to cooking utensils such as pots and frying pans.


  The cooking department gathered craftsmen who specialized in food, such as chefs and bakers.


  The medical department gathered craftsmen who specialized in medicine, such as healers and pharmacists.


  There were many other departments as well.


  The Craftsmen’s Guild shared and controlled information, arranged work and apprenticeships for each department, built connections between craftsmen, and worked to develop their techniques.


  “The Craftsmen’s Guild wants to meet me?”


  “Yes. You brought back one of the giant trees from Gaya Forest, didn’t you? I think they probably want to ask you to sell it.”


  What?! Luna even knows I collected the tree I cut down with magic? And that information hasn’t just spread through the Adventurer’s Guild, it’s even reached the Craftsmen’s Guild? The Evil Viper, the tree… Just how much information is leaking out?


  “Understood. I’ll stop by the Craftsmen’s Guild after this,” I told her, my shoulders slumped at the sheer scale of the information leak.


  “Will you? Great! Thanks,” Luna replied.


  The Craftsmen’s Guild wasn’t far from here, so it would probably be less trouble to go now and hear what they wanted.


  “Allen, Elena. Let’s go.”


  “Okay!”


  We left the Adventurer’s Guild together.


  ※※※


  


  “Excuse me, I’d like to meet the head of the woodworking department.”


  “Do you have an appointment?”


  When I arrived at the Craftsmen’s Guild, I went straight to the reception counter and briefly explained my business to the woman there.


  However, the woman looked suspicious.


  I supposed it might seem strange for someone she didn’t recognize to show up without an appointment and ask to meet a department head, but if she was working reception, I wished she would at least try to hide it.


  “No, but I was told the department head wanted to meet me.”


  “May I have your name?”


  “Oh, sorry. I’m Takumi Kayano.”


  “M-my apologies! I will go call the department head at once. W-would you please wait a moment?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  When I gave my name, the receptionist’s whole demeanor changed, and she apologized.


  Apparently, the department head had told her to call him if I came by.


  “A-are you Takumi Kayano?!”


  A man appeared not long after the receptionist left her seat. He seemed to have run here in a hurry, panting heavily.


  “Yes, that’s me. Um… are you the head of the woodworking department?”


  “Ah! My apologies. I’m Gallion, head of the woodworking department. Now, let’s get straight to the point. I heard you have one of the giant trees from Gaya Forest. A Gaya Tree! Is that true?!”


  “Yes.”


  As expected, the department head wanted to talk about the tree from the Gaya Forest. He asked me to sell it to him.


  He leaned in so eagerly that I instinctively bent backward. Allen and Elena were startled by his intensity, too, and took shelter behind me.


  Apparently, the trees in Gaya Forest were excellent material. Since they were thick and enormous, craftsmen could hollow them out or carve them down to make seamless furniture.


  On top of that, they contained mana, so they could be enchanted with effects like fire resistance.


  Because of that, items made from Gaya Trees apparently sold for very high prices.


  Unfortunately, Gaya Forest was dangerous. Even if someone only cut down a tree near the forest’s outer edge, there was no telling when monsters might appear, so constant vigilance was necessary.


  Anyone without combat ability would naturally need to hire guards. And since Gaya Trees were enormous, just cutting one down was difficult enough, let alone transporting it afterward.


  That was why craftsmen wouldn’t risk going to secure the wood themselves, but if the material was available, they wanted it desperately.


  The department head explained all of that with great excitement.


  If he went any deeper than that, I wouldn’t understand anyway.


  “Of course, I don’t mind selling it.”


  “R-really?!”


  “Yes”


  I had no particular reason for keeping the Gaya Tree to myself. I had only collected it because Rudolf told me it would be a waste not to bring it back. So, I had no problem selling it.


  In fact, if someone was willing to buy it, I was more than happy to let it go.


  “There is a warehouse behind this building, so could you please show us the actual item there first?”


  “Oh, yes. Of course.”


  Gallion led us to the warehouse behind the guild.


  When we entered, there were already a large number of people who looked like craftsmen gathered inside. Apparently, they had come to worship the Gaya Tree.


  From what I heard, while Gallion and I were talking at reception, word had gone out telling everyone to gather in the warehouse.


  Come to think of it, when Gallion appeared, the receptionist hadn’t returned. She must have been the one who gathered all these craftsmen.


  Still, this is an awful lot of people to gather in just a few minutes. No, maybe I shouldn’t think about it too much.


  Ignoring how quickly the craftsmen had assembled, I took one Gaya Tree out of Infinite Storage and placed it in the open space.


  Yeah, it barely fits inside the warehouse.


  “Oh my!”


  “Ahhh!”


  The moment I brought out the tree, several voices sounding like battle cries echoed through the warehouse.


  Naturally, Allen and Elena were startled and clung to me. Honestly, I was startled, too. For now, I should probably soothe them with some head pats.


  While I was calming the children down, I heard all sorts of remarks from the craftsmen.


  “What an incredible tree!”


  “It’s a dream come true!”


  “Can I touch it?”


  “I’ve never seen such a magnificent tree before. Gaya Trees really are the finest!” Gallion exclaimed, trembling with emotion.


  The craftsmen showed no sign of quieting down, but I wanted to finish negotiating the price and go home as early as possible.


  When I asked Gallion about the purchase price, his answer was unexpected.


  I had asked Luna about the market price of Gaya Trees beforehand, but the price Gallion offered was far higher than that. Apparently, the price Luna had told me was the lowest price for trees that grew along the outer edge of Gaya Forest.


  The closer Gaya Trees grew to the center of the forest, the thicker and larger they became, and the more mana they contained, making them higher-quality material.


  The tree I brought had been in a place about two days into the forest, so it was apparently several grades better than trees from the outer edge that could barely be harvested.


  If they hadn’t told me, they could have gotten it for much cheaper, but the craftsmen were almost foolishly honest in their appraisal. Unlike merchants, who tried to buy as cheaply as possible, they might simply have been craftsmen to the core.


  “Argh! With the budget we have left, we can barely afford three.”


  Three, huh? Three out of several dozen?


  The trees were unnecessary to me, but I couldn’t just hand them all over for free. That would only cause prices to collapse and throw the market into confusion.


  I took three more trees out of Infinite Storage.


  “T-Takumi, that’s one too many,” Gallion said.


  Since I had already taken out the first one, there were now four trees in the warehouse.


  “Well, consider it a bonus.”


  “Th-that would be far too generous.”


  I couldn’t give them all away, but one tree for free probably wouldn’t cause any problems. That was why I had done it.


  Gallion was surprised by my words and looked apologetic, but he also seemed incredibly happy.


  Since he was clearly pleased, I pushed the matter through, accepted payment for only three trees, and quickly left the Craftsmen’s Guild.


  It was good that the craftsmen were so lively, but… somehow, I felt exhausted.


  I’ll head back to the inn for today and let Allen and Elena heal me.


  ※※※


  


  “Guild, guild!”


  The next day, we headed to the Adventurer’s Guild early.


  Allen and Elena had been in high spirits since morning, skipping along the road.


  “Onii-chan, are we going outside today?”


  By “outside,” they didn’t mean outside the building, but outside the town.


  “Ah, today I’m just picking up the money from selling the materials. I don’t plan to accept any requests.”


  Apparently, Allen and Elena wanted to go play.


  Just like yesterday, what I had to do today was administrative. They had waited quietly for me yesterday, but for children, it must’ve been boring.


  “Let’s see. Once all my errands are finished today, I’ll take you outside the town for a little while. So can you wait like good kids until then?”


  “Yeah!”


  The two of them nodded firmly with bright smiles.


  “Allen, wait!”


  “Elena, wait too!”


  “Yeah, good kids.”


  When I patted their heads, Allen and Elena smiled even more shyly.


  “Hehe.”


  Since they were so happy, I decided to finish my errands quickly.


  “Guild, guild!”


  Allen and Elena were in even better spirits as we entered the Adventurer’s Guild.


  “I’ve been waiting for you!”


  “What?!”


  The instant I opened the guild door, Luna, who had been lying in wait, caught me.


  Standing right at the entrance? We hadn’t even told her what time we were coming, so how long has she been waiting there? I thought.


  “Come on, come on! Let’s go!”


  “Huh?! W-wait… Luna?!”


  Just like yesterday, Luna dragged me along and forced me to walk.


  “Allen, Elena, hurry along, too.”


  “Wait for us!”


  Luna was surprisingly strong, and she gave off an air that said resisting would be a bad idea.


  Allen and Elena were following too, so maybe it was best to let myself be taken quietly.


  The place she brought us to was a private room that looked like a conference room.


  Once we sat down, Luna handed me several sheets of paper. They listed all the materials I had given her yesterday, with the purchase price for each one written beside it.


  “This is the breakdown of the purchase prices for the materials I received from you yesterday, Takumi.”


  At a glance, it did seem to match everything I had handed over yesterday.


  “What do you think? I don’t believe there are any materials you gave us that aren’t listed.”


  “Yes, I think it’s fine. But Luna, haven’t the dismantling fees been deducted from this?”


  If I remembered right, when monsters were sold without being dismantled first, a dismantling fee was supposed to be subtracted. And yet, these documents didn’t mention any deduction for dismantling fees.


  “It’s completely free! You brought us so many valuable materials from Gaya Forest, Takumi. There’s no way we could charge you dismantling fees.”


  So, they were waiving it.


  It was true that I had left behind a large amount of materials to sell, but still… dismantling the Evil Viper must’ve taken an incredible amount of labor.


  “Are you really sure about that?”


  “It’s fine, it’s fine! Now then, Takumi, let’s get to the main topic. About how much of the Evil Viper materials are you willing to sell us?”


  Luna finally brought it up, unable to hold herself back any longer.


  I shifted my gaze to the separate sheet listing the parts harvested from the Evil Viper and their quantities.


  “Let’s see…”


  First of all, the part I wanted to keep as material was the hide.


  Besides equipment for myself and the children, there might be situations later where I’d want to use it for something else.


  “Then let me ask the opposite. How much does the guild want?”


  “Hmm… Half. Ideally, we’d like two-thirds.”


  So, I’d keep one-third. The Evil Viper was enormous to begin with, so even that would still be plenty, right? In that case, it sounded fine.


  And… I didn’t need the blood or organs, and I probably wouldn’t have any use for the bones either.


  Ah, but I should keep the same amount of meat as hide. Apparently, Evil Viper meat was considered a luxury ingredient and was delicious. Materials stored inside Infinite Storage had time stopped and wouldn’t rot, so I might as well keep extra.


  “Then how about this? I’ll keep one-third of the hide and meat, and sell the rest to the guild.”


  “Really?! That works perfectly! Thank you so much!”


  Luna thanked me with a radiant smile, and our shares were decided without any trouble.


  “I’ll have the money prepared right away. In the meantime, shall we go to the warehouse and pick up your share of the materials?”


  “Yes, please.”


  In the end, once the sale of the Bloody Wolves, medicinal herbs, and other materials was included, the purchase total became shockingly large.


  There were even several platinum coins mixed in. It was enough money to live extravagantly for years.


  Compared to the life I’d lived in Japan, this level of wealth was almost frightening.


  For now, I accepted half of the money and stored it in Infinite Storage. I then split the remaining half into three equal portions for myself and the children and deposited it with the guild.


  ※※※


  


  After leaving the Adventurer’s Guild, we headed to the Knight Order branch by the west gate.


  Yesterday evening, a knight’s messenger had come to the inn and asked, “Would you be able to come to the Knight Order branch tomorrow?” I had agreed.


  “Thank you for waiting.”


  After we waited a while in the reception room, we were shown to Isaac Lisner, the Vice Captain of the Second Unit of the Shirin Branch of the Gadia Kingdom’s Knight Order, who entered with Braud Gunforg, the Vice Captain of the Third Unit.


  “I apologize for making you come all this way,” Lisner said politely as he took the seat across from us.


  “Not at all. Please don’t worry about it,” I replied.


  “The captain was originally supposed to meet with you himself, but unfortunately, he was no longer able to make the time,” Lisner explained apologetically.


  According to him, the captains, including Lord Luwen, Lisner’s superior, were busy with chores such as the investigation report and follow-up work for the Gaya Forest expedition.


  If they have gone out of their way to call me here while they’re that busy, this is probably about Sajes.


  Sajes, a knight who had been with us during the Gaya Forest expedition, had resented us because Lord Luwen had taken a liking to us, and he had sent unpleasant looks our way several times.


  The thing I couldn’t forgive was that he put our lives in danger during the battle with the Evil Viper.


  Allen and Elena were sensitive to human malice.


  Allen and Elena had instinctively reacted to his sudden killing intent and turned around, and in that instant of distraction, the Evil Viper had attacked them.


  Fortunately, their injuries hadn’t been serious, but if things had gone wrong, they could’ve lost their lives.


  Sajes hadn’t laid hands on them directly, but his actions were clearly unacceptable.


  After we understood what had happened, Lord Luwen and Lisner apologized to us as the commanding officers responsible for him.


  Then Lisner had asked me to leave Sajes’s punishment to the Knight Order, and I had agreed.


  That was why Sajes was the only thing that came to my mind. And if that really was the reason I had been called here, then being brought to a private room away from prying eyes made perfect sense.


  “The reason we asked you to come here today, Takumi, is because a decision has been made regarding Sajes’s punishment, and we wished to inform you of it,” Lisner explained.


  Ah, so I was right.


  “That was fast,” I remarked.


  “Yes. We could not leave the matter unresolved for too long,” Lisner replied calmly.


  “Then, if I may continue from here,” Gunforg said, taking over from Lisner, who had been speaking until now, “due to conduct unbecoming of a knight, Sajes Krantz has been sentenced to two weeks of confinement and demotion to trainee status for three months.” That punishment was harsher than I had expected.


  If he had participated in that expedition, then Sajes should have possessed considerable skill. And judging by his appearance, he was probably around my age—in his early twenties. That meant he likely had only been a knight for a few years.


  In other words, he was probably close to being considered elite.


  Even if it was only for three months, being demoted back to trainee status had to be mentally crushing. For Sajes, this was likely a severe punishment.


  “Takumi, would you be willing to accept this punishment?” Gunforg asked seriously.


  “I have no objections. Actually, I’m surprised by how severe it is. Sajes didn’t directly lay a hand on us, after all.”


  Sajes had only shown open hostility and released killing intent. And even then, almost no one had noticed it except the children and me.


  That was why I had never imagined he would receive a punishment that would leave such a terrible mark on his career.


  “If it had happened on an ordinary day, it might have ended with a reprimand,” Gunforg explained. “However, considering the situation at the time, with you and your party contributing even more than we knights against an A-rank monster, his conduct was highly inappropriate.”


  Ah, I see. So, they took the circumstances into account, too.


  “Has Sajes already been confined?” I asked.


  “Yes. Once his confinement ends, he will return to the royal capital.”


  “The royal capital?”


  His trainee period will be served in the royal capital?


  People often talked about being demoted and sent to some remote region, but being sent to the royal capital sounded even harsher.


  After all, there were probably many knights stationed there, so many people would learn he had been demoted.


  That might have been part of the punishment too, but… I was starting to feel a little sorry for him.


  “We have forbidden Sajes from making contact with you, so I do not believe he will approach you in the future,” Gunforg continued. “However, should anything happen, please contact the Knight Order immediately. We will deal with it at once.”


  A contact ban, too? Is that to prevent him from resenting us over the demotion? I couldn’t help but wonder.


  Well, I couldn’t say there was no chance of that. Our plans weren’t decided yet, but there was a possibility we might go to the royal capital someday.


  In the end, all I had to do was make sure we didn’t run into Sajes. And since they said the Knight Order would handle it if anything happened, I would simply rely on them.


  “Understood. If anything happens with Sajes, I’ll contact the Knight Order immediately.”


  “Yes, please do.” Just as my conversation with Gunforg paused, Allen and Elena, who were sitting on either side of me, hugged me as if they had been waiting for that moment.


  “Is it over?”


  “Umm?” I looked at Lisner to confirm, and he gave a firm nod.


  “Yes, that concludes our report,” Lisner said.


  “What? Is it over?”


  Apparently, Allen and Elena didn’t understand what “concludes” meant, so they looked at Lisner and asked him again.


  “Yes, it’s over,” Lisner rephrased gently for them.


  “We were good. We waited.”


  Once they understood that the discussion was finished, the two of them proudly announced that they had waited quietly.


  It seemed they had clearly remembered me asking, “Can you wait like good kids?” when I promised to take them out to play.


  “That’s right. You both waited like very good kids.”


  “Outside?”


  “Yeah, I’ll take you.”


  “Yay!”


  Allen and Elena jumped up, expressing their joy.


  “Oh? Did you have plans to go somewhere?” Lisner asked with a smile.


  “Yes. The kids had to sit through guild procedures and material sales, so they are bored. I promised them we’d play outside once today’s errands were finished.”


  “Ah, yes, that certainly would be dull for children. In that case, I’ll see you to the west gate.”


  Lisner smiled warmly and escorted us to the west gate.


  We immediately headed out of town so Allen and Elena could play.


  At first, they played tag and looked at flowers, but in the end, it somehow turned into gathering medicinal herbs. We were supposed to be playing. Why were they doing that?


  Well, the two of them seemed satisfied, so it was fine.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  With all the expedition-related follow-up finished, we decided to spend some time relaxing.


  Today, I was teaching Allen and Elena numbers in our room at the inn.


  “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten!”


  “Yes, very good. This is a copper coin. Ten copper coins make what?”


  “This!”


  Both of them pointed straight at the large copper coin without hesitation.


  “Correct.”


  When I told them they were right, Allen and Elena smiled happily.


  “Then, ten of these large copper coins make what?”


  “Um, this!”


  Once again, the two of them pointed to the silver coin without hesitation.


  “Perfect!”


  They were right again, so I patted them both on the head.


  [image: 01]

  At first, I thought it would be enough if they could count from one to a hundred, but they learned a lot more than that in no time.


  So, I got a little ambitious and taught them all the way up to the ten-thousands!


  While I was at it, I lined up ten coins at a time and taught them the five coin types up to gold coins: ten copper coins made one large copper coin, ten large copper coins made one silver coin, and so on. Apparently, the twins had memorized it perfectly.


  “Now then, let’s try preparing 54G.”


  Next, I raised the difficulty a little by naming a random amount and having them choose the right coins.


  “Okay. Um… Here!”


  Allen and Elena carefully counted out five large copper coins and four copper coins, then handed them to me.


  “Correct.”


  “Yay!”


  “Then next… 123G.”


  “Okay!”


  At first, they had timidly counted the coins and handed them over while checking my reaction, but after doing it several times, they seemed to get the hang of it and began looking more confident.


  When I said “well done” and patted their heads, the two of them smiled shyly.


  They’re just so cute!


  “If you buy one Reego Fruit for 10G and one Oren Fruit for 16G, how much is it?”


  “Hmm… 26G!”


  “Correct. Then what if you buy them with this?”


  This time, imagining a shopping situation, I handed them one silver coin for the 26G purchase.


  “Um… This!”


  The two of them returned seven large copper coins and four copper coins.


  They could do not just addition but even subtraction now. Amazing, right?


  At this point, of course, I wanted them to try it for real.


  So, we promptly went to the shopping district.


  “Allen, Elena, let’s buy something you want here.”


  The shop we entered sold dried goods. Allen and Elena often ate dried fruit as snacks, as well as things like dried meat.


  The shopkeeper was a middle-aged woman. When we had come here before, she had looked at Allen and Elena with a kind expression, so I figured she would deal with them warmly even if they handled the shopping themselves.


  “Welcome. Did you find something you want?” the woman asked.


  Sure enough, she crouched down to match the children’s eye level, took down jars of goods so they could see them more easily, and explained how each one tasted.


  “Allen, Elena, did you decide what you want?”


  “Yeah!”


  “Then, Allen, why don’t you ask for yours first?”


  “Okay! Allen wants this, please!” Allen said this while pointing at a jar of dried fruit that looked like apricots.


  “All right. Shuri fruit, then. How many would you like?”


  “Um…”


  When the woman asked how many he wanted, Allen seemed unsure and glanced at me. I showed him my palm to indicate five.


  “Five!” Allen read my intention perfectly, opened his hand wide for the woman, and answered clearly.


  “Five, then. That will be 35G.”


  “Um…”


  The woman looked surprised when Allen tried to take money from his own bag, then glanced at me.


  I gave her a small bow, asking her to go along with it.


  She seemed to understand, because she turned back to face Allen properly.


  “Here!”


  “Oh my! The exact amount! What a good boy!”


  Allen handed her the coins he had taken from the pouch he was using as a wallet.


  The woman accepted them, surprised that the amount was exact, and praised Allen.


  “Next is Elena.”


  “Okay! Elena wants this, please!”


  “All right. You want Reego Fruit, little lady. How many would you like?”


  “Five!”


  Elena chose the dried Reego Fruit and confidently held up her open hand.


  Since Elena had watched Allen’s exchange earlier, hers went even more smoothly.


  “All right. That will be 30G.”


  “Um… Here!”


  “Yes, exact change. What a good girl!”


  The woman praised Elena as well. I was grateful that she treated them both equally.


  “Did we do it right?”


  “Yes, you did very well. Good job, both of you.”


  The two of them clutched the things they had bought and hugged me, so I made sure to praise them properly and pat their heads.


  “Thank you for going along with this,” I said to the woman.


  “Oh my, it was nothing at all,” she replied, waving a hand lightly.


  “But they’re amazing for being so little. They can already count money.”


  “Yes, they’re smart.”


  “Obviously, and so honest, too. I’m sure it’s because you’ve raised them well.”


  “Do you think so?”


  “Of course! I raised five children myself, so I know what I’m talking about!”


  “Thank you.”


  I felt embarrassed, but her words made me happy. They also reassured me a little that I was teaching Allen and Elena correctly.


  It wasn’t exactly a thank-you for the praise, but I bought dried fruit, nuts, dried meat, and a few other things before leaving the shop.


  After Allen and Elena finished their shopping practice, we headed to a bookstore next.


  I wanted to buy books related to magic, such as instruction manuals or basic guides.


  When I checked my status during the Gaya Forest expedition, I had somehow acquired the Water Magic skill.


  Since I had it now, I wanted to learn how to use water magic, too. But unlike wind magic, where Syl had given me almost all the knowledge I needed from the basics to advanced applications, I knew little about water magic.


  To begin with, I was using magic by relying on the sensations engraved into my body, so I couldn’t apply my wind magic techniques to water magic.


  That was why I decided to look for a magic instruction book.


  Besides, Allen and Elena had the water magic skill, too.


  I wished I could teach them how to use it, but since I didn’t really understand the theory or techniques myself, I couldn’t.


  I was also planning to buy storybooks if I found any, such as novels or fairy tales.


  Ever since coming to Etelldia, I hadn’t done any reading. Back in Japan, I read more than ten books every month, so I was starting to miss it.


  While I was thinking about all that, we arrived at the bookstore and went inside.


  “So many!”


  “That’s right. There are a lot of books here.”


  There were far more books lined up inside than I had expected.


  There were books about medicinal herbs, books describing monsters with illustrations and traits, poetry collections, and scriptures. Of course, there were storybooks that looked like novels as well. Judging by the titles, most of the stories seemed to be adventure tales or romances starring princesses. There appeared to be quite a variety.


  “Now then, I wonder if there’s anything good.”


  As I was browsing the shelves, an elderly woman with white hair came out from the back. She must’ve been the shopkeeper.


  “Oh, welcome. Customers, are you?”


  “Yes. We just came in and started looking around.”


  “Are you looking for something specific?”


  Since there was no way to search for books here, asking her directly would probably be better.


  “Yes. Do you have any magic instruction manuals or books about spells?”


  “Oh, yes, we do. Wait a moment.”


  When I asked about the books I wanted, the old woman nodded right away. They seemed to be farther inside the shop, so she went to fetch them for me.


  “This one covers the basics. This one is the applied volume. And this here lists currently existing magic spells.”


  “Thank you.”


  I took the books she brought over and checked the titles on their covers: The Basics of Magic, Applied Magic, and Spell List.


  Yeah, those are exactly what I need. I’m definitely buying all three, I decided.


  “Do they suit your needs?” the old woman asked.


  “Yes. I’ll take all three. How much are they?”


  “They’re two large silver coins each, so 6,000G for all three.”


  “Okay.”


  Etelldia had the technology to make paper from plants, so paper itself was relatively cheap. Ordinary books could be bought for a few silver coins.


  Books related to magic, however, were a bit expensive. That said, they weren’t priced so high that ordinary people could never afford them.


  “I’d like to look at some other books too, so may I pay for everything together?”


  “Of course, of course. Take all the time you need.”


  “Thank you.”


  With the old woman’s permission, I decided to browse the shop a little more.


  I picked up a random book and flipped through it. After I repeated that with several books, Allen and Elena seemed to grow interested. They stretched up as hard as they could, trying to peek at the book in my hands.


  “Want to take a look?”


  “Yeah, want to see.”


  When I crouched down and turned the pages so Allen and Elena could see, the two of them followed the words with their eyes.


  “This is a book, and the things written here are letters.”


  “Letters?”


  “That’s right. Do you two want to study letters so you can read them, too?”


  “We do!”


  They had only just learned numbers, so it felt a little early for them to start studying letters, but if they were interested, there was no harm in teaching them.


  “They’re such lively children,” the old woman said with a smile. “I have textbooks for learning letters and some simple picture books, too. Shall I bring them over?”


  “Yes, please.”


  “Of course, of course. Leave it to this old woman.”


  So Etelldia had teaching materials, too. Having those would probably make it easier for them to learn.


  While the old woman chose such books, I picked up several novels myself, mostly adventure stories like Kruubel the Dragon Slayer, The Man Who Became a Dragon Knight from a Villager, and The Hero of Divine Lightning.


  I also added encyclopedia-like books such as Complete Collection of Plants, Complete Collection of Monsters, and Medicinal Herbs and Poisonous Plants. I didn’t need them myself, but if I had them, it would be easier to explain things to Allen and Elena.


  In the end, I bought a lot of books, but I had just earned a lot of money, so it wasn’t a problem.


   

  Chapter 2: Let’s Accept a Request


  

  For the past few days, we had spent most of our time relaxing in town or going out on picnics. So today, I decided it might be time to accept a request again.


  I brought Allen and Elena with me to the Adventurer’s Guild.


  “Now then, what should we take?”


  Since our rank had gone up, the range of requests we could accept had expanded.


  I decided to look over the request forms for the time being. I was browsing in front of the request board when…


  “That one.”


  “Hm?”


  Allen and Elena tugged on my clothes and pointed toward the area where the low-rank requests were posted.


  Let’s see… Are they pointing at that one? The missing cat search?


  The request form had been pushed off to the side, as if crowded out by the many material-gathering and monster-subjugation requests.


  It was also posted low, which was probably why it had caught Allen and Elena’s eyes.


  There was even an illustration showing the cat’s features, so that must have drawn their interest even more.


  “It says to look for the cat in the picture. Are you interested in that?”


  “Yeah.”


  The cat they were looking for was a black kitten. It had a red collar, and only the tips of its paws were white, making it look like it was wearing socks. In other words, it had very easy-to-recognize features.


  The reward was barely enough to count as a child’s allowance, and apparently there was no need to complete any reception procedures. If we found the kitten, we simply had to bring it in.


  “If we search for it, we’ll have to walk all over town, you know?”


  “We’re okay!”


  “I see. Then, shall we look for this cat today?”


  “Yeah!”


  Today’s request was decided. We would search for the kitten.


  The requester’s home was in the southern district, so it would probably be best to focus our search there.


  With that settled, we headed straight for the southern district.


  “Allen, Elena, you remember the picture, right? A black cat with white paws. Her name is Mina.”


  “Yeah! Mina!”


  “Good. Then let’s start looking around here.”


  “Yeah!”


  After arriving in the southern district, we began searching for Mina in an area away from the main street.


  “Mina, where are you?”


  Allen and Elena searched enthusiastically. They called Mina’s name while peeking into places where she might be, such as gaps between buildings and behind wooden crates set along the road.


  “Mina? Are you there?”


  Watching them search for the cat so earnestly was simply adorable. But if I did the same thing, wouldn’t I just look suspicious?


  A grown man peeking around buildings as he walked was definitely strange. Yes, I should stop searching like that. I’d leave the peeking to the two of them and focus on watching our surroundings.


  “Ah!”


  Allen and Elena spotted a black cat in the shadow of a wooden crate up ahead and ran over to it.


  “Aww. Not Mina.”


  “Ah, yeah. The tips of its paws aren’t white.”


  Unfortunately, that black cat was different. It was completely black from head to toe.


  The cat we were looking for wasn’t easy to find.


  Even so, Allen and Elena continued walking around town, searching for Mina.


  “She’s not here.”


  Even with breaks in between, we had already spent quite a long time walking around.


  And despite all that effort, we still hadn’t found the cat. Allen and Elena puffed out their cheeks slightly in frustration.


  “What should we do?” I asked them gently. “Want to stop looking?”


  Normally, children would’ve gotten bored or started throwing a tantrum long ago. So even if Allen and Elena decided to quit here, I thought it would be perfectly fine to praise them for trying so hard.


  Both Allen and Elena shook their heads firmly.


  “No. We’ll keep looking.”


  It seemed the two of them still hadn’t given up.


  “I see. Then let’s keep trying.”


  As I patted their heads, I started thinking that maybe we should change the way we were searching.


  Up until now, we hadn’t exactly combed every inch of the area, but we had been systematically checking the streets one by one.


  But maybe that’s the wrong approach, I wondered.


  “Allen, Elena,” I asked, “where should we search next?”


  “That way!”


  My plan was to search the same way we handled labyrinths: by relying on Allen and Elena’s instincts.


  When I asked where they wanted to go, the two of them naturally pointed in the same direction.


  We probably should’ve done this from the start.


  Thinking that while mentally kicking myself for not realizing it sooner, I followed the direction Allen and Elena wanted to go, and then…


  “Ah! There she is!”


  “You found her?” I asked in surprise.


  We got results almost immediately. It seemed Allen and Elena had spotted the cat we were searching for.


  “Um… where?”


  “Over there!” the two of them cried excitedly, pointing ahead.


  “Ah, you’re right. That does look like Mina.”


  Sure enough, a black cat with white paws was lying inside what looked like a discarded barrel tipped on its side.


  “If you rush up to her, you’ll scare her, so approach slowly, okay?” I cautioned them.


  “Okay.”


  Allen and Elena crept closer to the barrel little by little.


  “Mina…”


  They crouched a short distance in front of the barrel and began calling Mina’s name softly. But Mina must’ve been wary, because she didn’t come out of the barrel right away.


