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      Prologue


      “...I must say, Nao-san, you and your party are some of this guild’s top troublema— I mean, moneymakers,” said Diola.


      We had survived our battle against a lava boar thanks to Touya’s “valiant sacrifice.” Diola-san greeted us with her usual smile when we returned to town and dropped by the Adventurers’ Guild afterward. She seemed happy to see that we were safe, but she fell silent for a long time after we showed her the carcass of the lava boar. When she finally broke her silence, she sounded like she was being careful with her choice of words, but her true feelings sort of slipped out. However, it was definitely true that we had accomplished and earned a lot as adventurers, and we also had something else to show her this time.


      I respectfully bowed before offering the object that we had brought back with us. “I apologize for the hassle. With that in mind, please accept this humble gift.”


      “Why are you acting like that, Nao-san?” Diola asked. “I don’t want to recei— Huh?!”


      Diola-san frowned as she took the sword that I was presenting to her. As she inspected it, she seemed confused at first, but she gasped as soon as she saw the family crest on the hilt. She shot me a sharp look. “O-Oh. Where did you obtain this, Nao-san?”


      “We found a cave deep within the forest. A skeleton knight that we encountered inside the cave was wielding that sword,” I said.


      We summarized our experiences in the forest, and after she heard our account, Diola-san laid one of her hands to her forehead and looked heavenward for a while. Eventually, she sighed deeply, as if she had finally accepted reality.


      “We were fairly certain that this would cause you a lot of trouble, Diola-san, but we feel it would be better to leave it to you instead of meddling ourselves,” said Natsuki.


      “Mm. It’s not as though we can try to sell the sword,” said Haruka.


      “Of course not! You might get jailed if you did!” Diola-san sounded very surprised and anxious when she heard Natsuki and Haruka’s words, but also exhausted; she sighed again. “Very well. I’ll give this case my personal attention. It is a delicate issue, after all.”


      “Thank you very much, Diola-san,” said Natsuki.


      “It’s part of the function of this guild to deal with such issues, so don’t worry about it,” said Diola. “However, the guild in this town is understaffed, so I’d appreciate it if your party would hold back a bit. And just what is that?”


      “Oh, this is a lava boar,” said Yuki.


      “I’m not asking about the name of the animal!” Diola-san snapped back. She looked up at the huge body of the lava boar. “I’m just confused about how your party encountered something this dangerous—and amazed that you managed to defeat it.”


      “Yeah, we only barely managed to defeat it,” I said. “And one of us had to give his life.”


      “Huh?! Who...”


      Diola-san hastily looked around at us, but she blinked and cocked her head slightly after she noticed that all five of us were here and none of us were injured. Her actions were very cute despite her age, and I almost smiled when I saw that, so I covered my face with my hands as I forced out a response. “Well, you see, Touya’s dying words were ‘I’ll be back,’ and then...”


      “Bweeeh! We won’t forget about you, Touya!” Yuki exclaimed, looking upward. “I’m sure he’s watching over us as a star high in the distant skies...”


      “Enough with that joke!” Touya exclaimed. “All that happened is that the lava boar sent me flying.”


      I wasn’t willing to agree with Touya’s assessment. “That doesn’t change the fact that it was quite dangerous, Touya. You would probably be dead if we didn’t have Haruka around.”


      “Ugh. W-Well, yeah, I guess you’re right about that...” Touya grimaced and seemed flustered.


      Diola-san gasped once again when she saw Touya’s reaction. “In that case, it must have been a serious injury. If I recall correctly, you’re capable of using very powerful healing magic, aren’t you, Haruka-san?”


      “Yeah. The new breastplate that we bought for Touya was destroyed in one hit, so it really was a serious injury,” Haruka replied. “To be honest, I probably wouldn’t have been able to heal him in time if we hadn’t purchased that breastplate.”


      “Don’t forget about the newly improved actons that we worked hard to make better at absorbing impacts,” said Yuki.


      “If that’s how your party fared against the lava boar, then I’m sure that the average adventurer in Laffan would die if they encountered one,” said Diola; she was aware of the fact that we’d used elemental metal in our new armor. She muttered something about how she needed to publicize the danger of lava boars, then glanced at us with a slightly admonitory expression. “Your party has handed me a sword that’ll be a lot of work to deal with and also encountered monsters that have never before been sighted near Laffan, so I’ll probably have to put in a great deal of overtime. Do you have some sort of grudge against me, Nao-san?”


      “Of course not!” I exclaimed. “I feel absolutely indebted to you and grateful for all that you’ve done for us, Diola-san!”


      “Really, now? I’ve become awfully busy ever since your party showed up in town,” said Diola. “Do you really feel grateful? Are you capable of declaring that with absolute confidence?”


      Diola-san was staring at me intently, so I nodded deeply. “Yes, of course! So grateful, in fact, that I’m more than willing to go harvest dindels once again when autumn rolls around!”


      Diola easily granted me forgiveness along with a beaming smile. “Okay, I forgive you!”


      Man, dindels really work great as a bribe—I’m joking, of course!


      “However, there are many issues at hand that need to be dealt with cautiously, so it’ll take me some time,” said Diola. “Is that fine with all of you?”


      “Of course,” said Haruka. “Also, I assume we shouldn’t go anywhere near the cave where we found the sword, right?”


      “Yes, please. I would really appreciate it if your party would stay away for a while,” said Diola. “Please wait until the matter of the sword has been resolved.”


      Diola-san seemed a bit apologetic, as if she felt bad about placing restrictions upon adventurers, but we all nodded to indicate that we were fine with this.


      “We definitely can’t go near that cave again anytime soon regardless,” said Haruka. “For one thing, we’ll need to get Touya’s armor fixed first.”


      “Yeah. I don’t think we’ll encounter foes as strong as lava boars that often, but we can’t let our guard down,” I said.


      “I guess we’ll take a short break for a while,” said Yuki. “With that in mind, you don’t have to rush, Diola-san.”


      “Thank you very much.” Diola-san bowed slightly. “I will contact your party once I have finished investigating the sword.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1—At the Orphanage


      The morning after we returned to Laffan, I woke up and saw that the sun was already high in the sky. Okay, perhaps “morning” isn’t the most accurate term to describe this time of day. I had gone to sleep right after we had returned home from the guild yesterday, and I must have been more exhausted than I’d realized from the battle against a powerful new foe.


