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      Story Summary


      Beryl Gardenant, a self-proclaimed “humble old man,” is a sword instructor at his dojo in a rural, backwater village. One day, his former pupil Allucia—who’s climbed the ranks to become the young knight commander of the Liberion Order—summons him to serve as the special instructor for her knights. After some time in the capital, the Backwater Swordmaster’s name started to spread among the capital.


      With the aid of Surena, Allucia, Lucy, and his former pupil Joshua—who is based in the Salura Zaruk Empire—Beryl successfully defeats the formidable Id Invicius in the Aflatta Mountain Range.


      As everyone basks in the victory, Beryl reveals a certain truth: Joshua was expelled from his dojo for being too dangerous.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: An Old Country Bumpkin Has Apprehensions


      “I’m home.”


      “Welcome back.”


      The sun was slipping below the western horizon when Mewi opened the door to our house. I’d already finished work, so I was in the middle of preparing dinner. These greetings had become a completely commonplace interaction in our daily lives. When she had classes at the magic institute, I was the one to welcome her back, and on her days off, it was the other way around.


      This was yet another peaceful day.


      Back in the dojo, I’d almost never had someone to welcome me home or see me off. Technically, I’d had such interactions with my pupils, but not with friends or family aside from my parents. My lifestyle had taken an enormous turn since those days, which wasn’t a bad thing at all.


      They say that “home is where the heart is.” Maybe that isn’t quite the right way to describe it, but the sentiment is accurate. People were capable of adapting to any change as long as it wasn’t for the worse. I couldn’t help but reflect on that.


      Our house’s princess was now home safe, and she had beads of sweat on her brow.


      “So hot...” she grumbled.


      It was summertime in Baltrain. We were at the peak of the season’s heat, which was quite harsh on this old man. Not that hot and cold weather could target people selectively—it just felt like resistance toward such things degraded with age.


      “True. The days have gotten long,” I remarked. “Want some water?”


      “Yeah. Thanks.”


      Anyway, if I was affected by the weather, Mewi had to be as well. She leaped at any chance to fend off the heat in whatever way she could, and she knew the importance of staying hydrated. This kind of weather would make anyone thirsty.


      As a minor detail, Mewi had started thanking people without hesitation the moment they did anything for her. It was surprisingly difficult to say “thank you” and “sorry” to people when you weren’t used to it. It just didn’t come out if it wasn’t already a habit—and it hadn’t been a habit for Mewi at all. She’d been more liable to flare up and curse at people rather than thank them.


      But now, she was capable of saying “thank you” as if it were perfectly natural for her to do so. Truly, that’s splendid. Whenever I observed her, it really reinforced how much a person’s environment changed them—for better or worse. Ironically, this was something I’d also realized after moving to Baltrain at Allucia’s request.


      A person’s environment could sometimes kill their future. At other times, it would allow them to thrive. Mewi’s change was definitely the latter. I wonder if I can say the same about myself. My current environment definitely wasn’t hampering me, at least. I was experiencing new things, which was unmistakably a positive change from my old life in Beaden.


      Mewi accepted the cup of water and gulped it down.


      “Aaah... That hit the spot.”


      “Ha ha ha.” It seemed she was thirstier than I thought. “Walking must be rough at this time of the year.”


      “Mm... Well, it is... But I decided to do this myself.”


      I knew why she was sweating so much and was so thirsty. To put it simply, she’d stopped commuting by carriage and was now going by foot to and from the magic institute. The distance was perfectly walkable, of course. Still, it was far enough that going by carriage felt a lot more comfortable. Even so, Mewi had decided to walk every day she had classes.


      I didn’t recall when exactly she’d started thinking about this. But that was just how people ticked—it could’ve been a sudden idea out of nowhere, or it could’ve been something she’d deliberated over for a while before finally making a decision.


      Her reason for this change was simple—she wanted to get her legs moving as much as she could. This was an effort to improve her physicality, and it showed that she was putting honest thought into her swordsmanship. I certainly wasn’t against it. As an instructor, I couldn’t be happier that my teachings were increasing her motivation. It meant I wasn’t wrong in my approach and gave me a certain amount of confidence and conviction.


      Of course, I was considering this from the perspective of a teacher. But as her father figure, I had no idea whether this was the right thing to encourage. If I’m questioning that, then...was my dad a proper father to me? After all, he was extremely harsh during my upbringing.


      “I’m hungry,” Mewi said.


      “Yeah, yeah, just wait a bit longer.”


      “Mm.”


      At any rate, an increase in daily activity meant a proportional increase in appetite. The princess was now demanding an early dinner.


      The division of labor was quite clear-cut in our household. As long as there was nothing unexpected going on, the one doing the task basically completed everything from start to finish. Sometimes, we got help or helped out, but in large part, chores were accomplished alone. Neither of us was a trained or experienced chef, so we ended up dining on whatever the one on cooking duty at the time felt like—much like when I’d found fish at the market in the western district.


      She and I weren’t picky about food, and that played a large part in our lifestyle. Mewi ate pretty much anything as long as it was edible. I never intended to feed her bad food, but it was good that she wasn’t picky. I wanted her to continue expanding her palate and finding new favorite dishes. That was what my income was for, after all. I totally have to expand my repertoire of recipes, though.


      “There we go...”


      Setting such thoughts aside, I focused on finishing dinner. I plopped a hunk of meat on the counter and started carving it into manageable pieces. Even though they were both blades, handling a sword and handling a knife were very different. After I started living with Mewi, my knife skills had improved. Back in Beaden, my mom had been in charge of all the cooking, and after all these years, I truly felt grateful for that.


      “Roasted or stewed?” I asked.


      “Hmm... Roasted.”


      “You got it.”


      My cooking repertoire was about the same as Mewi’s. I could roast things or stew them. Mewi seemed to be in the mood for roasted meat today, so I sliced a nice thick cut for her.


      “Oh yeah, old g—”


      “Ow!”


      “Huh?!”


      In the middle of cutting the meat, my attention had moved to Mewi for a small instant. It seemed my vision and finger placement had been slightly out of sync, and the knife had ended up biting into my flesh a little. That’d sparked a reaction from her.
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      “What’s wrong?” she asked.


      “Nothing really—I just cut my finger a little. Ow ow ow...”


      Fortunately, it wasn’t deep. It would heal on its own in a day or two. This had also happened to my mom every now and then, so there was no guarantee a middle-aged man who’d just started cooking for himself could avoid a similar accident. I had meant to be careful, but humans were prone to mistakes. Today just happened to be the day for me to make one.


      It wasn’t right to criticize Mewi for distracting me by speaking. It was my own fault.


      “Sorry...”


      “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. I was just being careless.”


      “If you say so...”


      I could hear Mewi moving about in a fluster behind me. She was likely looking for a potion. This really was the slightest of injuries, so she didn’t have to worry about it too much. Quite frankly, I’d accumulated tons of wounds far worse than this from training and battle. The cut still hurt, but I would be a failure as a swordsman if I lost my cool over a scratch this small.


      So I say, but little cuts like this are really hard to ignore... Though it wasn’t a sensation I wanted to recall or experience, there was nothing to be done about it after the fact. All was well as long as I didn’t lose my sword grip.


      “Haaah... Sorry for raising my voice like that,” I told Mewi.


      “Whatever... It hurts, right? Don’t worry about it.”


      “Yeah.”


      It was a little embarrassing to have yelped so pathetically in front of Mewi. During training, sparring, and battles, injuries were inevitable. The body was prepared for a certain level of pain in those situations. However, sudden injuries during a normal day were surprisingly sharp—enough for me to yelp. It seemed to hurt worse when the mind and body weren’t prepared.


      “Mewi, make sure to be careful when you cook.”


      “Aren’t I better than you with a knife?”


      “Well... Yeah, but...you should still take care.”


      I figured I could turn my injury into a learning experience, but Mewi gave me an unexpectedly sharp retort. The fact that I couldn’t even deny what she said was just more salt on the wound. When she’d first started learning to cook, she’d looked unreliable even from my point of view, but now she was quite nimble with a knife.


      Still, that was exactly when accidents were bound to happen—things got more dangerous after you settled in and started thinking you were good with a blade. That went both for swordplay and cooking. I wasn’t sure about magic, but the same probably applied there too. Maybe I’d reached that exact point with my cooking. I’d gotten used to chopping ingredients every day and ended up accidentally hurting myself. This was an experience to remember.


      “Well, I don’t wanna cut my hand either...so I’ll be careful,” Mewi said.


      “Mm, please do.”


      Nobody wanted to get injured for no reason. And who out there has a good reason for getting hurt, anyway? I could only pray she was careful.


      At any rate, it felt pretty pathetic to cut my finger in the middle of cooking at my age. Mewi was already plenty familiar with my sloppy and lame side, but I didn’t want to add to what she already knew. Even if there was no need to stay on edge during my private life, spending time at ease and looking like an idiot were different things.


      This wasn’t about Mewi becoming disgusted with me or anything. I simply had my petty pride as her father figure and as a guide for her swordsmanship. I don’t want to look bad in front of her... Maybe thinking this way means I’ve grown a little. But whether or not that’s true remains a mystery to me.


      “Okay, let’s get back to it...” I muttered.


      “Want me to take over?”


      “I’m fine!”


      “Hmph, if you say so.”


      It really wasn’t a big deal. Messing up, cutting my finger, then handing over the cooking to Mewi would be way too pathetic. So, I gratefully accepted her gesture but turned it down. And it didn’t seem like Mewi had seriously thought I would let her take over.


      There was a suspicious glint in her eyes. Even I could tell that she was teasing me.


      After moving in with me and starting her studies at the magic institute, she’d begun showing such mischievous expressions. This was yet another delightful development. Though there was a stinging pain in my hand now, it wasn’t all that bad when I thought about how I was slightly closer to Mewi because of it.


      It does seriously hurt, though.


      ◇


      “Shhh!”


      It was a dimly illuminated night in Baltrain with little but the faint starlight overhead. Close to the busy streets lined with taverns and restaurants, there would be more light, but the house I’d gotten from Lucy was a ways from the hustle and bustle. The night was nice and quiet as I swung my sword in the garden.


      “Haaah...”


      By now, I’d done a few dozen swings. I took a breath just as I was starting to build up a sweat. When teaching others, I made sure to properly count every swing, but when I trained by myself, I wasn’t tied down by such fetters. It was nice how I could just forget myself in the act.


      The finger I’d accidentally cut during the afternoon wasn’t giving me any discomfort—I could grip my sword without pain. I’d actually come out here to test that, but after warming up, I’d immersed myself in practice more than I’d initially planned.


      I would be swinging a sword in the training hall at the order’s office tomorrow morning, but we only ever used wooden swords there. I couldn’t possibly swing this glorious blade around indoors, after all. It was necessary to get a feel for the real thing whenever possible in a place where accidents couldn’t happen.


      And it just so happened that the garden at home was perfect for that. I was quite grateful to have one, even if it wasn’t large. It was a great space for sword training. No matter how much a swordsman perfected their technique, practice swings were always a necessity.


      Finding an appropriate place to wield a real sword—and going out of the way to travel there—was tremendously tiresome. It was basically impossible to do this while living in an inn, so a strange part of me thought having my own home was great for expressly that purpose.


      Inside, Mewi was already asleep. She had classes at the institute early in the morning, after all. She was also still at an age where eating well and sleeping well spurred her growth. I figured she could spend time ruminating aimlessly over life’s many troubles after she was a bit more of an adult. Naturally, expanding her outlook on life would come with new worries. But for now, she could just live a straightforward life and raise any concerns with the adults around her.


      “Haaah...”


      It was always like this—the moment I stopped swinging my sword, all kinds of thoughts flooded my mind. Concentrating on something really did force all idle thoughts away. Sword practice is good for that too.


      My mind drifted to the fierce battle some time ago against Id Invicius. It’d been a formidable foe that we’d only been able to crush with Lucy and Allucia’s help. Honestly, I seriously doubted that Surena and I would’ve been able to handle it alone. We’d ultimately succeeded in targeting it where its defenses had been weakest, but neither of us had been able to do anything about its invisibility. In other words, a pure swordsman couldn’t have even stood on the stage of battle against it. It was only with Lucy’s aid that we’d been able to fight at all. While we swordsmen had managed to escape, winning against it would’ve been an impossible undertaking without her.


      “We won...but it’s still vexing.”


      I muttered quietly to myself—nobody was around to hear me. But that situation really had been frustrating. I could understand if my skill with the blade had simply been inefficient. In that case, I could just focus harder on self-improvement. If my blade hadn’t been up to snuff, I could just train harder and make up for that difference...or simply find myself a better sword.


