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      Current Stats


      Fujimiya Sora


      Job: Sorcerer / Race: Otherworlder / Level: None


      HP: 680/680 / MP: 680/680 (+200) / SP: 680/680 (+100)


      Strength: 670 (+0) /  Stamina: 670 (+0) /  Speed: 670 (+0)


      Magic: 670 (+200) / Dexterity: 670 (+0) / Luck: 670 (+0)




      Skill: Walking Lv. 67


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


      XP Counter: 1,748,992/1,990,000


      Steps since last check [352,319] + Exp bonus [372,390]




      Skill Points: 2




      Learned Skills


      [Appraisal Lv. MAX] [Prevent Appraisal Lv. 7] [Enhance Physique Lv. MAX] [Regulate Mana Lv. MAX] [Lifestyle Spells Lv. MAX] [Detect Presence Lv. MAX] [Sword Arts Lv. MAX] [Dimension Spells Lv. MAX] [Parallel Thinking Lv. MAX] [Boost Recovery Lv. MAX] [Hide Presence Lv. MAX] [Alchemy Lv. MAX] [Cooking Lv. MAX] [Throwing/Shooting Lv. MAX] [Fire Spells Lv. MAX] [Water Spells Lv. MAX] [Telepathy Lv. MAX] [Night Vision Lv. MAX] [Sword Tech Lv. MAX] [Resist Status Effects Lv. MAX] [Earth Spells Lv. MAX] [Wind Spells Lv. MAX] [Disguise Lv. 9] [Engineering/Construction Lv. MAX [Shield Arts Lv. MAX] [Provoke Lv. MAX] [Traps Lv. 8] [Mountaineering Lv. 7] [Shield Tech Lv. 6] [Attunement Lv. 7] [Conversion Lv. 8] [Reduce MP Consumption Lv. 8] [Farming Lv. 4] [Transformation Lv. 5] [Smithing Lv. 5] [Memory Lv. 6]




      Advanced Skills


      [Appraise Person Lv. MAX] [Detect Mana Lv. MAX] [Enchant Lv. MAX] [Creation Lv. 9] [Mana Enchant Lv. 8] [Conceal Lv. 9] [Light Spells Lv. 5] [Analysis Lv. 7] [Time Spells Lv. 7] [Absorb Lv. 6]




      Contract Skills


      [Holy Spells Lv. 7]




      Scroll Skills


      [Teleport Lv. 7]




      Title


      [Spirit Contractor]




      Blessing


      [Spirit Tree’s Blessing]


    


  



  

    

      Prologue


      “Master, breakfast!” cried a dark-haired, dark-eyed girl as she glommed on to me.


      The girl’s name was Hikari. She had once been a spy for the Kingdom of Elesia, and she’d been secretly monitoring me in that capacity until a particular turn of events had led to us traveling together.


      Around her neck was a collar with three silver stripes that marked her as a special slave.


      I’d thought Hikari might be turning twelve soon, but my new Analysis skill had told me that she already was. It was the age when she’d be able to register with a guild herself, and Alzahark the Dragon King had also offered to issue her an ID if I needed one. I’d originally made a slave contract with Hikari because I couldn’t make her an ID, but since that had all changed now, I’d thought it was a good time to free her.


      But when we’d actually gone to the slave market to remove the contract, she’d cried out in protest just as we were about to go through with it. It was rare for Hikari to raise her voice at all, so this caught us all by surprise.


      “Canceling the contract won’t change our relationship, you know,” I’d told her.


      “Still don’t want...” she’d said, shaking her head. She’d clung tight to me and refused to let go.


      “You really don’t want this, huh?” I thought I could feel her trembling as I spoke, but it seemed to gradually die down as I patted her head. “Okay. If you really don’t want it, we don’t have to do it.”


      “’Kay.” Hikari had nodded slightly.
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      “Huh? Master, what’s wrong?” Hikari asked back in the present.


      “Nothing.” I couldn’t tell her I’d been thinking back on that scene from the slave traders.


      “Yeah?” Hikari asked. Then she noticed I was looking at the Spirit Tree, the Tree of Eliana. “Master, is it okay?” she asked me.


      “Yeah, it’s fine,” I told her.


      The Spirit Tree loomed in front of us. I combined my Appraisal and Analysis skills to reveal its information.




      [Spirit Tree] Tree created by ***.


      Mana Value 10,000/10,000




      The mana value hadn’t gone down even after the moontree fruit harvest the night before.


      “Master, come!” We spent a little while gazing up at the Spirit Tree together until Hikari suddenly seemed to remember she’d been sent to call me to breakfast. Right away, she started pulling me by the hand to join the others.


      “Thank you for bringing Sora, Hikari.” The first one to speak to me when we made it back to the others was Mia.


      Mia had once been the Saint of the Holy Kingdom of Frieren, where the machinations of a demon had briefly caused her to be slandered as a pretender. The misunderstanding had been resolved, but since the demons were still after her, we’d decided it would be dangerous for her to remain in Frieren.


      That was why she was traveling with us now.


      After reflecting for a moment on the adventure that had first brought us together, I gave voice to my thoughts. “Mia, have you ever thought about growing out your hair again?”


      Her hair used to go all the way down her back, but it was currently cut short. She’d cut it to aid our escape when we’d left the Holy Kingdom’s capital.


      Mia looked surprised by the question, but said, “I think I’m okay with it this way? Or do you prefer it long, Sora?” She ran her fingers through her hair as she asked.


      While I was trying to figure out how to respond...


      “Sora, you’re late! Ciel’s been waiting!” came the voice of Rurika.


      I’d met Rurika in the Kingdom of Elesia where I’d first been summoned to this world. She and her friend Chris had taught me how to make a living as an adventurer—how to fight, how to break down monster bodies, and all kinds of things. I still shuddered when I thought back on the first time we’d crossed swords in the training arena. In a way, they were the reason I’d been able to survive in this world.


      Chris herself regarded Rurika’s behavior with a shrug that seemed to say, She just can’t help herself.


      Chris looked like a human on the outside, but she was actually an elf. Her gold hair and eyes had originally been silver, and she’d changed her pointed ears to appear rounded like ours. Long ago, she’d had to use the power of her spirits to change her appearance, but now she was doing it with an artifact called the Secht Necklace.


      “Rurika is always Ciel’s biggest fan,” Sera said with a weak smile.


      Sera was a cat beastfolk, and Chris and Rurika’s childhood friend. She had gone missing during the war with the Vossheil Empire when they were young.


      Chris and Rurika had originally left their homeland, the Eld Republic, to come to Elesia in search of Sera, and also Chris’s big sister Eris. Their story had inspired me to track down and save Sera from the slave market in Messa, the capital of Frieren.


      Sera had spent years fighting in the deadly environment of the Black Forest—said to be home to the Demon King’s castle and its demon subjects—so she was an experienced monster fighter who had saved us many times during our conquest of the Majorica dungeon. The money she’d earned there had since allowed her to buy out her slave contract.


      As I sat down, Ciel, who’d previously had her eyes locked on the food in front of her, looked up at me.


      Ciel was a spirit that had contracted with me, a cute little critter that resembled an angora rabbit. She served as a bit of a group mascot, and she also had hidden powers that had saved us no small number of times. She’d been under the weather for a little while recently, but she’d recovered brilliantly after eating some mature moontree fruit we’d procured for her.


      My six companions and I were now on a journey to find Eris together. And, though it was selfish of me, I was enjoying the opportunity to see a lot of this big, strange world in the process. I’d already seen and experienced things I’d never even dreamed of.


      “Here, Sora. Soup for you,” said our final, temporary companion, Euini.


      Euini was the first princess of the Lufre Dragonlands, the daughter of the Dragon King. Normally you would see antlers growing out of the sides of her head above her ears, but they were invisible at the moment. Her distinctive heterochromatic eyes also currently appeared golden.


      Until recently she’d been borrowing the Secht Necklace from Chris, but now she was changing her appearance with a transformation spell she’d since learned.


      “Thank you.” I took the soup Euini had offered.


      As everyone else took their food, Ciel started quivering with anticipation, and we all watched her in amusement. At last, Ciel’s button eyes turned toward me. I nodded, and she practically threw herself onto the meal laid out before her.


      That was the signal for the rest of us to start eating. Rurika alone ate slowly, focused on watching Ciel.


      Will this be our last time eating with Euini? I wondered idly.


      There was a reason we’d come to the seventh floor of the Altair Dungeon today. It was related to Euini’s recent learning of the transformation spell too—it was a blessing she’d received from the Spirit Tree. Chris and I had received this blessing as well, so it had probably come about because we’d infused our mana into the Spirit Tree. At least, that was my best guess.


      Though the origin of the blessing was the same, the effect was different for each of us. For instance, my version changed the way I earned experience with my Walking skill. The description on my stat panel now said “earn 1 XP for every step + α bonus.”


      I’d investigated further and learned that getting over ten thousand steps in a day gave me a bonus to subsequent experience gains. For instance, from steps 10,001 to 20,000, each step I took got me two experience, and from 20,001 to 30,000, each one got me three. This meant that the 40,372 steps I’d taken that day had earned me 101,860 experience in all. The stacking effect lasted until the end of the day, and then the counter would restart.


      Chris’s blessing seemed to have strengthened her bond with her spirits so that it cost her less mana to cast spirit spells and increased the number of spirits she could form contracts with. Euini, meanwhile, had said she had gained the ability to use transformation magic and hear the voice of the Spirit Tree.


      Thus, the reason we’d come to harvest the moontree fruit now was because Euini had heard it saying, The moontree fruit is maturing! Come harvest it! When we’d come to check, we had indeed found the moontree fruit sparkling in the moonlight.


      The ship would be leaving port two days later, so we’d hurried to get it harvested. The royal guard members who’d come along with us had brought the harvested fruit back the night before, while we’d stayed on the seventh floor of the Altair dungeon.


      This was partly because Chris’s spirits and Ciel seemed to like it there so much, but another reason was that it would be our last time all together—the rest of us would be leaving Altair on the ship in two days’ time. We would have wanted Euini’s younger siblings, Sahanna and Sark, to spend the night with us, but unfortunately they couldn’t enter the seventh floor.


      “Should we head back now, then?” Once cleanup was done, I called out my golem Shade (golem core: shadewolf) and pulled our wagon out of my Item Box.


      “We’re not walking?” Rurika seemed genuinely surprised.


      The others did too, actually. It was only natural, given my usual preferences on the subject.


      “Euini needs to get back soon, right?” I explained. “And we’ve got some prep to make too.”


      The request to harvest the moontree fruit had come up unexpectedly, so Euini had taken an emergency break from her work to come down and see it. There was a lot we wanted to check before we left Altair too, so today I just wanted to get back quickly.


      I’d also had a bit of a mischievous urge. I held a hand up to Shade and cast my Transformation spell, causing Shade’s lupine form to turn equine before our eyes.


      “Sora, what just happened?”


      “I can use a transformation spell to change Shade’s outward appearance now, which means we can use the wagon during the day.”


      Hikari ran her hands over the now horselike Shade.




      NEW


      [Transformation Lv. 1]




      Its effect was to change something’s outward appearance. There were two types of transformation: one just changed a thing’s form, while the other changed its size.


      I’d just used the first type this time, but it still put a lot of limitations on the target—for instance, Shade couldn’t use his special shadow attacks while transformed. However, changing my own appearance apparently wouldn’t stop me from using my skills.


      As for the size-change ability, making a thing larger increased the energy it expended proportionally, which in the golems’ case reduced their activation time. Shrinking them would lengthen it, but it also came with a drop in power.


      In the case of the guardian-type golem core, X, reducing his size seemed to be an even trade-off—it weakened him, but it also made him faster. This would let him accompany us as an escort more regularly without drawing attention, but there was one problem: he was still too heavy to ride in the wagon.


      “Let’s go, then!”


      We all got into the wagon, and I ordered Shade to start running. Shade obeyed, gradually picking up speed, and we made it to the stairs in just two hours.


      We could have gone faster, but I’d decided not to since it would have made the ride too bumpy. Yes, I wasn’t about to test Rurika when she smiled at me that way...




      “Master, gonna sleep.”


      I was just thinking it was time for bed when Hikari came to my room. She crawled right into bed with me, reached out to Ciel who was asleep on my pillow, and hugged her.


      Ciel was used to it by now, so she didn’t even stir.


      Since the incident with the slave contract, Hikari had regularly been crawling into other people’s beds. It seemed like she was afraid to sleep by herself.


      “You don’t want to stay with the others tonight?” I asked.


      Over dinner that evening, Euini and Sahanna had proposed a big sleepover with the other girls, as if they were arranging a pajama party.


      “No, sleeping with master and Ciel tonight,” Hikari told me.


      If that’s what she wants, I guess it’s okay? I decided.


      We lay there silently for a while, then Hikari spoke again. “Master, gonna find Chris’s big sister?”


      “I’m not sure. We won’t know until we try, but I hope so.”


      There was a town in the Black Forest that the Dragon King had told us about. He’d said that it was a place where elves lived and that they also took in people who didn’t have another place to stay.


      “Yeah. Gonna be sad to say goodbye...” Hikari whispered, then fell asleep.


      I checked to make sure she was fast asleep, then decided to call up my stats before going to sleep myself.


      The stat screen had changed quite a lot since the last time I’d checked it.


      The first difference was that the “+ Bonus” part in “earn 1 XP for every step + Bonus” had turned into “+ α bonus.” The other was that “Steps since last check + Exp bonus” had been added.


      I guess the + α refers to the experience modifier?




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




      HP: 630/630 / MP: 630/630 (+200) / SP: 630/630


      Strength: 620 (+0) / Stamina: 620 (+0) / Speed: 620 (+0)


      Magic: 620 (+200) / Dexterity: 620 (+0) / Luck: 620 (+0)




      Skill: Walking Lv. 62


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


      XP Counter: 208,171/1,690,000


      Steps since last check [919,707 steps] + Exp bonus [2,628,064]




      Skill Points: 1




      Learned Skills


      [Appraisal Lv. MAX] [Prevent Appraisal Lv. 7] [Enhance Physique Lv. MAX] [Regulate Mana Lv. MAX] [Lifestyle Spells Lv. MAX] [Detect Presence Lv. MAX] [Sword Arts Lv. MAX] [Dimension Spells Lv. MAX] [Parallel Thinking Lv. MAX] [Boost Recovery Lv. MAX] [Hide Presence Lv. MAX] [Alchemy Lv. MAX] [Cooking Lv. MAX] [Throwing/Shooting Lv. MAX] [Fire Spells Lv. MAX] [Water Spells Lv. MAX] [Telepathy Lv. MAX] [Night Vision Lv. MAX] [Sword Tech Lv. MAX] [Resist Status Effects Lv. 8] [Earth Spells Lv. MAX] [Wind Spells Lv. MAX] [Disguise Lv. 9] [Engineering/Construction Lv. MAX] [Shield Arts Lv. MAX] [Provoke Lv. MAX] [Traps Lv. 8] [Mountaineering Lv. 7] [Shield Tech Lv. 5] [Attunement Lv. 6] [Conversion Lv. 7] [Reduce MP Consumption Lv. 6] [Farming Lv. 4] [Transformation Lv. 2]




      Advanced Skills


      [Appraise Person Lv. MAX] [Detect Mana Lv. MAX] [Enchant Lv. MAX] [Creation Lv. 9] [Mana Enchant Lv. 8] [Conceal Lv. 7] [Light Spells Lv. 4] [Analysis Lv. 6] [Time Spells Lv. 3]




      Contract Skills


      [Holy Spells Lv. 6]




      Scroll Skills


      [Teleport Lv. 6]




      Title


      [Spirit Contractor]




      Blessing


      [Spirit Tree’s Blessing]




      Two weeks had passed since the revival of the Spirit Tree and my battle with the Dragon King. The reason we hadn’t left Altair immediately afterward was partly because the ship to and from Marte didn’t come particularly often and partly because I’d had to continue overseeing the status of the Spirit Tree, the creation of more fertilizer, and the progression of Tohma and his “bandits.”


      The “bandits” were a group of young people who had been subjected to experiments by the Kingdom of Elesia that inscribed slave crests into their bodies. These slave crests increased their bearers’ battle prowess but also gradually corrupted them until they died.


      The reason they’d come to the Dragonlands was to be freed from the slave crests, and thanks to Ciel’s hard work, they had achieved that goal.


      I looked back over the skills I had learned. I’d been focusing on Time Spells lately, so my other skill levels hadn’t gone up by much.


      “Our destination is right in the middle of the Black Forest. Maybe I should learn some battle skills?” I wondered. “But... I guess because I’ve been spending all day walking, I’ve gotten more experience from my bonus than my steps.” Keenly feeling the benefits of my Spirit Blessing, I skimmed my skill list for something handy.


    


  



  

    

      Interlude 1


      “Is this the place?”


      The people of this realm called this area “the Lost Woods” and gave it a wide berth. They did so out of fear: The monsters that lived here were far more savage than the standard ones of the realm, and the whole place had an air to it that resembled the Black Forest...although it was also said to contain the cave from which the water for the realm’s entire southern region flowed.


      “So what he told us was true, then?” The whisper from one of my men brought back the image of the man clad in black.


      Incite chaos and punish them! Our latest order had been as ludicrous as ever, but commands from the top were absolute. We couldn’t argue against them, and failure meant death.


      That was never truer than it was this time—this was apparently a direct order from the Emperor himself. That meant we had to get results.


      Unfortunately, we’d lived in this area long enough to know that it wouldn’t be easy. The people here may have looked easygoing, but the war seemed to have left them perpetually in a state of high alert. We sensed the presence of many people who gave off a covert air just like ours.


      I’d discussed options with our comrades, but none of the ideas we’d come up with were especially appealing. We accomplished nothing as time ticked by, and requests for status updates began to come more frequently.


      That was when the man in black had appeared before us.


      Somehow, he’d learned about our situation and proposed an idea. We’d found it suspicious, but as we heard his idea out, we somehow found ourselves interested in trying it. It seemed like the only way to achieve our goal. For some reason, we still felt that way.


      “Here we go!” We stepped into the cave and proceeded carefully.


      It was moist and steamy inside, and the sound of flowing water filled the air around us. Although it was an enclosed space, there was no echo.


      It was a mysterious place. Though there was no sign of monsters, we found ourselves talking less and less as we moved forward.


      Before long, we reached the end of the cave, where we couldn’t help letting out sounds of awe at the sight that greeted us. Our path opened up into a wide cavern with the spring itself at the center.


      The ceiling above was twinkling like stars. The spring water was so clear that it reflected the sparkling above in an utterly captivating way. Even a man like me had to admit that it was beautiful.


      “Hey.” The voice snapped me back to reality.


      No time to get caught up in staring, I thought, and I removed an object from the bag of holding.


      Throw this into the water source, the man in black had said before handing me a sort of round crystal the size of a human fist.


      As I held it in my hand, I could feel it exuding a dangerous aura. Just looking at it made me uneasy.


      I looked around at my comrades, who nodded at me silently. I nodded back, then threw the crystal into the spring. It slowly sank into the clear water.


      “Nothing’s happening,” someone said.


      After I threw the crystal into the spring, five minutes passed with no results.


      Did he trick us? I wondered.


      But just as I thought that, the surface of the spring suddenly swelled up, and a torrent of wind blew through the cave, spraying water droplets on my cheek. The previously clear water began to grow black, and a figure appeared on the water’s surface.


      I was drawn into the black water, and the world around me went dark.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 1


      “H-Hikari. C-Come back to see us again. I’ll be a lot stronger when you do!” Sark shouted at the top of his voice as we left the port of Altair.


      He’d appeared more and more despondent as the day of our departure had grown closer, but at the very end he’d seemed to throw it all off so he could say goodbye to Hikari. The fact that Sahanna had pushed him into it had probably played a role as well.


      Still, perhaps because he’d said the words himself, Sark looked as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Euini seemed pleased when she saw him too. Sahanna just let out a sigh.


      I put my mask back on once we disembarked. It felt like it had been a while since I’d worn it.


      After we arrived in Marte, the first order of business was to go around the stalls and pick up some food. The people there seemed to remember us, and they were surprised to see us. We’d been gone for so long, they seemed to have assumed we’d left the Dragonlands entirely.


      Next, we stopped by the adventurers’ guild, hoping to learn the current state of monster sightings in the region.


      “Big Sis Rurika, what did they say?” Hikari asked.


      “There seem to be more sightings of bigboars lately. Also, we got a message from Syphon.”


      Syphon was the leader of a party called the Goblin’s Lament. We’d first met them at the adventurers’ guild in the Kingdom of Elesia, then we’d run into them again in Majorica in the Magic Nation of Eva, where we’d worked together to conquer the dungeon.


      We’d learned later that there might have been elves in the Kingdom, so the Lament had offered to scout things out there while we went to the Dragonlands.


      “What did Syphon say?” I asked. I was pretty sure the girls had used the adventurers’ guild messaging service to let them know that we hadn’t found Chris’s sister in the Dragonlands and that we’d be heading to the Eld Republic next. I’d thought they’d also received a report about the Lament’s investigation in the Kingdom before, so maybe there had been some new development there?


      “Since we mentioned that we were going to the Republic, they wanted to know if we could do something for them.” Rurika explained that they wanted us to stop by a town called Fisui and check in on the little brother of Syphon’s wife, Juno. Fisui was the town they originally came from, and Juno had left home against her parents’ wishes, so she still worried about her brother.


      Since our eventual goal was the Black Forest, we had planned out our route through Eld in advance.


      Lukos, the town where Rurika and her friends were born, had been so badly damaged in the war with the Empire that it was no longer livable. Since other towns and villages were in the same situation, the people who had lived in them had come together to build a new town called Nahar.


      Other than stopping by this “second hometown” of theirs, we had planned to take the shortest route through Eld. Fisui would be a pretty big detour, but Syphon’s team had been a huge help to us many times. I wanted to grant their wish if I could, but I wasn’t sure how viable it might be.


      “I’ve heard Fisui is famous for an extremely delicious fruit that’s named after it,” Chris added.


      These words inspired a distinct reaction in one person and one animal present—Hikari and Ciel looked at me with shining eyes. Truly, the eyes said more than their mouths ever could.


      “I think I’m in favor. How about you guys?” I gave an abashed smile while looking for opinions, and nobody objected. “Hikari and Ciel, thank you.” I was grateful to them for giving me a push through my hesitation.


      I had to admit that the thought of extremely delicious fruit also had me intrigued. Not just delicious, but extremely delicious...


      I was also curious what kind of place their hometown might be. I’d heard they worshipped elves, after all.


      “I’ll let them know, then,” Rurika concluded.


      “Oh, but is it safe for us to stop by?” I asked. “To meet, er, Juno’s little brother? Or should we just get a look from a distance and see how he’s doing?”


      “I’ll ask that too,” Rurika said. “If they want us to just make sure he’s okay, that’s a different task than checking in on him properly.” Then she went back to the receptionists.




      We decided not to stay the night in Marte, and we left town right after that was done.


      There were a lot of wagons coming and going from the town. Now that the issue of the bandits—Tohma’s team—was resolved, trade was back to normal. The increased activity also seemed to be connected to the increased supplies of moontree fruit.


      After we left the city, we walked first to an uninhabited stretch of road, where I summoned Shade and we transferred to the wagon. Obviously, I changed Shade’s appearance with Transformation again to make him look like a horse.


      From Marte, we could go by wagon right up to the entrance of the mountain road that led to Mountain City Lacteus, but from there we’d have to take it on foot. The mountain road itself was only wide enough for two people to walk side by side, but it was well maintained and easy to walk on.


      As we were climbing, we ran into a group of people going the other way: merchants from Eld with their escorts. That wasn’t something I had to learn through Appraisal; they openly told me who they were. They seemed to have heard rumors about the moontree fruit, and they wanted to know if there really was more of it in circulation now.


      “There does seem to be more than before” was the only thing I could tell them, but it still brought an eager glimmer to the merchants’ eyes.


      I didn’t think it was wrong for me to be so vague, as I wasn’t actually sure if they’d be able to buy it when they got there. Euini had given us a large portion of the harvested fruit, so I hadn’t bought any from the merchants’ guild and didn’t know if they were selling it there or at what price.


      Two days after we entered the mountains, we arrived in Lacteus.


      The first thing that surprised me was the menacing aura that hung over the town. It was located in a valley surrounded by towering mountains, linked together by sturdy defensive walls with watchtowers spaced at regular intervals.


      We were told that the city used to be a fortress. Its origins traced back to a long time ago: Before the establishment of the Eld Republic, interracial conflicts often took place in that area, and factions seeking to expand their power sometimes tried to invade the Dragonlands. Lacteus had been built as a bulwark against that.


      That danger had all passed many years ago, yet they kept it up as a fort because it was hard to make major adjustments on the terrain.


      “After seeing this, I appreciate what a peaceful place Lactear was even more,” Mia said.


      She was right. Lactear had been as far from a fortress as you could get, with only a wooden fence built around it. Of course, that was probably in part because the harsh environment leading up from the Evan side made it so hard to access—it was effectively defended by nature itself.


      The sleepy nature of the muton also added to that image. The sight of them ambling through the town’s streets made it pastoral tranquility incarnate.


      Lacteus seemed to have more beastfolk compared to other places we’d been, and a lot of young men started making strange displays in front of Sera. When we asked the proprietress of our inn what they were doing, she explained that it was a special beastfolk courtship ritual.


      “Why are they trying to court her?”


      “Well, there aren’t many young women around...and she does look strong and healthy.”


      Sera was definitely strong—probably the strongest of all the young people in the village. Is strength one of the things beastfolk are attracted to? I wondered.


      “Sera, you’re so popular,” Rurika said teasingly.


      Sera merely groaned in response. “I’m just unusual. I’m not nearly as cute as Chris or Mia.”


      I personally thought Sera had plenty of appeal, but I wasn’t about to say that. I didn’t want to start anything. Rurika would probably start teasing me too.


      At Sera’s words, Chris looked down at her chest. Yeah, gonna pretend I didn’t see that either, I thought.
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      When night fell, most of the residents came to eat at the dining hall in the inn, and we had the opportunity to learn more about the area.


      Lacteus’s main industry was farming. Most of their crops were common enough, but they had a few that could only be grown in the highland climate. However, because there were a lot of steep slopes, they didn’t do ranching like Lactear did.


      The lack of ranching meant that in order to get meat, they’d have to go into the mountains to hunt monsters or wild game, or buy it from elsewhere. Unfortunately, merchants from the Republic were rare at the moment. This was mainly on account of how hard it had been to buy moontree fruit lately. Most merchants wouldn’t come all this way just for Lacteus’s rare vegetables, and though they’d started brewing a local specialty wine from those vegetables, the flavor wasn’t yet ready for prime time.


      “I hear there’s also a town called Fisui in the Republic where you can get good quality fruits and vegetables. Most of the merchants would rather just deal in those,” one local explained.


      Of course, they insisted that they didn’t need meat, but one young person firmly said that sometimes you wanted to eat a lot of meat, and a bunch of voices chimed in in agreement. Hikari and Ciel were among them... Such carnivores! Naturally, I understood how they felt.




      “You probably don’t have anything to worry about, but just keep your wits about you.”


      The innkeepers saw us off as we left Lacteus two days later.


      The townspeople had given us some of their rare local vegetables and some prototype alcohol they were working on brewing from them. They also told us the best ways to prepare them, so I decided to cook them next time. I could probably make the dishes even better if I used my Cooking skill.


      I was genuinely happy for the chance to restock my rations. Delicious food enriches the soul... I felt like I’d heard a wise man say that at some point.


      The mountain road from Lacteus to the Republic was a leisurely slope that we could follow pretty much straight down all the way. The change in altitude from the highest to the lowest point was a world away from the one moving from Eva to Lufre. The mountains here were also warmer, even at the peak, and the lack of snow certainly made travel a lot easier.


      I could see quite a few monster signals around the midpoint of the mountain’s slope, and I saw a lot of what looked like adventurers nearby. However, none of the signals were close to the mountain road to Lacteus, so maybe they periodically hunted them to make sure it was safe to travel. I remembered that some of the men we’d met in Lacteus had even mentioned that they sometimes came down this way to hunt monsters.


      We arrived in Border City Belka four days after leaving Lacteus. It was a much busier place than Border City Riell on the Evan side, which was apparently related to the uneven distribution of monsters across the Eld Republic.


      As we got in the line to enter Belka, we learned from an adventurer waiting nearby that the Republic had some locations where the monster activity was very dense and others where it was very sparse. “They get a lot of monsters in the mountains here,” he explained. “It’s reliable money for adventurers like us, and the monsters that tend to come near the roads are weak, so it’s good for training newcomers too.” The places with fewer monsters, he said, had self-defense forces that acted in place of adventurers.


      I was surprised by how long it ended up taking us to enter Belka. Rurika and Chris didn’t have a problem, but the rest of us were foreigners and so had to undergo rigorous checks. We’d been to a lot of countries so far, and these were the strictest checks we’d been through yet.


      Even though she’d been born in Eld, Sera was also unable to prove her identity because she’d been taken during the war, and so she was treated like the rest of us. The fact that her adventurer registry had been in Frieren played a part in this too.


      It might have been worse for us if Rurika and Chris hadn’t been there. But it felt like the gatekeeper’s demeanor suddenly softened toward us partway through. Just my imagination? I thought.


      “Moving from town to town like this might be kind of an ordeal. Do you think we might not have free rein to explore the towns too?”


      “I don’t think so. The checks after this probably won’t be as severe either. It’s just because this is the border with the Dragonlands,” Rurika said.


      “Couldn’t someone just bypass Belka and go directly to another city to avoid it?” I asked. It seemed like you could get off the mountain road and skip Belka to enter the Republic elsewhere, like I’d done when I’d gone through the forest from Elesia to Frieren.


      “No,” Chris reassured me. “The information you registered when you checked in here is shared with every other town in the Republic. Granny said they use technology they found in some ruins.”


      It was a relief to hear that.


      “Oh, but security will definitely come right away if you get in a fight, so be careful,” Rurika cautioned us.


      ◇◇◇


      “Our next destination is Suu, right?” I asked Chris.


      “Yes. It’s a big town near a lake and a key point for trade... Oh, a lot like Fesis in Elesia.”


      Her description did remind me of Fesis, the city where I’d initially parted ways with Rurika and Chris and where I’d made my contract with Ciel.


      “Sora, what is it?” Chris seemed worried about the way I’d gone silent while reminiscing about Fesis.


      “Wait, what are we talking about?” Mia seemed very curious too.


      “Oh, just remembering old times,” I said.


      Mia immediately began peppering me with questions, but it would be hard to talk about this stuff out in public, so we got a room at the inn first.




      I’d explained to her how I’d been summoned from another world, but I hadn’t told her much about what I’d done in Elesia.


      “Oh, right, we heard some rumors about you,” Rurika chimed in. “When we came back to the capital from the South Gate City, everyone was talking about a weirdo who took delivery jobs.”


      “That’s right. They’d place bets on how many delivery quests you could fill in one day and how heavy a bag you could carry.”


      I hadn’t heard about this. But why did Mia and Sera look so aghast? Delivery quests were safe and profitable, and they paired well with my Walking skill too.


      “That first goblin hunt we went on was scary, though. Chris got really freaked out when you were hurt.”


      “I-I did not,” Chris stammered.


      “But now that I think of it, when the villagers gave us that feast after the goblin hunt... I remember when the food disappeared so suddenly. That was because of Ciel, wasn’t it?” Rurika realized.


      Ciel just nodded smugly.


      But Ciel, you were kind of panicked about the fuss they made over it, remember? I thought to myself.


      I also gave them the basics about the escort quest with the tiger wulf encounter. The main reason I minced words was to avoid worrying them about how badly I’d gotten hurt.


      “Speaking of, Sora, did you ever get your reward money from the mine?” Chris asked.


      “Reward money?”


      “I guess you didn’t, then... They paid us quite a lot,” Rurika told me.


      Their words brought it all back. The mining town, Alessa! They had said they’d give us a finder’s fee if they discovered ore there. But soon after that, I’d faked my death and destroyed my guild card... So it was a lot? I realized. I’ll probably regret it if I ask how much it was, so I won’t.


      After that, Rurika and Chris told stories of those old days for a while while Mia and the others listened. Apparently Hikari hadn’t started watching me during the time we were in Fesis, so she listened intently as well.


      Ciel, seeing a chance for attention, swung her ears around to assert that she knew all these things already. It was fair enough; in a sense, Ciel was the one who’d been with me the longest. I’d met her first as well, though I’d interacted with her less than with Rurika and Chris.


      By the way, I mentioned that my first proposed names for her were Shiro and Haku. I was promptly told that I had no taste.




      After we’d talked for a while, we headed for the adventurers’ guild to check for messages from Syphon. The guild was large and busy even around noon; apparently people got an early start to the day drinking in the dining hall there.


      A lot of the quests pasted to the wall were for monster hunts. Bigbears...ursine monsters. I’ve never fought those before, I thought. The quest postings recommend Rank C or higher, so I guess they’re pretty tough?


      “Sora, here’s an unusual quest,” Mia said, pointing at one.




      Wanted: Mages capable of using water spells




      It seemed to be a job purifying water. The reward was three silvers per day, but it could go higher based on the amount of water you purified. It could also go lower if the desired amount wasn’t reached. The quest could be taken either in Suu or the capital city of Flamen, and the client was a trading company, so they would pay travel fees as well.


      It looked like there were three copies of the same quest, all posted by different trading companies and each one offering slightly different conditions.


      “Oh, hello. I haven’t seen your...face...around here before. What’s that you’re looking at?” An adventurer came up to us as we were examining the board. He was looking at me a little funny.


      Is it that unusual to see someone in a mask here? I wondered. I told him, “We’ve been to quite a few adventurers’ guilds in our time, and we thought this was a rather unusual quest.”


      The adventurer followed my gaze and laughed when he saw the quest notice. “Oh, that. I’m sure the reward makes it look appealing, but I don’t recommend it.”


      “Really?” Maybe I was biased, but the amount listed definitely didn’t seem too excessive. Plus, it was safe work you could do in town, and surely the three silvers would get people flocking to it...


      “To be honest, their demands are really high. Even a specialized mage would have trouble producing what they need without at least mid-level mana. A newcomer wouldn’t be able to handle it, especially for these two trading companies...though, of course, plenty of people still try.”


      One of those company names looks familiar... I thought, but I couldn’t remember having any particular dealings with it before.


      “Master, the company with the rude guy.” Hikari tugged at my sleeve, reminding me of the people we’d come into conflict with in Frieren.


      The Aurora Trading Company... I reflected. Now I remembered. Its merchants had abandoned us to an orc attack in Tenns Village.


      “Well, just think long and hard about it before you take it, and talk it over with your party too. Are you a mage, then?”


      “No, I’m a merchant. I thought I’d get a look at the quests here while I waited for my party to come back. I appreciate the information you gave me, but can I ask why they want water so badly?” I couldn’t help but feel curious.


      “It was a while back... There was a big storm that caused a landslide and more upriver. It seems to have clogged up the water source somehow, so now they’re in a fix. It’s even got wells drying up in some of the towns.” He paused. “I thought everyone around here had heard of all that. Did you come here from the Dragonlands?”


      I said I had, and he nodded in understanding.


      The reason they needed water, he explained, wasn’t just because of the water shortage in the Republic, but also to supply parties preparing to go into the Black Forest. When I asked about the monsters I’d heard about in Lacteus, he told me that he felt like the monsters got stronger the farther down the mountain you came.


      “It could be the Demon King’s influence,” the man added in a whisper.




      We spent a day looking around Belka, then set out for the city of Suu, using the wagon for the first two days and walking for the last one. The reason we walked for the last day was because I’d have to keep Shade out if we took the wagon into the city and then spend money on boarding.


      Around the time Suu came into view in the distance, we noticed a large depression in the ground in the grassland to the right. It was a little larger than a baseball stadium, full of exposed cracked ground, with just a little bit of water at the bottom.


      “Is this the lake you mentioned, Chris?” I assumed that the depression would normally be full of water, and I did see something that looked like dried-out seaweed on the banks.


      “The water shortage is worse than I heard. I’m worried about Nahar too,” Chris fretted as she looked at the lake. She clearly hadn’t thought it was this serious.


      The river that fed into the lake had its headwaters to the east, and it flowed to the south of Nahar, so it might be affected as well.


      We arrived at the end of the line to the southern gate and waited.


      While waiting, we heard a lot of talk from the others about the storm and the dried-out lake. A lot of voices talked in regretful tones about the loss of its beautiful mirror surface in particular. As I listened, I found myself wanting to see the lake when it was full up too.


      Suu was an important town for trade, and there were lots of inns on the main thoroughfare. They were all two-story wooden buildings that seemed to be built in the same design, as if attention had been paid to the city’s overall look. The main difference between them was in their hand-carved signs.


      At the center of town were the various guild buildings and other important structures. These were all made of wood as well—it turned out the Eld Republic had a lot of lumber, so this was the case for most of its buildings. I’d caught sight of wagons carrying lumber as we approached Suu too.


      “There’s a town called Ruus in that direction. They have a forest where you can get good-quality lumber,” Chris told me, pointing.


      I looked down the road in question and saw lots of wagons carrying lumber from that direction. They seemed to be heading farther north past Suu.


      We tried a number of inns until we found one that had room for us. The reason we had so much trouble was because there were so many merchants and adventurers taking up the rooms. The adventurers were mainly those who had taken up the quest to purify water.


      This must be part of why the adventurer said he wouldn’t recommend the job, I thought in sudden understanding.


      ◇◇◇


      The next day, we left town through the western gate and came out onto a nicely tended road.


      There were two ways to get to Fisui from here: we could walk, or we could get a ride on a government wagon. There weren’t many of the wagons, though, and the next one to Fisui wouldn’t be available until a few days from now when one of the currently engaged ones made it back. We decided to start out walking, then call up the Shadewagon once we were far enough from the city.


      However, the reason they needed government wagons for the route between Suu and Fisui became clear the minute we arrived at the forest.


      “Yeah, I doubt a normal wagon could handle this.”


      “Lots of sharp ups and downs. So many bumps and holes too...”


      The road through the forest was clearly too rough for a standard wagon to travel. They’d managed to pave it, but it was still extremely uneven, with lots of gaps where a wagon’s wheels could get stuck. Even on foot, you could easily sprain an ankle if you didn’t keep your wits about you. It was bad enough, in fact, that I had to wonder how any wagon could navigate it.


      The road was narrow too—just enough space for a wagon to pass through. I thought it might even be easier to leave the path and walk on the unpaved ground through the trees.


      “Would you like to see if the wagon will work here?” I asked. I decided to find an open space, widen my wagon’s wheels, and see if that would fix the problem.


      The result of my experiment was that the wagon didn’t get stuck, but the terrain was still rough enough that it ended up pitching from side to side as we went along. It also rattled horribly and eventually began to make unsettling noises.


      Continuing on like this would put too much strain on the passengers, so we decided to stop fighting it and walk the rest of the way to Fisui.


      The day after we entered the forest, we happened to meet a group in a wagon that had stopped to take a break, so we talked to them.


      “These wagons are specially designed to travel this road. I don’t know how exactly it works, so maybe it’ll be easier if I show you?”


      The man got the wagon rolling again, and we watched it move forward without any trouble. The wheels that should have been hitting ruts in the ground just moved over them as if the ground were level.


      “Huh...” I found myself whispering.


      “Weird, right? I was surprised the first time I saw it too.” The coachman halted the wagon and came back to us, looking very satisfied by our reaction. In fact, it put him in such a good mood that he ended up telling us even more. “The trees around here—the plants in general, actually—grow quickly. Even if you cut the trees down and gouge out the stumps, something new grows there right away. So a long time ago, some bigwig pulled a few strings and managed to get this road put in with some kind of lost technology.”


      I looked down at the flagstones again as I listened. When I paid closer attention, I could tell there was mana flowing through them. That became even clearer when I used Detect Mana, which I followed up with Appraisal.




      [Blum Ore] A kind of ore that feels just like stone. Can constrain and seal power. Very sturdy.




      Lost technology...developed by whom? I touched the flagstone—the blum ore—with my hand, and as the description said, it felt like stone.


      “But it’s not very convenient if you still need these specific wagons to cross it, right? Apparently they put a lot of work into trying to level it out and fill in the gaps, but it would always be back to square one the next day, so they eventually gave up.” The coachman said he’d thought the same thing the first time he’d come through, and he’d asked a more experienced coachman about it at the time.


      “Well, I’d better be going,” he said after a bit. “There aren’t many monsters in this area, but be careful! I don’t know how long you’ll be staying in Fisui, but I’d recommend taking a wagon on your return trip if the timing works out for you.” He turned back to his team. “Okay, everyone, let’s head out!”


      The men who seemed to be his escorts climbed into the wagon, and they all set off. There were five wagons in the caravan, and any part of them not occupied by people was packed with wooden crates.




      We arrived at Fisui two days later.


      “Adventurers, civilians, a merchant, and...a special slave?” The gatekeeper who checked our ID’s at entry seemed a bit hesitant, but then he shook his head. “Er, I mean, of course we’ll let you in. But can I ask what brings you here?”


      “An adventurer friend asked us to come here as a favor,” Chris answered, choosing her words carefully. She seemed to have thought about whether or not to bring up Syphon’s name and decided to hide it for now.


      “I-I understand. There’s not much to see, but I hope you enjoy yourselves. Also...better not go too deep into the forest. There’ve been some nasty monsters coming down from the mountain lately. Some adventurers took on the hunt quest, but they got beaten back. Nobody was killed, but the injuries were bad. We put the quest back up at the guild, but apparently no one’s taken it up yet.”


      Apparently the gatekeeper had hesitated because when he’d seen that the three girls were adventurers, he’d wanted to beg them to take the hunt quests—until he saw Mia’s civilian pass and my merchant one and suddenly felt conflicted. Still, the fact that he warned us showed that he was a kind person.


      We then asked about the nearest inn and were told it was the two-story building nearby. Two such buildings stood side by side; one of them was the inn, and the other was the multipurpose guild house. The latter housed the adventurers’, merchants’, and alchemists’ guilds all in one building.


      We stopped by the inn first and signed up to get a room. There was still a lot of daylight left after that, so we looked around the town for a bit. Fisui was made up mostly of fields, with a lot of distance between the occasional houses among them. We couldn’t see any people around, so we assumed they’d finished their farmwork for the day and gone home.


      The whole town was surrounded by the forest, with a simple wooden fence the only thing separating them. It would be easy for monsters to break through if they chose to.


      The gatekeeper said there were savage monsters out there, I recalled as I eyed the fence. Is that really enough?


      We went back to the inn at sundown and found the innkeeper preparing dinner. As in other towns, the inn’s first floor was a dining hall, but nobody was eating there now. The inn mostly catered to merchants who came to buy vegetables, and we were told they’d all set out the day before—probably the caravan we’d met in the forest.


      The only outsiders currently staying at the inn were a party of adventurers. The innkeeper had said it was rare for adventurers to come here, so perhaps they were the wounded adventurers whom the gatekeeper had mentioned. The fact that they were taking their meals in their rooms supported this idea.


      Adventurers didn’t often come to Fisui because there just wasn’t much for them to do. It wasn’t only that the town was never attacked; monsters simply didn’t appear in the forest nearby. You could find some if you went as far as the mountains, but even the ones that occasionally strayed into the forest tended to find their way back on their own.


      But several monsters had recently been spotted in the forest, and they’d been putting territorial markings on the trees, so the guild had put out a hunt quest.


      We finished our dinner and returned to our room. Looking out the window, I saw the tiny points of light in the darkness where the occasional houses were.




      “Did you find out where Juno’s little brother lives?” I asked Chris and Rurika the next morning.


      They’d said they’d check in with the innkeeper about it, and they apparently had the info.


      Juno’s little brother... All the girls had told me before was that his name was Leeno. I also remembered Syphon saying that Juno had been a rich girl from a fine family. Maybe they’re big shots in the town? I wondered.


      “Yeah, we did,” Rurika said. “But we might cause them trouble if we head over there too early, so let’s kill some time first.”


      We decided to walk around the city for a bit.


      “It certainly is peaceful. The atmosphere is a little like the town I grew up in,” Mia said as she looked around.


      It looked like the farmwork was underway, so the people we hadn’t seen yesterday were there, watering the crops and harvesting the vegetables. The sight of the farmwork strongly reminded me of the Altair dungeon. Perhaps inspired by this, I got the idea to use my Appraisal skill on their fields.




      [Fisui’s Earth] Good quality earth that’s received a spirit’s blessings. The effectiveness stops when it is removed from the area.




      The result reminded me of something I’d been told at the inn last night.