      “Well, I guess all of us were exhausted from the battle,” I said.


      Despite the time, nobody had come to wake me up, so everybody else was probably still sleeping, or else they’d allowed me to sleep in to recover from fatigue. I crawled out of my bed and put on some indoor slippers, then opened the window, stretched, and took a deep breath of the fresh summer air. I roughly combed through my bedhead with my hands and then descended to the living room on the first floor without changing out of my pajamas. Not too long ago, the room had been a bit barren, but now it was filled with new furniture we had bought the other day and had become a place where all of us could relax; we just had to be sure to wear slippers.


      I yawned as I entered the living room. “Hellooo. Am I the last one— Or not, I guess.”


      All three of the girls were in the living room, lounging apart from each other on three different sofas. They had cups of tea in their hands.


      “Good morning, Nao-kun,” said Natsuki.


      “Hello,” said Yuki. “Actually, though, it’s almost noon.”


      “It’s true that we’re not working today, but you seem way too relaxed, Nao,” said Haruka. “Your hair is a mess too. Come over here for a bit.”


      Haruka beckoned me over, and I obediently walked over and sat down next to her. She took out a comb and started to put my hair in order. Yuki grinned when she saw that and walked over behind us. “Do you plan on heading out somewhere today, Nao?”


      “Nah, I plan on taking it easy and resting. Yesterday was exhausting,” I replied. “You girls are planning on doing the same, right?”


      The girls had changed out of their pajamas, but they were wearing light indoor clothes that looked quite cute but weren’t suitable for walking around outdoors.


      “In that case, you’re fine with whatever for your hairstyle, right?” Yuki asked. “Any ideas, Haruka?”


      “Braids, maybe? A chignon could work as well,” said Haruka. “What do you want, Nao?”


      “Whatever you feel like doing is fine,” I replied. “I’m okay with anything as long as it doesn’t get in the way.”


      What’s so fun about playing with my hair? It’s way shorter than Haruka’s or Natsuki’s, so I don’t get it at all. I relaxed into the sofa and looked at Natsuki in front of me, and she chuckled as she looked between my face and my hair. “Are you sure about letting the two of them do whatever they want with your hair, Nao-kun?”


      “Like I said, I don’t really care if I don’t have to go outside,” I replied. “More importantly, is Touya still asleep?”


      “Yeah,” said Natsuki. “He suffered a serious injury yesterday, after all. We healed it with magic, but healing can’t restore stamina.”


      “He should wake up any time now due to hunger, however,” said Haruka. “Sit up straight for a bit, Nao.”


      “Yeah, I feel kind of hungry myself,” I said. “Oh, yeah, he’s awake now. I’m surprised that you guessed correctly, Haruka.”


      From far away, I heard some footsteps on the stairs—obviously Touya’s, since all of the other residents of this house were here in the living room.


      “It’s hard to continue sleeping at this time of the day during the summer,” said Haruka. “Did you not get hot when you were sleeping, Nao?”


      “Oh, right, it’s uncomfortable to continue sleeping with closed windows,” I said.


      Our rooms were all laid out the same way and all faced the sun, so they were warm and cozy during the winter. However, the peak of summer was now approaching, and the temperature in our rooms rose abruptly by late morning. If we opened all the windows in our rooms and the corridors, it would draw a breeze through the house, but we couldn’t do that while we were asleep.


      “We probably should start practicing the Air Conditioning spell real soon,” I said. “I guess we’ll have to make do with something else for now, however. Wind.”


      “Hello. Man, it’s really hot,” said Touya. “Oh, whew, this feels great! Thanks for the wind, Nao!”


      I had used Wind Magic, which I had recently learned, to send some air in Touya’s direction the moment he entered the room. He seemed very relaxed; he closed his eyes and wagged his ears and tail, which had been drooping before he was fully awake.


      “Being fluffy must be nice and all, but it looks like summer feels hotter for you,” I said.


      “Yeah, it kinda does,” said Touya. “That’s one downside of being fluffy. Oh, Nao, I see that your hair’s being played with.”


      Touya chuckled when he looked at my head, and I chuckled back. “I’m the one who’s letting them play with my hair, ha ha.”


      “Yeah, it’s true that I’m playing with your hair. I’ll give you a pigtail look if that’s what you want, Nao,” said Haruka.


      “Anything but that, please,” I said. “Also, I kind of want to eat lunch right now...”


      “Yeah, good point. All right, this should do,” said Haruka. “You want something for lunch as well, right, Touya?”


      “Yeah, please,” said Touya. “By the way, are you going to leave your hair as is, Nao?”


      “I mean, I don’t really mind,” I said. “It’s not like I’m going outside today.”


      I couldn’t see what Haruka had done to my hair, but when I shook my head gently, it felt fine, so I didn’t really care. Anyway, Haruka and Yuki would probably fix my hair once they got bored of whatever this new style was.


      “Don’t worry, Nao! You look good,” Yuki exclaimed.


      “Mm, that’s true, tee hee. You look very cute, Nao-kun,” said Natsuki.


      Although Yuki and Natsuki were both praising my new hairstyle, Touya had an awkward expression on his face as he examined me. I was a bit curious as to why Natsuki had used the word “cute,” but the only people who would see it were my four friends here, so it wasn’t important.


      “Well, if you’re okay with it, then sure,” said Touya. His gaze followed Haruka as she headed into the kitchen. “More importantly, we’re taking today off, but what are we doing tomorrow?”


      Yuki pointed at Touya. “We need to get your armor repaired, of course! It only lasted one day in spite of how expensive it was.”


      “Yeah, it really was expensive,” I said. “It was a brand-new breastplate that cost over fifty thousand Rea.”


      We had provided the elemental metal ourselves, so most of the cost had been the skilled labor. It would have cost many times more if we’d wanted to purchase elemental metal armor.


      “The breastplate is so damaged that we’ll probably have to get it completely reforged,” said Natsuki. “The elemental metal can probably be reused, but as for the cost of the labor...”


      “Depending on how much we end up earning from that lava boar, our battle might have been a net loss,” I said.