      However, I’d found myself in a situation where I hadn’t stood a chance without magic. That was vexing. It didn’t quite render all my training absolutely useless, but it made me feel as if an insurmountable wall had been constructed between me and my foe. It had cast a cloud over the path I’d taken up to this point.


      Maybe I’m just being arrogant. I didn’t believe everything in the world could be solved with a single sword. Swordsmen each had their domains of specialty, and wizards had theirs. Sometimes those intersected, but that didn’t make one better than the other. Not as things currently stand, at least.


      But thinking about the future of combat, how could swordsmen without magic possibly surmount such walls? Wizards could eventually surmount the walls that their magic couldn’t solve. If anything, Ficelle was already working overtime on that front.


      But the problem with swordsmen was that we couldn’t just nod along and accept our limitations. We weren’t foul by nature—it was more like we didn’t know when to give up. Swordsmen were awful creatures who, when faced with an obstacle, simply flared up and said, “I’ll break it down with my sword!”


      Surena and I definitely felt that way. After all, we’d been the ones to undo the magic on our weapons in the middle of battle. Had the situation allowed for it, Allucia probably would’ve done the same. I was glad to have kindred spirits like that walking down the path of swordsmanship with me, but nonetheless, the impossible remained impossible. If motivation was all it took to solve every problem, I wouldn’t have worries like this at all.


      Despite all this thinking, I knew a swordsman could beat a wizard. My basis for that was what happened with Lono Ambrosia’s core. Lucy had told me that she hadn’t been able to destroy it, which was why she’d sealed it away. In other words, there was a wall that wizards hadn’t been able to break that a swordsman had. Back then, I’d attributed it to how amazing the Zeno Grable longsword was, but now my thoughts on the matter were a little different. I’d managed to cut through the core with a combination of the brilliant sword’s strength and my own.


      “Here’s hoping it’s not hubris...” I mumbled, clenching my fist lightly.


      The sensation of that moment lingered in my palm. I had pulled that single slash from the edge of pure exhaustion. In all likelihood, it had been one of the fastest downward slashes I’d ever pulled off. If I were capable of reproducing such a feat at any time, perhaps I would’ve had a somewhat easier time hacking at Id Ivicius.


      Maybe this was just my personal aspiration talking—or my greed. Or perhaps it was a future that could be realized. I would be able to test it if Id Ivicius and Lono Ambrosia were alive and well, but hoping for that would be counterproductive. Having creatures like those pop up all over the place would be an absolute crisis for humanity. I wanted to believe that I didn’t desire something so destructive.


      “I want to test my skills, but I have nothing to test them on...”


      Maybe I felt this way because I’d triumphed during several life-threatening situations. Ever since the battle with Id Invicius, my senses seemed sharper than before. I could also just be delusional.


      The one thing I could say for sure was that even if I’d had this sword twenty years ago, I wouldn’t have been able to cut Lono Ambrosia’s core. My focus back then had been entirely on wanting more speed and strength, but accuracy was what had allowed my blade to strike true and bisect the core. I was now capable of seeing that.


      I was glad my skills were getting better, but the more they improved, the harder it was to find an opponent who gave me a real challenge. I’d never experienced such problems before. Not that I would ever attack someone in the street like Lucy had done to me, but I was a little scared that I was starting to see her point of view. She spent every day devoting herself to magic and its research. She spoke of how valuable it was to be able to get a real sense of her own growth. And I shared that opinion. However, that didn’t mean it was okay to pick a fight over nothing just to get that thrill.


      But I get it now. Really, I understand the draw.


      “Haaah... That’s scary.”


      I took a deep breath to calm my heart. I was well aware that my thoughts were going in a dangerous direction, and I had to keep myself from crossing a certain ethical line. Maybe it would’ve been fine if I’d had zero connections and was focused entirely on seeking perfection. But I was now the special instructor for the Liberion Order, a guide for the pupils I’d taught at the dojo, and Mewi’s guardian. I couldn’t throw myself into danger for no good reason.


      “Maybe I should ask Allucia or Surena...”


      Sparring with skilled opponents would probably be the safest solution. Getting a match going wouldn’t be that complicated. I would have to ask Surena about her schedule, but Allucia and I shared a workplace, so that would probably work out. They might even ask me for a match too.


      “I’ve changed...”


      As I was now, I would gladly accept a match without a second’s hesitation. I would probably even go as far as insisting on sparring right away. I would’ve never thought of such things not too long ago. It seems I’ve developed a strong desire to improve my art. Or maybe it’s better to say I’ve regained my desire for it. Even if this realization had come far too late...well, better late than never.


      Now I just had to be careful not to let this desire carry me in a strange direction. I absolutely refused to be like Joshua had been in the past—he’d developed a vice for killing the strong. I would rather ask someone to behead me than fall to such depths. If things really did reach that point, it would mean my personal feelings would no longer be enough to stop my urges.


      I sealed such dangerous thoughts away for now. My insatiable desire to improve my swordplay was back, so it was about time for me to decide what my current objective was. Besting my father at swordplay had been my goal for so long, though I’d overtaken him without even knowing it.


      But now I did know—and I’d felt uncertain about what path to take ever since. You could say I was pigeonholed. For now, the only thing I could do was solve everything I could with my sword and make sure I didn’t suffer a crushing defeat no matter the opponent. This was a perfectly commonplace goal for anyone who focused on any martial art. It was also an exceedingly difficult pipe dream to achieve.


      My other objective was to properly guide the knights of the order and the students of the sword magic class, but this was also a perfectly normal goal for any educator.


      “Right...”


      Even though it was nighttime, the temperature hadn’t dropped much. I had long finished my practice swings, and sweat clung to my skin as I continued pondering.


      Maybe, to get some kind of revelation, I need to approach this from a different perspective... Since I was already thinking about swordsmen and wizards, it sounded like a good idea to tackle it from that angle.


      “Mm, let’s go with that for now.”


      I didn’t want to become a mass-murdering demon, and I didn’t want to set an objective that required hurting people. It was best to have a goal I could achieve on my own. That’s the hardest part, but it’s the choice I’ve made.


      I had no talent for magic. I knew nothing about wizardry. I couldn’t even sense the flow of mana, let alone manipulate it. So, I would just have to be able to see everything else—everything that there was to see on the path of the warrior. This included things without physical substance, like my opponent’s breathing, their range, hidden presences, and attacks that had yet to take shape.


      But how am I actually supposed to train that? There were definitely things that couldn’t be resolved using only a sword, and I was sure to lose to someone one day. Still, a goal was meant to be a high bar—it was pointless to set my objective as something already well within reach.


      My mom and dad had blessed me with my good eyes, and it wasn’t unnatural to want to take them as far as I could. “I can’t see mana, so I’ll see everything else... Mm, not bad for a goal. Sounds pretty hard, though.”


      I know I just decided on it...but isn’t that bar a little too high? Can I really do it? Well, I’ve made up my mind, so I can only give it my best shot.


      This was at least more realistic than aiming to be invincible for the rest of my life or cleaning up the whole world using nothing but my sword. If it turned out to be impossible, then I could just find another objective.


      “Okay! Guess it’s time to go to sleep.”


      Now that I had a new goal, I called it a night. All this exercise was sure to lull me into a sound sleep. Much like Mewi, I also had an early morning.


      ◇


      It was the day after my somewhat pathetic display at home in front of Mewi. I couldn’t exactly take a break from work over such a minor injury, so I was at the order’s office as usual.


      “Good mo— Oh? Mr. Beryl, what’s with the bandage...?”


      There, I bumped into Henblitz, and in the middle of greeting me, he pointed out the problem right away. He really does have good eyes. I wasn’t the only one he paid attention to like this—he watched all the knights of the order carefully. The man was quite impressive.


      “Morning,” I said. “I cut myself with a kitchen knife yesterday.”


      “Is that so? You can never be too safe, so they say.”


      “Ha ha ha, that’s true.”


      A minor accident like this one was just a normal life event, so there was no reason to hide it. After I properly conveyed my stance on this, our conversation took a slightly joking turn.


      I’d treated the wound by washing it off and wrapping it in a single bandage. The pain was mostly gone now, and the cut didn’t seem to be festering, so it was probably going to seal tomorrow.


      I gripped my sword to be sure and didn’t feel any discomfort. Guess it’s just a scratch. It shouldn’t inconvenience my swordplay whatsoever. I was glad I didn’t have to take a rest from being an instructor. Now, all that was left was to perform my duty.


      “Taaaah!”


      “Eeeey!”


      The training hall was always noisy. It was a space constantly filled with battle cries and angry roars. There were those who swung their wooden swords in silence or focused on muscle training, but most people here sparred. Those who didn’t mostly focused on improving their movements and the muscles needed to support such movements. Though this was certainly an important part of training, getting better at fighting was best done by practicing in an environment as close to a real battle as possible.


      The order wasn’t a place where youngsters from the countryside could come to learn the basics of swordplay. This was a training ground for the elite, for those who had pride in their already established skills. That was why so many of the knights here gave it their all during sparring matches.


      It’s great, honestly. This place was overflowing with splendid bloodlust, as strange as it was to put it that way. The knights weren’t here to show off flashy technique. When they sparred, they acted as though they were locked in a life-or-death conflict. That fiery spirit was practically a requirement for joining the order.


      Their drive was innate and had nothing to do with whether I was their instructor or not. They all carried a pride in the Liberion Order as an organization—a pride that generations of knights had passed along unbroken since the order’s founding. It was nice how clearly I could see that pride in each person’s swordplay.


      “Mmgh!”


      “Oh?”


      As I watched the knights devoting themselves to their training, one pair drew my attention. Curuni and Evans were violently clashing their wooden swords with spirited shouts. Curuni had just finished a hearty swing with her oversized training weapon.


      “Hmph!”


      Evans dodged Curuni’s strike using his quick reflexes, then backed off a little. Curuni knew that swinging blindly against him would be useless, and Evans knew that attacking Curuni recklessly would lead to him being easily repelled. In other words, the two were locked in an observant stalemate. From this point on, things would develop based not only on their physical abilities but on their experience and ability to read their opponent. Even as a spectator, I felt the pressure.


      Curuni held her wooden sword in a low stance and slowly shuffled closer. In contrast, Evans’s stance was slightly higher, though not fully upright. He was making small movements to the left and right, not sure whether he should back off or take the initiative.


      Henblitz noticed where my attention was focused and offered his impression of their match. “Hmm, those two? It looks like a stalemate to me...”


      As Curuni and Evans stared each other down, Henblitz wasn’t sure which way the scales would tip. I watched on beside him, knowing that the situation would take a few more seconds to develop.


      “No, I don’t think so,” I said. “Looks like it’s Evans’s win today.”


      Henblitz seemed puzzled. “Huh?”


      Curuni will lose patience, close the distance, rely on force, and eat a counterattack. One way or another, I could see that future.


      “Hiyaaaaah!”


      “Hmph!”


      And sure enough, a few seconds later, Curuni shifted from slowly approaching to leaping in. Reading that move, Evans closed in at the same time, preparing to use Curuni’s momentum against her.


      When swinging any weapon, you normally calculate your range and the distance to your opponent. That was a necessary mental step, since swinging and missing was generally bad for battle. Sometimes a fighter could do it on purpose to bait their opponent, but in this case, Curuni had definitely been going for a hit.


      Range was something that constantly changed as opponents moved around one another. Calculations and compensations about striking distance had to be made. Such predictions took place in a separate battle—a battle of wits—and the winner was the one with the most accurate prediction.


      This time, Evans got the upper hand on Curuni.


      Closing in, Evans parried the incoming blow to the side and slipped his own wooden sword past Curuni’s defenses. Wood struck flesh with a smack that sounded quite painful. But nobody in the Liberion Order would let it bother them. It was normal here to consider yourself lucky if no bones were broken. After all, it was the loser’s fault for getting hit.


      This strength of spirit showcased the truly elite nature of the Liberion Order. There was a clear difference between these knights and the average amateur, and that was why they had enough influence to exercise their authority over others, including Liberis’s neighbors.


      “Aww yeah! That’s one!”


      “Hnnnngh! I lost!”


      Henblitz was shocked by my accurate prediction. “Mr. Beryl...how could you tell?”


      “Hmmm...”


      Honestly, I wasn’t quite sure how to describe it. I couldn’t actually see the future or anything. My experiences to date had helped me analyze the match and predict the outcomes with a certain level of confidence.


      “I saw Curuni losing patience,” I explained. “Given Evans’s sharp eyes, I figured he would see that too.”


      “Is that so...?”


      Curuni excelled in physical strength. Her battle instincts were good, and she didn’t pull punches. However, she still had room to improve in terms of technique. Her growth since switching from a longsword to a zweihander was remarkable, but she hadn’t been spared the shortcomings of learning to fight with a whole new weapon.