      Fisui was a farming city, and the vegetables and fruits harvested there were so delicious that people from the neighboring villages lined up to buy them—so much that I’d even heard about it in Lacteus. But what set the Fisui vegetables apart wasn’t just the flavor, but the quality; they stayed fresh for a long time, though of course they would eventually deteriorate like any vegetable.


      The most important point, though, was their speed of growth. Planted crops and picked fruit trees yielded new harvests very quickly, making it some of the most productive farmland in the Republic despite the relatively small size of their plots. However, seeds and shoots taken from Fisui and planted elsewhere would grow at normal rates, which meant the location itself was crucial.


      Still, earth that received a spirit’s blessings... I associated spirits with elves. Is that where Syphon’s elf worship comes from, then?


      “Big Sis Rurika. Wanna go?” Hikari asked.


      “Let’s see.” Rurika thought it over. “I think it’s late enough now, so we probably should.”


      Hikari nodded in response.


      The house Rurika led us to was a large freestanding building that was two stories tall, on a similar scale to the local guild building. Given that most residences in this town were ranch houses, Syphon must have been telling the truth about Juno being from a wealthy family.


      “Big Sis Rurika. It’s big,” Hikari said.


      “Yeah. Makes sense for the head of the town’s house,” Rurika told her.


      Huh? The head of the town? Like a mayor? I looked over at Rurika in surprise. When our eyes met, she grinned.


      “Sorry. Rurika wanted to surprise you,” Chris said. Mia and Sera nodded in agreement.


      As everyone but me and Hikari had learned from the innkeeper, Leeno was actually the town’s mayor. Hikari and I had been feeding Ciel when they’d talked to the innkeeper, which was why I hadn’t been there to hear it myself.


      “Hmm? How can I help you?” An elderly man came out to greet us when we arrived.


      “Good to meet you. I’m Rurika, an adventurer. Syphon asked us to come here and check on Leeno.”


      At the name Syphon, the man snapped to attention. “Do you have any proof of this?” he asked.


      Chris talked to him for a minute—probably summing up the message Syphon had sent her—and he allowed us to enter.


      We were let into a room to wait, and moments later we heard footsteps running toward us. At last, the door burst open.


      “You know my sister and Big Brother Syphon?!” were the first words out of the new arrival’s mouth.


      “Master Leeno, please...” The older man followed, cautioning him.


      So this is Juno’s brother, Leeno, I thought. He looks pretty young...very young, even. He could be my age, or just a little older... You could register with guilds at age twelve in this world, after all, and many people began to work when they were still children. Still, a high-pressure job like the administrator of a city felt like a different story. Huh? And where are his parents? Did they die, leaving him to take over for them at a young age?


      “Excuse me; I should introduce myself. I’m my sister’s...er, Juno’s brother Leeno. I’m currently the mayor of Fisui.” He paused and seemed to notice my frown. “Um, is something the matter?” he asked.


      “Oh, I was just thinking you look very young,” I told him. I’d assumed Juno’s younger brother would at least be in his twenties, especially since the girls had said he was the mayor. I hadn’t asked Juno’s precise age, but her mature demeanor and appearance made me think she was well into adulthood.


      “Ah, my father retired early, so I had no choice but to take on the mantle,” Leeno said uncomfortably.


      So he’s not dead, I concluded. If he were, Leeno probably would have said so.


      “I’m not exactly happy about it,” Leeno continued, and I couldn’t help but be aghast when he told us how it had happened.


      The former mayor, Leeno’s father, had retired early and entrusted the mayorship to his son even though he was still in perfect health. His stated reason was just that it was too hard for him to stay in the house, and the town, that reminded him of Juno. It wasn’t because he hated Juno—rather, the reminders simply made him too sad. Leeno said he’d noticed the pain in his face several times.


      Because of that, he passed his title on to Leeno (whom he’d been training to take over since he was a young child) when he was just fifteen years old, then moved to Flamen with Leeno’s mother. Leeno was apparently eighteen now.


      “Do you resent Juno for it?” Chris asked hesitantly after he finished the story.


      “No, not at all,” Leeno answered. “I always knew I’d take over for my father someday, though of course, I didn’t expect to do it so young. And I understand why my sister did what she did.”


      Apparently Juno’s father had been very doting, but also very strict with her—especially when it came to men. Juno had been quite headstrong as a child and hated studying, so she’d often run away from home with other children her age to explore the forest and do other reckless things.


      “It really was a hard time back then.” Leeno gazed into the distance, looking like the light had gone out of his eyes. I had to wonder what kinds of things she’d done, but I was too scared to ask. It was probably better to lay off...but it was just so hard to imagine.


      Also, are all mages headstrong when they’re children? I instinctively looked over at Chris. When our eyes met, she tilted her head at me in curiosity.


      “So, is my sister doing well?” Leeno asked then.


      We proceeded to tell him what we could about our adventurers together in Elesia and Eva. Obviously we couldn’t talk about the Goblin’s Lament’s position in the government, but we told him all about the way she and her party had helped us, especially in Majorica.


      “I see. It’s good to hear that she’s happy and having fun. And she married Big Brother Syphon... She must really cause him a lot of trouble.”


      I feel like it’s Syphon who tends to be the one causing the trouble... I thought. But now that I knew what she’d been like as a child, maybe their roles had reversed. It was still hard to imagine Syphon as the one getting dragged around.


      “Master Leeno...” The older man, who had been listening all this time, now whispered something to him.


      Leeno looked surprised for a moment, then fell silent. After a long pause, he said, “So...you all went into the dungeon with my sister and her party?”


      “Yes, we fought together,” I responded.


      “May I ask your adventurer ranks?” he prompted us.


      “Chris, Sera and I are registered as adventurers, and we’re Rank C,” Rurika said.


      Leeno was surprised to hear this. Part of it was because of their rank, but the other part was realizing that three non-adventurers had gone into the dungeon too. “I... I see. Since you’re strong enough to go into the dungeon, I was wondering...” He stopped. “No, never mind. Thank you for telling me how my sister is doing.”


      I could tell for a moment that he was conflicted. But the feeling vanished immediately, and he smiled and offered his thanks.


      “If there’s anything you want to tell them, we can pass along the message,” Chris told him.


      “Could you please ask her to stop by once in a while? I miss them all. And tell her that our parents are living in Flamen now.”


      “I understand. We’ll let them know,” Chris replied.


      Leeno bowed to her in gratitude.




      We ended up spending three hours in Leeno’s house, even staying for a lunch made of vegetables harvested first thing that morning. The dishes all featured large amounts of these vegetables; some raw, some fried, some steamed, some served in soup. The ingredients were absolutely delicious, as was the dressing they were served in. Hikari wolfed them down as well, and I found myself asking how the dressing was made.


      O-Of course, it was all on behalf of Ciel, who was watching us eat with tremendous dismay.


      I’ll replicate it later. Hold out for now, I told her telepathically, and she sulked her way back into my hood.


      “This dessert is the town’s specialty. We let a Fisui fruit mature to the peak of sweetness, then mix it with milk and honey to make ice cream,” Leeno said before presenting us with a light pink ice cream.


      I probably don’t have to mention the trembling in my hood that started up during Leeno’s explanation. Thankfully, it subsided when I asked if we could take some with us.


      “It kinda seemed like he was holding something back, though,” Sera said as we were walking away from the house.


      She was right. While he’d seemed cheerful enough when he was talking, Leeno sometimes showed signs that he might be hiding something. I had an idea of what might be behind it—


      “Hey, could we stop by the adventurers’ guild?” Rurika asked.


      I guess I wasn’t the only one who noticed...




      “The hunt quest?”


      We’d come to the guild building next to the inn. There were three receptionist desks there, all of which were available to talk about quests. However, there was only one receptionist at the moment, so we naturally ended up talking to that one.


      The receptionist seemed hesitant at first, but after the girls showed their guild cards, she told us everything.


      It seemed the city was currently dealing with a monster problem, and it wasn’t that strong monsters had been seen in the forest—the real issue was that they’d been sighted in the area where the Fisui fruits were harvested. The fruit was extremely important to the town, not just as its flagship export but also as an offering for its biannual festival.


      “Legends say that the elves love it!” the receptionist told us excitedly. She then explained to us why the town of Fisui worshipped elves.


      It turned out there were ruins in the forest near Fisui containing murals of figures that looked a lot like elves, and the festival was held in front of those ruins. That by itself wouldn’t lead to elf worship, but the area—more precisely, the entire Eld Republic—was full of legends about miracles that elves had performed. There were even children’s songs and poems about these miracles still performed in Fisui.


      Elves were strongly perceived as a race that lived in harmony with nature, and that association was even more powerful in this region, with its exceptionally fast-growing plants.


      “We owe our current way of life to the blessings the elves bestowed upon us,” she said, and she continued talking with such passion that we were all rendered speechless.


      Questions about elves aside, there was no doubt that the region had the blessing of the spirits. Appraisal had told me that very thing, after all.


      “Um, sorry. I got off the point.” The receptionist suddenly snapped out of her fervor and went back to telling us about the quest.


      The immediate problem was the festival, which was due to be held a week from now. They needed the Fisui fruit for it, but they couldn’t harvest it with monsters running amok. They’d tried several times, but every time they came near the trees, the monsters would appear and attack them.


      If they ran back toward the town, the monsters would eventually give up pursuit, so they weren’t a threat to the people there yet. They’d also noticed that some of the fruit in the forest had been consumed, so they wondered if it was just the monsters periodically coming into the forest to eat.


      “We’ve issued the hunt quest in other towns, but the Rank C adventurers who signed up for it ended up getting beaten by the monsters. We’re trying to ask for Rank B or higher, or perhaps multiple Rank C parties, but we haven’t had any luck getting people.”


      One problem they were facing, she explained, was that adventurers of Rank B and higher had mostly been deployed on other quests. Another was that, since the Rank C adventurer party had been beaten back, they probably weren’t just dealing with bigbears; there might be mutations and advanced subtypes as well.


      The fact that no one had taken the hunting quest yet meant it was nearly hopeless. Even on a wagon going at full speed, the city of Suu was two days away (possibly more, since they depended on the schedules of the government wagons) and it would take at least another two days to reach the part of the forest where the monsters appeared and search for them.


      “That explains why Leeno was so hesitant,” I murmured. He’d probably been worried about pushing us to take on too much. For the sake of the town, I felt like he probably should have asked, but since we were friends of Syphon and Juno, he probably didn’t want to put us in danger.


      “Sora...” Chris and the others looked at me when they heard this. I could see in their eyes that they wanted to take the quest.


      I also wanted to protect Syphon and Juno’s hometown, but first we had to look into what kind of monsters we were dealing with. Bigbears were recommended for Rank C adventurers or higher, but we’d had experience fighting stronger monsters in the dungeon, so I wasn’t worried about the battle itself. The real trouble was the location where they’d been spotted. In addition to defeating the monsters, we had to avoid damaging the forest. Given that, it might be better to lure them into the mountains, but that sounded like it might be difficult.


      While I was mulling it over, the guild receptionist leaned forward conspiratorially and said, “While you’re on the quest, feel free to pick whatever you can from the forest. Within reason, of course...”


      It seemed dubious that she was authorized to offer us that, but it might have been a sign of her desperation to see someone take up the quest. The forest itself was a treasure house of food, with the Fisui fruit being just one part of it. The ice cream made with Fisui fruit had been really delicious, and it seemed it could be used in plenty of other foods.


      Ciel, hovering in the air, stared at me with bloodshot eyes that said, “take it, take it, take it.”


      “Can I ask where the bigbears were seen, and what the terrain nearby is like?” I asked.


      The receptionist looked relieved at first, then seemed to reconsider her reaction and took on a concerned expression. Her desire to see this resolved in time for the festival must have crashed into a remembrance of how the last group of adventurers had gotten injured and a realization of how dangerous this might be for us. She must have assumed it would just be the three Rank C adventurers taking on the quest.


      “It sounds like we’ll be fighting in the forest, but I’d prefer to fight in this area,” Rurika said, pointing at a spot on the map. “It’s farther from the Fisui trees, and it looks fairly open, so Chris can use her magic more easily.” She turned back to the receptionist. “How many of them are there?”


      “I’m sorry, but we don’t know the precise number,” the receptionist answered honestly, despite looking confused by our confidence. She explained that based on the clawmarks on the trees, the footprints, and the adventurers’ testimony, they estimated at least five.


      “Let’s head out tomorrow to investigate.”


      They’d said the chance of running into them increased the closer you got to the Fisui fruit trees, so we’d need to be prepared to deal with sudden combat. We’d also need to think about what to do if we didn’t encounter the monsters at all. If that happened, we’d have to actively seek them out.


      “Um, are you really going?” the receptionist asked.


      “Don’t worry. If things seem really dangerous, we’ll come right back,” Rurika told her.


      The receptionist insisted that we should.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 2


      “Wait, everyone. The guild told me what you were doing,” Leeno called out just as we were about to enter the forest. He must have run after us in a panic, leaving him out of breath. He looked at us, more worried about me, Mia, and Hikari than the other three girls.


      “Don’t worry. Sora may look unassuming, but he’s been all over the place fighting monsters as a merchant, and Mia can use holy spells. Hikari...is kind of like Sora’s bodyguard, I guess? She’s strong.”


      Hikari nodded firmly in agreement.


      But Leeno still seemed worried, so to reassure him further, I called out Shade and X.


      “Th-These are...” Leeno took a step back at the sight.


      “They’re golems I got in the dungeon.”


      Leeno’s eyes went wide as he saw the golems move on my orders. “All right. Just be careful,” he said at last.


      We nodded gravely in response. Then, while we were there, we asked him if it was really okay for us to harvest fruit from the forest, and he said it was fine as long as we didn’t take too much.


      We then entered the forest and walked for a while until we came upon a clearing with a stone building at the center. I’d heard it had been here for a long time, yet there was no sign of deterioration from the outside.


      Ciel saw the building and seemed almost drawn to it. We walked after her.


      “The air here is so clean, and there are lots of spirits here,” Chris told us.


      “Yes, it has a divine sort of aura. I feel like I’m in a chapel at the church,” Mia replied.


      “Master. Wanna come here again to nap.”


      Hikari was right—it would probably feel nice to sleep here, especially wrapped up in a blanket of muton wool. It was sunny and warm, and it reminded me of the forest where we’d gone to play before we left Majorica.


      I channeled mana into my automap display. There were no monster signals in our target area at the moment, but I decided I’d keep an eye on it as we walked. If the monsters—the bigbears—didn’t show up soon, we might have to go all the way to the mountain.


      I didn’t see anything on the automap at all during our first day in the forest.


      “It’s easy to walk through, though,” Rurika said. “Plenty of space between trees. I’d almost believe you if you said they were planted under the assumption that humans would come here.”


      She was right about that. Even X could walk or fight easily among the trees here. The big, wide canopies of the trees probably played a part in their spacing, but this would probably make it easy for the bigbears to maneuver as well.


      “Master, can I take that fruit?” Hikari asked, pointing at a branch where several yellow fruits were growing.


      Ciel was already there right in front of it, looking at me, though I didn’t know when she’d gotten there.




      [Araghia Fruit] A mysterious fruit with a sweet-sour taste.




      Appraisal told me the name and the description. “I appraised it, and it seems okay,” I told them. “Just don’t take too many, like Leeno said.”


      “Okay. X, stepstool!” Hikari commanded.


      X did as she asked and knelt before her, facing away.


      Hikari climbed onto his shoulders, so that when X stood up, there was a fruit just within reach of her outstretched arms. Hikari plucked it and took a bite. Her face twisted for a moment, then she shouted, “So good!”


      After seeing this reaction, Ciel tried a fruit too. She also winced at first, but then she opened her eyes wide and swished her ears around.


      “Here, master. Everyone,” Hikari said, dishing out more fruit.


      We each took a bite, and I found an extremely sour taste filling my mouth. But just as I was about to protest about it, the flavor suddenly turned sweet.


      “What an interesting taste,” Mia said, and the others seemed equally surprised by the change.




      We continued walking toward our destination, picking fruits and nuts off the trees on the way. We made sure to limit ourselves to what we could see from the path.


      On the way, we realized something strange.


      “Master, the bag of holding...” Hikari had gotten thirsty and tried to bring out her canteen, but she showed us that she couldn’t produce it from her bag.


      “Hey, mine’s not working either.”


      “Mine either.”


      “I can use mine.”


      “Not me.”


      Out of the other four, only Chris could use hers. My Item Box had been working (I was using it to store everything we’d picked so far), but I plucked some spare items from it just to confirm.


      A series of tests revealed that it wasn’t a problem with the bags of holding, but with the people using them—their functions would only work for me and Chris. For example, Chris could pull items from Hikari’s bag, but Rurika couldn’t pull items from Chris’s.


      The only difference between us and the other four... I’m an otherworlder, and Chris is an elf? Other than that...


      “Because we have pacts with spirits?” I whispered. That was the main difference between us and them. Or perhaps it was an effect of the Spirit Tree’s blessing, given that we were standing on land blessed by spirits.


      I realized that this might have been why Leeno and the receptionist had given us permission to pick the fruit here, as long as we didn’t take too much. There were limits to how much you could take anyway, if you couldn’t use bags of holding.


      “Let us know if you need anything,” I told the others. Even if they couldn’t use bags of holding, we should be fine for the moment.


      Sera started walking with her axes out, wielding them as if they weighed nothing. I said I could hold them for her, but she responded that it was fine with a light swing of an axe.


      Our casual stroll through the forest was interrupted around noon of the second day, when I suddenly picked up monster signals.


      “It looks like they’re coming this way from the mountain,” I said. The fact that they hadn’t shown up in the forest first suggested that they hadn’t taken up residence here, at least.


      If we kept walking, we would likely encounter the monsters just around the time we reached the Fisui trees. That would happen to be right around sunset too.


      “Can you tell how many there are?” Rurika asked.


      “Seventeen. Five of them look especially strong.”


      “So we can assume those five are mutations or advanced subtypes,” she said.


      I nodded. “I’ll send Shade ahead to scout. Shade, go to this location and wait.” I gave my order while looking at my automap, and Shade zoomed into the forest.




      “The monsters are definitely bigbears,” I explained. “There are three in different colors that would be advanced subtypes...so the other two must be mutations.”


      Once I’d seen Shade reach the monster signals on the automap, I’d used my Attunement skill to see through his eyes. My point of view was facing down, suggesting that Shade was now in a tree.


      I’d cast Conceal on him before he’d left, and the monsters didn’t seem to have noticed him. But they must have instinctively sensed something there, because they were also on high alert.


      “Sora, what color are they?” Chris asked as I described the monsters.


      “Red with a speckled pattern.”


      “Redbears, then. That might be tricky.”


      “Really?”


      “Yes. We’re in the middle of a forest. When a redbear is cornered, it can attack by wreathing its body in flame. We’ll need to defeat them before they do that,” she told me.


      “Sora, what do the mutations look like?” Rurika asked.


      “Bigger than the redbears...with four arms?” I muttered. The two I assumed were mutations each had one extra pair of arms coming out from their sides, and their fur was also darker than that of the normal bigbears. They reminded me of the blackboars that’d been mutated by the curse.


      “Sora, what is it?” Chris prompted me.


      I told them what I’d just seen. Chris responded that she’d read records of bigbear mutations, but she’d never heard of anything like this.


      “We’ll just have to keep our wits about us,” Rurika concluded, then began dishing out orders. “We’ll deal with the regular bigbears as fast as we can, then go for the advanced subtypes. The mutations... Sora, you take them. Mia, back him up.” If there was a chance they were mutated by a curse, it would be best for me and Mia to face them, so nobody argued the point.




      As expected, we ended up engaging the bigbear horde just before nightfall. We moved along looking for a clearing, and once we found a good place to fight, I sent telepathic orders to Shade. He jumped down from the tree and revealed himself, and once the bigbears were chasing him I used that as an opportunity to guide them where we wanted them to go.


      The battle itself didn’t quite go as planned. The redbears turned out to be much stronger and faster than the regular bigbears, so they ended up being the first monsters we faced. The mutations remained behind, running along with the normal ones.


      “Sora, can you get the redbears wet so they don’t damage the forest?” Chris asked me.


      “What good will that do?”


      “It temporarily weakens them and holds off their flame attacks. But weaker water magic won’t do the trick, because the flames evaporate it before it can soak them. My water magic is weak, and my spirit magic is too powerful and could damage the forest itself.”


      Chris’s magic specialties were fire and wind, after all, and I was still free because the mutations hadn’t arrived yet. She also knew we had to defeat the redbears quickly.


      “Rurika, I want to hit the redbears with water magic. Can you lure them this way?” I told her I was going to use the Water Wall spell.


      “Got it. Ready, Sera?” Rurika asked.


      “No prob.”


      Rurika and Sera sprang into action, and the three redbears changed direction to pursue them.


      The Water Wall spell was usually more defensive than offensive, but it was also the perfect way to get a target soaking wet. It also wouldn’t damage the surrounding area. I couldn’t use a normal Water Wall, though—I made sure it was soft enough that a target could crash into it and end up passing through. I also made it thicker than usual and imagined the mana having “trapping” qualities.


      The redbears were so focused on Rurika and Sera that they couldn’t dodge the Water Wall even as it appeared right in front of their faces. They struggled to escape the deluge, but it wasn’t easy. Sadly, I couldn’t hold them forever, and they eventually burst out and escaped.


      “Rurika, now’s our chance. C’mon,” Sera said.


      Nevertheless, either because they were now soaking wet or because they were exhausted from the effort of escaping the water, the three redbears were taken out in a flash by the three girls. Sera, in particular, eliminated a weakened one with a single swing of an axe. She really was tough.


      “Now, Sora, Mia, we’ll handle the remaining bigbears. You take the mutations. Chris, support us,” Rurika commanded.


      The normal and mutated bigbears showed up soon after. They were about two heads taller than X when they stood on their hind legs.




      [Name: —  Job: — Lv: 65  Race: Blackbear  Status: Mutated, Cursed]




      When I appraised them, I saw their status was “Mutated, Cursed”—the same as the blackboars. Their levels were high too; almost thirty above the regular bigbears, and more than ten above the advanced subtypes. In terms of pure level, just one would be a hard fight for Rank C adventurers, and there were two of them. They’d need at least twenty people of that skill level for a successful hunt.


      The trickiest part was the black mist that wreathed the blackbears, which stretched out in an attempt to envelop me. I knew that touching it would give me cursed status. Mia’s blessing would block it so there was no damage done, but a normal party wouldn’t have stood a chance. Even Rank B adventurers would likely struggle in the face of this kind of attack.


      What made it even worse was that the two blackbears fought skillfully as a team, covering each other’s openings. They also weren’t focused entirely on me; they kept Mia in their sights as well. Any time I pulled back, they’d turn to target Mia, and I’d have to use Provoke to reel them back in.


      Just as I was feeling fully forced onto the defensive, the reinforcements I needed arrived. Chris used her spirit magic to bind one of the blackbears, and Rurika and Sera got Blessings from Mia and rushed into the melee. I picked just the right moment and used Provoke to turn one blackbear’s attention to me, opening it up to fatal attacks from left and right at once.


      That left one more. Before we could attend to it, though, it slammed its body into a nearby tree, sending the huge trunk flying in our direction. It missed us, but it was headed straight for—


      “Mia, look out! Dodge!” Chris screamed at her desperately.


      I could see the trunk hurtling toward Mia. It was too big to dodge!


      Faster than I could think, I used Teleport to get in front of Mia and readied my shield. The tree slammed into it an instant later. The force of it made my body bow back, but I braced myself and held my ground.


      I could feel my hands go numb from the impact against my shield, but the feeling inspired a sigh of relief. The thought of that thing hitting Mia straight-on sent a chill down my spine.


      “You okay?” I asked as I heard Mia breathing hard behind me.


      “Yes, thank you,” she replied.


      Her words brought another relieved sigh to my lips.


      “Sorry, it got away,” Rurika reported.


      The blackbear had used that moment to retreat. I had to admire its good judgment—most monsters were aggressive and would stick with the battle until it was done, but there were rare individuals that would flee when the tide of battle turned against them.


      Rurika said that Chris’s warning had made them take their eyes off the blackbear for a moment as well, and when they looked back it was gone. We immediately activated our search skills, but it was already too far to catch up to.


      “What do we do now?” Mia asked.


      “Pursue it,” I responded immediately. “It seemed a lot like the blackboars, so it could spread its curse if we don’t finish it off.” I also wanted to find out if this was a natural occurrence or if there was something causing it. “Ciel, we might need your help again. Counting on you when it comes to it.”


      In the Lufre Dragonlands, Ciel was the one who had guided us to the bits of land corrupted by curses. I could pursue the monsters themselves using my automap, but I couldn’t sense the corrupted land.


      Ciel swung her ears as if to say, Leave it to me!


      But there was something else we had to do first. If we went right after the blackbear, we might not get back in time for the festival, so I sent Shade back with a letter to give to Leeno.


      ◇◇◇


      The last blackbear’s signal was still visible on my automap, so it was easy to trace.


      We eventually followed it to a cave in the mountains. The cave’s entrance was practically obscured by large boulders, almost as if they’d been placed there intentionally.


      It was dark inside the cave, so I used a spell to light the way. Once I could make out its contours, I realized the tunnel was smaller than I’d expected. The blackbear would probably have trouble maneuvering here, but it also created problems for us—it was wide enough to walk side by side, but it would be harder to swing our weapons.


      “Master.”


      “Right.”


      After about twenty minutes of walking, Hikari quietly spoke up. I couldn’t actually see it because of the gentle bend in the path, but I could tell the blackbear’s signal was up ahead of us.


      “Master, get its attention. Gonna go behind!” Hikari said next.


      “How?” I asked.


      “I got it!” she replied simply but confidently.


      I couldn’t help but worry, but it really would be that much easier to beat if she could get around behind it. I didn’t know how sturdy the cave was, but it was easy to imagine a prolonged, violent conflict starting a rockslide.


      “Mia, give Hikari a blessing,” I said, then addressed the others. “Since the space is so cramped, I think it should just be me and Hikari who engage it. Could the rest of you step back a bit?” Under these conditions, the blackbear’s most dangerous attack would be its body slams. I was pretty sure I could withstand them, but if I couldn’t, I might end up flying back into the others if they were too close.


      “Sora, Hikari, just be careful,” Mia said as she cast her blessings on us.


      With that, we moved on ahead.


      “Hikari, ready?” I asked.


      Hikari nodded firmly, so I took another step forward. The blackbear was now in view. It crouched down...then rocketed toward me, propelled by its powerful forelegs.


      It was already in motion by the time I registered the movement, so I got low to the ground and readied my shield. It didn’t have room to pick up much momentum, but the body blow still hit me like a truck, with even more force than the tree that I’d blocked.


      It ended up pushing me back about two meters, but I managed to endure it. If it’d had a little more of a running start, I might have ended up pinned to the wall.


      Just then, a gust of wind blew past me. I followed it with my eyes and blinked in surprise. “No way...” I found myself whispering.


      Hikari was running along the wall. It looked like something out of an animated movie.


      Hikari ran past the blackbear just as it was rearing up to attack me again, leaped at it from behind, and plunged her mithril dagger deep into its neck.
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      I stepped out of the way of the blackbear’s collapsing body, and then...


      “Went great,” Hikari said, nodding with satisfaction in the place where the blackbear had been standing just moments ago.




      Once the blackbear was defeated, I used Detect Presence to check for any more signals nearby, and thankfully I saw none. Except...


      “Ciel?” I asked.


      Ciel was hovering in midair, staring deeper into the cave, apparently curious about something there.


      “Something got your attention?” I prompted her.


      Ciel nodded.


      The girls and I shared a glance, then decided to proceed farther in. If it had caught Ciel’s interest, it was safe to assume that something was there.


      At last, we came upon a sight that made our eyes go wide.


      “What is...?” Mia covered her mouth, her face contorting in disgust.


      The deepest part of the cave opened up into a cavern, but the space was filled with monster bodies and formless gobs of flesh. The smell of blood and rot was intense, but we managed to keep from retching.


      It would be hard to function under these conditions, so I used wind magic to blow the stench high into the air, then formed a wind barrier to keep it there. That helped with the smell, but it didn’t change the horror of the sight. And since it was the bodies that were emitting the smell, it would eventually fill the room again.


      “Sora, I sense powerful mana that way.” Chris was pointing to a place with a pile of dead bodies stacked on top of each other.


      I used Detect Mana to check and confirmed a powerful mana signature in the place she had pointed to.


      “Mia, can you purify this space?” I asked. I wasn’t about to stick the bodies in my Item Box, but they might turn into undead if we left them as they were, so we’d have to eventually burn them. I decided that could wait until after we left.


      While Mia was creating a sanctuary, we decided to investigate the source of the mana. We moved the monster bodies aside one by one until we found a black crystal at the bottom about the size of a fist.


      Hikari reached for the crystal first, but she suddenly flinched and cried out, “Ow!”


      “You okay?” I asked worriedly.


      Hikari nodded, but there were tears in the corners of her eyes.


      “Stand back, everyone,” Chris told us. “This doesn’t feel right.”


      We did as she told us, but everyone except Mia and me continued to stare at the crystal. Even Chris, the one who had told us to step back, kept her eyes locked on it. Even when she tried to avert her gaze, it moved back immediately.


      I looked closely at Hikari and saw sweat had risen on her forehead. “Does it hurt?” I muttered to myself, then used Appraisal and saw...




      [Name: Hikari / Job: Special Slave / Level: 50 / Race: Human / Status: Charmed/Cursed]




      That was the result. I looked at the other three, and saw they all had “Charmed” status too. But Hikari was the only one cursed, probably because she had touched the crystal.


      Mia and I cast Recovery on the four girls, which allowed them to finally take their eyes off the crystal. They let out a mutual sigh of relief.


      “Mia, can you purify it?” I asked after telling her what I’d seen.


      “It’s worth a try,” Mia responded. Keeping a safe distance, she put a sanctuary up around the crystal, then added a blessing on top of it.


      The blessing formed a wreath of light around the crystal that then began raining down on it. For a moment, the light obscured the crystal, but then the light vanished in a sudden surge of mana.


      Mia tried again, but the result was the same. In fact, the mana I was sensing from the crystal seemed to be getting stronger. Soon, the ground around it began to turn black and swallow up the nearby monster bodies. After absorbing them, the black stain expanded further.


      Mia erected another sanctuary around us, and I suspected we might have been in serious danger if she hadn’t. We couldn’t rest easy, though—there was basically no place in the cavern that wasn’t stained black now, other than the space within the sanctuary. There was no way to predict whether the mana from the crystal would continue to rise or eventually die off.




      [Slavecurse Magistone] ***




      I realized I probably should have appraised it sooner, but even with Analysis, all I could learn was its name.


      “There’s something I want to try. Mia, help me out.” Thinking we probably wouldn’t be able to wait it out, I asked Mia for a blessing to keep me from getting cursed. Then I channeled mana into the mithril weapon in my hands. I considered enchanting it with light magic, but I thought that might backfire like the blessing had, so I opted against it.


      Sera might have been stronger with a mana-enchanted blade, but it would be hard to get her close enough to the magistone to land a blow. Meanwhile, I could use Teleport to get in close, and even if my blessing wore out, my Resist Status Effects ability would give me some resistance to the cursed area. I was also unaffected by the charm, and I could just teleport back if my attempt failed.


      I put my plan into action, warping up to the stone with Teleport and landing on the ground. The blackness began to rise and tried to twine around my body, but the blessing held it at bay. At the same time, I raised my mithril sword high and swung it down, employing my sword technique, Sword Slash, to put all my weight into it.


      Nevertheless, all I could feel as my strike landed was a hard, unyielding clang. The sword bounced back and my hands went numb, then my blessing broke and the curse overwhelmed my body, giving me a sluggish, drained feeling.


      What’s with this thing? It’s as hard as dragon scales, maybe even harder... I marveled. I used Transfer to swap my SP for MP and returned to the sanctuary.


      “Recovery.” Mia took one look at me and immediately cast the spell.


      “It looks like I can’t destroy it,” I told them as the torpor lifted. “At least not right now.”


      “If you can’t do it, there’s no way I can,” Sera said.


      “But the mana from the crystal is weakening,” Chris pointed out.


      “She’s right,” Rurika agreed. “Look—the blackness has stopped spreading. In fact, the area it’s affecting is getting smaller.”


      I looked carefully back at the ground and saw that she was right. Would it have gone back to normal after enough time passed? I wondered. Or did my strike speed it up?


      “It could be dangerous to interfere too soon,” Rurika proposed. “Let’s wait and see what it does.”


      Of course she was right, but... “Mia, can you handle it?” I asked. She was burning mana to keep the sanctuary up, after all.


      “We have mana potions, so it should be okay,” Mia responded. “Oh, but could you sprinkle some holy water around the area? That should ease the burden a bit.”


      At her request, I pulled several bottles of holy water from my Item Box and sprinkled them around the area. If I’d been able to cast the Sanctuary spell myself, I could have helped, but unfortunately Heal and Recovery were still the only holy spells I could use.


      Ciel didn’t seem able to help this time either, and she just sat despondently on Hikari’s head.




      An hour passed.


      Mia was sitting on the ground, her shoulders heaving. The blackness on the floor had shrunk to about half its previous size now, so we’d been able to drop the sanctuary. I’d also struck the slavecurse magistone twice more when the black area hadn’t shrunk any further after thirty minutes.


      “Even if it’s weaker, I still can’t put a dent in it, huh?” The recoil hadn’t felt as bad as when I’d hit it with that first strike, but it was still tough. At least it had let Mia drop the Sanctuary spell, which was good.


      “But what do we do with it?” Chris asked then.


      It was a good question. We both agreed that simply leaving it here would be dangerous. I’d hoped we could destroy it, but that was proving impossible with our current equipment. We also thought about collapsing the cave, but we still didn’t know where the thing had come from—it was one thing if the monsters had found it on their own, but it was also possible that someone had placed it here on purpose. If it was the latter, they might just dig it back up even if we collapsed the cave.


      It was our experience with the slave crests that led me to think this could be the case. Maybe I was overthinking it, but...well, either way, the slavecurse magistone was clearly dangerous. We also still didn’t know what had caused it to activate just now. Would it do that in the face of any spell, or was it holy magic specifically?


      I could hit it with a spell right now to check, but I’d rather not risk it... I thought. Then I whispered, “I guess we should quarantine it for now.”


      “Quarantine?” Chris responded in surprise.


      “Yeah. I was thinking I could store it in my Item Box,” I said. Touching it would curse me, but I could deal with that. The real question was if it would cause problems with the contents of my Item Box. It was an unknown quantity, and losing my inventory to corruption would be an unspeakable tragedy.


      In particular, Hikari and Ciel would be beside themselves if it ruined all our food.


      “Sora, you have that spell that blocks physical attacks, right? Could you use that to seal it away?” Chris asked. I usually used Shield to protect against external attacks, so she suggested maybe I could do the opposite: imagine a Shield surrounding the slavecurse magistone and holding its power inside.


      Maybe I could create a bag of holding enchanted with the Item Box effect as well as an inverse Shield? I wondered. As an experiment, I could also create two bags of holding—one to put the slavecurse magistone in and another to put the first bag in. Then maybe I could add some ingredients and materials and see if they get corrupted?


      After coming up with the idea, I whipped up two bags of holding and enchanted both with the inverse Shield spell. Then I teleported next to the slavecurse magistone, picked it up, and dropped it into the bag.




      Once we were out of the cave, I used an earth spell to fill it in. The slavecurse magistone’s black patch had absorbed all the monster bodies, which saved us the necessity of having to dispose of them ourselves, but since they might have been what allowed it to expand its effect area, I belatedly realized that we should have disposed of them before investigating the magistone. It would have been dangerous to use fire inside a cave, though, so there was probably nothing we could have done.


      “What should we do now? Rest a bit?” I asked. We’d spent all night chasing down the blackbear, after all. Though we’d gotten some short rest in shifts before entering, the events inside the cave had clearly tired everyone out.


      Mia looked to be in the worst shape of all, though her condition had improved now that we were back out in the fresh air.


      Once we got some distance from the cave to eat and rest, I told Mia that she could sleep if she wasn’t feeling well.


      “Yeah. Mia, get some sleep,” Rurika told her.


      “But what if I oversleep?” Mia protested.


      “No worries. Sora will carry you then. Of course, we’ll watch carefully to make sure he keeps his hands to himself,” Rurika joked.


      She is joking, right? I thought, aghast. I’d never do anything to Mia!


      Mia really must have been exhausted, though, because she did indeed end up falling asleep right after we ate. The rest of us rested and chatted about different things, including the cave itself, but I noticed that Hikari stayed quiet the whole time.


      “If you’re tired, Hikari, you can rest too,” I told her.


      “Feeling fine,” she said, but she sounded listless and didn’t look fine at all.


      Ciel must have been worried too, because she looked up at Hikari restlessly.


      “Feel worthless,” Hikari finally said in a sullen tone, her gaze focused on Mia.


      “You’re not, Hikari. If you are, so am I. I couldn’t do anything back there,” Rurika said, catching on to the reason.


      “Same here,” Sera added.


      Their words must have done the trick, because Hikari’s expression brightened, albeit only by the barest amount.


      “Is something else bothering you?” I asked.


      Hikari was silent for a minute, then muttered under her breath, “Wish we could’ve eaten the bears.”


      “The bears? The bigbears, you mean?”


      “Yeah. Just like with the boars.”


      I understood exactly what Hikari was getting at. During our original fight against the mutated bigboars, we’d thought their bodies might be dangerous, so we’d burned them after it was over. It had been a great disappointment to both Hikari and Ciel.


      Like the bigboars at that time, the bigbears were a monster we’d never eaten before. Hikari loved meat, so she’d probably been longing to try one. I’d also been curious, of course—I was always down for trying new materials, and the advanced subtypes, in particular, were probably especially good.


      “Actually, Hikari, the bigbears and redbears we beat and collected in the forest weren’t corrupted, so we’ll be able to eat them,” I told her. In the past, I might have thought eating them was risky, but I could now tell the condition of dead bodies with my new Analysis skill and it had revealed that they weren’t corrupted.


      Once I explained that to Hikari, she immediately started drooling. “Really?”


      “Yeah. Not right away, of course, but we can break down the bodies when we have more time.”


      Hearing that must have finally set Hikari at ease, because she immediately snuggled up to Mia and went to sleep. Ciel did the same thing.


      The rest of us looked at each other and smiled at the sight of her sleeping so calmly. It was funny how predictable she was, but we were mainly just glad to see her healthy and happy.




      We’d made it out of the forest and into the area where the ruins were located when Leeno came into sight, accompanied by Shade and X.


      “Hey, Rurika and Sora!” Leeno called with a wave. X and Shade came up to me, so I reverted them to their golem cores and stored them. “I’m glad you made it back safe,” Leeno continued. “And thank you for the letter. We managed to harvest the Fisui fruit, and we’ll be holding the festival as scheduled. It’ll be starting soon, and we hope you’ll all participate.”


      Leeno led us to the ruins themselves, and the surrounding area was full of people. They must have been told that we’d killed the monsters, because they showered us with gratitude. Some of the people who came up to thank us were the farmers we’d seen when we’d walked around town, and the gratitude was especially intense among the older people.


      I was realizing that this festival was more important to the people of the town than I’d thought. Of course, I should have realized the strength of the elf faith from the passion of the guild receptionist—it was why they’d been so upset that they couldn’t harvest the Fisui fruit.


      The festival kicked off with a few remarks from Leeno, at which point the doors to the ruins opened and the atmosphere became solemn. Six girls in white dresses danced in front of the doors, then a group of six costumed men and women brought bowls filled with harvested vegetables and Fisui fruit inside. The ruins were dark, but they lit torches as they entered, set the bowls on the altar, and prayed.


      The people of the town then lined up to enter, quietly pray in front of the altar, and offer up words of thanks.


      “Join them,” Leeno encouraged us.


      We didn’t hear anybody raise an objection, so we got in line and waited for our turn. We moved steadily through the line and finally made it inside.


      It was a simple space with no furniture except an altar at the center. On the walls were murals depicting people with long ears. Elves? I thought as I looked at them.


      There were a variety of scenes depicted, including ones of beings that looked like humans bowing to the elves. Maybe the reason they’d been able to identify the long-eared people as elves was that there were humans to compare them to.


      I also noticed scenes of elves surrounded by points of light. Spirits? I wondered. There were depictions of the elves pointing their staves at plants.


      We finally knelt and prayed in front of the altar in imitation of the others before us. It felt a little bit like entreating the gods at a shrine or Buddhist temple, but maybe that was a little more like an expression of thanks for wishes that’d already been granted?


      As for me, I quietly prayed, I hope we can find Eris safe and sound and I hope we find something new in the Black Forest... Was it greedy of me to make two wishes?


      After making my prayers, I looked up and saw Ciel hovering near the altar. Her eyes were locked on the Fisui fruit. Ciel, you’re not allowed to eat that, I warned her. She immediately became flustered, so maybe she really had been planning to eat it?


      After everyone had finished their prayers, the feast began. Things got pretty raucous with lots of drinking and singing, and the solemn atmosphere from before vanished like a dream.


      Leeno had prepared a seat for us near the center, but we’d had to refuse. The townspeople encouraged us, saying, “You’re the reason we can hold the festival, so please, accept!” but I still turned them down; Ciel wouldn’t be able to eat in such a conspicuous place.


      The meal consisted mostly of fruits and vegetables, without much meat available. Wild animals lived in the forest, but apparently there weren’t many people in the town who could hunt. “We get meat from the money we get selling vegetables,” we were told instead. Even if they weren’t as bad as monsters, wild animals were still dangerous.


      I ate my fill of the town’s best dishes while watching the townspeople enjoy themselves. There were almost two hundred people here at the moment; apparently the rest had stayed in town at a separate set of festivities. Leeno told us that people participated in the ruins festival in rotating shifts, and I could see why—while there was a lot of open space around the ruins, things would get a little cramped with more people than there currently were.


      There also seemed to be a lot of people at the festival who knew Syphon and Juno, and the ones Leeno had explained the situation to asked us about them.


      “Is that true?” asked one.


      “Syphon...what a hero,” breathed another.


      “I’m glad Juno got her wish.”


      “Better not tell the previous mayor about it.”


      I’d been worried that if too many people heard about the situation, it might get back to Juno’s father, but there was apparently no need to worry about that.


      The festival ended up lasting until nightfall, and it let up around the time the children began to fall asleep.


      ◇◇◇


      We’d gone straight from the forest to the festival the night before, so we had to wait until the next morning to drop in at the guild.


      “Twelve bigbears, three redbear advanced species...and two mutations?” The receptionist seemed stunned as Rurika made her report and showed off the proof.


      After a discussion, we’d decided to sell all the magistones and all the bodies except three bigbears and one redbear. I wished we could’ve kept a little more, but I also wanted to help the town with its meat situation.


      “Do you have a place we could use to break down the bodies?” I asked.


      The receptionist swiftly gave us one, perhaps out of gratitude for letting them have the meat.


      We quickly prepared to drain the blood from the bodies, then got our shopping done while we were waiting. The shopkeepers seemed to know we’d hunted the monsters, and they gave us significant discounts along with their thanks while we were buying up different kinds of vegetables, fruits, and alcohol.


      When we returned to the guild, we found that one of the bigbear bodies was drained of blood, so we proceeded to break it down according to Chris’s instructions. The bigbear fur was coarse and wiry and wouldn’t make good bedding, but I suspected it could be used for Creation or Alchemy, so I decided to hold on to it.


      “Master, wanna eat it.” Hikari wiped the sweat from her brow with a bloodstained hand as she finished breaking down the first one, leaving a bloody smudge there.


      I used Cleanse to clean her up again, then said, “We could take it to the inn and have them cook it. What do you think?”


      Hikari nodded happily in response, and Ciel, who had been watching the process, danced with joy.


      We ended up shutting ourselves up in the guild warehouse for the rest of the day to break down the last three bodies. Halfway through the process, Hikari took the meat to the inn and asked them to prepare it for dinner.


      This meant that night’s dinner was an assortment of bigbear meat recipes, which Hikari devoured with gusto. We were also the only customers in the dining hall, so we could share with Ciel too.




      That night, I decided to check on the slavecurse magistone before going to sleep. As I took it from the bag of holding, I found it hadn’t changed since the last time I saw it. It still made everyone look at it when I took it out, though, so I moved to a corner of the room to continue.


      “The mana is stable, but I still feel a little bit sluggish when I hold it.” I looked at my stats and saw the “cursed” status return. I returned the stone to its bag of holding, then pulled out and appraised the wulf meat, herbs, and other materials I’d kept in the outer bag. They seemed unaffected by its presence, but it had only been a few days, so I decided to postpone judgment a little while longer.