      “Ugh. I’m really sorry about this,” said Touya. “I’ll pay for the repairs out of my own pock—”


      Haruka interrupted Touya’s words as she returned with her hands full of plates. “No, Touya. We all agreed that weapons and armor fall under shared expenses, remember? They protect all of us as a party, after all.”


      It was true that we had all agreed on that policy before. It would have been a different story if Touya had broken his breastplate outside of combat, but he had stood on the front line protecting the rest of us, so it wouldn’t have been fair to make him pay for the repairs by himself.


      The rest of us nodded in agreement with Haruka’s words, but I had something to add. “That said, we’re leaving it to you to come up with an excuse for Gantz-san, Touya. I’m not brave enough to tell him that we broke one of his newly made pieces on the first day of use.”


      I had heard before that elemental metal was way more difficult to process than normal iron and even more difficult than harder metals like white iron, so Gantz-san would probably be upset if he found out that the armor had been destroyed instantly. Touya seemed to realize what would happen, and he sighed at the thought. “All right, I’ll be the one who takes a scolding from Gantz-san. What about everyone else, though? Any plans for the near future?”


      “Well, I’d like to practice my healing magic a bit more,” said Haruka. “To be honest, I was barely able to save you this time, Touya.”


      “Yeah, the breastplate was completely caved in,” I said. “I’m pretty sure you had some broken ribs.”


      “Definitely!” Yuki exclaimed. “I’m surprised you still had the energy to joke around and say ‘I’ll be back!’”


      At the time, I had assumed Touya was fine because he was joking around, but the blood had drained out of my face after the battle when I’d checked the damage to the breastplate. On top of that, Touya had been spitting a lot of blood, so I was really impressed that Haruka had somehow kept her composure while she healed him.


      “Oh, yeah, I didn’t really feel any pain at the time,” said Touya. “It was probably because of adrenaline.” He laughed awkwardly and scratched his head.


      We all sighed in response.


      “I still don’t think it was the right time to joke around,” I said. “But regardless, I think the lesson I’m going to take away from this experience is that I should learn some basic healing magic myself. Haruka can heal serious injuries, but I’d like to help her conserve mana if I can.”


      We could only allocate so much time to training every day. It would have been ideal if I could have devoted my time to practicing offensive magic, since that was my role in our party’s current division of labor, but I still needed to learn some healing magic for survival’s sake even if it wasn’t the optimum use of my time.


      “That sounds like a good idea,” said Haruka. “In that case, let’s practice Light Magic together. I want to improve my healing abilities as well.”


      “Do you have anything specific in mind, Haruka?” Yuki asked. “You’ve already spent a lot of time practicing healing, haven’t you? How do you plan to become even better?”


      “There’s a simple answer to that,” said Haruka. “I plan on asking an expert at healing magic.”


      “An expert? People who can use healing magic are very rare, aren’t they?” Yuki asked. She cocked her head in confusion.


      But Haruka smiled back confidently. “Don’t worry—I have someone in mind.”


      ★★★★★★★★★


      The next day, Touya seemed a bit depressed as he headed out, carrying the broken breastplate with him. A while after he departed, the rest of us visited Advastlis-sama’s temple. Apparently Ishuca-san was the person Haruka had in mind; according to her, Ishuca-san was actually a very talented Light mage, which made perfect sense to me after I made the connection between Light Magic and temples in my head. I wasn’t sure if Ishuca-san would actually be willing to teach us Light Magic, but Haruka explained that there was a good chance Ishuca-san would be more than happy—if we paid for instruction. Haruka’s choice of words wasn’t polite by any means, but she made a good point. Ishuca-san was a priestess, but she was also a pragmatic one who would probably be willing to compromise on some things to a certain extent for the sake of the temple and the orphanage. I had no idea whether temples considered Light Magic an important religious secret, but I felt like it would probably be possible to negotiate depending on the amount of money that we donated.


      The girls had assigned the responsibility of negotiating with Ishuca-san to me. Their stated reasoning was that I had the best chance because I was the one who visited the temple the most often, but I suspected the real reason was that they wanted to avoid having to talk money with someone as scary as Ishuca-san.


      As I entered the temple, the girls pushed on my back, and I was once again greeted by Ishuca-san’s gentle smile. I lightly greeted her in turn before taking out more money than usual for the donation. I made my donation and spent a moment in prayer, all for the sake of leaving a good impression on Ishuca-san. Please let me succeed in today’s negotiations!


      “Your current level is Level 18. You need to gain 6,490 EXP in order to level up.”


      According to the voice that I heard in my head, I had leveled up twice since the last time I visited, probably because of the battle against the lava boar, but checking my experience wasn’t the main reason I was here today. After I’d finished praying, I turned around to look at Ishuca-san. I wasn’t sure if it was because there were four of us here today, but she seemed happier than usual; she was smiling and clasping her hands together and struck up a conversation with me before I could take the initiative.


      “Thank you for visiting to offer prayers once again,” said Ishuca. “May our god be with you.”


      “Thank you for your time, Ishuca-san,” I said. “Um...”


      I hesitated, uncertain of how to ask Ishuca-san for a favor, and Yuki poked me in the back as if to urge me to hurry up. Yeah, I get it, relax! Behind my back, I slapped Yuki’s finger away with one hand, but it was obvious enough that Ishuca-san noticed.


      She continued to smile gently but nodded and said, “Please feel free to speak your mind, Nao-san.”


      “Well, you see, Ishuca-san, I wanted to ask you a favor, so...”


      “I would be more than willing to help a devout fellow believer such as yourself, Nao-san, but I can’t guarantee anything until you tell me what kind of favor you want to request.”


      “Oh, yeah, good point. Um, Ishuca-san, I heard that you can use Light Magic. Is that true?”


      “Yes, it is. My abilities at Light Magic are nothing to boast about, but I am competent. Are you in need of some healing?” Ishuca-san had answered my question casually, but then she seemed to become a bit confused; she tilted her head quizzically. “Oh, wait. If I recall correctly, some of the other members of your party can use Light Magic, can’t they? That being the case...”


      “Yeah, that’s right, but one of us suffered a serious injury the other day, so we want to improve our healing magic,” I replied.


      “Hmm. I see.” Ishuca-san nodded and paused in thought, then smiled and brought up an idea. “It sounds like this will be a long story, so please follow me to the back where we can relax and talk things out.”