  “Mina.”


  “Come here.”


  Allen and Elena continued calling to her gently so they wouldn’t frighten her.


  “Come here.”


  “Meow.”


  “She came!”


  When Allen and Elena kept calling to her patiently, Mina slowly emerged from the barrel and walked over to them. Then she rubbed against the hands they held out.


  Her red collar had the name “Mina” on it, so there was no doubt she was the cat we had been looking for.


  “Ah, maybe she’s hungry?” I murmured.


  After rubbing against Allen and Elena, Mina eagerly licked their hands.


  “Are you hungry?”


  “Probably.”


  “Onii-chan, food!”


  “Yes, yes. Will milk do?”


  I took a plate out of Infinite Storage, poured milk into it, and set it on the ground.


  Mina approached the plate and began slowly lapping up the milk.


  “She’s drinking it!”


  Mina must’ve been hungry because she kept drinking the milk with complete focus.


  Fortunately, she didn’t seem weakened, so once her stomach was full, she would probably perk right up.


  “Are you done?”


  “Meow.”


  “Good girl.”


  Elena picked Mina up, and Allen gently patted her head.


  “She looks better now. Then let’s take Mina back to the guild.”


  “Okay!”


  When we returned to the guild and reported that we had found Mina, they immediately contacted her owner. The woman rushed over, and Mina went home with her.


  “That’s good.”


  Allen and Elena watched Mina happily rub against her owner, both smiling with satisfaction.


  ※※※


  


  We had walked around town a lot yesterday, but apparently, it hadn’t been quite enough for Allen and Elena.


  So today, we came to the Adventurer’s Guild to accept a request that would take us outside town.


  “How about Griffon’s Claw?” one staff member suggested.


  “Wouldn’t that be dangerous for a party of their ability?” another replied.


  “Then what about Crimson Lion?”


  When we entered the guild, the staff were rushing around busily.


  Luna happened to pass right in front of us, so I called out to her.


  “Good morning, Luna. Everyone seems busy. Did something happen?”


  “Oh, Takumi, good morning. Good morning to you, too, Allen and Elena.”


  “Good morning!”


  Luna stopped and returned my greeting, including one for Allen and Elena, of course. Maybe because they had seen her so many times now, Allen and Elena had become able to at least greet Luna in return.


  “So, did something happen?” I asked.


  “Yes,” Luna replied, her expression turning troubled. “An urgent subjugation request came in, but there aren’t any parties we can ask to take it.”


  “What kind of request is it?”


  “Clearing out a goblin nest.”


  “Goblin?”


  Goblins were about as classic a fantasy monster as it got.


  “Apparently, a nest formed right next to a village, and people and livestock have already been harmed,” Luna explained. “But it’s a medium-sized nest, so it’s too much for low-rank adventurers. On the other hand, when we try to assign it to mid-level adventurers, the reward isn’t high enough, so that’s difficult, too.”


  A medium-sized nest probably means quite a few goblins. Yeah, that would be rough for low-rank adventurers. But mid-level adventurers aren’t exactly going to accept a request that doesn’t pay enough either.


  So that was why Luna and the other staff were scrambling.


  “Should I go?” I offered.


  “Huh?”


  “I’ll take that request.”


  I made the offer casually. I had never encountered goblins before, so I was a little curious what kind of monsters they were.


  “Are you sure?” Luna asked, startled. “The reward really isn’t very good, you know? Since it’s urgent, it’s only slightly higher than a normal goblin subjugation request.”


  “That’s fine. Could you give me the request details and the village’s location?”


  A low reward wasn’t a problem. It wasn’t as though I was short on money.


  “Thank you! Everyone, Takumi says he’ll take the request!”


  When Luna called that out, cheers rose from the reception staff.


  The village that had submitted the goblin subjugation request was apparently about half a day’s walk from the Town of Shirin.


  Since it was an urgent request, Luna tried to arrange a horse for me, but I turned her down because I couldn’t ride one. She suggested a carriage next, but I declined that as well, saying I would rely on someone I knew.


  After all, we had an even better way to travel.


  Once I finished making light preparations for the trip, I took Allen and Elena to a place with no one around so I could summon my contracted beasts. This time, I planned to ride on Joule the Fenrir and Fyt the Flying Tiger. I had remembered Syl telling me before, when we talked about contracted beasts, that if we needed to travel, we could simply have them carry us.


  “Woof!”


  “Growl!”


  In response to my summons, Joule, Feat, and even Bolt, the Thunderhawk appeared. Running into monsters on the way would be troublesome, so I intended to ask Bolt to keep watch for us.


  Joule and the others rubbed against me affectionately, so I gave all three of them plenty of pats first. For some reason, Allen and Elena joined the group of those asking to be petted, too.


  “Allen, too.”


  “Elena, too.”


  Of course, if that was their request, I would gladly pet them as much as they wanted.


  Allen and Elena narrowed their eyes in bliss.


  Once everyone was satisfied, I finally asked about the main matter.


  “Joule, Fyt, could you let us ride you to the village?”


  “Woof!”


  “Growl!”


  Both of them readily agreed, so we set out for the village.


  ※※※


  


  The children looked like they wanted to play a little, but this was an urgent request, so we headed straight for the village without making any detours.


  Joule and Fyt were unbelievably fast.


  Normally, I would have felt strong wind resistance at that speed, but it felt more like we passed through the air before I could even notice it.


  Even so, Joule and Fyt apparently hadn’t been running at full speed. Since this was our first time riding on their backs, the two of them seemed to have been considerate enough to hold back.


  Less than an hour after leaving the Town of Shirin, the village we were heading for came into view. At that point, I had Joule and Fyt stop, and we climbed down to continue on foot.


  There was no way I would be careless enough to approach a village while still riding S-rank monsters.


  After thanking Joule and Fyt for their hard work, I had them shrink into their smaller forms. Allen was now carrying Joule, while Elena held Fyt in her arms. The sight of them hugging the two beasts like stuffed animals was incredibly heartwarming.


  Bolt had traveled by air, but he had managed to keep up with Joule’s and Fyt’s speed without any trouble. Now he sat quietly perched on my shoulder.


  Well, compared to being seen with a Fenrir or a Flying Tiger, having Bolt on my shoulder probably wouldn’t cause nearly as much of a commotion. So, I decided to head into the village with him sitting like that.


  “W-who is there?!” one of the men shouted nervously.


  As we approached the village, several men who looked like villagers had gathered at the entrance. They carried hoes, sickles, and other farming tools, armed as best they could.


  They were probably trying to protect the village from the goblins attacking it, but they also seemed wary of us as outsiders.


  Sensing the hostile tension in the air, Allen and Elena tightened their arms slightly around Joule and Fyt.


  I gently patted their heads to calm them, then stopped where I was and answered the man’s question.


  “We’re adventurers who accepted the goblin subjugation request in Shirin.”


  “Adventurers?”


  The moment I identified myself as one, the villagers’ wariness seemed to ease slightly.


  “Yes. That’s right. We’d like to meet with the village chief.”


  “Understood. I’ll take you to him.”


  “Thank you.”


  One of the men guarding the village agreed to guide us to the chief’s house, and we followed after him.


  “You’re all being awfully cautious,” I remarked.


  “The goblins attack several times a day,” the man replied grimly.


  “That often? Then you barely get any time to rest.”


  As I spoke with him along the way, it became clear that the situation was pretty bad.


  If goblins were attacking that many times a day, then the village’s heavy security measures made perfect sense.


  When we arrived at the village chief’s house, we were invited inside.


  “Thank you very much for accepting this request,” the village chief said politely.


  “No problem. To begin with, could you tell me about the goblins attacking this village?”


  “Of course.”


  From there, I asked the chief about the goblin nest’s exact location, the number of goblins they had confirmed, and other details.


  The chief had apparently organized all the relevant information thoroughly, so the discussion progressed very smoothly.


  “By the way…” the chief began hesitantly, “will the rest of your party be arriving later?”


  “No, they won’t,” I answered.


  The moment I said that, the village chief looked visibly troubled.


  “I-I see… Um… will that really be all right?”


  Ah, the village chief is worried. He doesn’t think I can handle that many goblins on my own.


  Well, normally, no one would see Allen, Elena, Joule, or the others as fighters. On top of that, I was just one man who didn’t look particularly strong, so the village chief’s concern was only natural.


  “This should help,” I said, taking out my guild card and showing it to him.


  “A-rank?!” the village chief cried.


  “Yes. I can handle a goblin nest by myself, so please don’t worry.”


  “Yes! My sincerest apologies!”


  He must never have imagined an A-rank adventurer would come for a goblin subjugation request. The village chief stared in shock, then bowed so deeply he nearly slammed his head into the table in front of him.


  Apparently, the title of A-rank carried tremendous weight.


  Since I had eased the village chief’s concerns, I was just thinking it was time to head for the goblin nest when a village man rushed into the room in a panic.


  “Chief, the goblins are here!”


  “What?!”


  Apparently, the goblins had already come to attack the village.


  “I’ll defeat them,” I said, standing from my chair. “Everyone, please evacuate.”


  “Yes.”


  When I rose, Allen and Elena followed after me.


  “Are you taking the children with you?” the village chief asked uneasily.


  If he didn’t know the two of them could fight, then of course he would react that way.


  “It’s easier to protect them if they stay where I can see them rather than leaving them somewhere else.”


  I used that as my excuse. Well, it was true that having them nearby made them easier to protect, so it wasn’t a complete lie.


  After leaving the village chief’s house, I immediately headed for the edge of the village where the goblins had appeared. As I ran, I used my detection skill and sensed the presence of more than ten monsters.


  When we reached the spot, the goblins were already rampaging.


  “Arghhh!”


  Whoa! So, these were goblins.


  Goblins were monsters that often appeared in fantasy novels and games, but their portrayal varied completely depending on the work. Sometimes they were drawn as cute, and sometimes they were treated as a race capable of interacting with humans.


  In Etelldia, they were neither of those things. They seemed to be the uglier sort of monster, the kind that attacked and killed people, or impregnated women for the sake of reproduction.


  “Ah!”


  A middle-aged woman tripped and fell while fleeing from a goblin.


  “Arghhh!” The goblin leaped at her as if seizing its chance.


  “Air Shot.”


  I blasted the goblin attacking the woman away with magic, then rushed over to where she sat on the ground.


  “Are you all right? Can you stand?”


  “Y-yes!”


  “I’ll handle the rest, so please get away from here quickly.”


  “Yes. Th-thank you!”


  The woman hurried to her feet, thanked me, and evacuated toward the center of the village.


  All right, time to start exterminating goblins.


  Just as I thought that, Allen and Elena tugged on the hem of my clothes.


  “Can we beat them?”


  These two really weren’t going to just stand back and watch…


  “All right. But be careful.”


  “Okay!”


  The moment I gave permission, Allen and Elena happily ran toward the goblins.


  “Yippee!”


  “Woof!”


  Joule and the others cried out next, asking for permission to join in, too.


  “All right. But Joule and Fyt stay in those forms. Don’t get bigger.”


  Joule, Fyt, and Bolt each cried as if agreeing, then charged toward the goblins just like the children.


  Allen and Elena sent the goblins flying with their kicks. Bolt dove down from above and attacked the goblins with his beak, while Joule and Fyt, despite staying small, buried the goblins with nothing more than tackles.


  Before I knew it, every goblin that had attacked the village had been defeated by the children and the beasts.


  “All.”


  “Defeated.”


  I didn’t even have to lift a finger.


  “Ah… Bolt. Sorry, but could you check from the sky to make sure there aren’t any goblins left in the village?”


  “Piii!”


  Bolt answered my request with a cry and flew up into the sky.


  I already knew through my detection skill that there were no goblins left, but confirming it visually would be more reliable.


  While Bolt was scouting, I decided to clean up the goblin corpses.


  Let’s see, the proof of goblin subjugation is the right ear, right? I have to submit those to the guild as evidence.


  The only usable material from goblins was their magic stones, and even those were of the lowest quality.


  I quickly removed the right ears and magic stones, then gathered the remaining goblin corpses in one place and burned them.


  “Piii!”


  Just as I finished, Bolt returned from his scouting. I stretched my arm out to welcome him back.


  “Welcome back.”


  “Piii!”


  “Were there any goblins left?”


  Bolt nodded to show there weren’t.


  “I see. Thanks, Bolt.”


  As I stroked Bolt in thanks, the village chief appeared.


  “Wh-what is this?”


  His eyes widened when he saw that there were no goblins in sight. Well, it had all happened in no time.


  “We’ve finished dealing with all the goblins that came to the village. Were any of the villagers hurt?”


  “No. Thanks to you, adventurer, they escaped with no more than scratches.”


  “I see. That’s good. Then we’ll head straight for the nest.”


  “Yes, please.”


  Leaving the stunned village chief behind, we headed for the goblin nest.


  Just as we had been told, the nest was close to the village, and we reached it in about ten minutes.


  In the woods stood several crude structures that looked like shacks. That was what people called a goblin nest.


  First, I observed the nest from behind a tree and saw quite a few goblins strutting around. Judging from its size, it was definitely a medium-sized nest.


  “Well, they’re only goblins, so this shouldn’t be a problem. Allen, Elena, you two stay here and…”


  “We’ll do our best!”


  “Huh?!”


  I had meant to tell Allen and Elena to wait there, but they cut me off before I could complete my sentence.


  “Don’t you want to wait here?” I asked again, just to be sure.


  “We’re going!”


  “I see.”


  Allen and Elena clearly had no intention of waiting. If anything, they were full of motivation. Joule, Fyt, and Bolt were the same.


  It was definitely overkill, but finishing the goblin sweep quickly was a good thing. I decided to switch gears.


  We stepped out from behind the tree and slowly approached the nest. Once the goblins noticed us, they raised their clubs and began gathering one after another to drive us away. As if they had been waiting for that very moment, the children charged straight at the gathered goblins.


  “Yah!”


  Several goblins were sent flying by Allen and Elena’s kicks. Seeing that, Joule and Fyt leaped at the goblins as if refusing to lose to them. Bolt followed up from above.


  They started taking down the goblins at an incredible pace.


  Allen and Elena kicked goblins away one after another, while Joule and Fyt bounced lightly around in their small bodies, tearing through them with their claws. Bolt attacked the goblins with his talons and beak as well.


  Goblins were all slammed into the ground, their numbers dwindling rapidly.


  Looks like I won’t get a turn again, I thought with a smile.


  “Hmm? What’s that?”


  What caught my eye was a creature about one size larger than an ordinary goblin. There were several of them.


  I immediately used the Appraisal skill on one of the larger goblins. The result showed that it was a higher species of goblin—a Goblin Soldier. I appraised the others, too; they were also Goblin Soldiers.


  The request didn’t mention higher species, but there are three of them in total.


  By the time I finished appraising them, Allen and Elena were already facing one of the Goblin Soldiers.


  The Goblin Soldier raised a rusted iron sword, charged forward, and swung it down at Allen and Elena, but Allen and Elena dodged the blade with ease.


  Then they both kicked the Goblin Soldier in the torso.


  The Goblin Soldier was sent flying backward. He slammed into a tree and stopped moving.


  Yeah, there’s absolutely no problem here.


  Allen and Elena immediately headed for the remaining two Goblin Soldiers.


  Perhaps trying to keep the two of them from getting close, the Goblin Soldiers began swinging their iron swords in wide, careless arcs.


  “Oops!”


  “There!”


  Allen and Elena dodged the attacks easily.


  Trying to land a hit on Allen and Elena, who kept slipping past their blades, the Goblin Soldiers swung their swords even more wildly.


  The moment an opening appeared in the Goblin Soldiers’ reckless swings, Allen and Elena rushed in at once and leaped upward, kicking the goblins’ heads energetically.


  “Take this!”


  Allen and Elena’s heels sank in, and the two Goblin Soldiers collapsed without resistance.


  With all three Goblin Soldiers defeated, the goblin rabble visibly lost their nerve. Some tried to run, but the children didn’t let them escape and immediately began driving them back.


  Within a few minutes, they wiped out every last goblin.


  ““All done!””


  “Yippee!”


  The children returned to me looking pleased with themselves.


  “You worked hard. That was amazing!” I praised them.


  “Yeah!”


  When I complimented them, they looked even happier and snuggled up to me.


  I really hadn’t had a turn at all, but my actual work started now.


  I had to dismantle a large number of goblins.


  Cutting their right ears as subjugation proof was, frankly, a pain. I wanted to just burn them all as they were. But since I had accepted the request, I needed proof of subjugation. There was no other way.


  Goblin Soldiers were the same as ordinary goblins, with magic stones as their only usable material.


  When I started removing the goblins’ ears and magic stones, Joule and Fyt grew larger and gathered the goblin corpses around me.


  “Thanks. Could you gather all of them?”


  “Woof!”


  “Growl!”


  Gratefully accepting their help, I kept moving my knife.


  At first, I counted the goblins as I dismantled them, but there were far too many, so I stopped counting altogether.


  Actually, since I’d never defeated goblins before, I could just check the number of ears stored in Infinite Storage later. Wow, what a waste of effort!


  After realizing that, I focused on the dismantling work without thinking.


  All right! Finished!


  The number of goblins had easily exceeded a hundred.


  This was a job I had volunteered to take earlier, but I decided I would be turning down goblin subjugation requests for a while.


  Let’s see. For a nest-clearing request, I’m pretty sure we were supposed to destroy these shack-like buildings to prevent the goblins from returning, and, if possible, burn them.


  Since this place was near the village, burning them would probably be best. In that case, I had to consider the surrounding trees and the wind direction. There wasn’t any wind today, so it should be fine.


  “Joule, Fyt. Could you help me destroy the buildings?”


  “Woof!”


  “Growl!”


  When I asked Joule and Fyt to help with one more task, they agreed readily.


  With the two of them helping me, I broke down the buildings one after another. They were only crudely built shacks, so they collapsed very easily.


  Then I gathered the splintered debris with wind magic and set it on fire. It hadn’t rained for the past two or three days, so the nicely dried wood burned without any trouble.


  “All right! That’s finished!”


  “Finished!”


  “Woof!”


  “Growl!”


  “Piii!”


  If there were any embers left in the ashes, the fire might spread to the surrounding trees, so I figured I should pour water over them.


  With that in mind, I decided to try using water magic.


  I had finished reading The Basics of Magic, which I bought at the bookstore the other day, so I thought trying it out once would be better.


  I immediately gathered my mana, chanted the spell, and released the magic.


  “Water, gather. Water Ball.”


  Splat!


  “Huh? A water ball?”


  Technically, I had managed to use water magic. Technically. But the water ball I released was only about a cupful of water, and it had no force at all. This was no different from splashing water out of a cup.


  That’s strange. All right, one more time.


  “Water, gather. Water Ball.”


  Splat!


  I tried casting the spell again, but the result was the same as before. Only a cupful of water flew out.


  Does this mean I don’t have enough mana? Maybe I should put a little more into it, I figured.


  “Water Ball.”


  Splat!


  It was still the same.


  “Joule, could you pour water over the ashes?”


  “Woof!”


  Giving up, I asked Joule, who could use water magic, to put out the fire.


  What exactly am I doing wrong? Once we get back to the Town of Shirin, I’ll reread The Basics of Magic.


  “Allen, Elena, we’re heading back to the village.”


  “Okay.”


  “Joule, Fyt, shrink down again.” The fire was out, so it was time to return to the village.


  When we got back, the villagers had gathered in the square.


  “You returned rather quickly. What about the nest?” the village chief asked, stepping out from the crowd when he noticed us.


  “It’s all right. We dealt with all the goblins.”


  “Really?! Thank you so much!”


  When I told them that, the village chief and the villagers behind him looked relieved, the tension draining from their shoulders.


  “There were Goblin Soldiers, which weren’t part of the plan, but they weren’t a problem.”


  “What?! Goblin Soldiers?!”


  “Yes.”


  The color rapidly drained from every villager’s face. They had already been struggling against ordinary goblins. If Goblin Soldiers had attacked the village, the damage would’ve been terrible.


  It was only natural that they went pale at the thought.


  “It’s all right. The Goblin Soldiers have been defeated.”


  “My apologies,” the village chief said suddenly, still pale.


  I didn’t understand what he was apologizing for.


  “Our village cannot afford to pay an additional reward, sir.”


  An additional reward? Ah, because the original request was for goblin subjugation, Goblin Soldiers weren’t included as targets. So that would normally mean an extra fee.


  A barely self-sufficient village like this probably didn’t have much cash saved up. I understood that paying the original goblin request fee was already all they could manage.


  I had no intention of squeezing money out of villagers who weren’t wealthy, so the original reward was fine. But was this the sort of thing I could decide on my own without running it by the guild?


  “I won’t ask for an additional reward, so please don’t worry.”


  “But… that would be terribly unfair.”


  Ideally, he could’ve just said, “Really?! Thank you!” and that would’ve settled it, but it wasn’t that easy. This village chief seemed honest.


  Now then, what should I do?


  “Huh? Cocco?”


  As I was thinking about how to settle the matter, I spotted a Cocco at the edge of my vision.


  “Yes, that’s right,” the village chief explained. “Our village raises livestock and makes its living from the eggs laid by Cocco, as well as the milk from Mou and Ragi. The goblins reduced their numbers, but thanks to your swift response, the damage was limited.”


  Oh, so this village raises livestock.


  Cocco were creatures that resembled chickens, but to me, they looked exactly like chickens. Mou were cows, and Ragi were goats. None of them were monsters, but ordinary animals.


  “Do you go to town every day to sell the eggs and milk?”


  The Town of Shirin was half a day away on foot from here, so even by carriage, it would probably take four or five hours.


  “Not every day, no. There are days when the yield is low.”


  So, on days when they didn’t collect much, they skipped going to town and waited until they had enough to sell.


  So that’s why eggs were only available at the town shops irregularly.


  According to the village chief, the price differences for eggs sold in town were due to freshness. Older eggs were cheaper, more or less. Since they were sold at about three different prices, I had assumed they were different kinds of eggs.


  “We could not reduce our manpower while protecting the village, so we have been unable to go sell in town for the past few days. But we should be able to go tomorrow.”


  “I assume you’ve been collecting and storing the eggs these past few days, but have you not been milking the animals?”


  “No. If we don’t milk them, they can develop inflammation, so we milk them every day. We use the oldest milk in the village first, but this time, we may end up having to discard some.”


  So that meant the village had eggs and milk in stock.


  I thought of a good solution.


  “Then how about this? Instead of an additional request fee, you sell me those eggs and milk at a discount.”


  “Sell them? Certainly not. If eggs and milk are enough, please take as much as you like for free.”


  The village chief told me I could take the eggs and milk for free. But I intended to take all the surplus eggs and milk they hadn’t been able to sell in town, so free was out of the question. When I explained that, the village chief readily sold me all the Cocco eggs and Mou and Ragi milk they could spare.


  He named a heavily discounted price, but I paid a little more than that. After all, it would be a problem if the village’s livelihood suffered and, as a result, eggs and milk stopped being available in town.


  Since they were about to milk the animals, I had Allen and Elena try it for themselves.


  “Moo!”


  “Milk came out! Amazing!”


  The two of them were a little excited to see a Mou up close; they were witnessing it for the first time.


  Once that was finished and we were about to leave, the village chief suggested we stay the night, so I accepted his offer.


  The next morning, after leaving the village, we moved to a place with no one around. Then we climbed onto Joule and the others after they grew larger and returned to the Town of Shirin.


  “Welcome back, Takumi,” Luna greeted me with a smile when we entered the Adventurer’s Guild. “That was quick.”


  “Well, they were only goblins, after all. We only took time for traveling to and from the village.”


  “You really helped us out.”


  “It was nothing. There were Goblin Soldiers in the nest too, so it was definitely the right call not to send a young party there carelessly.”


  “Huh?! Wait a moment! What did you just say?!”


  When Luna heard my report, she suddenly grew flustered.


  “Takumi, is it true there were Goblin Soldiers?”


  “Yes. There were three of them mixed in.”


  I took the ears and magic stones out of Infinite Storage and showed them to Luna. She accepted them and immediately began checking them.


  “These are definitely from Goblin Soldiers,” Luna confirmed.


  “Is there a problem?” I asked.


  “There’s no problem with you, Takumi. You defeated them, and that helped us a great deal. The issue may be with the requester. If they simply didn’t know there were Goblin Soldiers, then it can’t be helped, but… Goblin Soldier subjugations are rewarded highly, right? Every so often, we get people who lie and submit a request as a lower-rank monster subjugation to keep the fee down.”


  True. There probably were requesters who tried to downplay the danger to pay less.


  “And under normal circumstances, this request would likely have been assigned to young adventurers with enough skill to handle goblins,” Luna continued seriously. “This means those young adventurers could have been attacked by the Goblin Soldiers and gotten hurt or even killed. So, there’s a safety issue, too.”


  I see, but the village chief who submitted this request…


  “I reported the Goblin Soldiers to the village chief too, but he looked genuinely shocked, so I don’t think he knew.”


  His reaction had truly been one of complete surprise. I couldn’t imagine it had been an act.


  “Is that so?”


  “Yes. As for an additional reward, he didn’t seem to be trying to avoid paying it either. Though it definitely looked like the village’s finances were tight, so I got something else instead of money.”


  “Something else?”


  “I had them sell me Cocco eggs and Mou and Ragi milk at a discount.”


  “Eggs and milk?”


  “Yes. They’re ingredients I use often in cooking, and I had been meaning to stock up anyway.”


  “I-I see.”


  Luna seemed slightly exasperated, but she appeared to accept my explanation. That said, she still wanted to confirm the situation just in case, so she said the guild would send someone to the village to ask about it.


  In any case, our job was considered complete.


   

  Chapter 3: Let’s Punish the Villains


  

  “Hello.”


  Today, we visited the Golden Wheat Shop for the first time in a while. The last time we had come here was before going to the Earth Labyrinth, so it really had been quite some time.


  “Oh, Takumi…” Rhode greeted me weakly.


  “Huh? Rhode, you don’t look very well. And there’s barely any stock left, even though it’s only early afternoon?”


  The moment I entered the shop, something felt wrong. Rhode’s complexion was visibly poor, and not a single loaf of bread lined the shop shelves. At this hour, customers would still be coming in until evening, so there should have been at least some products on display.


  Something was clearly off. What in the world happened?


  “Rhode,” I said more firmly.


  When I pressed him, Rhode explained in a faint voice what had happened.


  It had started when a certain noble who happened to be visiting the Town of Shirin heard about the cream bread known as the “phantom bread.” The noble’s servant came to the shop and demanded, “Sell me cream bread.”


  Unfortunately, the cream bread had already sold out first thing that morning. At that, the noble’s servant used his authority as a threat and demanded that Rhode “make more if there isn’t any.”


  Because the other party was a noble, Rhode hadn’t defied him. He somehow gathered the ingredients, made more cream bread, and handed it over.


  At the time, that seemed to be the end of it.


  However, the next thing the noble demanded was the cream bread recipe.


  Rhode naturally refused that. A recipe was a treasure to its creator, not something to be handed over easily.


  According to Rhode, cream bread was something he had learned from me, so he would never give the recipe to someone else without my permission.


  Rhode was an extremely sincere and loyal craftsman. That was exactly why I liked him.


  After Rhode refused to hand over the recipe, the noble apparently changed tactics and began causing trouble for the shop, loudly claiming that “our family’s secret recipe was stolen.”


  On top of that, he pressured every shop in town not to sell flour, something absolutely essential to a bakery, to the Golden Wheat Shop.


  Rhode had searched for a shop that would sell him flour, but none would.


  That situation continued until the flour in the shop ran out, leaving him unable to bake any bread.


  And that was how things had ended up like this.


  What a filthy way to do things!


  “If you taught that noble how to make cream bread, I suppose he would back down, but I really don’t like the idea of simply handing over the recipe. Rhode, I’d like to look into this a little, so could you endure things as they are for just a few more days?”


  “Of course. I’ve got no objections,” Rhode replied, his expression tightening. “After everything he’s done, giving in would leave a bad taste in my mouth. If anything, I’m sorry for making you go through the trouble.”


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  After all, this had started because I asked Rhode to make cream bread for me.


  Besides, I didn’t like people who used such cowardly methods. It made me want to crush them.


  Not physically, of course. Though with my current abilities, I could probably do it if I wanted to.


  But since the other party was a noble, doing that would make me the criminal.


  “Oh, right, I almost forgot. I’d like a fairly large amount of bread, so could you make some for me tomorrow? I’ll leave the ingredients I have on hand with you.”


  “Yeah, sure. I’ve got nothing else to do anyway,” Rhode replied with a dry smile.


  “Then please use these.”


  I took the necessary ingredients out of Infinite Storage, wrote down the types and amounts of bread I wanted on a sheet of paper, and handed it to Rhode. Then I told him I would come again tomorrow and left the shop with Allen and Elena.


  Now then, let’s start by gathering information!


  We headed to the shopping district and visited a shop that sold wheat. I planned to enter as an ordinary customer and ask about the situation at a shop where Rhode usually bought his ingredients.


  “Hello. Could I buy some flour?”


  “Welcome. Flour, is it?”


  “Yes. I’d like quite a bit.”


  “Sure thing. Wait a moment, I’ll bring some out from the back.”


  While paying, I casually mentioned, “I heard a noble’s servant has been visiting shops lately.” The shopkeeper told me about it easily.


  “Yeah, that’s right. He told us not to sell a single thing to a certain shop. Nobles really are high-handed, aren’t they?”


  “Did you obey?”


  “Yeah. I didn’t want to, but the other party’s a noble. Couldn’t go against him.”


  The shopkeeper continued with a bitter expression.


  “Besides, I don’t know if it’s true or not, but they say he stole a recipe from the noble’s mansion.”


  “But that’s just a rumor, isn’t it?”


  “Well, yeah. I don’t think he’s the sort of guy who’d do that, but considering who we’re dealing with…”


  Apparently, the noble’s servant had hinted that if they disobeyed, he could have this shop crushed, too.


  After that, I visited several more shops and asked around, but all of them seemed to have obeyed only because they had no choice.


  The noble who had used his authority to pressure the shops was identified surprisingly easily. The mastermind was a Gadia Kingdom noble named Baron Gilberda.


  This time, while looking into Baron Gilberda himself, I wandered down the street, thinking about what to do with him.


  “Hey! Those children!”


  Suddenly, I saw an unfamiliar man running toward us, shouting loudly. Allen and Elena must have been startled by his voice, because they hid behind me.


  The man came straight toward us. By “children,” he really did seem to mean Allen and Elena.


  Sure enough, the man stopped in front of us, so I addressed him first.


  “Do you need something from us?”


  “Those two are my merchandise!”