      Evans’s eyes had spotted this. I’d sparred with him several times, and I knew that his eyes and physique were particularly good. This had allowed him to properly sense Curuni’s wavering spirit and take advantage of it. I’d once told him not to rely fully on his eyes and reflexes—he had to train his ability to read opponents too. He’d made good use of that lecture. A worthy pupil.


      “Seriously, the summit of sword mastery is so far away...” Henblitz muttered.


      “Ha ha ha, I think that all the time. We’ve all got a long way to go.”


      It’s true. I felt I’d climbed a good amount, but the summit didn’t seem remotely close. I was proud of how I’d met plenty of strong fighters, faced off against them, and won. However, none of my opponents had claimed to be the strongest in the world or anything.


      But that fact reflected my thinking—reaching the peak of swordsmanship and being the strongest in the world weren’t necessarily the same thing. Still, someone who was weak could never make it to the top, so strength was a good measuring stick.


      With that in mind, I couldn’t imagine myself ever claiming to stand at the summit. And ironically, the stronger I felt myself get, the stronger that emotion grew.


      Allucia, Surena, and Henblitz were all strong, but none believed they were the best in the world. The more we polished our techniques and accumulated experience, the blurrier the view above us became. The whole thing was quite mysterious.


      “When you say it like that, the climb suddenly seems endless,” Henblitz remarked.


      “Does it?”


      “Yes. Before aiming for the top, I’ll need to bring you down first.”


      “Ooh, now that’s scary. But it’s also the kinda spirit you’ve gotta have.”


      I was stronger than Henblitz, but that could change in time. If the one giving chase was burning with a passion to catch up and the one in front got lazy, it could happen in a flash. I have to give it my all and continue aiming higher. It would be vexing for the younger generation to pass me, but given my age, it was bound to happen eventually.


      My dad must’ve gone through a similar period of pride and internal conflict. It must’ve taken some serious determination for him to throw up the white flag and declare that he’d lost to his own son. I knew that now but hadn’t before. Maybe I still have room to grow. I should do my best so no one rips the rug out from under me...


      “Aaaaagh... I got totally impatient!”


      “There’s no telling what would’ve happened had you persevered just a bit longer. Anyway, that’s my win, yeah?”


      “Hgggggh!”


      As Henblitz and I discussed the summit of swordsmanship, Curuni and Evans began exchanging their impressions of their match. She really had pushed too far forward on the offensive. They were both aware of how the outcome had been decided, so there was no need for me to say anything to them. Unnecessary advice could affect motivation, after all.


      These two had joined the order around the same time, so they pushed each other to greater heights. Sometimes they provoked each other too, but there weren’t signs of actual animosity. Bickering just got them more fired up, so it wasn’t a problem. They seemed to know what was appropriate and when to hold back.


      Whenever I argued with Kennith or Gisgarte, there was never any restraint. That was just how things were with contemporaries around your age. Seniors and juniors were plentiful on any path, but there were surprisingly few people who walked right alongside you. Connections like that were valuable. I hoped Evans and Curuni could make good use of their fortune and continue supporting each other.


      Watching others spar was getting me fired up too. “Okay, it’s about time for me to warm—”


      I cut myself off when someone suddenly entered the training hall.


      “Good morning.”


      “Hm?”


      This place was always open to the knights, so traffic in and out of the door was relatively hectic. Though I was only here during morning training, the knights could come and go at any hour. That was why noticing him come in was a complete coincidence—I’d just happened to finish observing Curuni and Evans and was about to warm myself up.


      “Vesper!” I called out.


      “Hello. It’s good to see you again.”


      This was Vesper Ox, the knight who’d fallen during the Verdapis Mercenary Company’s attack. He’d been recuperating ever since. Though he looked a little thinner than before, his expression was bright and clear of any shadow.


      “Long time no see... How’s your body?” I asked.


      “I’m finally healed enough to start moving again.”


      “That’s good to hear.”


      Allucia, Frau, Vesper, and I had gone to Flumvelk together, and we’d suffered an attack on the way back. This had happened last year, but even now, thinking about it affected me. Frau had taken a hit to the shoulder—she’d gotten back to training relatively quickly. But Vesper’s injury had left him on the verge of death. The fact that he’d not only survived but was ready to get back to his knightly duties was worth celebrating.


      “Anyway...” I said. “I suppose there isn’t much you could’ve done about it, but...have you lost some weight?”


      “Well, yes. I was immobile for quite some time. I couldn’t really have done anything to prevent it...”


      “I see...”


      Though he was thinner, he wasn’t emaciated or anything. It was more like he had less muscle. Can’t avoid that when you’re bedridden, though. Human bodies get thin when they don’t get any exercise. When I get lazy, I put on fat and lose muscle quickly too. Vesper wasn’t as old as me, so it wasn’t as bad for him. Still, compared to his time in active service, this was a significant change in his appearance.


      “Have you stopped by to see Allucia yet?” I asked.


      “Yes, I got that done the other day. The procedures for my reinstatement are complete, so I was thinking of doing some training.”


      “That’s the spirit. Congratulations on your reinstatement.”


      “Thank you very much.”


      Vesper’s determination remained unbroken, and now he simply had to retrain his weakened body. What a strong mindset he has. Fixing the body couldn’t fix a broken spirit. It wasn’t impossible to beat oneself back into shape through external factors, but the success rate for such methods was extremely low. I wasn’t going to say it aloud, but youth had to play some part in that.


      If I suffered from a severe illness or injury that required a long recovery period, could I get my body back in shape? My age would certainly hamper my efforts. But luckily, I was perfectly healthy, and I’d somehow managed so far. I had to thank my good fortune—including my connection to Lucy. That terrible wound Id Invicius dealt me might’ve cut my career short if not for her intervention.


      “It is just as Mr. Beryl says,” Henblitz joined in kindly. “Your reinstatement is wonderful news. Welcome back, Vesper.”


      “Sir! Vesper Ox, reporting for duty!”


      Henblitz was the lieutenant commander, so he’d surely been informed of Vesper’s return before this. Even so, he was capable of welcoming him back on a personal level, instead of trivializing what his subordinate had been through or treating Vesper’s return like some line item in a meeting document. This sounded like a simple, easy thing to do, but given the hierarchy of an organization this large, it was unexpectedly difficult.


      I was a special instructor, so I was technically an outsider here—that made it easier for me to form personal connections with the knights. But Henblitz was their leader, and he put his reputation on the line whenever he got too familiar. Even so, he welcomed Vesper back and disregarded any notions that he should keep his distance. It’s wonderful, really. The Liberion Order’s a great organization.


      As long as I served as their instructor, I had to be sure to live up to that reputation, and this interaction reinforced that in my mind.


      “Are you here today to observe?” I asked Vesper.


      “No. Since I’m already here, I’d like to get some exercise.”


      “I see... Well, I’m sure you’re well aware of this already, but don’t push yourself.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      Even though he was up and about now, he was still recuperating—and from a severe injury at that. That was why I figured he was just here to say hello to everyone, but it seemed he was fully intent on joining in. Now that I thought about it, Frau had been the same. Immediately upon returning to duty, she’d joined the basic training from hell. She’d wanted to, and it hadn’t been my place to stop her. Being a knight in the Liberion Order requires more than just martial might.


      At any rate, Vesper’s reinstatement was worth celebrating. I wasn’t his personal instructor, though—I served the order as a whole. That meant I couldn’t supervise him the whole time I was here. Still, I couldn’t just tell him to give it his all and then turn away. Not on his first day back.


      As I pondered over what to do, Henblitz called out to me.


      “Mr. Beryl.”


      “Hm?”


      “How about focusing on Vesper today? He’s recuperating, and I doubt he’ll push himself too hard, but being immobile for so long has to have built up frustration. I worry he may get too excited and forget himself.”


      “I see. You’ve got a point there.”


      Henblitz Drout truly was a talented man. He was aware of what had happened during our return from Flumvelk, and he knew Vesper was closer to me than the average knight.


      His worries were well founded, of course. It was possible that a part of Vesper’s mind would say, “I can normally pull this much off with ease,” which would lead to him aggravating his wound. He could also miscalculate how hard he could actually push himself.


      This didn’t have anything to do with mistrusting Vesper. Anyone in his situation was liable to make mistakes. I did all the time. In fact, I’d just been thinking that it wouldn’t be right for me to supervise only Vesper, but the lieutenant commander’s authority had set me straight. His leadership was quite the lifeline.


      I suppose it won’t be a problem to watch over Vesper’s recovery, at least for today.


      “No, that is surely too—” Vesper started, trying to refuse.


      But I cut him off. I’m intent on helping him out.


      “I don’t mind,” I replied. “Henblitz’s concerns are sound.”


      “Understood... Thank you very much.”


      There was no point in grumbling about it more than that, so he obediently backed down. Good thing too. Constant grumbling is a problem all on its own.


      “Mr. Beryl, I’ll excuse myself here,” Henblitz said.


      “Aah, mm-hmm. Got it.”


      Now that it was decided, Henblitz took his leave. He was worried about Vesper too but had decided not to butt in more than he already had. Seriously, he’s so tactful and smart. He has a kind of quick-wittedness that I don’t possess. Guess it’s best for me to learn this stuff little by little.


      “Right, now that we have Henblitz’s permission, how about we start with some practice swings to check things out?” I asked.


      Vesper nodded brightly. “Yes, sir! Thank you for your guidance!”


      Now that I was in charge of Vesper for a day, it was time to do my duty. That said, sparring with someone who’d just recovered from an injury could cause them further harm. It was safest to start like a novice swordsman with practice swings—this would help him regain his senses gradually.


      I’d never gone through having to recover from an injury over a long period, but I did have experience not being able to exercise during an expedition. After those lapses in training, it was best to stick to the basics and refamiliarize the body.


      Any swordsman worth their salt would never look down on practice swings. They were the fundamental movements behind everything else—the ultimate form everything strived to become. Brute strength wasn’t enough to deliver a clean slash. Swordplay depended mostly on the muscles in the arm, of course, but the cornerstone of a swordsman’s movements used every muscle in the body. Being unable to swing a sword properly meant being unable to fight properly.


      “Hmph!”


      “Mm. Take it easy. Give it a few more swings.”


      “Understood...”
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      Vesper started with a hearty downward swing. An amateur would’ve probably seen it as good enough. However, from my perspective, his technique was all over the place. His muscles were weaker now, but it was also like he’d forgotten how to handle his own body.


      Vesper seemed to sense this too. His response was somewhat dispirited.


      I understood how he felt. He’d been under the impression that he could at least do this much with ease, but after trying it, it turned out he couldn’t perform as he’d wanted to. It must’ve felt painful or hopeless. But every swordsman has experienced this many times over...except for the real geniuses out there.


      If he wanted to get better, he had to resist falling into a depression about his abilities. Without hope and a forward-thinking mindset, it would be impossible for him to ever get back to where he used to be. This surely applied to things beyond just swordsmanship. And from what I could tell, the passion in Vesper’s eyes hadn’t faded. I just have to keep him company as he works.


      “Hah! Hah!”


      “Mm... Looking good.”


      He still wasn’t swinging at full strength, but he was giving proper thought to the state of his own body. From what I could tell so far, he wasn’t being reckless.


      “Hm! Hah!”


      However, he couldn’t do anything about the stamina he’d lost during his recovery. After a few dozen swings, Vesper’s breathing was getting ragged. Ficelle’s typical routine of one thousand swings would definitely be pushing him too much, but an elite knight shouldn’t be running out of energy after just a few dozen.


      While the swings hadn’t been enough to completely wear him out, it didn’t change the fact that he was already exhausted—even after holding back. Disappointment didn’t show on his face, but it was easy to imagine.


      “I’m sure you understand better than anyone that rushing things won’t get you anywhere,” I remarked. “But let me say it anyway: Don’t be impatient. You’re far younger than I am. You’ll get back in shape soon.”


      “Yes, sir...”


      There was nothing to gain from pushing too hard too fast. Normally, everyone understood that. But when knights found themselves lacking, they couldn’t help but panic. That was why it was sometimes necessary for someone to hit the brakes for them. Henblitz made the right call.


      Besides, I wasn’t lying to him. Vesper was still young. He had plenty of time to regain his lost stamina and muscle. Youth was a strength that couldn’t be replaced by anything else.


      “So? How do you feel?” I asked.


      “The worst part is being so out of breath... I suppose I’ll have to start running again.”


      “Yeah, I think that’s a good plan for now. But make sure to have someone run with you. I can do that too, if you want.”


      “No, that would be too—”


      “I’m telling you it’s fine. Don’t worry about it. I doubt Henblitz will object either.”


      “Thank you...”