      ★★★★★★★★★


      Ishuca-san guided us to the orphanage behind the temple. We were aware of its existence, but we couldn’t have entered without permission, so today was the first time we had set foot inside. The orphanage was a bit smaller than our house, but it had a wide and spacious yard that looked like a good playground for kids. The orphanage building itself looked quite old, so I worried about drafts passing through cracks in the beams, but it didn’t look dirty at all, so someone must have been taking good care of it.


      “So this is the orphanage, huh? How many children are there here?” I asked.


      “As of now, twenty-three in total,” Ishuca replied.


      I wasn’t sure what to make of that number in relation to the size of Laffan as a whole. The situation of orphanages seemed like a good proxy for the safety and governance of a town, but it was hard to make a judgment because I had no point of reference.


      The girls must have felt the same way, because Yuki hesitantly asked a follow-up question. “Um, is that a lot or just a few?”


      “Well, if I had to choose, then I would say it isn’t very many,” Ishuca replied. “However, that doesn’t mean it’s easy managing an orphanage this size.”


      “Where do your operating funds come from?” I asked.


      “The orphanage is funded by money from the local lord and donations from believers who visit the temple,” Ishuca replied. “I have to stretch that money as far as I can, but...”


      There were traces of repair work all over the interior of the orphanage building, and it looked much older inside than it had outside. It seemed like the building was holding up for now, but large-scale repair work would probably be necessary sometime soon.


      “You probably don’t have much to spare, do you?” I asked.


      “Mm, I don’t,” Ishuca replied. “There’s enough money to feed the children, but it would take a lot more to provide them with educa—”


      “Head Priest!”


      Ishuca-san’s words were cut short by the voice of a small girl who came running up to her. The small girl abruptly slowed down when she noticed us, then hid behind Ishuca-san, hugging one of her legs.


      “Hello?” The girl looked up at us with her head cocked. She appeared to be about three to four years old and was a bit underweight. Her clothes were ragged, but her face was quite charming.


      “These people are the ones who have made a number of generous donations recently,” said Ishuca.


      The girl bowed and thanked us very politely. “Oh! Thanksh you very much!” she lisped.


      I inadvertently looked at Ishuca-san after hearing that oddly polite response from the girl, but Ishuca-san averted her gaze. I mean, yeah, I get that it’s a very powerful weapon, but did you really train kids to turn the cuteness up around potential donors, Ishuca-san?


      Haruka, Yuki, and Natsuki had somewhat cold looks in their eyes as well, but Ishuca-san maintained her smile as she avoided meeting our eyes and instead bent down to talk to the small girl. “What’s the matter, Remi?”


      “Oh, right!” Remi exclaimed. “Big bro Coro and Jay are fighting with each other!”


      “Oh, my, that isn’t good at all!” Ishuca exclaimed.


      Despite her words, Ishuca-san showed no signs of panic as she gently took hold of Remi’s hand and walked deeper into the orphanage. We followed the two of them. Remi, for her part, periodically glanced back at us in curiosity, and I felt a bit warm inside when I noticed that.


      We heard some loud noises along with the raised voices of children and soon arrived at what seemed to be a dining hall. There were a couple of chairs and a large table inside, but they were lined up against the wall, and two boys who looked to be around the age of seven or eight were wrestling on the ground in the open space that the furniture probably occupied normally. There were some other kids cheering at the fight or watching from afar as well as kids playing in the corners of the dining hall, indifferent to the fight. In fact, a lot of boys and girls were gathered in the dining hall. The kids who were cheering hastily closed their mouths the moment they noticed Ishuca-san approaching, but the two boys didn’t notice at all, since they were busy fighting. It looked more like play wrestling rather than a serious fight—they weren’t hitting each other with clenched fists—but they were definitely causing a commotion, so a scolding from Ishuca-san awaited them.


      “Jay, Coron, stop that right now!” she exclaimed.


      “Yikes, run!”


      The two boys yelled the same words in unison despite the fact that they had been fighting a second earlier, and both of them tore off toward a different area of the orphanage.


      “Gosh, again? I’m sorry about the commotion,” said Ishuca.


      “Well, I think that kind of playful ‘fighting’ is perfectly normal for kids of that age,” said Yuki.


      “Mm. It’s good to see kids being energetic,” said Natsuki.


      It was definitely a good thing that the boys were energetic enough to play-fight with each other. However, all of the kids looked a bit thin, so there must not have been enough food—at least, not enough to fill them up—and it also seemed like Ishuca-san must have been struggling to find clothes for them. Clothes were quite expensive in this world, so it would have been very painful financially for Ishuca-san if the kids accidentally ripped and ruined their clothes in situations like fights. Back in Japan, used clothes were sold by weight, which was way different from this world.


      That said, the orphans didn’t look gloomy at all. If the donations I had provided on a daily basis helped improve their lives, then I could tell myself that the money was being put to good use. Actually, what if Ishuca-san is just tricking me into thinking this way? Well, it’s not a bad thing, so I guess it doesn’t really matter.


      “Thank you for being understanding. I’m afraid I don’t have anything like tea to serve you, but please take a seat.” After inviting us to sit down, Ishuca-san gently pushed on Remi’s back. “Remi, I will be talking with these people here for a while, so please go play with the others.”


      “Okay! Bye-bye, miss!”


      Remi obediently nodded in response to Ishuca-san’s words, then smiled and waved at us before running off to join the other kids.


      Haruka seemed a bit sad as she watched Remi run off. “She’s a good girl, and really cute too.”


      “Remi’s been at this orphanage for about half a year, but she’s somewhat shy,” said Ishuca. “She’s especially shy around adult men, but...”


      Ishuca-san stared at me as she let her sentence trail off. The girls stared at me too.


      “Miss, huh? Hmm,” said Haruka.


      “Huh?”


      I touched my hair without thinking too much, but my hairstyle was the same as usual, so it wasn’t weird like what it had been yesterday.


      “Oh, I guess I’m just imagining things,” I said.


      “No, it’s not your imagination, Nao-kun,” said Natsuki. “Your hair is a bit long, after all.”


      “You’re quite slim as well, and you’re wearing casual clothes today,” said Yuki. “That being the case, it wouldn’t be weird if you looked like a girl to her.”


      “Nah, there’s no way, right? Please tell me so, Ishuca-san,” I said.