      Still, it was a promising sign.


      “Let’s go to bed for now,” I proposed. “We’ll take the whole day tomorrow to rest, then head out the day after that.” We needed some rest after everything we’d been up to, and I wanted to see a bit more of Fisui as well.


      Hikari would be spending the night with Mia, and Ciel would be staying with Rurika, so I waited until they went back to their room before turning out the lights.


      Once I was in my own bed, I decided to check my stats before going to sleep.




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




      HP: 640/640 / MP: 640/640 (+200) / SP: 640/640


      Strength: 630 (+0) / Stamina: 630 (+0) / Speed: 630 (+0)


      Magic: 630 (+200) / Dexterity: 630 (+0) / Luck: 630 (+0)




      Skill: Walking Lv. 63


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


      XP Counter: 230,223/1,750,000


      Steps since last check [844,641] + Exp bonus [900,537]




      Skill Points: 2




      Improved Skills


      [Resist Status Effects Lv. 9] [Transformation Lv. 3]




      Improved Advanced Skills


      [Light Spells Lv. 5] [Time Spells Lv. 4]




      The most notable difference was that my Resist Status Effects skill level had gone up. Maybe the slavecurse magistone would be useful for grinding it? I speculated. It was an idea, but it also seemed a bit dangerous, since it tended to inflict the charmed status on the others.


      My Walking skill had also leveled up, so I now had two skill points to spend. I thought about how I might want to use them.


      Taking the hunt quest had put us behind schedule. Not that we had to be anywhere at any particular time, but I did want to save time where it was possible. That meant traveling by wagon would be best, but we couldn’t go too fast, and road conditions sometimes made it impossible.


      This meant our biggest obstacle right now was the vibrations in the wagon. It gave some passengers motion sickness and caused wear and tear on the body, despite my efforts to make it as sturdy as possible.


      I began to browse my skill list for a spell that would absorb shocks. If I could enchant the wagon that way, it could reduce the vibrations and make it easier to travel on uneven roads. Maybe we could even take that path through the forest.


      It also seemed like such a skill could be used to enchant a shield to buff up my defenses. Those blackbear attacks hit hard, after all.


      If it worked and we could take our wagon down dicier roads, I could keep my team in better condition and shorten our travel time. Less time spent traveling meant more time at our destinations; we could quickly take the wagon to the forest and spend more time foraging for herbs and fruits.


      There were also plenty of places in this world you couldn’t reach in a wagon, like villages in forests or very remote areas. Such places were probably full of delightful things to discover, like the bacon in that one small town.




      NEW [Absorb Lv. 1]




      It required two skill points to learn. In addition to absorbing shocks, it would apparently let me drain life force and mana. Kind of like a vampire, really. Would draining mana mean I could also absorb spells? I wondered.


      Tomorrow, we’d look around town, moving in the general direction of the ruins. Then, once we were in the forest, I’d work on improving the wagon.


      The day after that, we’d set out for Flamen.


    


  



  

    

      Interlude 2


      “The mutations were slain,” I told my companion.


      “What...really?” His eyes widened in surprise.


      It was understandable. I’d been surprised when I’d first heard it too.


      According to our member with the Appraisal skill, the monsters’ level had been over sixty, and the mutation should have made them stronger than a standard monster in that level range.


      I’d been under the impression that there were no adventurers of Rank B or higher in this realm who were free to take this quest—that they were all currently indisposed due to the discovery of the new ruins. There might be some in the Republic’s dungeon town, but those who made their living in the dungeons tended to stick close to it, especially when they reached the higher ranks.


      We were curious about the new ruins too, but they were out of our reach at the moment. They were heavily guarded, not just by high-rank adventurers but by soldiers as well.


      Still, those mongrels from the Empire had proven extremely useful. The chaos caused by the storm had given us much more freedom to do our work—though I hadn’t expected it to unearth those ruins.


      The water drying up had also been unexpected; the situation did not match our Kingdom’s instructions. When those mongrels had thrown the crystal we gave them into the water source, it should have caused both a storm and an influx of toxins into their water supply, but the latter hadn’t occurred.


      We’d also been able to place the crystal without anyone seeing us. I’d heard that it wouldn’t just mutate monsters, but also make them stronger over time. If that were true, the monsters should have eventually become too powerful to be hunted even by Rank A and Rank B adventurers.


      Yet apparently, they’d been slain.


      “At any rate, we should retrieve the crystal for now,” I said at last. With those mutations slain, it would be best to use it in another location and create a new set. This one wasn’t like the single-use kind—it was specially made, and unlike the one we’d given the other team, it needed a few days to take effect.


      “More mountain climbing, huh?”


      “Would you prefer the route around the forest?”


      “No, the mountain route would draw less attention. We can do it disguised as adventurers.”


      You couldn’t underestimate our counterparts in this realm, after all. According to the ones who had been stationed here a long time, things had changed a great deal since the war with the Empire.




      “Is this the place?” my teammate asked.


      All I could do was stare. This was definitely the place...but the cave was gone.


      We split up and searched the area, but we still couldn’t find it. Could a rockslide have buried the entrance? It was the only explanation I could think of...but there were no signs of such a thing from above.


      We went back to where we began, looked a bit more carefully, and confirmed that this was the correct location. The entrance was simply blocked entirely.


      We started digging, assuming it would be easy enough to dig out. It was rocky near the surface, but past that it was pure soil. We kept digging through it for a while, but then I stopped. I looked back and realized we’d gone about ten meters, and there was still more soil to get through.


      “Did someone fill the whole cave with magic?” I whispered to myself incredulously. I thought back on the layout of the cave. It was just a single passage, but it was large enough for monsters to pass through, and it went on for quite a long way before widening into the cavern in the back.


      It would take a lot of manpower to fill the whole thing with magic. The most crucial factor there was that you couldn’t do it with attack spells; you’d need an adaptation of lifestyle spells to call the earth to do your bidding. If you told me to bury a cave like this, I’d say it would be easier to haul the earth in with buckets.


      “What do we do? Keep digging?” my teammate asked, but he must have known the answer. It would have been one thing if it were a natural occurrence, but this was definitely done by human hands. If it had happened naturally, there would have been rocks mixed in with the soil. Which meant someone had been in there.


      “Let’s assume the worst and ask another unit for help,” I concluded.


      Even though we were from the same kingdom, our units were in competition with each other. Still, we had no choice but to ask for their aid.


      If we found the crystal buried in the cave, everything would be fine. We’d retrieve it, and that would be the end of the whole affair. But if someone had taken it, we’d be in deep trouble. If they managed to analyze it and identify its source, we’d never be able to return to the Kingdom. They might even send a punitive squad to deal with us.


      We had to take it back and dispose of it before that could happen.


      That meant we’d need a team to dig up the cave and a team to investigate and monitor whoever might have taken the crystal. The most likely candidates were the people who’d taken the hunt quest.


      We returned to Border City Belka to make our preparations.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 3


      We walked away from Fisui under the watchful eyes of Leeno and many other townspeople.


      “Think we’re far enough away now?” I brought up my automap but saw no signals nearby, so I called up Shade and pulled the wagon from my Item Box.


      “We’re really taking that?” Rurika asked nervously, probably remembering our experiment on the way here. Her experience in the magibeast wagon in the Beastland seemed to have traumatized her.


      Yesterday, they’d seen me enchant the wagon with Absorb, but we hadn’t tested it yet. I’d enchanted my shield with the same spell, though, and a mock battle with X had proven its effectiveness.


      Unfortunately, I couldn’t overwrite the Absorb enchantment on the same object unless my level got higher, so if I wanted to increase my proficiency through enchantments, I’d need to find new things to enchant.


      “I’ll give it a test-drive first,” I reassured her. “You can watch and see what you think, okay?” When we’d tried it on the way here, it hadn’t just been bumpy; I’d heard an audible groaning from the wagon. How well would Absorb mitigate that?


      I sat in the coachman’s seat and immediately found myself flanked by Hikari and Mia.


      “You need some second opinions, right?” Mia teased.


      “Trust master,” Hikari declared.


      Feedback from others was important, it was true. But Hikari, even though I’m glad you trust me, you really should learn to be more careful at some point...


      I gave Shade the order, and the wagon began to move. We started at a slow pace, and the other girls walked along after it.


      The vibrations were...noticeable, but it was just like going down a poorly paved road. It felt like a passing grade to me. It got a little worse as we sped up, but Hikari and Mia said they didn’t mind.


      After the test-drive was done, I checked in with Rurika. She gave it her blessing, so we decided to use the wagon from that point on.




      “We want to pass right by Suu and head for Flamen, right?” I confirmed with the girls while I held the reins. The last time we’d been to Suu, we’d only stayed for a day, but we’d done all our shopping already. That mainly consisted of stall foods, of course.


      “There do seem to be a lot of people there, so I don’t know if we’ll be able to get room at an inn,” Chris said.


      I followed her gaze and saw a long line of people and wagons waiting to enter the city. I ordered Shade, who looked like a horse at the moment, to go right at the fork.


      The hollow that had once been a lake came into view again, and the water level seemed even lower than the last time we saw it. More of the bottom was now visible.


      “It’s really worrying.” Chris looked pained by the state of the lake.


      It took two days to travel from Suu to Flamen—four days altogether from Fisui.


      To avoid standing out too much, we’d matched our speed to that of the other wagons, but since our golem horse didn’t get tired, we could keep it going overnight too. This meant we’d managed to get to Flamen ahead of schedule.


      But once we were within a certain range, we’d stored the wagon in my Item Box and started to walk the rest of the way. Many wagons overtook us as we walked, and the overwhelming majority of them were hauling lumber. Their beds were longer than those of standard wagons, and they were also heavier, so they were drawn by teams of four horses.


      “Hmm, looks like the boring part’s over,” Mia said with a big stretch.


      The road from Suu to Flamen had cut through wide, empty fields, and there were only so many things you could do in a wagon. We didn’t have any of the kinds of games you could play in my old world to kill time, either, and we wouldn’t need them while we were walking. Mia had tried doing embroidery to pass the time, but she’d stopped because it gave her motion sickness.




      “So that’s Flamen?”


      A wooden outer wall had come into view. Wooden defenses would be understandable in a village or small town, but it felt strange to see one in a capital city.


      I asked if fire magic would take it down easily.


      “They use nonflammable trees for construction. They’re also really sturdy,” Chris responded. She said she didn’t know exactly what kind of trees they were, but this was something Morrigan had told her long ago. Morrigan was the person who had raised Chris and the other girls and was Chris’s mentor as well.


      Perhaps because the wall was made of wood, the city itself felt a lot cozier than the others we’d been to.


      “So we’ll stay a few days in Flamen, then move on to Nahar?” I proposed.


      Flamen was the capital of the Eld Republic, so it was larger than most other towns. Its location at the center of the realm also meant it brought people from all over.


      Going east from there would take us to the girls’ old hometown, Nahar; going north would take us to the town of Mulgarry; and continuing straight from there would take us to Arconitt—the Republic’s northernmost town, on the border with the Empire. If we went west, we’d travel through more flat grassland, past which lay Tharge, a city on the border with Frieren.


      If you went north from Border City Tharge, you’d come to a city surrounded by rocky mountains where the country’s only dungeon lay. Apparently, control of this dungeon was shared by Eld and Frieren. Because it was such an abundant source of resources and so close to the border, they’d worked hard to make sure it didn’t become a source of conflict between them.


      This dungeon’s bottom floor had already been conquered. Seris, the librarian of the Magius library in Majorica, had told me her party had conquered a dungeon before, and I wondered if that was the one.


      The town’s name was Berque, but everyone called it Rocky City.


      “I see something down that way,” I said to Chris, pointing to the northwest as we got into line. It must have been very far away, but the unimpeded view of the flat terrain meant I could just make it out. Something black in the mountains? If we can see it from here, it must be pretty large...


      “That’s the town of Balt,” Chris told me. “Beyond it is a ravine that leads to the Empire. It’s the route the Empire took to invade us, so it’s one of the new towns they built after the fighting stopped.” She added that construction on it had only just started when they’d first set out.


      “Fortress City Balt is stunning,” said a merchant just ahead of us, turning around to chime in. “It’s apparently not finished just yet, but they say that once it’s done, we won’t need to fear the Empire’s new weapons.”


      He told us that he’d been there several times, and it was a fortress with a huge iron gate surrounded by impenetrable walls. He repeated words like “amazing” and “stunning” more than once, looking extremely animated as he praised Balt to the skies.


      I assumed he had to be exaggerating, but I didn’t say it out loud.


      Curious, I also asked what the Empire’s new weapons were, and he told me that it was something that fired a giant ball from a large tube. I had been imagining some type of death ray, but it sounded like an ordinary cannon of some kind, and it wasn’t even explosive. Apparently the Empire had employed these for the first time in the last war, and they had destroyed many towns and villages.


      The merchant kept talking until we made it into town, and I couldn’t get a word in edgewise. When we parted ways, one of the other merchants said, “Sorry he was so annoying. It’s understandable, though; you’ll feel the same way if you get to see it up close.”


      After a recommendation like that, I couldn’t help but feel curious. After our journey to find Eris was done, we’d definitely have to go.


      ◇◇◇


      “What’s wrong, Hikari?” We’d been looking for an inn, but I’d noticed that Hikari had been acting strangely ever since we entered Flamen.


      “Being watched,” she responded eventually.


      I almost let a visible reaction slip, but I just barely managed to hold it back. If Hikari was right and someone was watching us, any strange movement from me would tip them off.


      “Really?” I asked her casually instead.


      “Yeah. Feels bad.”


      I attuned my senses and searched the area around us, but there were too many people coming and going for me to sense anything wrong. Besides, given that we were in the Republic’s capital, and Chris was a VIP, there was a good chance the watchers had no ill intentions.


      None of the other four girls seemed to notice anything either.


      “Let’s just find an inn for now. We can talk about it inside,” Rurika said.


      We followed her recommendation and continued looking for an inn. We’d decided to make sure we got one with hot baths this time.


      “We used to make do with Chris’s Cleanse spell, but...” Rurika had said.


      “No other option now. Baths are too nice,” Sera had declared.


      “Yeah, they are. And it’s nice to take a soak when you’re tired,” Mia had agreed.


      Some inns didn’t have baths at all, especially cheaper ones. You’d have to request hot water to wipe down with, and they’d even charge you for that.


      We ended up going around to a few different inns, but many of them were either booked up or out of our price range, so we ended up having to ask the merchants’ guild for a recommendation.




      “Ah, that felt great.” Mia declared as she and the others returned from their bath. I’d gotten back a little earlier and was relaxing in the room already.


      The inn we’d ended up staying in was quite economical despite having a large bathing facility. This was because it was on the outskirts of town and had a shabby-looking exterior. The merchants’ guild receptionist had insisted to us that it was a hidden gem, and indeed, we were surprised by the gap between its external and internal appearance. It would probably have been extremely popular if they tidied up the exterior, so it felt like a bit of a waste.


      Before going to sleep, we decided to discuss what Hikari had said, as well as our game plan for the following day.


      Even after taking the wagon most of the way, we were so tired that we decided we’d spend the morning resting up at the inn. Next, we’d grab lunch at the stall street that the merchants’ guild receptionist had told us about, then tour the shops to look for adventuring gear, weapons, and armor. It felt like the capital would have a good selection, and it would be good to stock up on things we might need in the Black Forest.


      We’d heard some things about Nahar as well. Apparently it was receiving a lot of state support, and merchant caravans were taking materials there on the way to the ruins, so getting there shouldn’t be a problem.


      “About our...watchers? I think we should leave it to Hikari to watch out for them,” Rurika proposed. “The rest of us couldn’t sense them anyway, and if we act like we’re on our guard, they’ll realize we’re aware. Making them think we can’t sense them at all might actually make them more likely to show themselves.”


      She was right about that. It would put a lot of the burden on Hikari, but she seemed proud to have the responsibility. That said, I decided to keep my guard up while using Detect Presence and Detect Mana too. I may not have been able to tell who exactly was watching us, but maybe I could notice suspicious activity nearby.


      “By the way, what was that strange building?” I asked. “The big one at the center of town.”


      As in most towns, the large avenue that served as Flamen’s main street was lined with wooden houses, but theirs differed in the fact that some of them were two stories or taller. Most of the ones in our current area were one-story because we were so far on the outskirts, but the center of the town was home to important buildings like guilds and churches, including one extremely large building with a historic air to it.


      “I think it’s the parliament house. It’s kind of turned into a symbol of the town,” Chris explained. “Eld doesn’t have a king; we elect representatives from each city, and they meet here to decide on policy for the entire country. The parliament house is that meeting place.”


      In other words, it’s a democracy, I reasoned.


      “Granny used to say it was dangerous for any one person to hold all the power in a nation,” Rurika added. It was one thing to have a wise king, but a foolish one could cause incredible tragedy. “But I think she said the worst thing was leaving it to one person to take responsibility for everything.” She gazed into the distance as if remembering her saying the words.


      Rurika and Chris had mentioned that their “granny,” Morrigan, was an elf. She’d probably seen a lot of things in her long life.


      “I don’t think we can go inside, but should we check it out after we finish all our chores for tomorrow?” Chris proposed. “We couldn’t see much today since we spent so much time looking for a place to stay.”


      I was openly enthusiastic about the idea, which earned me sideways glances from the others for some reason. What’s the big deal? I thought sulkily. I never got to see such a big wooden building in my old world either...


      Since we were possibly being watched, I also suggested that we shouldn’t do our usual food-buying spree.


      “Just the best stuff,” Hikari said, clenching her fists.


      Ciel also nodded firmly.


      “But Ciel, being watched means you can’t eat with us either,” I added.


      Ciel’s expression immediately shifted to one of despair, then she flopped dramatically onto the bed.




      The next morning, we had breakfast, then took it easy for a while. The baths were still open, so we took advantage of those as well. Since no one else was using the facilities at that hour, I took off my mask and put a wet towel on my eyes, which felt like heaven.


      We stayed at the inn until lunchtime, then left the inn as planned to check out the stalls. Unlike most of the places we’d been to, the stalls here didn’t do business along the roadsides or in plazas; they had a stall-exclusive location known as a stall street.


      “So many. Hard to choose.” Hikari goggled at the sheer number of stalls around us.


      Ciel also carefully scrutinized the goods they had on display.


      Rurika, unable to bear seeing Ciel sulk, had glared at me and insisted I do something, so I’d given Ciel a suggestion—I would buy five of whatever she showed the most interest in.


      I’d been careful to emphasize that this was a special exception, and Chris and Mia had winced at the sight. They’d probably realized the trick—I always bought stall food for Ciel when she asked in any case.


      Still, Ciel didn’t seem to notice, and my promise had improved her mood.


      “There really are so many kinds of people.”


      There were a lot of people there, probably in part because of the hour. Some people had even brought their families. Some were eating on the spot, while others were taking food wrapped up to go.


      “Master, want this.” Hikari pointed to a meat skewer.


      Skewers had been a staple in the stalls of any town we went to. They were also a good way to gauge the overall quality level of a town’s cooking. Maybe that was why Hikari singled it out—or maybe she just loved meat.


      I bought two meat skewers which we split among the six of us. The hunks of meat were a normal size, but a single skewer still felt like too much food for one person.


      After the skewer stall, we still checked out most of the stalls and tried a sampling of foods, but of course, there were some we had to skip entirely. Some were a bit too pungent for us, and others served alcohol.


      There are even some people day-drinking... I noticed. I guess alcoholics don’t follow a schedule.


      We also saw some unusual stalls offering dessert foods like pastries. There was nothing as elaborate as cake, but they did have some bite-sized treats similar to bell castellas. I’d thought of sweets as a high-class pursuit, but here they were priced pretty reasonably. We couldn’t make these ourselves, so we stocked up on them.


      All right, Ciel. You want this one and...that one? I asked telepathically.


      Ciel nodded.


      Buying the foods Ciel asked for was the last item on the agenda, so we moved away from the stall street to browse adventurer goods for a while, then finally headed for the parliament building.


      The parliament building was close to twenty meters tall, but I’d heard it had only four floors. The lot it stood on was surrounded by a wood fence, with guardsmen keeping a watchful eye at the entrance. Unfortunately, Chris had been right that we couldn’t just stop in.


      I used Detect Presence to confirm that there were signals inside it, and the large number I saw within suggested the place didn’t just house the people’s elected representatives, but civil servants as well.


      We gazed at the building for a while but left after the guards started giving us the hairy eyeball.


      “Hey, we’ve still got some time before dinner. Want to stop by the adventurers’ guild?” Rurika asked.


      It was close by, anyway, so we took her up on the suggestion. Rurika, Chris, and Sera wanted to ask if there were any things to look out for on the way from Flamen to Nahar, so Hikaru, Mia, and I perused the quest board as usual.


      No water quests up here, huh? I thought.


      Instead, the most prominent sign was a call for adventurers to join the Demon King Hunt. Accepting the quest granted prepaid preparation fees and transport, as well as adjustable rewards based on rank and time spent. Participants were allowed to choose either Elesia or Vossheil as their rendezvous point. Vossheil was the closer of the two, so I’d normally have assumed most people would go there, but they’d probably given people the choice because of their history with the war.


      “Master, writing,” Hikari pointed out.


      Indeed, there was an extra note written at the bottom of the quest sheet, which I read. “The Eld Republic has made it their policy not to send soldiers on the Demon King Hunt.” The reason given was that they didn’t want to thin out their own defenses because of the Empire’s previous acts of aggression. It added that individual adventurers could choose to partake, though.


      Are Eld’s higher-ups more afraid of their neighbors than of the Demon King? I wondered. It seemed like a sign of the scars still left behind by the Empire’s invasion. Given how the locals in our party talked about it, that seemed like a pretty sure bet.


      “But there aren’t many people here, are there?” Mia said. “You’d expect to see people coming back from their quests, now that evening’s on the way.”


      She was right. I tended to think of adventurers’ guilds as being crowded early in the morning and just before sundown, yet there were very few adventurers present in the guild at the moment.


      Perhaps newcomers were rare too. I’d felt a lot of eyes latch on to us as we entered, as if they were taking our measure.


      “Rank C adventurers...” the receptionist said when the girls presented their guild cards. She spoke in a whisper, but the guild was so hushed that we could still hear her.


      One of the adventurers, a large man who had been watching us quietly, took that moment to stand up. “Excuse me. You look young, but are you really Rank C? Mind if we have a fight?” he asked.


      I thought for a minute that he might have been trying to break the ice with a group of pretty girls, but the other adventurers just watched on intently. The girls didn’t seem to know how to respond, but the receptionist bowed to them and asked them to take the offer. She also explained why the adventurer had approached them.


      It seemed the Republic was currently dealing with a severe shortage of adventurers—good ones, specifically. The man who had approached them needed more people so that he could take a particular quest, which was why he’d wanted to test their abilities when he heard they were Rank C.


      “S-Sorry. We’ll be heading for Nahar in a few days, so...” Chris responded.


      The adventurer slumped as he realized they wouldn’t be staying in Flamen for long.


      “Th-Then what about having some mock duels with us?” he offered next. “Sparring with new people is always a good experience.”


      Chris seemed unsure, but Rurika accepted. She was always responsive to the idea of working hard to get stronger.


      “Sh-Shall we go to the arena, then?” the man asked.


      “Of course. Ah, but the ones fighting will be...” Rurika named the four of us, leaving Chris and Mia out.


      Wait, I’m fighting too? I thought in surprise. The adventurers also seemed hesitant about including me and Hikari.


      “They’d be Rank C if they were adventurers,” Rurika argued, and they quickly changed their tune.


      I felt like I was being held up to a rather strange standard, but this would be good practice for fighting non-monster opponents, so I decided to try it.




      “Thank you for everything!”


      The adventurers, headed by their leader Gibson, thanked us in turn when it was all over.


      Gibson was the adventurer who had originally spoken to Rurika, and one of the few Rank C adventurers present. “We’d still love to have your help,” he said, “but if you have other plans, we understand.”


      Gibson explained that there was a quest he dearly wanted to take, but it recommended having multiple Rank C parties. Most everyone left at the guild was Rank D or lower, so he’d hoped our team could join them if we proved ourselves capable.


      His story had given us pause, but when we explained that our destination was Nahar, Gibson said it would be best for us to prioritize that.


      That sort of consideration was probably what made him the leader of the adventurers currently there.




      After our talk with Gibson, we returned to our inn for a discussion. We were considering the idea of leaving for Nahar a day early when a flustered-looking proprietress came by to tell us we had a guest. Confused, we came to the first floor and found what looked like two armed soldiers of the realm standing there.


      When they saw us—more importantly, Rurika and Chris—they bowed. “The representative—er, Frau sent this for you,” one said, holding out a letter.


      Chris took it, but the soldiers didn’t move. Realizing that they were probably waiting for an answer, she read the letter.


      “I understand. We’ll be there tomorrow,” she said when she was done, without consulting the rest of us.
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      Chris explained the situation after we returned to the room.


      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you first,” she prefaced, then went on to explain that it was a request for us to come to the parliamentary building the next day, as they had important information about Morrigan.


      “About Granny? What could it be?” Rurika mused, folding her arms pensively at the mention of Morrigan’s name.




      We ended up deciding to stay in Flamen for at least one more day, as originally planned, and we visited the parliamentary building as promised. Chris gave her name at the entrance and told them why we were there. The guards must have been told we were coming, because we were promptly shown inside.


      That was when I realized why the building was so tall relative to its floor count—the first floor had a special layout with a great hall that was ten meters tall. It also had an enormous door, roughly seven meters tall by five meters wide.


      That’s big enough to accommodate the colossus-type monsters of the Majorica dungeon, I thought.


      “This way,” the guard told us, and we were led to a room on the fourth floor.


      Waiting for us there was a woman who appeared to be in her early twenties. I was surprised, since I’d assumed the elected representatives would be older.


      “Thank you for coming. My name is Frau. You must be Chris and Rurika. And you...” The woman calling herself Frau looked at each of us as she said our names. Her voice was smooth and pleasant.


      She reminded me somehow of Seris. Maybe it’s because of the glasses? I wondered. But unlike Seris, she had short silver hair, and her eyes were also silver. Even so, she gave off a similar air.


      “Is something the matter?” she asked me. All I could do was shake my head in response.


      “Um, your letter said you had important information about Granny...” Chris began.


      “I’m sorry. That was just an excuse to get you here,” Frau said.


      Chris seemed stunned, and Rurika glared at Frau. “You used our granny’s name?!”


      “I’m sorry, but I desperately needed to meet with you,” Frau responded.


      “Does this have something to do with the secret contingent assigned to Rurika and Chris?” I asked. Syphon had said he’d been sent by higher-ups in the Eld Republic to guard them, but I wasn’t sure how much Frau knew about that. It would be better not to use the word “elf” until she did.


      “That part we can discuss later.” Frau gave me a meaningful smile, then sobered and looked back at Chris and Rurika. “First, I wanted to thank you personally for what you did in Fisui. That place is important to me as well. Next, we’re currently dealing with several sightings of monster mutations around the Republic. The guild has put out notifications, but I’ve heard something similar happened near the Eva border. Because of your performance in Fisui, I wanted to get the full story from you personally.”


      Frau went on to explain that monsters thought to be mutations had been spotted elsewhere in the realm. Mutations appearing in multiple places at once... I thought. Could there be other slavecurse magistones out there? It seemed like too many to be a mere coincidence. But I’ve heard about monsters growing more active because of the Demon King, so maybe that’s playing a role?


      While I was thinking about that, Chris seemed to have been explaining the details of our hunt, because she was done by the time I broke out of my thoughts.


      “You don’t know the cause, then? But in that location...in our custody...a different one?” Frau muttered to herself a bit after hearing it. We watched quietly until she snapped out of her reverie, and she blushed as she realized she’d gone silent. “Forgive me. I was wondering what your plans were for the near future?” she said quickly to cover her embarrassment. “I heard you were heading for Nahar, of course.”


      “That’s the plan.”


      “And after that?” she probed.


      Maybe she does know that Chris is an elf? Chris also seemed to pick up on this and said nothing more.


      Frau seemed to realize what was on our minds and said, “I know that Chris is an elf, by the way. More importantly, I was the one who ordered the assignment of her secret escort.”


      Frau went on to explain that she’d heard the story from Morrigan’s own lips.


      “I am one of Lady Morrigan’s students, you see. When she left to search for her charges who’d gone missing in the war, she told me to look after Chris and Rurika if anything happened to her.”


      “Um, when exactly were you Granny’s student?” Chris asked.


      By appearance alone, she didn’t seem like she could be more than ten years older than Chris. When did she have time to become Morrigan’s student, then? Chris and Rurika had said they’d lived with Morrigan when they were children, and they’d been with her the entire time between the end of the war and when she’d left to look for the missing. Maybe Frau’s older than she looks?


      Rurika and Chris also looked confused, as if they were thinking the same thing.


      Frau laughed. “That’s a reasonable question. Let me explain: Despite the way I look, I am not human.”


      Hearing that, I immediately used Appraisal.




      [Name: Frau / Job: Representative / Level: 44 / Race: Half-elf / Status: —]




      I’m curious about her job being “Representative,” I thought as I looked. But... Half-elf, huh? If there are elves, I guess it makes sense that there are half-elves too...


      Frau met my eyes in that moment. A smile appeared on her lips, as if she knew I’d seen through her.


      “I am a half-elf, so I’m older than I look,” she began. “And I’m not asking your plans so that I can try to stop you; I know that would be impossible.”


      She must have known based on the reports she’d gotten about the Majorica dungeon that once they’d made up their minds, both Chris and Rurika were not to be dissuaded.


      “So let me ask this instead,” she said at last, staring keenly at Chris. “Do you need our help?”


      Chris shook her head lightly. “We’re fine. And we heard what’s going on at the adventurers’ guild. Instead of helping us, we’d like you to help with the awful things going on here.”


      “I see,” Frau said after a moment, then laughed. “You’re just like Lady Morrigan said you were. I hear you gave the people exploring the dungeon with you a lot of trouble as well.”


      I was curious what exactly she’d been told, but I decided it was better not to ask.


      “I see. So Granny asked you to keep an eye on us... Does that mean you also sent the people watching us now? The ones Hikari noticed?” Rurika asked.


      Frau looked surprised. “What are you talking about?”


      Rurika told her how Hikari had sensed someone watching us when we arrived in Flamen, and how she’d felt the same thing yesterday too. She’d tried to find out which direction it was coming from but had been unable to narrow it down.


      This wasn’t an indication of Hikari’s lack of skills, but her caution in not wanting the watcher to realize we knew they were there. I’d used Detect Presence as well and seen no suspiciously moving signals—nothing that seemed like it was following us, at least.


      “That is odd. I haven’t given any orders like that for the time you spend in the Republic’s borders—just for the guards in each town to report your arrivals and departures. That’s how I knew you’d arrived in Flamen, so I could meet with you and discuss what happened in Fisui.”


      So someone else is watching us, then? Now that I thought about it calmly, Hikari had said it felt “bad,” which shouldn’t have happened if it was friendly forces protecting a VIP.


      Everyone went quiet, and a heavy air settled over the room. I don’t remember us ticking anyone off...but maybe we have? I thought it over, but nothing came to mind.


      Chris suddenly broke through the pall. “Ah, that’s right. Sora, why not ask about that crystal? If Frau is Granny’s student, she might know something!”


      She was right that it would be useful if Frau knew more about the slavecurse magistone. Analysis hadn’t been any help, after all.


      Frau looked over toward me at the mention of her name. I explained how we’d found the crystal in the place where the mutation had retreated when we were fighting it in Fisui. Chris also explained in detail what had happened in the cave.


      “Where is the crystal now?” Frau asked.


      “I’m keeping it in a bag of holding. It’s very dangerous, though; is it all right to bring it out here?” Nothing bad had happened the last time I’d checked it, but I did want to warn her in advance.


      “Ah, hmm...” Frau thought. “Wait just a minute.” She stood up, picked up a staff leaning against the wall, then returned. She whispered something like a spell, and the whole room filled with mana, which eventually spread until it covered the walls. “It’s a simple sort of barrier,” she explained with a sigh and a bit of sweat on her brow. “If something happens, the damage will be limited to this room.”


      With protections in place, I took the crystal from my bag of holding and put it on the table.


      Frau’s eyebrow twitched the moment she saw it. “It definitely gives off an unpleasant aura...but I don’t know what it is either,” she said regretfully. “From what you’ve told me, it seems like a magic item designed for creating mutations. It seems impossible that it’s been in that cave for very long.”


      “Really?” I asked.


      “Yes. If it were, we would have been dealing with this problem for far longer. This might be connected to the people watching you.” Frau’s theory was that whoever had put the magic item in the cave was keeping an eye on the people who’d stopped their scheme. Maybe, she added, they were even trying to get the crystal back.


      That would explain it, I admitted grimly to myself.


      “I’m concerned about this. Would you mind helping me?” Frau proposed.


      “In what way?” I asked.


      “I want to arrest the people watching you,” she said. “We’ll ready an elite force to come to your aid out of an abundance of caution. Chris’s identity could be at risk, after all.”


      She was right that something could always cause Chris’s identity as an elf to be exposed. It would also be harder to use our golem wagon with people watching us.


      Frau’s plan was to use the hunting quest to lure them to an isolated area. Even then, they might not come after us, but if we noticed anyone acting suspiciously, Frau’s preprepared hit squad could arrest them on the spot.


      “I want you to go to Balt,” she said. “They say a mutation has appeared in the area, and even though there are soldiers there, they’re mostly experienced in fighting other people rather than monsters. A unit was dispatched to hunt it, but they couldn’t find it; their large numbers might have sent it into hiding. The town’s defenses have prevented any serious damage, but people do frequent the road, and Berque is on the west side of the forest, so we’d like to deal with it quickly if possible.”


      I was pretty sure that was the quest Gibson had been interested in, but when I asked why Frau’s elite force couldn’t defeat the mutation themselves, she explained that they specialized in fighting other humans and gathering intelligence, and they weren’t accustomed to battle with monsters.


      “There are also a few dwarf craftsmen currently staying in Balt,” she said. “They might know something about that crystal.” She added that nobody knew more about ore than the dwarves.


      It’s technically a magistone, of course... I thought skeptically. W-Well, I haven’t met dwarves in this world yet, so maybe it’s worth a visit? I’ve been curious about the city of Balt anyway... Of course, going there will push back our trip to Nahar even further...


      “All right, we’ll do it,” Rurika agreed. “It’s best to nip trouble in the bud, and if someone is watching us, I wouldn’t want them to follow us to Nahar anyway. Besides, it’s written on Sora’s face that he wants to go there.”


      For some reason, Chris burst out in laughter. I was positive that wasn’t the case, though. I was wearing my mask right now, anyway.


      “You’re just so predictable, Sora,” Mia whispered nonchalantly, and for some reason I couldn’t brush off the comment so easily.


      Frau just watched us in confusion.


      Eventually someone from Frau’s staff would call her for a meeting, but we used the time before that to discuss our game plan.




      “Good to be working with you, Rurika!”


      Two days later, we met up with Gibson and the other adventurers at the west gate and headed for Balt.


      The group embarking on the quest to hunt the mutation in the forest west of the city consisted of four parties: Gibson’s Rank C adventurer party, two Rank D parties, and us—twenty-five people in total. The guild had already prepared two wagons for us, so we split into two groups and got on board.


      The mutation we were hunting was assumed to be a blood snake mutation. It was reportedly three times bigger than a typical one, and the witnesses who’d seen it had barely escaped with their lives. There was no sign that it had left the forest before now, but it seemed to be causing monsters that would normally stay deep in the forest to come out more often, perhaps out of fear.


      Our official reason for coming was to take the mutation down, but Frau had also asked us to see if we could find its source. That, and to confirm whether anyone was really watching us.


      “I really didn’t think you’d take the quest,” Gibson said to us that night while we were eating.


      Rurika gave him the excuse that she and Frau had thought up. “I found out a dwarf I know is currently staying in Balt. We decided to have him look at our equipment while we’re there.”


      Hearing that we heard a dwarf acquaintance earned us some jealous looks from Gibson’s party.


      “I do hear that dwarven weapons have good stats,” said one.


      “They’re expensive, though,” added another.


      “Do they really pick and choose their customers?”


      “I’d like a staff I can strike with...”


      While they went on, I called up my automap and used Detect Presence and Detect Mana to check for nearby presences.


      When we’d first left, a number of caravan wagons had set out at the same time—probably people heading for Balt who’d heard we’d taken the hunting quest. They were sure to give us rations at mealtime, with the tacit agreement that we’d protect them if something went wrong.


      Some of the signals in the caravans looked familiar, because they were actually members of the elite force Frau had sent to watch us. We’d met them face-to-face earlier, so I’d committed their signals to memory.


      Aside from the merchants, there were a few signals in the distance as well. I could see them while we were moving, and the fact that they always stayed a certain distance away made me wonder if it was the people watching us.


      After eating, we took shifts standing watch. I managed to sneak away from the group at this point to feed Ciel. Sorry, I told her telepathically. I need you to hold out one more day. Once we arrive in Balt, you can eat your fill.


      Ciel nodded in response, eyes sparkling. Then she began gazing into the distance, ears twitching, probably thinking about what she was going to eat next.


      While waiting for the shift change, I decided to do some walking and have a look around. It was dark out by now, but I had my Night Vision skill to keep me safe. I kept Detect Presence at the ready and shot off other skills to build proficiency and pass the time. Obviously, I was careful not to deplete my MP and SP just in case something happened.




      The next day, we arrived in Balt on schedule.


      It had come into view from afar just after noon, but it was even more intimidating up close. The gleaming black wall towered over us as we approached, and I understood why the merchant we’d met on the way into Flamen had been so worked up about it.


      Gibson smiled as he watched our looks of surprise, as if in agreement.


      The morning after our arrival, we asked the adventurers’ guild a few questions about the surrounding terrain, the place where the mutation had been spotted, and how things had been going in that forest of late.


      “Probably better if our two parties handle the mutation ourselves,” Gibson told Rurika.


      “Yes, the others can hunt the other monsters,” Rurika answered. “I imagine they’d give us a wide berth if they’re already afraid of the mutation, but we definitely don’t want to have to deal with an ambush in the middle of the fight.”


      The Rank D adventurers didn’t argue the point, partly because they’d been reminded of the threat posed by the mutation and also because they’d seen what the girls could do during their sparring session at the Flamen guild. Gibson was the strongest person there, and even he hadn’t stood a chance against Rurika and the others.


      Frau had also told us that the mutation appeared very cagey. If we took too many people with us, it might just run away.


      “Poison breath, though...” Gibson whispered.


      The words brought a hush to the room. In addition to the fact that the mutant was huge, we’d been told it used attacks that normal blood snakes didn’t. The breath was confirmed to be poison, at least, and it seemed to be strong enough to melt trees, so it might also have had a powerful acid component.


      That was another reason the Rank D adventurers were happy not to engage with it.


      We temporarily parted ways with the other adventurers and took a stroll around the city. Gibson’s party went to the weapon and armor shops to check out the equipment there. There were dwarves living in town at the moment, so we all thought there might be higher-quality equipment available here than in Flamen.


      “Where do you want to go, Sora?” Chris asked.


      “I’d like to see the ravine and the gate everyone’s been talking about.”


      When we were approaching Balt, the main place my eye had been drawn was the towering plateau behind the city. It was almost a hundred meters tall straight up.


      There was a ravine running through the plateau, and the Empire’s armies had passed through it to invade the city in the previous war. Because of that, they had now built a large gate to plug it up.


      It looks like it’s...fifty, sixty meters tall? I estimated.


      Our guide in climbing the long outdoor stairway to reach the top of the gate was a dwarf by the name of Hawks. Dwarves here were just like in the stories from my own world—even their adults were short and stout.


      Hawks had been surly when we’d first met him, but he’d done a complete one-eighty when Rurika and Chris had introduced themselves.


      “So you’re that Rurika and Chris. And you must be Sera. You’ve grown a lot. Can’t believe I ran into you,” Hawks had told them.


      “Are you sure you didn’t just get shorter, Hawks?” Rurika had snarked back, but she’d also looked happy to see him.


      Apparently they’d known each other before the war. Hawks had lived in Nahar for a while but had been called out to aid in the construction of Balt, as several dwarves had participated in building the sturdy gate meant to prevent another Imperial invasion. The reason he hadn’t returned to Nahar, he said, was that the gate wasn’t finished yet.


      It looks pretty finished to me, I thought. But maybe it seems different to a craftsman’s eye?




      Normally, civilians like us wouldn’t be allowed to ascend the gate, but Frau had arranged it for us. Chris had apparently made the request because she’d thought I’d like it, and I really was grateful to her.


      When we reached the top of the gate, we were able to look out over the ravine. It reminded me of the fifteenth floor of the Majorica Dungeon...but that valley floor and the dungeon were probably incomparable in terms of intimidation factor. I hoped I’d get to walk it some day.


      “How many days would it take to walk from here to the Empire?” I asked Hawks.


      “That’s an odd question, kid. Assuming you don’t run into any monsters, it’d take two or three days based on the ravine’s length alone.” But in reality, he explained, the road was uneven and untended, and it would take much longer. It didn’t sound like an environment suited to marching a large group through.


      Then I asked what was on top of the plateau.


      “They say it’s hell,” Hawks answered. He wasn’t sure how true it was, but the Empire had described it that way in their records. An adventurer party had gotten curious and decided to check what was up there at one point, but they’d had to run back down after being attacked by a horde of wyverns.


      “Wyverns aren’t the worst, but that’s still a dragon horde,” Hawks said, and I could sense the terror in his voice. “Nobody’s dumb enough to go to a place like that.”


      “Mr. Hawks, may I ask you one more question?” Chris asked.


      “What is it? Something bothering you?” Hawks changed his tone, perhaps picking up something in hers.


      “There’s something I’d like you to have a look at.”


      “All right,” Hawks said after a pause. “Let’s go to my workshop.”


      We finished our sightseeing tour and headed over to see the workshop.


      While dwarves were there to help construct the gate and the city walls, they were also asked to make equipment. Because of that, the city had offered a custom-built workshop to any dwarf who wanted one—which meant all of them.


      As I walked in, I felt it looked less like a forge and more like a warehouse lined with equipment of all kinds. A quick appraisal revealed a “Quality: High” tag for all of them.


      That explains why everyone wants dwarven weapons, I thought, impressed.


      “So, what do you want me to look at?” Hawks asked as we got settled in.


      At Chris’s signal, I pulled the slavecurse magistone from my bag of holding. I explained that touching it would curse you, that using holy magic on it would cause its insidious aura to expand and corrupt its surroundings, and that it seemed to generate mutations.


      “Hard to believe, but...” Hawks said as he scrutinized the slavecurse magistone. “You showed this to Miss Frau as well?” he asked. When we responded in the affirmative, he paused for a long time, then said, “I see... But sorry, I don’t know what it is. Maybe the old lady...or my teacher would know.”


      “Your teacher? You mean Grampy Marse?” Chris asked.


      “Granny Morrigan would be so mad if she heard you calling her ‘the old lady’...” Rurika said with a wince.


      “Old lady’s good enough for her,” Hawks laughed. “By the way, I heard she went missing. You heard from her?”


      “I’m afraid not. Frau said she hasn’t either.”


      “Too bad,” Hawks replied simply, then fell silent. He seemed a little deflated about it.


      After that, Hawks revealed that there were other dwarves here whom Rurika and Chris knew, so we paid them a visit and stayed until night fell.




      Three days after our arrival in Balt, we finally left town to begin the hunt.


      The path to the forest wasn’t well maintained, so we traveled on foot. We expected the journey to take about two days.


      While we were in Balt, we’d kept an eye out for the people monitoring us, but Hikari had said the bad feeling had gone away. As we waited, I channeled mana into my automap to expand it, then used Detect Presence, but I didn’t see any human signals staying outside the town.


      Maybe what she picked up in Flamen was just a coincidence? I wondered, but since people could use skills or magic items to erase their presence, I couldn’t let my guard down completely.


      “Well, I think we’ll be splitting up for a little while. If things get dangerous, don’t hesitate to retreat,” Gibson told the Rank D adventurers, who nodded back at him seriously. Our team would be heading for the right side of the forest deeper in, while they’d stick to the left side and search for monsters.


      The forest was so thick with trees that it was tough to make progress. It was also hot and humid, which meant it was sweaty work. We wiped our brows over and over again as the sweat stung our eyes and made it hard to see.


      One trait of this particular forest was the regular presence of clearings full of herbs. The first spots we ran into had healing herbs, but the farther in we went, the more rarer kinds, like mana herbs, we found. The people who’d seen the mutation had said they’d entered the forest to pick herbs.