  What is this guy saying in the middle of the street?


  I immediately used the Appraisal skill on the man. Apparently, his occupation was slave trader.


  Well, to a slave trader, slaves might be merchandise, but who treated someone else’s companions as goods in the middle of the street? It was incredibly rude.


  I had met Allen and Elena in Gaya Forest, and, judging from the situation back then, I had suspected that a slave trader, attacked by monsters, had abandoned the two of them as decoys to save himself.


  This man was probably the merchant who had been attacked near Gaya Forest. He must have spotted Allen and Elena in town and chased after them. That sounded about right.


  I’d heard the caravan had been practically wiped out after failing to escape the monsters, but this guy had survived. What absurd luck!


  Why was he still in this town? Was it his base?


  Well, it had nothing to do with me.


  “Back off! These children are my younger siblings.”


  “There’s no way that’s true! I remember them well! It’s them! Now hurry up and give them back!”


  Talking about “giving back” Allen and Elena, who weren’t slaves in the first place, was absurd.


  Even if he had been talking about actual slaves instead of these two, using them as decoys meant he had abandoned them. He had no right to claim ownership now.


  This was nothing but a false accusation.


  “Stop this nonsense,” I said coldly.


  “Shut up! Hand them over already!”


  Fury engulfed me, and I wanted to crush him on the spot. But if I did that here, there was no doubt he would make an even bigger scene. Knowing it would be the wrong move, I desperately suppressed the urge.


  “Hey, what’s all this commotion?!”


  A group of patrol guards arrived, apparently drawn by the noise while making their rounds. They pushed through the gathered onlookers and stepped between the slave trader and me.


  “Perfect timing! He’s a thief!” the slave trader cried immediately. “This man stole my merchandise! Arrest him!”


  The guards looked back and forth between the shouting merchant and me, visibly confused.


  “Is that true?” one guard asked.


  “No. I did no such thing,” I answered firmly.


  Really, what thief would honestly say, “Yes, I stole them,” when asked? Wasn’t that the wrong way to confirm it?


  Well, arresting someone without asking them if they did it would be a problem, too.


  “What are you doing? Hurry up and arrest him!” the merchant shouted.


  I could only stare at him with disbelief.


  “Don’t listen to him. You have no idea what his ‘merchandise’ actually is,” I warned the patrol guards.


  “What exactly is it?” one of the guards asked.


  “Those children!” the merchant shouted, immediately pointing at Allen and Elena hiding behind me.


  The merchant was making a pointless scene. The onlookers around us were staring at him with open disgust. Allen and Elena clung to me as if trying to hide, and when the patrol guards saw the frightened children holding on to me, their expressions turned dubious. They looked at the merchant with suspicion.


  From a third party’s perspective, it could only look like the merchant was picking a fight.


  Which, in fact, he really was.


  “Are you truly claiming these children are yours to keep?”


  “I’ve been saying that this entire time!”


  “But the children are…”


  “Shut up! Hurry up and arrest this man, then hand the children over to me!”


  I let out a deep sigh.


  “Then where’s your proof? If you claim these children are slaves from your shop, show me the evidence. Let me make this clear: neither of them has a slave crest.”


  Slaves had crests carved into their bodies through contract magic so they could not defy their masters. Without that, there was no proof that Allen and Elena were slaves.


  Since the two of them were children who couldn’t escape on their own, he had probably skipped having the crests carved into them. Applying contract magic cost money, after all. This guy seemed like the miserly type, so he had likely backed out.


  Slave trading, a business involving the buying and selling of people, was officially recognized by the country, but there were strict rules regarding the slaves handled through it.


  First, there were two types of slaves: criminal slaves and debt slaves.


  Criminal slaves were, as the name implied, people who had committed crimes. They were forcibly sent to places like mines and made to perform hard labor under strict surveillance.


  Debt slaves, on the other hand, were people who couldn’t repay money they had borrowed for one reason or another, or people who had sold themselves because their lives had become impossible to sustain. They could be freed from slavery once the principal and interest were paid. Though they were used as labor, their human rights were protected, and their masters were obligated to provide the bare minimum—food, clothing, and shelter.


  Unfortunately, there was no end to masters and merchants who treated slaves as goods, failed to fulfill those obligations, and took advantage of the fact that slaves could not defy them if they ordered them to commit crimes. The merchant in front of me was probably one of them.


  The patrol guards and onlookers present seemed to realize that as well.


  “My employees can testify that those children were my slaves!”


  “That wouldn’t prove anything,” I replied flatly. “You could simply order your employees to say that.”


  It was easy enough to make the people working in his shop say whatever was convenient for him. In fact, this man almost certainly did that all the time.


  “Even if there truly were children resembling these two in your shop, that doesn’t mean these children are the same ones. Besides, you’re a criminal trying to kidnap children. For all we know, the slaves in your shop may have been abducted, too.”


  Abducting people and selling them was obviously a crime, and so was buying slaves from someone who was clearly a kidnapper.


  At my words, the patrol guards and onlookers gasped. Murmurs of “surely not” rose from all around us. After everything they had seen, they must have thought this man was exactly the sort of person who might do it.


  From there, the patrol guards acted very quickly.


  “We’ll hear the details from you at the guard station,” one of them said firmly.


  “What did you say?!”


  The merchant shouted in protest, but the patrol guards swiftly restrained him.


  “We would also like to hear your account,” one guard said to me.


  “I’d rather not go to the same place as this merchant. The children are scared.”


  I saw no obligation or need to go to the guard station, so I refused. The patrol guards seemed to understand my reasoning and didn’t force it. I did give them my name and the name of the inn where we were staying in case anything came up.


  Once the patrol guards left and the onlookers dispersed, I picked up Allen and Elena and quickly left the area.


  “Onii-chan…”


  “It’s all right,” I told them gently. “As long as you want to stay with me, Allen and Elena, I’ll always be by your side.”


  “Okay.”


  I reassured them as they looked up at me anxiously, and then the two of them clung to me tightly.


  [image: 02]

  Curious, I gathered information about the slave trader too, and quite a few things came to light.


  I had heard some of the onlookers muttering things like, “He’s doing whatever he wants with a noble backing him,” and “He’s been spending freely lately,” so I focused my investigation around that.


  What I found was still only rumors, but among the people in the shopping district, he seemed fairly well known.


  The noble backing the slave trading company run by that merchant, the Gista Trading Company, was apparently Baron Gilberda.


  Yes, the very same man pressuring the Golden Wheat Shop.


  Again?! I almost shouted out loud.


  Apparently, Baron Gilberda had come to this town in the first place to buy slaves. And not just any slaves, but twin children.


  After coming all the way to this town, Baron Gilberda had been furious when the slaves he expected weren’t available, and he had apparently created a scene at the Gista Trading Company shop. People passing by had overheard him, and it had become quite the rumor at the time.


  Some time after that, the earlier disturbance occurred.


  That merchant had seen the children, whom he had abandoned to save himself, appear right in front of him, so he must have tried to reclaim them by any means necessary in order to appease the noble backing him.


  It was strange that he would use children requested by a noble as decoys, but perhaps other slaves would have been traced by their crests, or maybe there simply hadn’t been anyone other than the two of them he could have used as bait.


  Either way, it seemed those people were opponents I would have to crush with everything I had.


  ※※※


  


  “Allen, Elena. Good morning.”


  Allen and Elena absolutely refused to leave my side after that incident. Even in our room at the inn, away from other people’s eyes, they stayed glued to me the entire time. This morning, after a night had passed, I called out to them when I saw they were already awake. They looked at me, but they didn’t answer. Instead, they clung to me with dark expressions.


  It was close to how they had been when I first met them, back when they barely showed emotion. No, this might have been even worse. They had finally started becoming cheerful and childlike, and now this! That merchant… What should I do with him?! I’m absolutely not letting him get away with this! I’ll give that fool hell! I decided.


  Once I finished getting ready, I immediately headed to the Knight Order branch to meet Lord Valt. I didn’t have an appointment, but when I explained at reception, Lord Valt made time for me right away.


  “Lord Valt, Lisner, I’m sorry to bother you while you’re busy,” I said.


  “No trouble,” Valt replied. “So, Takumi, what happened?”


  “Well…” I began.


  First, I explained the issue with the slave trader. Valt had once told me that he would guarantee that Allen and Elena were orphans and that I was their current guardian. Because of that, I wanted to tell him in advance that I might end up troubling him if anything happened. That merchant had been taken to the guard station, but he had probably been released due to insufficient evidence.


  Judging by how he had acted yesterday, I couldn’t imagine he would give up on the children easily. He would surely try to contact us again.


  Next, I explained what was happening to the Golden Wheat Shop and told them about Baron Gilberda. Since the other party was a noble, I wanted to ask what actions would be dangerous to take.


  Well, for that part, I was relying more on Lisner than Valt. I was also calculating whether I could get them to cooperate. Or rather, I was fully planning to dump the whole matter on them.


  If I crushed those people myself, I would inevitably have to come into contact with them, right? And if that happened, Allen and Elena would definitely end up seeing them.


  I didn’t want these children involved with those people any more than they already had been. But I also had no intention of leaving Allen and Elena behind.


  So, I preferred to dump the whole thing on someone else.


  Those people were definitely committing crimes. That was exactly why I wanted them crushed through proper channels.


  “I see…” Lisner said after hearing me out. “In that case, there is someone better suited to this than us. Let’s go see him.”


  Leaving Lord Valt in his office, Lisner brought us to another room. Inside were a very friendly-looking blond man in his late thirties and a quiet-looking brown-haired man in his early thirties.


  “Oh? Isaac, is that you? What is it? And who’s this?” one of them said.


  “This is Takumi Kayano,” Lisner introduced me.


  “Oh! You’re Takumi! I see, I see. Thanks for coming. Have a seat over here.”


  “Takumi, this is the branch commander and his assistant,” Lisner told me.


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Takumi Kayano,” I smiled and bowed.


  “The branch commander is also the son of the Lauren family, the lords who govern this town,” Lisner explained further.


  “I’m Derrick Lauren. There are several members of the Lauren family in this town, so just call me Derrick.”


  Apparently, this was the office of the branch commander of the Shirin Branch of the Knight Order.


  The friendly man was Derrick Lauren. He was the person in charge of the Shirin Branch of the Knight Order and the second son of the Lauren family. His older brother, the eldest son, assisted with governing the territory, so Derrick, as the second son, had become a knight.


  The other man was Philip Callan. His main role seemed to be assisting with administrative work.


  Lisner… you brought me somewhere incredible. I wish you’d warned me first, I thought.


  Once the introductions were finished, I explained again what had been happening around us.


  “Hmm, I see. Very well. We’ll investigate this on our end,” Derrick declared.


  “Huh?”


  As soon as I finished explaining, Derrick accepted the investigation far more readily than I’d expected. Things went so smoothly that a strange sound slipped out of me.


  “I know I’m the one asking, but is it really all right to accept so easily?”


  “Of course. My subordinates owe you a great deal. Besides…” Derrick glanced to the side, and Callan cleared his throat before beginning his report.


  “The Knight Order has already received reports regarding Baron Gilberda. It seems he has been doing as he pleases, and reports have come in from several places. The problems never end.”


  “I heard rumors in town that his household has been spending unusually freely lately,” I said.


  When I confirmed the rumor I had heard, Callan nodded with a troubled expression.


  “Yes. The Gilberda barony is merely a court noble family with no notable source of income, so they should be living off their pension and the funds saved by previous generations. Yet for some reason, they have been buying up all manner of luxury goods. Judging from what you’ve told us, their connection to that slave trader seems suspicious.”


  “I’m sure a lot will be uncovered if you investigate,” I murmured.


  “Yes. A truly great deal of it,” Lisner agreed.


  Apparently, Baron Gilberda had been causing all sorts of trouble in the town.


  Still, Lisner and Callan… you two are perfectly in sync. And those smiles are scary!


  “So that’s why we were already investigating him,” Derrick said. “Naturally, we’ve contacted the royal capital as well. I won’t call your matter incidental, but leave it to us. We can’t stay silent while someone acts however he pleases in our territory. It affects our honor!” Well, if he said I could leave it to him, then I would gladly do just that.


  “Speaking of which, the Golden Wheat Shop! That’s the place that started selling those new breads, right? I had one of my subordinates buy some for me, and their bread is excellent! The jam bread is good too, but the one with Cuckoo Fruit in it is perfect when you’re feeling a little hungry,” Derrick declared with enthusiasm.


  Apparently, Derrick loved bread. The Cuckoo Bread was another one I had asked Rhode to make.


  “Yes,” Lisner said calmly. “The ‘phantom bread’ was especially delicious.”


  “What?! Isaac, you ate the phantom bread?!” Derrick demanded.


  “I did.”


  “How?! How did you get it?! The sale dates are undecided, and it sells out within minutes of opening! With working hours like ours, there’s no way knights could ever get any!” Lisner was even bragging about having eaten cream bread. And while Callan appeared uninterested at first glance, he kept glancing between Lisner and me.


  Wait, are you curious about how to get cream bread, too? I wondered, looking at him.


  “Considering that Takumi brought the Golden Wheat Shop’s current situation to us, it is highly likely he is connected to the shop,” Callan analyzed coolly.


  “I see! So, you got it from Takumi!” Derrick said, pressing Lisner for answers.


  “Yes. Takumi is apparently the creator of the cream bread.”


  “What?! Is that true?”


  “Oh?”


  Derrick and Callan were looking at me like predators eyeing prey.


  “Y-yes…” I admitted timidly.


  It was true, so I nodded.


  Lisner continued his explanation, “Regarding that phantom bread, even if this matter is resolved somehow, Takumi is apparently worried that the same abuse of authority may happen again. At this rate, the shop may stop selling it altogether.”


  “Right! Then the Lauren family will back them!” Derrick declared.


  Huh?! Back them?


  What Lisner had said to me was exactly what I was worried about. Even if Baron Gilberda’s issue was resolved and cream bread sales resumed, I feared someone else might try the same thing. If the shop was going to be threatened like that, then in the worst case, we would have to consider stopping sales entirely.


  On the other hand, if the Golden Wheat Shop had a noble family backing it, that would likely deter anyone who wanted to interfere with the cream bread. Still, with everything working out this conveniently, I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something was off.


  “If we back them, then we can have that phantom bread… cream bread, was it? We can have them make it for us as a privilege, right?” Derrick asked.


  Ugh! Derrick’s after the cream bread?! Is that why he wants to back them?!


  “Is that really okay?!” I asked, stunned.


  “What are you talking about? It means something difficult to obtain will become easier to get.”


  “Indeed,” Callan added calmly. “There are quite a few people who will do whatever it takes to obtain rare goods.”


  Derrick and Callan said it as though it were perfectly natural, while I stared at them in disbelief.


  “Is that how it works? Well, as long as you don’t make impossible demands like telling them to bake when they don’t have ingredients, I think that sort of condition should be fine.”


  Maybe this was one of those “spare no expense for what you want” situations. In this case, the expense was noble backing, but still.


  “Good. Then let’s go now,” Derrick declared.


  “Go? To the Golden Wheat Shop?”


  “Of course! If we’re going to back them, we need to inspect the shop and the owner!”


  “You’re making it sound proper, but you simply want to eat cream bread, don’t you?” Callan pointed out.


  Derrick’s shoulder twitched. Apparently, Callan had hit the mark.


  “But Derrick, even if we go now, you won’t be able to eat cream bread.”


  “What?!”


  “Isn’t that obvious? The shop doesn’t have any flour right now.”


  Callan had a perfectly reasonable point, but…


  “Umm… he might be able to eat some,” I said.


  “Oh?” Callan tilted his head.


  Yesterday, I gave Rhode ingredients and asked him to make bread for my Infinite Storage stock. Of course, I had ordered cream bread, too. It was probably just about time for them to finish baking.


  “I gave him the ingredients yesterday and asked him to make some…”


  “Yes! Then let’s go right now!” Derrick declared.


  I ended up heading to the Golden Wheat Shop with Derrick and Lisner. Callan stayed behind to continue gathering information.


  We hadn’t said anything to Lord Valt, but according to Lisner, “If we told him, he would skip work to come with us.”


  When we entered the shopping district, Allen and Elena, whom I was carrying, tightened their grip slightly. Their eyes moved around warily. Since the two of them could sense presences, they rarely made obvious gestures like they were searching for something. They hadn’t shown fear or distress yet, but yesterday’s incident had clearly left a wound.


  “Allen, Elena. It’s all right. I’m here with you,” I told them gently.


  The two of them stayed silent and held on to me even tighter.


  I might need to do something to distract them.


  When we entered the Golden Wheat Shop, the bread seemed to have just finished baking. Rhode was pulling a tray of bread from the oven.


  Mm, that smells good.


  “Rhode, excuse us,” I called as we entered.


  “Oh, Takumi. The bread’s just finished ba… king…”


  Rhode noticed Derrick and Lisner entering behind me in their knight uniforms and froze in shock, nearly dropping the tray he was holding. Then he hurried closer and whispered sharply so Derrick and the others wouldn’t hear, “If you’re bringing important people with you, tell me beforehand!”


  Ah, yes. Sorry. I had just experienced something similar myself, but they had decided to come to the shop so suddenly that there hadn’t been anything I could do.


  “This is Derrick Lauren, branch commander of the Shirin Branch of the Knight Order and a son of the Lauren family. And this is Isaac Lisner, Vice Captain of the Second Unit of the Shirin Branch.”


  “What?! The Lauren family?! The lord’s son?!”


  I introduced Derrick and Lisner to Rhode. When Rhode heard that Derrick was the lord’s son, he visibly shrank back.


  I see. So, this is how ordinary people react.


  I was apparently oblivious to Etelldia’s class system. Part of that was because I had grown up in Japan, where there weren’t major differences in social status, but my knowledge of this world also came through Syl, a god. Because of that, I lumped nobles and commoners together as “humans,” so hearing that someone was a noble didn’t really feel overwhelming to me.


  Well, as long as I’m polite, it should be fine. It hasn’t caused any problems so far.


  “So, Rhode, are the cream breads finished?”


  “Y-yeah. They’re ready…”


  Rhode carried over the tray with the cream breads and set it on the table.


  “Ohhh, so this is cream bread.”


  “Please, Derrick.”


  “Yeah, thanks. Let’s see…”


  When I handed Derrick a cream bread, he accepted it and bit into it right there. I asked Lisner if he wanted one as well, and when he replied, “Of course I do,” I handed him one.


  “Oh, this is delicious!”


  Derrick seemed to like the cream bread very much and finished it in no time.


  “By the way, what’s this one?” Derrick asked, sharp-eyed as he noticed another tray. “I’ve never seen it in any shop.”


  “That is something Takumi asked me to make as a new product…” Rhode explained.


  “What?! A new product?!”


  Derrick stared intently at the new bread. Rhode, the one who had actually baked it, probably hadn’t tasted it either, so he looked extremely curious. Since Derrick and Lisner were present, however, he was desperately trying to keep his composure. Lisner also showed interest, though not quite as openly as Derrick.


  The truth was, I had found a red bean that resembled adzuki beans. After soaking the red beans overnight, I simmered them in honey sap, a tree sap that was kind of like simple syrup, or maybe a thinner sugar water, and made chunky sweet bean paste. Honey sap was much cheaper than sugar, so I thought Rhode could use it for future batches. When I tried it, it worked well. If I did say so myself, it turned out delicious, with just the right sweetness.


  I had given that chunky sweet bean paste to Rhode and asked him to wrap it in dough and bake it like cream bread. I also had him make another bread based on whole wheat bread, mixed with Shian Fruit, which was similar to figs, and Kotou nuts, which were bright yellow nuts that resembled walnuts. The Kotou nuts looked flashy enough to make the bread seem unusual, but I thought the flavor would be fine.


  “That one is anpan,” I explained. “The other is whole wheat bread mixed with Shian Fruit and Kotou Nuts.”


  Though Derrick and Lisner had just eaten cream bread, they sampled both new breads as well. These seemed to suit their tastes, too.


  When I gave Allen and Elena half an anpan each, they ate it happily.


  Some people disliked the skins in chunky sweet bean paste, but apparently, everyone here was fine with them.


  Incidentally, I liked both chunky and smooth sweet bean paste. I didn’t make the smooth version this time, but I definitely wanted to try making it next time.


  “Man, that was good.”


  Clearly satisfied, Derrick asked Rhode a few questions. Then, deciding there were no issues with Rhode’s character either, he formally offered for the Lauren family to become the Golden Wheat Shop’s patron.


  As Rhode repeatedly bowed with a strained “Y-you honor me,” he suddenly looked at me and silently mouthed something as if trying to appeal to me.


  Uh, what? “I never heard about this?”


  Well, yeah, but this had all been decided so suddenly. You know, the classic noble habit of dragging people along with them. This wasn’t my fault.


  “Well then, let’s head back and crush those idiots who’ve been getting carried away.”


  Leaving behind word that the Lauren family would later send an official representative to work out the details, Derrick departed looking thoroughly pleased.


  This guy really did come here just because he wanted to eat cream bread.


  I did at least entrust Lisner with some bread as souvenirs for Callan, who had remained behind at the branch, looking envious, and for Lord Valt, who was probably still working hard.


  “Hey, Takumi!!”


  The moment Derrick and the others left the shop, Rhode rushed over to me.


  “It just sort of happened! I never imagined things would turn out like this either!”


  Right, I hadn’t told Rhode that Derrick’s real motivation for becoming the shop’s patron was cream bread. He was probably worried about what sort of compensation would be demanded in return.


  I should explain that properly.


  “Umm… actually, Derrick said he wanted to become the Golden Wheat Shop’s patron because he wanted to eat cream bread.”


  “Whaaat?!”


  Yeah, yeah, that reaction made sense. The reason really was cream bread, after all.


  “Once this matter is settled, the Lauren family will probably start placing orders for cream bread. Rhode, when that happens, I’ll be counting on you.”


  “Whaaat?!”


  Since I had already explained to Derrick that cream bread couldn’t be made without ingredients, and he didn’t seem like the type to make unreasonable demands, Rhode probably wouldn’t end up being pushed around with impossible requests.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  After tossing the troublesome matter onto someone else, I devoted myself wholeheartedly to doting on Allen and Elena.


  I hugged them more often, patted their heads constantly, and spoiled them to my heart’s content. Thanks to that, the two of them gradually returned to how they had been before meeting that slave merchant.


  “Tasty!”


  “I’m glad.”


  What they were eating now was fruit jelly. Naturally, I had made it myself.


  And the ingredient was this:


  【Slime Jelly】


  A soft, squishy substance left behind from a slime’s remains.


  It is harmless to the human body, but it doesn’t benefit them either. It’s simply a lump of material.


  It is heat-sensitive and melts when warmed.


  It was a drop item I had obtained when defeating slimes in the Earth Labyrinth.


  I had gathered quite a lot of it, so I started wondering if there was some way to use it.


  The item was literally called “jelly,” and since it apparently had no harmful effects on the body, I simply thought of turning it into jelly. So, I experimented a little.


  I heated fruit juice in a pot, added the slime jelly, and melted it down. Then I poured the mixture into glasses and used household magic to chill it instantly.


  It hardened perfectly. The slime jelly had acted as gelatin. The texture wasn’t quite like the smooth jelly I used to eat in Japan. It had more of a springy, chewy feel instead, but it was delicious in its own way!


  I got the urge to try even more, so next I simmered various fruit juices and added them to the jelly. Starting with Ranka fruit water, I went on to try Reego fruit water, milk, tea, and anything else I could think of. But I got so absorbed in experimenting that before I knew it, I had made a huge amount of jelly.


  As long as I stored it in Infinite Storage, it wouldn’t spoil, and it would become snacks for Allen and Elena later, so there was no problem, right?


  The next day, Allen and Elena seemed to have calmed down, so we decided to go to the Golden Wheat Shop. If they stayed shut inside the inn forever, I couldn’t really say they had returned to normal. Of course, I chose our route carefully so we wouldn’t go near the Gista Trading Company or the place where we had run into that slave trader.


  “Oh, Takumi. What brings you here?” Rhode called when he noticed me opening the door to the Golden Wheat Shop.


  “Hello, Rhode. I heard the shop is still closed, so I thought I’d ask you to test-bake some bread I want.”


  The Golden Wheat Shop remained closed even after it secretly gained the Lauren family’s backing. That was to keep Baron Gilberda from realizing the Knight Order was investigating him. Apparently, one of the baron’s servants was watching the shop, though not around the clock, so the idea was to make him lower his guard. I also made sure the watcher wasn’t there before entering the shop.


  “Sure, I don’t mind it. If anything, I’m grateful,” Rhode said readily. “I’ve been baking bread every day at home with the flour you gave me, but it hasn’t been much. I was starting to worry my skills might get rusty.”


  “Is that so? Then I won’t hold back. Today, I’d like white bread dough.”


  “Got it. Leave it to me. Oh, right! Takumi, give me the flour!”


  “Yes, I’ll take it out now.”


  Since Rhode readily agreed, I took flour out of Infinite Storage and handed it to him.


  “So, what kind of bread do you want me to make?” Rhode asked while preparing the dough.


  “Um, I’d like you to bake it in this mold.”


  “What’s that? An iron box?”


  What I took out was a metal box with a lid. I had asked a blacksmith to make it for baking square loaves of bread, with rust-resistant treatment added. I had estimated the size by eye, but I had him make three rectangular molds, each roughly large enough for a two-loaf batch.


  “I want to put the bread dough in this and make square bread.”


  “Huh? So, I just need to use enough dough for it to fill the box properly once it bakes.”


  “Yes, exactly.”


  “All right, leave it to me!”


  “Please do. After that, cream bread and anpan, I suppose. I’m thinking of taking them to the Knight Order as a gift.”


  “Is that so? Then I’d better get back to it!”


  While Rhode kneaded the dough, I made a large amount of custard cream and sweet bean paste. I also boiled eggs. Since we were finally making sandwich bread, I wanted to make the classic egg sandwich.


  We passed the time with tea while the dough fermented, and at last, the sandwich bread finished baking.


  “All right, done! What do you think, Takumi? Is this what you had in mind?” Rhode asked as he took the bread from the oven and removed it from the mold.


  Oh! This looks like it baked really well.


  “Yes, it’s exactly what I imagined! As expected of you, Rhode. It’s perfect!”


  “Well, of course. I watch how bread rises every day!”


  I immediately cooled the bread with magic, then sliced it. After that, I chopped the boiled eggs, mixed them with mayonnaise, and spread the filling between slices of bread.


  “Oh, so you use two thin slices of bread and put the filling between them.”


  “Jam would work too, and I think it would be delicious with lettuce or sliced Toori Fruit inside.”


  Lettuce was called “lettuce” in Etelldia as well, though its color was a vivid blue-green, and Toori Fruit was basically tomatoes.


  “Putting salad inside, huh? I see. Made like this, it seems perfect for eating while out and about.”


  “Yes, exactly.”


  As we talked, I cut the egg sandwiches in half. Once I arranged them on a plate, Allen and Elena tugged on my clothes.


  “Egg.”


  The two of them waited with their mouths open.


  “Haha. Here you go, Allen, Elena.”


  When I held out the egg sandwich, Allen and Elena opened their mouths wide and took big bites.


  “Tasty!”


  “I’m glad.”


  They seemed to like it. They opened their mouths again, urging me to feed them another bite, so I brought the egg sandwich I was holding back to their mouths.


  “That looks good. Takumi, can I have some, too?” Rhode asked.


  “Yes, go ahead.”


  “Ummm… Delicious!”


  After earning high praise from Rhode as well, I brought the freshly baked bread to the Knight Order, where everyone welcomed us enthusiastically.


  The knights who had never eaten cream bread before practically screamed as they devoured it. Just how badly did they want to try it? I wondered.


  In any case, they were happy, so I was glad I brought the food.


  ※※※


  


  A few days later, the Knight Order contacted us to say that all the issues had been resolved. It was settled faster than I had expected.


  We went with the knight who had come to inform us and headed to the Knight Order’s guard station, where we were immediately shown into Derrick’s office.


  “Thank you for your hard work. Has everything already been resolved?” I asked Derrick after entering the office.


  “Oh, perfectly!” Derrick said with a confident nod. “Right, Philip?”


  “Yes,” Callan confirmed.


  After I asked the Knight Order for help, an investigation into the Gista Trading Company had begun under Callan’s direction. Apparently, that slave trader’s management had been unbelievably sloppy, so the company was exposed in no time, and its shop was ordered to suspend operations. The knights then searched the owner’s home. And then evidence came pouring out. Lots of it. They apparently found a mountain of proof of illegal dealings and fraud, including account books recording transactions with Baron Gilberda.


  It seemed Baron Gilberda had been using the Gista Trading Company for human trafficking. In the company’s underground cells, they found many people who were not slaves but had been gathered through kidnapping and other crimes.


  With clear evidence of his crimes found, Baron Gilberda, who was staying in Shirin, was immediately taken into custody. The royal capital was also notified, and the Gilberda mansion was searched.


  In addition to human trafficking, the baron had apparently been involved in illegal dealings of prohibited magic tools and counterfeit branded goods. Conveniently enough, the actual items, contracts, and other documents had been stored in a hidden underground warehouse.


  The baron had hidden his crimes well enough that they had been unable to take decisive action until now. But once his connection to the Gista Trading Company came to light, they followed the evidence from the company’s side and managed to reel him in nicely.


  Callan delivered that report to me along with his thanks.


  “Will that merchant be sent to the mines?”


  “Yes, that is what will happen,” Callan replied.


  The merchants of the Gista Trading Company, who had been involved in criminal activity, were apparently enslaved and sent to the mines. Some of them hadn’t known anything, but for now, they were being held by the Knight Order for questioning and confirmation of the facts.


  “So, what happened to the baron?” I asked.


  “Gilberda has been sent to the royal capital,” Derrick answered.


  Baron Gilberda, the mastermind, would apparently receive his punishment directly from the king. For that reason, he had already been escorted to the royal capital along with the evidence.


  According to Derrick’s prediction, the baron himself would almost certainly lose his title and receive a prison sentence. Depending on the circumstances, execution was also possible. He also said that some members of the family had apparently been involved, so several of them would likely be reduced to slavery.


  In the end, they had brought it on themselves. For us, things had ended in the best possible way.


  “Thank you. Now I can leave on my journey without any worries.”


  “What?!”


  “Huh?!”


  “Hm?”


  “Oh?”


  When I said I was leaving the Town of Shirin, all four people present—Derrick, Valt, Callan, and Lisner—reacted in surprise.


  Derrick stared at me and asked, “Takumi, you’re leaving Shirin?”


  “Yes. I actually meant to depart sooner, but Baron Gilberda’s matter had been weighing on my mind.”