      Sure, I don’t have my usual adventurer clothes and equipment on me today, but that shouldn’t be enough to make me look like a girl!


      However, the response that I received from Ishuca-san was an indirect affirmation that I had been mistaken for a girl. “Um, elves are quite rare here in Laffan, and you’re wearing loose clothing, so...”


      “Loose clothing, huh? Oh, I guess it’s probably because Haruka was next to me,” I said.


      “Huh?! Why the sudden stray arrow?! There’s a very distinct and clear difference between you and me!” Haruka hugged her chest and seemed offended by my words, but she quickly recovered and muttered something scary about how it didn’t really matter if I looked like a girl, then continued, “More importantly, let’s get back to the topic of healing magic.”


      “Mm. It’s true that I learned magic when I became a priest, but I’m not sure if the information I learned will be useful to your party,” said Ishuca. “I can only teach the basics...”


      Ishuca-san looked at Haruka and me as if to imply that it would be pointless due to the fact that our party already had a couple of elves who were good at magic, but Haruka shook her head immediately. “I still think there’s a point in learning about how others learned magic.”


      None of us had actually learned the basics of magic in the proper way. In fact, we had only gained the power to use magic because Advastlis-sama had bestowed it upon us, and we had relied exclusively on those skills whenever we practiced magic on our own, so we had no idea if we were approaching magic in the right way. With that in mind, there was a chance that lessons from someone like Ishuca-san would be much more valuable and worthwhile to us than we had initially assumed.


      “I see. However, there are some priests who believe that Light Magic is a miraculous gift from the gods, and those priests disapprove of teaching Light Magic to people who are not members of a temple,” said Ishuca.


      “Mm, that’s a perfectly reasonable opinion,” I said. “With that in mind, I would like to humbly offer you this.”


      I handed over a small leather bag, and Ishuca-san smiled after she accepted it from me and felt its weight. “However, I’m sure that nobody will object to the idea of teaching Light Magic to devout and pious people like you and your friends, Nao-san.”


      The leather bag contained forty gold coins, which I felt was a bit much, but on the other hand, it was fairly normal to pay attendance fees of a hundred thousand yen per person to learn specialized skills at a seminar back in Japan. On top of that, the money would go toward improving the lives of the orphans, so I had no regrets about this, and it was less troublesome than having to become a member of the temple or an official believer in order to receive lessons from Ishuca-san.


      “By the way, you don’t think that way, do you, Ishuca-san?” I asked.


      “Of course not,” Ishuca replied. “That line of thinking is merely the way temples justify maintaining a monopoly on Light Magic.”


      We all looked at each other out of surprise at that frank answer.


      “I didn’t expect to hear such an honest answer,” I said. “Are you sure you shouldn’t have been a little less direct?”


      “Well, it’s the truth. Besides, it’s impossible to maintain a monopoly over Light Magic in this kingdom,” said Ishuca. “After all, elves can use Light Magic, and there are also a few humans out there who are lucky enough to learn Light Magic from those elves.”


      According to Ishuca-san, other kingdoms that discriminated against nonhuman races had succeeded at maintaining stricter control over Light Magic, so people in those kingdoms had no choice but to rely on temples for healing. However, gods existed in this world and even dished out divine punishments from time to time, so apparently temples in those kingdoms couldn’t just take advantage of their monopoly on Light Magic to bring in obscene profits.


      “The rare humans who can use Light Magic tend to appear among the orphans that temples take care of, however, so it’s hard to deny the reasoning that it’s a blessing for piety,” said Ishuca, although she frowned to herself when she brought up that caveat.


      To Haruka, I whispered, “What do you think?”


      “We already know the actual answer, Nao,” Haruka whispered back. “It’s just a matter of probability.”


      Humans could only use magic if they had the aptitude for it, and even with the relevant skill, it would be difficult to learn magic if you weren’t able to become the apprentice of a mage with the same aptitude. It would be a different story if there were some technique for ordinary people to learn their own aptitudes, but techniques like that weren’t common knowledge, so human Light mages were very rare.


      “If it’s just a matter of having the right skills and finding someone who can teach you how to use them, another factor is probably the high likelihood that temples have priests who can teach Light Magic,” I whispered.


      “Mm. And only the orphans with an aptitude for Light Magic end up becoming mages. That’s all there is to it,” Haruka whispered.


      There were probably some orphans out there who had the aptitude for different types of elemental magic, but Light Magic was the only one that the average priest could teach, and the orphans who learned Light Magic probably tended to become priests themselves, so the cycle continued repeating itself.


      Ishuca-san noticed that Haruka and I were having a whispered conversation and said, “Oh, I’m sorry—this is probably a topic that doesn’t feel very relevant to elves.”


      I shook my head. “Please don’t worry about it. Also, I have no doubt that blessings from the gods do exist, Ishuca-san.”


      I myself had received a blessing, after all, albeit not a very useful one. However, it hadn’t taken the form of an aptitude for a certain element of magic.


      “As a priest, I’m glad to hear that,” said Ishuca. “Now, then, I’d like to get started with lessons right away, but we should probably move somewhere else—it would be hard to concentrate here.”


      The kids who had been making a commotion had already left, but there were plenty of other kids playing with each other here in the dining hall. Ishuca-san glanced over them with a smile, then stood up and led us outside.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      We walked to a row of trees that seemed to have been planted around the orphanage. The lush greenery blocked off the hot sunlight, and the refreshing wind that blew through the trees from time to time felt very comfortable on my skin. We all sat down in the shade and prepared to listen to Ishuca-san’s words.


      “Now, then. As for how to improve your abilities at Light Magic, the damn old men at the great temple told me that—”


      “Huh?”


      All of us inadvertently gasped in shock when we heard the first few words that flew out of Ishuca-san’s mouth, and she stopped herself for a moment when she noticed our reactions, then smiled and continued as if nothing had happened. “It is said that the path will naturally open ahead of pious and virtuous priests who perform ablutions and prove their devotion, but...”


      Man, Ishuca-san’s true “personality” really does slip out from time to time despite the fact that she looks like a pure and feminine priest. Well, there’s no reason for me to call attention to it, and it’s easier to get along with someone like her, so it works out fine for us.


      “Is that not true?” I asked.