      We stopped practice swings for the moment and just talked. Taking short breaks while recovering was indispensable, and I could tell that he was shocked about being so out of breath. If I’d been in the same situation, I would’ve been more dejected than anyone. Stamina was the foundation of everything, and the only way to build it was to work steadily. Sadly, progress took only a fraction of that time to degrade. Harsh...


      Anyway, trying to regain stamina all at once raised the probability of an unforeseen accident. That was why I wanted Vesper to make sure someone ran with him. Though he would be moving at a more restrained pace, I doubted any of the knights would turn him down.


      “Everyone welcomes your reinstatement,” I told him. “That’s no lie.”


      I would gladly run with him. Youngsters like Curuni and Evans would have no reason to refuse him either. Frau would surely do so with pleasure. And if they could find the time, I was sure Henblitz and Allucia would keep him company as well. That was the kind of place the Liberion Order was.


      “Thank you...”


      Vesper nodded, gripping his wooden sword tightly. He must have felt vexed. Maybe he even felt shame. The thought of retiring must’ve crossed his mind as well. Nevertheless, he’d returned to the Liberion Order, and nobody here would look down on him.


      Vesper glanced at his wooden sword for a few seconds. “In that case, Mr. Beryl...I have a request.”


      “What is it?”


      I doubted he was going to ask anything unreasonable, so I was ready to hear him out. If he wanted me to keep him company on a run right now, I was ready to go.


      “May I ask for one match? I would like to etch where I am now in my mind.”


      However, his request was so much more swordsman-like...and quite manly.


      “Okay, let’s do it.”


      I had no reason to refuse. Taking his current condition into consideration, it wouldn’t be unreasonable to turn him down until his senses returned. But how would that help him? An outsider could not be allowed to extinguish the fire of his fighting spirit.


      I’d grown to start thinking that way not too long ago. The conversation I’d had with Frau during her recovery had been a major influence—she’d come back just in time to get dragged into the basic training from hell. I mean, I was the one to drag her into it, but still... Even the extremely important mission of escorting Crown Princess Salacia to her wedding hadn’t really been an excuse to put such an unreasonable burden on her.


      However, she’d insisted that it had been exactly the time to push herself. Frau’s situation back then had been different from Vesper’s situation now, but the feelings they harbored were the same. It would be far too boorish of me to break that spirit. Just as Vesper had said, he wanted to etch where he was now in his mind, and it was my duty as an instructor to facilitate that. That was how I interpreted it, at least.


      “Allow me to test my skill,” Vesper said.


      “Yeah, but I’m putting a stop to it if it gets dangerous. Got that?”


      “Yes, sir. That is perfectly reasonable.”


      That said, I couldn’t allow him to keep going until he collapsed. I had no intention of going that far, and I intended to stop after he expended a certain amount of energy. There was no point in him burning himself out or putting in fruitless effort. He had to push himself just the right amount. As an instructor, I couldn’t misread that—he was, after all, depending on my expertise.


      “One match, then,” I said.


      “Yes. Thank you for humoring me.”


      We backed away from each other and bowed.


      On a sidenote, it’d already been over a year since I’d taken up my post as special instructor at the order. People had stared a lot after I’d defeated Henblitz in a match, but after all this time, it was natural for me to be here. Since me sparring with the knights wasn’t a novelty or anything, very few people stopped what they were doing just to watch me and Vesper. I welcomed not having too much attention focused on me. It’s also nice to know that they accept me as their special instructor. It means I’m doing my job properly.


      “Here I come!”


      Vesper stepped forward. As to be expected, his movements weren’t as sharp as before, and he surely felt that to a painful degree. He was still much better than any amateur—his speed would give him the upper hand over plenty of opponents, and they’d be too slow to react. Even someone with a bit of experience would find it hard to stop his blows. However, as things stood, his performance fell below the standards of the Liberion Order. That much was obvious just from that single step forward. Even in that one instant, such a harsh observation was possible.


      “Hmph!”


      He started with a thrust. I took half a step to the side and blocked it. Considering our current positions and the placement of our swords, I could push him aside, hit his hilt, and end things immediately.


      That would’ve been fine in a normal match, but since he wanted to etch his current level into his mind, ending things now would be overly hasty. Many such thoughts ran through my mind as he approached once more.


      “Tah! Haaah!”


      Vesper kept up the attack. He shifted to the side with a sweep to the left, then another thrust, rotated upward, and swung down. It was a well-balanced offensive. Mixing in thrusts—which were relatively difficult to see compared to slashes—showed good judgment. The only regrettable part was the lack of speed that he would normally be capable of.


      He’d likely understood this the moment I’d blocked his first thrust. Even if his abilities were inferior to before, his combat experience and the sensation in his body that he’d cultivated over years hadn’t vanished. He kept up the attack, ready to use up everything he was capable of. I could sense his fighting spirit in his swordplay.


      “That’s the Liberion Order for you...” I muttered.


      I wasn’t talking to Vesper, really. Those words were for myself. Even in my younger days, knowing I could never beat my dad, would I have been able to recklessly unleash everything I had? Would a part of me have resigned myself to defeat, saying there was no way I could win anyway?


      In all likelihood, I would’ve told myself that. Hindsight and all that... At the time, I’d been desperate to improve in my own way. But if asked whether I could’ve produced such bloodcurdling intensity, the answer would’ve been a definite no.


      Such recklessness could be interpreted as a sign of youth—for better or worse. However, on the battlefield, the feeling of desperation was vital to success. This was something I’d recently rediscovered. It was absolutely necessary to believe things like “I’m gonna beat you to death!” or “Like hell I’ll lose!” You just had to keep that in moderation, though.


      This was something I’d realized about the knights, though I was still fundamentally an outsider to their organization. Everyone in the Liberion Order was desperate. When sparring, they had to really want a win, or their fellow knights would overwhelm them.


      This mindset was most useful to someone at the peak of physical and mental conditioning. It wasn’t as helpful to someone just coming back after suffering a severe injury. But Vesper had an intensity and strength of will that was to be admired—he still tried to go all out, to show his desperation for victory, even despite this enormous handicap.


      Crap. Not that I want to share his circumstances, but this is making me a little envious.


      “You’re a splendid swordsman,” I told him. “There’s no disputing that.”


      “It’s an honor to receive such praise!”


      I blocked Vesper’s sword, intent on locking blades for a moment, but he immediately pulled his weight back and put some distance between us. He must’ve judged that it was a poor plan to enter a contest of strength with the current state of his muscles. The ability to make a call in the heat of a moment was something you could only obtain through constant training. Facing off against other sword devotees is exciting. None of us were really at risk in the training hall, so we had to communicate our passion for swordplay through blows without getting overly worked up.


      “Hmph!”


      Anyway, I couldn’t remain on the defensive forever. I decided to start attacking. But if I use all my strength to prod at an opening, this’ll end in an instant. That’s just how large the gap between our strength is at the moment. This wasn’t me being conceited, careless, or arrogant. It was the simple truth. If not for his injury, I would be harder pressed to defend myself against Vesper.


      I had to attack to make this a match. But on the other hand, my job wasn’t to knock him down a peg—I needed to show him his current status. As his instructor, it was my job to determine what level of attack he was capable of handling and what was currently beyond him.


      I had more experience with sparring than the average swordsman. And Vesper, well...even in his current state, if he’d sparred against Adel or Edel during their dojo days, he would’ve won. He wasn’t a knight for nothing.


      “Haaah!”


      “Gh!”


      After enduring two, then three hits from me, Vesper went back on the offensive. It was almost like we were taking turns. This was a pretty effective way of measuring someone’s abilities. A counterattack would end it in an instant, after all.


      What level of head-on attack is he capable of blocking? We had to measure his swiftness and precision at performing the fundamental movements for offense and defense—and how far he could take them.


      It wasn’t like I’d sparred with everyone in the Liberion Order—I didn’t keep logs of every single knight and their capabilities, though I had a general idea. Now that Vesper was back from a long break, I had to recalculate his level.


      After several exchanges, I’d taken a good measure of his status. We’d switched turns over ten times now, and the goal here wasn’t to overpower him but to observe him. This kind of assessment required more precision than a usual sparring match.


      Vesper’s stamina wasn’t infinite. There was no point in exhausting him completely, so it was about time for me to end it.


      “Ooooh!”


      Immediately as that thought came to mind, Vesper let out a mighty do-or-die roar. Large beads of sweat fell from his brow.


      In that moment, I was overcome by a strange sensation. Vesper was about to thrust forward. I knew that. Pretty much any swordsman could see that. I would shift my body to the left to dodge the thrust. Vesper would then shift his weight at the hips to change the trajectory into a horizontal slash. Seeing this, I would use branch breaker to stop his sword’s momentum and cause him to stumble forward. This would leave his back wide open for a downward slash.


      I had a vision of that future—a revelation in a single instant, one that was far too clear to easily explain. I didn’t believe in any gods, but this sensation was enough for me to consider it divine revelation. I’ve never experienced this before... I’d read my opponents in countless fights before this. We lived in a world where those who couldn’t just died.


      But there was something different about this. It was less like a highly accurate prediction and more like...foresight?


      “Gh?!”


      “Wha—?!”


      This foresight turned out to be correct. I dodged the thrust to the left basically on reflex. Predicting this, Vesper stopped his momentum and slashed horizontally. The big problem here was that I took the hit clean. I muffled my voice to hide the pain, then heard Vesper swallowing hard.


      “M-Mr. Beryl?!”


      “A-Aah, I’m fine... It didn’t break any bones...probably.”


      I hadn’t expected that impact. In all likelihood, Vesper hadn’t expected to hit me either. How could he land a direct hit on the special instructor’s torso when he was still recovering?


      As I said, I hadn’t broken any bones. This was something I could tell by intuition. And as disturbing as it was, I was used to breaking my bones. I could generally tell how much damage my body had taken. So I knew this wasn’t a serious wound, but it also wasn’t nothing—I couldn’t move properly immediately after it landed.


      Vesper was still a knight. Even though he was recovering from a serious injury, taking a clean hit from him was no joke.


      “Haaah... Man, that was some crazy spirit,” I told him. “You got me good...”


      “That’s not... Um... Thank you...? A-Are you...?”


      “I’m fine, I’m fine.”


      I was a little thrown off, but the winner was even more confused than I was. Vesper’s shocked expression was amusing enough to act as a balm—it soothed some of the pain of his strike. I’d ridden in a carriage with him for nearly all of our trip to and from Flumvelk, and much like Frau, he’d maintained an iron countenance the whole time. It was rare to see him show such emotion. This is clearly a big deal for him. It’s kinda shocking to me too.


      “Whew... Thank you for the match,” I told him.


      “Ah, right...! Thank you very much!”


      Anyway, it was over now, so it was only proper to show gratitude. Win or lose, this was the same for every mock battle. What kind of ridiculous person would refuse to be gracious just because they lost?


      I rubbed my ribs as I bowed, and Vesper followed suit in a fluster. Maybe this kind of etiquette would be unnecessary for a wandering swordsman, but I was an instructor. I couldn’t neglect it, just as I couldn’t neglect my sword. This seriously hurts, though.


      “What...? Vesper got one on Mr. Beryl...?”


      “Hang on, but...”


      I calmed down and listened to the whispers of several knights. Fortunately, only a couple of them had been watching our match. This little accident hadn’t been exposed to too many eyes...probably. However, since it’d happened in the order’s training hall, it would be impossible to conceal completely.


      At least it didn’t turn into an uproar. The knights are polite enough to refrain from that here. If this had been outdoors with spectators, it would’ve probably gotten out of hand.


      Anyway, I didn’t worry about winning or losing in a single sparring match. Such things tended to roll both ways. However, there was one problem: This was my first loss against anyone in the order while I’d been their instructor. I’d won against Allucia and Henblitz, after all. That made it difficult for me to remain apathetic to a sudden loss. I bet the knights are feeling similarly unmoored.


      It was pretty much impossible to hide, and frankly, it was meaningless to conceal a win-loss record in swordplay, anyway. That would only serve to protect some petty pride, and I didn’t really have much of that to begin with. I could no longer say I had no pride at all, though. Was it growth or impudence? That was my only concern.


      Vesper, meanwhile, still wore a gloomy expression despite having won. I was honestly glad he wasn’t pressing me for answers. Saying I let my guard down, or that I was in poor condition, or that I was being considerate, would’ve just made me miserable. I had to accept this result sincerely.


      “Hmmm... I can move, but I can’t ignore the pain,” I said. “Guess I got off easy.”


      “Um... Apologizing doesn’t seem quite right, but...my only choice was to use all the strength I had, so...”


      “And you were right to do so. There’s no need to worry, Vesper.”