  I couldn’t leave on a journey until the issue with the Golden Wheat Shop was resolved.


  If the slave trader had been the only problem, I probably would have left town right away. It would have felt a little like running away, but dealing with people like that was a pain in itself.


  In the end, all the problems had been resolved, so this had worked out for the best.


  “Have you decided on your destination?” Lisner asked.


  “I’m planning to head south and visit a town by the sea.”


  “I see. So, you’ll still be in the country…” Derrick murmured.


  When I told Lisner I would be heading south, Derrick and the other three all looked slightly relieved.


  Is this because they want to keep someone useful inside the country for an emergency?


  In an emergency, the number of strong people available could change the scale of the damage. As knights, that was probably something they always had to consider.


  “Takumi, do you plan to visit Bailey?” Lisner asked.


  “Yes, I intend to.”


  For now, my next destination was Bailey, a port town in the southwest of the Gadia Kingdom.


  The season had become thoroughly summer-like, so I wanted to take Allen and Elena to the beach.


  For ordinary people, traveling from one town to another by carriage could easily take one or two months, so if we left now, we might reach there toward the end of summer. But we planned to travel on Joule and the other beasts. With their speed, we should reach it in just a few days.


  In that case, there was no reason to hesitate.


  That was why I answered that I would go to Bailey, but why had Lisner asked?


  “I see. In that case, could you wait a moment?”


  After saying that, Lisner borrowed paper and a pen from Callan and began writing something. Before long, he stopped the pen and carefully folded the paper.


  “Takumi, please take this.”


  “A letter? Lisner, what is this?”


  Lisner held out a letter.


  “It is a letter of introduction to the lord of Bailey.”


  “What?!”


  A letter addressed to a lord, of all people.


  I instinctively pulled back the hand I had been about to use to accept it.


  “I’m acquainted with Bailey’s lord. I’ll contact him in advance, so please visit him once you arrive. You may even push matters like securing a bakery patron or cleaning up troublesome affairs onto him.”


  “What?!”


  Not “please rely on him,” but “you may push matters onto him!” What is he talking about?! I couldn’t possibly do that! I thought.


  Lisner simply smiled and held out the letter. I looked around for help, but no one said a word. If anything, they all seemed to be telling me to take it.


  So, I graciously accepted the letter.


  That didn’t mean I intended to push trouble onto anyone. I would only rely on him if I was truly in a bind. Well, I might ask him to serve as a bakery’s patron if I needed someone to make cream bread, but…


  With our business finished, we rose from our seats and left the Knight Order’s guard station.


  “Thank you for everything.”


  “If you ever come back to Shirin, make sure you stop by here too,” Derrick said.


  “Yes, I will.”


  After finishing our farewells at the Knight Order, we also stopped by the Adventurer’s Guild and Rhode’s shop.


  Whenever I told people we were leaving on a journey, they reacted with the same surprise. At the Adventurer’s Guild, they even tried to stop me. Luna, in particular, looked so grief-stricken that she seemed ready to cling to me at any moment.


  She probably just saw me as an asset for securing materials from Gaya Forest. The complete absence of any romantic element was a little sad, but it was still fine.


  After saying goodbye to the people in town, I stopped by the temple last.


  “Ah, Takumi. Are you well?”


  “Whoa?!”


  When I entered the temple and stood before the stone statue of Sylphyriel, the Wind God, Syl spoke to me before I could say anything.


  I hadn’t expected that at all, so I was so startled that a sound slipped out of me.


  “Onii-chan?!”


  Because I suddenly cried out, Allen and Elena, who should have been sitting on the chairs, rushed over in a panic.


  “Sorry, sorry. I’m okay.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  I tried to get Allen and Elena to sit back down, but they clung to me and shook their heads, refusing to let go. With no other choice, I let them stay close to me and addressed Syl again.


  “Syl, don’t scare me like that.”


  “Oops, sorry.”


  When I told him I had been a little startled, not exactly complaining, Syl sounded like he was about to cry.


  “No, I’m not blaming you! Don’t cry, okay?!” I hurried to reassure him.


  I hadn’t expected him to nearly cry over something like this.


  “I’m not crying!”


  That sounded like he was putting on a brave front. Well, whatever.


  “I see. Syl, did you know we were coming?”


  “It was just a coincidence.”


  “I see.”


  I swear I heard Syl sniffle.


  I really hadn’t meant to blame him at all, but since he said he wasn’t crying, I decided not to touch on it any further.


  “Anyway, Syl. We’re leaving this town and heading to the next one. I came to tell you that.”


  “Oh, are you? Where are you planning to go?”


  The moment I mentioned moving towns, Syl’s tone immediately brightened with excitement.


  “Bailey. I thought I’d show the children the ocean.”


  “The ocean! It is warm now, after all. I think that’s a wonderful idea!”


  “Yeah. That’s all I needed to tell you for now.”


  “Thank you for letting me know. I think you’ll be fine, but please be careful on your way.”


  “I will. Then I’ll contact you again when we reach Bailey. I just need to speak to your statue at a temple like this, right?”


  “Yes. I’ll be waiting!”


  After giving Syl a brief report, I returned to the inn.


   

  Chapter 4: Let’s Go on a Journey


  

  The weather was perfect for setting out on a journey.


  The moment we left the city of Shirin, we quickly veered away from the main road.


  Once we had traveled far enough from town and confirmed there was nobody around, I summoned our contracted beasts.


  “Woof!”


  “Grrr!”


  “Pii!”


  The moment the three appeared, each of them pressed against me affectionately.


  “Oh, good boys. There, there.”


  I hadn’t been able to summon them much lately, but thankfully, none of them seemed sulky about it.


  For the moment, I petted all three until they were reasonably satisfied, then explained what I needed.


  “Joule, Fyt, I’d like you two to carry us to the ocean. It’ll be a bit of a long trip, though. Is that okay?”


  “Woof!”


  “Grr!”


  Unlike the goblin extermination job, this time we were traveling all the way to another city. It was quite a long distance, but Joule and Fyt readily agreed.


  “Thanks. Bolt, fly overhead, and let me know if you sense any people around.”


  “Pii!”


  We intended to travel through places where people were unlikely to be, but just in case, I asked Bolt to keep watch from the sky. He agreed just as willingly.


  If anyone saw us riding S-rank monsters, it would absolutely cause an uproar.


  I helped Allen and Elena climb onto Joule’s back, while I mounted Fyt myself.


  After confirming we were securely seated, Joule and Fyt took off running, and Bolt soared up into the sky.


  “Joule, Fyt, let’s head toward Gaya Forest.”


  There were definitely fewer people near Gaya Forest. The moment I said that, the two of them followed my instructions and began running in that direction. When I looked up at Bolt, who was already circling overhead, I heard a cry that seemed to mean there were no problems.


  As we traveled, monsters occasionally appeared from Gaya Forest. There was a Bloody Bear, and yes, it was definitely heading straight for us.


  After confirming that, Joule and Fyt had us get down for a moment, then happily ran off to defeat the Bloody Bear. They closed the distance in an instant. Fyt leaped over the Bloody Bear’s head, and the moment its attention shifted upward, Joule bit into its throat. It was an instant kill.


  As expected of S-rank monsters.


  I had seen them mow down goblins in their smaller forms, but this was actually my first time seeing them fight monsters at their original size.


  Even against a B-rank monster, they finished it in a single blow. There had been two of them, yes, but one had only distracted it, so Joule had basically defeated it alone. They really were reliable.


  Oh, another Bloody Bear appeared.


  This time, Fyt, who had acted as the decoy earlier, happily ran toward the Bloody Bear and finished it off in an instant.


  Then Joule and Fyt returned, each carrying the Bloody Bear corpse that served as their spoils.


  “Good kids.”


  Allen and Elena praised the two beasts when they returned from the hunt, patting their heads and telling them what good kids they were. Even when Allen and Elena stretched up as far as they could, they couldn’t reach Joule and Fyt’s heads, so the two beasts lowered them to make it easier to be petted. It looked a little awkward, but that only made the sight more heartwarming.


  “Whoa! Wait a second!” I cried, rushing to stop them when Joule and Fyt tried to lick Allen and Elena’s faces as if returning the affection. “Joule, Fyt, no! You two just killed those Bloody Bears by biting them, didn’t you?! Your mouths are dirty!” At my shout, the two beasts froze in place. They stared at me with expressions that seemed to say, “What?!” It was certainly helpful that they were so easy to read, but honestly, their expressions were far too rich for ordinary beasts.


  “Come on, I’ll clean you up, so hold still.”


  Once I cleaned Joule and Fyt with magic, the two of them went right back to licking Allen and Elena’s faces and playing with them.


  “Ouch!”


  Ah, there they went. Joule and Fyt had knocked Allen and Elena over.


  “Hey, just make sure you don’t crush them,” I laughed.


  Watching all this from my shoulder, Bolt let out a “Pii.” Somehow, it looked like he was sighing in exasperation.


  Since Allen and Elena were enjoying themselves, I decided not to stop Joule and Fyt from playing. Instead, I watched from close enough that I could intervene immediately if the children looked like they were about to be squashed.


  “Whoa!”


  As I watched the heartwarming scene of them playing together, the two children and two beasts suddenly charged at me in a bunch.


  “Hehehe!” the twins giggled.


  If it had only been Allen and Elena, that would have been one thing, but with two large beasts included, there was no way I could catch them. I was easily knocked onto my back.


  Allen, Elena, Joule, and Fyt all sprawled on top of me, wearing satisfied expressions as if to say their plan had worked.


  “Oh, Bolt slipped away, huh?” I muttered.


  First, I tickled Allen and Elena with everything I had.


  After that, I sat up and squished Joule and Fyt’s cheeks between my hands.


  Wait, are they enjoying this?


  I had meant it as punishment, but apparently it had no effect at all.


  Well… whatever.


  In the end, I was forcibly dragged into their play and ended up doting on everyone until they were satisfied.


  Since we weren’t in a hurry, we headed deeper into Gaya Forest so Joule and the others could keep hunting for exercise. But several Great Monkeys appeared almost immediately, and Joule and Fyt dashed off toward them. Unlike with the Bloody Bears earlier, the two of them now attacked with their claws or used magic to finish off the monsters.


  The corpses they brought down were handled even more neatly. Joule used the freeze skill to cover them in ice, then rolled the frozen blocks over, while Fyt used the wind spell called Float to lift them and carry them back to me.


  They were skillful and smart, while clearly still learning.


  Whenever they had no choice but to bite a monster, they came to me asking for a wash.


  Not that I minded. It wasn’t a spell that used much mana.


  But do you really have to lick the kids after every single battle before you’re satisfied? Well, Allen and Elena seemed happy, so… maybe it was fine?


  We continued wandering through the forest and hunting, but before I knew it, Allen and Elena had joined in too, and the children and contracted beasts had started competing to see who could hunt the monsters first.


  A Giant Boar appeared just now, but everyone was already rushing toward it.


  “Take this!”


  They defeated the monster in a race to see who got there first.


  “We beat it!”


  Then they brought the spoils back to me. And then I patted their heads. That had become the routine.


  “Hehehe!”


  “Piii!”


  Sometimes, the moment a monster appeared, Bolt struck first from the sky with a thunderbolt and defeated it before anyone else could move. Whenever that happened, Allen, Elena, Joule, and Fyt all looked frustrated at having been beaten to the punch.


  Since they drooped when they didn’t get praised, I patted the two children and two beasts on the head to comfort them.


  “Whoa!”


  Then everyone pounced on me again and knocked me over.


  You all need to calm down a little.


  “Ah! Pig!”


  Allen and Elena, who had been playing around, spotted an Orc this time and immediately ran off.


  “Woof!”


  “Grr!”


  Joule and Fyt chased after the two children.


  I was the only one left behind after being knocked down. Well, Bolt was still there, too.


  Apparently, Allen and Elena were better at sensing presences, so the children noticed prey just a little faster. But when it came to running, Fyt and Joule had the advantage. They quickly caught up to the two, though perhaps they were holding back, because they didn’t simply overtake the children and leave them behind.


  There were four Orcs, so each of them defeated one and returned to me with beaming smiles. Of course, each of them brought back an Orc corpse, too.


  As the area began to grow dim, we decided to leave Gaya Forest for the night and set up camp. If we traveled on Joule and the others, getting out of the forest would take no time at all, and it was safer outside the forest.


  Once we chose a campsite, it was time for dinner.


  “Allen, Elena, what do you want to eat?”


  “Mm… cream!” they spoke in unison, as always. The two of them seemed to like cream bread and often wanted it as a snack. But having cream bread for dinner wasn’t good for them. I wanted them to eat something more nutritious.


  “Hmm. Allen, Elena, cream bread isn’t really good for dinner. Let’s have it for breakfast tomorrow or as a snack, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  It really helped that they listened so obediently.


  Now then, what should I make for dinner?


  “Let’s see. How about oyakodon? It’s rice topped with egg.”


  “We’ll eat it!”


  “Then it’s decided.”


  It did feel like I had guided them a little, but since they agreed so readily, dinner was settled.


  “Joule, Fyt, Bolt, you want meat, right? Raw meat?”


  “Woof…”


  “Hm? You don’t want that? Would you rather have it cooked?”


  “Woof, woof!”


  “I see. Cooked meat for Joule. Fyt, do you want it cooked, too?”


  “Grr!”


  “And Bolt?”


  “Pii!”


  Contracted beasts basically didn’t need food. While they rested in their contractor’s shadow, they absorbed the contractor’s mana to replenish their energy.


  Fortunately, they could still eat, so when they were outside like this, I wanted us to share meals together.


  My contracted beasts apparently preferred cooked meat to raw meat. More specifically, cooked and seasoned meat, or ordinary food, just like what people ate. For them, food might have been more of a luxury to enjoy for its flavor than a necessity.


  When I asked whether they wanted cooked meat or oyakodon, all three chose the latter.


  If each of them only needed about a normal human serving, adding three extra portions wasn’t much trouble.


  I ended up making six servings of oyakodon. For a moment, I wondered if green onions might be bad for a feline, but it seemed Flying Tigers had no problem with them. So, I made it normally, simmering Tashi Onion, which resembled a regular onion, and guinea fowl meat in shoyu-flavored broth, then finishing it by pouring in beaten eggs.


  “All right, let’s eat.”


  “Let’s eat!”


  “Woof!”


  “Grr!”


  “Pii!”


  Mm, delicious!


  The oyakodon, finished with soft, runny eggs, turned out wonderfully. Allen and Elena ate it with obvious joy, working hard to bring each spoonful to their mouths.


  I served Joule and the others in shallow dishes to make it easier for them to eat. Bolt pecked at his food skillfully with his beak, while Joule and Fyt shifted into their smaller forms and ate with enough enthusiasm that they nearly buried their faces in their plates. Apparently, they could enjoy the flavor longer when they were small. In their larger forms, a human-sized portion would probably be gone in one or two bites.


  “Joule.”


  “Woof, woof!”


  When it was time to sleep, we lined up and leaned against Joule, who had stretched out on his side so his belly could serve as our cushion. His fur was fluffy and comfortable.


  Tonight was Joule’s turn, but he and Fyt would take turns acting as our cushion, so tomorrow would be Fyt’s turn. At first, I felt bad treating them like pillows, but if anything, it was the opposite. Joule’s tail had been thumping against the ground as if telling us to hurry over.


  Since there seemed to be no need to hold back, we leaned against Joule and asked Fyt and Bolt to keep watch. Though really, Fyt and Bolt settled down close to us as well. All my kids were sensitive to presences, so there was no problem.


  Oh, the moons…


  Leaning against Joule, I looked up at the sky and saw two moons, one yellow and one red, rising above us.


  Etelldia had a blue moon in addition to the yellow and red ones. There were three moons in total.


  Apparently, the number and colors of moons visible changed with the seasons.


  Come to think of it, it had been a long time since I last looked at the night sky. Since coming to this world, I hadn’t gone out at night, and though we had camped several times, it had always been either in Gaya Forest, covered by trees, or inside a labyrinth. Tonight was our first time camping somewhere with a clear view of the night sky.


  Seeing multiple moons like this really made me realize all over again that this was another world.


  It struck me deeply that almost two months had passed since I came to Etelldia.


  So much had happened since then.


  Thinking about that, I drifted off to sleep.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  Allen, Elena, Joule, and the others still seemed like they hadn’t played enough, so we decided to go into Gaya Forest again today.


  What were we doing there? Gathering medicinal herbs.


  “Found some.”


  “Lots.”


  “There really are a lot…”


  What Allen and Elena had found was Spirit Grass.


  Mana Grass could be found fairly easily, but Spirit Grass was considered a rare medicinal herb. And yet the two of them had discovered an entire cluster of it.


  Since Gaya Forest itself was a place rich in mana, maybe Spirit Grass grew there in decent amounts?


  “We’ll pick it.”


  Allen and Elena enthusiastically began gathering Spirit Grass.


  We collected a moderate amount so we wouldn’t strip the area bare, then started moving again.


  “Woof!”


  This time, Joule seemed to have found something.


  Ah, this was Soul Grass. He had found another rare medicinal herb. If I remembered right, this one was used in secret medicines.


  The next voice that called me was Fyt’s. He had spotted Transparent Leaf Grass.


  It was a medicinal herb famous for being difficult to spot because its leaves were semi-transparent.


  Was it his nose? Had he found it by smell?


  “Pii.”


  Ah, now Bolt had found Mince Fruit.


  Mince Fruit resembled a plum. It was about one size larger than a large plum and extremely sour, yet highly nutritious and restorative, so it was often used in medicine.


  Apparently, there were a lot of them growing up in a tree. Bolt pecked the fruit loose with his beak while I caught them below.


  Even so, their success rate at finding rare or highly sought-after materials was strangely high.


  “This one. We saw it in the book!” The twins pointed out.


  “Ah, that’s Woundseal Grass.”


  The encyclopedia I bought at the bookstore, Medicinal Herbs and Poisonous Plants, mentioned Woundseal Grass.


  Come to think of it, Allen and Elena had looked through that book, but I’d only let them casually flip through a few pages at most. Had they really memorized it from just that?


  “Ah!”


  Allen and Elena spotted something else and ran toward the base of a tree a short distance away.


  Now what was it this time?


  “Big brother, look, look!”


  “What is it?”


  “What’s this?”


  “Hm?”


  This was…


  What Allen and Elena had found was none other than truffles.


  “Those are truffles. A kind of mushroom.”


  “Mushrooms!”


  Truffles were considered a luxury mushroom in Etelldia as well. The more fragrant they were, the higher their price, and they were apparently traded among the nobility.


  “Over there. What about the white one?” Allen and Elena pointed toward the base of another tree.


  “Huh?!”


  Following their fingers, I saw a white truffle growing there.


  Wow… So black and white truffles could grow in the same area.


  “Same?” the twins asked.


  “Yep. The white one’s the same kind of mushroom.”


  “Big brother, what about the red one?”


  “What!?”


  The next thing Allen and Elena found was a red mushroom with the exact same shape as a truffle.


  I immediately used my appraisal skill to check it, and sure enough, it was identified as a truffle as well. Apparently, red truffles existed in Etelldia, too. According to the appraisal result, they were even rarer and more valuable than black or white truffles.


  “The red one’s a mushroom, too.”


  “Can we pick them?” the kids asked.


  “Yeah, sure. Go ahead.”


  As soon as I gave permission, Allen and Elena happily began harvesting truffles of all three colors.


  “Woof.”


  “Hm?”


  As if to say There are more over here, Joule kept finding truffles and calling me over. I started gathering them too, but he kept discovering one after another.


  We had already collected more than enough, so it was probably best to stop there.


  “Let's call it good. Come on, it's about time for lunch.”


  “Okayyy!” Now then, what should I make for lunch…?


  Let’s see… It’s more like a snack, but maybe I’ll try making pancakes. I don’t have anything like baking powder, but I feel like I could make them if I whipped the eggs.


  After having pancakes for lunch, we continued exploring the forest. Then, up ahead, I saw the figure of a transparent man. He was pale overall, but he looked like a well-dressed middle-aged man.


  A wraith? No, that’s not it. I don’t sense any undead presence from him, so he’s definitely a living human.


  It felt as if his soul had separated from his body, walking around freely.


  Ghosts usually appeared at night, but Gaya Forest was dim even during the day, so maybe that made it possible for him to appear here.


  Even if he was still alive, if he stayed separated from his body for too long, he would turn into a monster and truly become a wraith. And if his defenseless soul was harmed, he would die that way as well.


  The man didn’t seem evil, and as someone who had once died and nearly become a ghost myself, I couldn’t just leave him alone.


  With that thought, I approached the man and tried speaking to him.


  “Um… if you stay separated from your body for too long, you won’t be able to return.”


  “Me… dicine… medicine…” he said in a breaking voice.


  “Medicine? Is someone sick?”


  “Wi… fe… medi… cine…”


  “Your wife is sick, and you need medicine. What are you looking for?”


  “… Black… shadow… grass…”


  Apparently, this man’s wife had fallen ill, and in his desperate search for medicinal herbs, his soul had slipped out of his body.


  I could tell how deeply he cared for his wife, which made it even harder to leave him be.


  Black Shadow Grass, huh? If I remember right, it was an ingredient in a medicine that treated heart disease.


  It was supposed to be an extremely rare medicinal herb. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any Black Shadow Grass myself. Still…


  “Black Shadow Grass, right? I’ll help you look for it.”


  “Eh?”


  Fortunately, Black Shadow Grass grew within Gaya Forest. If we searched hard enough, we might find some.


  “Black Shadow Grass?” the twins echoed.


  “Yeah, let’s look for it.”


  If I remembered correctly, the herb book had an illustration of Black Shadow Grass. Just as its name suggested, it was a pitch-black medicinal herb, like a shadow, about ten centimeters tall. Its shape resembled bamboo leaves, and it grew in the shade of trees or bushes.


  “This is what he’s looking for.”


  I took out the book and showed Allen and Elena the page with Black Shadow Grass.


  “This?”


  “That’s right. He needs it. Will you help me look?”


  “Yeah!” The two of them nodded firmly with bright smiles. I was dragging the children into something I wanted to do, but since they readily agreed, it should be fine.


  With their help, I was sure we could find even a rare medicinal herb.


  “Why?” the man asked, stunned by our offer.


  Apparently, even spirits were capable of showing their feelings on their faces.


  “It’s good to help someone in trouble, isn’t it?” I said to the kids.


  “Yes, we’ll help.” The kids shared the sentiment.


  “Woof.”


  “Grr.”


  “Pii.”


  The man was still staring blankly, but that was fine.


  And so, we ended up searching for Black Shadow Grass.


  “All right, let’s look!”


  We immediately split up and walked through the forest, searching for Black Shadow Grass.


  “Hmm… Nothing.” We pushed aside grass and branches as we searched, but as expected of such a rare medicinal herb, Black Shadow Grass wasn’t easy to find.


  “Onii-chan, let’s go that way.”


  “Yeah. It doesn’t seem to be around here, so let’s move on.”


  We kept changing locations, and after about another hour…


  “Onii-chan!”


  I heard Allen and Elena calling me. When I looked their way, I saw the two of them hopping up and down a short distance away.


  “Allen, Elena, what is it?”


  “Onii-chan, we found it!”


  When I asked, the two of them pointed together at a bush by the base of a tree and shouted happily. Apparently, they had found Black Shadow Grass.


  I immediately ran over and looked at the spot they indicated.


  “Oh!”


  There, unmistakably, was Black Shadow Grass.


  “Allen, Elena, well done! You found it!”


  I vigorously patted Allen and Elena on the head, and the two of them happily hugged me.


  We immediately picked the Black Shadow Grass and headed over to the man, who was still standing frozen a short distance away.


  “We found it.”


  “Rea… lly?”


  The man looked as if he couldn’t believe it.


  “Here!” Allen and Elena held out the Black Shadow Grass they were carrying.


  “Is… is it… all right?”


  “Yeah.”


  The man timidly accepted the Black Shadow Grass and held it close as if it were precious. Then his already transparent body began to fade even further.


  “Thank… you.”


  After leaving those final words of gratitude, the man disappeared.


  “He’s disappeared. Looks like he went home. He said thank you.”


  The Black Shadow Grass he had been holding was gone too, so it seemed he had managed to take it with him.


  I didn’t know what had actually happened, but I hoped he had returned safely to his body and that his wife’s illness would be cured.


  “It’s getting dark, so let’s leave the forest, too.”


  “Yeah, big brother!”


  When we left the forest, the sun had already dipped low, and the area had grown dim. We finished dinner before it got completely dark, then started getting ready to sleep.


  “Fyt?”


  “Grr!”


  Tonight, Fyt was on cushion duty. He was already lying on the ground, swaying his tail as if waiting for us. Allen and Elena promptly hugged him.


  “Onii-chan, too.”


  “Yes, yes.”


  I went over to Fyt as well and sat down with my back against him.


  “Thanks, Fyt.”


  “Grr.”


  Fyt’s fur was shorter than Joule’s, but it was very smooth and pleasant to touch.


  “All right, good night, everyone.”


  “Good night, brother.”


  All of us slept like babies after a long day of work.


   

  Chapter 5: Let’s Go to the Sea


  

  We first saw the open sea at the southern edge of the Gadia Kingdom about a week after leaving the Town of Shirin. Since we had been traveling while playing along the way, making it here in a week was probably pretty fast.


  “Allen, Elena, that’s the sea.”


  “The sea is so big!” Allen and Elena gazed at the ocean with sparkling eyes. “So much water!”


  “That’s right. And all of it is salty water.”


  “Salty? Tasty?”


  “Not really. Don’t drink it, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  I had to make sure I told them that. Otherwise, the moment we got close to the sea, they might actually try drinking the seawater.


  The shore was a beach that people could walk on, so we stepped out onto the sand. With no man-made structures around, it was quiet, and only the sound of the waves echoed around us.


  “Onii-chan.”


  “Hm?”


  “Can we drink it?”


  I had just told them not to, but Allen and Elena still seemed very curious about seawater.


  “Don’t drink it. But you can put a little on your fingertip and lick it.”


  “Okay!”


  Allen and Elena immediately dipped their fingers into the seawater and gave them a quick lick.


  “Whoa!”


  The moment they tasted their fingertips, both of them cried out in amazement.


  “How is it?”


  “Salty!”


  They seemed a little excited by their first time seeing the sea. Watching them enjoy themselves made me feel happy for bringing them here.


  “Um… are you Takumi?”


  While I was playing with Allen and Elena at the water’s edge, a blond woman suddenly surfaced from the sea and spoke to me. I had never met her before, so how did she know my name?


  “Yes, I’m Takumi. And you are?”


  “It is a pleasure to meet you. My name is Milena, and I am of the Mermaid race.”


  Huh? The Mermaid race?! Seriously?!


  Startled, I hurriedly used appraisal on her.


  
    STATUS


    Name: Milena


    Race: Mermaid


    Occupation: —


    Age: 26


    Level: 17


    Skills: Spearmanship, Water Magic, Dismantling, Night Vision, Detection, Swimming, Cultivation, Cooking, Singing, Mental Abnormality Resistance.


    Titles: —

  


  Whoa… It’s true. Her race really says, Mermaid!


  There was no doubt this woman was a mermaid. Since only her upper body was above the water, she looked like an ordinary human woman. I certainly couldn’t dive into the sea just to check her lower half, but did she have a tail fin?


  I wanted to check right away, but I had to restrain myself.


  “How do you know about me?” I asked.


  “A certain retainer of the Water God told us about you.”


  Huh? A retainer of the Water God?


  That was an answer I hadn’t expected. When it came to retainers of the Water God, the only one I had any connection with was the elder who had sent me items through Syl. Was it that person?


  “Why would a retainer of the Water God—”


  “We were advised that you, Takumi, would be able to solve the problem we currently face. Please, would you lend us your aid?”


  What is this? What did that retainer of the Water God tell these people?


  Since Milena had come to meet us like this, they had probably even told her the date we would arrive here.


  “Um… Even if you ask for my help…”


  “I would like to explain the details in our settlement. First, would you please come with me?”


  Milena bowed deeply as she made her request. When she asked so humbly, I felt bad refusing her outright, but…


  “No, no, please wait. Your settlement is in the sea, isn’t it? Even if we could swim, we can’t go underwater.”


  A mermaid settlement was probably in the deep sea, right? Like an underwater palace. If so, there was no way we could go there when we couldn’t breathe underwater.


  Actually, could I even swim? Back in Japan… of course I couldn’t!


  Well, I did know how swimming worked, so with my current body, I felt like I could probably manage. My athletic ability had improved dramatically, after all.


  As for Allen and Elena, if I let them try swimming, they would probably master it right away. Their physical abilities were beyond normal.


  That said, even those two shouldn’t be able to breathe underwater. Maybe they had ridiculous lung capacity and could stay submerged for tens of minutes without issue, but even then, I didn’t think they could keep moving underwater for long periods.


  “If it is a matter of breathing, there is no problem. We have prepared these.”


  As I looked thoughtful, Milena took something out and showed it to me.


  Hmm… What is that? Silver?


  In Milena’s hand was something like a looped cord. But I couldn’t tell exactly what it was. We were standing at the water’s edge while Milena was still in the sea, so there was a bit of distance between us. Even with my eyesight, I couldn’t see it clearly.


  “Please wait a moment.”


  When I tilted my head, Milena placed the item she was holding on the sea's surface. It slowly drifted toward us, carried by the waves.


  It doesn’t feel like it is drifting naturally. Is she controlling the current with water magic?


  I picked up the object when it reached us. It was a bracelet.


  It was slender and engraved with mysterious patterns. It felt hard to the touch, but it wasn’t made of metal or stone, was it? What was it made from?


  I had thought it was silver, but depending on how the light reflected off it, it also looked rainbow-colored. What a strange color!


  Since I couldn’t tell what it was, I immediately used appraisal skill again.


  Mermaid Bracelet


  A bracelet made using Mermaid scales.


  Allows the wearer to breathe underwater.


  A thin membrane forms over the wearer’s entire body, so anything they are wearing does not get wet.


  Whoa, she just brought out an incredible magic tool!


  This would definitely solve the breathing problem.


  It wasn’t made of iron, silver, or any other metal, but I never would have guessed the material was Mermaid scales! The strange color was probably because of that, too. In that case, it made sense.


  “This should make things safe enough.”


  “Then…” Milena’s expression brightened.


  “I am interested in seeing a Mermaid settlement, so I don’t mind going. But I can’t promise I’ll be able to solve whatever this problem is.”


  “Yes, that’s perfectly fine! Please, we would be most grateful!”