      “Mm. Light Magic isn’t something that you can become better at simply by being pious,” Ishuca replied. “It is true that training as a priest can help you become better at Light Magic, but that is merely the result of hard work, not strong faith. Faith can be what helps people endure harsh training, however.”


      Oh, yeah, now that I think about it, Advastlis-sama told us before that our efforts would never betray us. We believed in the existence of gods, at least in this world, but we weren’t exactly devout. We would have been at a loss if the path to becoming better at Light Magic had been something spiritual, so I was glad that Ishuca-san’s approach was a pragmatic one.


      “Therefore, the first thing I will teach your party is meditation,” said Ishuca. “The first step is to calm your emotions and feel the flow of mana inside your body. The majority of people drop out at this step, but it shouldn’t be a problem for your party.”


      “Yeah, we can already use magic,” I said.


      “Mm. However, the basics are very important,” said Ishuca. “I still perform meditation on a daily basis.”


      “Yeah, we also train on a daily basis,” I said. “Is there a specific position we have to get in for meditation, Ishuca-san?”


      “Whatever works best for you,” Ishuca replied. “Try to find the position that makes you feel the most relaxed.”


      Hmm. The only thing that comes to mind is the position for Zen meditation. I don’t know any other ways to meditate.


      “By the way, Ishuca-san, what was your training like?” Yuki asked.


      Ishuca-san’s reply was rather ambiguous. “The first time I felt mana was when I felt the earth out in a grassy plain.”


      “You felt the earth, huh?” I said.


      Hold on, doesn’t that just mean she fell asleep out in the plains?


      “It was back when I took a short break from my harsh training and meditated by myself. My consciousness faded away a bit, and I felt like I was floating somewhere. That’s when I recognized what mana was,” said Ishuca. “I had been told that it was best to meditate in the presence of the gods, but that has nothing to do with it. It would be a nuisance to meditate inside a temple, if anything.”


      We all fell silent after we heard Ishuca-san’s words. Yeah, she definitely fell asleep outside. The way she worded things doesn’t sound too weird, but she basically told us that she ran away from her harsh training and was dozing off when she suddenly felt what mana was.


      However, we remained silent and Ishuca-san maintained her perfect smile as she continued with her discourse. “After you recognize what mana is, the next step is to practice channeling it throughout your body and then concentrating all of it in one spot. Once you’re done with that, the next step is to practice gathering more mana and releasing it all at once. Those are the basics of Light Magic as taught at temples.”


      “Um, won’t you collapse if you release all of your mana at once?” I asked.


      I wanted to know if that was actually something that Ishuca-san had done. I was very aware of how painful it felt to be completely drained of mana.


      But Ishuca-san nodded casually. “Yes, but that’s the only way to increase your mana capacity. However, it’s something that you should probably only do before you go to bed or when you have plenty of free time. For now, please meditate here while testing out the other forms of training. I’ll be back in a bit with some tools that are used for training.”


      We saw Ishuca-san off as she headed back toward the orphanage. When she had departed, we all looked at each other.


      “I guess training at temples is actually harsher than we thought it was,” said Yuki.


      “It’s possible that it’s harsh because that’s the only way humans can gain the ability to use magic,” I said.


      “We’ve always been able to use magic with ease, though,” said Haruka. “Well, I guess you and I are elves and Yuki can use four different types of elemental magic, so we might all be exceptions. Natsuki is the closest thing we have to a ‘normal’ mage. What do you think, Natsuki?”


      “I don’t really have any fully considered opinion,” said Natsuki. “However, we’ve fought monsters on a routine basis, so perhaps our situation is a bit different from that of the average priest.”


      “Oh, yeah, that’s a good point,” I said. “Monsters are a good source of experience points, after all.”


      The difference between the number of experience points that we earned from training and the number that we earned from combat against monsters was probably the reason that Natsuki had a decent amount of mana even though she had never pushed herself to the point of being completely drained of mana during training. However, training was necessary in order to defeat monsters, so the fact that it didn’t earn us as many experience points was no reason for us to slack off in that regard.


      “We should still test out the training methods that Ishuca-san taught us, though,” I said. “We paid a total of forty gold coins, after all.”


      “Mm. We have no idea which method will actually be the most effective, however,” said Haruka.


      Mana control was something that all of us had been practicing for a while now, and we had done some training that was similar in principle to what Ishuca-san had described—apart from releasing all of our mana at once. Besides, it would be a waste not to test things out after we had handed over a large donation as a tuition fee.


      I sat in a Zen meditation position, and the girls copied me—except for Yuki, who looked like she was about to stretch out on the ground and go to sleep.


      “Are you going to ‘feel’ the earth, Yuki?” I asked.


      “Yep,” Yuki replied. “Someone has to test it out, right?”


      “Well, Yuki can’t use Light Magic anyway, so it should be fine,” said Natsuki.


      “Honestly, I bet this training can be applied to magic in general,” I said. “Oh well.”


      Given that Ishuca-san had accidentally found success that way, there was a chance that sleeping on the ground was a real, viable form of magic training, so I was counting on Yuki to test it out for us. I closed my eyes and felt the mana in my own body without a problem. Channeling mana through my body was something that I had done quite often for the Enhanced Muscles and Magic Barrier skills. Hopefully I could level up those two skills if I practiced some more. As for gathering my mana in one spot, that was somewhat similar to the process of casting a spell, so improving the speed at which I could gather mana would probably enable me to cast multiple spells in a row more smoothly. What Ishuca-san had called “gathering more mana” sounded like it meant taking in mana from the air. It would be amazing if that was actually possible, but I had no idea if there was mana in the air. Hmm? I couldn’t feel mana in the air, but I felt the presence of something, so I opened my eyes and saw Remi in front of me, watching me curiously.


      “What are you doing, miss?”


      “Oh, um, I’m actually a mister and not a miss...”


      “Mister? Is your name mister, miss?”


      “No, my name is Nao, but—”


      “Nao-chan! What are you doing, Nao-chan?”


      Yeah, I figured it wouldn’t be possible to have a logical conversation with a kid! Also, why did she choose “Nao-chan” of all things? That makes me sound even more like a girl! The girls, who were meditating next to me, looked like they were trying their best to restrain themselves from grinning; their cheeks were twitching a bit. I hope you all know that you’re supposed to calm yourselves and cast away random thoughts during meditation. On the other hand, I felt like I had actually reached a state of perfect selflessness through accepting my fate.