      “There really are a lot of monsters, huh?” I said.


      We’d only been in the forest for about two hours, but we’d run into monsters three times already. Of course, this was partly because we were intentionally targeting them on our way to the mutation, so they wouldn’t prove a nuisance later.


      “You still have room for more bodies, Sora?” Gibson asked me at one point.


      “Sure do.”


      “You traveling merchants really are something.”


      “I couldn’t do business otherwise.” I stuffed our most recent trophies into my bag of holding. I was actually putting them into my Item Box, but I couldn’t let them know about my dimension spells.


      We encountered monsters a few more times after that. Most of them were wulfs and killer bees, but a group of ten orcs did attack us at one point. Gibson and his party had no trouble taking them down.


      We ended up camping in the forest that night, taking shifts on watch.


      Once I made sure that Gibson’s party was asleep, I called up Shade and X.


      Shade, go where the mutation is and wait there. X, you hunt the monsters around it. Focus on the ones along the route from here to there. After you kill them, stash their bodies in this bag of holding, okay? I issued my orders telepathically and held out the bag of holding.


      X took it, then ran into the forest with Shade.


      A look at my automap confirmed the presence of one extra-large signal—probably the mutation. I also looked at the Rank D adventurers’ signals and confirmed fourteen of them, corresponding to their six-man and eight-man parties.


      The six-man party seemed well balanced, while the eight-man one seemed specialized for attacking. Gibson had said the party of six was on the verge of a Rank C promotion. The party of eight, meanwhile, had been stagnant at Rank D for a long time because of their spotty quest record.


      There were familiar signals outside the forest as well—Frau’s elite force. They’d said they weren’t used to fighting monsters, so they’d wait outside the forest instead.


      Of course, if they’re too far away, it might be hard for them to help us if we get attacked... I thought. Maybe they have some other plan in mind?


      At any rate, I decided to leave the matter of our stalkers to them. Our focus right now was on the mutation.




      “I-Is that the mutation?” Gibson stammered.


      Three days later, we came upon the giant snake, its body wound up into a tight coil. They’d said it was three times larger than a normal blood snake, but it turned out to be even bigger than that. Gibson’s shock was entirely understandable.


      Fortunately I’d already known about it thanks to Shade, and I’d warned my party in advance.


      X was the reason that we’d arrived here in a timely fashion. Yesterday, when we’d met up and transferred the contents of his bag of holding to my Item Box, I’d been shocked to see how many monsters he’d killed. Some of them were goblins, and I was glad we wouldn’t have to deal with the bodies.


      The clearing around us was filled with fallen trees, the result of the mutation moving around in search of food. I looked back up at the mutation and saw that its head was tilted upward. Is it...eating a tree? I marveled.


      “It doesn’t seem to be like a normal blood snake at all,” Gibson observed.


      I had never heard of blood snakes eating trees either. But monster physiology was something of a mystery in the first place, so it could have been a thing that happened and we’d just never seen it.


      Indeed, when I appraised it, it said:




      [Name: — / Job: — / Level: 53 / Race: Black Snake / Status: Mutated, Cursed]




      All of these mutations seem to have “black” in the names... Is that just a coincidence? I wondered. It was also about ten levels below the blackbear. Since it had “Cursed” in its status, I suspected it would have attacks that would spread that status to us as well.


      “I heard your party has fought mutations before. Anything we should watch out for?” Gibson asked.


      Did we tell him that? I didn’t remember doing it myself, at least.


      “Good question,” Rurika said. “The mutations we’ve fought use curse attacks. Mia will protect us with holy spells, but move away if you feel like you’re at risk. And if you fight for a while and think you can’t handle it, we’ll take care of it ourselves.”


      “Are you sure? I know you’re strong, but...” I was expecting Gibson to argue with her out of wounded pride, but he actually seemed more worried about us.


      “I think we can handle it. Sera can’t go all out with too many people around, anyway.”


      Sera suddenly looked over at Rurika, perhaps feeling singled out.


      “I see. I wouldn’t want to get in Sera’s way,” Gibson conceded.




      The battle began with Chris and the mage from Gibson’s party firing off long-range attacks. Although there were no trees around the black snake, the mages still stuck to wind instead of fire magic. The blades of their Wind Cutter spell hit the black snake’s hide but left no mark. Instead, they just seemed to make it angry; it let out a threatening howl and charged at the two mages.


      I dashed to intercept it, shot off Provoke, and readied my shield. The snake focused its eyes on me and crashed into me with all its strength. There was a roaring crack as it collided with my shield, but I remained in place, and the weight against my hands wasn’t as hard as I expected—my Absorb skill at work.


      In the moment the snake was stopped in its tracks, the fighters piled onto it from both sides.


      The black snake thrashed as it inhaled deeply, preparing its breath attack. Seeing this, Rurika and the others jumped away from me. I again used Provoke to draw its attention, and it hit me with the force of the blast—or at least, it tried to.


      But instead of hitting me, the toxic attack was caught up in a powerful gust of wind and carried into the sky, courtesy of a Tornado cast by Chris. Not only did it prevent the breath attack from hitting me, but it was an attack in its own right as well. The earlier Wind Cutter hadn’t hurt the snake, but the Tornado tore through its open mouth into its unprotected innards.


      The attack triggered a new round of thrashing from the black snake. It shook the ground around it, causing the trees it had toppled earlier to bounce and tumble through the air. I heard a dull sound that might have been from someone getting hit, followed by shouts of pain and alarm.


      A black mist also began rising from the black snake’s body and expanding into the area around it. Perhaps Mia’s blessing had run out, because this triggered even more screams from the surrounding area. Realizing I had to try to stop it, I shot off Provoke, but the black snake was now so out of its mind with rage that I was unable to draw its attention.


      I have to stop it somehow, or things will just keep getting worse! I drew my mithril sword and infused it with mana, but because I couldn’t use Teleport in front of Gibson and the others, I simply ran toward it. Unfortunately, the black snake’s rampage made it hard to anticipate its moves, which meant I had trouble getting in striking rage. At one point, its tail flew at me and I hacked into it with my sword, but that seemed to just make it angrier.


      Its movements were completely unpredictable, and the presence of Gibson’s party made it hard for me to use my full bag of tricks. But just as things were in danger of getting far worse, the black snake’s movements suddenly stopped. Suddenly, everything was as quiet as if the earlier chaos had never happened.


      I looked over to see what had caused it and saw Sera standing with a bloody axe over her shoulder.




      “Sera really is something,” Gibson said, giving our party a grateful bow. “Mia, Sora, thank you as well.”


      He was thanking the two of us for our use of Heal and Recovery spells, and he also looked surprised that I could use holy spells too. Normally I would have left it all to Mia, but I’d assumed she was already tired out from using Blessing and her other spells in combat.


      After Gibson left, Hikari came up to me. “Nothing happened.”


      “You’re right,” I agreed. I’d secretly asked her to keep an eye on our surroundings while we were fighting the black snake. I’d also asked her to guard the mages—if my Provoke had failed to draw its attention, she was supposed to throw her enchanted throwing knives at the snake to protect them.


      In the end, though, nothing had gone awry. But after we beat the black snake,, I’d checked our surroundings on the automap and noticed something: The number of adventurers in the Rank D group had gone down.


      I didn’t know what the reason could be, but I figured we should meet up ASAP. I’d told Rurika about it earlier, but not Gibson and the others; I wouldn’t know how to explain to them why I knew, after all.


      After resting for a while, we investigated the area, then got moving in order to leave the forest. The reason we looked around was because any time we’d fought a “mutated, cursed” monster in the past, there had been some kind of corruption in the area nearby. That didn’t turn out to be the case this time, though.


      We managed to meet back up with the Rank D parties three days later, once we were out of the forest.


      Gibson’s party seemed shocked and shaken to see that there were fewer of them. “What happened? D-Don’t tell me...”


      “We don’t know, Mr. Gibson,” said one of the survivors, looking like he was going to cry. “We got attacked in the middle of the night. We scattered, then tried to meet up at a rendezvous point we’d decided on beforehand...but we waited a whole day, and they never showed up.”


      The six missing men had belonged to the eight-man Rank D party. The two survivors were clearly distraught about losing the comrades with whom they’d shared good times and bad.


      “Hey, Sora.” Rurika prodded me with a whisper.


      I answered her with a shake of my head. The signals on the automap had disappeared, which made it doubtful that they could still be alive. “But there is one thing that worries me,” I told her. The signals of the people Frau had sent to guard us had disappeared as well.


      Rurika nodded, catching my drift. “We’d better ask Frau about it, and keep our guard up in the meantime.”


      My first thought had been that the missing adventurers were the people who’d been monitoring us and that the ones who’d ambushed them had been Frau’s elites. That the reason they were missing was because they’d been captured or killed.


      However, the other possibility was that the remaining eight adventurers were the ones monitoring us—that they’d eliminated the six who were in their way, then taken out Frau’s team as well. I thought that seemed unlikely, though. If that were the case, they would have attacked us before the rendezvous; the forest was just a better place to stage an ambush.


      Still, they could always try to attack us in our sleep later on, especially since we set watches by party. That called for caution moving forward.


      It seemed we’d have to remain on our toes for a little while longer.


    


  



  

    

      Interlude 3


      What happened back there? I ran through the forest, my thoughts in a whirl.


      We’d decided to spring into action around the time they encountered the mutation. I’d been waffling on whether or not to wait for reinforcements, but I couldn’t let the opportunity of them being isolated in a forest slip by me. Having sparred with them in the guild, I felt we’d be enough to beat them by ourselves.


      Gibson thought highly of the beastfolk, but she was a muscleheaded moron. She certainly had power, perhaps enough to defeat the mutation, particularly since their entire party had mithril weapons. But the real ones to look out for were the young woman named Rurika and the little girl, Hikari. The latter, especially—who was she?


      The merchant’s skills weren’t bad either, but he seemed to struggle with the idea of fighting people. The two staff-wielders...from the way they moved, I assumed they had decent fighting form, but they were still just mages. Not much of a threat.


      Those were the thoughts that spurred me to launch our night raid.


      I’ll admit we’d let our guard down, but the real shock was that not one of the six men who made up our genuine team had picked up on it.


      “Wh-Who are you?” I backed up against a tree, eyes locked on the enemy before me. I didn’t expect an answer. With my mouth agape, I scanned my surroundings, searching for something I could use to turn the tables.


      Unfortunately, there was nothing to be found. In fact, a cursory search only made it more obvious that my situation was hopeless. I could see one person join the encirclement, then another. All of them were hostile.


      “Cleaners, eh?” I whispered the word hoarsely, and I was sure they’d heard it too. Not one of them reacted, though.


      I didn’t know their official name, but their reputation preceded them in my world—the underworld. A secret force meant to hunt people like us. They had proven so elusive that some speculated they might simply be a rumor spread to keep people like us in check. Still, it seemed they really did exist.


      How had they seen through us, though? We’d blended in completely, living in this country for years to make the illusion complete.


      That was when I realized why they had taken the hunting quest so abruptly. They had been determined to go to Nahar before, yet the next day, they’d returned to the guild to take the quest.


      In between the two events, one of our team had spotted them entering the parliament building. Who was there? The witch, of course.


      Was this a trap the witch had set for us, then? Using them as bait to lure us out here? Was that why they had wanted to set out so quickly after taking the quest, using the fact that it had lain fallow for so long as an excuse?


      “In that case...” Someone had to get back with this information. If I’d managed to figure it out, my colleagues would be able to do so as well—which meant I just needed to make sure that one of them got away. My best choice, then, was to draw the attention of as many cleaners as possible and injure as many as I could going out.


      I put a hand to my hip, grabbed a magic item, and threw it onto the ground.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 4


      “Thank you for killing that mutation.”


      We were summoned to the parliament building the day we returned to Flamen from Balt, having split off from Gibson’s team on our way back. We’d gotten our reward and traded in the monster parts at the Balt adventurers’ guild, so while we’d done all we needed to do, it seemed they’d wanted to stay a bit longer to buy more equipment.


      Their equipment had been damaged in the fight with the black snake, and they’d talked happily to us about using their savings plus the quest reward to finally buy dwarven equipment. They’d been especially pleased that Rurika had put a good word in for them with Hawks and the others.


      They had been sad about the adventurers on the team who’d gone missing, but they were acting more like their usual selves by the time we were back to town. It may have seemed heartless of them, but adventuring was a dangerous profession, so maybe it was considered overly indulgent to spend too much time grieving for lost party members.


      “And it was thanks to your help that they managed to arrest the people watching you. But...” Frau seemed surprised that it was over so quickly.


      Hikari looked a little frustrated. She’d probably wanted to catch them herself. I patted her head reassuringly, and it seemed to work, because she smiled happily at me.


      Frau explained that the six Rank D adventurers who’d gone missing were the people watching us, in addition to two others who were acting remotely. They’d fought hard, and three of them had died during the attempted arrest. The remaining five were interrogated as to why they were monitoring us and if there were any more members of their gang out there.


      But the only things Frau’s team ended up learning were that they were from another nation and that they were watching us because we’d slain the mutation in Fisui. The day after they’d revealed that information, all five men were found dead of apparent suicide.


      “We wanted to ask more, but unfortunately we never found out who exactly they were. We thought they were from the Empire at first, but the interrogators said they never got confirmation. And...I’m concerned about their willingness to admit that it was about the Fisui incident.”


      Frau added that if other conspirators were out there, they might target us again, but the fact that they’d revealed the truth suggested that it might all be part of a larger plan to distract the Republic.


      “We looked into those adventurers’ pasts, and they’d been local here for five years, at least,” she added. “I think their former partymates should be trustworthy, but you’d better still remain on your guard.” It was definitely a frustrating problem, and it clearly had Frau a bit distraught.


      “Well, stewing over it won’t do us any good. Let’s stick to our plans and keep traveling for now,” Rurika proposed.


      “I understand,” Frau said, seeming reassured by Rurika’s cheerful proclamation. “Contact us if anything happens, and I’ll be sure to keep an eye out as well.”


      “But the hunt in Fisui, huh?” I mused. “Frau, can I ask you to confirm something for me? It might be a little dangerous, though.”


      Frau looked up at me.


      I assumed that if we were being monitored because of the incident in Fisui, what they were after was the slavecurse magistone. “We found the slavecurse magistone in a mountain cave near Fisui,” I told her. “I filled in the cave, thinking it could become a nesting place for monsters if we left it as it was. I’d like you to see if it’s been dug up.”


      “You filled in...the cave? Well, if we find out that it’s been dug up, that would confirm that the...slavecurse magistone? Is that its official name? That they mean to retrieve it.” Frau had seemed surprised when I mentioned filling in the cave, but locked in quickly. “I see. And if it hasn’t, it improves the chances that they were just trying to monitor the people that slew the mutation. We’ll check in on the people who participated in the hunt and the current status of the cave.”


      Frau immediately called someone in and gave them instructions. It would be dangerous, of course, so I warned them to be careful. I didn’t like having to shift the responsibility on to someone else, but we couldn’t exactly go back and check ourselves.


      I also noted that she didn’t seem suspicious when I said the name of the crystal. It suggested she knew I had appraisal-related skills.




      “Ah, that’s right,” Frau said once that was done. “There was another thing I wanted you to look at after you got back. I can’t read it myself, but my teacher vouched for Chris’s talents, so I thought she might be able to.” She stood up suddenly, picked up a white plank that had been lying on her desk, and laid it in front of us.


      “What is this?”


      “Chris, do you know about the set of ruins that was unearthed recently?”


      “I heard about it at the guild. I don’t know much about it, though.”


      “All right. First, are you aware of the forest called the Lost Woods?”


      “Yes. It’s a forest to the east of Nahar, right?”


      “Yes. There are mountains to the north of that forest, and the great storm a few months ago triggered a rockslide there. It uncovered a set of ruins, and they found lithographs inside,” Frau explained.


      Chris picked up the lithograph. She checked the feel of it, then excitedly looked it over, front and back. The rest of us just watched her silently.


      Ciel, don’t get in the way, I warned telepathically as she peered curiously at the lithograph from beside Chris. Chris seemed to be concentrating hard enough that she didn’t even notice Ciel was nearby.


      Chris kept examining it for about five minutes, then let out a deep sigh and handed it back. “I’m sorry. I can’t decipher it. I’ve never seen this script before. What about you, Sora?” Chris asked me casually.


      I met her eyes and saw them sparkle in a way that suggested she really wanted to know what was written there. It was a sign of just how much the tablet had sparked her curiosity.


      But a moment later, she backtracked and pushed the lithograph into Frau’s hands. “I’m sorry! N-Never mind!” She’d probably realized it would be bad for Frau to know that I could read mysterious writing.


      I wasn’t looking at it, so I couldn’t be sure, but I’d quite likely be able to read it if I saw it. For some reason, I could read all the writings of this world with a kind of auto-translate function.


      “Chris, let me see,” I said.


      Chris looked at me in surprise, as if to ask me if I was sure.


      As I took the lithograph, my first thought was that it reminded me of the feel of the stones on that bumpy road through the forest to Fisui.


      Then, when I looked down at the surface, I froze.


      Huh? Déjà vu? I put my hand to my mask and rubbed my eyes.


      “Sora, are you all right?” Chris asked.


      “Y-Yeah,” I said, but I really was shaken.


      In a moment of true absurdity, the title on the lithograph was “How to Make Curry,” and it was written in perfect Japanese.


      Is this by the same person who wrote the curry book Seris gave me? I wondered for a moment. No, it couldn’t be... This was for a sweeter curry with a fruit base and a different seasoning. It even included the Fisui fruit by name.


      “Anyway, it’s a recipe for a dish,” I told Frau. “And I can read the writing with my Analysis skill.”


      “Analysis?”


      “It’s similar to Appraisal.”


      Chris started tugging at my sleeve urgently.


      I just smiled and asked Frau, “You already knew I had an Appraisal-type skill, didn’t you?”


      “Yes,” Frau said. “I knew you had something, though I didn’t know what exactly it was.”


      Whoops. Was I too hasty, then? I sweated for a moment.


      “Don’t worry. Chris trusts you, so I won’t breathe a word to anyone about it,” Frau reassured me.


      I didn’t miss the fact that her gaze turned to Mia for a moment. Perhaps she’d realized Mia’s true identity as well.


      “Well, anyway,” she continued. “I actually have more where that came from. Would you mind taking a look at them as well?!” Her eyes were shining behind her glasses. All traces of adulthood had vanished, and she looked purely like a child.


      Looks like she and Chris are kindred spirits, I mused. Rurika and the others seemed to be thinking the same thing.
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      I ended up looking at about six lithographs in total and conveying their meanings to Frau. Four of the six were just recipes, though.


      Frau nodded enthusiastically as I described the contents, and she took diligent notes. In the end, as a thanks for my translation, she gave us permission to enter the ruins.


      She’s basically telling us to go and read more for them, isn’t she? I thought with a sigh. Those lithographs, though...


      My analysis had revealed them to be made of blum ore.


      ◇◇◇


      “So we’re finally heading for Nahar tomorrow...” Rurika let out a long sigh as she sat in bed after her bath that night. Her expression seemed a little tense for some reason.


      Is she nervous? I wondered, but I told myself it was understandable if she was. It was their first time coming home after years of working as adventurers and searching for Sera and Eris.


      “You think everyone’s doing well? The storm might have hit Nahar too, so I hope they are.” Chris had apparently put together the snippets of information she’d heard, and she was worried about the state of the town.


      “I wonder how they’ll react when we come back with Sera,” Rurika said.


      “I bet they’ll be surprised,” Chris replied with a smile.


      Rurika smiled too. “I bet they will!” Talking with Chris seemed to have reduced her tension and returned her to her usual energy.


      “By the way, what was Nahar like when you were growing up there?” Mia asked.


      “I’m curious about that too,” Sera agreed. Her tail was swishing, suggesting great interest.


      Lukos, the town they’d grown up in, had been completely destroyed in the war with the Empire, and Sera had been taken by imperial soldiers to be a slave in the Empire. Because Nahar had been built by the survivors of the war, Sera had never been there before.


      “It’s kind of like a village turned into a town? They built it very quickly, so it doesn’t have any specialty products, but it’s a welcoming place, and everyone there is nice,” Rurika explained.


      “Yeah. They helped us a lot,” Chris said.


      Rurika explained that the adventurers there had especially taught her a lot. Morrigan had been able to use a sword fairly well, but it wasn’t her specialty, and because she’d had so much to teach Chris, she hadn’t had much time for Rurika.


      “That really was a rough time.” Chris’s gaze briefly turned distant, and I wondered what in the world she could be remembering.


      “Yeah, Granny really was merciless.” Rurika said she’d also tried learning magic but eventually decided to devote herself to the sword.


      I opted not to ask why.


      “If you meet someone you knew back then, they’ll probably pepper you with questions, so just be prepared,” Rurika added to Sera.


      Sera winced at the thought, but she also looked rather pleased. I had a feeling that people would swarm Rurika and Chris with questions about their own travels.


      “Well, let’s get some shut-eye to be ready for tomorrow, then,” I said. “Looks like Hikari’s already off in dreamland.”


      At my prompting, everyone’s eyes turned to Ciel and Hikari, who were curled up in bed together.


      “Right. We wouldn’t want to stay up too late and end up sleeping in. Shall we?” Following Rurika’s lead, we turned off the lamps and went to bed.


      But it seemed the girls weren’t getting to sleep so easily, because I kept hearing them tossing and turning until I finally fell asleep myself.




      Six days after we left Flamen, the city of Nahar came into sight. As we got closer, I could hear the sound of trees being chopped.


      We were currently on foot because the grasslands to the south of the road heading to Nahar were famous for their herb patches, and we could gather herbs there. The adventurers’ and merchants’ guilds had said they were low on potions, so we’d sold all our stock to them, meaning we had to replenish our supply quickly. Mia and I could use holy spells, so we didn’t go through as many potions as some parties, but our eventual destination was still a city in the Black Forest, so we’d want to have plenty on hand.


      Also, since the Flamen guild was low on potions, we assumed Nahar might be in the same predicament. Even Rurika did her best to try and contribute to our herb collecting.


      “What’s your business here?” the guard asked before we even presented our guild cards as ID. His gaze was sharp, and I felt a chill run up my spine.


      “We used to live here?” Rurika said.


      “Yes, we were born in this city,” Chris added.


      Despite this answer, the guard remained alert. I guess this particular guard doesn’t recognize them? Either he didn’t know them, or he didn’t recognize them now that they were grown up.


      I also got the impression that the guards here were even more on edge than the ones in the border town of Belka.


      “The rest of you, then. Who are you?” the man asked us.


      “They’re our companions,” Rurika said, speaking on our behalf.


      The guard kept up the interrogation, refusing to let us in, until...


      “Rurika! Chris! You’ve grown so much, I almost didn’t recognize you!” The captain of the guard, who’d come by after hearing the commotion, finally let us in with an admonishment to the guards and an apology to us. “Jeez, I’m sorry about that. It should have been clear enough from checking your cards. Rurika, Chris, I’m so relieved to see you back safe and sound!”


      The guards also bowed in apology to us. They’d apparently moved here after Rurika and Chris had left, which was why they hadn’t recognized them. But after hearing the captain’s explanation, they both turned pale. I had to wonder if their reputations preceded them somehow.


      “Oh, it’s fine. We understand why they feel that way, and they still let us in, after all,” Rurika said. “I didn’t recognize you at first either. You’ve got facial hair now!”


      The captain had known the girls since they were children, and his new facial hair had apparently made him look different enough that they hadn’t recognized him. He said he’d grown it when he was appointed captain to give him more gravitas.


      He also explained why the gatekeepers had been so harsh on us.


      Apparently, the storm a few months ago had damaged many of the local houses. A lot of people had been coming by to help with rebuilding when a search party surveying the region for damage had discovered the ruins revealed by a landslide. Since Nahar was the closest town to the ruins, merchants had been arriving in large numbers to peddle things to the search parties and their adventurer escorts. With the city bursting at the seams, it had been a chaotic time, with the guards having to run constant interference in conflicts between residents and outsiders.


      Even though things had calmed down now, memories of that period had made them very strict with outsiders.


      “Your house survived as well. Filo and the kids are fine, too, so don’t worry,” he added.


      Chris and Rurika looked relieved to hear that. We decided to pay a visit to the house in question, which was an orphanage that had taken in children who’d lost their families in the war. Rurika and Chris had lived there until they’d left Nahar to become adventurers.


      Apparently the orphanage was on the west side of the city, but we noticed the adventurers’ guild on the way, so we decided to stop there first and ask for more details.


      It was still morning, so the guild was empty aside from the two receptionists. There was also a bar in the building, but it was currently closed with no servers there.


      We entered the guild and were approaching the receptionists when the younger of the two stood up suddenly.


      “Rurika? And Chris?!” she cried.


      “Is that you, Eine?!”


      “Yes, Rurika! And Chris! Wow, it’s been forever! And is that Sera?” The receptionist, whose name was apparently Eine, looked at each of us in turn, but her gaze stopped on Sera. She looked at her for a moment and began to lower her eyes, but then she stopped and opened them wide. Tears started to well up in her eyes and roll down her cheeks.


      “Wh-What’s wrong?” Sera seemed shaken by the sight of Eine in tears.


      “I just... I never thought I’d see you again, so...I’m just so happy. You two are amazing. Everyone told you not to go, that you would never find her...”


      Rurika and Chris seemed a little embarrassed by Eine’s praise, probably because they still hadn’t found Eris.


      “Eine, please get to work. You can revisit old times later,” the older receptionist warned her after she’d calmed down a bit. The reason she hadn’t warned her earlier was probably because she’d realized their relationship was important and didn’t want to dump cold water on the reunion.


      Eine coughed and put her work face on. “How can I help you?” she asked.


      Rurika also took on a more professional tone and began asking questions about what was happening in the town, including the storm damage.


      We listened to them talk for a while, then Hikari started tugging on my sleeve.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked her.


      “Nothing to do.”


      Yeah, it probably isn’t very fun to just listen to other people talk. “Want to see if there are other quests available?” I asked her.


      Hikari nodded, so we walked over to the quest posting wall. Mia came along with us.


      “Lots of strange quests,” Hikari said.


      “Yeah. I’ve never seen requests to help with construction before,” Mia added.


      It was unusual, but I’d seen things like that in Elesia, alongside the delivery quests. The highest reward available was something about tracking down the town’s water source. It was thought to lie deep in the forest to the east, and they wanted someone to find out why it had dried up.


      Ah, looks like someone’s taken it already... I thought, looking at the notes on the bottom of the sheet. But it seems we can take it too.


      “No quests to slay mutations here, as far as I can see,” I said.


      “Didn’t Frau say that they’d slain the monsters around the ruins to ensure safety there?” Mia asked.


      Frau had mentioned that they’d dispatched some soldiers, as well as groups of adventurers who were good at fighting both humanoids and monsters. Rurika had told me before that unearthed ruins sometimes held hidden treasures, so it would have to be protected from bandits.


      The girls seemed to have finished talking, so we left the guild and finally headed for Rurika and Chris’s orphanage. We passed many shops on the way there, but their prices were high and their selections weren’t great. We saw a lot of tents in addition to the houses.


      “It seems most of the people whose houses were destroyed in the storm have had to move into tents,” Chris said. “They’re bringing in lumber to rebuild, but there aren’t enough people to handle all the labor they need. Not enough artisans to instruct them either.”


      I followed Chris’s gaze and saw a group of people hard at work. Some were heavily muscled—probably adventurers—and the others were most likely townspeople. There was a person of short stature shouting out instructions. Probably the foreman? I thought.


      Soon, we came upon a large house that looked like an inn.


      “This is where we all lived,” Chris said.


      “There were about fifty kids here before we moved out, right? It must have been hard on Granny,” Rurika said. I wondered if looking after Norman’s gang in Majorica had given her some new insights into that. “Looks the same as ever, huh?” she finally said, looking up at the building nostalgically.


      “I think they’ve cleaned up the facade and planted flowers in the garden,” Chris said, doing the same thing.


      “That’s right. It’s really been a long time since we left, hasn’t it? About four years ago now?” Rurika whispered.


      “Darn straight,” a voice behind us chimed in.


      We turned to see an adult woman standing there with a large parcel in her arms. It looked like a bag full of greenery and leaves... Vegetables, maybe? She was a little taller than me, with a defiant gaze that turned gentle when the girls turned around to look at her.


      “Is that...you, Filo?” Chris asked.


      “Wow, not just Chris, but Rurika too. I can’t believe you made it back. And you’ve grown up to be so beautiful! I was worried about you.” Filo expertly juggled the bag to free an arm which she used to hug the girls.


      “H-Hey, that hurts, Filo,” Rurika protested.


      “Yes, not so hard, please,” Chris agreed.


      It looked like a gentle hug from where I was standing, but apparently there was a lot of strength behind it. Ah, and she’s crushing the bag...


      “Don’t you give me any guff,” Filo shot back. “I really was worried about you two!”


      The passionate embrace continued for a while until Filo seemed to remember that the rest of us were there and blushed a deep red.


      “Sorry about that. Anyway...” Then she met Sera’s eyes, inspected her, and said in surprise, “So, would you be...Sera?”


      Sera responded evenly, though her ears were twitching and her tail was thrashing. “Been a while, Fi—”


      She didn’t have a chance to finish before Filo dropped her bag and hugged her tightly.


      “What’s wrong, Filo?”


      “I thought I’d never see you again,” she said softly. “But now here you are. I’m so happy...”


      Sera returned the embrace, and the two held each other in silence for a while. Rurika had managed to catch the bag Filo dropped as well.




      “And who might these people be?” Filo asked Rurika after she finally released Sera, turning her gaze to the rest of us at last. She was wiping at her eyes, suggesting she might have been crying.


      “This is Sora, a merchant. This is Mia, whom Sora saved on his travels. And this is their escort, Hikari. We ran into them on our journey, and we’ve helped them out a lot,” Rurika explained with a slight grin. Her four-year reunion seemed to have awakened her mischievous side.


      Her assertion made Mia turn bright red, but Rurika technically wasn’t wrong, so we couldn’t deny it. Hikari just nodded and seemed satisfied, while Ciel, who hadn’t been mentioned, swung her ears as if to say, And what about me?!


      “I see. They must really owe you a lot, then.” Filo seemed to understand Rurika’s personality, as she gave a rather strained smile to the three of us. “Did you just arrive today? You can rest here for a while. The kids will love to see you.”


      “Good idea,” Rurika said. “Since we’re here, why don’t we pay them a visit? I hope they haven’t forgotten us...”


      “No worries there! They’ve all been worried about you two, especially you, Rurika.”


      “Why me?!” Rurika pouted.


      “Because Chris has her act together. It’s been hard taking care of her, right, Chris?”


      “Not at all. Rurika’s gotten very reliable. She’s saved me a lot.” Chris spoke quite adamantly, which made Rurika look uncomfortable. No, she was probably feeling self-conscious...


      We followed Filo into the orphanage, and the kids who came to greet her immediately surrounded her. Based on their smiles and lively manners, she was clearly very well respected here.


      At first, the kids were completely focused on talking to Filo, but when they noticed the rest of us, they suddenly went silent and tried to hide behind her—though there were too many of them to do it successfully.


      “...Rurika? It’s Rurika! And Big Sis Chris!” One member of the group, a boy about Hikari’s age, suddenly started shouting, and about half the kids there moved immediately, rushing over to examine Rurika and Chris as they babbled on and on.


      “It’s really Rurika!”


      “Big Sis Chris?”


      “We missed you!”


      “Welcome home!”


      “Big Sis Ruri...”


      “Who are those people?”


      “Yes, yes. I know you missed them, but your big sisters are tired, so let’s get them to a room first.” Filo quieted the chattering kids and started walking.


      The kids trailed along behind, pulling Rurika and Chris along with them, so we followed them.


      “Would you mind watching the kids for a while? I have to get lunch ready,” Filo told us.


      “Oh, I’ll help,” Chris said.


      “No, that’s all right. You must be tired after your long journey.”


      “But...” Chris looked between Filo and the kids.


      “Well, if you insist,” Filo relented. “Come on and help, then.”


      As Chris stood up, Mia said, “I’ll help too. Three is better than two,” and followed them.


      I stood up to help as well, but I got accosted by the children before I could move further. The boys wanted to know why I was wearing a mask, and the girls wanted to know about my relationship to Rurika and Chris. For some reason, they even started asking if I was dating anyone.


      “Oh, Sora. Can you come here a minute?” Mia called me, just as I was feeling overwhelmed.


      Feeling grateful, I quickly went to join them. Behind me, I heard innocent voices crying out that I’d gotten away, but I ignored them.


      “Sora, I’d like you to bring out some ingredients. Meat, if possible,” she said as we moved to the kitchen.


      I did as I was told, and Filo watched in amazement as I pulled the ingredients out of my bag.


      “Thanks, but are you sure about this?” she asked. “I can’t really pay you.”


      “This is all food we hunted, so it’s fine. And...I’ll help with cooking too,” I told her.


      Filo heard that and cast a glance at Chris.


      “Sora’s a great cook,” Chris reassured her. “He’s probably the best out of anyone in our party, in fact.”


      Filo didn’t seem to believe Chris at first, but she relented as I began to work very efficiently. “Great job, Sora. You’ll make a great husband for someone someday,” she said, giving me a hearty thump on my back.


      Being able to cook really does give you a certain status in this world, I thought.


      While we cooked, we talked about different subjects. Apparently, the reason Mia had called me in was because it didn’t seem like they had enough food for all the people here.


      This was because of the current food situation in Nahar.


      “The mayor makes sure places like ours get food, but it’s still hardly anything. Much as we appreciate it, it’s just not enough, you know? We have a lot of growing kids here. But they don’t have any way of working to make money, so we just have to make do with what we have.”


      Apparently the shops we’d seen had had such poor selections because the food that would normally be consumed by the townspeople was being taken to the ruins instead. Because of that, when the townsfolk tried to buy vegetables from peddlers heading to the ruins, the prices were too high for ordinary people to afford.


      “I understand that merchants need to make a living too, but still.”


      As a merchant myself, that hurt to hear, but I didn’t exploit people like that. I did my fair share of haggling over potions and alcohol, but I made sure never to overcharge.


      The kids seemed excited about having a more abundant meal than usual for lunch.


      “Come on, kids, slow down,” Filo had to warn them many times. The kids seemed so eager to eat that they didn’t hear her, but it was nice to see them so appreciative of the food.




      “Well, Filo, we’ll be going now.”


      “What, leaving town already?”


      “We’ll be staying for a while, but we have to find an inn.”


      We’d been hanging out for some time after dinner, but Rurika was right that we had to look for lodging. She had heard at the guild that several inns had avoided storm damage.


      “Why not just stay here, then? This is your home, after all.”


      “But...”


      “It’s true there’s not much room, with more kids here than when you stayed here.” Filo explained that a lot of the kids Rurika had known had aged up and moved out, but others had moved in in their place. “Still, we can accommodate six. You also gave us a lot of food, after all, and the kids would love to have you.”


      She explained that a lot of the people who had lost their houses in the storm had to stay at the inns, so there weren’t many rooms for rent.


      “Eine, why didn’t you warn me?” Rurika groaned to herself.


      We decided to accept Filo’s offer and stay with them while we were in Nahar.


      The next day, I went with Chris to the foreman’s house to offer to help build houses.


      “Chris, is that you?” asked the foreman as we arrived. “Oh, look at you, so grown up and beautiful. Glad to see you’re back safe.”


      The foreman turned out to be a dwarf named Marse, who I seemed to recall was the same one Hawks had called “teacher.” He had a genial way about him, and he regarded Chris with kind eyes and a warm smile.


      “Yes, we managed to find Sera,” Chris told him. “But we haven’t found my big sister yet, so we’ll be heading out again soon.”


      “I see,” Marse replied. “And who’s that boy there? Don’t tell me...” He glared at me, his expression suddenly turning glacial.


      “Sora’s helping us find my sister, Grampy Marse. He’s really done a lot for us,” Chris explained.


      Marse continued to give me the hairy eyeball, but Chris didn’t seem to notice—probably because he was hiding it so well. Any time she looked his way, his expression changed immediately.


      “Well then, dear,” Marse said at last. “What can I do for you?”


      Chris told him, “Sora has a construction-related skill, and he wants to help build houses. I heard you were one of the foremen, so we came to ask you about it.”


      “Ah, well, he’s free to participate, but why not go through the adventurers’ guild? They’ve got a quest up.”


      “Sora’s a merchant, not an adventurer,” Chris explained.


      Marse nodded. “That explains it. But then how does he get paid? Maybe we should talk about it with the mayor?”


      To be honest, I hadn’t even thought about that aspect. My only motivation was to help out the girls’ hometown, and I explained as much to Marse.


      “Sora, was it? Are you really a merchant?” Marse said in disbelief. But this did seem to improve his opinion of me, and his manner immediately softened.


      I told Marse my skill set, and he ran me through the structure of the houses here and other things to watch out for in the building process.


      “The softness of the ground here made the houses vulnerable to the storm,” he explained. “The larger buildings have strong foundations, which is why they made it through.” So, my main job would be digging up the foundations and hardening them with magic.


      Marse had been shocked when he’d seen me demonstrate my earth magic, and that, combined with my Construction skill, would make foundation-building an easy job for me.




      Five days passed after I joined the work site. It was slow going on the first day, but by the second we had drastically picked up the pace until we were getting through a house or two a day. They’d had lots of adventurers involved in the building, but since the foundations were the most time-intensive part of the job, improving that made a huge difference.


      “Here, Sora, I brought lunch. There’s enough for everyone, so please eat it during your lunch break.”


      The lunches Mia packed for us seemed to make a big difference too.


      While I was out, Mia and Hikari were helping Filo look after the kids while Rurika, Chris, and Sera worked with the townspeople to break down the bodies of the monsters X had hunted, splitting the materials among everyone. During this process, they also happened to run into Tia’s parents, who cried with joy when they told them she was alive in the Dragonlands.


      Magic items that stored water were periodically distributed, but conservation was strict, so Chris also used her magic to purify water and give it out to the townspeople, and I helped with that as well. Chris also used her spirits to investigate the local water table, and she discovered that it had dried up completely.


      “It’s good to be building faster, but we might hit trouble soon,” Marse whispered at one point.


      He explained that they were running out of usable lumber, and the adventurers looked over the pile of wood we had available.


      Seems like there’s a lot left to me... I thought.


      “We can’t use that yet. It needs to dry out first, or it loses resiliency,” Marse told us.


      My Engineering/Construction skill was also advising me not to use the lumber in its current state. It would take time to dry it out, so we’d have to wait five days before it became usable.


      Still, if it just needs drying... Usually I could use the lifestyle spell Cleanse to dry things out, but I wasn’t sure if it would work on lumber. Could I push out the water? Or maybe use Absorb to draw it out?


      I decided to run my ideas past Marse after the others had left. Using earth magic to dig holes and harden foundations wasn’t so unusual that I couldn’t do it in public, but Absorb seemed considerably rarer. Even if I claimed I was actually using Cleanse, they might not buy it.


      We finished work earlier than usual and the other workers dispersed, at which point I walked up to Marse.


      “Foreman. A minute?” I’d gotten used to calling Marse “Foreman” on the job, so I did that here as well.


      “Hmm? Oh, Sora. Shouldn’t you be getting home?”


      “I wanted to see if I could dry out the lumber.”


      “You think you can? Well, I guess you wouldn’t be asking if you didn’t...” He told me to try it.


      I put my hand on the lumber and imagined the water draining out of it, just like I did when I was absorbing mana, and activated the skill.


      A split second later, I stopped.


      “Not working?” Marse asked, seeming disappointed. He must have had his hopes up. Being able to use the lumber now would let us build houses much faster, after all.


      “If I just do it like this, it might be...a waste?” I responded.


      Marse looked at me in confusion.


      Just as I’d started using my Absorb skill to drain out the water, I’d realized that I didn’t have any place to put it. Like with mana, the water I absorbed was entering my body directly. That had gotten uncomfortable immediately, and I’d had to stop. I’d have to find somewhere else to put the water I’d absorbed.


      I wasn’t getting one hundred percent of the water into my body like I’d done when absorbing mana, but there was a lot of it inside that piece of lumber. I’d also raised my Absorb skill level quite a bit, so I could drain a lot more than before.


      I thought about it, then quickly made a barrel from the wood inside my Item Box. Then I placed my right hand on a piece of lumber, activated Absorb, and transferred the water I pulled in with my right hand out into the barrel via my left.


      Okay, that should do the trick. I appraised the water, and it told me it was potable.


      “Wh-Wh-What did you just do?!” Marse shouted after he saw what I’d done.


      “It’s just a skill, I guess. I extracted water from the wood and transferred it to the barrel.”


      Marse seemed confounded by my explanation, but he acknowledged, “Well, I suppose that did the trick. We do have more lumber, so can you do the same for all of it?” he asked.


      “I’ll need to take regular breaks, but I can get it done before the day is out,” I told him. Sunset was still a ways off, after all.


      I continued using Absorb to drain water from the wood, and I chatted with Marse during my breaks. He mainly seemed surprised that I could use Alchemy.


      “How many skills can you use?” he asked.


      “That’s kind of a secret, I guess. It’s what lets me make a living as a traveling merchant, though.”


      “I see. I won’t pry, then. You’re already helping the young ladies, so that’s enough for me,” he acknowledged. “But you need a way to pass time while you’re resting, don’t you? How about telling me some tales of your travels?”


      “Sure thing. But there are a few things I’d like to ask you as well, Foreman.”


      “A swap, eh? As long as you don’t ask for any trade secrets,” he agreed.


      The matter of the slavecurse magistone resurfaced in my mind. Hawks had said that Marse, his teacher, might know something about it. I wanted to ask him a bit about smithing too—particularly if there was a way I could strengthen my mithril sword, which had failed to do any real damage to the Dragon King.


      “First, I’d like you to look at a certain...magic item, I guess?” I told him. “I was also hoping to ask you about a mithril sword I made.”


      “You’re a blacksmith too?”


      “No. Um...I made it with alchemy.”


      “Really?” He seemed surprised.


      I nodded, and he looked at me even more suspiciously.


      It was a fair enough reaction—I wouldn’t have believed you could make a sword with alchemy if I hadn’t done it myself. Though some weapons, like staves, incorporated alchemy into their creation, the art was typically used more for making consumables like potions and in the study and development of magic items.


      At any rate, I was pretty sure my own use of alchemy was an exception, especially since I’d been able to make things like my guns.


      “All right. So, what exactly do you want me to look at?” Marse asked me.


      “Ah, I’d prefer to do it in private, if possible.”


      Marse nodded. “I’ll have a look after we do a bit more work, then. It’d be easier to talk about mithril weapons in my workshop anyway.”




      On the seventeenth day after I began helping with construction, the work concluded. We still hadn’t built a house for everyone who wanted one, but we’d simply run out of lumber.


      “Sora, you’ve been a big help,” Marse told me. “You’re the reason the work went so quickly. If you wouldn’t mind staying until the next shipme—ah, no, I know the girls have places to be. Will you be going with them?”


      “That’s the plan,” I told him.


      “I see. Then tomorrow, I’d like all of you to come to my house. Chris knows where it is. You can show me the things you wanted to talk about.”


      When I went back to the orphanage, the girls greeted me and we ate dinner. I let Chris and the others know that Marse wanted us to come by his house tomorrow, then I split off from the group to lie down in my room. There were no beds here, just a blanket spread on the floor, but it was made of monster hide, so it was very comfortable.


      “I wonder if there’s a reason he wants us to go all the way to his house...” I whispered to myself. Would it become clear when we were there?


      Either way, I decided to check my stats before I went to sleep.




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




      HP: 660/660 / MP: 660/660 (+200) / SP: 660/660


      Strength: 650 (+0) / Stamina: 650 (+0) / Speed: 650 (+0)


      Magic: 650 (+200) / Dexterity: 650 (+0) / Luck: 650 (+0)




      Skill: Walking Lv. 65


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


      XP Counter: 553,080/1,870,000


      Steps since last check [1,577,132] + Exp bonus [2,789,126]


      Skill Points: 2




      Improved Skills


      [Attunement Lv. 7] [Conversion Lv. 8] [Reduce MP Consumption Lv. 7] [Transformation Lv. 5]




      Advanced Skills


      [Conceal Lv. 8] [Analysis Lv. 7] [Time Spells Lv. 6] [Absorb Lv. 5]




      Contract Skills


      [Holy Spells Lv. 7]




      My Walking skill’s level had gone up to 65, which made sense—I’d been doing a lot of walking these past seventeen days, after all. After I’d prepared all the foundations, they’d put me to work carrying wood from the lumber yard to the construction sites.