      I was grateful that he and I were on the same page about this. I understood how he felt to a painful extent. But just as I’d said, taking a solid hit from a knight would normally break a bone, so I’d gotten off lightly. Things might’ve been different had he been in perfect condition. Anyway, the problem was that I’d taken a hit at all.


      “Sorry, let me take a bit of a break,” I said.


      “Yes, sir! Understood!”


      I could still provide guidance in this state, but the throbbing pain in my side was emphasizing its presence more than necessary. I wanted to catch my breath while taking some time to think. Vesper was also short on breath, so this made for a good stopping point either way. It would feel wrong if I were the only one taking a seat.


      “Phew...”


      I slid down the wall of the training hall and thought over our exchange of blows. I’d had a strange premonition of the future where I’d seen Vesper’s strike—and it had been right on the mark. Vesper had moved exactly like I’d seen in my vision, so it hadn’t been a misreading. The problem was that he’d moved exactly as predicted, and I’d failed to block. My eyes had definitely caught the moment he’d switched from a thrust to a slash.


      I hadn’t reacted in time, though. Maybe it was better to say I hadn’t been able to move. I couldn’t rid myself of that feeling. I’d seen it and had tried to move my body as usual, but I hadn’t moved. Saying my reflexes had been too slow didn’t seem quite right. I wanted to clear myself of this hazy feeling as soon as possible, but to do so, I had to be able to move. And with my aching side, I wasn’t exactly in any shape to do that.


      Hmm, this is a bit of a pickle. If only it were possible to improve my swordplay using only my mind. Reality doesn’t work like that, though.


      “Hmmm...”


      There was one other problem aside from this unease about my movements: the mechanism behind that vision. I didn’t think for a second that I’d developed some kind of incomprehensible sixth sense. I had no talent for magic, and that wasn’t likely to change. It was safe to count out the possibility that I’d awoken to some kind of magical ability. Ficelle had once told me that it was clear when someone became aware of mana—the fact that I could sense no such thing meant I didn’t possess any.


      My eyes had always been good. It was one of the few things I’d always taken pride in, and I’d earned my skill in swordplay precisely because of my eyes. Maybe they’ve just reached another level...?


      Now that I think about it... During my match with my dad last year, I’d seen his sword in ways I hadn’t been able to before. Perhaps my eyesight had improved to a level where the change was noticeable.


      And now, it had evolved to yet another level. That sounded cool and all, but it could also be a complete coincidence. That’s probably more likely. It would be dangerous to assume I could see such things all the time.


      “Ow...”


      After thinking through it all, I reflexively rubbed my right side. I’d taken a fairly solid hit. Definitely need to splash a potion over it later. At worst, it would continue nagging me tomorrow. It really did hurt to get smacked by a wooden sword.


      Strangely enough, I didn’t feel much frustration. I’d be lying if I said I felt none, though. I didn’t know why exactly I’d lost. Had I simply misread his attack or lost as a matter of course, maybe I would’ve been stamping my feet, but it didn’t feel that way at all.


      At any rate, my mind was fully occupied with wanting to know about this strange new vision that had preceded Vesper’s painful strike. It seriously hurt. I was starting to lose confidence about my bones not being broken.


      “Oh, Mr. Beryl. How rare.”


      “Aah, you know...”


      Since coming to the order, I’d never sat so pathetically against the wall. Finding it genuinely rare, Henblitz stopped training and walked over to me.


      “Vesper is taking a break too?” he observed. “He must’ve lost a lot of stamina.”


      “Well, there’s that as well...”


      It seemed Henblitz hadn’t noticed me taking a hit. If he had, he likely wouldn’t have been so casual about this. Maybe this was just my hubris talking, but he regarded me quite highly—it made sense after the mock battle we’d had during our initial meeting. As a result, the order had become a lot more welcoming of me. I’m still grateful for that.


      I wondered what to do. It was true that Vesper’s stamina had deteriorated, but I was sitting here for a different reason. I hesitated, wondering whether I should tell Henblitz. It seemed that, as a swordsman, I had some amount of pride, and I was vexed by the idea of others learning about my defeat. That said, nothing good would come from obstinately keeping it to myself, especially around Henblitz Drout. He was a trustworthy man, and the fact that Vesper got a hit on me was sure to spread either way. There was no point hiding it.


      “I took a hit from Vesper,” I said. “He got me good over here, so I’m taking a break.”


      “What...?!” Henblitz paused for a few seconds, then brightened up. “Ha ha, even when weakened, he’s still a knight. To think he would tenaciously snatch one up on you.”


      “Ha ha, that’s right,” I agreed. “He really got me.”


      Vesper was a splendid knight. It made sense that Henblitz would praise him rather than try to console me. There were people out there who would need comforting at times like these, but I wasn’t one of them. A loss was a loss, after all. It was impossible to grow unless you accepted that.


      “So? How are your ribs?” Henblitz asked.


      “I don’t think they’re broken, but it hurts quite a bit. It was about as solid a hit as it gets.”


      “I’ll go grab you a potion.”


      “Nah, I don’t need all that. Can’t have the lieutenant commander running errands for me.”


      Even during times like these, Henblitz was very thoughtful. If someone needed a potion, it was only right that they went and procured one. But he didn’t think twice about offering to help me. I was grateful, but I honestly hesitated to accept—I didn’t want to make him run errands for me.


      “Understood... Adel! Edel!”


      “Here!”


      “Y-Yes, sir!”


      Henblitz called out to two of the new knights who were energetically training in the hall. As ever, Adel’s reply was full of energy. Some time had passed since she’d joined the Liberion Order, and though she’d calmed down a little, she was energetic and honest at heart.


      It reminded me once more of how astonishing the discipline in the order was. To think they’d gotten obedience from someone who was essentially the avatar of a tomboy. This was something we couldn’t really accomplish at the dojo back home. In contrast, Edel was far calmer...or rather, more timid. He’d also changed in a good way. Though he was as shy as ever, his voice was far more confident.


      If the two fused into one swordsman, they would probably balance out nicely—that was how polar opposite these twins were. However, the two of them were starting to acquire what they’d lacked before. I’m glad. I hope they can continue devoting themselves to their growth.


      “Bring some potions from the storage cabinet,” Henblitz ordered. “I believe all of you should be starting to feel chronic fatigue about now.”


      “Understood!”


      Adel and Edel flew off in an instant. A part of me thought they were somewhat like dogs in that respect—in a different way from Curuni. Well, there’s no reason to disobey Allucia and Henblitz in the Liberion Order, so it’s good that they’re adapting.


      “Sorry you had to cover for me...” I told Henblitz, smiling bitterly at yet another show of his consideration.


      “Don’t be. It’s true that the new recruits have been building up fatigue.”


      “I see... Thanks.”


      He definitely wasn’t lying. The new recruits had joined the Liberion Order during the spring. It was now early summer. They were training in an entirely different environment with a far heavier load from before. Even the toughest among them was starting to feel some chronic fatigue.


      They were all taking care of themselves in their own ways, of course. Still, a day’s fatigue couldn’t be fully recovered with a day’s rest. The unfamiliar environment, mounting workload, and the pressure they imposed on themselves slowly shaved away at their stamina and spirit.


      They couldn’t grow without pushing themselves to an extent, but finding out their limits was rather difficult. Most accidents happened when too much fatigue accumulated. That was why Henblitz had ordered the twins to get potions for the new recruits while also covering up my injury.


      I thought this every time I saw him in action, but his ability to come up with such things without needing anyone to tell him what to do truly made him a suitable leader for the organization. I could never do what he did.


      “Haaah... Sorry about today,” I told him. “I’ll make up for it with everything I’ve got later.”


      “Try not to push yourself too hard, Mr. Beryl.”


      “I won’t. Thanks.”


      I’d caught my breath and was now able to move a bit. Once the potion arrived, I could move on to instructing the others instead of sparring. It would be a bit rough moving around vigorously with this pain in my side. I hoped Adel and Edel got here with the potions quickly.


      However, one more thought did cross my mind...


      Maybe I’m getting old.


      I did my best to snuff out that thought and quickly rose to my feet.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: An Old Country Bumpkin’s Eyes Awaken


      “I look forward to working with you today, Master.”


      “Likewise. That said, I don’t have much to do anymore.”


      I wasn’t at the order’s office today. Instead, I’d stopped by the magic institute to act as a temporary lecturer for the sword magic class. I’d helped out with the class many times, so this, too, had become a perfectly normal part of my schedule.


      In a rare turn, I’d bumped into Ficelle on the way there, so I was walking to class alongside her. While I only went to the institute for this one class, she had a whole schedule of work here. It was rather unusual for us to coincidentally meet up before class started.


      It was a little late to question this, but I wondered how long I should continue as a temporary lecturer. I knew nothing about magic, so I couldn’t teach anything on that side of things. And though I had plenty to say about swordsmanship, it wasn’t quite right for me to continually butt in when Ficelle was teaching. I’d been hired because there’d been fundamental problems with her teaching style at first, but she’d really improved since then. Maybe it’s time that I was relieved of my post...


      “You’ve been teaching for a while now,” I remarked. “Gotten used to the job yet?”


      “Pretty much,” she replied.


      “Mm, that’s good.”


      At first, Ficelle had felt that she wasn’t suited for teaching, but it seemed that hesitation was mostly gone now. She’d always been extremely talented. However, that was precisely why she hadn’t known how to adjust things for beginners. After resolving that issue, she’d become a great teacher.


      I didn’t want to stop as a guest lecturer because I hated the job or anything. I’d originally accepted the position because I’d wanted to see how Mewi and the other five students—the only ones originally in the sword magic class—might grow. I was still curious about their progress, but it wasn’t really something I felt I had to do out of a sense of duty. Now that things had settled down, my own position seemed precarious. Still...my mind refuses to be cooperative and just accept things as they are.


      As I made my way to the classroom with such thoughts in mind, Ficelle suddenly came to a stop and started staring at me.


      “Hm? Ficelle, what’s wrong?”


      “Master, are you sick?”


      “Huh? No, ummm... I guess...I might be a bit out of sorts.”


      “I see...”


      Ficelle continued staring at me, her face a blank slate that expressed no emotion. A silly part of me felt like I was a child being scolded. Huh. I guess she saw right through me. Mewi also asked me if something happened. They really do notice the smallest changes in me.


      My match with Vesper had been several days ago, but I still wasn’t back to perfect condition. Though I hadn’t broken any bones, he’d hit me hard, and I was still sore. If my body had been just a little younger, maybe it wouldn’t have still been bothering me.


      I really am getting older. A part of me didn’t want to accept that, while another had no choice but to. Things weren’t going the way I wanted them to.


      “Hmmm...”


      “Ficelle? Wh-What’s up?”
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      I figured our conversation was already over, but for some reason, she was still staring at me. She furrowed her brow, which was a rare show of expression on her face. I wondered if there was more going on here. It was very unusual to see Ficelle staring at someone’s face like this—especially mine.


      After keeping it up for a while longer—and practically glaring a hole through me—Ficelle’s grimace slackened a little.


      “You possess no mana...” she muttered. “But it’s like...there are traces in your body?”


      “Uhhh...”


      None of that made sense to me. I had no talent for magic to begin with, so just as she said, I didn’t have any mana. That’s not gonna change. But then why could she detect traces of mana in my body? It wasn’t like someone poured a bunch on me or something.


      “Master, did you get seriously injured recently?” Ficelle asked.


      “Hm...? Aaah...”


      That was when it finally struck me. My clash with Id Invicius...


      I’d definitely suffered a serious injury. In fact, it was a miracle I’d been able to pick up a sword at all, much less continue fighting. If not for Lucy’s healing magic—she’d claimed to be just “passing by”—the curtain would’ve fallen on my career as a swordsman.


      “Yup, I totally did...” I admitted. I found it hard to endure her gaze, so I averted my eyes. Ficelle wasn’t criticizing me, but it just felt awkward.


      “So, you had healing magic used on you, right?”


      “Mm-hmm, that’s right...”


      Ah, so that’s what she’s getting at. Lucy had used healing magic to force my severely injured left arm to recover. This was likely the source of the traces of mana Ficelle was detecting.


      I didn’t truly understand the logic behind anything magical, but I could take a stab at it: Lucy had used her mana to recklessly heal my arm, which, by all rights, should’ve been beyond recovery. Ficelle was sensing the slight remnants of her magic that lingered in my body.


      If Lucy’s mana had somehow kick-started my body to start producing its own mana, I might’ve gotten excited. Reality wasn’t that convenient, though. I was still the same as before. And though I was glad to have my wounds healed, I knew that the events of that day had nothing to do with my recent string of fumbles, including my loss to Vesper.


      “That’s probably why you’re feeling odd,” Ficelle said.


      “Huh? It is...?” My voice came out confused and somewhat hysterical.