      “Sure, call me whatever you want,” I said. “We’re training to get better at magic, Remi.”


      “Training! Remi wants to do training as well!”


      I used simple terms to explain what we were doing because Remi probably wouldn’t have been able to understand if I’d explained in detail. Remi smiled happily after she heard my words and then hopped in my lap while I was still seated in meditation. I heard a giggle from the person who was “feeling the earth” and felt an urge for a moment to throw Remi at her defenseless belly, but I returned to my senses after I noticed Remi’s eyes, innocent and full of curiosity, looking up at me. I didn’t care about the earth-feeler at all, but it wouldn’t have been nice to Remi if I’d suddenly thrown her at someone.


      “Teach me!” Remi exclaimed.


      “Mm. First, close your eyes and relax,” I said. “After that, slowly breathe in, breathe out, breathe in, breathe oouut...”


      “Okay,” said Remi. “In, out, iiin, oooout...”


      “Once you’ve calmed down, continue breathing like that as you search for something warm inside of yourself,” I said.


      Remi leaned on me as she took deep breaths and growled to herself in a cute way. Mana was something that everyone in this world had. Not everyone could use magic, but people like Touya were able to enhance their physical abilities through the use of mana, so it was possible that this training could be useful for other purposes as well.


      However, it wasn’t that easy to recognize your own mana, and Remi grumbled for a while before looking up at me, pouting and puffing her cheeks up. “This is hard. Also, you feel warm, Nao-chan!”


      “Hee hee. Yes, it is very hard,” said Haruka. “However, try to look for something inside of yourself that is as warm as Nao-chan.”


      “Okay!” Remi exclaimed. Remi nodded obediently and closed her eyes, then continued growling to herself. When I noticed what she was doing, I looked at Haruka, and we both chuckled quietly before resuming our meditation. A while after that, I stopped hearing the growling sounds from Remi, so I opened my eyes and saw that she was asleep, although still steadily breathing in the way that I had taught her to.


      “It looks like meditation was a bit too difficult for a child as young as Remi,” said Natsuki.


      “Tee hee, she hasn’t trained enough to be on my level,” said Yuki. “Someone as talented as me can train even while sleeping on the ground like this!”


      “What kind of perspective is that, Yuki?” I asked. “Do you relate to Remi as a small kid?”


      “No, that’s not it!” Yuki exclaimed. “Everything I said is from the perspective of someone who started training before she did!”


      “Really, now? By the way, how did your meditation go?” I asked. “Did you manage to ‘feel the earth’?”


      “Well, yeah, the ground feels quite warm at this time of the year,” Yuki replied. “So this can probably be a different form of training.”


      Yuki got up and stretched a bit, and not too long after, Ishuca-san returned with a small box in her hands. She looked a bit surprised when she saw Remi in my lap. “Sorry to keep you wai— Oh, Remi? Why is she here?”


      “Well, she was curious about what we were doing,” I said.


      “I see. Sorry for the trouble,” said Ishuca-san. “I’ll take care of her from here.”


      “Oh, don’t worry about it,” I said. “I don’t really mind. She feels a bit warm, but she’s not heavy at all.”


      Ishuca-san set down the box she was carrying, then bent down in front of me and extended her hands, but I shook my head in response. A kid’s high body temperature felt a bit uncomfortable with the hot weather, but I would have felt worse if I’d accidentally woken her up. I gently created some wind with magic to cool myself, and Remi mumbled some words and smiled in her sleep. She looked like she felt quite comfortable, and Ishuca-san smiled gently as well when she saw that.


      “It seems like Remi really likes you, Nao-san,” said Ishuca. “On top of that, you’re a male adult that she met for the first time today, so...”


      “Mm. Remi directly went to Nao-kun instead of Yuki, Haruka, or me,” said Natsuki.


      “Yeah, Nao-kun technically counts as a guy, but still!” Yuki exclaimed.


      “The ‘technically counts’ was unnecessary, Yuki,” I said. “Well, I guess you just can’t feel the overwhelming lady’s-man aura that’s pulsating out of me.”


      “Lady’s man? That doesn’t sound like a very accurate word to describe someone like you who wakes up and doesn’t care about fixing his bedhead, Nao,” said Yuki.


      “Ugh! You’re absolutely right about that!” I exclaimed.


      I would tie up my hair without much thought to how it looked and wear clothes that the girls had prepared for me, so it was true that I wasn’t a very stylish man. However, it wasn’t completely my fault. Back in Japan, I had cared about my appearance as much as the average guy, and I had worn clothes that I bought for myself, but it was very difficult to replicate all of that here in this different world. Cheap used clothes weren’t stylish at all, and what mattered the most to me now was whether they were wearable. In addition, products like face wash, hair gel, and shampoo weren’t normally available. However, the Purification spell, which both Haruka and Natsuki could cast, was capable of cleaning anyone in one use, and they had sewn decent-looking clothes for me as well, so I had no reason not to take the path of least resistance.


      “Well, Nao-san, I like the fact that you give off a warm and friendly aura,” said Ishuca. “I think that’s why Remi looks at ease while sleeping on your lap. She’s normally a very wary child, after all.”
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      “Oh, thank you very much for saying that, Ishuca-san,” I said.


      “Hmm. When you put it that way, it almost sounds as though the rest of us don’t have a warm and friendly aura like Nao-kun does,” said Natsuki.


      Haruka and Yuki fell silent after they heard Natsuki’s awkward analysis, and Ishuca hastily picked up the small box on the ground and presented it to us as if to change the subject. “W-Well, some people are simply better at getting along with others! More importantly, please take a look at this.”


      The box appeared to be made of some sturdy metal and had no fancy decorations at all. However, after Ishuca-san held a hand above it and muttered something, lines of light ran over it and formed a geometric pattern.


      “Whoa, it’s very pretty,” said Yuki. “Is it a magical device?”


      “Yes, it is,” said Ishuca. “However, the box itself is just a container for storing valuables. It’s the contents that are important.”


      The lines of light disappeared and the lid of the box opened. Ishuca-san reached into the box with her right arm and took out a translucent sphere that was covered in cloth. It was about the size of a table tennis ball and looked like a crystal ball at first glance.