  Since I still hadn’t heard the details, I couldn’t make any promises. Should I have asked first? But she did say she’d explain everything at the settlement. Still, if a retainer of the Water God had said I could solve it, it probably wasn’t anything impossible. And even if I couldn’t, judging by Milena’s reaction, I doubted they would blame me.


  Besides, the retainers of the Water God were the ones who had been concerned about Allen and Elena. They wouldn’t do anything that would put the two of them in danger. In that case, going along should be fine.


  “Then I’ll borrow these bracelets.”


  “No, those are yours to keep, Takumi. Please consider them compensation for coming all the way to our settlement. Of course, if you resolve our problem, we will prepare another reward for you.”


  “No, wait, these are valuable, aren’t they?!”


  “Most people in our settlement who work with magic tools can make them, so we have a fair number. Besides, those magic tools are originally meant to be given to people we wish to invite to our settlement, so please accept them.”


  They seemed like precious magic tools to me, but apparently, they weren’t quite that rare to the Mermaid race. Since they were made from Mermaid scales, the materials may not have been hard for them to obtain.


  Well, if she was offering them, I might as well accept.


  First, I had Joule and the others, who had been waiting on the beach, return to my shadow. Then I put the bracelets on Allen and Elena, fastened one around my own wrist, took their hands, and walked into the sea.


  When the water reached about my knees, I lifted one foot to check, and neither my clothes nor my boots looked wet at all.


  This magic tool is incredible!


  Being able to breathe underwater was one thing, but since it worked just fine right now, did that mean we could use it on land, too? If we wore these on rainy days, wouldn’t we avoid getting wet?


  This bracelet seemed useful beyond its original purpose. We’d received something really nice.


  “All right, Allen, Elena. We’re going under.”


  “Okay.”


  Once we reached a decent depth, I held Allen and Elena’s hands and timidly tried submerging into the sea.


  Wow, this is scary!.


  Even though I knew I should be able to breathe without any problem, it was only natural to tense up before taking that first breath.


  “Are you all right?” Milena asked.


  “Y-yes. I’m fine.”


  Breathing was one thing, but being able to talk underwater felt strange. Still, it was interesting. The unfamiliar experience made my heart race more and more.


  Allen and Elena, meanwhile, didn’t seem shaken at all and appeared to be enjoying themselves underwater.


  If breathing was fine, the next issue was whether we could swim. But Allen and Elena were already trying to swim on their own.


  “Ah… Allen, Elena, are you okay?”


  “It’s fun!”


  “I see…”


  Yeah, they seemed fine. When I let go of their hands, the two of them started swimming normally.


  I knew it. This was exactly how I imagined things would go! But isn’t that still way too fast?! They’re already swimming so smoothly! Since the two of them seemed fine, I decided to try swimming, too. I leveled out my body, stretched out my arms, and kicked my legs. I didn’t have a kickboard, but this was my swimming style. Breaststroke? Crawl? I knew the forms vaguely, but I’d never actually done any of them!


  Every so often, I tried moving my hands as if scooping through the water.


  Like this. Oh! This seems fine. I’m swimming properly… I think. Next was… like this? And then this… Oh? I’m swimming?! I tried imitating the breaststroke, and it actually worked. I couldn’t do even the slightest bit of this in the past, so… I was honestly a little happy.


  Ah! Right, the mermaid!


  I had been so focused on getting used to being underwater that I remembered I still hadn’t properly checked Milena’s mermaid form. When I looked at her again, she was exactly like the illustrations from fantasy novels and manga—with a human upper body and the lower body of a fish. The scales on her lower half formed a beautiful gradation, deepening to a rich red from her waist down to the tip of her tail fin.


  Oh!


  I stared too long, and now our eyes met.


  Milena had been quietly watching us swim, so of course that would happen. For some reason, she smiled at me.


  “Ah… Sorry to keep you waiting. I’m fine now,” I said, quickly swimming closer to Milena to cover it up.


  “Very well. Then let us go.”


  “Oh, yes. Allen, Elena, we’re going.”


  “Okay!”


  I called Allen and Elena over from where they had been swimming around, and we began following Milena through the water.


  “Allen, Elena, are you okay?”


  “We’re okay.”


  “Don’t go too far from me.”


  “Okay!”


  They had never swum before today, yet Allen and Elena kept swimming without any trouble. Not only that, they moved so fast it was like they had propellers attached. World records had nothing on them.


  Compared to them, I could swim, but my movements still felt somewhat awkward. It was like night and day. I need to get used to this quickly, I wondered.


  “Milena, what kinds of monsters live around here?” I asked.


  “In this area, most of the monsters are not especially strong. You’ll find Sand Crabs and Hammer Fish, but if you go a little deeper, slightly stronger ones begin to appear. The most troublesome among them would be the Giant Killer Shark.”


  Giant Killer Shark, huh? If I remembered right, that was a C-rank monster.


  If it was C-rank, I felt like we would be fine even in an underwater fight we weren’t used to.


  “Ah, there’s a Hammer Fish,” Milena said.


  As we were talking about the monsters that appeared in these waters, one showed up right away.


  Hammer Fish were E-rank monsters. They were about the size of tuna, with the front of their heads shaped like metal hammers. As long as you watched out for the blunt weapon on their heads, they weren’t especially difficult to defeat.


  “Whoa!”


  Ah. Allen and Elena’s kicks landed on it after they swam in at super high speed. Yes, that was an instant kill.


  For them, being underwater wasn’t a handicap at all. If anything, since they could move faster than they did on land, I felt like their strength had gone up.


  “Onii-chan.”


  “Fish.”


  “Thank you.”


  Allen and Elena returned while dragging the Hammer Fish by its hammer-like head.


  “Huh?” Just as the two of them handed me the Hammer Fish, they noticed another monster approaching.


  Hmm, this time it’s a Sand Crab.


  It was a crab with a shell about sixty to seventy centimeters across. Its bent legs would make it even longer if stretched out.


  “It’s weird!”


  Until now, they had mostly fought beast and insect monsters, so the children seemed a little excited by the sight of fish and crustacean monsters they were seeing for the first time.


  “Watch out for its claws. And don’t get hurt.”


  “Okay!”


  I called out a warning to the two of them as they swam toward the Sand Crab on the seafloor the moment they spotted it. I thought it would be dangerous if they got caught in its claws, but apparently, there was no need to worry.


  The two of them charged in and defeated the Sand Crab with ease, then returned carrying one claw each.


  “What’s this?”


  “A Sand Crab. It’s a crab.”


  “Crab?”


  “It’s tasty when boiled. Let’s eat some next time.”


  “We’ll eat it!”


  Sand Crab meat was gritty and inedible raw, but apparently it became very tasty when heated. Boiling it before eating sounded good, but when it came to crab, crab hot pot was the classic choice! It was out of season, but that didn’t really matter. Once we got back to land, I’d try it right away.


  Even after defeating the Sand Crab, monsters kept appearing one after another, but each time they found one, Allen and Elena swiftly defeated it. Watching the children, Milena blinked repeatedly in stunned silence.


  “They are… very strong,” Milena said.


  “Hahaha…”


  Yeah, for now, I would just laugh and gloss over it.


  ※※※


  


  About two hours had passed since we dove into the sea.


  “What?!”


  “Welcome. This is our settlement,” Milena said.


  Suddenly, something like a blue crystal appeared before us, so enormous it could be mistaken for a mountain.


  Until just moments ago, all I had seen was ordinary underwater scenery.


  Come to think of it, I felt like we had passed through something like a thin membrane. Was it a blind? A barrier with some kind of illusion effect?


  “Milena, what was that thing we just passed through?”


  “You noticed it? It is just as you suspect. Two barriers have been placed here: one illusion-type barrier that makes this area appear empty, and another to prevent monsters and the like from entering.”


  “Since we were able to enter, does that mean humans can pass through?”


  “Humans alone cannot enter. As in this case, they may enter only when accompanied by one of the Mermaid race.”


  I see. So that’s how it works.


  Still, what exactly was this crystal-like thing?


  Sea Crystal


  A crystal said to be crystallized from the sea itself.


  It holds the power of the ocean.


  “Sea Crystal?”


  “Yes, we call it the Blue Sea Palace.”


  I could see people occasionally entering and leaving through the Sea Crystal, so the crystal itself must have been their dwelling or something like a castle for the Mermaid race.


  The translucent blue crystal looked too simple to be called a castle. If anything, “crystal mountain” seemed more fitting. Even so, it had an incredibly fantastical and overwhelming presence.


  Blue Sea Palace, huh? It’s incredible!.


  “It really is beautiful,” I said to Milena.


  “Hehe. Thank you. I’ll show you the inside later, but before that, could you come around to the back of the Blue Sea Palace?”


  “Ah, sure.”


  After spending a while admiring the Blue Sea Palace, we followed Milena around to the rear.


  The back of the Blue Sea Palace faced a rocky cliff, and…


  “This is what we would like you to do something about.”


  “A ship?”


  At the place Milena led us to, a rather large ship had sunk. It was neatly wedged between the wall of the Blue Sea Palace and the cliff behind it.


  “Beyond this ship is the entrance to a cave that leads to the area where we cultivate coral. As you can see, it has been completely blocked off. Everyone in the settlement tried to do something about it, but it would not budge.”


  The ship was wedged in place so perfectly that it was hard not to be impressed. It really was an exact fit.


  There was almost no gap between the ship, the Blue Sea Palace, and the cliff wall. If the ship had been any larger, it would never have fit between them. If it had been smaller, the merfolk might have been able to pull it free themselves.


  “Just as we had exhausted all options, the master of the Blue Sea Palace, the Priestess Princess, received a revelation from a servant of the Water God. We were told that Takumi-sama would be able to resolve the problem.”


  Certainly, this was something I could handle. Rather than removing it, I just had to store it in my Infinite Storage.


  “It’s fine. This will be over in no time.”


  I approached the sunken ship and stored it in my Infinite Storage.


  The moment the ship disappeared, the seawater stirred slightly, but it did not affect anything around us.


  Afterward, I immediately checked the item list in Infinite Storage. There, it was listed as “Sunken Ship (Dietlinde).”


  The Dietlinde appeared to have been a cargo vessel. A large quantity of cargo, including wooden crates and barrels, had been collected into Infinite Storage along with the ship. However, it seemed I would have to inspect the contents of the crates individually before knowing what was inside.


  What should I do about this? Since it had been sitting at the bottom of the sea, seawater had probably seeped into the crates.


  It depended on the materials, but I expected a lot of the cargo to be ruined.


  What if it’s food? That has to be in terrible condition. I really don’t want to check the contents.


  For now, I decided to leave the crates unopened.


  Fortunately, there were no human remains aboard. The crew had probably escaped before the ship sank.


  To be honest, the idea of storing corpses inside Infinite Storage made me uncomfortable, so I was glad there weren’t any.


  “Will this do the trick? Ah!”


  After finishing my inspection of Infinite Storage and turning around, I found that a large crowd of merfolk had gathered without my noticing.


  Huh? I always thought mermaids were an all-female race, but there are men, too.


  “Takumi-sama, thank you so much!”


  While I stood there overwhelmed by the crowd, Milena approached with a delighted smile.


  “N-no problem. More importantly, shouldn’t you go check on the coral?”


  “Ah, you’re right.”


  I had noticed several cave entrances along the cliff face, so those were probably where the coral beds were located. Milena hurriedly gave instructions to those around her, and several merfolk immediately entered the caves.


  “Is there something important about the coral in there?”


  “Yes. It’s used as an ingredient in many medicines. In particular, it’s absolutely essential for the cure to a disease that affects our people. We cannot afford to lose that coral.”


  That sounded important. If I remembered correctly, coral could only survive in clean water. I had no idea how long the ship had been lodged there, but hopefully the coral hadn’t died off.


  “Fortunately, it hasn’t been very long since access was blocked, so I don’t believe any serious damage has occurred. You’ve truly helped us.”


  “I see. That’s good to hear.”


  Apparently, not much time had passed since the ship sank.


  It wasn’t my fault, but if the coral had been wiped out, I would have felt awful somehow.


  “Now then, the Priestess Princess is waiting for you. Allow me to escort you to her.”


  So next was a meeting with the Priestess Princess. Milena had called her the master of the Blue Sea Palace, hadn’t she? I wondered what kind of person she was.


  Led by Milena, we entered the Blue Sea Palace.


  The interior incorporated a different atmosphere. The lighting magic tools resembled traditional paper lanterns, while the latticework on the windows and the railings of the bridges crossing the inner courtyard looked like something one might find in Kyoto.


  “Priestess Princess, I have brought Takumi-sama, Allen-sama, and Elena-sama.”


  “Please come in.”


  We were guided to the deepest chamber of the Blue Sea Palace, where the Priestess Princess awaited our arrival.


  At the far end of the spacious room sat a young girl who appeared to be in her teens and an elderly man with white hair.


  Since she’s called the Priestess Princess, that must be her, right?


  The girl wore a graceful smile. Her eyes were pink, while the scales on her tail fin were light blue… or, perhaps silver.


  She wore a layered kimono reminiscent of a jūnihitoe, matching the color of her eyes, though somewhat shorter in length. She looked exactly like a princess from a fairy tale.
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  “Takumi-sama, Allen-sama, Elena-sama. Welcome.”


  “Um… thank you for inviting us.”


  “There’s no need to be so formal. If anything, we are the ones who should be showing you respect.”


  “Eh?!”


  Hold on a second! What does that mean?


  The Priestess Princess was supposed to be one of the most important people among the merfolk. Why would she be treating us with such respect?


  “A servant of the Water God told us that Takumi-sama is their benefactor.”


  As the Priestess Princess smiled, Milena stepped forward and bowed deeply. “Priestess Princess, thanks to Takumi-sama, the matter of the ship has been resolved safely. Others are currently inspecting the coral.”


  “That is wonderful news. Then Takumi-sama is our benefactor as well.”


  “Indeed he is.”


  “No, that’s a bit…”


  Hey, servant of the Water God! Just what have you been telling them?! How much did you tell them, exactly?! You didn’t reveal who we really are, did you?! I couldn’t help but wonder.


  “Um… I don’t know what you were told, but if this is something only certain people know…” I expressed my concern to her.


  “Please rest assured. The fact that we received a message from the servant of the Water God is known only to the three people present here, myself included. Naturally, we have no intention of sharing it with anyone else.”


  Hearing the Priestess Princess’s words, I felt a little relieved.


  “Thank you. By the way… what exactly were you told?”


  They might have kept it secret, but I was still curious about the details.


  “Mostly about what kind of person you are. We were told that you are a very kind individual,” the princess said with a smile.


  “Please spare me.”


  “Hehe. You seem exactly as the servant of the Water God described.”


  This was awkward… I was curious about what the servant of the Water God had told the Priestess Princess, but at the same time, I almost felt like I was better off not knowing.


  “Priestess Princess, Takumi-sama appears to be troubled,” Milena giggled.


  “Oh my, Gald. I am merely speaking the truth. I have no intention of troubling Takumi-sama.”


  The white-haired man, Gald, cleared his throat before addressing the Priestess Princess. “In that case, Priestess Princess, I assume you would have no objection if a complete stranger said, ‘I know all about you. I hear you spend your days being quite the tomboy.’” The elderly man standing beside her came to my rescue.


  So, the Priestess Princess is actually a tomboy? That certainly didn’t match her appearance.


  “How unpleasant!” The princess looked embarrassed. “Takumi-sama, please forgive me.”


  “No, it’s fine.”


  “Now then, Takumi-sama. We have yet to make proper introductions,” she continued. “This is Gald, the chief who oversees the merfolk living here.”


  “I am Gald, chief of the merfolk. Thank you very much for your assistance.” Gald, the leader of the merfolk, had the air of a kind and approachable old man.


  “Um, I heard that the Priestess Princess is the master of the Blue Sea Palace. Is the chief a separate position?”


  “Yes. While I am indeed the master of the Blue Sea Palace, the position of Priestess Princess is, so to speak, largely honorary,” the princess explained. “Throughout the generations, someone from our lineage who is considered especially compatible with the gods is appointed to the role. The person who actually governs the tribe is someone else.”


  That said, she explained that there was no real way to determine compatibility with the gods, and ability had nothing to do with it.


  Apparently, it was simply a longstanding custom. The tribe selected a woman of its choosing and installed her as the Priestess Princess, a symbolic figure representing something sacred.


  The Priestess Princess quietly muttered, “To be honest, I never wanted the role. It’s far too restrictive.”


  If the tomboyish side Gald had mentioned was her true nature, then the refined and graceful Priestess Princess before us was probably a persona she maintained for the sake of her position.


  “Being the Priestess Princess must be difficult,” I said in a low voice.


  “Hehe. It truly is.”


  Apparently, the Priestess Princess had heard what I quietly muttered, and she laughed in agreement.


  “Ah, yes. We must give you your reward, Takumi-sama.”


  A reward? Honestly, I already had more than enough things and money, so I didn’t really need one. Besides, I hadn’t done much.


  Oh, but…


  “Ah, um! In that case, could you teach us how to use water magic?”


  That was right. I wanted them to teach us water magic. If the merfolk lived in the water, then water magic had to be one of their specialties, right?


  “Water magic? It is true that nearly all of us merfolk can use it, but…” Gald hesitated.


  “We have the Water Magic skill, but we’re having trouble using it well,” I said to them. “And these children have never used magic itself before.”


  After realizing I had acquired the Water Magic skill, I had read a magic instruction book and tried using it, but failing miserably was still a bitter memory.


  The lower-level spell, Water Ball, had produced no more than a cupful of water with a splat. Adjusting the amount of mana hadn’t helped either. It might have been useful for securing drinking water, but as an attack or anything combat-related, it was completely useless.


  Since that was the state I was in, I hadn’t reached the point where I could teach Allen and Elena.


  “If that is the case, there is no problem at all. I shall introduce you to someone skilled at teaching. However, that will be separate from your reward.”


  “No, being taught is more than enough.”


  Even if I had solved their problem, all I had done was put the ship into Infinite Storage.


  Personally, having them teach us water magic was already more than enough. Receiving anything more would be too much.


  “No, please, I insist that you accept it,” Milena spoke in a calm voice. “I call it a ‘reward,’ but in truth, it is something we have no use for. I understand it may be rude to offer such things, but I am certain they will prove useful to you. Would you look at them first?”


  Hm? Something they have no use for? What does that mean?


  For the moment, since she asked me to see the actual items, I let Milena guide us to the place where this “reward” was stored.


  We arrived at a rocky cliff behind the Blue Sea Palace. It was a different cave from the one used for cultivating coral. The back of the cave opened into a fairly large space, where countless items were piled up like mountains.


  “These are what we would like to give you as your reward.”


  “These…?”


  Milena was indicating everything piled up before us.


  Was this seaweed and shells? Were those fish bones? And over there, some kind of stone-like objects?


  There was no consistency among the items at all. All sorts of things were scattered throughout the cave, and in considerable quantities, too. What exactly is all this?


  I randomly chose a few and examined them.


  Blacka Waterweed


  A medicinal herb that grows only in the deep sea.


  It has a cooling effect and is used as an ingredient in fever reducers and ointments effective against burns.


  Rock Shell


  When powdered, it can be used as an ingredient in cleaning agents.


  Giant Shark Bone


  A light but hard bone. Used as material for weapons.


  The results were surprising. The seaweed and shells were medicinal ingredients, and even the bones were materials used for weapons and the like. When I examined the other items, I found that nearly all of them were some kind of material.


  “These are all fairly valuable, you know?”


  And yet she was saying they would give us this entire mountain of items as our reward.


  “What is it?” Allen asked me, showing me something in his hand.


  “Huh? A pearl?! It’s huge!”


  What Allen and Elena brought over were pearls about the size of a golf ball. Looking more closely, I saw that there were tons of pearls scattered around, not just the ones the two of them were holding.


  There were golf-ball-sized ones, ordinary-sized pearls that might be used for necklaces, and even pearls as small as a child’s fingernail. They were everywhere. White and black, of course, but also purple, pink, yellow—pearls of all kinds of colors.


  I had never seen this many pearls before.


  As I stood there dumbfounded, Milena spoke with some hesitation. “To tell you the truth, this is our dumping ground.”


  Huh?! A dumping ground?


  “Does that mean all of this is garbage?!”


  “We collect things that have sunk around the Blue Sea Palace or on the seafloor and gather them here,” she explained.


  “All of this?! But these are pearls!” I was dumbfounded.


  “Those are stones that occasionally come out of edible shellfish. The larger ones are stones from Big Shells, but… neither of them is a magic stone, you know?”


  No, no, that was true, but still.


  “Pearls are a kind of jewel,” I told her.


  “Are they? I like jewels myself, but jewels are supposed to be clearer and sparkle more. They are not usually such cloudy colors.”


  So, to these people, pearls were just ordinary stones that happened to come out of shellfish.


  Wait, for the humans of Etelldia, pearls were… of course, gemstones. I checked the knowledge Syl had implanted in me, so there was no doubt about it.


  “It seems the attendant's words were true. Even if they hold no value to us, they are apparently quite desirable to humans.”


  Even I was surprised by just how different our values were. The attendant must have understood that and specifically told them to give these things to us.


  “As you can see, this place is becoming quite full. I realize it may be rude to offer things we ourselves have no need for as a reward, but we would be very grateful if you would accept them,” Milena spoke further.


  I was at a loss for words.


  The reason Milena seemed so apologetic was that, from the merfolk’s perspective, they were essentially forcing their garbage onto us.


  “Allen, Elena, do you like those pearls?” I asked the kids. It seemed they were ours to keep, so they could do whatever they wanted with them.


  In the end, we accepted the enormous quantity of items in the cave as our reward.


  Still, calling things that valuable garbage… When I checked the item list after storing everything in Infinite Storage, I was stunned.


  There were over a dozen kinds of seaweed and shells used as medicinal ingredients. Even the shells that could not be used for medicine were suitable as materials for ornaments.


  The fish bones, scales, and shells could all be processed into weapons, armor, or tools, and among the stone-like objects were natural gemstones.


  Some of the items were scratched or damaged, but there were also a huge number of pearls.


  The things that were truly useless garbage, even from our perspective, amounted to only a few percent of the total…


  Despite giving us such an enormous reward, they still intended to teach us.


  Since the merfolk viewed it as simply having someone haul away their trash, they seemed genuinely pleased by the opportunity to teach us magic. As for me, it felt as though I had somehow made them add even more to the reward.


  There was not enough time to begin the lessons that day, so we stayed the night at the Blue Sea Palace, and our water magic lessons were postponed until the following day.


  ※※※


  


  “So, would you mind explaining this to me?”


  “W-Well, um…”


  Standing before Sylphyriel, the Wind God, was the head attendant named Maia serving the Water God, Windell. She stood there looking thoroughly intimidated.


  “I was checking on how Lord Allen and Lady Elena were doing and happened to look down at the surface world, and then…” Maia hesitated.


  “Mm-hmm. And?” Sylphyriel pushed her to continue.


  “I noticed the problem in the merfolk settlement.”


  “Ah, that,” he nodded.


  “Having a huge ship sink down there must have been quite a shock. Yeah, it definitely looked like a serious problem. So?”


  “I believed Lord Takumi would be able to resolve it…”


  “And so you went ahead and delivered a divine oracle?” Sylphyriel asked pointedly.


  “Yes.”


  That was right. She had delivered an oracle to the merfolk priestess and told her to seek Takumi’s assistance!


  “I mean, sure, giving advice to the people living on the surface through divine oracles is one of the few ways we gods and attendants can interfere with the world. But why drag Takumi into it?” Sylphyriel demanded. “We’re already indebted to him as it is! And now you want to lean on him even more? If the merfolk are told he comes personally recommended by an attendant of the Water God, there’s no way Takumi could refuse! This happened to be a simple problem that could be solved easily, but that doesn’t mean you should keep relying on him whenever something comes up!”


  To be more precise, Takumi was the attendant of the Wind God. For Maia, the head attendant of the Water God, to call upon him on her own authority was improper. If his cooperation was truly necessary, she should have come to Sylphyriel before taking action.


  The only reason Takumi was looking after Windell’s children was that the situation was an exception. Sylphyriel could not allow Maia to misunderstand that.


  “I’ll overlook it this time because Takumi ended up gaining more from it than he gave,” Sylphyriel said firmly. “But next time, come through me first!”


  “Y-Yes, sir! I’m terribly sorry!”


  Maia hastily retreated to her post.


  “You seem unusually upset.”


  Once Maia had left the room, Vint, one of Sylphyriel’s attendants and their leader, offered him a freshly brewed cup of tea.


  Sylphyriel accepted the cup and took a sip.


  He had raised his voice more than usual, and his throat had gotten dry. Vint really was excellent at his job.


  “A little,” Sylphyriel admitted. “I think the Water faction has been getting somewhat lax lately, probably because their master is never around.”


  “There has indeed been a tendency toward that recently,” Vint agreed.


  “Right? So I figured they needed a reminder.”


  Since Water God Windell kept abandoning his duties to wander all over the place, the attendants had been handling the day-to-day work by themselves. They probably had plenty of headaches because of it, but they were generally responsible people and had managed things well enough.


  Still, a missing master inevitably led to complacency.


  Yeah, complacency was the only explanation.


  Otherwise, Maia, who was merely an attendant regardless of her position as leader, would never have presumed to use another god’s attendant without permission.


  “I assumed Your Majesty reprimanded her because you were favoring Lord Takumi,” Vint remarked.


  “Well, I suppose I am favoring him,” Sylphyriel admitted.


  His first meeting with Takumi had been that incident, after all.


  Ahh… Why did I have to make such a mistake?


  He had misjudged the amount of power he used and ended up killing Takumi when it struck him directly.


  Considering that, wasn’t it only natural for Syl to be concerned about him?


  “Is that a problem?” he asked.


  “No. I believe Your Majesty is free to act as you see fit.”


  Vint’s reply came as calmly as ever.


  That meant he was quite obviously showing favoritism toward Takumi, but…


  “Is that your opinion as my subordinate? Or your own personal opinion?”


  “Both. Lord Takumi carries responsibilities that cannot even be compared to those of anyone else. No one would complain about the small amount of support Your Majesty is able to provide.”


  “That’s true, isn’t it?”


  It really was.


  The other attendants living on the surface spent their days doing whatever they pleased. At the moment, Takumi was the only one shouldering any real responsibilities.


  That was why there was nothing particularly wrong with Syl favoring him, yet he had still felt a little uneasy about it.


  Yeah. Hearing Vint agree with me is a relief.


  “Oh, right. Vint, could you look through the Water faction's holdings and pick out anything that might be useful for Takumi?”


  “Didn't we already send Lord Takumi the items the Water God's attendants had been storing?”


  As Vint said, shortly before he had sent the contracted beasts, Sylphyriel had already delivered a large quantity of items entrusted to him by Windell's attendants.


  “That's true. But those were mostly ordinary materials and food ingredients they offered up themselves… along with some fairly common magic tools, right? I don't have any immediate plans to send anything, but I'd like to prepare something in case the need arises. Besides, since they went to Takumi without permission, they have a guilty conscience right now. Even if someone from our side rummages through their warehouses, the Water faction won't be in much of a position to complain. I figured we should secure a few things while we have the chance.”


  The items the Water God's attendants had prepared for Takumi back then might have been useful at the time, but now he could purchase most of them in any city.


  “I understand,” Vint replied. “Let's see… medicinal potions, magic tools… and perhaps food ingredients that Lord Takumi has not yet acquired?”


  “Yes, exactly. I’ll leave it to you. If anyone can secure quality items, it's you. I'm counting on you!”


  “Hm. In that case, I'll have to give it my all.”


  Among everyone Sylphyriel knew, Vint was the best negotiator.


  If anyone could obtain something genuinely useful for Takumi, it would be him.


  Ahh, I can't wait for the day we get to give them to him!


  ※※※


  


  The day after we visited the merfolk settlement, we traveled to a location some distance away from the Blue Sea Palace to receive our magic lessons.


  Allen and Elena, and even I, possessed unusually large reserves of mana. If one of us accidentally lost control of a spell, we did not want it affecting the area around the Blue Sea Palace.


  Our instructor turned out to be none other than Gald, the chief of the merfolk himself.


  To my surprise, he had volunteered for the role.


  Gald had taught magic to many merfolk children over the years, and even the Priestess Princess had learned from him. Apparently, there was no one better suited to instruct us.


  Once we surfaced, Gald immediately began the lesson.


  “First, when it comes to casting magic, there are two fundamental ways mana is used. One is to control something, and the other is to create it. I understand that you can use wind magic, Lord Takumi. When using magic on land, wind magic works by controlling the wind with mana. Earth magic functions in much the same way. Water and fire magic, however, must first be created where they do not already exist. Using water magic in a place without water becomes the foundation of the spell.”


  I was the first to receive instruction, and I had to admit, Gald's explanation was remarkably easy to understand.


  “Therefore, here, where there is no need to create water, you should be able to cast water magic in the same manner as wind magic.”


  I see.


  Back when I first experimented with water magic, I had been using mana the same way I did with wind magic. That was why it had not worked properly.


  Since I had already explained my current situation to him the previous day, Gald had probably figured out the reason I struggled with water magic.


  “So, if I tried to use wind magic underwater, it wouldn't activate properly.”


  “Precisely.”


  Once I heard the principle behind it, the answer seemed surprisingly simple.


  Of course it did. Wind magic manipulated the wind already around me, while water magic, used in a dry environment, required creating water from nothing. Naturally, the way mana was applied and infused would be different. Thinking back, the fact that I had managed to produce any water at all during my earlier attempts was probably an achievement in itself.


  Now that I understood, it was time to put it into practice.


  “Water Pillar.”


  As an experiment, I poured mana into the spell and spoke the incantation.


  A column of water rose from the sea's surface.


  Yes, just as Gald had said. In a place where water already existed, I could use water magic normally, just as I did wind magic.


  “Excellent. In your case, Lord Takumi, I believe you will be able to use water magic on land without issue as long as you keep the act of creating it firmly in mind.”


  So, it all came down to visualization.


  “Thank you. I think I've grasped the trick now. I'll try it again once I'm back on land.”


  There was water everywhere here, after all. Once we returned to the surface world, I would practice water magic in an environment where there was none.


  With my problem resolved, Gald moved on to Allen and Elena.


  “I understand that Lord Allen and Lady Elena have never used magic before. In that case, let us begin by teaching them about the flow of mana.”


  “Please do. Allen, Elena, come here.”


  At my call, the two of them moved over and stood beside Gald.


  “If you'll lend me your hands, I shall channel my mana into you now.”


  Gald took Allen and Elena’s hands and seemed to send mana into them.


  I see. So, by channeling his own mana into someone else like that, he helps them recognize what mana feels like.