      Her words were the completely opposite of what I’d been thinking. I can’t just nod along and accept that. When Lucy had healed me, I’d definitely felt uncomfortable and in pain—I’d been trying to move my newly recovered body, after all. But that had been temporary. By the time we’d fought Id Invicius again, the pain had ebbed, so I’d figured that there wouldn’t be any aftereffects.


      “I believe so, but it’s hard to explain,” Ficelle said. “Ummm... When people without mana are suddenly exposed to mana, it sometimes shocks the body and can leave a lingering effect. Sometimes there’s nothing, though.”


      “Uhhh...?”


      It really was hard to explain—I couldn’t conceptualize what she was saying. This didn’t seem like a common occurrence, though. If it happened all the time, healing magic would be employed far less. People without mana would suffer from the adverse effects, and if such a thing was the rule instead of the exception, there would be limitations placed on the practice.


      There were no such restrictions, so that meant mine was a rare case. Or perhaps my situation was more severe because I’d been healed of such a severe injury. Well, thinking about it won’t get me anywhere. I’m just guessing randomly.


      “Hmmm... Well, assuming that’s the case...” I said. “Can it be cured?”


      That was the far more important question. Theoretically, say the strange sensation I’d had when facing Vesper had been caused by mana—and it couldn’t be cured. I would end up with an entirely separate problem from my aging body. Nope. Don’t want that...


      “It can,” Ficelle answered. “It differs from person to person, but I’ve never heard of a case that couldn’t be cured.”


      “I see. That’s good.”


      Ficelle’s grimace softened—or rather, she returned to being expressionless.


      Maybe my feelings had gotten through to the heavens or the gods or whatnot. Everything was fine as long as it could be healed. This is just a temporary thing. But...exactly how temporary?


      “So, did something happen?” Ficelle asked, approaching this from a different angle.


      “Hmmm...” She must be asking if my poor condition has caused any problems. “Well, I guess I don’t mind telling you,” I decided. “I was actually beaten by a knight in a match. I could see the hit coming, but my body wouldn’t move.”


      “You saw...more than usual?”


      “Hm? Well, I think so...”


      I’d figured she would be surprised, so her follow-up question was a bit unexpected. Normally, the focus would just be on my poor condition, but she’d zeroed in on a different detail: I’d been able to see the hit coming.


      “Ah, I get it,” she said. “Your body isn’t in poor condition. Your eyes are just too good.”


      “Huh?”


      Surprise after surprise... I’m getting overrun by waves of new information.


      “Ummm, it’s probably affecting your reactions,” Ficelle explained. “When you suddenly see better than before, there’s too much information for your body to process. It happened to me too. The lingering mana probably has nothing to do with it either.”


      “Is that so...? But it’s my first time experiencing anything like this...”


      “That’s because you’ve always been strong and your eyes have always been good.”


      “O-Oh...”


      That last part felt a lot more illogical than the rest. However, new things had been happening to me a lot lately. The match with my dad was one example—I’d finally been able to see how my skill had surpassed him. That hadn’t been a sudden, random event, though. It was more like the fruits of my labor had gradually blossomed over many years of experience.


      I’ve never been troubled by seeing too much. I’ve always prided myself on my eyes, after all.


      “Hmm. In that case, how much of it is an adverse effect from the magic...?” I muttered.


      “I don’t know. Like I said before, it differs from person to person. Sorry. The magic’s effect might already be gone.”


      “There’s nothing for you to apologize for. I’m completely in the dark too.”


      Maybe the traces of mana and my loss to Vesper were completely unrelated. Ficelle didn’t seem to know, and if she didn’t, then how could I? Still, it bothered me. Should I just assume that the effects of the mana are gone already? The pain and discomfort I’d felt as my arm healed could also have been called a lingering effect, though it hadn’t lasted long.


      “Hee hee...” Ficelle giggled quietly.


      “Hm? What’s up?” Her smile was a little strange, considering the conversation we’d been having.


      “Master, you’re still growing. That makes me happy. Now you understand what it feels like when people see something they couldn’t before.”


      “Aah... That...”


      There was a bit of pride in her smile. I’m not sure why she feels the need to be like that, but...she has a point. My eyes have always been good. That was why I’ve always taken for granted what I could see with my own two eyes.


      And now, I was seeing better than ever before. It was a luxurious problem to have, but it was also dangerous to take such a boon at face value.


      Besides, the theory was nothing more than Ficelle’s conjecture. There was no real proof that my eyes had evolved and my body was unable to keep up.


      While being unconditionally optimistic wouldn’t do me any good, there was no need to be uselessly pessimistic either. I could only take this as one interpretation and figure out the rest in a way that made sense to my body. Of course, there’s still the horrible possibility that my body’s simply aging...


      “Anyway, I’m surprised you see it that way,” I said. “I figured I was just getting old...”


      “Hm? But you’re so strong, Master.”


      “H-Ha ha ha... Is that so...? Thanks...”


      I couldn’t help but smile wryly at her ridiculous response. I mean, it did make me happy. As an instructor, it was nice to have my pupils look at me like that forever. Still, aging was inevitable. Much like with Surena, this kind of unconditional trust sometimes felt a little heavy for me.


      Completely disregarding that trust wasn’t quite right either. My dad had told me he’d never once thought that his skill as a swordsman had deteriorated. So, it was also wrong of me to assume mine had. It was only something to consider after others told me so or if I had a tremendous awareness of that being the case. Can’t assume things are better or worse without supporting evidence.


      “Well, if you’re right...then I’ll just have to put in more effort,” I concluded.


      “You should have more confidence, Master.”


      “I’m pretty sure I’ve grown a lot compared to before...”


      “Not enough.”


      “I-I see...”


      And with that harsh criticism, our conversation came to an end.


      Confidence isn’t always a good thing, but not having enough is a problem too. Not too long ago, I’d definitely fallen into the latter category. I was putting in the effort to improve, but it seemed I was still insufficient. I had to strive to be better. A swordsman aiming for the summit definitely needs some confidence, after all.


      I still have more training to do, but being reminded of all of this is certainly a good thing.


      ◇


      After the sword magic class ended, I dropped by the headmistress’s office. Part of me thought she wouldn’t actually be there. She was the commander of the magic corps and the headmistress of the institute, and she also devoted a lot of her time to doing research at home. She was generally busy and couldn’t afford to do only one thing a day and call it there—not like I could.


      It really had been strange that someone as important as her had gone all the way to Vesparta. Why bring that up at this point, though? Lucy was already grumpy about my sudden visit—it was clear on her face that she would act like she knew nothing if I brought up the events in Vesparta. Guess it was wrong of me to drop into the headmistress’s office without an appointment.


      “That’s what Ficelle told me,” I finished. I’d just told her about my conversation before the sword magic class.


      “Hmmm.”


      “So, what’s the headmistress’s opinion?”


      “There’s no need to ask. She’s right. The effects of the mana have long passed.”


      “Is that so? Thanks.”


      I didn’t let the minor detail of my rude intrusion bother me. This was Lucy, after all. At any rate, I trusted her judgment. Though I didn’t doubt Ficelle or anything, there was nothing better than asking an even greater expert. I didn’t want to immediately abandon the theory that mana could be affecting me, especially when I didn’t understand it. So, it was best to ask Lucy.


      That was why I’d brought up the topic so casually, and her response had been equally breezy. To be expected, I suppose.


      Anyway, I guess since I came here randomly, on a whim, I must consider Lucy to be one of my trusted friends. I had basically no restraint around her anymore. I didn’t intend to make any unreasonable demands, and I thought it was all right for me to forgo treating her with the deference her station commanded. She acted the same toward me, so it went both ways.


      With Allucia or Surena, a part of me felt compelled to act like a teacher or a senior. There was none of that with Lucy.


      “While I’m here...” I said. “Can changes to a person’s body remain even after the effects of mana are gone?”


      It was rare to get one-on-one time with someone so busy, so I figured I’d ask everything I could while I had her. When it came to magic, I knew nobody more knowledgeable than her. Definitely no one in Liberis, at least.


      “I can’t say there are absolutely zero prior cases...but it’s extremely rare and not reproducible,” Lucy answered. “The changes are never drastic either. Otherwise, research on it would’ve progressed long ago. I mean, I wouldn’t have let it languish.”


      “Yeah, I figured...”


      If there were a phenomenon where using mana on someone had long-term effects—and it was frequent rather than a rare case—Lucy would’ve never let it be. Everyone would’ve thrown themselves into research, and the world would’ve been full of superhumans. But things didn’t tumble in such a convenient direction...


      “Okay, what you told me... This is about your eyes, right?” Lucy asked.


      “Well, yeah.”


      If my poor condition wasn’t due to the influence of mana, then why had I practically glimpsed the future? That was my main concern. A part of me had hoped my eyes had awakened to a new power due to mana. A part of me still likes to dream... Is this also too good to be true?


      “From what I can tell, there are no traces of mana left in you,” Lucy said. “What Fice sensed was partially based on her abilities as a wizard but also her instincts as a swordswoman. I’m sure you have experience with that last part.”


      “Yeah.”


      Lucy was a pure wizard who didn’t have the slightest knowledge about swordplay. This was something I’d known since the beginning when she’d suddenly picked a fight with me. Still, I understood what she was saying. I, too, was able to sense something different about the air around someone when they changed—primarly when facing off against them.


      Change usually came when someone shifted their mindset to battle or resolved themself for death. You could also call it bloodlust, in a sense. While rare, it was possible to feel this as a physical sensation.


      All practitioners of close combat could sense such a change in atmosphere, while wizards could sense mana. Perhaps Ficelle had noticed a subtle change in me because she was a high-level practitioner in both fields.


      “That said...” Lucy continued, raising a brow. “It may be overly hasty to completely count out any influence.”


      “What do you mean?”


      I’d figured our conversation was over. I didn’t always pay attention to Lucy’s expressions, but whenever things moved in a direction that piqued her interest, she had a habit of raising a brow. I didn’t know whether this was an unconscious tic or if she did it on purpose.


      “In cases where enhancement or healing magic has been used...there are some reports indicating that the body might end up in better shape than before the treatment,” Lucy elaborated. “Well, most who cited a change said that they feel less stiff or that they sleep better.”


      “But isn’t that just the result of healing magic?”


      “Basically, but healing magic can’t cure insomnia. It would be a different matter if the lack of sleep was caused by pain, though.”


      “Hmmm...”


      I didn’t understand all the logic behind it, but it was still interesting. I don’t think I’m in better shape than before... After she healed my wound, I’d been more desperate to rid myself of the discomfort and pain. But all of that was gone now, and I didn’t feel like I was moving better than before. I would definitely have been able to notice something like that.


      Even if my body’s condition hadn’t changed, it was possible that mana was still affecting my eyes. It wasn’t like my eyesight was better than before, though. My kinetic vision was the same as always too. While any such changes wouldn’t be noticeable in my daily life, I would notice right away when sparring, and I hadn’t sensed anything of the sort during my match with Vesper.


      “To repeat myself, you have no mana,” Lucy continued. “Since you haven’t awakened to mana at your age, you’ll never be able to use magic. However, I can’t entirely deny the possibility that my healing magic has had some kind of effect on you.”


      “I see...”


      Lucy’s conclusion wasn’t all that different from Ficelle’s. I had no mana, and that was unlikely to change in the future. I hadn’t gotten my hopes up, so this wasn’t a problem. If there was no change, I had to accept that. In that case, the possibility that I was simply getting old still remained.


      Hmmm... I want to remain in my prime for a while longer, but this is yet another reality I can do nothing about.


      Ultimately, things turned out the way they were supposed to. I’d lost to Vesper. There was nothing to be done about that now. I could only find out on my own whether it had been caused by temporarily being out of shape, being under the influence of something else, or just plain old age.


      “Or maybe...blood?” Lucy muttered.


      “Huh?” Once again, I’d thought the conversation was over.


      If I had to guess, she meant “blood” as in “bloodline”—or something like that. I’d never heard of my family being from some prestigious lineage, though. My mom and dad surely weren’t. Not that I’ve ever asked them.


      “This might sound rude, but your body’s already on the decline, yes?” Lucy asked.


      “Erk... Well, I won’t deny it...”


      I was wondering where she was going with this, but now she’s calling me old...! Quiet, you! I already know that!


      “It’s about those examples I mentioned,” she continued. “Throughout history, there are cases of an aging body awakening after being charged with mana from large-scale healing or enhancement magic. However, these generally had to do with talents possessed by a person’s ancestors.”


      “Aaah... I see...”


      Now that she mentioned it, it didn’t sound impossible. A talent someone was originally supposed to inherit is awakened by magic... My eyes had come from my mom’s side rather than my dad’s, but she didn’t possess any kind of ridiculous power either. At best, she could read the weather in the mountains...