      “This magical device is called a Light Orb, and it’s used for practicing Light Magic,” said Ishuca. “As for how to use it, that should be obvious after a demonstration. Light Cure.”


      A bright green light flowed out of the orb in Ishuca-san’s right hand right after she cast the spell.


      “As you all saw just now, that’s what happens when you use magic on the orb,” said Ishuca. “Now, then, the problem that a mage has to solve in the process of practicing Light Magic is how to test the effects of spells.”


      “Yeah, that’s definitely true,” said Haruka. “The Light spell is very obvious, but when it comes to other spells, it’s hard to tell from practice whether they have any effect at all.”


      All of us nodded deeply; it was something that had been on our minds for quite a while. It was hard to tell if healing spells had worked properly without someone to heal, but injuring ourselves for the purpose of practice wasn’t a very comfortable idea. Spells such as Resist Poison and Resist Disease would be even harder to practice because we would have no idea how to differentiate between our natural resistance and the effects of the spells, and we had no idea how we’d even test spells like Cure Insanity.


      “That’s what this orb is for. It only lights up beautifully if the Light Magic spell that you’ve used on it has worked properly,” said Ishuca. “The color of the light differs depending on the spell, but the orb recognizes all of the spells under the aegis of Light Magic.”


      “Really? In that case, is this orb a rare and valuable artifact?” Natsuki asked, sounding a bit nervous.


      Ishuca-san nodded. “I’m not sure about the exact number, but you can probably count the number of Light Orbs in this entire kingdom on one hand.”


      We all fell silent after we heard Ishuca-san’s words. Is she actually way more important than I initially assumed? The Light Orb was obviously very useful for people who wanted to practice Light Magic. I had no idea exactly how much someone would pay for such a rare magical device if it went up for auction, but it would probably fetch a price so high that even we wouldn’t be capable of reimbursing Ishuca-san if we accidentally broke it in the worst-case scenario.


      “Now, then, please feel free to use this Light Orb,” said Ishuca.


      She proffered it for us to take, but none of us were brave enough to casually touch something so rare and valuable.


      Ishuca-san smiled at us. “Don’t worry. It’s actually quite sturdy, so it won’t break even if you accidentally drop it to the ground. I can’t let your party borrow this Light Orb and take it home with you, but it’s perfectly fine if you use it here.”


      “...In that case, we’ll use it for a while,” said Haruka.


      The first person who reached out for the Light Orb was Haruka. She grabbed it with her right hand and used the Light Cure spell on it just as Ishuca-san had done earlier, but this time, the light that flowed out of the orb was a brilliant white.


      “Hmm? Why did it shine like this?” Haruka asked.


      “It’s because you used more mana than the spell required,” Ishuca replied. “The spell itself worked fine, but the brilliant light means that you wasted mana. A faint light would mean that you used too little.”


      “Does that mean that when you use the perfect amount of mana, the orb only shines with a moderately bright light?” Haruka asked.


      “Yes, that’s right,” Ishuca replied. “You are supposed to practice spells on the Light Orb after you’re done with meditation, and that’s what I did for quite a while.”


      Ishuca-san had a distant look in her eyes, as if she had recalled some painful memories. However, all of us were more concerned about the information that we had just learned. We had assumed that everything would be fine as long as long as we succeeded at casting a spell; we hadn’t even considered the possibility that we had been wasting mana.


      “I am afraid that I am not capable of teaching advanced Light Magic, but I believe that this Light Orb should help you to improve your mana efficiency,” said Ishuca. “What do you think?”


      “Yeah, this magical device will be of great help to us! Thank you very much!” I exclaimed. “But are you sure that it’s okay for us to use this, Ishuca-san?”


      “I have received ample returns from your party, so don’t worry about it,” said Ishuca. “By the way, the small box can’t be moved once you close the lid. There shouldn’t be any issues, but please use it to protect the orb if necessary.”


      Ishuca-san smiled, then told us that she had work to deal with and headed back toward the temple. We all looked at the orb cupped in Haruka’s right hand and sighed in unison.


      “This might come off as somewhat rude, but...we ended up with a real windfall,” said Haruka.


      “Yes, we really did,” said Natsuki. “This Light Orb is worth more than the forty gold coins we paid as tuition.”


      The meditation methods that Ishuca-san had taught us were valuable as well, but they weren’t as useful as the Light Orb. It was nice that it could detect whether we had successfully cast a Light Magic spell, and the fact that we could also use it to monitor our efficiency with mana would help us practice other elemental magic as well.


      “Can I give it a try?” Natsuki asked. Haruka handed her the Light Orb, and she said, “Anti-Magic.”


      A bright blue light flowed out of the orb.


      “It seems that non-Light Magic spells work just as well,” said Natsuki. “I believe I used the perfect amount of mana.”


      “Let me give it a try next,” I said. “Here goes. Light Cure.”


      There was no reaction from the orb.


      “Ugh. I guess it really isn’t possible to succeed right away,” I said.


      I was a bit disappointed even though I had somewhat expected the results. The girls all laughed.


      “So this is what happens when someone fails at casting a spell on the Light Orb, huh? This really is a useful magical device,” said Haruka. “I would love it if we could obtain one for ourselves, but...”


      “There’s no way,” I said. “I don’t think we would be able to afford the price even if there were one on sale or up for auction.”


      “Yeah, it sounds like there are a total of five Light Orbs or fewer in this kingdom,” said Yuki. “I would love to obtain something like a Fire Orb or a Water Orb, since I can’t use Light Magic, but those probably aren’t easy to obtain either. Also, I’m kind of curious about the box that the Light Orb was inside.”


      Yuki grabbed the small metal box, which Ishuca-san had casually left behind. It was probably valuable in its own right based on Ishuca-san’s description.


      “This is basically like a safe for valuables, right? I wonder if it’s an alchemical product,” said Yuki.


      “Be careful with that, Yuki,” said Haruka. “If you break it, we probably won’t be able to afford to replace it.”


      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” said Yuki. “The lines of light that ran over the box earlier looked quite cool, however. Hmm. Alchemy is a really profound profession! There’s so much to learn about it.”


      “Yeah, I agree, but keep your voice down, Yuki,” I said. “Remi’s sleeping.”


      “Oh, my bad,” said Yuki. “Hmm. How was this box made?”
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