  “Can you feel it?” Gald asked.


  “Warm?”


  “It seems you are both fine. That is mana.”


  Allen and Elena immediately sensed the mana Gald sent into them. Apparently, mana felt warm.


  “Mana?”


  “Yes, that is correct. It is the source of magic. You both have mana within yourselves as well. Can you feel it?”


  “Hmm?”


  “Allen, Elena. Try looking for the warmth inside your bodies.”


  “Okay.”


  Allen and Elena closed their eyes and began searching for the mana within themselves.


  Mana circulated throughout the entire body, much like blood, so first they needed to sense that flow.


  I secretly tried sensing my own mana circulation, too.


  I really had been using magic based purely on the sensation carved into my body, so I’d barely paid attention to mana itself.


  When I tried looking for it, I felt the flow of mana surprisingly easily.


  So, this is mana… Good. I’m glad I can sense it.


  “Warm.”


  “Found it.”


  Allen and Elena also found the flow of mana within themselves right away.


  “You can feel it, then. Now, scoop up some water, gather a little mana in your hands, and do this.”


  When Gald poured mana into the seawater he had scooped up with both hands, the water gradually changed shape and became a sphere.


  “This is practice for controlling the amount of mana you channel. If there is too little mana, the water will not take shape. If there is too much, the water will burst apart. Now then, Lord Allen, Lady Elena. Shall we try?”


  Apparently, this exercise was meant to teach them how to use only the amount of mana required.


  That made sense. Being able to put exactly the right amount of mana into a spell was incredibly important.


  Otherwise, you ended up like me, pouring far too much mana into a spell while trying to kill an Evil Viper and causing a complete disaster.


  “We did it!”


  As soon as Allen and Elena began channeling mana into the seawater they had scooped up, perfectly round spheres of water appeared above their hands.


  “Allen, Elena, that's amazing. You got it on your first try.”


  “Hhehe!”


  The two proudly held up their water spheres for me to see, so I patted their heads and praised them.


  “Truly remarkable,” Gald said with a look of admiration. “Most children struggle with this for quite some time before they grasp the trick, yet they managed it after only a single attempt.”


  “Does it normally take much longer?” I asked.


  “To create a clean, perfectly round sphere, even the most talented children in our settlement usually require several hours to half a day. Some take several days if they are less adept.”


  Yeah, hearing that really drove home just how talented Allen and Elena were.


  Honestly, my kids are incredible.


  “Now then, let us try Water Ball next,” Gald continued. “I believe it would be best if Lord Takumi demonstrated first. Could you use that rock as a target?”


  It seemed we were moving on to actual spellcasting.


  “Understood. Water Ball.”


  As Gald requested, I cast the spell toward the rock.


  When he asked me to demonstrate, I had briefly wondered if I could pull it off, so I was relieved when the spell activated normally.


  Even knowing it should work, I still couldn't help worrying that it might fail.


  “Water Ball.”


  After watching my demonstration, Allen and Elena immediately tried casting Water Ball themselves.


  The spell succeeded beautifully. Two water spheres about the size of tennis balls shot toward the target rock.


  “We did it!” the kids exclaimed.


  “Amazing, amazing! You two are really good at this.”


  “To think they would manage it so easily…” Gald murmured in astonishment.


  In other words, Allen and Elena had mastered all the basics in an absurdly short amount of time. Since they had learned magic far faster than anyone normally should, Gald could only smile wryly.


  Normally, no one should be able to learn magic in a single day. Well, this was Allen and Elena, so I supposed that was just how things went.


  I had Gald return to the Blue Sea Palace ahead of us, while we stayed behind to practice magic a little longer. Getting used to using magic was important, after all. I wanted to teach Allen and Elena a few lower-level spells, too.


  Maybe Water Arrow and Water Wall? I wasn’t going to teach them any big spells. If they used those in front of people, things could get out of hand.


  I also needed to make sure they understood never to use any spells unless I gave permission. Otherwise, they might see someone cast a spell somewhere, memorize it, and use it casually.


  “What is it? What’s wrong?”


  While I was thinking about the rules for using magic, Allen and Elena, who had been practicing, suddenly clung to me.


  They were acting wary of our surroundings, so just as I was about to use detection skill to see what was happening, the surface of the sea heaved violently.


  “Whoa!”


  Then, with a great splash, something rose out of the water.


  Holding Allen and Elena tightly so we wouldn’t be swallowed by the high waves, I immediately used the appraisal skill.


  
    STATUS


    Name: —


    Race: Leviathan


    Occupation: —


    Age: ?


    Level: ?


    Skills: ?


    Titles: ?

  


  “Huh?!”


  A Leviathan?!


  And on top of that, I could barely see its status.


  “Snake?” Elena asked me.


  “A Leviathan is a dragon… a water dragon.”


  “Dragon?” Allen said.


  The Leviathan that had emerged from the sea radiated an unbelievable pressure simply by being there. It was unmistakably declaring itself an existence far above humans. Its enormous body was like a building, or maybe a tower.


  It isn’t attacking, right?


  If an S-rank monster attacked us, that would be no laughing matter.


  Allen and Elena had been frightened and wary at first, but they had calmed down a little now. Since neither of them had taken a fighting stance, they probably didn’t sense hostility from the Leviathan. Well, they were still clinging to me and shrinking back a little, but with this much pressure bearing down on us, that couldn’t be helped.


  “Hmm. I came because I sensed an unusual presence, and here I find an attendant of the Wind God.” I heard it speak.


  “What?!”


  I-it talked?!


  Rather than hearing it with my ears, it felt like the voice was echoing directly in my head.


  And how did it know I was an attendant?!


  “What are you so surprised about? I can use appraisal too, just like you.”


  “Well… yes, I can, but I could barely see your status.”


  So, this Leviathan had the appraisal skill. That must have been how it saw my status.


  “Hmm. How about this, then? Look again.”


  As instructed, I examined it once more.


  
    STATUS


    Name: —


    Race: Leviathan [Water God’s Attendant]


    Occupation: —


    Age: 863


    Level: 123


    Skills: Water Magic, ?, Swimming, ?, Appraisal, Presence Detection, ?, Divine, Telepathy, ?, Physical Attack, ?, Resistance, Magic, ?, Attack Resistance, Physical Abnormality Resistance, Mental Abnormality Resistance.


    Titles: Ruler of the Sea

  


  Huh? There were still parts I couldn’t see, but I could make out more of its status than before.


  Still…


  First of all, what does “Water God's Attendant” mean? Syl, you never told me there were attendants other than me living on the surface!


  He was over eight hundred years old. That was astonishing!


  Judging from his voice, he sounded male, but I shouldn't jump to conclusions.


  Above all else, that level!


  A three-digit level?!


  Even the strongest humans were only supposed to be around level fifty or sixty at most. Yet this guy was level 123.


  Is this conversation possible because of the Telepathy skill?


  That was incredibly useful. If I had that, I might even be able to talk with Joule and the others.


  Ruler of the Sea. Yeah, I won't comment on that one.


  Actually, what was with this status? The whole thing was absurd.


  “Well?”


  The Leviathan's voice echoed directly into my mind.


  “I can't see all of it, but I can see more than before. Why’s that?”


  “Because I weakened the mana surrounding my body.”


  “The mana surrounding your body?”


  “Indeed. Any living creature possessing mana unconsciously covers its body with it. Even the weakest of creatures do so. And those with greater reserves naturally possess a greater amount surrounding them. My mana exceeds yours, which is why you could not see through it. I intentionally weakened the mana surrounding me. As a result, you can now sense much about me.”


  I see.


  Even though my mana was higher than that of ordinary people, a difference in level this large meant I simply couldn't compare.


  That explained why I hadn't been able to see his status.


  If that was the case, then even if I encountered someone with the appraisal skill, I probably didn't need to worry too much about them seeing my status or the children's. Even strong individuals should have less mana than we did.


  That said, I'd still need to be careful around races known for possessing large amounts of mana, such as elves and demons.


  Though honestly, the number of people who possessed the skill in the first place was quite small, regardless of race. I probably didn't need to be overly concerned. This Leviathan was simply an exception.


  “Have you finished your analysis?”


  “Ah, yes! And, um… you're an attendant too, then?”


  Just as I was about to address him, I remembered that this Leviathan didn't have a name.


  I hesitated for a moment, but you seemed like the safest option.


  “Ah, were you wondering how to address me? I have no name, after all. Call me whatever you like. Hmm… I would not mind if you gave me one.”


  No, no. I'd been thinking mostly about mana and appraisal. It wasn't as though I'd spent all that time agonizing over how to address him.


  Why had this suddenly become a naming discussion?!


  Can I just ignore that?


  “I didn't know there were attendants living on the surface.”


  “There are not many, but they do exist. Including myself, they are all the sort who spend their days doing as they please in remote corners of the world.”


  So, there were other attendants besides this Leviathan.


  “Those two appear to be children of the Water God. Hmm… so they're the children from back then.”


  “You know who they are? So, they really are children of the Water God.”


  Just as I'd suspected, Allen and Elena were indeed the Water God's children.


  Their identities had been revealed so casually that it almost made me wonder why everyone had been so secretive about it until now.


  “Hmm? You didn't know?”


  “I had my suspicions, but since I'm connected to the Wind God, nobody told me outright. It seems to have something to do with rules between the gods.”


  “Ah. If you're in that position, then yes, I suppose it would.”


  “You already knew?”


  “Partly because I saw their titles through Appraisal. But I am one who serves under the Water God, so information reaches me. Besides, around the time those two were born… about a year ago, I was asked to take them under my protection.”


  Actually, Allen and Elena were born five years ago.


  Was that worth pointing out?


  Then again, if you'd lived for over eight hundred years, your sense of time was probably a little imprecise.


  “But they weren't taken into protective custody.”


  “Indeed. Because I refused.”


  “Huh?!”


  “If I went to a human nation and took custody of them, it would cause quite a commotion.”


  Ah, fair point.


  Setting aside whether it would even be possible for a Leviathan to leave the sea, there was no question that one appearing on land would cause an uproar.


  “Even if I had managed to protect them, I have never raised human children. Their situation as they were and their situation under my care would not have been all that different. In that case, choosing the option that caused the least disruption was only logical.”


  When he put it that way, it was hard to argue.


  Just imagining Allen and Elena being rescued at the cost of half a city's destruction was terrifying.


  Honestly, this Leviathan trying to raise two infants would have been difficult as well. One mistake and he might have crushed them by accident.


  “Now that we've met, I suppose this is fate of a sort. If you ever find yourself in trouble, I will lend you my strength.”


  “Hm? But I thought attendants weren’t supposed to be able to help these children?”


  Not long after I started taking care of Allen and Elena, the Water God’s head attendant had sent me a “thank-you gift.” So there had probably been some reason the Water God’s attendants couldn’t directly interfere with the two of them.


  “Hm? Does that not refer to those in that place? I am originally of the surface. There are no such restrictions on the actions of attendants who dwell here.”


  “I see. So that was what it meant…”


  When I first ended up taking care of Allen and Elena, I had asked Syl about it. I had assumed I was exempt from those restrictions because I was someone reincarnated from another world. But apparently, that hadn’t been the reason.


  The restrictions differed between those in the divine realm and those on the surface.


  In that case, even if the Leviathan hadn’t been suitable, there were other attendants, so they could have entrusted Allen and Elena to one of them… except they probably couldn’t.


  He had just said they were all off doing as they pleased in remote places, after all. Were all the attendants on the surface like this Leviathan?


  Ah… yeah. That would be impossible.


  “Now then, have you decided on my name? That will serve as our provisional contract.”


  “Huh? A n-name? Provisional contract?”


  A name… Was he serious about wanting me to name him?


  “Indeed. It will not be a full master-servant contract, but a contract to establish a bond. Naming me will complete it. That will allow you to call or summon me. Whether I agree to answer will depend on me.”


  So unlike Joule, Fyt, and Bolt, he wouldn’t be summoned against his will when I called him. The Leviathan would have to agree.


  Even so, having a Leviathan as an ally was incredible. I felt like I could win even against an entire country. Well, I had no plans to fight one.


  Since he was the one offering, there shouldn’t be any problem accepting, right?


  He seemed knowledgeable, so he would probably be reliable as a senior attendant. In that case, I had to think of a name.


  “Let me ask just to be sure. It’s all right to consider you male, correct?”


  “Hm? I have never paid much attention to it. Let me see… If I had to choose, I suppose I am male.”


  What did he mean, “if I had to choose?”


  Still, it seemed I had been right to think of him as male. In that case…


  “How about Kaiser?”


  “Very well. My name is Kaiser.”


  The moment he repeated the name, a glowing magic circle appeared on the surface of the sea, centered around the Leviathan.


  The magic circle was made of multiple circles and lines woven together in an intricate pattern, with characters different from those used in Etelldia packed densely around its edges.


  [image: 04]

  The magic circle gradually contracted, then disappeared as if being absorbed into Kaiser.


  “It has been completed successfully. I am Kaiser. From now on, call me by that name.”


  Just like that, my provisional contract with the Leviathan, Kaiser, was formed.


  “I look forward to working with you, Kaiser.”


  “Indeed. I shall call you Takumi as well.”


  With this, Kaiser had more or less become one of my contracted beasts.


  I never imagined something like this would happen after coming to the sea.


  At some point, Allen and Elena had stopped shrinking back. Now they were staring at Kaiser with great interest.


  “Still, they are quite attached to you. You look like a true family.”


  Kaiser narrowed his eyes as he watched Allen and Elena cling to me. I couldn’t tell the difference in a Leviathan’s expressions, but I could somehow sense a gentle feeling coming from him.


  “Yes. They seem to think of me as an older brother.”


  If we looked like a real family, that made me very happy.


  When I patted Allen and Elena on the head, they snuggled even closer.


  “Hmm. Children, come stay with me now.”


  “Huh?”


  Hey, Kaiser?! What are you suddenly saying?!


  Allen and Elena were so surprised that they were staring blankly, too.


  “Now that they have grown this much, even I should have no problem caring for them. I will prepare a place where they can live safely. I would certainly be able to protect you better.”


  “No! We’re staying with Onii-chan!” the twins shouted.


  “It is not as though you would never see him again.”


  Allen and Elena refused immediately, but Kaiser did not back down.


  “No!” Allen and Elena hugged me tightly and clung on.


  “Do you love your brother so much that you refuse to leave his side?”


  “Yeah!”


  Kaiser’s question startled me, but Allen and Elena chose to stay with me without the slightest hesitation. I already knew they were attached to me, but having them choose me like that still made me happy.


  “Mm-hmm. It seems you have built a good relationship.”


  So, Kaiser never intended to take them with him. He only wanted to confirm how Allen and Elena felt.


  “I cannot offer advice on childcare, but I should be able to help with other matters. Takumi, you have not been in this world for very long, have you? I may be ignorant of human affairs, but I have lived here for a long time. My knowledge should prove useful in many ways.”


  “Wait! Th-this world?!”


  “On rare occasions, people do wander in from other worlds. There are also those who possess memories of past lives. If anything, meeting a god’s attendant is far rarer.”


  “Ah…”


  Come to think of it, Kaiser had probably seen the titles in my status. And he had accepted the fact that I was from another world without surprise.


  From the way he spoke, he might have met someone who had been transferred or reincarnated from another world before.


  I might meet other people from another world someday. That was actually a little exciting.


  “Then I was lucky to run into you by chance.”


  “Indeed. If there is anything you wish to know, ask me through Telepathy without hesitation. With your ability, Takumi, you should be able to connect to me even from afar.”


  Huh? Telepathy?


  “Use Telepathy from my side… and connect to you?”


  “Hm? You acquired the skill while speaking with me. Did you not notice?”


  “What?!”


  
    STATUS


    Name: Takumi Kayano


    Race: Human? [Attendant of the Wind God]


    Occupation: Mage


    Age: 20


    Level: 27


    Skills:


    
      	Light Magic 68


      	Dark Magic 65


      	Wind Magic 170


      	Water Magic 53


      	Space-Time Magic 118


      	Utility Magic 129


      	Swordsmanship 54


      	Throwing 52


      	Appraisal 210


      	Dismantling 120


      	Beast Mastery 35


      	Taming 24


      	Swimming 8


      	Cooking 126


      	Sewing 23


      	Laundry 13


      	Cleaning 31


      	Crafting 39


      	Gathering 65


      	Arithmetic 109


      	Reading 126


      	Concealment 41


      	Detection 42


      	Oracle 15


      	Telepathy 3


      	Physical Abnormality Resistance 300


      	Mental Abnormality Resistance 300


      	Physical Attack Resistance 300


      	Magic Attack Resistance 300

    


    Titles:


    
      	Reincarnator from Another World


      	One Blessed by Marianora, the Creator Goddess


      	Friend of Sylphyriel, the Wind God


      	Savior


      	Conqueror of a Lesser Labyrinth


      	Monster Contractor


      	A-Rank Adventurer


      	One Blessed by the Water Dragon King

    


    Contract Beasts:


    
      	Fenrir [Joule]


      	Thunderhawk [Bolt]


      	Flying Tiger [Fyt]


      	Leviathan [Kaiser] (Provisional)

    

  


  Ah, he was right.


  When I hurriedly checked my status, Telepathy had been added as a new skill. Swimming had been added, too.


  There were new titles as well. A-Rank Adventurer had obviously been added when I became A-rank. As for “One Blessed by the Water Dragon King,” the water dragon had to be Kaiser.


  After looking at other people’s statuses, I had started to think mine definitely had too many titles. This made eight. And they were all unusual ones, too.


  Quite a few people I had met had no titles at all, and even the person with the most titles had only had four, I think.


  Some titles affected abilities depending on their type. They could grant abilities, make skills easier to acquire, or increase the rate at which proficiency rose.


  Honestly, I couldn’t keep track of which title affected what.


  There were also titles that worked positively and titles that worked negatively.


  I had yet to meet a criminal myself, but apparently, acquiring a crime-related title degraded one’s abilities. Well, I wanted to have nothing to do with that sort of title.


  Still… if this was Kaiser’s blessing, it seemed like Allen and Elena should have received it, too. For some reason, I was the only one who had it.


  “Um, I have a title saying I received Kaiser’s blessing.”


  “Indeed. That is correct.”


  “Why don’t Allen and Elena have it?”


  “In your case, I was able to grant you my blessing when we formed our contract.”


  “Does that mean the contract itself is the blessing? Can’t you grant a blessing normally?”


  If it were impossible without a contract, then that couldn’t be helped. But someone on Kaiser’s level seemed like he should be able to grant blessings to anyone.


  “No, I can. However, I cannot grant a blessing to those children. Among those of the same water lineage, children of a god are beings above me. One who stands below cannot grant a blessing to one who stands above. You are of the wind, but you are an attendant like me. In rank, we are equal, and you are also my junior. That is why I was able to grant you my blessing.”


  “I see.”


  So, it was a matter of hierarchy. That made sense. A blessing was something given by a higher existence to a lower one.


  In that case, it couldn’t be helped if Allen and Elena didn’t receive his blessing.


  “Also, Takumi, keep this with you.”


  Kaiser handed me a scale he had peeled from his own body.


  The scale glittered, its color a translucent blue.


  “That contains my mana. If you keep it with you, I will be able to determine your location from the position of the scale.”


  So, he could search for something imbued with his own mana. It was probably an application of sensing or detection abilities.


  The detection I normally used felt like it reacted to an unspecified number of mana signatures, but would it work if I focused on locating one specific mana signature?


  The tracking rings Allen and Elena wore probably worked on a similar principle. I had given them the rings so I could find them if we were ever separated, and I suspected they determined location by sensing the mana of the magic stones set in the rings.


  If so, could I substitute something like a magic stone infused with my own mana? I should test that sometime.


  “Thank you. Um… I need to wear this, then?”


  Kaiser’s scale was about the size of my face. It was also fairly thick, so carrying it around like this would be a little unreasonable.


  “If the scale is somewhere mana is blocked, I will no longer be able to determine your location. You do not need to carry a whole scale. A fragment about the size of your fingernail will do, so keep that on you.”


  “Understood.”


  Somewhere mana was blocked… I had thought I could put it in Infinite Storage for now, but apparently that wouldn’t work. A magic bag would be no good either.


  In that case, I would need to have someone make me something wearable from a fragment of the scale as soon as possible.


  Could this thing even be processed?


  When I flicked the scale with my finger as a test, it felt hard. It was the scale of the strongest creature in the sea, after all. It probably wouldn’t break easily.


  “What is it?”


  “I was wondering if the scale would break, but it’s so hard.”


  “I could break it for you, but if the pieces sank into the sea, that would be troublesome. Try it once you are back on land. You should be able to break it without issue, Takumi.”


  That was true. I would try it as soon as we returned to land. If Kaiser himself said it would be fine, then it probably would be.


  “I suppose I should return soon.”


  “Yes. We’ll head back, too.”


  “Hm. Come to think of it, did you swim here all the way from the surface?”


  “No. From the Blue Sea Palace, the merfolk village.”


  “Hmm. That place, then. If you have dealings with the merfolk, breathing underwater should not be a problem. In that case, I shall take you there.”


  “What?!”


  “Come now. Get on my back.”


  I appreciated the offer, but… was this really okay? Well, refusing his kindness after he had gone to the trouble of offering felt wrong, too.


  So, we decided to let Kaiser carry us back near the Blue Sea Palace.


  “Children, hold on tightly so you do not fall.”


  “Okay!”


  Once we climbed onto his back, Kaiser dove into the sea and began swimming with smooth, flowing movements.


  “Takumi, do you need to return in haste?”


  “No, not particularly.”


  “Hmm. Then shall we enjoy a short swim?”


  “Is that all right?”


  “I am the one suggesting it. Of course it is.”


  “Then could we ask you to, just for a little while?”


  “Indeed. Leave it to me.”


  Accepting his offer, we ended up touring around several of Kaiser’s recommended ocean views.


  One of those places was where we could see marine snow.


  “Amazing!”


  “Pretty!”


  It was my first time seeing marine snow.


  “Indeed. This place is one of my favorites. Only very rarely can one witness a sight like this. It seems I was fortunate enough to show it to you today.”


  Apparently, marine snow was not always visible, so we had been very lucky.


  The sight of white particles glittering as they fell from above was so beautiful and fantastical that we continued watching in silence, never growing tired of it.


  After spending quite some time gazing at the marine snow, we had Kaiser take us all the way back to the Blue Sea Palace.


  “Thank you for showing us something so precious, and for bringing us back.”


  “Think nothing of it. Children, if anything happens, rely on your brother. Trust him.”


  “Okay.” The kids nodded.


  “Takumi, contact me without hesitation whenever you need me. Now then, be well.”


  “Yes. Thank you.”


  “Bye-bye!”


  Kaiser swam away in no time.


  We watched until the figure of the magnanimous, dependable dragon we had newly come to know disappeared from sight, then began swimming toward the Blue Sea Palace.


   

  Side Story: Onii-chan


  

  Elena.


  It was the precious name Onii-chan had given her.


  When Onii-chan called her Elena, it made her really, really happy.


  She wanted him to say it lots and lots.


  Onii-chan was very kind to Allen and Elena.


  He gave them tasty food and slept beside them.


  He always patted their heads and told them they were good kids.


  Being patted felt nice and made her very happy. And when he hugged her tight, she felt warm and cozy.


  Elena loved Onii-chan.


  Allen was the same. He loved Onii-chan, too.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  When Elena defeated monsters, Onii-chan praised her.


  He worried and asked if she was hurt.


  That made her feel loved.


  She wanted him to praise her more. She wanted him to watch her more.


  So, Elena would do her best! But Elena knew Onii-chan was amazing.


  He usually let Allen and Elena do the fighting, but Onii-chan was really, really strong!


  Also, when they found medicinal herbs, Onii-chan was happy.


  He smiled and said they were amazing. He praised them.


  There were lots of different medicinal herbs, so Elena would learn them all.


  She would gather lots of them so Onii-chan would smile.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  Ah, that person…


  The person who put Allen and Elena in a dark place before they met Onii-chan.


  She hated that person. She hated the dark place. She didn’t want to go back!


  “Onii-chan…”


  “It’s all right. As long as the two of you want to stay with me, I’ll always be by your side.”


  “Okay…”


  She didn’t want to leave him. She wanted to stay with Onii-chan forever.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  They were going to a town near the sea.


  Joule, Fyt, and Bolt were coming, too.


  Everyone was going to race! Elena wouldn’t lose.


  She was going to have Onii-chan pat her lots.


  Ah, Joule and Fyt used magic.


  If they attacked from far away, Allen and Elena would lose.


  Could Elena use magic, too?


  If she could use magic, would Onii-chan be happy?


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  “Sea. So big.”


  The sea was amazing! So big and salty!


  The sea was fun. Swimming was fun.


  There were lots of strange things, and it was interesting.


  “What’s this?”


  “A Sand Crab. It’s a crab.”


  “Crab?”


  Was this tasty? Elena wanted to eat it!


  Onii-chan’s food was very, very tasty.


  She was looking forward to tasting the crab.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  “Water Ball!”


  Wow! Wow! Wow!


  “We did it!”


  She did it! Elena used magic!


  She made the water go splash! Amazing!


  Onii-chan was happy! Yay!


  She would practice lots and get even better!


  Then Onii-chan would be even happier, right?


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  “What is it? What’s wrong?”


  Ah, something was coming. It wasn’t scary, but it was really amazing.


  What should she do? Ah! It came!


  Wow! So big! Really, really big!


  It was bigger than the snake Onii-chan defeated.


  It wasn’t a snake. A dragon? What was that?


  Huh? The dragon knew Allen and Elena?


  Elena didn’t know the dragon.


  Was the dragon friends with Onii-chan?


  Like Joule and Fyt?


  Oh. Then he was a friend!


  Huh? Go with him? Away from Onii-chan?


  “No! We’re staying with Onii-chan!”


  Elena was staying with Onii-chan!


  She wasn’t going anywhere. She wanted to stay by Onii-chan’s side!


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  Elena loved Onii-chan so much!


  She would do her best for Onii-chan!


  So, Onii-chan, stay with Elena forever and ever!


   

  Chapter 6: Let’s Go to the Labyrinth, Ripple Arc


  

  After parting with Kaiser, we immediately returned to the Blue Sea Palace.


  Then, the next morning…


  “Are you leaving already? Please stay a little longer. We haven’t even had the chance to host you properly yet,” Milena said, her brows lowered sadly.


  “No, no. You’ve treated us well enough.”


  “You must have your own plans, Takumi-sama, so it would be rude of us to keep you here,” the Priestess Princess said with a gentle smile. “But please come visit us again.”


  “Yes. We’ll visit again.”


  “That’s a promise.”


  After saying farewell to the Priestess Princess, Gald, and Milena, who had all taken care of us at the Blue Sea Palace, we began our journey back to land.


  We swam leisurely through the sea toward the shore. Then an Acid Starfish appeared. It was a very flashy starfish with purple polka dots on a red body.


  Allen and Elena immediately started to go after it, but I stopped them.


  “Allen, Elena. Don’t touch it.”


  “Okay.”


  That monster had a paralyzing poison. If someone touched it directly, it would only paralyze their whole body, not kill them. If Allen and Elena simply kicked it away with their leather shoes, their skin wouldn’t make contact, so there would be no problem at all.


  Still, was it overprotective of me to want to keep them as far away from something like that as possible?


  Underwater, wind magic was difficult to use, and I still wasn’t used to water magic either, so I took the Water Lily Sword from Infinite Storage and cut it down directly. Since it was only an E-rank monster, one slash was enough to finish it.


  The Acid Starfish’s paralyzing poison could be combined with medicinal herbs to make anesthesia. In fact, that was its only value as a material.


  Extracting only the poison here would be difficult for me, so I collected the corpse into my Infinite Storage.


  “Ah, crab.”


  This time, Sand Crabs appeared. Three of them, in fact.


  Allen and Elena happily charged straight at them.


  I thought about helping, but both of them defeated the crabs easily with a single blow. There was absolutely no need for me to assist.


  “Beat them!” Allen and Elena returned while dragging the defeated crabs by their legs.


  “You two were amazing.”


  I stored the Sand Crabs in Infinite Storage and praised Allen and Elena, making them smile shyly.


  “Ah!”


  More Sand Crabs appeared, and Allen and Elena immediately charged at them. Just like before, they defeated them with ease.


  Our crab stockpile just kept growing.


  ※※※


  


  “Huh?”


  When we had swum close to the shore, a certain reef suddenly caught my eye.


  That was… familiar somehow. It was probably from the knowledge Syl had implanted in me. Thinking that, I searched my memory, and the information came to me right away.


  Ah, right! A labyrinth! There was an entrance to a labyrinth in that reef.


  The Fifty-Third Labyrinth, “Ripple.” It was a mid-tier labyrinth belonging to the water attribute.


  Since we had gone to the trouble of finding a labyrinth, I decided we might as well stop by, so we swam over to the reef.


  The entrance to the labyrinth was beneath the sea. Once we passed through it, a waterway continued for about fifty meters. Since we were wearing the Mermaid Bracelets, we had no problem, but without them, would someone have to hold their breath and free-dive through this?


  I had never been able to swim back in Japan, so I had no experience with free-diving, but I couldn’t help wondering whether a person could hold their breath for this distance. If they swam at full speed, maybe it would take only a few dozen seconds? Some people could hold their breath for several minutes, so it probably wasn’t impossible.


  The waterway sloped gently downward and ended in a dead end. However, it was bright overhead. Apparently, we could surface from there.


  I cautiously poked my head above the water and looked around. The area was like a large hall. So this was the labyrinth’s starting point. I could see a transfer device in the center of the hall.


  It was bright, too. In the Earth Labyrinth, the passage to the starting point had been dark, but the inside of the labyrinth had been bright enough that we hadn’t needed lights. Were all labyrinths made that way?


  “Let’s get out of the water for now. Here, Allen.”


  “Yeah!”


  “Up we go. Elena’s next.”


  “Okay.”


  I lifted Allen and Elena out of the water and onto the edge, then climbed up myself.


  When I checked my guild card, the labyrinth record already read: Fifty-Third Labyrinth, Ripple, 0/30 Floors.


  There was a passage at the back of the hall. Since there were no other paths, that must have led to the first floor.


  “Now then, what should we do?”


  We had entered the labyrinth on impulse, but we had only just returned from the unfamiliar sea. I had originally planned to head to Bailey and rest for a while.


  “Let’s go!”


  Allen and Elena were already eager to go.


  Even if they didn’t show any signs of fatigue, they were still only five years old. Since they couldn’t judge their own condition properly, I wanted them to take regular breaks, but…


  “We’re okay, dear brother,” they smiled.