      The houses built on the main avenues were accessible by wagons, but there were a lot of places that could only be reached by narrow, winding streets, which meant people had to carry them by hand. This was a place where I shined—I could keep walking no matter how heavy my load was, carry logs that would normally take two grown men to carry, and never get tired while doing it.


      When the adventurers I worked with saw it, they said, “With strength like yours, you could be an adventurer!”


      My high stats were probably a part of it, but my Walking skill played the bigger role.


      I still have two skill points I can use. I guess I should hold on to them for now... I thought.


      “Still, tomorrow we’ll get to go out together for the first time in a while,” I realized. “We’ve been working separately for quite some time, so that should be really nice.”


      With that thought in mind, I wrapped myself up in the blanket and closed my eyes.


      ◇◇◇


      “This whole time we’ve been in Nahar, we haven’t been to Grampy Marse’s house once,” Chris said as we were walking there the next morning.


      “Chris, are you still calling him ‘Grampy’?” Rurika teased her. “Just call him Mr. Marse.”


      “He looks so sad when I call him that.”


      “Yeah, because you’re his favorite.”


      “That isn’t true! Remember when he gave you a weapon as a farewell gift? You were over the moon.”


      I listened to their playful banter as we walked.


      Marse had served as foreman of the construction project, but his main job was as a blacksmith who made equipment for adventurers. His skills were famous throughout the Republic, and high-ranking adventurers would come from all over just to buy from him. I’d heard he also crafted things like kitchen knives and pots that he only sold to the people of Nahar.


      Marse’s house was a workshop some distance away from the residential districts of Nahar. The reason it was so far away was to avoid disaster if something happened at the forge. Fire could be a hazard to the houses around it, after all.


      “Good to see you,” Marse said as we arrived. “Now, Chris I saw before...but you never came by to see me at all, Rurika.”


      Despite his scolding tone, the look in his eyes made it clear that he was very happy to see her.


      “And would that be little Sera?” He turned his eyes to the beastfolk girl. “You’ve really grown. I’m so glad to see you again.”


      “You seem healthy as ever too, Grampy.”


      “And Sora, Mia, Hikari...thank you for helping my girls. Now, let’s have a look at those things you mentioned, Sora.”


      “Here’s the first one,” I said, setting the slavecurse magistone in front of Marse. “Be careful; it’ll curse you if you touch it.”


      “Hrm, foreboding aura,” he mused. “Is it a crystal? No... And it’s got a curse? But I’m also picking up another effect...”


      “It causes charm too. As for where we found it...” I told him about the fight with the mutation and what had happened in the cave.


      “Ah, so that’s why it draws the eye the way it does. Curse and charm...almost like a magic item designed to create mutations. And if not even a mithril sword could destroy it, I can’t imagine many other weapons could do the job.”


      “Does that mean there are some weapons that could do it, Grampy Marse?” Chris asked.


      “I’d imagine so, but nothing in my workshop, I’m sure. I can tell that without even touching the thing. Is that the reason you want to talk about enhancing your mithril sword as well?” he asked me.


      “That’s...one of the reasons, yeah.” I stashed the slavecurse magistone away and handed my mithril sword to Marse.


      “Ah, I see. You made this with alchemy, you say?” Marse unsheathed the sword and began studying it from all angles.


      “This might take a while,” Rurika said as Marse continued to examine the blade.


      “Grampy Marse tends to get a little too focused on things,” Chris agreed, watching him with an awkward expression.


      “No choice,” Rurika said with a groan. “Let’s have a look around the forge until he’s back with us.”


      “You sure that’s okay?” I asked her.


      “It’s fine. It’s his fault for ignoring us like this anyway. Mia, feel free to look around too.”


      I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested. Hawks’s equipment had been amazing, and these items were made by his teacher, Marse. I was nervous about the idea of walking around his shop without permission, but... He seems to give Chris free rein, so it’s probably fine?


      Curiosity triumphed over awkwardness in the end, and I walked around the forge looking at the items lining the walls. Appraisal revealed each to be of the highest quality, and they all seemed to have additional effects as well. Analysis told me what kinds of ore each weapon was made out of, but that apparently wasn’t what provided the additional effects. Sometimes two items made out of the same kind of ore had different effects.


      Differences in the forging process, maybe? I wondered. I could always enchant things with effects later, so I’d never paid much attention to it.


      “Sora, you said you made this with alchemy? How did you do it? Can you make one right now?” Marse asked at last.


      I’d been so focused on his equipment and so lost in my thoughts that I jumped a little when he finally addressed me. I didn’t even hear him come up, so I guess I can’t blame him for being distracted before.


      “I can’t make mithril weapons without the material, but I can make a weapon from any kind of ore,” I told him.


      “Could I see?”


      I nodded, checked my Item Box, and decided to use a combination of regular ore and iron ore to make a dagger.


      I lined up the materials in front of me, activated Alchemy, and fused the two. Then I infused the mixture with mana, imagined the product I wanted, and produced a steel dagger.


      “So you really do make it with Alchemy. And so quickly too. Hmm... Sora, let me test the edge.” Marse brought several tools from the back of the forge and tried them all in turn. “Reasonably good edge and durability, but...” Marse still seemed unhappy with it somehow.


      “Is there a problem, Mr. Marse?” Rurika asked.


      “The problem is that there’s no problem,” he told her. “Do you know how long it takes us to make a single weapon? To learn that you can do it in an instant is just... But ah, all right. Wait just a minute.”


      Marse went into the back of the forge again, and this time he came back with a weapon—a dagger.


      “This dagger was made with almost the same materials you used,” he told us. “Sera, why don’t you strike it with the dagger Sora made?”


      As instructed, Sera picked up the dagger I’d made and swung it down without a moment’s hesitation.


      “It broke,” she said, and indeed it had—my dagger, that is.


      “As you can see, they’re made of the same material, but the Alchemy version is more limited,” Marse explained.


      “It isn’t just because you’re so skilled, Mr. Marse?” Rurika asked.


      “That could be a part of it,” he conceded after a moment. “I’m certainly proud of my skill. But...Sora, do you know the true nature of smithing? Or weapons?” Marse asked me.


      “The true nature of weapons?”


      “Based on that reaction, I’ll assume you don’t. Whether you’re using alchemy or the forge, making any kind of weapon requires more than just hammering iron. You need to understand the structure of it. You need to know where to hit it to make it harder and sharper.”


      “You think I’d be able to make better-quality weapons if I had that knowledge, then?” I asked.


      “Seems possible, anyway,” Marse said.


      He was probably right. Having the knowledge should make it easier to imagine the final product.


      Should I learn the Smithing skill, then? I wondered. No, just learning a skill wouldn’t be enough. I’d have to use that skill and gain experience with it to raise its level, as I’d done with my Sword Tech skill. Would Marse teach me if I asked? I wondered then, but I decided against it. He might not be willing, and I didn’t have that time to spare anyway...


      “Are you girls leaving town?” Marse asked eventually.


      “We were planning to stay a bit longer,” Rurika said, which surprised me. The construction work had reached a stopping point, so I’d assumed we’d leave town right away, but we hadn’t actually discussed it.


      “Hey, Grampy Marse. Would you teach Sora about smithing while we’re here? He makes our equipment, so...” Chris proposed.


      “Sora, are you interested in blacksmithing?” Marse asked me.


      “I am.” The words came out faster than I expected.


      There were probably a lot of reasons for this. The fact that I couldn’t beat the Dragon King, the fact that I couldn’t destroy the slavecurse magistone...but mainly I just liked the idea of learning new things. Not that the idea of making our journey more comfortable and our fights more winnable wasn’t also appealing...


      “Very well. I’ll teach you what I can during your stay,” Marse said. “But I don’t know how much I can offer. And...here, you should call me Instructor. No need for fancy speech, though. Just talk to me the way you’ve been doing.”


      And so Marse took me on as a student.




      “I can’t believe Mr. Marse agreed to teach you,” Rurika said after it was decided.


      I’d been surprised by it too. I always assumed artisans like blacksmiths kept a tighter lid on their trade secrets. It’s probably just because Chris asked him. As I thought that, I found myself looking over at Chris.


      Rurika and the others were looking at her too—they must have thought the same thing. Chris herself seemed a bit flustered by everyone staring at her.


      “You don’t seem to have much time to spare, so should we get started right away?” Marse asked.


      “I’d appreciate it if you’re willing, Instructor,” I told him, slipping into my new mode of address. “Also, you wanted the girls to come along. Was there something you were hoping to ask them?”


      “Ah, that’s right. Since you mentioned continuing on your journey. I thought I’d give them some equipment as a parting gift. It looks like that won’t be necessary, though.”


      If he was going to give them valuable items as a parting gift for free, he must really have cared about them.


      Suddenly, I heard a shout from outside. “Hey, old man, you in?! I need some work on my gear!”


      Old man? I wondered. They must mean Marse. Especially since they wanted work done on their equipment...


      Before Marse could reply, the yelling man barged in.


      “Oh, be quiet. You don’t have to shout like—” Marse started.


      “Mr. Barotta!” Rurika interrupted.


      The man named Barotta stopped and stared as he saw us. “Rurika and Chris? Hey, you two are back?” he said in disbelief.


      “Yes, thank you for all your help back then,” Chris said, bowing to him deeply.


      It looked like this was someone they knew from before they’d left on their journey.


      “Hey, it’s nothing. Morrigan was a huge help to us too, after all,” Barotta said easily. “So...did you do what you were hoping to do?”


      “We found Sera,” Chris told him. “But not Big Sis Eris.”


      “I see... So, um, are you Sera?” The man looked at Mia and Hikari before his gaze stopped on Sera. He probably hadn’t met her before, but he must have heard that she was a beastfolk, because he immediately knew which one she was.


      “Yeah, I’m Sera. Rurika and Chris told me all about you, um, Mr. Barotta,” she said.


      “Yeah? Glad to hear you were all right,” Barotta said with a bright smile.


      “All right, Barotta, how can I help you?” Marse asked, trying to get the conversation back on track.


      “O-Oh, I almost forgot. We just got back from a search, so I was hoping you’d look at my equipment.” Barotta handed his sword and breastplate to Marse.


      “Heh, looks like you’ve really put them through the wringer,” Marse said as he looked at them.


      “What’d you expect? The monsters are tough, and the forest’s laid out like a maze. We were lucky just to get out of there. Good karma, I guess.”


      “So it was a failure?” Marse said with a frown.


      “Yeah, and I’m betting the others will be bringing over their equipment soon enough. We’ll have to talk it out with the guild to figure out our next move.” I could see exhaustion leak out of Barotta’s expression.


      “Mr. Barotta, are you talking about the quest to find the water source?” Chris asked.


      “Ah, yeah. Anyway, I’m pretty tired, so I’m gonna stop back at home for a while. When can I come back for my stuff?” he asked Marse.


      “I’ve got nothing else I need to do right away, so two days should be enough.”


      “Got it.” He turned back to Rurika. “So when are you girls heading out? Right away?”


      “Nah, we’ll be in town for a while.”


      “Great. We can all do some catching up, then. The others have been wondering about you guys too.”


      “Yes, we’re staying at the orphanage for now, but we’ll also be leaving on quests from the guild here and there. If we’re not there when you come by, just leave a message with Filo.”


      “The orphanage lady, huh? All right, Chris. See ya!”


      “Just wish he could learn to keep his voice down,” Marse muttered in annoyance, but he also seemed relieved he’d gotten back safely. “Well, now that I’ve got some work in, I’ll be busy for a while. Sora, watching this should be educational for you. C’mon, let’s get started!”


      Marse went into the back of the forge, so I followed him, and my studies began.


      ◇◇◇


      “Whew, another exhausting day.” It was my second day as Marse’s student, and after dinner was over, I collapsed onto the blanket in my room. Ciel came over and gazed into my face worriedly. “I’m fine,” I told her. “I’m having fun. I’m just tired.”


      I’d spent one skill point to obtain the Smithing skill in advance. Like Cooking or Mountaineering, it helped me learn things about forging.




      NEW


      [Smithing Lv. 1]




      It worked like my other skills in that the higher my skill’s level got, the more understanding I seemed to gain from it, so I’d gone from knowing nothing on my first day to being able to understand what Marse was teaching me on my second. The fact that my proficiency was increasing even though I wasn’t actually working the forge myself suggested that learning the fundamentals from Marse still counted.


      By my fifth day as Marse’s student, my Smithing level had gone up to 4, which showed just how amazing a teacher he was. I’d previously thought of artisans as being extremely brusque, but Marse was very thorough and considerate in his explanations to me.


      For instance, he told me that you could confer extra abilities to weapons by integrating ore with elemental properties into the forging. You apparently needed to do more than strike the ore, though—it took specialty tools and mana from the striker. If you didn’t imbue enough mana, it wouldn’t work.


      These techniques were passed down from generation to generation, he said, and many of them had been lost.


      “These were weapons our ancestors developed and used when the empire invaded. I only learned about it from my instructor, and I’d never seen them in person.” It turned out that Marse’s ancestors—the ancestors of the dwarves—had lived in Vossheil. But when the Empire adopted human supremacy, the dwarves had been driven out and had moved to the Republic instead.




      “Sora, can we talk?”


      I was just thinking about going to bed a little early when Chris and Hikari stopped by my room. Hikari immediately started playing with Ciel, but I wondered if she’d mostly come along to keep the others from gossiping about me and Chris being alone together. (It was mostly the young girls who did that, of course.)


      “What is it?” I asked her.


      “It’s about the search quest for the water source. Barotta says his party is going to take it again, so I was thinking we’d go with them. Do you want to come along?” Chris explained that she was worried about the wells being dried up. Even if they were getting supplies, a lack of free access to water was stressful.


      My instructor had also lamented that he couldn’t forge as much as he wanted to while this was going on. It was half of the reason he was working as a foreman, in fact.


      “Of course. Actually, I talked to Instructor about it...” I started, and Chris burst out laughing. “Did I say something strange?” I asked her.


      “I’m just not used to hearing you call Grampy Marse ‘Instructor’ yet,” she laughed.


      “Ah, right. So is there anything we need to know about the water source search?” I figured it was as good a time as any to ask that.


      First, as Barotta had said when he’d visited the forge, the forest was like a maze that messed with your sense of direction and left you walking in circles. They’d tried to carve symbols into the surfaces of trees, but they’d never been able to find them again. Finding this strange, they’d carved marks into the bark of nearby trees while they were camping, but when they woke up in the morning the surfaces had returned to normal. They even tried sticking whole knives into them, but the knives eventually disappeared as if they’d been sucked into the tree.


      “Mr. Barotta said he was lucky to escape, but it sounded like they managed to get out right after they decided to give up and go home.”


      “Like the forest has a mind of its own?” I asked in an almost joking way.


      “It’s always been called the Lost Woods, and we were warned to stay away from it,” Chris told me. At least, that was what Morrigan had said when they’d first moved to Nahar.


      “Well, my automap should get us through it, but we might want to make plans assuming it won’t work.” The automap hadn’t always worked perfectly in the past—especially in dungeons.


      “That’s true. And about the monsters: Mr. Barotta’s party are Rank B adventurers. If the woods are full of monsters that they think are strong, we’ll really have to watch out.”


      “What kinds of monsters?” I asked.


      “The ones they ran into were orcs, tiger wulfs, treants, and death spyders. Oh, and they said they saw undead in the distance a few times.”


      I’d never fought death spyders before. Spyder-type monsters tended to have tricky attacks that used their silk, and they sometimes even spun traps.


      “But if it’s full of such dangerous monsters, wouldn’t the area around the forest be dangerous too?” I asked. It wasn’t a geographically significant area, so people probably didn’t go there often, but apparently there were a few who went in search of unknown materials.


      “Surprisingly, it’s never come up, at least not that we know of,” she said, though it seemed possible that they might just not have heard about it. “Well, we’ll handle the preparations. We should be able to meet up and talk the day before, so just keep that in mind.”


      Chris was about to leave when we noticed Hikari had fallen asleep holding Ciel.


      I was wondering why they’d been so quiet. So they fell asleep...


      Apparently Hikari was often helping Mia entertain the kids, which probably took a lot out of her. I was about to carry her out of the room when...


      “I’ll take Hikari,” Chris said.


      “You sure?” I asked.


      “I’m an adventurer too, remember? And Hikari’s small and light.” Chris struck a flexing pose as she spoke.


      I couldn’t help but smile, and I helped Hikari onto Chris’s back.


      “Good night, Sora,” she said in amusement as she was getting ready to leave. “By the way, Grampy Marse said you really surprised him. He said you always go walking during your break periods, and you never rest even when you should be tired...”


      It’s just that I recover stamina faster while I’m walking than by sitting down and resting... I thought sheepishly.




      “All right, Sora. Give it a try,” Marse told me.


      I nodded to him and activated Alchemy. I channeled mana into the materials in front of me and, while watching them combine, used my Smithing skill to form the image of a blade in my mind. The next instant, the materials vanished and a steel dagger appeared in their place.


      Marse picked up the dagger, inspected it from several angles, then brought out something to test it on—a bigbear bone. He swung the dagger down at it and severed the bone without resistance. The cut itself was smooth.


      “Well, I’d say this deserves a passing grade,” Marse said. He laid the dagger back down, but he was scowling.


      “You don’t seem happy, Mr. Marse. If he succeeded, you could give him more praise.”


      “I think I’m allowed to be unsettled when I see someone make a weapon this easily,” Marse replied, glaring at her.


      “Well, I guess so...” Rurika fidgeted under his stern gaze.


      “So, Sora. Do you intend to make a living from this?” Marse asked me.


      “I haven’t thought about it. I’ve only made equipment for my team so far, and potions are a more reliable seller.”


      “And you make those with alchemy as well?”


      I nodded.


      Marse looked positively flabbergasted by my response. “Well, that’s up to you. But if you’re going to sell equipment, let me advise you—if people hear that you can make them this easily, they’ll likely start beating down your door, and probably try to force you to join them.”


      That did seem possible. Worse, people might be willing to go to extreme lengths to get me to do what they wanted, like taking some of my party members hostage to threaten me.


      “Well now that I have your stamp of approval, I’ll strengthen our weapons.” Taking Marse’s words to heart, I prepared my mithril sword.


      My whole party had gathered here today so I could remake their mithril weapons. Obviously, I wouldn’t be making them from scratch, but I did want to restructure the weapons they already had with alchemy.


      I started with my own mithril sword. Holding it in my hand, I activated Alchemy and channeled mana into it while adjusting the image with my Smithing skill.


      The sword became wreathed in mana and began to change shape. The changes weren’t immediately obvious, but I definitely felt it.


      “Instructor, if you please.” I held the mithril sword out to Marse so he could check how well I’d done.


      “Hmm, a fine make.”


      Marse’s words made me feel relieved, so I reworked Hikari’s, Rurika’s, and Sera’s weapons the same way. It didn’t take much longer than ten minutes to finish all the work.


      “Hey, Sora. I feel like it’s easier to channel mana into this now,” Sera told me, already checking out the feel of the weapon.


      It had already had a good mana flow rate, and I’d managed to improve it even further. It could now gain the same amount of power with a much smaller amount of mana—or maybe even more power.


      I checked the status of my own mithril sword, then got Marse’s permission to take out the slavecurse magistone.


      Will the enhanced mithril sword allow me to break it? I wondered.


      The others saw what I was doing, stopped, and looked in my direction.


      I channeled mana into my mithril sword, raised it to mid-level height, and hit the stone with a Sword Slash.


      A hard sound rang out...but the stone sustained no damage.


      “Sora, do you mind if I test it?” Sera had more raw power, so I left it to her.


      While everyone watched, Sera closed her eyes, focused, and swung the axe in her left hand down. The moment it hit the slavecurse magistone, she struck the axe in her left hand with the one in her right.


      The two strikes in quick succession released a shock wave...but there still wasn’t a scratch on the magistone.


      Sera let out a cry of pain, so I cast Recovery on her and told her to get away. Apparently even touching the thing through your weapon would spread the curse to you.


      “Should I just keep it sealed in the Item Box forever?” I asked. It did seem like the safest course of action right now.


      We decided to try it once with a sword that Marse had forged as well, but the result was the same. With the knowledge I had now, I could tell that Marse’s weapons were better in terms of potential, but the mithril sword with mana infused was superior to that.


      Marse’s response to the failed cut was gentle. “There are things in the world that just can’t be destroyed, like dungeon walls. Maybe this is like that.”


      Is he comforting me? I wondered. No, it was just as likely that he was reminding himself. The sword he’d forged had also failed, and he couldn’t hide his frustration when it did.


      “Sora, is destroying this thing the reason you’re studying smithery?” he asked me then.


      “That was one of the reasons, and what you told me earlier clinched it. But there was something else frustrating me a while back.” I was talking about how I’d only managed to barely scratch the Dragon King. I didn’t know if all dragons were that tough, but it certainly gave me an idea of what to expect.


      “Do you mind if I ask what that was?”


      “Hmm? I fought a dragon, but I couldn’t do any damage to it.”


      As soon as I said it, I realized what I’d done. I stopped and looked over at Mia and Chris in a cold sweat.


      “Sora? What did you just say you fought?” Mia asked. She was smiling, but her eyes were not.


      I looked back to Marse for aid, but he averted his eyes.


      No, I understand, I told myself. I’d do the same thing in his shoes...


      “I just remembered something I have to do,” he said suddenly, standing up to leave.


      Okay, maybe that’s going a little far! “It was in the Dragonlands,” I replied after a moment. “I’ll tell you the rest once we’re back.”


      “Honestly. You need to stop doing things like that,” Mia told me seriously.


      “She’s right, Sora,” Chris agreed.


      I reminded myself that they were only angry because they were worried about me and nodded obediently. But if I may make a humble excuse, it was kind of sprung on me at the last minute. It’s not like I was looking for dragons to fight...


      Then Marse returned. “W-Well, sounds like you’ve been through a lot,” he said nervously. “So, do you think your current sword can do the job?”


      “I’m not sure. I won’t know until I try it.”


      “Can you test it now?”


      I pulled the dragon scale out of my Item Box. Though it was actually just a piece of a scale, it was still large enough that a person could make a shield out of it. It was currently a dusky black, but its color had been much richer when it had been on Alzahark’s body.


      “That’s...a dragon’s scale, eh?” Marse said, examining it. “It’s a top-class piece of material as well.”


      “Yeah, I managed to put a tiny crack on it, and that wasn’t even from a head-on attack; it was a moment when I managed to catch him off guard.”


      “I see. Might be better not to test it,” Marse advised me.


      “Really?”


      “From what I can see, your current sword could make a much deeper cut than this, but only because dragon scales lose their toughness the further they get from their dragon. Of course, a few modifications could bring it back to its original hardness...or more. Depending on the maker’s skill, of course.”


      If Marse was right, testing my weapon against the scale could ruin a precious resource for no reason, so I decided not to. “Could you use this to make a shield, Instructor?” I asked instead.


      “Hmm, I could, but it’d take time. You can’t do it yourself?”


      “Not right now.” After learning the Smithing skill, I’d noticed a shield in my Alchemy list that had a dragon scale as an ingredient. My attempt to make it had failed, though. Alchemy just wouldn’t accept the dragon scale as a valid target, possibly because it wasn’t just any dragon scale, but one from the Dragon King.


      My Creation list also had some armor that used dragon scales, and those seemed like they’d work, though I couldn’t tell you why. I wasn’t able to try it, though, since I didn’t have enough of the other materials I’d need.


      Then, when I returned the scale to my Item Box...


      “Are those the only dragon materials you have, Sora?” Marse asked me. The quality of my dragon scale must have piqued his interest in seeing my other items.


      “I have one other. A fang.”


      Marse asked to see it. The way he did it while bearing down on me with nostrils flared was kind of intense.


      I peeled Marse off of me and produced the dragon fang from my Item Box. It was a pure white color, shining faintly silver in the light.


      “I-Incredible. I never thought I’d see the like...” Marse’s eyes opened wide as he stared at it, mouth agape. His hands trembled as they reached for the fang. “The greatest experience for any blacksmith is getting to lay eyes on the finest-quality material. I can’t work with this, though. It’s perfect...well, maybe not quite that good, but even my best attempt would just degrade it. It’d destroy its latent potential, even.” His reaction was even stronger than it had been to the scale.




      [Dragon* Fang] One strike could even kill a God...perhaps?




      That was what Appraisal revealed about it. It was a simple description, yet at the same time, it felt like it was messing with me. The abstraction made it hard to know exactly how to interpret it. But at least Marse was probably right that it was a superior class of material.


      By comparison, appraising the dragon scale had told me:




      [Dragon* Scale] Hard and strong. Channeling mana into it brings out its true value?




      Still, nothing seemed to change when I channeled mana into it. In fact, it seemed to want to drain my mana completely dry... Maybe its true power could only be accessed by someone with enough mana to fill it up completely.


      “Is the fang really that amazing, Mr. Marse?” Mia asked when she saw how impressed he was. “I wonder if it could destroy the slavecurse magistone, then.”


      Surely it couldn’t be that easy... I thought skeptically. Could it?


      “Well there’s no harm in trying, right? I think we should,” Mia said, encouraging me. She seemed desperately curious about what might happen, and she didn’t appear likely to back off anytime soon.


      Chris, in her usual infinite curiosity, seemed to feel the same way.


      Left with no other choice, I brought out the slavecurse magistone. Then I picked up the dragon fang and...


      “Would one of you like to do the honors?” I asked Mia and Chris. I could have done it myself, of course, but they might understand better if they took the lead.


      “I’ll try it, then,” Mia said. “I can resist the curse if it comes to it, after all.”


      She cast Blessing on herself, took the fang in both hands, and raised it up high. Then she took a deep breath and stabbed it down into the magistone.


      It didn’t look like a particularly strong strike; mostly the fang had just dropped into it under its own gravity. And yet...when the tip of the fang struck the magistone, it sank easily into the material and split the magistone in two.


      “It really worked,” Mia breathed.


      I gazed in astonishment at the result, as did everyone else there—with Mia somehow being the most shocked of us all. The thing Sera and I hadn’t been able to put a scratch in with all our power had been split apart just like that.


      I carefully took the broken pieces in my hands, but they didn’t hit me with any sort of curse effect.


      “Mia, does looking at it affect you at all?” I asked, wondering if the charm was still in place.


      “I don’t think so,” she said, suggesting that it wasn’t.


      I analyzed it and saw that the name had changed as well, to:




      [Sealed Curse Fragment]




      That night, we finished our meal and gathered in our room. The others wanted me to explain how I ended up fighting a dragon.


      “You fought the Dragon King? Why?” Rurika asked in vague astonishment after I told them.


      “He said it would be a test of my strength,” I told them. “I think he wanted to make sure we could handle the Black Forest.” However, the way Dragon King Alzahark had spoken at the time made me think it was something even more serious than that.


      “Well, since he called you so abruptly, I guess you didn’t have a choice,” Rurika conceded. “Even if we’d told you not to, it would have been hard to say no, so I don’t think you did anything wrong this time. Chris, Mia, do you agree?”


      Chris and Mia both nodded.


      Whew, looks like I’m forgiven, I thought, breathing a sigh of relief. But you probably didn’t have to emphasize “this time” like that, Rurika... “So, are you guys ready to move out tomorrow?” I asked aloud. Of course, I knew that they were. I was just trying to change the subject.


      “We’re all ready, yeah. Chris was the only one who had a really hard time,” Rurika said.


      “Big Sis Chris worked hard,” Hikari put in. Since she’d been heading out to search for the water source, it seemed she’d been helping restock the town’s water. The townspeople had lent a hand by rounding up empty casks.


      “But the hardest part of all was putting up with Big Sis Filo’s lectures.” Rurika wore a pasted-on smile, but she looked tired. “I think she still sees us as kids.”


      I remembered that when they’d first told her we were going to search for the water source, she’d been against it and had told them to let Barotta’s party handle it.


      “Sora, you were busy yesterday too, huh?” Rurika prompted me.


      “Instructor says they got a new lumber shipment in, and they want to build more houses while we’re gone, so I was laying more foundations and drying as much wood as I could before we leave.”


      The drying process had also yielded quite a few casks full of water, so I’d leave them in the room before we headed out the next day.


      ◇Filo’s Perspective


      Rurika and Chris were home.


      How many years had they been gone? They’d never sent me any updates, so I’d been as worried as could be.


      I’d assumed they were trying to accomplish the impossible, which was why I’d been so shocked when they’d come home with Sera. And they were also traveling with two girls and a boy, who had apparently helped them a whole lot.


      “So you’re going to keep traveling?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.


      “Yes. We haven’t found my big sister yet,” Chris said.


      “But you’ve been to all the kingdoms, haven’t you? Where else is there to look?”


      Chris looked uncomfortable and didn’t answer. They clearly knew where they were going next and that it was going to be dangerous.


      I wished I could stop them, but if they were the kind of people who could be talked out of these sorts of things, they wouldn’t have left in the first place. Morrigan had told them it was dangerous time and again, but it never worked—the bond between Rurika, Chris, Sera and Eris was just that strong. They were close with the other children, but it was the four of them who played together the most, and the other three seemed to revere Eris tremendously.


      I know. I’ll give that to Chris, then. I thought, and called her into the room Morrigan used to use.


      “But Miss Filo, this is Granny’s...” she said as I handed it over to her.


      “Yes. Morrigan left it here long ago when she set out. She said that if she didn’t make it home, she wanted me to give it to you.”


      “I-I can’t accept it...”


      I was sure Chris would say that. She knew how much Morrigan had treasured this pendant.


      “I’m just letting you hold on to it for a while,” I said after a pause. “So make sure you come back to Nahar to return it. After you find Eris, you know?”


      I effectively forced it into Chris’s hand, and she looked flustered but accepted it.


      I hoped my words would stop her from doing anything too reckless. She was a very kind girl, so she wouldn’t let it go to waste like that.


      Soon after, Chris and her friends headed off with Barotta’s party, as planned, to look for the water source. As I watched them all go, all I could do was pray that even if they failed, they would all make it back safely.
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      Interlude 4


      We’d tracked down the adventurers who had completed the hunt in Fisui. In the process, we’d learned they were headed to Nahar and would be stopping by Flamen on the way.


      A group that operated out of Flamen happened to be in the city at that moment, so we’d asked them to take over monitoring them. Not every member of their party was one of ours, but I figured they could work their way around that.


      We’d have liked to go ourselves, but we were stuck with the boring, endless work of digging out the cave.


      “They took out another mutation,” the messenger said.


      They were a party of one man and five women, and they’d just come from the Lufre Dragonlands. Three of them were adventurers, while the other three were a merchant, a holy magic user, and a special slave—an odd combination. The three adventurers were Rank C but were assumed to have Rank B-level skills, since they’d managed to handle three redbears and two mutations in Fisui.


      “Break time’s over. Let’s get back to work,” I grumbled.


      I wasn’t happy about the idea, but we couldn’t stop halfway. And given how much ground we’d covered in so many days, we probably had another three before we reached the inside of the cave. If the whole massive space in there was filled...


      No, don’t think about that, I told myself. Going down that road would just kill our motivation.




      “You lost contact?” I stopped working and looked at the messenger. The others all turned their eyes toward him too.


      “Yeah, the six-man group and the two working separately have all gone missing.”


      “Did they end up in the fight with the mutation?”


      “Doesn’t look like it. The adventurers who took the quest with them said they got ambushed in the middle of the night.”


      “Any injuries among the survivors?”


      “It doesn’t seem like it.”


      Which means the ambush was directly targeting our men. There was a good chance they’d been made, especially since they’d managed to take out the detached force as well. Did they know the men were here this whole time and were just giving them a long leash?


      The rest of our group must have caught on to this too. “Maybe the Republic’s behind this,” someone whispered, and the words hung heavily in the air.


      That witch was here, after all. We’d have to act even more carefully.


      “Anyway, let’s hurry up,” I finally said. Our next move would be determined by what we found here. Hopefully we’d retrieve the item and that would end it, but...if we didn’t...




      “They’re going to that forest,” the messenger told us this time.


      “Heading for the water source?”


      “Most likely. The guild has a quest posted for it, so they probably took that.”


      The item hadn’t been in the cave after all, so they very likely had it with them. But to carry around something like that unaffected, you’d need at least a bag of holding... It wouldn’t be unusual for a traveling merchant to have one, and they also had a holy magic user in their ranks. They’d be able to do it, then, I decided.


      “The Lost Woods, eh?” I mused. It would be extremely difficult to find anyone there. But if we could find them, we could take them out without anyone noticing.


      “Will the others be able to meet up with us?”


      “Yeah, that should be fine. But we’ll need to be careful not to be seen.”


      Even the locals rarely approached the Lost Woods.


      Maybe we could take advantage of the newly discovered ruins. We could dress up as merchants on the way there, then step off the road halfway.


      I was interested in the ruins too, but it would be best not to barge into them without a plan, as they were tightly locked down with soldiers as well as skilled adventurers at the moment.


      We’d let our higher-ups know about the situation, but they’d ordered us to just keep an eye on it for now, probably because they couldn’t spare the personnel while also preparing for the Demon King hunt. I was glad about this; it was better than being given a reckless order.


      “I guess we’d better hurry along too, then,” I agreed.


      And so, we headed for the Lost Woods...


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 5


      “Thanks again for this.” Barotta smiled blissfully as he took a bite of a piping hot meat skewer. The other men of his party reached out to take their share as well.


      Rurika and Chris had told us that they’d met Barotta’s party soon after they’d moved to Nahar. The party had studied under Morrigan for a short time and felt like they owed her, so when Rurika and Chris had set out, they’d accompanied them as far as the Empire.


      The time flew by as we walked through the grassland, listening to Barotta talk about their early days together. They had a lot to say about Chris, which was probably why she spent so much time staring down at the ground and blushing.


      “Tomorrow’s the big day, huh? Let’s get through it this time.”


      It had taken us three days to get within sight of the overgrown forest, and we could probably reach it if we walked for another hour. But it was late enough now that we decided to camp out and challenge the Lost Woods the next day.


      Normally you could easily track a water source by following a river upstream, but in the forest itself it must have flowed underground, because there were no obvious bodies of water to follow.


      “Can we ask you to take the first watch again tonight?” Barotta asked me.


      “Sure, that’s fine.”


      “Okay. But I don’t mind handling it ourselves if you like, since you’re cooking for us and all.”


      “Seriously, don’t worry about it. Besides, the real hard part is coming up. We all need to rest and build up our stamina,” Rurika told him.


      Barotta took that moment to look over at the forest and replied in agreement, “That’s true. You’re right, of course, little girl.”


      “Mr. Barotta, could you stop calling me ‘little girl’?”


      “Right, Rurika. Please do, then.”


      Rurika seemed satisfied by that, and she even looked a little happy.


      Part of the reason we were taking watch was indeed to reduce the burden on our adventuring companions, but it was also so that we could feed Ciel.


      I handed my food-filled bag of holding to Rurika as we started our watch shift. I’d let Rurika take charge of feeding Ciel because Ciel had been pretty deprived lately, and Rurika liked to relieve her own stress by doting on her. From what I could see on my automap, there were no signals around us either.


      “But...” I took my eyes off my automap and looked back at the forest. I wasn’t even using Detect Mana, but I could still tell that the whole place was emitting a powerful magical aura. It was within the automap’s display range, but the ground it covered was entirely blacked out there.


      Maybe there’s a threshold like in the dungeons, and I’ll be able to see more once we go in... I thought, but it’d be best not to count on that.


      Since we’d decided to take the water source expedition quest, we’d met up with Barotta’s party several times to hear about what it was like there. The more they told us, the more it sounded like a tricky place to deal with.


      The worst part of all was that they’d found it impossible to detect monsters there even though their party had several search skills. The only reason they had made it back without losing a single person was because of their party’s rather large size—thirteen in all—and their veteran status.


      Yet, even knowing the danger, they were going back anyway. I could tell from the way they talked about it that this was because they cared deeply about Nahar and the people who lived there.


      “Sora, is Ciel... No, she’s not with you, is she?” Chris came up to me while we were standing watch. It was unusual to see her leaving her post.


      “What’s up?” I asked her.


      “My pacted spirits seem restless. I’m worried.”


      “Ciel’s acting the same as always. I think she’s just happy she gets to eat.”


      “Oh, all right,” Chris said. She must have understood that Ciel was with Rurika.


      “Are your spirits upset because of the forest?” I asked. There was a lot of mana in the forest, so I thought that could be what was going on.


      “I think so. They started acting like this when we got closer to it.”


      Then I remembered that I’d been curious about something since we’d set out to look for the water source. “By the way, I wanted to ask you something. Is that okay?”


      “What is it?”


      “What’s that pendant you’re wearing?”


      I’d noticed she was wearing a pendant with green gemstones. I’d never seen it before, and she’d seemed to be holding it fondly while we were walking, so I’d gotten curious. Nahar was home to people she’d known most of her life, so had it been a present from one of them?


      Chris seemed surprised by my question, but she explained how she’d come by it.


      I listened to her story and said, “I guess you’d better make sure you get back safely, huh?”


      “Yes. But that goes for you too, Sora.”


      I felt like she was trying to remind me not to overwork myself, so I decided to run my next plan by her instead of just going off and doing it. “So, um, there’s something I want to check. Could you stay here a minute?”


      “What are you going to do?”


      “I want to find out if I can use my automap in the forest and if I can call X and Shade there.”


      She frowned at my words, but...


      “I’ll be right back,” I promised her, then activated Hide Presence and Conceal and teleported to the edge of the forest. I couldn’t make it there with a single use of the spell, but a few in a row did the job.


      Once I was there, I called up Shade and X and stepped into the forest, at which time they immediately reverted to their golem cores. I also called up my automap, but the whole display was pitch-black.


      “So it’s not just the automap that’s off-limits. I also can’t summon the golems...” I tried once more to confirm it, returned the cores to my Item Box, then teleported back to Chris.


      Chris listened nervously as I told her the situation.




      “Master. Feeling dizzy.”


      That was the first thing Hikari said as we entered the forest. She was pressing a hand to her head.


      “Can you handle it?” I asked her.


      “Yeah,” she responded simply.


      “I get it. My head hurts a little too,” Rurika said, putting a hand to her temple.


      The main thing the two of them had in common was access to search skills.


      I activated Detect Presence and immediately felt a stinging my temples as well. Yeah, that explains it. The pain seemed to get worse the higher your skill’s level was, as well. Hikari’s pain certainly looked worse, judging by the expression on their faces. I’d known them both long enough that I could tell.


      “You two probably shouldn’t use your search skills,” I told them. “That’s what’s causing it.” I assumed it was possible for them to deactivate their skills, since otherwise they’d spend all day being jumpy about things around them.


      It looked like Hikari was doing just that. She said, “Yeah. Pain’s not as bad.”


      “You’re right,” Rurika agreed. “But this is going to make the search a lot harder.”


      “Nothing to be done about it. I also can’t use my automap at all.” I’d told them in advance that I couldn’t call up my golems either.


      “It’s just like Barotta said, then,” Rurika admitted.


      They’d mentioned having trouble using search skills in the forest, but they hadn’t known precisely why. I’d hoped that Hikari, with her higher-level search abilities, could get us through anyway, but it seemed that was hopeless.


      “Okay, let’s go over the important points,” Barotta began. “There’s one major rule you need to follow here in the forest: no fire attack spells. That means you, Chris, and... Sora, you use them too, right? Just don’t do it. You don’t want to see what comes after.”


      He explained that the use of fire magic led the forest to somehow summon a massive downpour. The rain wouldn’t be so bad on its own, but it also blocked your vision and hid the sound of monsters approaching. The cold was also extremely draining.


      Lifestyle spell-level fire was fine, he said, but if you tried to use it to burn the trees, you’d get the downpour.


      “Master, there!” Hikari suddenly cried, pointing at a tree. Barotta had marked it when we’d first entered the forest, but now there wasn’t a scratch on it.


      “You also can’t leave things on the ground,” he told us. “Now, we got ourselves a magic item that should point us in the right direction, but I’m not sure how useful it’ll be.”


      He explained that you could assign the item a certain direction in which it would always point, similar to a magnetic compass. The arrow was currently pointing east-southeast. At the very least, it should make it impossible to go in the wrong direction.


      “Now, let’s form ranks,” Barotta said.


      We’d decided that his party would take up the front and the rear, with ours at the center. I’d be focused on defense rather than attack, and I’d use Conceal as we walked, just to be safe. If I couldn’t detect monsters with Detect Presence, it would be nice to make it harder for them to sense us as well.


      “I didn’t realize how nerve-racking it is not to know what’s going on around you.” Mia gripped her staff and looked around, disoriented. It had been clear even from outside the forest that the density of the trees would present a problem, and indeed, it made it hard to see very far in any direction.


      They also blocked out the sunlight, which made it dark inside—but not quite dark enough for my Night Vision skill to trigger.


      But while the rest of us were on edge, Sera declared casually, “Wow, this takes me back. I used to walk through forests like this all the time.” She was probably talking about the Black Forest.


      Does that mean that the Black Forest is like this, then? I wondered.




      After about three hours of walking with intermittent breaks, Barotta suddenly barked, “Stop!” His party sprang to attention immediately.


      “Is it a monster?” I asked one of them quietly, and they nodded to confirm.


      I followed Barotta’s gaze and saw a slight shaking in the leaves. There was also a rustling noise that seemed to grow louder as it got closer.


      Suddenly, three tiger wulfs leaped out of the gaps in the trees!


      “They’re coming from the side too!” cried someone.


      I looked over and caught a glimpse of something else rushing at us from afar, weaving through the trees to approach us. It was hard to see them when they ducked behind the trees, but I could still tell what they were.


      “Death spyders?” I breathed.


      The rustling was definitely coming from the leaves up high. When I managed to catch sight of them, I could see them shooting out webs to tangle branches in the canopy and swing closer.


      “Rurika, your party’s on the tiger wulfs! We’ll fight the death spyders!” Barotta made the judgment in an instant because we had experience fighting tiger wulfs.


      “Leave it to us!” Rurika shouted back.


      “Got it!” Sera agreed.


      The two of them ran forward, each engaging with one. I ran forward too, careful not to get too far from Mia and Chris, then used Provoke to peel off one of the two that were about to attack Rurika. Sera fought hers with raw power, while Rurika used skilled strikes with her twinblades to keep her target guessing.


      I used my shield rather than my sword, fending off attacks from the third tiger wulf while I waited for my time to strike. Sensing that its attacks weren’t getting through, my tiger wulf sprang back so it could take a short run and hit me with a body blow.


      These powerful pounces were definitely the best move for the heavy tiger wulf and the worst move for me, the defender. But I knew I could withstand it—in fact, this was the opportunity I was waiting for.


      I squatted down, adjusted my grip on my shield, and hit the creature with my Shield Bash Shield Tech as it came flying in. Unable to dodge while in midair, the tiger wulf was sent flying back into a tree. The impact made the whole tree rustle, and the tiger wulf wavered on its legs as it tried to straighten up. I could tell its eyes weren’t fully focused either.


      In that instant, Hikari jumped down from the tree where she’d been waiting and plunged her mithril dagger into the tiger wulf’s neck. The creature silently sank to the ground and went motionless.


      I looked over at Sera and Rurika just in time to see Rurika put down her own tiger wulf. Sera...had been done for a while; it looked like she’d split the great beast in half.


      But I couldn’t just stand there appreciating the sight—we had to go help Barotta’s party, whose battle was still going on.


      The problem was the sheer number of monsters they were facing. There had been five at the start, but now there were seventeen. They’d defeated three already, which meant it had been twenty at one point.


      “Barotta, we’re coming to help you!” Rurika cried.


      “Right, but be careful!” he responded. “Their forelegs are deadly!”


      The main things you needed to watch out for when you were dealing with death spyders were their webs and their forelegs, which were shaped like scythes and could easily slice through iron. So, rather than using my shield, I decided I should parry their blows with my mithril sword.


      I ran up and sliced at a death spyder. It tried to block the strike with its foreleg, but the mithril sword passed through it without resistance.


      It’s that sharp, even without mana channeled into it?! I thought incredulously.


      The spyder shrieked and cringed back, but I stepped forward again for another strike. While I was putting this one down, Rurika and the others were going through more.


      Seeing how easily they were being mowed down, the death spyders tried flinging out webs to keep us at bay, but Chris drove them off course with her wind magic.


      A mere ten minutes after we’d joined the fray, the death spyders were wiped out. Our party had defeated fourteen of the twenty.


      “Are those mithril weapons you’ve got? But you cut through their forelegs so easily...” Barotta said, apparently in shock.