      Wait, hang on. Isn’t that it? Did I inherit a modified version of that? And did it manifest after Lucy used healing magic on me?


      It was a decent theory, but I was definitely just guessing at this point. I didn’t have enough to go off of.


      “I suppose my mom would be the only possibility?” I said.


      “Hmm? That’s the first I’ve heard of it.”


      “I mean, I never mentioned it.”


      I’d never had a reason to tell Lucy about my family. Even taking into account the possibility of this being some kind of talent in my bloodline, it didn’t change the question of what could be done about it. This change had suddenly occurred without my knowledge. It really had just come out of the blue, so I had no idea whether there was an explanation or whether it was just a coincidence. It couldn’t be called an unconditionally good change either. After all, it’d caused confusion, leading to my loss to Vesper.


      Even if I had inherited this ability from my mom, there was still the fact that she wasn’t capable of fighting at all. I could make that claim with a hundred percent confidence. So, if I ever asked her about her sharp eyes helping in combat, it probably wouldn’t get me anywhere. The conversation would just end with a short “I have no idea.”


      This was something I would just have to solve on my own. Can’t just hand my problems to someone else.


      “Well, whatever.” Lucy took an elegant sip of her tea. “Did you come here just to ask that?”


      “What’s wrong with that? It was bothering me.”


      I had, in fact, only come here out of curiosity. Guess I should apologize for getting in the way of her work, though.


      Suddenly, I remembered another matter. “Oh, right. While I have you, I’ve got one more question.”


      “What?”


      “About being a temporary lecturer for the sword magic class. I’m just wondering how long I should keep going.”


      I’d thought about this during my conversation with Ficelle too. I’d just finished supervising the class, and quite honestly, everyone had grown to the point where I was really only there to serve as a sparring partner. I didn’t have the knowledge or the technique to teach them anything about sword magic.


      The initial goal of raising Ficelle to be a better teacher had been accomplished. Lucy was technically my employer, so it was perfectly reasonable for me to ask her about plans for the future.


      “Hmmm. Bored of it?” she asked.


      “No, no, not at all. I enjoy teaching swordsmanship.”


      “Then isn’t it fine to just keep showing up?” She sighed as if this didn’t concern her and took another sip of tea.


      “Uhhh...?”


      She’s a bit too brusque with me... But sometimes it helps, so I can’t really criticize her for it.


      “You’re a part-timer to begin with,” she continued. “You’re paid by the hour, and Fice is keeping records of when you participate. What’s the problem?”


      “Well, that’s true, but you know...”


      I could only nod along with Lucy’s string of logic. My contract with the magic institute had me receiving pay for the number of sword magic classes I attended, and there was no set limit. It was okay for me to stay until I decided to quit—or until Lucy, Ficelle, or the students deemed me unnecessary.


      “As small-minded as ever,” Lucy said. “You really do get caught up on the most insignificant details.”


      “And you don’t pay enough attention to them,” I retorted.


      “Of course not. Those at the top should focus on the big picture. It’s not our place to bother with the particulars beneath us, though I will, of course, listen if asked by someone involved.”


      “Right...”


      Maybe she has a point. These aren’t “insignificant details” to me, though. Considering I was being paid pretty well, I had to confirm whether it was all right to keep doing this. It was more a matter of perspective rather than one side being right or wrong. It really reinforced my desire to never be one of the people at the top.


      “Hm...? Isn’t my opinion exactly that of someone involved?” I asked.


      “That’s why I’m hearing you out. And after listening, I’ve decided it isn’t a problem. Do you have an issue with that?”


      “Aah, I guess...not...”


      “So long as you understand.”


      A part of me felt like I was being tricked, but I didn’t have anything to refute her logic with. So, things were fine as they were.


      “You really should be more aware of what it’s like to lead others,” she remarked.


      “Hey, I teach people how to use a sword. I don’t see myself as any kind of leader.”


      Maybe it was better to have such awareness, but I still had absolutely no intention of vying for a leadership role. I doubted Allucia was going to suddenly promote me up the ranks. And even if she did, I would refuse. Things would be different if it came with a royal decree, but I’d been allowed to decline joining Crown Princess Salacia’s royal guard, so that wasn’t likely to happen.


      “I understand it’s not in your nature to be a leader,” Lucy said. “But what will you do if you’re forced into a situation where you can’t refuse? I have no intention of doing that to you for now, but you should keep it in mind.”


      “‘For now’...? Gimme a break...”


      I understood the benefits of considering all kinds of future possibilities. That was perfectly reasonable. However, from my perspective, it would be as fruitless as telling me to study magic now because I might awaken to mana in the future. I always devoted everything to serving as a proper guide on the path of swordsmanship. But having spirit didn’t mean I absolutely had to become a leader of an organization.


      I learned whatever I could from Allucia and Henblitz, but that was more about not being an embarrassment as the special instructor. No way—I have no desire to become a politician or a lord.


      “What will be, will be,” Lucy concluded sagely. “At any rate, you should decide a clear cutoff point for yourself.”


      “A cutoff point...”


      That was a pretty good suggestion. I had no end date for my time as a temporary lecturer for the sword magic class. I had no intention of slacking off, but it was only proper to set a specific goal.


      “For now, how about continuing until Mewi graduates?” Lucy suggested, as if the answer had been obvious from the very beginning.


      “Hmmm... Yeah. That sounds good.”


      I could think about what came next after Mewi finished the sword magic class and graduated from the institute. That’s actually the only logical cutoff point I can think of.


      “Mm. Then go with that,” Lucy said.


      “Yeah, thanks.”


      She took a sip of her tea and looked down, wordlessly communicating that I should leave if I had nothing else to talk about.


      That was everything I’d wanted to ask. I would probably have more questions over time, but for now, all my doubts had been answered.


      “Okay then, sorry for taking up your time.” I stood from my seat.


      “Seriously. Bring something more interesting to talk about next time.”


      “Ha ha, my bad. I’m still an old country bumpkin at heart.”


      And with that final complaint, I left Lucy’s office. I couldn’t think of anything more interesting—I only had very commonplace topics to bring up with her. Maybe her advice of expanding my outlook to higher positions applied here too.


      Not that I care one lick about meeting her expectations.


      ◇


      “Eyyy!”


      “Hiyaaah!”


      It was early in the Liberion Order’s training hall. Be it morning or night, this place was generally filled with lively knights, shouting as they practiced. Today, as usual, the knights were vigorously swinging around their wooden swords.


      “Hmmm...”


      I watched them spar as I ruminated over the last few days and got my thoughts in order. By now, the pain in my ribs had abated—I was thankful I hadn’t broken any bones.


      As for the discomfort in my eyes the other day, it seemed I couldn’t make the phenomenon manifest when watching others spar. The pain had kept me from moving like I’d wanted to, so I hadn’t done any sparring, though it hadn’t been a problem while I’d been teaching. I’d shown up at the office like usual, but since I hadn’t tried to spar with anyone, I hadn’t been able to reproduce the phenomenon. That was pretty much as expected. It was unrealistic to expect to practically see the future when just watching others. And it would be awfully inconvenient too. Viewing the world like that around the clock would make living a normal life impossible.


      I’d tried a different method, hoping to manifest my future sight: If watching casually wasn’t enough, then what if I really focused on their sparring? It hadn’t changed anything. I mean, I’m always serious when watching others—I was that way even before becoming an instructor. I promise I don’t zone out or anything. Still, guess I just have to get into another match to find out the truth.


      However, I’d needed to wait for my injury to fully heal before trying that, just in case. Even when taking it easy, it was best to avoid pushing through pain—doing so would only make the injury worse.


      The day had finally come—I was completely healed now. And I was just thinking that it was about time to try another match. Now, I just needed an adequate sparring partner—well, phrasing it like that was a little rude, but I needed someone I could truly test this phenomenon against.


      You might say I was being full of myself after losing to Vesper, but I was more focused on exploring how I’d grown. Having something happen by accident was one thing, but recreating the phenomenon required determination and a whole different mindset.


      This...is a little difficult to explain.


      I wasn’t looking for simple training. I needed to spar with someone skilled enough to offer me a glimpse of my own newfound condition—someone strong enough that my mind wouldn’t be clouded by thoughts of restraint or holding back. That’s the only way I can think to describe it.


      I continued watching the knights train while I loosened up. Suddenly, a voice called out to me from behind.


      “Good morning.”


      “Hey, morning.”


      Lieutenant Commander Henblitz Drout had arrived. He showed up at the training hall quite often. I was here pretty much every day, and it would probably be faster to count the days I didn’t see him than the other way around. His stamina truly is astonishing. Despite being plenty strong already, he had an insatiable desire to pursue the art of swordsmanship. But despite his drive, he was humble and about as dignified as a lieutenant commander could be.


      Henblitz is a good man. With him and Allucia here, the order’s future is safe—at least until they retire.


      “How are you feeling, Mr. Beryl?” he asked, ever considerate.


      “Aah, after being allowed to take it easy these last few days, I’m feeling fine.”


      Seriously, what a good guy. The fact that I’d never heard any stories of romance involving him made me question the way the world worked.


      I stretched my legs and looked at him. “Okay then...”


      I’d been wondering what to do about my sparring partner. I’d gone through multiple candidates in my head, but taking his skill and everything else into consideration, he really would be ideal.


      “Henblitz, sorry for asking right as you got here...” I said. “But do you mind having a match with me?”


      Henblitz’s reaction was just a beat slow, but he immediately corrected his posture and answered clearly. “Ah...! Yes, if I will do, then by all means.”


      He was aware that I’d suffered an embarrassing defeat to Vesper. I was pretty sure he hadn’t actually seen it happen, but he still knew about the loss. He also had considerable skill and wouldn’t hold anything back. Can’t think of anyone better suited.


      So, on to the burning question: Had my eyes further developed, or was I simply getting old? I knew I would find out if I sparred with Henblitz. I didn’t voice any of this to him, but he seemed to know one way or another.


      I rather liked the way fellow swordsmen could read each other. There were plenty of times when it was better to say things aloud, but it was useful to be able to communicate without a single word. This was especially true among top-class swordsmen.


      “All right, then as long as you’re good to go, I’d like to get right to it,” I said.


      “Understood. Let us begin.”


      Now that I had his consent, we started moving to a corner of the training hall. Unlike my first visit here, Henblitz and I sparring wasn’t an especially rare event. We were both aiming to improve our art whenever we had the time, so the number of matches we’d had was quite honestly immense. So, nobody really paid us any attention. The instructor and the lieutenant commander were simply sparring, as they might on any other day.


      “Whew...”


      Using the brief respite before we began, I considered how I should approach this. I landed on a strategy I thought might work: If my eyes activated again, I wouldn’t try to overthink what was happening. I would just go with the flow. My body wasn’t going to move properly with my mind preoccupied by something else, so focusing on my eyes would actually be detrimental to solving this mystery. I figured that all my years of training would help me find a solution. At the very least, that applied to swordplay—a swordman’s spur-of-the-moment reactions were the reflexes drilled into their body.


      In order to sort this out, I would just fight under the assumption that the phenomenon was going to happen. And if my body still couldn’t keep up, then it meant I was just getting old and my physique was deteriorating ahead of my eyes. I was prepared to accept that when I brought up the match. Fortunately, Henblitz was an excellent wall for me to slam that resolve against and try to break through.


      “Okay, I’ll be in your care.”


      “Likewise.”


      We backed away from each other, bowed, and then both took orthodox stances. There was no starting signal—we were just sparring, after all. It was an event that repeated itself countless times in this room every day. Compared to the tumult around us, our standoff was extremely quiet.


      “Haaah!”


      “Gh!”


      Immediately after taking a stance, Henblitz charged in. He displayed so much fighting spirit, and I couldn’t sense the slightest hint of restraint. This is how a match is meant to be. Any restraint would be unnecessary and boorish.


      His opening move was a thrust. I parried the tip of his blade and repelled his sword back. He held firm by flexing his upper torso, then linked the parry into a downward swing. This was a pretty rare combination to witness. It was definitely effective, especially for someone who excelled in brute strength like Henblitz—the combo had tremendous potential for closing in and unleashing a devastating blow on a weaker opponent.


      “Hmph!”


      Blocking his swing was out of the question. I would definitely lose to his strength, and even if I managed to hold my ground, my wooden sword was liable to break. So, I deflected with my blade at an angle, forcing his sword to slide downward and to the side.


      “Oooh!”


      With its trajectory changed, his wooden sword missed my body and plunged toward the ground. However, using his sheer strength, he forced the momentum to a stop and readied himself for an upward slash.


      “There it is.”