  Lately, I felt as though Allen and Elena had started reading not only each other’s thoughts, but mine as well.


  It’s not showing on my face, is it?


  I was a little worried.


  “Hmm. Then let’s go as far as the tenth floor. After that, we’ll head to town and rest for a while.”


  “Yeah!”


  The Ripple Labyrinth had thirty floors in total. It was a mid-tier labyrinth.


  For mid-tier labyrinths, there were transfer devices every ten floors. Once we reached the tenth floor, we could use the transfer device to return here, and when we resumed the next attempt, we could start from the eleventh floor. That meant stopping midway wouldn’t be a waste.


  With that decided, we could begin exploring without worry.


  First things first…


  “It’s about lunchtime, so let’s eat before we go.”


  “Yeah! Food!”


  “Is there anything you want to eat?”


  “Hmm…”


  I wanted to eat something warm. The meals we had eaten with the merfolk had mostly been raw fish and shellfish that could be eaten as sashimi, along with salads made from vegetables grown inside the Blue Sea Palace and seaweed.


  Everything had been very delicious, but because they were a race that basically didn’t use fire, there hadn’t been any warm dishes.


  “French toast!” While I was thinking back on the meals at the Blue Sea Palace, Allen and Elena seemed to decide what they wanted. Their request was sweet French toast with plenty of honey. Allen and Elena hadn’t said anything about honey, but from our meals so far, the two of them had come to understand “French toast” as something that was covered in plenty of honey.


  “Let’s see… How about French toast and some warm soup?”


  “Okay.”


  “Then will you help me make the French toast?”


  “We’ll help.”


  First, I took the ingredients and cooking utensils out of Infinite Storage.


  When I put the eggs and sugar into a bowl, Allen held the bowl steady with both hands as usual, while Elena began mixing the eggs. The two of them loved French toast, and we had made it several times before. Each time, they had helped me.


  Once the eggs were beaten, I added milk. This time, Elena held the bowl while Allen started mixing.


  “Done,” they said.


  “Thank you.”


  They had completely mastered making the egg mixture for French toast.


  I thoroughly soaked the bread in the mixture they had made, then started cooking it in a frying pan with melted butter. Once it was cooked, I placed it on a plate, drizzled honey over it, and it was done.


  For the soup, I decided to use the vegetable consommé soup I had prepared in advance. I poured it into cups, and there we go.


  Perfect. Lunch was ready.


  “It’s done.”


  “Yay!”


  “All right, let’s eat.”


  After finishing lunch, we immediately began our exploration of the first floor.


  When I peeked into the passage, it looked like an underground waterway. A canal ran down the center, with walkways on both sides wide enough for people to pass through.


  Since the path was a straight line at first, we proceeded without getting lost. I hesitated for a moment over whether to walk on the left or right side of the canal, but the waterway was just narrow enough that we could probably jump across it, so we went down the left side for now.


  Nothing happened before we reached the end, where the path split left and right.


  “Which way should we go?”


  “That way,” Allen and Elena both pointed left at the same time.


  “Good. Left, then.”


  Just like during our previous labyrinth exploration, I asked the two of them which direction to take and followed their choice. Since they chose left, we wouldn’t need to cross the waterway.


  As we continued along the path, several frogs jumped out of the canal. They had purple bodies covered in yellow spots and looked poisonous at a glance.


  They were Poison Frogs, E-rank monsters.


  “Allen, Elena. These ones are poisonous, so use magic. Take the ones in front of you. Air Shot.”


  I told Allen and Elena to defeat the Poison Frogs directly ahead of them, since those would be easiest to aim at. I hit the others with bullets of air and quickly dealt with them.


  “Okay. Water Ball!”


  Their magic practice had used rocks as targets, so this was Allen and Elena’s first time casting at moving targets.


  The Water Balls they launched flew straight toward the Poison Frogs. However, the Poison Frogs moved slightly, and the spells missed.


  The Water Balls had landed exactly where the two of them aimed, so their aim hadn’t been bad. The Poison Frogs hadn’t seemed to dodge intentionally either, so the miss was truly just a coincidence.


  “Trrr!”


  Allen and Elena looked a little frustrated.


  I knew this wasn’t a moment to laugh, but their expressions were so cute that my face softened into a grin.


  [image: 05]

  “Ahem… Allen, Elena. Try aiming one more time. You’ll get it this time.”


  “Yeah. Water Ball!”


  This time, the Water Balls they fired struck the Poison Frogs.


  “Good job. Very good.”


  Where the Poison Frogs had been, a bottle was lying on the ground. That was the drop item, the Poison Frog venom.


  Allen and Elena quickly picked it up, then came back to me.


  They really were adorable.


  “Let’s keep going while practicing magic a little more.”


  “Yeah!”


  When I said that while patting their heads, the two answered cheerfully.


  From there, whenever monsters appeared, Allen and Elena defeated them with magic.


  The next monsters to appear were slimes. The fruit jelly I made using the slime they dropped was pretty tasty, and I felt like their slime could be used for more than just jelly, so we actively defeated and collected them.


  Come to think of it, every slime I had encountered so far had been pale blue. The slime they dropped was translucent, tasteless, and odorless, but there were supposed to be slimes of other colors, too. Would the Slime Jelly those dropped be the same?


  Unfortunately, the knowledge Syl had implanted in me did not include that. Well, having overly detailed knowledge about slime ecology would be unpleasant in its own way.


  This labyrinth didn’t seem to have slimes of any color besides pale blue, so I would look forward to encountering them in another labyrinth.


  After that, Allen and Elena continued defeating the monsters that appeared one after another.


  Water Lizards, Sand Crabs, Big Lobsters—they defeated each and every one of them.


  When there were too many, I reduced their numbers first, creating situations where the two could face them one-on-one as much as possible.


  They seemed to be getting used to it by now, so they would probably be fine against multiple opponents. Their mana also seemed to have plenty left. Maybe next time, I’d let them handle the fight without thinning the enemies first.


  “Found it.”


  About an hour after entering the labyrinth, Allen and Elena found the stairs leading down to the next floor.


  The Ripple Labyrinth seemed slightly larger than the Earth Labyrinth we had conquered before. Even so, for a mid-tier labyrinth, its difficulty didn’t feel all that different from a lower-tier one.


  The monsters that appeared were only F-rank and E-rank, after all.


  Was it just like this because we were still on the earlier floors? Would the difficulty gradually increase from here?


  Thinking that, we descended the stairs.


  The second floor was the same as the one above, with a path running along both sides of a canal.


  “Water Ball!”


  More Poison Frogs appeared the moment we reached the second floor. Allen and Elena noticed them immediately, cast their spells, and defeated them instantly.


  By the time we reached this point, the two had grown used to using magic against moving monsters. The only time they had missed was that very first attempt. Every spell after that had hit the target.


  “You’re doing great. No complaints at all!”


  “Hehehe!”


  When I praised them, Allen and Elena laughed shyly.


  Seriously, my kids are just too cute!


  “Ah, here.”


  “Hm?”


  While I was busy squirming over how adorable Allen and Elena were, the two had somehow found a hidden room.


  After checking for traps, I pressed the wall. It sank inward in the shape of a door, then slowly slid to the right.


  In the center of the room was a treasure chest about as large as I could hold with both arms.


  When I examined it, the chest itself had neither traps nor a lock. Man, appraisal skill really made judgments like this easy.


  “Can we open it?” the twins asked.


  “Go ahead. It’s safe.”


  When Allen and Elena opened the lid of the treasure chest, it was filled with a huge quantity of shrimp. They were bright red-shelled shrimp called Aka Shrimp. Their shape looked kind of like botan shrimp.


  They weren’t alive, but they were so fresh they looked as if they had just been caught.


  “What’s this, brother?”


  “Hm? These are shrimp. They’re food.”


  “Tasty?”


  “Ah… I’ve never eaten this kind of shrimp before, but they are tasty.”


  “Can we eat them?”


  “What? Raw?! No, wait!”


  Could Aka Shrimp be eaten raw? Ah! Appraisal only said they were edible!


  Why doesn’t it show me the information I actually want?!


  “Allen, Elena. I’ll make something delicious with these shrimp later, so let’s not eat them now, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  Wow, I was so glad Allen and Elena weren’t stubborn. Some kids, when told no, would insist on having their way no matter what.


  Realistically, eating them raw probably wouldn’t cause any serious problems, but there was always the chance something could go wrong, so it was better not to risk it. In exchange, I would make them some really delicious shrimp dishes later on.


  Continuing the exploration, we soon found the stairs down to the third floor.


  When we descended, it was another similar passage, not very different from the first or second floors.


  “That way.”


  Allen and Elena immediately pointed in the direction they wanted to go.


  “That way, huh? Then let’s go.”


  “Yeah!”


  On the third floor, we barely encountered any monsters and advanced smoothly.


  “Treasure.”


  “Found it.”


  Apparently, Allen and Elena had found another treasure chest. They told me so with delighted expressions.


  “I don’t see any traps. Go ahead and open it.”


  “Okay.”


  “Oh! Bonito flakes!”


  “Bonito flakes?”


  Several pieces of dried bonito were stacked inside the treasure chest. This made me really happy.


  Until now, I hadn’t had any bonito flakes, so whenever I needed broth for cooking, I had been using the dried small fish I received from the Water God’s attendant. But honestly, I liked broth made from bonito flakes best.


  I had planned to look for some once we reached the port town, but I never expected to find them here.


  “What’s this? Wood?”


  “Hm?”


  While I was feeling delighted over the bonito flakes, Allen and Elena curiously poked them with their fingers.


  They certainly might look like deadwood.


  “This is dried fish.”


  “Tasty?”


  “You can’t really eat it like this, but if you use it in cooking as a seasoning, it’s very tasty.”


  “Ohhh.”


  When Allen and Elena heard that it was tasty, they became even more interested and kept poking the bonito flakes.


  After a while, they seemed satisfied, so I stored the bonito flakes in Infinite Storage and resumed the exploration.


  After that, we found treasure chests along the way again and again.


  There were pure white shrimp called Shiro Shrimp, slightly larger clam shells, and even kelp and wakame. Everything inside was food, such as seafood and seaweed.


  I had no idea why it was all food ingredients, but of course, I gratefully accepted it all.


  On the fourth and fifth floors, a fair number of monsters appeared, but they were all monsters we had already encountered before, and Allen and Elena defeated every one of them instantly.


  “Found it.”


  And just like that, without getting lost, Allen and Elena found the stairs down to the sixth floor.


  It was about time, and this was a good stopping point, so we decided to end today’s exploration here.


  With that settled, it was time for dinner.


  Tonight, I took out the Evil Viper meat I had completely forgotten about, cooked it kabayaki-style, and served it over rice as a bowl dish. For the sauce, I tried using the bonito flakes we had just obtained today.


  “Oh! Delicious.”


  “Tasty.”


  It had been an evil-looking snake, but the meat was tender, fatty, and extremely good. As expected of an A-rank monster. It also paired perfectly with the shoyu sauce made using bonito flakes.


  It was a rare luxury ingredient, but I had secured several hundred kilograms of meat. A few hundred grams was more than enough for one meal for us, so we probably wouldn’t run out anytime soon. Actually, I might have secured way too much.


  I also boiled the Aka Shrimp and Shiro Shrimp we found during the day with salt. For now, I wanted to try them simply as they were.


  They were just salt-boiled, but they were plump and delicious.


  “Tasty.”


  Allen and Elena thoroughly enjoyed both the Evil Viper and the shrimp.


  Now that we were full, we could rest a little and then sleep.


  ※※※


  


  Morning came.


  “Good morning.”


  “Morning.”


  “Are you still tired?” I asked the kids.


  “We’re okay.”


  The two seemed to be in good condition, so we quickly got ready and started preparing breakfast.


  Now then, what should we eat this morning?


  “Allen, Elena. Is there anything you want to eat?”


  “Um… eggs!”


  “Okay, eggs. Then how about ham and eggs?”


  “Yeah!”


  After finishing breakfast, we began our exploration. Today, we were starting from the sixth floor.


  The labyrinth had been maze-like since the first floor, but it felt as though it was becoming a little more complex as we progressed. We had started finding hidden passages, too.


  I paused the magic practice for now and let the kids fight freely today. Allen and Elena immediately unleashed their kicks. As expected, martial arts seemed to suit them better than magic.


  Still, when it came to monsters, I had told them not to approach because they were poisonous; they used magic to defeat them.


  “Whoa, wait a second!”


  It was an Impact Shell, a shellfish monster that released a shockwave when stimulated.


  Because of that, we had to attack it from a distance.


  “That one needs to be attacked from farther away than usual.”


  “Okay.”


  I led Allen and Elena away from the Impact Shell, then lightly struck it with a spell weak enough not to kill it.


  The next instant, a vibration passed through the area with a boom. From this far away, it was faint, but taking that directly at close range would probably have been quite an impact.


  “See? If you can defeat it in one hit, that’s fine, but if you only damage it, that happens. So, let’s attack from far away just to be safe.”


  “Got it.”


  Once Allen and Elena understood, they cast magic again and defeated the Impact Shell.


  Come to think of it, I hadn’t checked Allen and Elena’s statuses in a while.


  Thinking that, I checked them, and…


  
    STATUS


    Name: Allen


    Race: Human?


    Occupation: Boxer


    Age: 5


    Level: 25


    Skills: Water Magic, Martial Arts, Evasion, Throwing, Swimming, Presence Detection, Jumping, Telepathy, Gathering, Cooking, Arithmetic, Physical Abnormality Resistance.


    Titles: Child of the Water God, Conqueror of a Lesser Labyrinth.

  


  The first thing that caught my eye was that the question marks in the title section were gone.


  It now clearly displayed “Child of the Water God.”


  Whether that was because I had learned the truth about the twins' origins or because my appraisal skill had improved enough to reveal it, I had no idea.


  I didn’t think it was a matter of magical power as it had been with Kaiser.


  I checked Elena’s status as well, and it was exactly the same as Allen’s.


  But… this was bad.


  My current level was 27.


  Allen and Elena’s levels were already 25, meaning there was barely any difference between us.


  My level should have risen quite a bit after I defeated the Evil Viper, but before I knew it, the twins had nearly caught up.


  Was it because of that hunting competition with Joule and the others in Gaya Forest on the way from Sheelin to the sea?


  The two of them had defeated a lot of monsters back then. Since Gaya Forest was home to many powerful monsters, their levels had probably risen steadily.


  As shallow as it sounded, I really didn’t want my level to end up lower than theirs. But at the same time, these kids clearly enjoyed fighting, so deliberately holding them back didn’t feel right either.


  Then again, trying to sneak off and level while they were asleep was impossible. The two of them always slept clinging to me.


  Hmm… this is going to be difficult.


  For now, I’d focus on raising my proficiency levels instead. Unlike experience levels, proficiency could be trained without defeating monsters, so as long as I kept practicing during my free time, I could continue improving, especially Water Magic, which I had started using at almost the same time as the twins.


  Yeah, that was the plan.


  “This!”


  “Thanks.”


  Allen and Elena brought over the item that the Impact Shell dropped.


  It was a cone-shaped paper tube with a string attached.


  Wasn’t this a party popper?


  While I held the tube, I had Allen and Elena take the string, and at my “ready, set, go,” the two of them pulled it.


  Bang!


  ““Hyah!””


  The instant they pulled the string, a very loud explosion rang out from the party popper.


  My ears were ringing.


  Even I hadn’t expected it to be that loud. Allen and Elena were so startled that they hugged me, trembling.


  What was with that description saying it was “perfect for startling people?!”


  This was practically a sonic weapon! And it didn’t just hurt the target. It damaged the person using it, too.


  “Allen, Elena, I’m sorry. That scared you, didn’t it?”


  The two were a little teary-eyed. I really was sorry.


  For now, I picked them up and comforted them.


  Once the two had calmed down, we resumed the exploration, only for another Impact Shell to appear.


  “Water Ball!”


  “Huh?!”


  The instant Allen and Elena caught sight of the Impact Shell, they cast their magic at incredible speed.


  They were really fast!


  Their spells struck right around the time I had only managed to think, Ah, an Impa—


  Where the Impact Shell had been, a party popper dropped.


  Normally, whenever they defeated a monster and a drop item appeared, Allen and Elena went to pick it up themselves. But this time, they didn’t go near the party popper.


  They aren’t traumatized, right? They just don’t want to get close to it for now, right?


  I thought about leaving the party popper where it was, but then it occurred to me that maybe this item was meant to be handed to an enemy so they could self-destruct. I thought for a while and picked it up.


  Someday, if I met another villain like Baron Gilberda, I might be able to use it to attack them. It didn’t seem like a particularly famous item, so I had a feeling someone might try it out of curiosity.


  Other than the party popper incident, nothing much happened, and we continued smoothly. Well, maybe the encounter rate with monsters had gone up a little.


  We were currently walking through the ninth floor when…


  Oh, that thing clinging to the ceiling was a Water Lizard. It was too big!


  Water Lizards were lizards about the size of human children. They were just a little larger than Allen and Elena. Or maybe they looked more like newts? Either way, it was impressive how they could cling to the ceiling without falling.


  “Allen, Elena. Watch this for a moment. Water Needle!”


  The water flowing through the canal changed into sharp, cone-shaped spikes and pierced the Water Lizard.


  That spell compressed existing water, changed its shape, and used it to attack.


  It seemed to have finished the monster off properly, because the Water Lizard turned into a drop item.


  A Water Lizard Tail, apparently. What is this used for? Well, for now, I would store it in Infinite Storage.


  “Did you see that? Let’s practice magic that uses water like this, too.”


  “Yeah, we’ll do it.”


  Allen and Elena had already grown used to the Water Ball spell, so I decided it was about time to have them practice a different spell.


  “Water Needle!”


  Allen and Elena cast the spell at a Water Lizard clinging to the wall.


  This floor conveniently had Water Lizards clinging to the walls everywhere we went, making it the perfect place to practice. Each time we found one, Allen and Elena defeated it one after another.


  After thoroughly enjoying our Water Lizard hunt, we found the stairs down to the tenth floor and decided to pause our exploration there to rest.


  ※※※


  


  Today, we would finally tackle the tenth floor.


  Lower-tier labyrinths only had bosses on the final floor, but mid-tier labyrinths had boss-like enemies partway through. You know, mid-bosses.


  The tenth and twentieth floors had mid-boss rooms before the transfer device and the path leading down to the lower floors.


  That meant a battle with a mid-boss was inevitable today. I intended to stay sharp.


  Before that, it was time for breakfast.


  Now then, what should we eat this morning? Freshly baked bread, fried eggs, sausages, and potage made from Moro Potatoes, probably?


  Allen and Elena hardly had any likes or dislikes. No, that wasn’t quite right. They liked cream bread and French toast, so it was more that they had no foods they hated.


  Either way, they always ate happily, which made cooking for them very rewarding.


  “Allen, Elena, breakfast is ready.”


  “Okay.”


  After finishing breakfast, we immediately began our exploration.


  Like the previous floors, the tenth floor had a canal running through the center of the passage, with walking space split to the left and right.


  Allen and Elena chose the right-hand path. After walking for a few minutes, a whole swarm of Sand Crabs appeared from the canal right at the start.


  The kids charged into the swarm of Sand Crabs and unleashed flying kicks with all their momentum. After each of them easily defeated one Sand Crab, they followed through with spinning kicks.


  “Hah!”


  With Allen and Elena in top form, all the Sand Crabs were defeated in no time.


  The ground was littered with Sand Crab drop items, including crab legs and shells.


  “Crab, crab!”


  Allen and Elena began happily picking up the crab parts.


  Come to think of it, I still hadn’t tried making crab hot pot. Maybe tonight’s dinner should be crab hot pot, I thought.


  “Crab.”


  “Lots.”


  “Want to try eating some for dinner tonight?”


  “Yeah!”


  With dinner decided, we resumed the exploration, and this time, a swarm of Water Lizards appeared.


  “Water Needle!”


  Allen and Elena pierced the Water Lizards clinging to the walls one after another with magic.


  I had only taught them Water Needle a few hours ago, but they were already using it perfectly.


  They really learned fast. It might only be a matter of time before they caught up to me.


  “Oh, there it is.”


  As we continued smoothly down the passage while defeating monsters, we found a place resembling the boss room on the lowest floor of the Earth Labyrinth. This must have been the mid-boss room.


  There was no point standing around, so I touched the door. As expected, it slowly opened with a heavy creak.


  It was the same phenomenon as in the Earth Labyrinth. The first time, it had surprised me a little, but this being the second time, it didn’t feel like much.


  What did surprise me was the room beyond.


  Nearly the entire floor, or what should have been the floor, was water. There was barely any solid ground near the door, and while there was a small island in the center of the room, everything else was covered by water.


  When I peered into it, the water seemed fairly deep.


  A single bridge ran straight from the ground where we stood to the island in the center. Apparently, we were supposed to go there first.


  There were no railings, so we crossed the bridge, staying alert to both sides. I could sense monsters underwater. There was almost certainly some mechanism where something would leap out from below.


  “Wind Cutter!”


  Just as expected, the moment we stepped onto the bridge, something shot out of the water toward us. I knocked it down with magic, and it turned out to be an Arrow Fish.


  Arrow Fish were long, slender fish resembling needlefish, with terrifyingly hard tips like arrowheads. Just as their name suggested, they shot out of the water at incredible speed, like arrows.


  That said, their movements were simple, so they were classified as F-rank monsters.


  Unfortunately, Arrow Fish were not monsters to take lightly.


  Starting with that first one, Arrow Fish began flying at us one after another from both sides of the bridge.


  “Wind Cutter!”


  “Water Ball!”


  Together with Allen and Elena, I shot down the incoming Arrow Fish with magic.


  Annoyingly, Arrow Fish were monsters that lived in groups. If you underestimated them just because they were F-rank, you would definitely regret it.


  After defeating around a hundred of them, things finally went quiet. Was that the end of it?


  Looking at the water’s surface, I saw a huge number of items dropped by the Arrow Fish floating there. There were small blue magic stones and Arrow Fish fillets, too, but most of the drops were arrows.


  Maybe because of the ripples or the current, the drop items that should have fallen away from the bridge drifted close to it, making them easy to pick up. It was strange that they didn’t sink, though.


  Still, arrows, huh? Long ago, I had wanted to learn kyudo or archery. Well, I had only thought about it but never tried it.


  Why? Because with my nonexistent athletic ability, I was afraid I might shoot myself.


  I should be fine now, right? Maybe I should buy a real bow and start by practicing how to draw it.


  Come to think of it, I felt like the guild offered lessons on how to handle weapons. While I was at it, learning the basics of not just bows, but swords, spears, and other weapons might not be a bad idea.


  As we picked up the items and reached the central island, I sensed monsters again.


  Would Arrow Fish come flying at us from all four directions this time?


  “Allen, take the right. Elena, take the left. Can you do that?”


  I pointed for the children and quickly assigned them directions.


  “Yeah! Allen will do his best.”


  “Elena will do her best, too.”


  I had Allen and Elena handle the front, left, and right, while I took the rear.


  Immediately after that, just as expected, Arrow Fish burst out of the water.


  “Wind Cutter!”


  “Water Ball!”


  While keeping an eye on Allen and Elena, I shot down the Arrow Fish one after another. We had to cast spells continuously, but Allen and Elena used their magic without panicking.


  I had lost count of how many we had shot down, and even the monster presences finally disappeared.


  Was that the end?


  After shooting down the last Arrow Fish that leaped out and looking over the water, I saw the surface covered with an enormous number of arrows and magic stones. The quantity was incredible.


  There were also some short, small spears among them. Were they for throwing?


  About one in every twenty or thirty had seemed a little larger than the others. I hadn’t used appraisal on them, but maybe these were the items they dropped?


  As I was thinking about that and picking up the items, I noticed that another bridge had appeared, leading from the small island we were standing on toward the back of the room. Beyond the bridge, part of the wall had vanished. The transfer device was probably past there.


  “Onii-chan, look, look. So many.”


  “There really are a lot. You both worked hard.”


  Allen and Elena were holding armfuls of arrows they had picked up.


  They had worked hard using magic against the Arrow Fish, and even after that, they had taken it upon themselves to collect the items. They really were such diligent kids.


  When I patted their heads and told them so, they smiled shyly.


  “Will you help me collect the rest?”


  “Yeah!”


  With Allen and Elena’s help, we finally finished gathering all the drop items.


  Then, it was time to cross to the other side.


  Just as I was about to step onto the bridge, Allen and Elena tugged on my clothes.


  “Hm? What is it?”


  “Onii-chan, below. There’s something there.”


  “Huh? Below, in the water?”


  “Yeah!”


  Apparently, Allen and Elena had noticed something in the water.


  I was sure it wasn’t a living creature. If it were, I should have been able to sense it with my detection skill.


  I couldn’t detect anything other than living things, but if Allen and Elena said there was something there, then there probably was.


  “It seems safe, so should we dive down and take a look?”


  “Yeah!”


  For now, we decided to dive in and check.


  Thanks to the Mermaid bracelets, we didn’t need to prepare anything for situations like this, and being able to enter the water without hesitation was convenient.


  “Found it.”


  “A treasure chest, huh? I’m impressed you noticed it.”


  It was surprisingly deep, but the water was clear, so I immediately spotted the treasure chest at the bottom.


  To think it was hidden in a place like this… Allen and Elena really had done well to notice it!


  After checking for traps, I opened the chest. Inside was a Mermaid bracelet.


  As a treasure found on this floor, it was probably quite rare. Since we already had one, though, the surprise was a little diminished. But if we had a spare, we could use it for Joule and the others, so it was definitely something to be grateful for.


  Since there was nothing else of interest besides the treasure chest, we surfaced and crossed the bridge for real this time. When we looked into the passage beyond, it was indeed a small room.


  There were stairs leading down from the tenth floor, and beside them was a transfer device.


  “Then let’s go.”


  “Yeah!”


  I took Allen and Elena with me, touched the transfer device, and returned to the first-floor hall.


  It was about time for the sun to set. We should probably spend the night here.


  Since we had achieved our goal, dinner would be the luxurious crab hot pot we had planned.


  “Crab, crab!”


  I made a seafood hot pot with plenty of crab, as well as shellfish and shrimp. The soup was miso-based.


  “All right, it’s done! Let’s eat!”


  “Yeah! Let’s eat!”


  When I removed the crab meat from the shells for them, Allen and Elena immediately bit into it.


  “Crab is tasty.”


  The two seemed to like crab.


  Yes, the Sand Crab was very delicious. So were the Aka Shrimp and Shiro Shrimp.


  “Onii-chan, more crab.”


  “Yes, yes. Give me a moment.”


  We thoroughly enjoyed the crab hot pot, rested there in the hall, and left the labyrinth the next morning.


   

  Chapter 7: Let’s Go to Bailey


  

  We arrived in the city of Bailey.


  After entering the city, we headed straight for the harbor.


  Bailey was a city facing the sea, and the harbor was filled with ships. Fishing boats, merchant ships carrying people and goods to other countries, and vessels large and small lined the waterfront. Even though it was still early in the morning, the square near the harbor was bustling with people.


  It was a morning market. Fresh seafood caught that very morning was being sold here, and numerous stalls were serving food prepared on the spot. We hadn’t eaten breakfast yet. Since this was a port city, I had expected there to be a market like this, so we had come early without eating.


  We wandered among the stalls, browsing as we went. Some sold fresh fish, while others grilled seafood over charcoal fires. There was an impressive variety of fish and shellfish on display.


  Oh, scallops!


  At one stall, scallops were being grilled in their shells over a charcoal grate. The adductor muscles looked about a size larger than the scallops I remembered.


  “Good morning,” I greeted the stall owner.


  “Welcome. These scallops were caught just this morning. Want to try some?” he asked.


  “They look delicious. Are they seasoned with salt?”


  “Yeah, that’s right.”


  Salt would definitely be good. Still, if I had the chance, I wanted to eat them that way.


  “Um, would it be all right if I seasoned them myself?”


  “Yourself? Well, I don’t mind.”


  The owner looked puzzled, but he readily agreed.


  “Then I’ll take three.”


  “These ones are almost done. Will these do?”


  “Yes.”


  After paying, I placed a small piece of butter on each scallop. Once the butter had melted, I drizzled shoyu over them. The moment the butter and shoyu hit the heat, a rich aroma spread through the air.


  Grilled scallops with butter and shoyu… If you were eating scallops grilled in their shells, this was the way to do it.


  “Allen, Elena. They’re hot, so be careful when you eat them.”


  “Okay.”


  I removed the scallops from their hot shells, placed them on plates, and handed them over. The two blew on them to cool them down before taking careful bites.


  “Allen, Elena, how is it? Is it good?”


  “Tasty.”


  After watching them happily enjoy their food, I took a bite of one of the large scallops myself.


  Whoa. Delicious!


  The meat was plump and full of flavor. It was large enough that even a single scallop felt surprisingly filling.


  “Onii-chan, tasty?”


  “Yeah, it’s delicious.”


  Watching the two enjoy it so much made the whole moment feel warm and comforting.


  [image: 06]

  The stall owner, who had been watching us eat, swallowed audibly before calling out to me. The aroma of butter and shoyu really did have a way of making people hungry.


  “Th-That smells incredible. I could tell you used butter at first, but what was that dark liquid you poured on afterward, kid?”


  “It’s a seasoning called shoyu, made from the sap of a tree called koikuchi that grows in labyrinths. Would you like to try some?”


  “R-Really?! Please!”


  I prepared another scallop the same way as before and handed it to him.


  The stall owner immediately took a huge bite.


  “Delicious! What is this? I’ve never tasted anything like it before. This is amazing!”


  That was some serious praise. He finished the entire scallop in no time.


  I knew it was good, but maybe calm down a little. Shouting that loudly was bound to attract attention from everyone around.


  “Old man, that looks incredible. I want one too!”


  “Me too!”


  “Give me one over here!”


  “I’d like one as well!”


  By the time I noticed, a sizable crowd had already gathered around the stall.


  Apparently, the smell of butter and shoyu had lured over a whole bunch of passersby.


  “Ah…”


  The stall owner and I let out the exact same sound at the same time.


  “Kid… would it be possible for you to sell me some of that shoyu?”


  “Well, I suppose I share some responsibility for this. I don’t mind.”


  I had stocked up on a considerable amount of shoyu in Sheelin, so selling the man a bottle or two here wouldn't be a problem.


  Besides, if we tried to tell everyone that the butter-shoyu scallops weren’t actually for sale after getting their hopes up, it felt like a riot might break out.


  “Thanks. And sorry to ask for even more, but could you spare me some butter, too?”


  “Sure, no problem.”