      He elaborated that even with mithril weapons, you usually had to apply some real force to slice through a death spyder’s forelegs. The way that not just Sera but Rurika and Hikari had severed them so easily had made him curious about the quality of our mithril weapons.


      There was no sign of damage to the forelegs in the death spyders slain by Barotta’s party. Marse had forged their weapons, but they weren’t mithril. Still, despite parrying the scythe-strikes several times, their blades looked pristine.


      “You got the mithril ore while you were diving in the Majorica dungeon, you said? You must have had a good blacksmith to forge it for you,” Barotta told me.


      It hadn’t made a difference against the slavecurse magistone, but if these were the fruits of my Smithing skill, then the reforging process was definitely worthwhile. I clenched a fist in triumph.


      ◇◇◇


      We’d been in the forest for seven days now.


      “I guess that’s as far as we go for today,” Barotta whispered wearily. Some others had even collapsed in exhaustion.


      Things had gone as expected for the first three days. We’d followed the magic item’s needle, and though our monster encounter rate had gone up the farther we went in, we’d still felt like we were making progress.


      The trouble started on the afternoon of the fourth day.


      That was when the magic item started acting strangely—the needle that had been pointing east-southeast began to spin around and around, and we completely lost all sense of direction. We’d hoped to use the direction of the sunlight to orient ourselves, but either the thick branches blocked out the sunlight or the air above the forest warped the way the sun shone in, because this proved impossible.


      “The mana here feels distorted,” Chris said.


      I’d also felt a change in the quality of the mana against my skin, as did the mages in Barotta’s party.


      With the magic item useless, we’d been forced to walk blindly through the woods, and we’d ended up back where we’d started. Once we were there, the magic item had started working again, so we’d resumed the trek.


      “Sora, how many days of supplies do we have?” Barotta asked me.


      I briefly waffled on how much to tell him, but Rurika and Chris nodded in approval, so I was honest. “About thirty days’ worth, since we have the meat from the monsters we killed as well.”


      “R-Right. Rurika, you guys stayed in the dungeon, didn’t you? I hear some dungeon dives can last pretty long, but...yeah, that explains it.” Barotta’s party were surprised at first, but they managed to rationalize it.


      Still, morale had clearly fallen a lot since those first three days, and the fact that our initial progress had given us hope just made our current quagmire feel even more draining. At this rate, our spirits might break before we were ever at risk of running out of food.


      There was nothing we could do about it right now, though. We’d tried all kinds of things to make progress, but somehow, we always ended up back in the same spot. It’s as if we have to choose the exact right path or we won’t be allowed farther... I thought.


      I used magic to level out a simple spot for cooking, started a fire, and got down to it. It gets cold in the forest at night, so let’s make some soup, I thought. Then I looked around at the others and decided, Maybe I’ll add in some moontree fruit, just for tonight.


      “Master. Moontree fruit?” Hikari asked me as she saw me take it out.


      “I thought I’d make a soup with ingredients that will help cut down on exhaustion. Maybe a moontree fruit will make them more effective?”


      “Everyone’s tired. Meat’s best,” she told me. Ciel nodded sagely in agreement.


      Maybe I should leave Hikari in charge of the meat, then? I decided. We had three kinds of meat already butchered, so I pulled them out of the Item Box and handed them to her.


      She took them and started frying them up, watching carefully to make sure it cooked correctly. Ciel joined her in keeping an eye on it.


      “You really never seem to get tired, Sora,” Barotta said to me as I was cooking. Then he thanked me for my efforts.


      “I’m just good at walking,” I told him.


      “At first I was surprised to hear that a merchant took part in a dungeon dive, but I can see you’re a good fighter too. You’ve really earned Rurika and Chris’s trust. And Sera... I knew she’d fought in the Black Forest, but she’s incredible. She’s been a huge help.”


      Sera had volunteered to stand watch first that night, despite being exhausted as well. But she was probably in the best condition of everyone there, other than me.


      “Master, meat’s done,” Hikari said then.


      “Good. Would you pass it out to the others for me?” I asked her.


      “Sure. Got it.”


      “I’d like to help too,” Barotta offered.


      “The soup’s done as well. Could you give that out?” I asked him. We could provide some to the people standing watch later too.


      Once the meal was passed out, I saw our parties eating heartily and knew they were still okay. If their spirits had really been broken, they would have lost their appetites.




      “Master!” I was on watch one night when Hikari suddenly glommed on to me.


      “You don’t have to rest?” I asked her.


      There were days when we excused Hikari, Chris, Mia, and the mages of Barotta’s party from having to stand watch, and today was one of them. They had comparatively less stamina than the rest of us, and the forest took a particularly big toll on people with lots of mana.


      Chris had been in the worst condition of all, with the effect on the mana combining with the unease of her spirits. She had told me that her pacted spirits were becoming more uneasy the farther into the forest we went. She said that, through them, she could also hear a voice saying things like “Go home!” “Help!” and “Stay back!”


      She’d asked how Ciel was doing, and I’d told her that Ciel was still acting normally. In response, Chris had speculatively said, “I think Ciel must be a high-ranked spirit.”


      Meanwhile, the reason Hikari was exempt was that Barotta and the others were worried about her young age.


      “Staying up a little longer,” Hikari told me. “Gonna eat with Ciel.”


      At those words, Ciel poked her face out of my hood.


      I couldn’t help but smile as I offered them some food. Hikari had eaten earlier, so I gave her a meat skewer that was on the smaller side.


      At times like this, Ciel would usually return right to my hood to rest after eating, but tonight she stayed up with Hikari, plopping down in her designated spot on top of her head.


      I took another good look at Ciel, but I couldn’t sense anything amiss in the way she was acting. I’d once asked her if she’d heard anything like a voice, and she’d shaken her ears no.


      “Master, is this forest hard?” Hikari asked me after the meal was over.


      “I think it is, yeah. It seems to take us in circles.”


      “Uh-huh,” she agreed. “We walk and it stops making sense.”


      “Stops making sense?” I asked.


      “Yeah. When you’re lost, you look for signs. But it gets confusing. Can’t remember it all,” Hikari said, looking a bit upset.


      “Remember what all?” I prompted her.


      “Like that tree. It’s got one fruit. That tree’s got a broken branch halfway. That tree’s bark is peeled.”


      I looked at the trees Hikari was indicating and noticed the characteristics she pointed out.


      “You remember that and walk,” she continued. “But there’s too much to remember. Stops making sense.”


      I hadn’t understood what she’d meant at first, but patiently going back over it with her made it start to become clear. This was basically what she was saying:


      When Hikari walked through the forest, she paid attention to the slight differences between the trees as she went. She committed them to memory in order to form a kind of mental pattern of where she’d been, so she’d know how to get back. But if too many sights looked similar, or if she went back and forth too many times in one area, the information got jumbled in her head and she’d end up losing track.


      She also told me that the place we came back to wasn’t always the same place.


      “I see. It’s amazing that you can tell all of that, Hikari,” I told her. Since I always had to stay alert to our surroundings, I’d never paid any attention to that. The fact that she was also keeping alert while being able to remember the terrain we’d passed was truly amazing.


      “Master could do it too,” she told me.


      I’m glad to have her trust, but could I really? I wondered. Well, we’ll probably never make it through this forest if I can’t learn...




      “There you are.”


      I’d been keeping watch silently for a while when Chris approached me.


      “What’s up?” I asked her.


      “I woke up and Hikari wasn’t there.” Chris looked warmly at Hikari, who’d fallen asleep against a tree.


      “She wanted to eat with Ciel,” I told her. “You okay, Chris?”


      “Yes, I’m fine now that I’ve gotten some rest. The food really perked me up too.” Chris struck a cute power pose to prove her point. I did feel like there was more energy in her voice than there had been earlier today. “I really am fine,” she continued, looking a little bit upset that I was examining her so closely. “I’m not going to push myself too hard and become a burden.”


      Yeah, Chris tends not to push herself the way I do... I acknowledged. “Are you still hearing the voices?” I asked her then.


      “Sometimes, yes. But I’ve also heard them enough times that I realized there are two types.”


      “So there could be two people...two entities?” I asked.


      “No. It’s like one is their real thoughts, and the other is...intentional? It’s hard to explain, but the desire for aid is the real feeling, yet it’s trying to cover that with warnings to keep us away.”


      “Does that mean something’s going on down there?”


      “I think so. I’d guess it’s connected to the water drying up,” Chris said. Since she could only hear the voices through her spirits, she thought it might have something to do with them—especially since my spirit didn’t react to it, and I couldn’t hear the voices.


      But it could also be because Chris is an elf, or because she has the Spirit Spells skill...


      “So, what were you and Hikari talking about?” she asked next.


      I told Chris what Hikari had told me.


      “Hikari’s really amazing,” she said. “I had no idea she was doing all that.”


      “Same here. So, Chris, what do you think about her method?”


      Chris thought for a moment. “It’s probably more practical than walking around blindly. But...”


      You’d have to memorize a ton of information for it to work, since if you didn’t take the right path at any point, you’d be caught in an infinite loop. We could tell Barotta and the others and share the burden, but I didn’t actually know if the method would work or not. Maybe that’s why Hikari didn’t tell anyone before now, I realized.


      “The looping might also be something the spirit’s doing to keep us from going any further,” Chris said. “It’s definitely frustrating, but I don’t think it means us any harm.” If it were malicious, she explained, it would have tried to split us up when it was getting us lost.


      I’d heard of dungeon traps that sent only the person who triggered them to another area from the rest of their party. Compared to that, the forest sending us all to the same place felt positively neighborly.


      I called up my learnable skill list and thought it over. My Walking level had gone up by one and was now 66, which meant I had two skill points now. Even if I could make an item with Alchemy or Creation to take us through the forest, I had no idea if it would work properly here.


      In that case...


      “Sora, I’m going back now. Hikari won’t get any rest if she stays, so I’m taking her too.”


      “R-Right. Please do.” I looked away from the list to acknowledge Chris for a moment. I realized she’d been staring intently at me in a way that made me feel a little guilty, but...


      “Sora, really, don’t push yourself too hard.”


      That was all she said before she took Hikari back with her to join the others.


      ◇◇◇


      “You want to take the lead?” Barotta asked me.


      “Yeah, I thought it would be good to swap out now and then. You guys must be getting pretty exhausted too.”


      Taking the lead meant paying close attention. You had to watch out for monsters and decide which path to take. It was a big responsibility. Barotta’s party had known that, which was why they were swapping the role among themselves already.


      “All right, but be careful,” he told me. “I’ll give you this too.” He handed me the magic item they’d been using. The arrow was still spinning uselessly, but at least we knew that when it stopped doing that, it would mean we were back near the forest’s entrance.


      “Hikari, could you teach me some of the basics?” I asked her.


      “Yeah. Got it.”


      I clenched my fists in determination, then looked at my stat panel to see my newly learned skill.




      NEW


      [Memory Lv. 1]




      Its effect allowed you to clearly preserve things you’d heard or seen. The higher the level, the more you could remember. You could also consciously call things up to confirm them and delete things you no longer needed. It was like having a hard disk you could save photos or videos to.


      Maybe I should have gotten this skill earlier, to save some of those amazing views I saw? I thought. Then I reconsidered. Or maybe it’s just a sign that I need to go back to those places some time.


      By the way, the cost to learn it was a single skill point.


      As we walked along, Hikari started pointing out different things to take note of.


      “That tree. Branch is drooping,” she’d say. “No leaves on that branch.” “Unnatural ground at the roots there.” “Only that tree has fruit.” “Skinny trunk on that one.”


      Rurika, who was leading the way with me, watched her wide-eyed.


      I was just as surprised, but I worked hard at committing what she told me to memory.


      There was something else I could identify now that I actually had the magic item in my hands. “Is the arrow’s spin speed changing?” I asked Barotta while we were resting for lunch. I’d noticed something off about it, so I’d used my Memory skill to compare. I wouldn’t have noticed the subtle difference without it.


      “Yes, though only a bit,” he told me. “It’s just a theory, but we think it goes faster the closer we get to our goal and slower the further away we get. It’ll need testing, though.”


      I started paying close attention to the item as we walked and confirmed that the spin started to slow down as we were headed back to the entrance. I knew we were going backward because I recognized some sights I’d recorded with my Memory skill.


      “Hikari, we went to the right of that tree last time, so let’s go to the left now,” I told her. Any time we found ourselves moving backward, we chose a different path than before. The fact that those little differences determined whether we made progress or not showed what a mysterious forest it really was.


      “It’s less like a forest and more like a dungeon,” Rurika said.


      “Yeah, but even worse than that.” It reminded me of the treant forest on the thirty-fifth floor of the dungeon. It had been hard to see there, but at least the automap had still worked.


      “And no matter how hard we try to walk straight, we always somehow end up off the track,” Rurika agreed.


      She was right; it was like our feet were sometimes being turned in the wrong direction by a power outside of our control. I wondered if it was actually a series of small turns gradually leading us back to the entrance, and we only felt like we were suddenly transported there because the changes were so subtle.




      On the third day after we started leading the way, the atmosphere in the forest clearly changed. Even the faint light that had previously been filtering in between the leaves was completely sealed away, making everything darker and colder.


      Using my Memory skill to compare light levels in the forest along the way had led me to realize this was another “rule” of the forest, and it confirmed for me that we were going the right way.


      “Master, there,” Hikari called out suddenly, pointing her finger. “Different color fruit!”


      Ciel, who’d plopped down on Hikari’s head, pointed her ears in the same direction, as if to emphasize that she’d noticed as well.
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      They were right. Most of the trees here bore red fruits, but there was one whose fruit was paler than the others. It would have been easy to mistake them in the dark.


      As we passed next to that tree, I looked down at the magic item and saw that the arrow was spinning faster than it had been this morning. Then I looked back ahead of me and saw it...


      “Treants,” I breathed.


      Rurika and the others immediately went into combat-ready postures.


      The treants may have thought they could blend in with the forest and ambush us, but they’d underestimated my senses. I’d noticed the rustling in the leaves and the differences between them and the surrounding trees.


      Chris began casting spells from the distance I advised. The treants, realizing they’d lost the element of surprise, began sliding across the ground toward us. Our party and Barotta’s met them with steel, and the battle was over within about fifteen minutes. I stashed the three defeated treants in my Item Box for the moment.


      “I’ve been thinking, you all seem pretty used to this,” Barotta told me when it was over.


      I explained it was because we’d fought all of these monsters before, aside from the death spyders. Barotta’s party was especially surprised to hear that we’d fought treants.


      Treant materials fetched a high price for their use in making mage staves, so they must have been uncommon monsters. Will the forest end up flooded with adventurers if it gets out that you can fight them here? I wondered.


      Then, just as we were about to give up searching for the day, we found it.


      “A cave?”


      As we passed between a pair of trees, the view opened up. With a change as sudden as moving to a new dungeon floor, we were suddenly in a small clearing surrounded on three sides by forest, across from a hillock with a dark hole in the side.


      “Is the water source in there?” I asked.


      “I think so,” Chris responded.


      The water wasn’t flowing at the moment, but there was a trench leading from the cave into the forest. I was curious about where it led, but our destination was inside the cave.


      “What should we do, Mr. Barotta?” Rurika asked.


      “Let’s camp out here tonight and search tomorrow. We don’t know how big the cave is, and there might be monsters inside.” Nobody was about to argue with that idea.


      Maybe I’ll treat them to a meal in preparation for tomorrow, then? I thought. I had Mia and Hikari help me cook, and because Barotta’s party was full of meat lovers too, we made some dishes that had a lot of meat in them.




      “How are you doing?” I asked Chris as I handed her a bowl of soup. She tended to put up a strong front while we were walking and only let her guard down while we were resting. She was looking a little pale right now. Maybe I should have made the moontree fruit soup? I thought idly.


      “I’m okay. It’s not that bad right now. I can’t hear the voices much anymore either.” She’d mentioned that she was hearing them less and less often as we went farther into the forest. “Now it’s more like ‘If you’re coming in, be careful.’ There might be something dangerous in there.” She turned her gaze to the cave.


      I followed her eyes. I thought the hard part would be over once we were out of the forest, but since we were here to investigate why the water dried up, it looked like the real challenge was still ahead.


      That reminds me... I realized I never actually asked how we should investigate. How far in should we go? If there was a rockslide inside the cave diverting the water’s flow, it would be easy enough to deal with, but if the water was just completely gone, there wouldn’t be much we could do. If that happens, I guess we’ll just report our findings and leave it to the Republic, I decided.


      “We won’t know until we go inside,” I whispered in conclusion. But if the voice Chris was hearing really was a spirit, then it was probably connected somehow. Will I just have to rely on Chris...and on Ciel? I wondered.


      I gazed at Ciel, who was enjoying her meal behind the backs of Barotta’s party, and changed the shape of the Eyes of Eliana just in case.


      ◇◇◇


      “Okay, we’ll take the lead again from here on. But we don’t know what we’ll find inside there, so keep your wits about you.” Barotta lit his torch, held it up, and entered the cave.


      We’d tried having a mage use a Light spell at first, but it had gone out immediately, and so we’d switched to torches. We were back in our original rank order now, with Barotta’s party flanking ours in the front and back as we entered the cave.


      The moment we were inside, I could feel a powerful rush of mana wash over me—probably what had canceled out the Light spells. I looked worriedly over at Chris, but she didn’t seem badly affected by it.


      I activated my Night Vision skill and tapped the ground below me to feel it out. The walls, ceiling, and floor of the cave were made of rock, and they felt hard to the touch.


      The cave’s entrance had been narrow, but widened out as we went. Five meters tall, twenty meters wide, or thereabouts? I estimated. But over half of the width—twelve or thirteen meters—was taken up by the trench, so we only had the seven meters on the side to walk along. The trench looked about two meters deep and was probably where the water usually flowed from.


      Even though the water was dried up now, the cave still felt humid, and the ground was wet in places. I had to be careful not to slip.


      Also, despite the mana suffusing the cave, I realized halfway through that I could use my automap. It showed me that the cave was quite large, and Detect Presence revealed no signals on it, though Detect Mana did. There was one large signal at the back and ten along the passage that led there.


      As for the latter, I could tell immediately what they were...because they’d just rattled to life in front of us.


      “Skeletons?” I asked. I phrased it as a question because they were dressed just like adventurers, which was a rarity.


      The members of Barotta’s party in the lead quickly readied their swords, but the battle was over before it began. Mia quickly cast Sanctuary, and it purified all the skeletons in an instant. Their bodies seemed to fade into mist, leaving just their equipment behind.


      “Incredible,” Barotta said. “I’ve never seen such a proficient holy spell caster.”


      I felt the same way. I’d never met anyone who could do what Mia did. Of course, that might have been related to her high level. She’d gotten to fight lots of different monsters during our dungeon crawl, and her level was now 44, about the same as Barotta’s.


      Actually, I had met one other person with high-level holy magic. It was one of the girls who’d been summoned with me to this world—her job had been “Saint” as well. We’re going to the Black Forest to search for Eris. Will they be there to hunt the Demon King as well? I doubted we’d run into each other, but I still had to wonder what they were up to...


      I shook my head and dismissed the thought. I had bigger things to worry about right now.


      “The equipment they left behind looks brand-new. I doubt there’s anything identifying on it, but...Sora, do you mind picking it up?” Barotta asked.


      I did as I was told and stashed the equipment in my bag of holding.


      There was nothing else significant about the skeletons, so we took a short break and then headed on. After thirty minutes of walking without incident, we arrived at the deepest part of the cave.


      “What...is this?” Barotta spoke first, voicing all our thoughts.


      There was a large lake at the bottom of the cave, its water cloudy and bubbling. But the strangest part of all was that even though the water level was high enough to flow into the trench, it wasn’t moving at all. It was as if there were an invisible wall there stopping it up.


      We were all so focused on that, we didn’t even notice when—


      “Step back, everyone!” Chris called suddenly. It might have been the difference between life and death.


      I readied my shield and ran to the front of the party, activating my Shield Tech, Aura Shield. Barotta’s party leaped back, and a second later, bullets of water flew from the lake into the place where they’d just been standing.


      The bullets bounced off my expanded Aura Shield and exploded, but three of Barotta’s party members didn’t get behind the Aura Shield in time. They were hit and sent flying into a nearby wall.


      “Mia, heal them!” I commanded. I watched out of the corner of my eye as she ran up to the three groaning men, while I kept my gaze focused ahead.


      The lake began bubbling more violently until part of it swelled up into a humanoid form. It was...probably a little shorter than Chris, with a long, willowy body. It was the color of cloudy water all over, except for a black sphere that appeared at the center of its chest.


      The figure raised its hand, causing several other spheres to form in the air around it. When it brought the hand down, they came rushing at us like cannonballs.


      My Aura Shield was still up, so I managed to block the barrage, but another one quickly followed. Each one exploded on impact and clouded my vision. I couldn’t breathe until the hail of water finally stopped.


      During this gap, Sera, Rurika, Hikari, and an archer in Barotta’s party decided to return fire from a distance. But the instant the knives and arrows hit the figure’s watery form, they lost momentum and fell harmlessly into the lake. Sera’s handaxe struck it in the right shoulder, which caused a spray of water and deformed its shape, but it was immediately restored.


      This cycle repeated itself a few more times, but it didn’t have any lasting effect.


      “If only there was something we could run on...” Barotta watched on grimly, biting his lip.


      He had a point. The watery figure was currently hovering over the lake’s surface. There was no way to approach it.


      “Sera, Rurika. Aim for the black sphere in its body! It moved right when a knife got close to it!” Chris called.


      The others kept up their long-range barrage—at the very least, it couldn’t fight back while it was dodging—but the more time passed, the more we’d find ourselves at a disadvantage. We would run out of weapons long before our opponent ran out of water. The mages of Barotta’s party were trying to fire off spells as well, but something was scrambling them before they could form.


      I could attack the figure directly by blinking in with Teleport, but it would be like jumping into a killing floor; if the thrown weapons kept flying, one could very likely end up hitting me. The enemy might also begin its counterattack the moment I charged in, which would do a lot of harm to our side—not so much if it focused on me, but Barotta’s party had no shield-bearers and no way to defend against the barrage.


      While I was struggling to come up with a plan, Chris ran up to me. “Sora, I think that’s a spirit,” she said, quiet enough that only I could hear. “It’s attacking us, but it doesn’t want to. I hear its voice saying ‘stop it,’ ‘help me,’ and ‘destroy it’...”


      “If that’s a spirit, does that mean we can destroy that sphere to save it?”


      “Yes, I think it was...absorbed by that sphere, or locked inside it. If you destroy that, it should free it.” Chris readied her staff. “Sora, I’m going to be defenseless for a bit, so please protect me.”


      I was close enough to feel the mana swelling inside of her body, but I wasn’t the only one who noticed. The watery figure that Chris had called a spirit must have recognized her actions as a threat, because it shifted from defense to launching more water spheres. I used my Aura Shield again to defend.


      The explosion of the spheres against my shield blocked out our vision again, and our ranged attackers called off their attacks once more. Part of it was that they didn’t have enough weapons left to be comfortable guessing at the location of a target they couldn’t see. The other part...was probably that they trusted Chris. They had shifted from throwing weapons to mithril swords to be prepared for whatever she was doing.


      Chris’s mana continued to build, but the opponent’s attacks only grew more fierce in response. Being careful not to let my Aura Shield drop, I used Conversion and drank a stamina potion to restock my SP. I also used Detect Mana and kept an eye on the water creature’s signal so that I could respond immediately if it tried something new.


      And at last, the time came.


      “Barotta, Sera. I’m making something to run on.” Chris slammed the butt of her staff onto the ground, then incanted the words “Frost River.” With the spell’s activation, the ground beneath her staff began to freeze over, the icy tendrils slowly spreading out toward the edge of the lake.


      The next thing I knew, the lake itself was completely frozen over—and not just the lake, but the figure itself. The freezing of its surface had caused its movements to grow obviously slower. Seeing that, our fighters ran, carefully but swiftly, toward the figure and swung their weapons at it.


      But something unexpected happened. Though the weapons of Barotta’s party made contact with the creature, they immediately lost momentum as they entered its body, slowed by the water that lay just below the ice. It wasn’t just Barotta’s party either—Rurika’s mana-infused mithril sword proved equally ineffective.


      Even Sera’s finishing blow, a cut straight down the middle, was forced to a stop mere centimeters from the black sphere. Not to be stopped, though, Sera ignored it and swung down her other axe as well, hitting the first axe to force it down further.


      The sound of mithril hitting mithril rang out, and the stymied axe moved again...into contact with the black sphere.


      The rest of the fighters cried out at the sight...but they went hushed as Sera’s expression turned from triumph to agony. They all watched as the small crack she’d put into the surface of the sphere immediately disappeared.


      “That’s a mana wall. It’s covering the sphere to protect it. I didn’t realize it was there.” Chris sounded out of breath as she spoke, pulling herself to her feet with her staff as a support.


      So the powerful mana I was picking up wasn’t from the sphere itself but from the mana wall? I lent Chris a shoulder, then pulled a mana potion from my Item Box and offered it to her. Given how draining the spell seemed to be, I assumed she must have called on the power of the spirits to cast it, similar to the one she’d used in the dungeon.


      “I’ll cast the spell again. This time, get the...” But Chris couldn’t even finish her sentence before slumping against me weakly.


      “You can’t,” I told her. “If you put any more of a burden on yourself, you’ll collapse again.”


      “Last time, it was because I’d been casting other spells just before that one. I’ll be fine this time...and I have the Blessing now.” Chris looked straight ahead as she argued with me, but she really did look as exhausted as she had the last time in the dungeon.


      The chaotic mana here seemed to make it hard to activate spells—she’d probably had to consume a huge amount of mana to force the spell to go through regardless. A second blast would be way too risky.


      Still, to break through the mana wall, we would definitely need high firepower. Should I use the dragon fang? It would surely break through the wall, but with power like that, it might hurt the spirit trapped inside the sphere as well. I wasn’t sure if physical attacks could hurt spirits, but it felt like anything was possible when a dragon fang was involved. Is there another way, then?


      Yes, there was. If the wall was made of mana, I’d just remove it.


      First, though, I appraised it to be sure.




      [False Spirit Stone — Yin] A stone with a spirit trapped inside. The power of Yin has sent it out of control. Enchanted with a curse.




      So this thing’s cursed too? I decided to equip a Feyer’s Charm to protect myself just in case. Making them theoretically required a lich magistone, but I had the other ingredients I needed, so I could mass-produce them without it.


      “Chris, leave this to us,” I told her. “If it attacks you, use the Lyaf Shield to defend yourself.”


      The Lyaf Shield was a shield I’d made before that would make itself lighter when it was infused with mana. I had also enchanted it with my Shield spell, so it would erect a magical barrier too. If any attacks happened to get deflected her way, she could use it to defend herself.


      Not sure if it’ll work properly in the cave, I told myself, but I’ll just have to try it. “Hikari, I’m going to try to nullify the mana barrier. The minute I do, hit it! Sera, expose the sphere again like you did before.” The watery figure had already formed around the sphere again, but Sera seemed like our best bet for exposing it a second time.


      After hearing my plan, Rurika and Barotta’s party quickly moved to support Sera. The water creature was still wary of her, but thanks to their help, she managed to accomplish her objective.


      I rushed in immediately, but the watery figure was already regenerating. I cast one of my time spells and felt my mana levels plummeting at the same time as the reformation of the water around the sphere began to slow down.


      Without wasting an instant, I reached out with my right hand, grabbed the sphere, and swapped my SP and MP. I could hear my Feyer’s Charm crackling as I activated Absorb. The sphere’s mana began flowing into my body, but the curse was coming along with it.


      In a moment, the Feyer’s Charm reached the limit of its durability and disappeared. The curse felt like a heavy weight bearing down on my body, but I gritted my teeth and endured it. The sphere in my hand was struggling to escape, and in a wave of dizziness that might’ve been caused by the curse, I nearly let my guard down and released it. However, I caught myself and reasserted my grip instead.


      I didn’t have time to use a spell to protect myself from the curse, so I’d have to count on Resist Status Effects to do the work for me. The worst part of it, though, wasn’t the curse effect, but the voices in my head. “Stop it.” “Not safe.” “Get away.” “Help.” “Run.” “Keep going.” Many different tones and urgencies were flooding straight into my brain.


      So this is what Chris was hearing this whole time... I realized.


      Every second felt like forever. I was losing track of how much time had actually passed. Nevertheless, I could keep up the absorption because Detect Mana was telling me that the mana wall was dropping. It was helped by the fact that the sluggishness began to ease up at one point.


      Then, at long last, the sphere ran out of mana.


      “Hikari!” I cried, pulling back my hand.


      In that same instant, Hikari slashed her mithril dagger forward and shattered the sphere.




      “Is it over?”


      After the battle was finished, we moved back from the iced-over lake to the wall. The mana that had previously been flooding the vast cavern was gone now, and the color of Chris and the mages’ faces had improved.


      “Did we lose anyone?” I asked.


      “No, we’re all right,” Barotta told me. “One of our people lost consciousness after hitting the wall, but thanks to a Heal spell, they’re breathing normally.”


      There was no need to push them too hard, though, so we decided to rest for a while.


      “I wonder what that was...” muttered a member of Barotta’s party, and they began speculating about what exactly we’d just fought.


      Frustratingly, even though Chris and I knew that it was a spirit, we couldn’t really explain that to them. It might have been easier if you could see it with the Eyes of Eliana, but the members of my party who had access to them said they couldn’t see the spirit even with the magic item.


      I guess that we should just report the events at face value to the guild, then send a separate letter of our own to Frau? I decided.


      Just then, I sensed someone moving, looked over, and saw Chris standing in front of the frozen lake. “Hmm? Chris?” I asked, coming up to her.


      “Oh, Sora. Shouldn’t you be resting?” she asked.


      “I’ll be fine. I’m more worried about you, Chris.” I was already feeling better thanks to Boost Recovery.


      “I’m fine now that the mana in the air has cleared up. I was thinking I’d bring the lake back to normal.” Chris took a deep breath, then tapped the water’s surface with the butt of her staff. The frozen lake turned back into water, which promptly began to flow into the trench. Whatever had been stopping it up before was gone now.


      “Is the water restored, then?” The next thing I knew, Barotta had approached us.


      “It might take more time to know for sure, but I think it might be,” Chris told him.


      Barotta smiled and ran back to his companions to let them know.


      The water would flow into an underground river, which would restore the water table under Nahar before feeding the lake near Suu. Given how far it had to travel, this might take several days...perhaps even a week or more?


      I gazed down at the crystal clear water. “Hey, Chris. Does the spirit make this water?” I asked.


      “Looks like it comes up naturally from underground. She seems to help it out a little, though.”


      Which meant this wasn’t really a lake, but a spring. “Can you talk to the spirit here?”


      “Yes, she’s right here with Ciel now,” Chris told me.


      So I just can’t see her, then. Detect Mana was telling me that something was there, though. “Ciel, is there a spirit with you?” I asked.


      In response, Ciel swished her ears around, and a human-shaped silhouette about Ciel’s size came into view a moment later. It resembled a young girl, her body a light cerulean, who smiled brightly to me and bowed.


      Chris said that she was thanking us, then explained what had happened here.


      One day, a group of people came here and threw something round into the spring. It corrupted the water and swallowed the spirit—swallowed her. She was in a dreamlike state, unable to fully control her own actions, but she had managed to mount a single act of resistance by stopping the flow of the spring’s water.


      “It seems that the water was poisonous in the state it was in before. Now it’s back to normal, so she lifted the blockage. Right?” Chris interpreted.


      The young girl nodded in response and held out her hands to Chris, causing water to coalesce before her eyes into a sparkling blue jewel.


      “What is it?” I asked.


      “A thank-you, she says.” Chris reached out and took it, then handed it to me.


      I appraised the blue “jewel” and saw...




      [Spirit Stone — Water] A gift from a water spirit.




      I didn’t know exactly what it meant, but I stuck it in my Item Box for now.


      Then Mia approached us. “Sora, do you have a minute? Wait, what are you two talking about?”


      “Oh, there’s a spirit there,” I told her.


      “Really? I do seem to see something near Ciel...” she said with a frown.


      “You can’t see her?” I asked.


      “No. I can’t see Chris’s spirits either, though.”


      I also couldn’t see Chris’s spirits; just the movement of their mana at best. So why can I see this particular spirit? I wondered.


      “Anyway, Sora, could you bring out some food? It’s a little early, but Barotta and his men are ready to eat.” Apparently they’d wanted to get a meal in while they waited for their party member to wake up.


      I handed over some ingredients, and Mia took them to get started on cooking.


      “I wonder why I can see the spirit, then,” I mentioned to Chris.


      “It could be because of the Blessing, or it could be because she’s a very powerful spirit, or a high-ranked one. Or maybe it’s because of Ciel.”


      And indeed, Ciel had seemed to do something just before the spirit became visible to me.


      Soon after, I met up with Mia and the others to help cook, and once the last member of Barotta’s party regained consciousness, we left the cave.


      ◇Chris’s Perspective


      “This?”


      Lumice, the water spirit, waited until Sora had gone to rejoin the others before she pointed at my pendant and asked me about it.


      “Yes, is it yours?” she asked me.


      “No. It belongs to my granny...the person who raised me. I’m just borrowing it for a while.”


      “I see.”


      “Do you know about it, Lady Lumice?”


      “Just call me Lumice. We’re equals, after all. And...I know that pendant. It takes me back.” Lady Lumice said it belonged to an elf she’d known long ago. “We had a lot of fun back then. I went there to play.”


      “To play?”


      “Yeah, over there.” Lady Lumice had made her home here, but apparently she liked to hop around to other places. I asked why she’d settled here, and she smiled and said she liked the peace and quiet.


      Lady Lumice spoke of those times with great nostalgia and joy.


      Apparently the place where she used to go “to play” was the newly discovered ruins. Long ago, humans, elves, and beastfolk would gather there and live together. She even mentioned a little horned one...a demon, perhaps?


      “There was one like the little dark one too. Very mysterious. The spirit with you is also mysterious.” Lady Lumice was referring to Sora and Ciel. “I think you should go there... No, I want you to.” With those words, a sad expression appeared on her face.


      The ruins... Sora had seemed curious about them too. Should I talk about it with him?


      Lady Lumice seemed to be a rather chatty spirit, because she asked me a few more things after that. She seemed especially surprised that I had the Tree of Eliana’s blessing. I told her where I’d gotten it, and about our experiences in Altair as well.


      “I see, they’re doing well. That’s good,” Lady Lumice said with an expression of relief.


      Like Ciel, my contracted spirits had seemed energized by being close to the Spirit Tree, so I assumed the tree must be precious to spirits somehow.


      “Yes, I see. Thank you too, Chris. I can’t make a contract with you, but...how about this?”


      I insisted that I couldn’t accept any more of her kindness, but she refused to take no for an answer. So she placed her hand on Granny’s pendant, and...


      “Yes, that will do,” she said, nodding in satisfaction.


    


  



  

    

      Interlude 5


      We’d miscalculated.


      We’d intended to ambush them in the Lost Woods, but we’d had to call it off.


      One reason was that the magic item we’d brought along to get us through the woods hadn’t proven useful at all. The other was that the members of our party with tracking skills had been completely unable to track them.


      We’d also received a pressing order from the homeland.


      “Retrieve the item excavated from the ruins?”


      I was skeptical of the messenger’s words at first. There were almost a hundred people stationed at those ruins, and while many of them were noncombatants, including scholars, there were a lot of skilled adventurers and soldiers there too.


      There were eighteen of us right now—twenty-three if you counted the messengers. It would be impossible to secure the ruins with a group of that size.


      The messenger seemed to read the doubts right out of my mind. “Don’t worry. If we don’t have the numbers, we just need to make them.”


      I looked over at him—and at his allies, who all had dark hair and dark eyes just like him. They had a similar air to the man with Appraisal that we’d been working with. Looked like him too.


      But...make the numbers? I wondered. Hiring locals would be risky, and you couldn’t trust people like that anyway. I wouldn’t be able to turn my back on them for a second.


      “No need to worry. Our skills will make it possible.”


      The men promptly explained what they could do. It seemed imprudent to tell others about your skills, but perhaps they felt it necessary to get us to agree. They knew that we wouldn’t let the secret out anyway.


      After hearing the men out, I decided it might be possible after all.


      “Can we make it in time if we start now?” I asked.


      “We’ve been setting up our plan for a while, so it should be fine,” the man replied. “And I hope to increase our numbers further before the attack.”


      Of course they’d already made the preparations. That was the reason they’d reached out to us at all.


      Our main job would be to infiltrate the ruins during the chaos and kill the noncombatants. We’d also have to neutralize the scholars and learn what they knew. Obviously they’d have escorts, but their attention would be focused outside the wall. If we could take the fort quickly enough, we could even hit them from both sides.


      I’d heard that the guards at the ruins took shifts, and if we struck immediately after one of these changes, it would mean nobody else would come by for a while. We’d have free rein to look around until then.


      “But why do they suddenly want to attack the ruins?” I asked. When the ruins had first been discovered, we’d been told to wait and watch.


      “They found out that some of the items discovered in the ruins were written in ‘Japanese.’”


      Japanese, I had heard, was one of the languages spoken by the people summoned here from other worlds. That would explain it, then. Otherworlders had access to dangerous knowledge, and while I doubted that anyone in the Republic could read Japanese, there was no guarantee. I had heard of people with skills for translation, which sometimes allowed them to decipher ancient languages as well.


      I also assumed the Kingdom wanted the knowledge themselves. There had to be people there who could read this “Japanese.”




      We’d been in the mountains for over ten days now, hunting monsters to secure the road to the ruins. Capturing monsters without killing them had proven a very tall order, but each one we captured was another one on our side, so we just had to deal with it.


      We’d already been taken to see their monster army in the forest. It was five hundred strong.


      Almost half of their numbers were minor monsters like goblins and wulfs, so I wasn’t sure at first how useful they’d be, but I was told that the goblins had been enhanced through skills and armed with powerful equipment. Examination of the way they moved told me their levels were high as well—some were even advanced subtypes.


      How long had it taken to gather a collection of monsters like this? I wondered if they’d been chipping away at the task since they’d first discovered the ruins...or maybe even earlier?


      There were a surprising number of places in the Republic that people tended to avoid. One of them was the Lost Woods, but the biggest of all was probably the former city of Lukos. It was a gruesome enough sight that, when I’d first laid eyes on it, my first thought was to wonder what could have happened to reduce it to this. My second was that I understood why the Empire had been forced to retreat.


      Indeed, the Empire had lost many lives there, and those who survived had lived on with terrible trauma. It really must have been the scene of something awful, because most of the people involved wouldn’t even talk about it. I could see why the Eld Republic hadn’t tried to rebuild it.


      Now, even the locals wouldn’t go near the place, which was why we’d been free to set up a home base, and a monster army, in the forest to the east of it.


      “Let’s head back to base for now. We’ve added to our monster reserves, and we know the way to the ruins. Now we just have to firm up the plan and save our strength until the time comes.”


      I nodded in response, looked at the ruins below, and headed back with the monsters to the base.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 6


      When we returned to Nahar from the Lost Woods, we got an intense welcome from the townspeople.


      “The well’s producing water again!” they shouted to us.


      The people of the town knew we’d gone to search for the water source, but I wasn’t sure why they were so positive that we were the ones who had solved it.


      “They aren’t, really. I think they’re just grateful for everything you guys have done for the town,” Barotta told us. “Anyway, we’re going to report to the guild. What about you guys? If you’re tired, you don’t have to come along.”


      He seemed to be trying to be considerate, but it looked like Rurika, Chris, and Sera wanted to go with him. Normally Mia, Hikari, and I could skip the guild visit because we weren’t adventurers, but we tagged along to turn in the monster bodies we’d collected, though we left the minute that was done.


      The three of us returned to the orphanage where we were greeted enthusiastically once more, this time by the children. They were particularly clingy with Mia, probably because she’d looked after them the most.


      “Where are Rurika, Chris, and Sera?” Filo asked as she looked us over.


      “They’ll be back after they report to the guild,” Mia told her.


      Filo let out a sigh of relief.


      “Master, what now?” Hikari asked me.


      “We’ve got some time to kill, so maybe I’ll go see my instructor? What about you, Hikari?”


      “Going with master.” She looked between me and Mia and opted to go with me.


      A lot of people approached us as we walked through town. I definitely felt like I saw a lot more smiles now than I had when we’d first arrived here.


      We hadn’t had any particular trouble on the way back from Nahar, but Barotta’s party had asked us a lot of questions on the way. I’d often had to deflect with a simple answer of “I have a skill for that.”


      They’d also asked Chris about her spell—the spirit spell.


      “Granny taught it to me” had been Chris’s response, and that had been enough to get them to stop asking. I was pretty sure I even saw a few grimaces, which had brought an awkward smile to Chris and Rurika’s faces.


      The main topics of conversation, though, had been the watery figure we’d fought and the Lost Woods themselves. Barotta’s party had seemed excited about the creature being a new discovery, so it was too bad for them that it wasn’t really a monster. Regarding the forest, we discussed how we’d been able to walk right out without trouble even though it’d been so hard to get in. We’d only run into monsters twice on the way out as well.


      The mana distortions had also been gone at that point, so I’d tried my automap and pulled out my golems. The automap was working properly, and the golems didn’t immediately revert to their cores this time, which meant the spirit must have been doing something to block our progress on the way there.


      “Oh, Sora. You’re back.” When we arrived at Marse’s home, we found him doing his smithing work there.


      “We just got back,” I told him.


      “Right. Everyone come back safe?”


      “We made it with both parties intact.”


      Marse nodded, and a small smile appeared on his lips.


      I then told him what I could about what happened in the Lost Woods and showed him the Spirit Stone as well.


      “And that’s how you got this?” His eyes went wide, but he also seemed to understand. “I see. So the spirit was protecting us.”


      “Spirit?”


      “Do you know Chris’s situation, Sora?” Marse asked after a minute.


      “Huh? You mean that she’s traveling to find her childhood friend...her sister?”


      “No, I mean—well, you two are traveling together, and I’m sure she trusts you enough to have told you. I mean that Chris is an elf.”


      I stared at Marse in shock.


      “Very few people know that about her. Even among the adults who survived from Lukos, not many of them know.”


      Lukos, I remembered, was the town they grew up in.


      “I knew Morrigan for a long time, so I know the whole story,” Marse went on. “I also know that a spirit lived in the Lost Woods there.”


      That meant I could tell Marse a bit more about what I’d seen and done. He stayed silent and listened while I talked, and at the end, he spoke.


      “I hear there are problems cropping up in all the different lands, and the spirit’s corruption could have something to do with that. You said you picked up the equipment from the skeletons you met in the cave?”


      “It’s in my bag of holding.”


      “Send it to Frau for inspection, then. You know Frau?”


      “The representative in Flamen? Yes, I’ve met her.”


      “All right, then. I’ll write a letter...and have Barotta’s party bring it to her.”


      “They only just got back, didn’t they?” I protested.


      “They’ll be fine. They’ll be handling precious evidence, so we need someone who’s skilled enough to get the job done and who we can trust.”


      He hadn’t asked us, probably because he knew we wanted to get on with our journey.


      “So, Sora, how much longer will you be staying here?” Marse asked next.


      “Now that the water issue’s taken care of, I think we’ll rest a few more days and then head out.”


      “I see. We’ve got more lumber arriving, if you wouldn’t mind helping with that in the meantime?”


      Since I didn’t have anything else to do the last few days we’d be in town, I agreed.


      By the way, Marse told me that the reason he recognized the Spirit Stone at a glance was because he’d seen one long ago.


      ◇◇◇


      “Big sis!”


      Mia gently patted the heads of the orphanage children who clung to her. Chris and the others were also surrounded by children.


      “Sora, you take care of our girls,” Marse told me by way of a goodbye.


      “Thanks for everything, Sora. Look after the girls for us, okay?” Filo added on.


      Today was the day we were leaving Nahar.


      The original plan had been to head straight north to the town of Lukos, where the four friends had lived before the war. They’d said they wanted to have one last look around before we went on to the Empire, and Sera had been particularly eager to do it.


      But on the way back from the forest, Chris had offered a suggestion.


      “Go to the ruins?” I’d said. My first thought was to confirm with her that we weren’t in a hurry, but I hadn’t actually objected; I was much too curious about the ruins myself.


      Rurika had teased Chris, suggesting that she was asking for my benefit, but Chris had insisted it was because that water spirit, Lumice, had recommended that we go.


      “We could walk for the first day, and if we don’t hit any issues we can switch to the wagon starting at nightfall,” I’d proposed. “Is that okay with everyone?” It would take between five and seven days to reach the ruins from Nahar on foot, and even by wagon it would take four.


      When he heard we were going to the ruins, Marse had offered to arrange a wagon for us, but we’d declined because a wagon would have to go back after dropping us off at the ruins. The area was pretty safe, so the risk of an attack was low, but I still wasn’t comfortable leaving a coachman on his own without escorts, since we didn’t know how long we’d be staying at the ruins. And right now, because Barotta’s party was heading for Flamen, there were even fewer people to help in Nahar.


      Also, although we hadn’t felt anyone watching us since the incident in Balt, we couldn’t be sure they’d given up. In fact, it was probably best to assume they hadn’t—Frau had sent Chris a message through the adventurers’ guild stating that the cave where we’d found the slavecurse magistone had been dug up, so there were probably more of the conspirators out there. That meant we’d have to stay on our guard, and we didn’t want to get unrelated people mixed up in any conflict that might arise.


      At least, those were the thoughts that fueled our decisions, but night fell without any problems on the first day of our travels. Only so many people were allowed to go to the ruins, and we were on flat land without much in the way of obstacles, which would make surprise attacks difficult to mount.


      After dinner, we took a short break, then called up Shade and began moving by wagon. The road to the ruins had been hastily made, so it had been clearly uneven even when we were walking. But thanks to Absorb, we barely felt it.


      “Sora, time to switch out.” Partway through, Chris came by to take over, so I lay down in the wagon myself.


      The ruins, huh? I wonder what they’re like. Just thinking about it had me excited—too excited to sleep, even.


      I took a few deep breaths trying to calm myself down, and I managed to reduce my excitement a little. I still didn’t feel tired, though, so I decided to check my stats.




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




      Skill: Walking Lv. 63


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


      XP Counter: 1,013,471/1,990,000


      Steps since last check [1,560,117] + Exp bonus [2,700,472]


      Skill Points: 2




      Improved Skills


      [Resist Status Effects Lv. MAX] [Shield Tech Lv. 6] [Smithing Lv. 5] [Memory Lv. 3]




      (Advanced Skills)


      [Conceal Lv. 9] [Time Spells Lv. 7] [Absorb Lv. 6]




      Resist Status Effects was now at level MAX, which was probably why the sluggishness had vanished partway through my absorption of the curse on the sphere.


      I’d learned Smithing and Memory since I came to Nahar, but my Walking level had also gone up twice, so I now had two skill points to spend. I could learn Duplication, which I’ve been interested in for a while... No, maybe I should save them in case something comes up at the ruins?


      Still, that Spirit Tree’s Blessing was amazing. Even though the experience I needed kept increasing, I was still leveling up steadily. Of course, it helped that we’d done so much walking in the forest and other places where we couldn’t use the wagon.


      I dismissed my stat panel and closed my eyes to sleep.




      After that, we spent two uneventful days in the wagon before arriving at the ruins on the third. They were even more heavily guarded than we’d anticipated, with a sturdy wall built out front.


      “Do you have a pass?” The guard at front regarded us suspiciously, but when I showed him our pass, his eyes went wide and he immediately became deferential.


      I wasn’t sure if it was because Frau was the one who issued the pass, but either way, the effect was immediate. Within minutes, we were meeting with the leader of the expedition.


      “Representative Frau sent word about you. She wanted us to get things ready for your arrival.” The leader was so friendly with us that it was kind of scary. We were told we could look around the ruins freely as well.


      “Did she say anything else?” I asked hesitantly.


      “She asked us to have you look over the lithographs,” came the response.


      So it was a trade after all. I was happy to have a look at whatever they showed me, though.


      It was getting late in the day, so we were introduced to the other members of the expedition. The people deciphering the lithographs were a bit short with me, but they probably didn’t like the idea of some stranger with a mask showing up out of nowhere and having free rein over their work. Hikari scowled at their reaction.


      When the leader asked us, “Um, there’s only one room available. Is that all right?” Rurika smiled and said it was fine.


      “I didn’t think they’d prepare us dinner too,” I said after we got back from the dining hall.


      “Big Sis Mia’s food is better,” Hikari put in, earning a smile from Mia.


      “Lots of really impressive people here,” Rurika said, referring to the adventurers we’d seen there.


      “Yeah. Looked tough,” Sera agreed.


      “I’ve even heard of some of them,” Chris added.


      I’d heard they’d sent a lot of skilled adventurers to the ruins, but apparently some of them had reputations that preceded them. It was obvious at a glance that they weren’t people to mess with.


      “So, what should we do tomorrow?” I asked. “I was planning to look at lithographs all morning.” I was wondering if we could put off exploring the ruins themselves until the afternoon.


      “I think Chris and Mia should stay with you, Sora,” Rurika proposed. “The rest of us will see if we can get someone to tell us about this place.” She wanted to be ready to spring into action in case anything happened.


      “Got it,” said Hikari.


      “You don’t want us to come along?” Mia asked her.


      “We need you guys to keep Sora company. You too, Chris. Make sure he doesn’t push himself too hard.”


      “Absolutely,” Chris said.


      I was a little upset by her firm tone, but being able to discuss things with her would surely increase my speed of analysis.


      I’d also need her advice on what information I could share and what I couldn’t. It was okay to make cooking recipes and harmless alchemical recipes publicly available, but anything dangerous I should probably keep to myself. 




      But even though I had that policy in mind, when I was actually taken to the lithograph storage, the vast majority turned out to be harmless. Too many were recipes, honestly. The sheer number of them suggested a great deal of effort had been put into recreating recipes from my world with monster meat.


      I ended up reporting that I’d glanced through a little over a hundred of them and fully deciphered ten. That report got a variety of reactions, but the most common seemed to be suspicion, followed by surprise.


      It was understandable enough. After all, without someone else capable of deciphering them, they had no way of checking if what I said was true. Some of them also seemed to want to ask me how I’d done it, but no one actually went through with it, perhaps because they’d had orders from above not to.


      Out of the lithographs I’d reported, seven were about cooking, one was about potions, and two were about other sets of ruins in the Eld Republic. I suspected one of those was probably the ruins in Fisui.




      “Hmm, I see,” Mia said as I explained what I’d found. “Do you think you’ll want to do more reading this afternoon?”


      “I was thinking we’d go through with our plans to take a look at the ruins.” I could have kept going, but I didn’t want to bore them. Maybe tomorrow, while I was deciphering, they could go out with Rurika and the others.


      The explanation we’d received about the ruins said the aboveground portion was only one story, with three basement floors below. After lunch, we headed over to check them out ourselves.


      My first impression of the building was that it looked an awful lot like a Japanese house...except that it was all white, made of the same blum ore as the lithographs.


      The interior felt a lot like a house to me, too, and apparently I wasn’t the only one who thought so.


      “A house?” Hikari murmured, and the others seemed to agree.


      That said, the Japanese aspect was only there on the outside, with the interior looking more like a standard residence from this world, or possibly an inn. It was quite large despite being a single story, with rooms that could easily host several people at once, as well as smaller ones for individuals.


      There was nothing noteworthy in these rooms, and I recalled the scholars saying that had been the case when they’d first searched them; there had been no lithographs there either.


      “There’s a lonely air to it,” Mia whispered at one point, and for some reason the words lingered in my ear.


      After we’d gone through all the first-floor rooms, I suggested checking out the basement floors, and so we did.


      Unlike the aboveground rooms, there were people down here. Apparently they’d found most of the lithographs on the first basement floor, but the adventurers had taken them all topside, so now most of the work was transcribing and investigating the murals.


      The first and second basement floors were home to ten murals each, for a total of twenty. There was also a single large mural on the third basement floor.


      To avoid interrupting their work, we decided to check out the murals in the uninhabited rooms first.


      The murals were well drawn, and I found myself staring at one, entranced. It depicted a person smiling and waving right at the viewer. Did an elf model for this one? I wondered. I could see the tips of pointed ears peeking out from under the hair. Or maybe they painted it from memory, without a model...


      “Ciel, anything catch your eye?” I asked as I looked over at her, and I saw her staring at the mural harder than I’d ever seen her stare before.


      She gave a big nod in response, swung her ears, and pointed at a particular spot.


      I followed the direction her ear was pointing...and suddenly it leaped out to me. I rubbed my eyes, but it was still there.


      “Something’s written here,” I said.


      Mia and the others tilted their heads in confusion.


      I probably wouldn’t have noticed it either if it hadn’t been pointed out to me—it had been integrated into the art itself in a way that wasn’t obvious at a glance. But once Ciel pointed it out to me, I couldn’t unsee it.


      It was the Japanese character “ko.”


      I searched the picture for anything else and saw the carved letters “iii” near the top right of the frame.


      I’ve never seen that symbol in this world, I mused. “Chris, can you read these letters?” I asked, pointing at them.


      “It looks a bit like ancient elven. I think it means the number three,” she told me. Morrigan had taught her ancient elven in the past, explaining that it would be easier to form contracts with spirits if she could speak it.


      The next mural we looked at was a landscape.


      “Isn’t this Altair?” I whispered. It looked a lot like the view of the city on the lake as seen from the mountains, and it included the shoreside city of Marte. Most prominently, we could see what looked like the Spirit Tree there.


      I found some hidden writing on this one too. The Japanese character was “no,” and this time, near the bottom left corner, there was a carved “v.”


      We spent the rest of the afternoon looking at all the murals on the first floor—ten of them in all, each with one hidden Japanese character and one ancient elven number.


      “But Sora, what do the characters mean?” Rurika asked me.


      “A message left by someone summoned here in the past, maybe?” I speculated. I couldn’t be sure, but most people wouldn’t be able to read the characters hidden in those pictures—unless they had the right Analysis-type skill, at least. Given that, it might be a message meant for other people summoned from my world. Similarly, the letters carved near the murals’ edges could be intended for elves.


      I had just one question left, though. Usually, writing was automatically translated for otherworlders in a projection in front of our faces, so I would have expected to notice it the minute I looked at the picture. But with these, I didn’t even notice they were there until Ciel pointed them out.


      I hadn’t really thought much about it before, but maybe the auto-translation and the finding of hidden writing ran on different systems.


      “So, Sora, what does the message say?” Chris asked, deeply intrigued.


      Thinking back on the characters in the order we’d seen so far revealed...




      [-uko-noa-shiwo-me---ha-raka--]




      But it wasn’t enough to piece the message together, so we’d have to check the other ten tomorrow.


      “We’ll have to pick it up tomorrow, Chris,” I told her. “But I want to look at more lithographs in the morning, so we’ll start in the afternoon.”


      Since some of the lithographs had involved magic, Chris wasn’t about to argue.




      As planned, I spent the next morning analyzing lithographs before we visited the second basement floor in the afternoon.


      I’d fully deciphered seven lithographs today. One of them seemed to be about Fisui, telling the story of the hard work it took to create a path through the forest loved by the spirits.


      So far I’d been able to read all the lithographs discovered here, and there would be no problem making them public, so I figured I’d let Frau know their contents at some point. If I gave a letter to the person in charge of the ruins, maybe they’d send it on to her?


      We looked around the second basement floor and found the rest of the message in the murals:




      [yuukou no akashi wo shimese michi wa hirakareru]




      “Show proof of friendship and the path will be opened,” I translated.


      “Proof of friendship? The path will be opened?” Rurika was puzzled.


      “Maybe there’s some sort of hidden chamber in the ruins,” I said.


      Rurika and Hikari both seemed excited by the thought.


      “It makes it sound like we need some kind of key, though,” I added quickly. “Assuming there even is a hidden room.”


      Last night at dinner, I’d had a chance to talk to one of the scholars, and they’d said the lithographs were the only things they’d found in the ruins so far. Could the lithographs be the key, then? Or maybe one of them has a hint to what the key is?


      I’d stored everything the lithographs said with my Memory skill, but looking back over them, I didn’t see anything that seemed likely. If there was a riddle or a code hidden there, it was beyond my skill to figure out.




      It was cloudy all day that day—a rare bad turn in the weather.


      “Are you going to the third basement floor today?” asked the person in charge of the ruins as we joined him for breakfast that morning.


      “Yes, that’s the plan,” I told him.


      I also asked if he’d send a letter to Frau for us, and he cheerfully accepted.


      We went down to the third floor and found it contained only two large rooms, as opposed to the many that had made up the first two. There was nothing notable in the first room, but the second contained a large mural.


      “Do you see anything special in this mural?” Chris asked, looking at me hopefully.


      Unfortunately, I couldn’t see anything with the naked eye, and Analysis also brought up nothing. I looked at Ciel, who had originally discovered the writing in the murals, but she shook her ears no in response.


      “But this picture does look familiar, doesn’t it?” Rurika asked.


      “Yeah, I thought so too,” Sera agreed.


      Rurika pulled out the Spirit’s Talisman she’d shown me a long time ago. “You can’t tell just by looking at one, but when you bring all four together, it forms a picture that looks a lot like this mural.” It wasn’t exactly the same, she said, but she asked Chris to produce hers, and they held them side by side.


      It was only part of the full picture, but it did look a lot like the mural on the wall.


      The image showed what you’d have called a four-leaf clover in my old world, but Chris said there was no plant like that here. Does that mean it really was an otherworlder who painted this? I wondered. It was well done, so they must have had real talent—talent that I definitely didn’t have.


      “Hey, Chris. Is there a reason it’s shining?” Mia asked while I was thinking things over.


      I looked over and saw the gem in the pendant on Chris’s chest glowing faintly. Huh? It wasn’t doing that before, was it? I thought immediately.


      “It started glowing after Chris touched the painting,” Mia explained.


      “So maybe that pendant is the ‘key’?” I asked. “But didn’t it belong to your grandmother?”


      “Yeah, but she could have gotten it from someone else, or there could be other ones like it. Lady Lumice told me that a lot of people used to live here. And besides...” Chris explained that Lumice had put her hand on the pendant and changed it somehow.


      “But...how do you use it?” Hikari asked, which brought us back to square one.


      Chris touched the mural again, but nothing happened, even when she touched the pendant to it directly. I looked around the mural to see if there were any similar gems implanted in it, but I didn’t see any.


      “It doesn’t seem to be working,” Chris said.


      I touched the mural myself to see if I could figure something else out, and I even channeled mana into it, but nothing happened. It just felt hard and cold. Next to me, Ciel tried slapping the wall with her ears, but it still didn’t produce results.


      “I’m wondering what exactly that did, but I guess there’s no way to know,” Rurika said.


      “Maybe we should go back to the spring and ask about it,” Sera added.


      That might actually be more constructive... I thought.


      “I guess you’re right.” Chris touched the wall one last time regretfully.


      In that same instant, I felt my hand against the wall grow warm—more specifically, I felt the wall grow warm from mana flowing through its surface.


      “What in the...” Chris seemed surprised by the change as well.


      I removed my hand reflexively, then carefully pushed against the wall once more.


      “What happened?” Mia asked.


      “There was a reaction. The mural...the wall suddenly got warmer,” I said.


      Mia tried touching the wall herself. “I don’t feel anything,” she said with a frown.


      The other three got the same result.


      I glanced over at Ciel and saw her nodding smugly. But what part are you nodding about? I wondered.


      We tried a few more things and eventually realized that the reaction happened whenever Chris and I touched the wall at the same time. If only one of us touched it, the mana didn’t respond, and it only responded to me and Chris as a pair specifically. Any other pairing—me and Mia, for instance—wouldn’t work.


      “I think it might be related...to otherworlders,” Chris said.


      “Really?”


      “Yes, Lady Lumice said you reminded her of someone, Sora. Maybe she didn’t mean what you look like, but where you come from. And the lithographs found here were written in your ‘Japanese’ language, weren’t they? Which lends support to that theory.”


      It was a persuasive argument, and even Rurika seemed to agree.


      “So if there’s a hidden room, maybe only the two of you can get to it?” Mia speculated.


      It was a sensible theory, but we wouldn’t know until we got results. And even though the mural was reacting, we still didn’t actually know how to trigger an entrance. If touching it at the same time would open the path, it should have done it already.


      So what’s the “proof of friendship”? I went back to the question. If it’s Chris’s pendant, surely it wouldn’t need me. But it also doesn’t react only to me, which suggests that elves are involved somehow too...


      “The reaction was to mana, so maybe we need to infuse it with mana?” Chris postulated. “Maybe different species have different kinds of mana.” We’d learned that from our experience with the Spirit Tree, which would only accept elven mana.


      “Should we try, then?” I asked.


      “Yes,” Chris responded immediately.


      Rurika couldn’t help but smile at how quickly she answered. They’d known each other so long, she must have known exactly what Chris was thinking.


      “Okay, here I go,” I said, and I started channeling my mana in. I didn’t know how much it needed, so I just did my normal amount...which did nothing. “Should we turn it up a little?”


      “I think so. I’ll put a big amount in.”


      Hmm? At first nothing changed, but soon enough I felt a sensation like mana was collecting inside the wall. I appraised it to confirm and saw: 




      [Blum Ore] 87/100




      As we continued channeling mana in, the numbers gradually went up. Ninety-seven, ninety-eight, ninety-nine...one hundred! But still nothing happened.


      “Hmm?” But while I was mulling over the lack of reaction, I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned around to see Ciel there.


      All of a sudden, she broke into a dance. No, not a dance—she was trying to tell me something.


      “Hold hands with Chris?” I asked after a moment, judging from how she’d linked one ear to the other.


      She pointed an ear at me as if to say, Right!


      Chris must have heard me, because she held out her left hand. I switched my hand on the mural from my right to my left and took her hand with my free one.


      Still, nothing happened.


      I glanced over at Ciel and saw her panic for a moment, then she closed her eyes in thought. She stayed that way for about half a minute, then opened her eyes wide, stretched out her ears in realization, and began swirling them around and around.


      What’s she trying to tell me? I wondered.


      “Um, maybe we’re supposed to blend our mana together?” Chris whispered.


      Ciel started pointing an ear at her. Her pantomime was kind of funny, but she seemed to be earnestly telling us, “Hurry, hurry!”


      As I turned forward again, I felt Ciel land on my shoulder. I focused and channeled in more of my mana, imagining it mixing with Chris’s.


      ◇◇◇


      “What?”


      The next thing I knew, I was somewhere else, my hand still extended into empty space. I looked to my right and saw Chris there, also in the same position as before, looking surprised.


      For a moment it had been so bright I’d closed my eyes, and then I was suddenly in a different place.


      “Chris, do you know what happened?” I asked her.


      “I’m sorry. It was so bright that I shut my eyes, and when I opened them, we were here.”


      “Ah. Same as me, then.”


      “Ciel, do you know anything?” Chris asked.


      I realized I could still feel Ciel’s weight on my right shoulder. I looked over and saw that she was indeed there, tilting her body back and forth. Yeah, she doesn’t know. I tried to call up my automap, but it wouldn’t open. I tried a few other spells, but none of them were working either.


      “Sora, there are books here,” Chris said while I was trying my spells.


      I looked around the room again. The only furnishings were a desk, a chair, a bookshelf, and a bed. The desk had two books on it, and the shelves seemed to hold a variety of materials. The room was completely free of dust, and the bedclothes showed no signs of wear.


      “This book is written in an elven language. The other one’s in a language I can’t read, though.” Chris’s expression quickly shifted from joy at the former to dejection at the latter.


      Apparently the book she could read was about magic, which was why she was so happy.


      “But I only glanced through the first few pages,” she added quickly—not that I could blame her for being excited. “The writing in here seems to be the same as in the lithographs, so maybe it’s your Japanese?” Chris said as she leafed through the other.


      “Looks like it,” I agreed.


      “We can’t...take them with us, I assume?”


      “Is there a reason we shouldn’t?” I asked.


      “It’s just something about the atmosphere of this room...”


      It did seem like a very normal room, as if someone could walk in the door at any time.


      Huh? Door?


      Noticing the door, I pushed and pulled on it to see if it would open, but it didn’t yield. “So how do we get out of here?” I whispered.


      Chris also turned pale with worry, but Ciel picked that moment to float off my shoulder, land on top of the bed, yawn, and fall asleep.


      Chris laughed in spite of herself. “She’s telling us not to panic, I guess.”


      “Yeah. It was a pretty exaggerated gesture. Let’s start reading. Maybe the books will tell us a way out.”


      Chris took up my offer and got to reading as well.


      The bigger problem was that we had no way to get in contact with the others outside. I knew they’d be worried, but there was nothing we could do except sit here and read through the books for a way out. I trusted that one would exist.


      “Sora, you seem happy about this.”


      Yes, ma’am, I love the idea, I admitted to myself. Out loud, I said, “It was just so hard to get into this room. With all the thought that went into the mural, couldn’t they have just left proper instructions?”


      The complaint was meant to hide my enthusiasm, but I think Chris saw right through me.


      Then I gave Chris the chair while I sat down on the bed.


      I started reading the book that was on top of the desk. It was a record—a recollection of everything that had happened to the writer since he was first summoned to this world.


      ◇Record of an Otherworlder: 1


      If you’re reading this right now, you’re probably from another world, like me. I don’t know how you ended up here, but I’m using this journal to write down everything I’ve been through here and all the things I’ve learned.


      My name is Yutaka. I was summoned here from a place called Earth. It happened when I was in high school, and my high school classmates were brought here with me.


      The person who summoned me...in my age he was the king of a place called Elesia. He told us that if we wanted to get home, we had to slay the Demon King—that travel between worlds required the Demon King’s core.


      We’d never used swords before, and we came from a world without magic, so it was very hard for us at first. Fortunately, we were granted mysterious powers known as “skills” that allowed us to fight, and we were motivated by our powerful desire to get back to our world.


      One day, three years after our original summoning, we finally headed off to slay the Demon King. We tore through a monster-filled place known as the Black Forest, and after arriving at the great castle, we fought the Demon King and attendant demons.


      After a fierce battle that required many sacrifices, we had done what we’d gone there to do.


      Almost half of my classmates were dead by then, and I’d lost most of my skills as well. Nevertheless, the survivors among us were overjoyed. At last, we thought, we can go home! A selfish motive, but understandable, I’m sure. This world was too harsh for people like us.


      But a cruel reality awaited us.


      There was no Demon King “core”—the demons revealed to us, in fact, that the Demon King had once been human. They said that the Demon King was created as a fail-safe mechanism, to keep the world from being destroyed when it became too full of negative emotions. Of course, we had no way of knowing whether that was true at the time.


      The worst hit, though, came when they told us that we’d never get back to our old world.


      When we returned to Elesia and asked if this was true, we were betrayed. Though we were initially welcomed back as heroes, their mask of kindness fell away and they attacked us as soon as we began to probe them about the truth.


      It all happened too quickly, and most of my classmates were neutralized and captured. I was able to use my last skill on instinct. It was a special, extremely powerful one, but the price of casting it was to give up another skill I’d learned.


      That skill saved my life that day—but only mine. I was so desperate to escape that I couldn’t think of anything or anyone else.


      When I calmed down later, I thought about going back to save my friends, but I had no skills left.


      In the end, I chose to run away. I left the Kingdom and began aimlessly wandering the world. Early on, it occurred to me how little I knew about the world I’d been living in for the past three years. I didn’t know the value of money or what lands lay outside Elesia. I didn’t even know anything about Elesia itself.


      I realized that they had intentionally withheld this information to manipulate us.


      About half a year after I left the Kingdom, I met a woman. She found me collapsed on the side of the road and saved me. I’d heard rumors about her kind on my travels, but nothing more—a wise, long-lived race called the elves.


      Her name was Lorna, and she was not repulsed by my nonsensical ramblings. But after I told my whole story, she asked me a question. What do you want to do now?


      I wanted to save my classmates, but I knew that was impossible. A single person couldn’t oppose an entire kingdom. If I were in perfect condition, with all of my skills, perhaps...but I had no skills now.


      So I said instead that I wanted to leave a warning to anyone in the future who might be summoned here like we were. To do that, I had to learn the truth.


      When I told Lorna that, she smiled kindly at me and said that she would help. When I asked her why, she responded, “I guess I can’t just abandon you.” With her help, I managed to learn more.


      A year passed, then two, then five, and I realized that time was against me. I tried returning to the Demon King’s castle to talk to the demons there, but the castle was gone, and the demons had vanished. I examined the records and learned that the next Demon King would not be born for at least decades, perhaps even a century or more. I could very well be dead before another Demon King appeared.


      And that was based simply on lifespan alone, without accounting for the dangers found in this world every day.


      I told Lorna this, and she said with a grim expression that there might be a way. Thinking back now, I believe she didn’t want me to do it, but I was in no condition to think about that at the time. I latched onto the words out of desperation. I’d nearly died once already, so if there was a chance, I wanted to try it.


      And so Lorna and I headed to the Dragonlands.


      She was apparently an acquaintance of the Dragon King, and she asked him to share some of his blood with me. The Dragon King seemed uncertain, but he told me about the ritual after he heard my reasoning. He said that performing the blood ritual might let me extend my lifespan if I could handle it—but if I couldn’t, I might die. He said he didn’t recommend it.


      I accepted nonetheless. The Dragon King fretted, seeming like he hadn’t expected me to accept, but he agreed to perform the blood ritual for me.


      I spent some time after the ritual on the verge of death, but I managed to pull through.


      The Dragon King said I’d live for at least one hundred years, and he also told me things to watch out for. He said that when I began to age, it would be a sign that the effect had run out, and I’d die in time.


      Finding that acceptable, I resumed my investigation.


      ◇◇◇


      To summarize Yutaka’s findings, apparently the demons were right that the Demon King’s revival tended to happen at times of major wars and similar phenomena. It was sort of like a way to distract those in power from destroying humanity through their love of conflict.


      I thought back on what I’d been told about Vossheil’s invasion of Eld. Perhaps that had been the catalyst for the latest Demon King’s birth.


      Yutaka also wrote that an otherworld summoning was performed after every Demon King’s birth, always by the Kingdom of Elesia. The reason they kept the summonees close to home was because otherworlders tended to have powerful skills and stats, so they’d decide to interbreed with them to try to create more powerful warriors. Elesia had once been a minor power, but each new Demon King hunt had allowed their territory to expand more and more until they’d grown into a sprawling kingdom.


      I couldn’t help but think of Hikari. In Yutaka’s time, there had been almost no people there with dark hair or eyes; people with both were especially uncommon.


      Does that mean Hikari is descended from previous otherworlders?


      I let out a deep sigh and continued reading.


      ◇Record of an Otherworlder: 2


      Three hundred years had passed since my original summoning here.


      In that time, I’d managed to build a team of reliable companions. I’d also made preparations to save the descendants of the otherworlders currently being exploited by the kingdom.


      But before we could carry it out, something terrible occurred with a frightening suddenness.


      Lorna became the Demon King.


      She simply left one day, saying that she was being called. At that time, I noticed that her eyes had turned the deep red of blood.


      I began desperately searching for Lorna, and I learned that she was in the Demon King’s castle—more precisely, one of the demons told me that she was.


      I ran to see her and found her in the castle, sitting on the throne. I immediately remembered the last time I’d faced down a Demon King.


      Then Lorna told me it wasn’t a coincidence that it was she who had been chosen, but that the goddess perceived what we were doing as a threat. She knew this because she’d inherited some of the memories of previous Demon Kings, and she explained that the goddess perceived the chaos wrought by Elesia to be a useful tool.


      That was also the reason Elesia was the only place where otherworld summonings were conducted.


      Hearing that, another of my companions walked out in fear of what might happen to them. Another followed, then another. I didn’t think it was coldhearted of them. I knew better than anyone what it meant to become the Demon King.


      In the end, I’d done nothing but waste the life of someone who mattered to me. I’d hoped to spend her final moments with her, but that wish, too, went ungranted. Lorna ordered a demon to remove me from the castle.


      When I next awoke, I was in a town somewhere. An elf woman there told me I had been sleeping for almost fifty years. Then she told me about the death of the Demon King...of Lorna.


      Even though she’d become the Demon King, she had fought back. She had wanted to live.


      In the meantime, a third otherworld summoning had taken place, and the goddess had ultimately manifested in this world and killed her. The elf woman told me all this, then gave me a pendant from Lorna as a keepsake.


      I took it and returned to my base...to my home, but with none of my companions there, it felt like an empty shell.


      The days passed, and I wished for death. I began wanting to leave this world as soon as possible.


      Years passed. I often heard rumors of a new Demon King birth, and at last the day that I’d been longing for arrived. I had begun to age.


      Before I was about to die, he appeared—a three-horned demon I recognized.


      He told me of the demons’ ultimate objective.


      The reason he came to tell me was because Lorna had asked him to do so, and because I had been getting close to understanding the truth behind this world.


      This demon, the elder, wanted to break the system that created Demon Kings. But to do that, they had to slay the goddess. The key to that was the moment the goddess manifested in this world—the advent.


      He explained that an advent required two conditions to be met.


      The first was the presence of someone capable of becoming a vessel for the goddess—a holy magic user. However, he explained, the vessel was doomed to die after fulfilling her role. This was likely because the burden of the goddess manifesting within them was too much for the human body to handle.


      The other condition was that the people of this world would fail to defeat the Demon King themselves.


      I asked the elder if it was all right for me to hear all this, and he said that the demons’ resistance was a mere amusement as far as the goddess was concerned.


      Then the elder left, and I decided I’d make sure to leave a few things behind before I died.


      The first was the truth about the otherworld summoning, records about the Demon King and the goddess, and my memories with Lorna and the others. Those memories include methods for making delicious food, discoveries of new spells, and a log of everything I’ve seen and done on my travels around this world.


      I’ve decided to leave those records here in this room. The reason for the complicated restrictions on entry is because I know that it will be dangerous to anyone who reads the record—but mostly because I want the person who reads it to be someone from another world like me. Also, because it will most likely be destroyed if it gets out.


      So I leave this to you, a person whose name I don’t even know.


      I hope that the next person who reads this does so in a world free of the suffering we experienced.


      ◇◇◇


      That was where Yutaka’s story ended. The last of the pages consisted of instructions for how to leave the room and a catalog of the materials and magic items on the shelves.


      I read it to the end and let out a deep sigh. I’d read so many shocking things in a row that my head was still spinning. I needed time to sort out my thoughts.


      Then I realized it: Ciel had settled on my lap at some point and was peering into the book.


    


  



  

    [image: insert8]

  



  

    

      “Ciel?”


      When I spoke her name, she turned back to look at me. It looked as if tears had formed in her eyes...but a moment later she was back to her normal dopey expression.


      “Did you finish?” Chris asked me, looking like she was already done with hers.


      “Y-Yeah. I hope I didn’t leave you waiting,” I said.


      “Don’t worry. I just read it a few more times to memorize it!”


      “Actually, mine said it was okay to take out with us,” I told her. “Didn’t yours say that?”


      “Mine only talked about spells,” she said after a pause. “But it’s okay. I memorized what was in it, so I can leave it here.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “Yes,” she said nervously. I wondered if she was worried about forgetting the contents of such a thick book.


      “Got it,” I said. “Could you wait a little longer, then? I’ll read it too and commit it to memory.” If there was anything I didn’t understand, I could always just ask, and I could also transcribe things if I needed to.


      Chris appeared hesitant to hand me the book, though. It seemed to take her some internal debate before she finally held it out, red-faced.


      After reading the book for myself, I realized why she was acting that way. Yeah, there’s more in this book than just spells. There’s also, um...ways to make certain body parts bigger?


      I put the books back where they came from but decided to take what was on the shelves. There were lots of precious materials there, including blum ore, orichalcum, and adamantite. I could identify them immediately through my Appraisal skill, and the labels matched what had been written in Yutaka’s book.


      The magic items were things he had worked with his friends to make. It said that one of them contained a record of the kingdom’s wrongdoings. Since I couldn’t use my Item Box dimension spell here, I decided to put everything on the shelf in the bag of holding. There, now the shelf is emptied out.


      “So we’re leaving the books but taking the materials?” Chris asked with a giggle.


      You don’t have to laugh about it, I thought self-consciously. “Well, the next person who comes here will need the books to know how to get out, right? That’s why they were there in the first place.”


      Chris nodded in agreement, but I honestly doubted anyone else would come here. The real reason I didn’t take them was just because I felt like they belonged here.


      “Okay, let’s head back. C’mon, Ciel,” I called. Ciel leaped out of Chris’s arms and into my hood.


      “So how do we get out?” Chris asked.


      “Well...actually...” Her question reminded me of what I’d read. I’d thought it was a joke at first, but the passage had emphasized that it was impossible to get out any other way. “Um, first, let me assure you that I’m passing on what they said with total honesty.”


      In fact, it was more or less the same way we’d come in. The difference was that we had to both put our hands over the doorknob and channel mana into it.


      Chris listened to my explanation, then whispered, red-faced, “I-I’ll do my best.”


      ◇Rurika’s Perspective


      What just happened?


      One minute, Chris and Sora had been standing there, and the next they were gone. All I could do was stare at the empty space where they had been.


      “Huh? What?” Mia’s shocked words finally got my head working again.


      Actually, having my head working was worse—it just made me panic. I had no idea what I was supposed to do. I looked over at Mia and saw that she was just as scared as I was.


      “Calm down,” Sera interrupted in her usual even-tempered way. She sat down, and Hikari followed suit.


      I couldn’t help glaring at her. Didn’t she realize that Chris had just vanished?!


      “Just sit down with us, Rurika,” Sera replied breezily. “They’re both fine.”


      “How do you know that?!” I found myself shouting.


      “Unlike us, Chris is a responsible person. Sora’s with her too. She’s fine.”


      “Yeah. Big Sis Sera’s right,” Hikari added.


      Their even-tempered attitudes helped me calm down. That’s right. Sora’s with her, and we came here because the spirit asked us to. There’s no way she’s been hurt.


      “Y’know, Rurika, you’re really hopeless when it comes to Chris,” Sera said. “Usually you’re more levelheaded than this.”


      Well, come on, of course I am. I mean...


      “Maybe they’ll be fine,” Mia granted, “but I’m worried about Ciel.”


      “No problem. Ciel’s strong,” Hikari argued.


      It wasn’t until then that I realized that Ciel was gone too. I could feel my panic creeping back. Th-That does make it more worrying. Ah, is she all right?


      Still, about an hour passed, and they didn’t return. I knew rationally that they should be fine, but the more time that passed, the more nervous I was getting.


      “Hikari? What’s wrong?” Mia asked suddenly.


      I looked up to see Hikari gazing at the steps.


      “Hmm. Hear noise,” Hikari replied.


      As if on cue, I also picked up the presence of someone nearby, even though they’d told us over breakfast that nobody would be working on the third floor today...


      We’d just taken our weapons out of our bags of holding and gotten ready to fight when a member of the expedition suddenly ran into the room in a panic.


      “M-Monsters...” he said, heaving for breath, and then he slumped to the floor.


      The rest of us shared a look, but we gave him time to explain.


      The man told us that the ruins were currently under attack from monsters. “E-Everyone who can’t fight is holed up in the dorms. Wh-What do you want to do?”


      We talked it over and decided to help out at the walls.


      “I-I see. I’ll go back, then,” he said. “Be careful.” And with that, he ran out.


      “Mia, Hikari, do you want to wait here?” I asked.


      “No, I’ll go,” Mia said. “We could be helpful there. It’s just...” She glanced back at the mural.


      “Let’s leave a letter, then. If they’re not back by the time we beat the monsters, we can come back and keep waiting.”


      The others nodded in agreement, and after finishing the letter, we headed for the wall.


      There, a soldier told us that an army of at least three hundred monsters were heading our way.


      “You didn’t take the quest, so this technically isn’t your fight,” he said. “We wouldn’t blame you if you want to hole up in the dorms or just get out of here, but we’d certainly appreciate having you on our side. What do you think?”


      Obviously, we chose to fight.


      ◇◇◇


      Whew, we made it back safe.


      Or so I thought, but nobody was there.


      “Sora, look—a piece of paper,” Chris said.


      She was right. There was a piece of paper on the ground, with a knife...lying on it as a paperweight? It was written in Rurika’s handwriting, and it said that monsters had attacked the ruins and so they’d gone to help out.


      “We’d better go too,” I said. I ran up the stairs with Chris, wondering how long we’d been in that room.


      I’d really lost track of time while I was reading. Normally that wouldn’t have been an issue, but hearing about the monster attack made me regret not leaving sooner.


      As we flew out of the ruins, I began to hear shouting in the distance. Explosions too. Unfortunately, it was an overcast day, and I couldn’t make out the time based on the sun’s position. I brought up my automap on the way and checked our surroundings.


      The ruins abutted the mountain, so the walls had been built around the other three sides. I looked for human signals and saw that the ruins were abandoned, with the people split between the walls and the dorm house. The latter were the noncombatant scholars, along with a few soldiers to guard them.


      I scanned around for my party’s signals and saw that all four of them were currently in good condition. Mia was set apart from the other three, probably because she was off healing people.


      “Oh, it’s you. Feeling better?” the resting soldiers asked us as soon as we arrived at the wall.


      “Yes,” I responded after a second. Rurika must have said we weren’t feeling well to explain our absence.


      “We’d appreciate any help you can give, but don’t push yourselves if you’re not up to it. It’s looking like it’ll be a long one.”


      We climbed to the top of the wall and saw a mountain of dead monsters below.


      “Rurika!” Chris shouted as we caught sight of our party members. None of them seemed to be injured, but I could tell they were starting to get tired.


      “Hey, there you are. Welcome back, Chris.”


      “Thanks. So how are things going?” Chris asked.


      “We’ve been fighting for about three hours at this point, though we occasionally get breaks, like right now.” She explained that the monsters had appeared after we’d been in the room for about an hour, which meant we’d been in there for four hours total.


      We were in the room for that long? I marveled, then said aloud, “Looks like there’s a lot of different ones out there.” The ones visible at the moment were goblins, but the dead bodies I could see included wulfs, goblins, and orcs.


      It was rare to see different species acting together in the wild. The fact that the goblins were visible but not actually charging us was also a bit strange. The weapons lying by the bodies didn’t look very high-quality, but they were fairly well-made.


      Given how many there are, they couldn’t have taken them from adventurers, I thought. Maybe they seized a merchant caravan? “Have you seen any advanced subtypes leading them?” I asked.


      “They must’ve been waiting for you to get tired,” Chris said.


      The adventurers around us nodded in agreement.


      “I assume Mia’s on healing duty?” I asked.


      “That’s right,” Rurika said. “Some of the soldiers have gotten hurt. In fact, Mia might have been more helpful than anyone else in the battle so far. Make sure you tell her how much we appreciate it when you see her, Sora.”


      “I will. I’ll also work hard to make up for what I missed while I was resting,” I told her. “So, what should we do?”


      “Could you take over watch duty for a bit?” an adventurer asked. “I’d like to rest while I can... Or, well, so much for that.” He suddenly let out a sigh.


      I followed his gaze and saw the monsters on the march again.


      “Should we try some long-range attacks for now?” I asked Chris.


      “Yes, since there’s so many of them, I thought about using area-of-effect magic,” Chris replied. “It might end up damaging the forest, but we don’t really have a choice.” She immediately spoke an incantation and cast the Tornado spell just as the monsters got within a hundred meters of the fortress.


      The funnel appeared, engulfed the monsters, and tore them to shreds. It even seemed to pursue the fleeing ones with a will of its own. It also tore up some trees in the process, but the damage was minor compared to what fire magic might do.


      I waited until Chris’s Tornado had done its work, then hit the ones that had escaped its fury—mostly goblins—with the flying stone projectiles of a Stone Bullet spell, followed by the pebble rain of a Stone Shower.


      “You’re kidding...” the adventurers said, dumbfounded.


      Their shock was understandable, since we’d just wiped out the entire advancing line. “Should we move somewhere else?” I asked.


      “No, stay here for now,” the adventurer said. “The center wall should be handled.” He explained that the center wall was protected by a team of Rank A adventurers specializing in close-range combat, and that the monsters would be too close at this point for our magic to help.


      As if to punctuate his words, I heard the sound of swords clashing in the distance.




      With the monster attacks quelled for now, the adventurer and soldier representatives gathered to discuss next moves. Rurika was also invited to attend, though she clearly felt anxious about it.


      After she came back, though, it was clear why they’d invited her. It seemed the party representatives had discussed the state of things and decided we just didn’t have enough people to survive a pure war of attrition. Instead, they’d decided to send a small elite force to attack what seemed to be the monsters’ base camp.


      Since these elites would include the Rank A adventurer party that had been holding the center wall, they’d wanted us to take their place instead. The main reason we were chosen was because Chris and I had area-of-effect spells. The center wall faced an area that had been cleared out for the main road to pass through, which meant that large hordes of monsters could attack that way all at once.


      “But Sora, are you sure you’re all right with this?” Chris asked.


      “Well, our lives are on the line, so...”


      She was worried because I’d called Shade and X out once we were moved to the center. I figured it would create too much confusion if I brought them out as the fight began, and with some of our best fighters gone, it was probably best to put all our cards on the table.


      The other fighters were surprised at first, but they were more than happy to have the backup. Obviously, I told them that I’d found the Golem Cores in the dungeon.


      As the sun began to set and the monsters came on the march again, the Rank A adventurers quietly moved into action. “Good luck here,” they said as they left.


      The remaining monsters, or at least the ones I could see on my automap, numbered about 350. If things played out like last time, they’d probably attack in groups of thirty or so.


      But this time, something was different.


      “Hey, don’t tell me...” an adventurer breathed suddenly. “Are those spell-resistant shields?”


      An orc troop had appeared at the center, and twenty of them had shields.


      Does that mean spells won’t work on them? I wondered.


      “Are they magic shields?” Chris asked.


      “Yeah, you can get them in the Empire,” the adventurer replied. “I didn’t expect them to have those...” Spell resistance would eliminate our best advantage, and with fewer fighters than before, we were actually in pretty big trouble—that was what he seemed to be thinking, at least.


      “Hey, look behind them,” another adventurer pointed out. Normally they would send just one unit at a time, but this time there was another one filing in behind the first.


      Goblins, wulfs, and are those...red ogres? I could see similar formations coming together not just at the center, but on either side too. I looked at my automap and saw all but one of the groups heading this way. It seemed the enemy had no intention of dragging things out any longer.


      Still, they’re keeping their distance as they approach... Are they worried about the area-of-effect spells, even with the shields?


      “This is gonna be tough, but it could also be a good opportunity,” I told them. “It’ll make it easier for the others to tell where the boss is. As long as we can hold out until then, we win.”


      That seemed to encourage the adventurers around us.


      “Should I try a spell to see what happens?” Chris asked.


      “It’s worth a try, but I wouldn’t expect much,” the adventurer said. He seemed to think it was a waste of mana, but there was no real point in conserving MP if it turned out spells didn’t work at all.


      We decided to start with a powerful single-target fire spell, a Fire Arrow. It went streaking right at an orc, but it hit its shield and went out. I then tried a Stone Shower, but it was blocked the same way. Still, I checked with Appraisal—I was relieved to find out that it worked at this distance—and saw that the shield’s durability rating had gone down.


      “Chris, I’ll start. You handle the rest.”


      The adventurer next to me looked surprised, but I ignored him and started firing off spells—specifically, Stone Showers. In the end, I managed to completely take out nineteen of their twenty shields.


      “Chris, now!” I shouted, but her Firestorm had enveloped the battlefield before I could even open my mouth.


      After the spell dissipated, we could see that the numbers of the orcs, as well as those of the red ogres behind them, had been cut in half.


      “Awesome work, Chris!” an adventurer cried. “All right, let’s get out there and finish the last of them off! Rurika, you guys guard the gate!”


      Chris’s casting had motivated the adventurers, who ran out to take advantage of the big turn in their fortunes before I could stop them. All the adventurers ran out except for one party as the orcs and red ogres began to flee.


      “That’s not good,” Rurika whispered.


      “Yeah, the worst possible outcome,” echoed one of the soldiers who’d remained to protect the wall. “We shouldn’t pursue them under these circumstances—at least, we should’ve watched their movement for a few minutes or fired off another spell first.”


      The reason the soldier hadn’t given his opinion earlier was because he knew adventurers knew more about fighting monsters than they did. The adventurers had also moved much faster than they’d expected.


      Something similar seemed to be happening not just here, but on the other flanks of the wall.


      “Do monsters usually fight like this?” the soldier asked. “It’s almost like they’re using human tactics.”


      I’d never engaged in large-scale combat between humanoid races, but I assumed the soldier knew what he was talking about. Still, all we could do right now was take care of any monsters that came our way and pray that the elite force quickly defeated the boss.


      But with the boss and all...it feels a lot like a stampede, I thought. Didn’t the one in Messa also end when the elite unit defeated the boss?


      Just then...


      “Look at that!” a soldier shouted.


      He was looking...inside the walls?


      I followed his gaze and saw that the dorm building had gone up in flames. I could also hear sounds of swordplay flying in on the wind.


      A human figure ran into the open, and a spray of blood flew from his body. As he fell, I could see two people clad all in black appear from behind him. They looked a lot like the men I’d fought in the Majorica Dungeon.