  Drawn in by the smell, customers came rushing in one after another for the butter-shoyu scallops, and before long, a line had formed. The stall owner packed as many scallops onto the grill as he possibly could, while I, unable to simply pretend this had nothing to do with me and walk away, took charge of adding the butter and shoyu.


  Allen and Elena, having already finished their scallops, clung to my legs and quietly watched everything unfold.


  “Sorry. We’re sold out!”


  The scallops were gone in no time. The people who had not managed to get any walked away from the stall with their shoulders drooping in disappointment.


  Honestly, I hadn’t expected it to turn into this much of a commotion.


  “This is the first time I’ve ever sold out this early since I started running this stall. Sorry for making you help, too, kid.”


  “No, I was just surprised by how many people showed up.”


  “You don’t see seasoning like that around here. The smell gets your appetite going and makes it seem even tastier. Anyone would jump at it.”


  From what he said, grilled food at the stalls around here was usually seasoned with just a little salt. Since the ingredients were fresh, salt alone was probably delicious, but having every stall taste the same was another matter.


  “Still, I ended up selling it to everyone because of how things went. Is that all right? And, well…”


  For some reason, the stall owner started fidgeting. He clearly wanted to ask something, but he was hesitating.


  Yeah, a grown man fidgeting like that wasn’t cute. This felt familiar, just like Rhode after he made cream bread.


  “It’s fine. If you want to sell butter-shoyu scallops, go ahead.”


  “Really?!”


  It was just seasoning poured on top. It wasn’t unique enough to call it a recipe.


  However…


  “But please procure the seasonings yourself.”


  “Of course!”


  If he intended to keep using shoyu in the future, he would need to learn how to obtain it himself. That was one point I made sure to emphasize.


  I had asked about it before at a shop that sold shoyu. Apparently, it wasn't particularly popular, but most stores seemed to carry it, so finding some shouldn't be a problem.


  “Oh, right! Kid, take this with you.”


  The stall owner suddenly called out and held out a bucket that had been sitting beside the stall. Inside were unmistakably scallops.


  Hadn't he sold out?


  “These are smaller than the ones I sell. They may be small, but I guarantee the taste.”


  He claimed they weren't suitable for sale, but they looked more than large enough to eat.


  “Are you sure?”


  “Of course. It may not be much of a thank-you, but I'd really like you to take them.”


  “Thank you.”


  As soon as I accepted the scallops, the stall owner ran to a shop that sold shoyu, leaving his stall behind in the process.


  “He's gone.”


  The children watched him disappear into the crowd alongside me. Well, he probably knew the people running the neighboring stalls, so it was likely fine.


  Turning back to Allen and Elena, I smiled. “You two are still hungry, right? Is there anything else you'd like to eat?”


  “Umm… that.”


  I had kept them waiting a little longer than intended, so we resumed our breakfast hunt.


  “That one?”


  Following the direction they pointed, I found a stall selling what appeared to be eggs.


  I gestured toward them. “Excuse me, what are these?”


  “Welcome. These are boiled Great Bird eggs,” the vendor replied cheerfully.


  Oh, Great Bird eggs. Those were eggs from a bird-type monster.


  “I'll take three.”


  “Sure thing. Thanks for your business!”


  After finishing our meal, we continued wandering through the morning market, browsing one stall after another.


  Fresh seafood was displayed everywhere. Familiar varieties sat alongside fish that looked like brilliantly colored tropical species. Every now and then, I spotted fish with alarmingly poisonous-looking colors, but apparently, those were edible, too.


  There were so many different kinds that choosing what to buy became a challenge. In the end, I decided to pick up whatever caught my eye, along with the recommendations offered by the vendors.


  Before I knew it, Infinite Storage was packed with seafood.


  Maybe I bought too much…


  Then again, fish could only be purchased in coastal regions. Once we moved inland, getting fresh seafood would become difficult. Thinking about it that way, I decided there was no such thing as buying too much and embraced the opportunity while I had it.


  After finishing our shopping, we left the market square and wandered through the shopping district.


  A blacksmith's shop happened to catch my attention, so I decided to step inside.


  “Excuse me.”


  “A customer, huh?”


  When I called out, a burly middle-aged man emerged from the back of the shop.


  “Would it be possible to polish this for me?”


  What I handed him was a scale from the Leviathan, Kaiser. More specifically, it was a fragment I had broken off into a manageable size.


  While resting in the dungeon, I had tried using some tools on it, and just as Kaiser had said, it had broken apart surprisingly easily. The piece I was showing now was roughly the size of a coin.


  The problem was that I had literally just broken it apart. The edges were still razor-sharp, to the point that carelessly touching them could easily result in a cut.


  “Let's see here… This isn't a stone. Is it a scale? But it's way too hard and thick for that. And this magic power… Don't tell me!”


  Even though I had deliberately broken the scale into smaller pieces before bringing it here, apparently, someone with the right expertise could still recognize it.


  The blacksmith stared at me in shock.


  “This isn't something you'd just find lying around.”


  “Ah… that's true.”


  Dragon scales weren't the sort of thing that simply fell off on their own.


  No, that wasn’t quite right. Dragon scales sometimes shed, but old scales usually fall off in the dragon’s nest, so finding one anywhere else was nearly impossible.


  The other options were to challenge a dragon and either wound it or defeat it, but while that might be one thing with lesser dragons or drakes, neither humans nor monsters would challenge an upper-tier dragon unless they had an extremely good reason.


  In other words, a Leviathan scale was something rarely ever seen.


  The old blacksmith’s gaze silently asked where I had obtained something that almost never appeared on the market.


  “Well? How’d you get it?”


  “It was a gift.”


  “Who the hell gives away something this rare?!”


  “That’s a secret.”


  Even if I told him I had received it from the Leviathan himself, or herself, or itself, he probably wouldn’t believe me. If anything, he might question my sanity.


  As a craftsman, he seemed curious about where it came from, but I really hoped he wouldn’t pry too deeply.


  “With something like this, I guess it’s only natural that the source is a secret. So, you wanted this polished, right?”


  “Yes. I want to carry it with me, so I’d like it made safe enough not to injure me. I’d also like a hole drilled through it for a leather cord.”


  “Yeah, it’s dangerous in this shape. If it’s just shaving and polishing the edges enough that it won’t cut you… I can probably manage that somehow. But a hole’s impossible. If I try to force a hole through this, it’ll definitely crack.”


  “Huh, really?”


  Kaiser, even turning this into an accessory was proving difficult!


  Now what should I do? Just keeping it in my pocket seemed like a good way to lose it.


  “Hey, Rudy! Rudius! Get over here!”


  “Master, what is it?”


  The old blacksmith suddenly shouted, calling for someone named Rudius. A slender young man who appeared to be in his late twenties or early thirties emerged from the back of the shop.


  “Oh, do we have a customer? Wait, why are you minding the shop, Master?”


  I had suspected as much, but the old man really was the master of this shop.


  “What’s wrong with that? Never mind that. Can you make an accessory out of this?”


  “Hm? A stone? It’s pretty, but it isn’t a gemstone. Master, what is this?”


  “A fragment of a water dragon’s scale.”


  “What?! Seriously?”


  “If my eye isn’t mistaken. He wants it made into an accessory. Fine detail work is more your specialty, isn’t it?”


  Apparently, Rudius was a craftsman here, and he specialized in decorative work.


  “I’d like it to be a pendant, if possible,” I said.


  “Please give me a moment. Let’s see… The most we can do to the scale itself is polish it. Silver would be too weak for this… In that case, we’ll need something better… How does this look?”


  “Oh, that’s nice.”


  Rudius swiftly sketched a design on a piece of paper on the counter. It was a pendant top with metal framing the blue scale fragment and delicate patterns engraved into the metal.


  The design was simple but refined. I liked it.


  Let’s see. Both the master and Rudius seemed like good people, and the items in the shop looked carefully handled. I thought it would be fine to place an order here.


  “Allen, Elena, what do you think?”


  “Cool.”


  “Pretty.”


  Allen and Elena seemed to like it too, so that settled it.


  “Then could I ask you to make that?”


  “Steel and silver would be outmatched by the scale, so we’d need to use a suitably high-grade material. That would make it fairly expensive.”


  “What kind of material would you use, for example?”


  “Mithril, most likely.”


  Oh, mithril! Now that was a fantasy mineral.


  “Do you already have the material? Or would I need to procure it?”


  “Um… Master! Is it all right if we use the mithril in stock?”


  “Yeah. It’s not enough to make a weapon or armor, but it should be plenty for that.”


  It sounded like the material would be fine. I did want them to make it, but there was one part of the design I wanted changed.


  “If possible, I’d like something other than a metal chain.”


  I didn’t really like the jangling feeling of metal around my neck. Something like a leather cord would be ideal, but could they manage that?


  “Something other than metal… An ordinary leather cord would lose out to the material. We’d need the hide of a fairly strong monster at least… If only we had Mithril Spider thread. Master, can you get any through your connections?”


  “Don’t be stupid! Something that precious isn’t easy to get! Even if it came on the market, it’d be bought up immediately!”


  Mithril Spider… If I remembered right, it was a rare monster that had mutated after eating mithril. Its thread apparently possessed mithril-like properties.


  Wait. Actually, I was pretty sure I had some among the items Syl gave me.


  “Would this be enough?”


  “What?! Whoaaa! Th-That’s got to be… Mithril Spider thread! Why do you have that?!”


  When I took the Mithril Spider thread out of Infinite Storage and showed it to him, Rudius screamed.


  “Not just a water dragon scale, but Mithril Spider thread too…” the master muttered with a deep sigh.


  I had known they were rare materials, but… I didn’t expect them to react that way.


  People had been surprised by me so often lately that I felt like I was getting used to reactions like this.


  “Then please make three of those pendants.”


  “Huhhh?!”


  When I took out two more scale fragments, they screamed again.


  “Three… Wait, don’t tell me!”


  “They’re for these children.”


  If Kaiser could use them as markers, then I wanted Allen and Elena to carry them too, just in case.


  “How extravagant!”


  “Since they’re water dragon scales, they should provide a small amount of water’s blessing. They’ll serve as charms for the children.” I said to Rudius, smiling.


  “Well, that’s true, but still. I almost never get the chance to make items with materials like these, so I’m grateful. That said, I’d like to discuss something. Since I’ll be making three of them, having them all be exactly the same feels a little uninspired. Would it be all right if I changed the designs slightly?”


  “Yes, that’s fine. For Elena, please make it a little more feminine. Right, Elena?”


  “Yeah!”


  Mine could be simple, but Elena’s should be cute.


  “What about you, Allen? Do you have any requests?”


  “Hmm?”


  Allen didn’t seem to have any particular request. He tilted his head once, then quickly shook it.


  The two of them usually moved in perfect sync, but when it came to things like this, their individual personalities showed properly.


  “So, what do you want to do with the scale powder left after polishing? Take it with you?”


  “Powder? Don’t you just throw it away?”


  “You idiot, these are water dragon scales! Even the filings are proper materials! Just mixing them into molten metal when making weapons or armor will dramatically increase the hardness!”


  Okay.


  So even the powder was usable. Kaiser’s scales really were excellent materials.


  In the end, the shop would take the filings, and the value would be deducted from the fee.


  If it were only powder, Kaiser probably wouldn’t complain even if the shop used it.


  Besides, even if he gave me the powder, it would probably just end up sitting in Infinite Storage forever.


  Once the order details had been settled, Rudius promptly gathered up the materials and headed back to the workshop at the rear to begin work.


  With that, Kaiser's scale would finally be turned into an accessory.


  I can't wait to see how it turns out.


  “Oh, right,” I said, turning back to the master. “Can I also place an order for armor if I provide the materials myself?”


  “Of course. What material are we talking about?” the master asked. “Judging from how you're dressed, I'm guessing leather rather than metal?”


  “Yes, that's right. Would something like this work?”


  I pulled out a portion of Evil Viper hide from Infinite Storage and showed it to him.


  I had just remembered that I wanted armor made from it, not only for myself but for Allen and Elena as well.


  “What?! What the hell is this? That color, that sheen… and the quality of the magic power… Don't tell me that's Evil Viper hide?!”


  “That's right. You recognized it immediately.”


  The master had identified it at a glance.


  Craftsmen really were amazing. Without appraisal, I wouldn't have had the slightest idea what monster a material came from.


  “Not again!” the master groaned. “You keep pulling out one incredible material after another. Where the hell do you even get this stuff?!”


  “Ah, this one I actually defeated.”


  Unlike Kaiser’s scale, the Evil Viper had been officially turned in to the Adventurers' Guild. Since anyone could verify that if they looked into it, there was no point hiding it, so I answered him honestly.


  “You defeated it?! Are you an adventurer?”


  “I am.”


  “What rank?”


  “A-rank, technically.”


  “Seriously?!”


  I knew I didn't exactly look strong, but apparently, I hadn't even looked like an adventurer.


  Then again, I'd come in asking about armor. Had he assumed I wanted travel gear rather than equipment for an adventurer?


  “I figured you weren’t ordinary, but A-rank? I’ve been making equipment for adventurers for years, so I thought I had at least some eye for people… Guess you really can’t judge by appearances.”


  Ah, that. The guild master at Sheelin’s Adventurers’ Guild had said something similar. Apparently, that impression was pretty obvious.


  “Sorry, I got sidetracked,” the master said, shaking his head. “You wanted armor, right? This is top-grade material, the kind you almost never get to see. Please, let me make it.”


  “Can you do enchantments? I’d like to add automatic size adjustment.”


  Enchanting meant adding magic to tools like weapons, armor, and accessories. There were many kinds of enchantments, such as strengthening effects or resistances. The one I wanted was automatic size adjustment.


  “Enchantments, huh? If you’re using material this good, you’d definitely want enchantments on it. But I can’t do that. Craftsmen who can are mostly only found in the royal capital.”


  “I see.”


  So, it really was impossible.


  There were few magic users capable of enchantment to begin with, and even fewer who worked in production professions. Another option would be to find someone who could enchant even if they weren’t a craftsman and have them cast the magic, but that would probably be difficult, too.


  “I wanted to make boots for these children.”


  The boots we were wearing now had actually been prepared by Syl, and they were top-class items with automatic size adjustment, automatic temperature adjustment, automatic repair, and dirt prevention. They were extremely comfortable, so we used them a lot.


  However, I was still worried for Allen and Elena, as they mainly fought by kicking. That was why I had wanted to make combat boots focused on defense and switch between them as the situation required.


  Boots made from Evil Viper hide should have resistance effects against both physical and magical attacks.


  Unfortunately, Allen and Elena were only going to keep growing. Without automatic adjustment, they would eventually outgrow the boots.


  Making new shoes each time they grew wasn’t a problem in itself. I had earned enough money to have good ones made. The issue was that we were always moving around and had no fixed home, so I couldn’t predict the timing for ordering new ones or how many days production would take. They could probably put up with it for a little while, but I still wanted them to wear shoes that fit properly.


  Apparently, having excellent equipment made wasn’t so simple.


  “Children’s gear, huh? That’s extravagant too,” the master said. “But kids grow, so size adjustment is even more necessary. Damn it, and here I had a chance to work with such good material.”


  Maybe I should give up on having boots made for the children this time. Their current boots were serving well enough. Since it sounded like there were craftsmen in the royal capital who could do enchantments, we could wait until then.


  The master looked genuinely frustrated that he couldn’t work with the Evil Viper hide.


  Hmm… Equipment that needed enchantments was impossible, but…


  “Could you make a chest guard for me, or—”


  “Of course! Leave it to me!”


  He didn’t even let me finish.


  So, he really wanted to use the Evil Viper hide that badly.


  For now, I planned to have him make a chest guard to protect my heart. Ah… though something like a vest might work, too.


  “And gloves, please.”


  I also wanted gathering gloves. Ordinary leather gloves were enough for now, but depending on the medicinal herbs I gathered, I would eventually need something with some defensive power or abnormality resistance. There were unusual herbs too, like ones that sent electricity running through you when picked, or ones that had to be harvested while blocking mana.


  If I found those, I would definitely want to pick them, so I might as well prepare now.


  “Gloves, right? Those are for you, of course, yeah?”


  “Yes. Let’s see… I’d also like a bracer. Something that covers my arm.”


  “A bracer? Made from leather instead of metal? Well, with this hide, it’d be tougher than most metal anyway. Or is it not meant as armor?”


  “I keep a hawk. When he perches on my arm, his talons dig in a little.”


  If Bolt only perched lightly, I was fine as I was, but I had thought it might be better to have one just in case. Since I was already here, I might as well have him make that, too.


  “Ah, I get it. Then just one arm’s worth. For now, let’s take your measurements.”


  “Ah, yes… Hm?”


  Just as the master was about to measure the necessary areas, Allen tugged on my clothes.


  “What is it, Allen?”


  “Allen wants one, too.”


  “Hm? You want gloves?”


  “No. For Bolt.”


  For Bolt?


  Oh!


  “You want Bolt to perch on your arm, too?”


  “Yeah!”


  It was rare for Allen to ask for something on his own, and his request being protective gear for Bolt was adorable. Allen had been staring at the weapons and armor ever since we entered the shop. Maybe, as a boy, he was interested in this sort of thing.


  “Sure. Let’s make one for you, too.”


  “Really? Yay!”


  When I decided to have one made for Allen as well, he looked delighted.


  “What about you, Elena?”


  “Hmm?”


  When I asked Elena if she wanted protective gear too, she shook her head. This time, unlike before, Elena showed no interest.


  “Then, Master, please make a bracer for this child, too.”


  “I don’t mind making it, but what material should I use? Don’t tell me you’re planning to use Evil Viper hide for the boy’s, too.”


  I wouldn’t mind using Evil Viper hide, but from the master’s perspective, that was probably outrageous.


  “Let’s see… As long as it’s sturdy enough that a hawk’s talons won’t dig through and light enough not to burden him, anything is fine. Could you choose something suitable?”


  If we weren’t using Evil Viper hide, I had no idea what kind of leather would be best. This was probably better left to the master.


  “Got it. Let’s see… I’ll make it a little large and fasten the arm section with belts. That way, he should be able to keep using it even after he grows some.”


  “Yes, thank you. Please do that.”


  That was a welcome suggestion. If it could be adjusted with belts, that would be much better.


  “Allen, is there anything else you want?”


  “No, I’m okay!”


  Since he had seemed interested, I thought he might want some kind of weapon too, but maybe he had only been curious because everything around was unusual. Well, that was fine for now. Weapons could wait until he was a little older.


  After confirming the items we wanted made one more time, we left the shop. Everything should be finished in about a week. I couldn’t wait to see how it all turned out.


  ※※※


  


  After leaving the blacksmith, we continued exploring the city. During our walk, I spotted a temple, so I decided to report our arrival in Bailey to Syl.


  Once we entered the chapel, I went over to the statues as usual and spoke to Syl’s statue.


  “Syl, are you there?”


  Syl answered right away.


  “Hello, Takumi. It’s been a while. You seem well.”


  “I am, more or less. We made it to Bailey safely. Also, Syl, I know the truth about Allen and Elena.”


  I told him I knew the two were the Water God’s children. Though Syl might already have known that.


  “Yes. That’s right. I’m sorry for keeping it from you.”


  “I know it wasn’t your fault.”


  “Thank you.”


  “More importantly, what is Allen and Elena’s father doing?”


  Syl fell silent at my question. Apparently, it was something he couldn’t disclose.


  “Got it. You can’t tell me.”


  I sighed. It seemed better not to press any further. Well, I hadn’t expected Syl to tell me much about the Water God in the first place.


  Still, I wondered what kind of person Allen and Elena’s father, the Water God, was. Since the real Syl had looked just like his statue in the temple, his appearance was probably the same as this statue, too.


  The Water God’s appearance was the complete opposite of Syl’s androgynous beauty. He looked manly. Of course, he was handsome. And that build, lean and muscular. The real one was definitely the same! I was jealous.


  There had been a time when I admired having muscles. Unfortunately, I was terrible at exercise, and my body didn’t build muscle easily. So, a lean, muscular build had been a dream within a dream.


  Oops, I got sidetracked.


  Allen and Elena were both good-looking, but did they resemble the Water God? Maybe? I could sort of see it. Honestly, I wasn’t sure.


  The statue itself was white, so I couldn’t tell hair or eye color either. I wondered what he was really like.


  I suspected the Water God had an irresponsible personality. Judging from how Syl and the Water God’s head attendant reacted, anyway. They seemed to have it rough.


  Well, maybe that was fine. If he suddenly showed up now and took Allen and Elena away, I would be lonely.


  Oh, right. There was something I wanted to ask Syl today.


  “Hey, Syl.”


  “Yes? What is it?”


  “The ‘provisional’ part disappeared from ‘Attendant of the Wind God’ in the race section of my status. What does that mean?”


  That was right. I had checked my status when I met Kaiser, and that was when I noticed it. At some point, the “provisional” had vanished from my race entry.


  “Yes. Congratulations on your promotion, Takumi.”


  “Huh?”


  “You have officially become my attendant.”


  “Whattt?!”


  As I stood there in a daze, I heard Syl clapping.


  “It happened a little earlier than I expected, but more or less according to plan.”


  So, it had all been planned. This was the same as when I first learned I was a provisional attendant. If he had known, he could have told me beforehand.


  Actually, what did he even mean by “official attendant”? I hadn’t heard anything about that.


  Maybe sensing my thoughts, Syl began explaining.


  “An attendant only becomes fully recognized once they are given something they symbolize, or rather, a role they are responsible for.”


  A symbol? A role? What did that mean?


  “So I’m being given a job?”


  “Yes, it’s a little different from a job. It’s more like a symbol. For reference, I’m not an attendant, but I am the symbol of wind.”


  Well, he was the Wind God. That much made sense.


  “And what about me?”


  “Growth and education.”


  Hold on. What had Syl just said?


  Growth and education?


  Why in the world had those become the things I symbolized? Given the situation, was it because of Allen and Elena?


  “Wait. Are those really things an attendant of the Wind God would symbolize?”


  Since I was the Wind God’s attendant, that meant growth and education fell under Syl’s jurisdiction, right? I didn’t really have that image of him.


  “No, they don’t! Growth and education are Lady Marianora’s domain! Since you have Lady Marianora’s blessing, I suppose it can’t be helped, but still! You’re my attendant, Takumi! Why don’t you have a role related to wind?!”


  Hm? Syl seemed unusually worked up. Maybe I had touched on a topic I shouldn’t have.


  Was he upset because the things I symbolized weren’t part of the wind attribute? Come to think of it, he had been particular about his own attribute when it came to the contracted beasts, too.


  Alas, I couldn’t do anything about it.


  “It’s not like I decided it, so there’s nothing I can do, right?”


  “That’s true, but…”


  He was just like a sulking child.


  “So, what am I supposed to do from now on?”


  “Ah, yes. Um, you have officially become my attendant, but you can continue exactly as you have been.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. After all, simply raising those children means you’re already fulfilling your role. Perfectly, in fact. Oh, that’s right! Takumi, I’m holding some items for you from the Fire God.”


  “Huh?! Syl, wait a—”


  Ping!


  Syl suddenly sent me the items as if he had just remembered them.


  Before I could stop him, that merciless electronic sound echoed in my head.


  When I nervously opened the window, I found rows upon rows of fire-related items lined up inside. The sheer quantity was absurd.


  Again?!


  This was so sudden that I had no idea what was going on. Why was the Fire God sending me these?


  “Syl, I don’t understand why I’m receiving these…”


  “They’re a thank-you for helping develop cooking in Etelldia, Takumi.”


  Developing cooking? What was he talking about?


  “Takumi, you made sweet buns popular in Sheelin, didn’t you? Now those sweet buns have spread not only across all of Gadia, but even to other countries. And that soup made with miso you prepared at the end of the knights’ expedition? That’s becoming a standard dish in Sheelin too!”


  What? That was news to me.


  I had seen sweet buns while walking around Bailey, so I had thought, Oh, they’ve reached this city already, but spreading to other countries? Wasn’t that too fast?


  I had indeed made miso soup-style soup during the expedition. And since the knights had asked me how to make it, I had told them about miso, but… it was becoming standard in Sheelin, not just among the knights!


  “And as soon as you arrived in Bailey, you started a trend of cooking with shoyu, didn’t you? That will spread in no time, too.”


  “Cooking with shoyu? Wait, you mean the butter-shoyu thing? Sure, there was a line at the stall, but wasn’t that just because it was uncommon? That’s kind of an exaggeration.”


  “You may not have known this, Takumi, but cooking in Etelldia hasn’t advanced for several hundred years. Of course, there have been minor changes, but no new dishes have ever truly become popular.”


  “No way!”


  That couldn’t be true. There was no way cooking hadn’t advanced for hundreds of years. Syl had to be exaggerating.


  “I’m telling you, it really hasn’t advanced. That’s why, despite the huge variety of ingredients, most dishes are still based on salt seasoning.”


  True enough. Aside from a few exceptions, the food I had eaten at inns and the like had mostly been seasoned with nothing but salt.


  There were as many ingredients here as on Earth, no, probably even more. In addition to ingredients similar to those from Earth, there were also things obtained from monsters, so Etelldia almost certainly had far more variety. And yet, while the food here wasn’t bad, most dishes tasted more or less the same.


  So, cooking really hasn’t advanced for hundreds of years?!


  “When there are ingredients so good they’re considered exquisite just eaten as they are, people stop trying to improve things.”


  “I see.”


  Oh, I could understand that. There seemed to be meat that was best eaten simply with salt rather than proper seasoning, and supreme fruit that could make you happy just by eating them as they were. Instead of improving their cooking skills, people had probably focused their efforts on how to obtain those ingredients.


  “That is why the Fire God is overjoyed. Cooking falls under his domain, after all. So, this is his thanks. Also, he will grant you the Fire Magic skill and prepare a contracted beast for you.”


  That was generous. Still, I was happy to be able to use fire magic. Some monsters had poor compatibility with wind or water, so having another option would help.


  Another contracted beast? At this point, adding one more wouldn’t be a problem. I was only worried about what kind of beast would come.


  “Listen carefully, Takumi. Next time, please work hard in the domain of wind!”


  Syl warned me, but it wasn’t as if I had been acting with any particular goal in mind. I didn’t even know what the domain of wind covered, so being told to work hard on it was impossible.


  I didn’t know whether Syl couldn’t tell me about his domain or had simply forgotten to explain it, but if he wanted me to do something, he would need to tell me specifically.


  No, I had no intention of asking. It felt like that would only lead to trouble.


  I decided to leave this alone until Syl noticed on his own.


  With that thought, I ended the conversation with Syl while keeping things vague.


  Now then, I should find an inn and rest for the day.


   

  Side Story: Wind and Fire


  

  “That was close. Too close.”


  Once the conversation ended, I, Sylphyriel, let out a deep breath.


  Takumi had come to the temple to report that he had arrived in Bailey. At that time, he also told me he had learned about the twins’ origins.


  He had finally learned who the twins’ parent was.


  Well, it wasn’t as if I had been hiding their origins. I simply couldn’t tell him myself, so there was no real problem with him finding out. If anything, it was better for him to know the truth going forward. They were children of a god, after all. They had outstanding potential, and while there was no telling what might happen, knowing the truth should help him respond to certain situations.


  The real problem was this.


  “More importantly, what is Allen and Elena’s father doing?”


  The moment Takumi asked me that, I froze.


  Seeing my reaction, Takumi decided it must be something I couldn’t respond to and backed down without pressing me. That truly saved me.


  I couldn’t tell Takumi, who was taking care of the children and doting on them so much, that Water God Windell was off on a honeymoon with a woman!


  What would Takumi think if he found out? Would he get angry? Disgusted?


  No, I wasn’t the one at fault, so his anger or disgust wouldn’t be directed at me. Still, I did not want to see Takumi feel any of that.


  Windell, where in the world have you gone?


  “Yo! Sylphyriel, pardon the intrusion.”


  “Salamantiel?!”


  As I sat there clutching my head, Fire God Salamantiel suddenly appeared.


  Salamantiel was tall and slender, with brown skin, red hair, and eyes of the same color. He had a distinctly masculine appearance.


  “What brings you here?” I asked. “It’s unusual for you to come all the way to see me yourself.”


  “Hm? You know, that thing! That attendant of yours… What was his name again? Takuya? The guy who’s been developing cooking and looking after Windell’s kids.”


  “Takumi. His name is Takumi.”


  “Right! That Takumi contacted you, didn’t he?”


  “He did.”


  How did he already know that? I had only just finished speaking with Takumi.


  “I told your head attendant over there to let me know if Takumi ever contacted you. Through Lady Marianora, of course.”


  What was that? I hadn’t heard anything about this.


  I looked at Vint, my head attendant, who was standing nearby. If Lady Marianora had asked, then of course Vint would obey, but still. Salamantiel had gone through Lady Marianora just to leave a message?


  “Don’t worry about the details!”


  “Hey, don’t read my mind!”


  “Sylphyriel, it’s written all over your face. You really are easy to read.”


  “Argh!”


  It was frustrating, but it was true that my emotions showed easily on my face. Lady Marianora and the other three gods told me that all the time. Even my own attendants said it.


  That was fine. My attendants could read my expressions and handle work in advance because of it.


  “More importantly, don’t forget to grant Takumi the Fire Magic skill.”


  “I know, I know!”


  “And I’ve prepared a very special contracted beast for him!”


  “No! Wait a second!” I protested. “What do you mean, a very special contracted beast? Tell me what you’re sending him right now!”


  I had heard that Salamantiel would send him a contracted beast, but the phrase “very special” bothered me.


  Salamantiel looked confident, but when he got this enthusiastic, nothing good ever came of it.


  I knew Salamantiel meant no harm, but if I failed to check the details, there was a chance this could become a huge problem. He was the type to cause trouble for everyone around him without realizing it.


  “That’s for him to find out after they meet. If I tell you about it here, Sylphyriel, you might tell Takumi! It’s a secret, a secret!”


  “I won’t tell him! Salamantiel, please, just tell me!”


  “Nope, no way. Oh, and just so you know, none of my attendants know either, so investigating won’t do you any good. I kept my promise to report when I send the contracted beast, so you’ve got no complaints, right? Anyway, that’s that!”


  With that, Salamantiel simply left.


  If he said that, then his attendants really knew nothing. Unless Salamantiel himself talked, there was no way to find out.


  I’m sorry, Takumi. I couldn’t get Salamantiel to tell me what he’s sending as your contracted beast. I just hope it isn’t a troublesome one.


  Wait.


  I felt like I had forgotten to tell Takumi something.


  What was it again?


  I had talked to Takumi about the twins’ origins and about cooking, right?


  There had been one more thing. What was it?


  I think it was important, but… Ah! I can’t remember!


  Thank you all
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