      I realized that the soldiers were looking at me, probably because the mask I wore looked quite a lot like the ones worn by the attackers.


      Slave masks? I wondered. Are they from the Kingdom, then?


      “Are those...people?” the soldier whispered. He was probably incredulous because, even though they were right in front of us, they barely gave off any presence.


      Even with Detect Presence, they barely registered. No, if I focus I can sense them...faintly. It was like trying to sense tiny insects, though.


      But as I used Detect Presence, I suddenly noticed a stronger signal. This one was behind me. Keeping my eyes on the men in black, I crouched down to see what the signal was and realized it was the red ogres.


      What happened to the adventurers who ran after them? I managed to find their signals, but they were weak. Did they get ambushed? The soldier had mentioned that it felt like human tactics. Does that mean there are humans controlling the horde? Is that possible?


      When the red ogres let out a war cry, the soldiers noticed them as well.


      “Damn. They got beaten?” someone whispered, but nobody answered.


      I was worried about the red ogres, but my instincts were also screaming at me that it wasn’t safe to take my eyes off the men in black. As I just stood there, too nervous to move, someone else burst onto the scene. It was Ciel.


      The sight of her reminded me of something. Where is Mia right now?


      “Sora, Hikari and I will find Mia!” Rurika commanded, probably realizing the same thing I did. “Sera, you look after the two of them. And Sora, go help those people!”


      “Those people” probably meant the adventurers who had originally run off.


      Sera said, “Sure, but...” and told the soldiers to help at the dorm building as well.


      They hesitated, probably worried about holding the gate.


      “Just go. I’ve got these two,” I said, indicating X and Shade with my head.


      The men in black showed no reaction to our discussion of our plan. No...were they looking in my direction?


      “Got it. Please help them!” the soldier cried.


      But the second they were about to move, one of the men in black took action. He took something out of his pocket and threw it on the ground, creating a blinding light around us that made it impossible to see.


      I instinctively moved in front of Chris and held up my shield just as something flew at us. I managed to block it, but as it was bouncing off, some kind of liquid ripped through the air and splattered against us.


      “What is this stuff?” It seemed to have hit the others around us as well.


      By the time our vision cleared, the men in black were gone.


      I thought the fluid might be poison, but I didn’t notice anything immediately wrong with my clothing or my skin. Was it just a diversion so they could get away? Which means their next target might be Rurika and Hikari!


      I was about to rush out when Sera stopped me.


      “Sora, let the soldiers handle the men in black. We’ll handle the monsters and save the adventurers,” she said.


      “That’s right. We can handle fighting humans, and we’ll keep the ladies safe. In exchange, take care of those things,” a soldier said, pointing to the red ogres, who were still closing in.


      “All right. Take care of them,” I agreed, and I watched as the soldiers rushed down the steps. “First, we need to destroy those monsters. Once they’re close enough, then...” I was about to advise hitting them with magic and throwing weapons once they were within range, when I realized something.


      “That’s awful...” Chris breathed.


      One of the red ogres striding toward us had a person strapped to its shield. Though small, the person had a life sign.


      To keep us from using area-of-effect magic, I realized. “We’ll have to fight them after they get close. Chris, choose your spell timing carefully.”


      “Right, I’ll focus on support spells, then,” Chris agreed.


      Then I turned back and spoke to the remaining adventurer party. “We’re going to go down there and fight them on the ground. You guys defend the wall.”


      Once the red ogres got within a certain distance, the three of us and the two golems jumped down from the wall.


      There were sixteen red ogres in all. There had been twenty when they had first run off, which meant the adventurers who’d followed them must have beaten four. I readied my sword and quietly channeled mana into it. The hides of red ogres were as tough as armor. The exact toughness differed from individual to individual, of course, but that also meant in some cases, it was as hard as steel.


      After jumping down, I realized that there were three that had hostages, not just one, which meant my best course of action was to draw their attention. I used Provoke on all three of them, then ran away, which would allow Chris to use magic on the rest.


      I had to admit, it was pretty smart to use hostage tactics to prevent magic attacks. But unfortunately, that wouldn’t be enough to stop us.


      The red ogres with hostages went after me, and I left the rest to Chris and the others.


      Okay, time to trust them and focus on what I have to do, I thought.


      The first thing I noticed as I started to engage with them was that they were quite powerful for their level. Fast too. That probably had something to do with the “Enhanced” status that I saw when I looked at their stats.




      [Name: — / Job: — / Level: 43 (38) / Race: Red Ogre / Status: Enhanced]




      Fortunately, it wouldn’t be enough to give me any trouble. For one thing, the cutting power of my mithril sword was incredible. Even with mana channeled into it, I couldn’t believe how easily it sliced through the supposedly tough red ogre hide. I barely even felt resistance.


      In less than ten minutes, all three red ogres were dead. The hostages were safe as well—unconscious, but alive.


      After healing them, I turned back to rejoin Chris and the others just in time to see them finishing off the last of the red ogres.


      “What got you?” I asked one of the adventurers who had regained consciousness.


      “We were ambushed by...humans, I think,” he answered. “They were wearing black clothes and masks.”


      The rest of us shared a look. There were some of them on the outside as well?


      Then we filled the adventurers in on the current state of things.


      “Got it. I’d like to go back in and help the others, but we don’t have any equipment...” the adventurer lamented. “I hate to have to ask you this, but could you please save them? I think some of them are still alive.”


      We accepted their request—it had always been the plan from the start, anyway—but we sent the three of them back to the wall. They had no equipment, and though I’d patched up their wounds, they weren’t properly healed. Besides, our absence meant there were now only four adventurers protecting the center wall.


      “Sora, are you all right?” Chris asked.


      “I’m fine,” I said after a moment. I could tell she was worried because we might be fighting humans instead of just monsters. “Besides, if there are lives we can save, I want to do it.”


      “Don’t worry. I’ll beat both the humans and the monsters.” Sera swung her axe around, trying to reassure Chris.


      “If there really are more men in black hidden around here, we’ll all want to be careful. My Detect Presence skill tends to have trouble picking them up.” I was remembering the last time we’d fought them.


      Chris and Sera nodded, so I called up my automap and we followed it in the direction of the weak adventurer signals. They were in the forest off the main road, pretty far out. We met up with a few monsters on the way, but Sera and X took them out without batting an eye.


      At last, we found the collapsed adventurers in the forest. Several were still breathing.


      “You okay?” I asked one of them.


      “Ah, thank y—” he started, then suddenly shouted, “The enemy?!”


      He was right; there were signals close by. I pulled spare weapons out of my item box and handed them to the adventurers, and then we started moving toward a clearing. Sera couldn’t use her full fighting prowess when the trees were too dense.


      The moment we arrived, they appeared—a tiger wulf, an orc, and five men in black.


      “Be careful. Those monsters aren’t normal!” the adventurer shouted.


      I could feel the air around us grow tense. Their color was indeed different from the usual kinds I’d seen, and there was a mark like a crescent moon inscribed on the orc’s cheek and the tiger wulf’s head.




      [Name: Dante / Job: — / Level: 74 (27) / Race: Orc / Status: Enhanced]


      [Name: Seale / Job: — / Level: 72 (30) / Race: Tiger Wulf / Status: Enhanced]




      I appraised the orc and the tiger wulf and found that they were “enhanced” like the red ogres had been. But the most interesting parts were their exceptionally high levels and the fact that they had names. Named monsters? I thought.


      There was also one member of the dark-clothed band who had an unusual air about him. I appraised him and saw:




      [Name: Shuza / Job: Monster Tamer / Level: 46 / Race: Human / Status: —]




      I examined the term “Monster Tamer” more closely.




      [Monster Tamer] Able to form pacts with monsters and tame them. Can also enhance monsters.




      So this Shuza person was the one leading the attack?! Analysis revealed another label—“Spy.”


      “Are you the commander here?” I asked.


      Shuza, who had previously been looking at Chris, now turned to me. “I was wondering who you were that he would use that on you. So we have two targets...”


      Targets? He’d said it while looking at me and Chris. And what does he mean by “use that” on us? Did the men in black from earlier do something to us? I was trying to figure it out, but my opponent wasn’t going to wait.


      “We were told to take in the masked man and that human woman there. Everyone else can die.” Shuza held up his hand, and our opponents moved all at once.


      “We’ll handle the monsters. You take the men in black,” Sera told the adventurers as she lashed out at the tiger wulf in mid-charge.


      The adventurers fell into line immediately. Was it because they’d already fought the monsters once already and weren’t eager to do it again? They seemed to know how strong they were.


      I used Provoke on the orc to get its attention, then blocked its attack with my shield.


      X had moved to support the adventurers, while Shade remained by Chris, using his shadow attacks for support. Chris was using magic to support the adventurers too.


      Seeing that, I decided to focus on the orc. I would have to do that, since its first attack hit harder than even the red ogres I’d fought earlier. It was almost thirty levels higher than they were, but there was more—the orc’s sword technique was highly refined and efficient, as if it had access to the Sword Arts skill.


      When I readied my shield to block his attack, he feinted to throw off my timing. It almost felt like I was having a mock duel with a human. And with the orc’s natural strength on top of that, it was perhaps natural that I’d struggle. The thing was strong enough that I was impressed the adventurers had survived at all, even as highly ranked as they were.


      But its attacks weren’t a threat to me the way I was now. Their staggered timing did make it harder to get my shield in exactly the right spot for a block, but it didn’t make that much of a difference, thanks to the effect of the Absorb spell on my shield. And because I’d thought of it as dueling a human from the start, it didn’t throw me off as much as it might have.


      In fact, fighting a monster with a humanlike style allowed me to use tricks that wouldn’t have worked as well otherwise. I intentionally left an opening as a trap, and the orc fell right into it. While it was off-balance, I swung my sword with all my might, and the orc collapsed, dead.


      Once the orc was down, I looked back and saw Sera still in combat with the tiger wulf. I wanted to help her, but it seemed impossible to intervene in the swift back-and-forth. Sera wasn’t struggling, either, so I decided to leave it to her. I’d probably just slow her down, really.


      Then I looked at the battle with the men in black and saw that the adventurers, at least, were struggling. Three out of the five were already out of the fight, and having lost the advantage of numbers, Shuza was free to focus on Chris. X was trying to help her, but two men in black stood in his way.


      I ran up to them to try to help. Chris was fending off Shuza’s advances with her spells, and Shade was using his shadow attacks, but neither could land a hit. But because Shade had some experience fighting humans, he could integrate feints into his shadow attacks. This worked, but just as his attack was about to catch Shuza, his movements suddenly slowed.


      In that same instant, Shuza tore through the approaching shadows and got in close to Chris. She tried to dodge, but she was obviously slower than him.


      “What?!” Shuza was about to attack Chris when he suddenly gasped, changed his mind in an instant, and leaped back.


      My strike had caught him completely unawares, but I’d failed to finish the job.


      It was my mental block again—I’d hesitated in the crucial moment. I could have moved quicker.


      “Sora—” Chris gasped.


      “Chris, get back. Shade, you too. Stay away from Shuza.”


      Shuza had held his hand out to Shade in the moment the wolf’s movements had slowed, which made me think that it had something to do with his Monster Tamer job. Artificial or not, golems were still monsters, after all.


      “I see,” Shuza said. “You do have some unusual skills. Appraisal too? No wonder they wanted you alive. And that mask...”


      Did he guess I had Appraisal because I’d called his name in the heat of the moment? I’d also used Teleport in my strike to catch him unawares.


      I let out a deep sigh and locked in. Letting him go now would be dangerous. Fortunately, he was trying to take us alive, so he probably wouldn’t run away...but there was no telling what he’d do if he was backed into a corner.


      It seemed likely that the two men in black we’d encountered before had contacted them in some way, and the fact that he’d immediately set his sights on me and Chris suggested that one of them had Appraisal skills as well.


      I tried hard to keep my hands from shaking.


      Shuza swung his sword down at me. I blocked the sharp strike with my shield, then lashed out with my own attack, but Shuza easily dodged it.


      After a few more clashes along the same lines, I returned my shield to my Item Box. Shuza’s attacks were very refined, and blocking with my shield sometimes meant losing sight of him for a moment. I had a feeling that was something he was doing on purpose, taking advantage of my blind spots.


      “Oh?” Shuza sounded impressed. His lip curled upward, and he let out an even fiercer attack.


      Based on the strength of the strike, it was hard to believe he wanted to take me alive. I parried it with my sword. I’d hoped to break it, but he managed to redirect and reduce the impact of the blow. He was clearly used to combat between humans. But...


      I used Parallel Thinking and Memory together to try and remember. Hikari’s fighting style... Shuza used a sword instead of a dagger, but they felt similar.


      I observed him a while longer, anticipated his next lunge, stepped back, and... Now! A second after he attacked, I countered. I readied my sword above my head and swung it down. As expected, Shuza managed to dodge back lithely, but I stepped forward in pursuit, channeling the momentum of my forward motion into a swing back upward.


      Shuza must have realized that he couldn’t dodge this one, so he tried to parry from an impossible position. But before he could, my sword completed its strike...and severed Shuza’s arm.




      His arm cleaved off, Shuza grimaced and fell to one knee. I pointed my sword at his neck, keeping my wits about me just in case.


      Unlike with the red ogres, I’d really felt the sensation of tearing through flesh and severing bone this time, and I was desperately trying to stop my hands from trembling. I didn’t want him to know how shaken it had left me.


      I looked around, again cautiously, and saw that the other battles had wrapped up. Sera had beaten the tiger wulf and joined the fray against the other men in black, and the fallen adventurers had rejoined the front lines, probably thanks to potions from Chris and Shade.


      Only two signals remained from the four men in black they’d been fighting. I could see one out of the corner of my eye, lying on the ground, covered in blood.


      “Heh, I didn’t expect to lose. And my two masterpieces, beaten so easily...” Shuza whispered as if to himself. “Yes, I see. I suppose I was a pawn...” Then, suddenly, he let out a groan and collapsed. Blood was coming from his mouth.


      It wasn’t just Shuza either. The two other survivors went down the same way. It happened so suddenly that my mind went blank, and I quickly cast Heal and Recovery but couldn’t save them.


      It must have been something like an arsenic tablet, as Analysis revealed that the blood he’d spat up contained an extremely deadly poison.


      I called up my automap, then used Detect Presence and Detect Mana to see if any of Shuza’s friends were still hiding nearby. But if they had the same kind of concealment skills that Shuza did, I couldn’t be sure I’d find them...it was more of a placebo than anything.


      The only humanlike signals I could make out were those of people I knew, but I could at least make out the monster signals. What had been 350 signals before the battle was now down below fifty, and I could see them moving away on my automap.


      Seeing that, I turned my gaze back to Shuza. It looked like he’d been leading the monsters after all. His death must have released the ones that’d been under his control, causing them to run.


      At any rate, getting back to the ruins to meet up with Rurika and the others came first. I couldn’t see their signals, and I was still worried.


      I collected the men in black’s corpses in my Item Box, then called to the adventurers, and we returned to the ruins together.


    


  



  

    

      Interlude 6


      Do we really need all of these? I wondered as I looked out over the monster horde we’d assembled. But as skeptical as I was, I realized it might be the best way to ensure our mission’s success.


      We’d assembled over seven hundred monsters in the end, including powerful ones like red ogres and minotaurs. I wondered if they’d brought them over from the Empire—I couldn’t recall hearing about them being found in the Republic.


      But taking our time on the matter led us to a lucky coincidence.


      “That party is in the ruins too?” I asked. I didn’t know how it had worked out that way, but it felt like a true windfall.


      All I told the others was that I wanted to bring them in alive. We might still kill them in the end, but first I had to at least find out what happened to that object.


      And so we began our raid.


      They didn’t attack all at once, so I thought at first that they’d wanted a prolonged engagement, but it seemed I was wrong. They were simply trying to get an accurate measure of the enemy forces.


      Just as the sun was going down and the full force was about to charge, my group moved into action. While the monster horde drew their attention, we were to infiltrate the ruins from the mountain side to attack the noncombatants. The hope was to take a few members of the survey team alive as well so that we could learn what they had found out.


      “Let’s go.”


      We began our infiltration as the battle broke out in force. There weren’t many people protecting the noncombatants, but the resistance we did meet was from soldiers used to fighting other humans. They fought back fiercely, but we had the advantage of numbers and skill.


      They wouldn’t have been able to buy so much time if not for that woman. She was clearly a proficient user of holy magic, and she healed the injured soldiers as quickly as we hurt them. I’d have liked to capture her alive, but the soldiers risked their lives to get her away.


      “Go on, take her in,” I said, sending two of my men to pursue her. I assumed that would be enough.


      There was one other person who got away, and I ordered my team to finish them as well while the rest of us locked down the lodging space.




      There turned out to be good news and bad news.


      The good news was that we obtained the lithographs. There were a lot of them, but we had a bag of holding, so we were able to put them all in there.


      The bad news was that my team who had gone after the woman hadn’t returned. Others I’d sent out hadn’t come back either. What to do? I pondered.


      We’d learned of a target that we had to capture at all costs, and the people I’d sent to investigate them were still out there as well.


      Incredibly, there was someone here who could read these lithographs, though it sounded like the scholars who’d been working on decoding them had been skeptical about his skills. That was understandable—there was nothing amusing about someone coming in and easily solving something you’d worked on for ages. They also couldn’t confirm whether or not the man’s interpretations were accurate.


      “You’re back, eh?” I said to the returning appraiser, who seemed very excited. “What is it?”


      “Over here,” he said.


      I followed him, and once we were alone, he told me what he’d learned.


      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, but he was an appraiser. He couldn’t be wrong. “An otherworlder and an elf?” I echoed. If he was an otherworlder, that explained why he could read the lithographs written in Japanese—but the elf was even more valuable.


      After seeing them, the appraiser explained, he’d marked them with a special substance, though that was less for our benefit and more for the men outside to identify them.


      “I’d like to take them into custody if we can,” I said. “But if we fail...”


      “Taking the information back is probably just as good,” he started to agree. Then, suddenly, he looked around the room.


      “Hmm? What’s wrong?” I asked.


      “Oh, I just thought someone else was here...but it looks like I was mistaken.”


      I also scanned around but only detected the two of us. “Our priorities have changed,” I said, redirecting the conversation. “What we need to do is get this information back home.”


      “In that case...”


      “Yes, the rest can wait until later. We’ll know once we get that elf into custody anyway.” Both she and the otherworlder seemed to be part of the party we’d been pursuing.


      The appraiser and I nodded to each other, and we decided to leave our other comrades here while we left the ruins behind.




      We gave our comrades false information before heading out the back way.


      It was more important to hide our intentions than to work with them to escape. I didn’t feel bad about it—that was the world we lived in and how we were raised. The good of our nation was the priority, not our lives as individuals.


      “All right, once we’re through here—” I stopped, suddenly feeling a chill run down my spine.


      Just as I leaped back, a sword tore through the air, fast enough that I even felt a change in air pressure. But that wasn’t the end. Leaping into my sight a split second later was a woman, pulling one blade back in with her right hand while slashing down with another in her left.


      Realizing I was too far off-balance to leap back again, I tried to parry her blow, but it was too fast. Unable to block or dodge the strike, I fell over, pain burning in my chest.


      I tried to stand up, but my body felt weak. I looked up at my attacker.


      A cold-eyed woman looked back down at me. “I won’t let you hurt her.”


      Examining her face in that moment, I realized she was a member of the party we’d been targeting.


      “Number...13?” came a voice from my side, followed by the sound of something hitting the ground.


      I looked over and saw the appraiser lying on the ground beside me. Blood was flowing from his neck, and it was clear right away that he was dead.


      I looked back at my attackers once more.


      It was two of the party’s women... Rurika and Hikari, wasn’t it? And those words, “Number 13”... I remembered where I’d heard them. The codename of an agent I thought had died.


      So she survived? Then the otherworlder must be...


      I could feel the life draining out of my body. The wound had been fatal. I was dying.


      “‘Her’? You mean that elf?” I rasped. I remembered hearing that the older woman was the childhood friend of that mage girl...the elf. In that case, I could at least spit in her eye one final time before breathing my last. “The word will get out about her soon enough,” I laughed weakly. “Others will make it back with the information!”


      But all I received for my troubles was an icy glare and a clipped word. “Oh?”


      I felt pain in my neck, and my world went black.
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      ◇◇◇


      “You lost contact with the Eld Republic team?”


      The man nodded listlessly. “Yes.”


      I stared at him. As I was his king, he’d naturally be upset about having to bring me bad news. It had been the same after the demon attack and the closure of the slave crest research facility.


      “No matter,” I said after a moment. “It seems we still managed to do significant damage. It’s just a shame we didn’t manage to retrieve the object... Could they be mass-produced?”


      “The devolved version, yes.”


      The devolved version—the one-use-only kind. That should be good enough, though. In fact, it would mean they’d be harder to trace, which could make them even better.


      As I was thinking that over, I heard a knock on the door.


      I signaled to the messenger with my eyes.


      He quickly stood up, went to the door, asked what it was about, and returned.


      “I have a report, my liege,” he told me. “The Hero and the others have returned.”


      I decided to wait in the throne room.


      While I waited, I checked the stats of the Hero and his companions. I see. So it’s the Swordmaster who became the Hero. Not that it mattered to me either way.


      I waited for thirty minutes before the two men entered. It had likely taken so long because they’d had to change clothing.


      The reason it was just the two of them was that the other three were in no condition to see me.


      “We have returned.” The Swordmaster greeted me with a bow.


      The Fencer King remained peevishly silent.


      I knew the reason for his behavior, so I was forgiving. It’s the Swordmaster who’s the problem, if anything... I thought ruefully. But of course, it was understandable. Everyone took to these things differently.


      “Good. Now, listen to—” I began.


      “Will they pull through?” the Fencer King interrupted.


      My knights reacted immediately, looking as though they might pounce. I held up a hand to stop them.


      “Fear not, great hero,” my minister said quickly. “We have sent for a priest from the church. We also have the highest-quality potions available.”


      “Fencer King. If you’re worried, you may go tend to them,” I said.


      “Yes, I’ll do that.” With that, the Fencer King quickly left the room.


      My knights were indignant about his behavior, but I was glad. It proved that it was working.


      “I’m sorry. That was inappropriate,” the Swordmaster said.


      “An abundance of concern for his teammates, I’m sure. I understand the Fencer King cares greatly for the Saint... But, well, that’s no matter now.” I turned my eyes down with a pensive expression. All an act, of course. “Now, Swordmaster. There’s somewhere I wish to take you. May I?”


      The Swordmaster nodded.


      I led him to the Sword’s Chamber.


      I’d seen his stats, but I wouldn’t be able to rest easy until he’d entered the room and pulled the sword from its dais.


      “What is this?” he breathed.


      “The Sword’s Chamber. Inside it lies the Sacred Sword.”


      I could sense the Swordmaster tense up for the first time as I spoke.


      “Only the chosen one can enter this room.” I opened the door and beckoned him in. “Go on.”


      After a moment’s pause, the Swordmaster took a step forward, entered the Sword’s Chamber, walked up to the Sacred Sword, and put his hand on it. Then he slowly raised his arm, and the Sacred Sword slipped free of the dais.


      I watched for a moment, then intoned, “Swordmaster... No, Hero. Use the Sacred Sword, slay the Demon King, and save this world.” I capped off my words with a deep, reverent bow.


      Inside, I was smirking. Our preparations were now complete.


    


  



  

    

      Epilogue


      “So this is the city where you three were born and raised...”


      We’d spent four days heading northwest from the ruins, and we’d finally reached our destination.


      “Whew, we finally made it,” Mia said, stretching.


      “It must’ve been hard on you back there, Mia,” Chris laughed.


      Mia let out a big sigh as she thought back on those last few days.


      There had been a lot to do, even after the raid was put down. There had been thirty deaths in all, though that was actually on the low side for fighting a horde of that size with just 130 people. Especially since it wasn’t just the monsters we’d had to deal with, but the human ambush as well.


      However, the deaths had topped out at thirty thanks to Mia. I could use holy magic too, but not at her level, and she’d said her holy spells had been getting more effective lately as well.


      Partly because of that, Mia had been run ragged for the three days following the attack. I’d helped as best I could, but I spent more time standing watch. Since some of the soldiers had needed to run off to report the attack, we were even shorter on forces than before.


      We did receive a reward, though, since this counted as work.


      We never found out who exactly we were fighting. I had a feeling Elesia was behind it, but I had no firm proof, since the men in black were all dead.


      Nobody particularly hounded me about my mask’s resemblance to theirs. Part of this was that Frau had vouched for us, and we’d contributed a lot on the front lines, but another part was that the mask design just wasn’t especially uncommon. Unusual masks would probably stand out too much for people trying to work covert ops, after all...although Analysis did reveal that they were enchanted with a number of different spells.


      “So, where do you want to go?” I asked the girls back in the present.


      “Let’s walk around town a little, then go to the forest?” Rurika proposed.


      With that, we began to walk around. The three childhood friends showed the three of us the various parts of the ruined town. They could surely see sights from their childhood in those ruins; the expression on their faces was somehow nostalgic, somehow sad, and somehow fond all at once.


      “And this is the forest you four used to come to?” I asked.


      “Yeah, we’d run all around until we were covered in mud,” Rurika laughed. She added that there were no monsters or dangerous animals in the forest right next to the town, so the children often went there to play.


      “Big Sis Rurika, what’s your best memory?” Hikari asked.


      “Good question.” Rurika made a big show of thinking, then grinned. “I think it’s the time Chris climbed that tree over there, then started bawling because she couldn’t get down.”


      “Rurika, you cried too,” Sera added slyly, “since you couldn’t figure out how to help her.”


      Chris looked embarrassed about this, but...


      “Big Sis Chris! Cool!” Hikari shouted in delight.


      They would have been very young when they lived here, yet she’d climbed a tree almost five meters tall. Hikari seemed to find that very impressive.


      “And, um...this is where we waited too,” Rurika whispered as she placed her hand on the tree.


      “Yeah,” Chris agreed somberly.


      When the town had fallen under attack, they’d all split up to run away, promising to meet up in this spot later.


      “All right, for our last stop, we should go there.” Rurika clapped her cheeks to shake herself out of the gloom that had fallen over the proceedings.


      “You’re not pushing yourself too hard, are you, Rurika?” Chris asked her.


      “I’m fine,” Rurika said, though only after a pause.


      Chris looked at her worriedly.


      Our final destination was a place riddled with craters. The ground was so flat that the perfectly hemispherical depressions, like scoops taken out of the ground, could be plainly seen.


      “It was this... This was what saved us.”


      “Who did this?” I asked.


      “We don’t know. We don’t know who did it, or what happened to the people who were here.”


      They told me later that ten thousand imperial soldiers had attacked by this route, and over half of them were still missing after the battle in Lukos. They said that the surviving soldiers had talked about attacks from a witch with bloodred eyes, demons, and various other tall tales.




      We decided to sleep in Lukos that night, borrowing a house that was still intact for the purpose.


      “They all fell right asleep,” Mia said, looking over at our companions.


      “They really did push themselves hard,” I agreed.


      Rurika, Mia, and Chris had fallen right to sleep after we got settled in. Hikari and Ciel had joined them, pleasantly full from dinner.


      As precious as this place was to the three childhood friends, being here was also clearly hard on them. Still, they must have had a reason for wanting to come here. Rurika, in particular, had tried to seem cheerful when we were in the forest, but there was clearly something haunting her.


      “Hey, Sora.”


      “Yes?”


      “I hope we find Eris,” Mia said with a smile as she watched the girls sleep.


      “Yeah. I hope we can take them to her.”


      I meant that from the bottom of my heart. That was why we’d soon be going into the Black Forest, into the town where she just might be.
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      There was just one thing I was worried about.


      It was about the roles of the Demon King and the goddess that I’d learned about in the ruins. I had a feeling I knew why that demon in Frieren had tried to kill Mia: holy magic users, who were especially close to the goddess, could be used as a vessel for her manifestation into this world.


      The Saint surely fit those parameters. The demon was trying to keep the goddess away.


      Honestly, it made me nervous when I thought about taking Mia with us.


      Not that I expected us to run into the Demon King. Maybe we could just get out of there as soon as we’d accomplished our goal? Or should I tell Mia what I’d learned? No, I’d worry if I left her behind too, and knowing her, she’d want to come along anyway...


      I felt bad for Ignis, who was trying to protect the Demon King, but right now I wanted Elesia and its people to defeat the Demon King. Yutaka’s writings had made it clear that the goddess only manifested when humanity couldn’t win that battle themselves. I was sorry for whoever had become the Demon King, but I’d never met them, and Mia meant more to me.


      “What’s wrong, Sora?” Mia asked me as I was lost in thought.


      “Nothing. We should get some sleep too. We can probably leave watch duty to Shade and X.” I looked at her for a while but eventually lay down without telling her what I’d learned in the ruins.


      There was always a chance that the goddess would actively target those who knew the truth, and the person in greatest danger was Chris. Unlike us, she belonged to a long-lived race.


      The thought of that, for some reason, made my heart clench.


      Kotori’s Reminiscence


      My name is Amano Kotori. I was an ordinary middle school student, the kind you’d find anywhere in Japan.


      I use past tense because one day I was brought... I was summoned to another world.


      It got all bright around me, and when the light faded, I opened my eyes and found myself surrounded by people dressed in outfits like I’d never seen before.


      I looked around in fear and saw people holding weapons like I’d only seen in movies, examining me. I looked away from them and held my breath. I tried to shrink down as small as I could.


      Then I... We, the six people who got summoned here, were asked by a man who called himself a king to defeat the Demon King and save their world.


      I got so nervous I barely remembered anything else he said. Then they just led us away, and I couldn’t really do anything but go along with it. They led me to a room and I collapsed into bed and I guess I fell asleep at some point.




      The next morning, they gave us a real explanation.


      They told us what we’d have to do to beat the Demon King. But I wasn’t much of an athlete, and I was awful at the weapons training stuff, and even though I had a skill called Spirit Spells, I couldn’t cast a single one. Even though the Saint, an older girl called Miharu, and the Sorcerer King, an older girl called Shizune, could use magic so easily...


      Not being able made me feel so useless. I hated myself so much that I cried.


      Then one day, they sent me to meet with someone. They told me that even though my job was Shaman and I had the Spirit Spells skill, I couldn’t cast any spells until I made a pact with a spirit.


      The woman who taught me about spirits was so beautiful that I stared at her all the time. But she was always stone-faced, too, and she taught me in a really one-note tone. Everything she said was no-nonsense, and she never said anything more than she had to.


      Once or twice I got a look at her ears. They seemed pointed at the tips? But they were usually covered, so I couldn’t be sure.


      I worked really hard, and finally I managed to make a contract with a spirit. The spirit looked like a boy about fifty centimeters tall, and he called himself Oz. Oz talked really big about the fact that he could use water and wind spirit spells.


      When I made a pact with Oz, my teacher patted my head and told me I did well. It was like the one moment of warmth in some really dark days. But I didn’t see her anymore after that.




      I got pretty good at using spirit spells, and that was when the real terror started. They started making me train with these knights in big armor, who took us around to all these different places and made me fight monsters. I guess the knights were told not to let us get hurt, but the monsters howled when they were in pain and they made a sound when they died... Most frightening of all was the eyes. Eyes filled with hate. I’d never be able to forget them.


      The first time I fought, I couldn’t sleep that night.


      No...it wasn’t just that night. Night after night I spent tossing and turning. I think I would have gone crazy if not for Oz and the other summoned people. Especially Miharu and the Paladin, an older girl named Kaede. Even though they were struggling themselves, they always took time to cheer me up, and they helped me through the worst of it.


      After I’d defeated a bunch of monsters and gone up a lot of levels, I was able to make a pact with another spirit. Unlike Oz, this one didn’t have a name. He was smaller than Oz and looked like a bird dressed up in bright red flames. He sat in the palm of my hand, and I gave him a name, like my teacher had taught me.


      “You’re Toto,” I told him. “Let’s work together.”


      I guess he was happy to have a name, because he nuzzled up against my cheek.


      Maybe you could have guessed based on what he looked like, but Toto let me use fire spells.




      We’d been in this world for about four months at this point. The fights with the monsters had been hard, but I could keep on fighting because I had Oz and Toto.


      It was really hard at first, but I got used to it little by little. Sometimes I missed Japan, but Oz and Toto comforted me and made it all better.


      Then, one day, I saw Kaede looking upset.


      “Something’s wrong,” I thought I heard her whisper.


      Maybe I should have talked to her then, but I didn’t learn what was bothering her for another month.


      We’d just gotten back from our monster hunt when I heard someone shouting. They sounded mad.


      I saw a knight kneeling on the floor, and Shun, the Fencer King, was kicking him.


      I couldn’t believe it. Shun was a good and honest person. He’d sworn to defeat the Demon King to help the people of this world, and he’d worked harder than anyone to get strong enough to do it.


      He was also very gentle, and he was one of the few men I’d ever met who I actually felt comfortable talking to. Maybe being summoned here together had made a kind of bond between us.


      Looking mad, Kaede put herself in between Shun and the knight. Then Naoto, the Swordmaster, led Shun away and the fuss died down.


      Kaede sighed and watched them go, then turned back and saw me there. At first it seemed like she didn’t know what to do, but eventually she told me what had happened and what had been going on.


      She said that about a month after our arrival here, Shun had started to change. He’d become an angrier and more abusive person. It sometimes happened right after our battles, so she originally thought it was just adrenaline or something. She’d yell at him, and he’d snap out of it and apologize.


      But every day it got worse, and now, she said, the abuse was becoming physical. He’d take his anger out on people, and after a day or so he’d turn back into the Shun that we knew. When he did, it was like he didn’t even remember what he’d done while he was angry.


      “He takes this more seriously than any of us, so it might just be stress. I’ve asked Naoto to look after him, but they get along like oil and water, so... I’m also going to ask the knights for advice.”


      Kaede said that, but I didn’t think it was true. Naoto acted aloof, but he was always training hard in secret. I knew that because Oz and Toto told me. Kaede had been Naoto’s boss in the world we came from, so maybe she was just especially hard on him.


      A few days later, we stopped back at the castle. Kaede asked one of the older knights for advice, and they apparently agreed that he should just rest. A few days after that, Kaede told me that Shun’s personality had gone back to normal, so maybe it really was just stress.


      Kaede looked so relieved about it. I guess she must have really been worried about him.




      Then, around our sixth month in this world, the king told the six of us to go to Pleques in the Magic Nation of Eva. We had been fighting monsters near the entrance to the Black Forest for a long time now, but our levels weren’t getting much higher as we did it. We’d probably gotten so strong that the weak monsters didn’t do much to help us grow.


      I was scared when I heard about the tough monsters in the dungeons, but Shun said, “We’re doing it to beat the Demon King. Let’s give it our best,” and his words gave me the strength to try.


      The king seemed happy about them too.


      At the time, I wondered why we didn’t go farther into the forest, but I didn’t say it out loud. I’d heard the knights say that there were more powerful monsters there, but I guessed they must have had a reason to send us to a dungeon instead.


      And so we set out on a long journey to the dungeon city of Pleques.


      I was kind of scared of the dungeon, but I was also looking forward to the trip. My whole life in this world so far had been coming and going between the castle and the Black Forest. I was realizing that in the half a year since I’d come to this world, I hadn’t even gone out into town. I guess they thought that since we had everything we needed where we were, there was no reason for us to go anywhere.


      So I liked getting to see the view from the wagon. Oz and Toto were excited too.


      But the fun didn’t last long. Even when we stopped in towns, they didn’t let us leave the wagon, and even on longer stops, we spent the whole time inside.


      Then, about a month and a half after we left the capital, we arrived in the city of Pleques.




      We spent another half a year in Pleques before we reached the deepest part of the dungeon. It was hard. The dungeon was really big, and the scenery changed each time we went down to a new floor. Grasslands, forests, wastelands, swamps...the hardest of all were the desert floors.


      Many of the knights who came with us had to drop out, so that when we reached the thirtieth floor at the bottom, the six of us had to fight completely on our own. Some of the knights just weren’t strong enough to keep up, but Shun and Shizune had also gotten so aggressive with them that it drove them away. They got especially mad when we couldn’t get through a floor as fast as we wanted or after we fought a really tough monster.


      But then they were always really nice when they were with us, so I didn’t know what to think.


      “We’re finally leaving this city,” Kaede whispered.


      I felt kind of sad about it too. We hadn’t really done a lot there besides coming and going between the inn and the dungeon, but Kaede had talked them into letting us do some sightseeing in the areas they said were okay.


      We’d walked around town together, done people-watching, and tried food from the stalls. I’ll never forget how that food tasted. Maybe the cooking and the ingredients weren’t as high-quality as what we’d eaten at the castle and the inn, but I still think I liked that kind of food better.


      Getting to see people just going around living their lives in this town, in this world, made me want to protect them. The Demon King and the demons were a threat to all of that. That was why we had to stop them.




      A few days after we beat the dungeon, we were leaving Mahia, the capital of the Magic Nation of Eva, when we got attacked.


      “D-Demons!”


      It was like something out of hell.


      The demons had wings and horns. They tore through the tough knights accompanying us like they were tissue paper, then came after us. Kaede protected us, and Miharu used healing magic. Shizune cast her spells, but they didn’t hit the demon. Shun and Naoto fought hard, but little by little they lost ground. The demons had killed so many knights that we were overwhelmed.


      The others kept fighting, but I was so terrified I just shrank down as small as I could and couldn’t move. Oz and Toto tried to tell me I could do it, but my muscles were locked. It was even scarier than the dragon we fought on the dungeon’s bottom floor. It was worse because they looked just like humans besides their wings and their horns.


      Only after I saw Kaede fall down in front of me, bleeding, did I find it in me to do something. If only I’d been stronger... I felt like my regrets were filling me with power.


      I asked Oz for power and used a spirit spell. I summoned a huge tornado that whipped the demons around and sent them flying. Then I sent whips of flame at any demons it had missed.


      One of the demons looked on like he was surprised, and a second later he was in front of me...


      And then everything went black.




      When I woke up, I saw Oz there, floating in front of my eyes. He clapped like he was happy to see me awake. Toto was there, too, snuggling up to me sweetly.


      I watched them being cute for a while, and my memory came back to me. “That’s right. I...”


      “Are you awake?” Before I could get my whole thought out, a woman showed up.


      I cried out. The woman had horns. “Demon...” I said, and my voice was shaking.


      I remembered everything. My whole body started to tremble.


      “Don’t worry. Miss Kotori, isn’t it? We don’t wish to hurt you.”


      I was surprised to hear her say my name.


      The woman took a step back, then bowed. Maybe she wanted to make me feel better by giving me some space.


      “Others will be coming soon. Wait just a moment,” she said.


      Once I’d calmed down a bit, my mind started to fill with questions. I noticed the demon was wearing a black dress covered by a frilly apron, almost like a maid.


      A demon? In a maid outfit? “Miss Kotori”?


      And why does she know my name?




      A few minutes passed. Then the door burst open with a bang, and two demons came in.


      I was startled by the sound and started trembling even harder when I saw one of the demons. I remembered him. He was one of the ones who’d attacked us. Who had killed so many of our knights...


      “Lord Geed, please try to enter more quietly. You’ve frightened Miss Kotori. Lord Ignis, correct Lord Geed’s behavior.”


      “Aw, chill out. Not like I broke anything,” said the demon who’d banged the door open.


      “Geed can’t be corrected. Just give up,” said the other one.


      The woman let out a sigh.


      “Hmm. I don’t see any issues. Were the spirits kept safe?” The demon called Ignis took a step closer to me.


      He was looking at me so coldly it sent a shiver up my spine. It was like he could see right into my soul. It took everything I had not to panic. “U-Um, why do you know my name?” I ended up asking without meaning to.


      “Oh, it’s because I’ve heard of you. All of you,” said the demon called Ignis.


      It was all so sudden I didn’t know what to think.


      “I know you were summoned from another world,” he said next. “Another of your kind, Sora, told me about you.”


      “Sora?”


      What... Where have I heard that before? I tried to remember. Sora, like “sky”... I’m sure...


      I felt a pain run through my head. The backs of my eyes hurt. I clenched my teeth and remembered.


      Yes. Of course. How could I have forgotten? There were seven of us at the beginning—seven people summoned.


      “Your memory appears to have been tampered with,” said Ignis.


      “My memory?”


      “Yes. Of course, you can decide for yourself if you want to believe me.”


      Ignis went on to tell me a story that seemed almost completely unbelievable.


      No, I really can’t believe it. I don’t want to believe it. If we can never go back to our world, even if we beat the Demon King...then...


      But it made some things fall perfectly into place. There had always been clues.


      “What am I going to do?” I felt all the strength drain from my body.




      A few days after I’d come to the Demon King’s castle, I was told to meet the Demon King.


      I didn’t really want to do it, but I couldn’t say no.


      Ignis’s words had given me a lot to think about, and I still didn’t know what to do with all of it. And...part of me still didn’t believe what the demons had said. After all, they’d hurt Kaede and the others.


      Ignis led me to the throne room. It was a very big room, and it was a really long walk to the throne where the Demon King was sitting. Or maybe it just seemed like a long walk because my steps felt so heavy.


      There was a woman on the throne. She had long, straight silver hair, and she was very beautiful. She had pointed ears too. Her eyes were closed like she was sleeping. She reminded me of my teacher from the castle for some reason.


      I’d been standing there for a little while when Ignis called to the Demon King and she opened her eyes. Seeing that they were bloodred made my heart beat a little faster, but for some reason, I wasn’t really afraid. I was kind of in awe.


      But the most shocking thing came from Oz and Toto. They panicked a little bit when they saw her, then spent a minute seemingly grooming themselves before they straightened up and bowed to the Demon King.


      No...they were bowing to something powerful that was near the Demon King. A spirit.


      While I was still staring at Oz and Toto, I felt something approach me. I looked up and saw that the Demon King was suddenly next to me. She was so beautiful and so close that I felt like I could make out every single eyelash, and yet her eyes were so cold that I couldn’t help but shiver.


      The Demon King reached out to me. I closed my eyes...then felt something cool on my head. I carefully opened my eyes again and realized that the Demon King had put her hand on my head. It was moving slowly, like she was patting it.


      I looked over at her in surprise, and she said, “You’ve been through a lot. You’re safe now.”


      Her voice was really flat, like a robot. But for some reason, it filled my heart with warmth.


      Suddenly I found tears running down my cheeks, and I realized I was crying right in front of her.




      How long had I been in the Demon King’s castle? It might have been the most relaxed I’d been since I first came to this world.


      Ah, it’s time. I have to go.


      I left my room and went to the terrace. I was allowed to go where I wanted in the castle because the demons knew I wasn’t going to hurt anyone. I couldn’t cause any harm without my spirit magic anyway, and my spirits Oz and Toto wouldn’t hurt the Demon King. Even if I asked them, they would form an X with their limbs and refuse.


      Of course, even if I could use spirit magic, I wouldn’t use it against the Demon King.


      “Oh, Demon King. Good morning.”


      When I got to the terrace, the Demon King was already sitting there with a hot drink in front of her.


      I went there every day and spent an hour talking to the Demon King. At first I mostly talked while she listened, but after a few times I saw that she’d started to smile a little bit, and eventually she even began telling me about herself.


      I was surprised to learn that she had a little sister. I’d thought she didn’t have emotions at all, but maybe she’d had a life just like us once. And then, suddenly, that life had come to an end.


      “Today is our last day together. Kotori, there’s something that I want you...that I want all of you to do elsewhere,” the Demon King said.


      That would be the end of my life in the castle. I was going to be taken to some other town somewhere else.


      I wondered where it would be and what I would find there.


    


  



  

    

      Afterword


      A pleasure to meet you, or to see you again. I am arukuhito.


      Thank you for picking up Isekai Walking 6 ~Eld Republic Arc~.


      Around the time I’m working on this afterword, I’ve just recently started something new. I’m going to the gym! Another writer told me that writing requires muscles...though I guess it’s more like stamina. The summer has also been too hot, which is making it hard to walk around. It’s a lot nicer inside, with air conditioning and all...


      Anyway, that’s enough talk about my personal life.


      Magazine Pocket is running the manga version of Isekai Walking by Kei Ogawa. It’s on sale now, so I hope you’ll check it out too.


      Last, let me give out some thanks. For O, my editor, who’s been a great help to me in my writing. And Yu-nit, who’s done wonderful illustrations. And to everyone who proofread, thank you very much. I appreciate all your efforts.


      To those who read the physical book and those who read the web version, thank you all so much. I hope you’re satisfied with the story so far.


      I hope we meet again in the next volume.


      arukuhito
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