      In that instant, I felt the same mysterious sensation I’d had during my match with Vesper. Ah, it’s happening again. I could see it. Henblitz’s sword would swoop up, then maintain the momentum while pivoting into a rotating slash.


      I was seeing a little into the future and catching a glimpse of this inexplicable phenomenon. As I’d decided earlier, I stopped thinking about my eyes immediately, and this time, I didn’t hesitate to act. My body knew how to move already. I had to rely on my reflexes since my mind couldn’t keep up with my eyes. In other words, I had to yield to my instincts while seeing the “future” play out at the same time.


      I’d devoted half a lifetime to the sword, and I knew my abilities wouldn’t fail me. Still, I lacked a little confidence. What if my body doesn’t move? Ah, forget about that! We’ll worry about that when it happens!


      As for the result of our match...


      “That’s one.”


      “I yield.”


      I’d dodged Henblitz’s upward slash by swaying my upper body backward, and my sword had gone for his neck before he could even begin rotating.


      One way or another, it made sense to me now. My eyes really had gotten better. Yeah, they’d always been good, but only in the sense that I had terrific kinetic vision. That by itself is already plenty impressive. I truly need to thank my mom and dad.


      Up until now, I’d always reacted to the movements captured by my eyes. That was the principle behind my swordplay technique of observing before acting. However, against moves like the one Henblitz had just used, taking time to thoughtfully observe could cost me the fight. It would take too long to transition from observation to reaction. There would be a lag between the information being processed by my eyes and my body’s movements, leading to a discrepancy between what was pictured and what actually happened.


      Thus, I had only one choice: yield myself to my instincts. Otherwise, I couldn’t make full use of the information my eyes provided. It sounded like awfully unreasonable logic, but sometimes, experience was more important than logic.


      There was still a lot I didn’t know about this, like what exactly had triggered it. Still, it was good fortune to be able to break new ground at my age. My body, which I’d thought had already reached its peak, still had room to grow.


      Gaining an awareness of that was a big deal. It gave me confidence that my growth hadn’t hit its limit. Guess I can roll up my sleeves and really give training my all. There’s nothing greater than that.


      Oh man, I feel like I just won the biggest bet of my life. I’m not supposed to be the type who likes gambling, though.


      “That’s the first time I’ve seen you stop a move before it even started. Usually, you just evade it,” Henblitz remarked, admiration and astonishment clear in his voice. “Mr. Beryl, I see you’ve polished your skills to an even higher level.”


      “I’m glad it comes across that way. I’m pretty sure it was only possible because of all of you, though... Thank you very much.”


      “And thank you for your kind words.”


      I wasn’t lying—I would’ve never reached such heights on my own. My newfound skill would’ve remained buried had Allucia not taken me to Baltrain. I mean, it hasn’t all been good, but still.


      A new life and stimulating opponents had truly pushed me to greater heights. I was happy for that, but I couldn’t make myself feel proud. I wonder if I’ll ever have the confidence to be satisfied with where I currently stand. Perhaps it’ll happen if I can ascend to the peak of swordsmanship with no more summit left to climb...


      That thought made the path seem much longer. It was worth trying, though. I could only pray it would never be fully blocked off for me.


      “I don’t think I ever shirked on my daily training...” said Henblitz. “Good grief. I don’t feel like I can win against you.”


      I cocked my head. “It’s rare to hear you so weak-willed.”


      “Maybe so, but I’m not being pessimistic. That’s just how things currently stand.”


      “Mm, that’s the spirit.”


      Having someone as skilled as Henblitz say he didn’t feel like he could win felt pretty good, but everyone bumped into a wall or two throughout their life. I’d spent many years being impeded by the wall that was my dad. And now, I stood in someone else’s way. That was all there was to it.


      That said, if you didn’t have the spirit to break down that wall, you would be stuck in front of it forever. I’d managed to narrowly get over mine, but there was no guarantee it would be the only one in my path.


      Oh, Lucy’s an exception. But she’s way too powerful to be classified as some measly wall.


      “Okay then... Sorry, but I’m gonna step out for a bit,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”


      I now knew that I was growing and not just aging. I was starting to feel a mounting desire that was perfectly normal for a swordsman—even if it was a little cocky coming from me.


      So, I followed that urge and decided to leave the training hall for a bit. It was best to strike while the iron was hot.


      “V-Very well... Where are you going?” Henblitz asked.


      He sounded more curious than dubious. At the very least, he wasn’t being negative. It was rare for me to step out of the training hall during my work hours—I tended to focus on teaching for a short period and get everything done in one go, so I could understand his confusion.


      However, when a swordsman’s burning desire was extinguished, it was quite hard to ignite it once more. I was well aware that I was in uncharacteristically high spirits. Maybe I was just being conceited, but I could worry about that later. For better or worse, I was used to running into dead ends.


      Oops, enough thinking. I’ve gotta answer Henblitz.


      Calming the new fire burning in my heart, I spoke with my usual tone.


      “Hmmm... To suggest some training. Like something a wandering swordsman would do, I suppose.”


      ◇


      “Sorry for bothering you so early in the morning.”


      “It’s all right. I always have time to listen to your requests, Master.”


      Several days after my match with Henblitz, I was once more in the Liberion Order’s training hall. However, just as I said, we were here very early, right around sunrise. No other knights were present.


      The training hall was open at all hours, but pretty much nobody came here late at night or very early in the morning. They all had their own daily lives, and some had families too. Above all else, people needed rest. Nobody was eccentric enough to spend the whole day going at it in the training hall.


      So, the only ones here right now were me and Allucia. I felt sorry for having her keep me company at this hour, but I wanted to test my eyes without any spectators. Hope she can forgive me for that.


      Her complexion looked fine, at least—that was proof that she had a well-regulated lifestyle. I was also early to bed and early to rise, but Allucia’s constitution truly was astounding. It was a nearly impossible undertaking to secure proper time to sleep while serving in such an exhausting post every day.


      That said, she’d pretty much stopped coming to the training hall as an instructor. I could only assume this allowed her to spend more of her time on office duties and meetings. I’d been quite flustered and bewildered when she’d first recommended me as a special instructor, but now I was proud that I could ease the burden on her shoulders a little. Being able to see that now means I’ve grown once again.


      “Hee hee...”


      “Hm? What’s up?”


      She already knew what we were here for. Much like I’d told Henblitz the other day, this was the type of training a wandering swordsman would do. I wanted to test how much better my eyes worked against the strongest swordswoman in the country—Allucia Citrus. It seemed like a pretty normal desire to me, but it pulled a giggle out of Allucia.


      “Oh, I never thought I’d hear you say, ‘I want to test my skills,’” she explained, maintaining a reserved but brilliant smile. “It makes me happy.”


      “Ha ha ha, is that so?”


      Back in my days of confining myself to the dojo, it would’ve been unthinkable for me to suggest this. That’s another indicator of how much I’ve changed. I was confident this wasn’t just a temporary trick of the mind, and I was genuinely delighted by my own growth. To put it in layman’s terms, I was excited by how much I could still level up. And Allucia was the best person for me to measure my strength against.


      “I know it’s uncharacteristic of me to be so motivated...” I said. “Will you keep me company?”


      “Of course.”


      Talking with Allucia was fun. And I can admit that now... However, I didn’t borrow her time just to chat. I knew full well that Allucia had a busy schedule, so I had to keep my business with her as short as possible.


      I hadn’t told her about losing to Vesper or the change to my eyes. Henblitz or someone else might have informed her of the loss, but I hadn’t mentioned it myself. As for my eyes, I hadn’t been sure of the change myself, so I hadn’t found the time to tell her. Besides, for a match like this, keeping unnecessary information out of it was better for both of us.


      I also didn’t know what conditions triggered my eyes to “see.” This wasn’t the type of ability I could use at will. It was better to interpret it as something that just happened, and I would have to go with the flow. I wonder whether this power will be enough against Godspeed, the fastest opponent I know. If it works against her, it’ll work on pretty much anyone.


      “Okay, here’s to a good match.”


      “Yes, let’s both do our best.”


      The only sounds in the training hall were our footsteps and our words. The room was incomparably larger than the dojo back home, and when it was silent, the atmosphere was indescribable. Maybe “tranquil” is the right word for it. This was a sort of sacred ground where training took place every day. It belonged to the knights who competed to be the strongest in the kingdom—certainly, this place was on another level when compared to a countryside dojo.


      Allucia and I took our stances, twisting the silent atmosphere and giving it a sudden edge. Even when sparring, I loved this tension that came from the moment swordsmen readied themselves. Even if defeat was imminent, it was impossible to replace this feeling with anything else. This just shows how entranced I am with swordsmanship.


      Several seconds passed. Neither of us moved. I was the type to wait and observe before striking, so usually my opponent would act first. It just wasn’t my style to take the initiative and beat my opponent down. Allucia was the type to overwhelm her opponents with her extreme speed, but this time, she seemed to be scrutinizing my explicit request to test my skills—she was waiting to see what approach I would take.


      “Hmph!”


      Continuing this staring contest forever would get us nowhere—it would be pathetic to just sit here and wait the whole time when I’d been the one to ask for this. So, to get things moving, I began with a test strike.


      I took a step in with a sideways sweep of my wooden sword. She would dodge it or block it with ease, so my mind focused on the next move.


      “Hah!”


      However, I hadn’t quite expected her to use branch breaker on my opening strike. Allucia lowered her stance a little and prepared to intercept my sweep and entangle my wooden sword.


      “Hup!”


      Crap, that was close. I almost lost right off the bat.


      Before she could throw off my balance, I quickly pulled back my wooden sword, then thrust forward. Going for a parry should’ve slowed her down for just a moment.


      “Hm!”


      Allucia quickly retreated out of my thrust’s range. As ever, she had terrifying control of her center of gravity and could spring into action at a moment’s notice. In terms of precise footwork, she’d long surpassed me. It was quite honestly impossible to catch her in a frontal assault.


      “Ah.”


      Right as Allucia jumped backward, that phenomenon came to me again. This was the third time, so my mind was getting used to it already. Calling it foresight was still a bit overblown, though. It seemed her plan was to take one big swing to the left, then charge in by throwing off my field of vision, range, and tempo.


      What a strange sensation. This wasn’t an extension of reading my opponent. I was seeing split seconds into a possible future.


      Once I saw it, the rest was up to my body. I stepped in toward where Allucia was going to swing from the left and thrust out my sword.


      “That’s one.”


      “Gh?!”


      You could say Allucia charged into my blade rather than me striking her. My sword was leveled right at where her neck had ended up.
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      “I yield.”


      “Mm. Thank you for the match.”


      She couldn’t have expected this outcome. Still a little confused, she bowed to me. Honestly, I didn’t entirely understand it either. But it would be a waste not to use this ability now that I could—especially against a strong opponent like Allucia who could propel me to greater heights.


      “That might be the first time I’ve been cut off before I could act...” Allucia muttered after bowing.


      “Ha ha ha.”


      Her reaction was very similar to Henblitz’s. It was a bit of a shock for me too. I’d never thought I would have room to grow this way. That was why I’d spent so many years polishing my skills slowly and steadily.


      My foundational skills had made this journey possible. Without a body or mind primed to properly handle this phenomenon, being able to see the future would be an utterly useless talent. In that sense, my efforts had properly bloomed—though in a somewhat unexpected way.


      “Something really has changed in you, then?” Allucia asked. By now, she had regained her composure completely.


      “Hm? Well... I guess you could say that.”


      I was glad she didn’t ask what exactly had changed. I wasn’t sure I could explain it properly. But I was confident enough to say that it was a change for the better.


      What mindset should I have going forward? I had no intention of getting stuck up. I’d never been boastful to begin with. But curling up with restraint wasn’t quite right either. Being able to analyze things this way was a boon of moving to Baltrain. I had Mewi to think about too—it wasn’t a good look for me to constantly abase myself in front of people, especially the young and impressionable. I was endlessly grateful for the connections and pupils I’d been blessed with.


      Allucia chuckled. “Hee hee, I’ll have to do my best to keep up.”


      “That’s the spirit. You’ve still got room to grow. I guarantee it.”


      This whole chain of interaction was really similar to how I’d spoken with Henblitz. Maybe all top-rate swordsmen were the same in this regard.


      As I said, she had plenty of room to grow. There was absolutely no need to consider her current level her peak. My newfound power was proof of that.


      “By the way, would you mind sharing your secret with me already?” Allucia asked.


      “Aah, right. It’s not really overblown enough to call a secret, though.”


      Her main focus was, of course, how I’d managed to completely shut down her strikes—strikes of the swordswoman called Godspeed. Her curiosity was perfectly reasonable—I had no reason to hide my revelation from her. I trusted she wouldn’t spread it around recklessly, and she wasn’t going to laugh it off as nonsense either.


      “...and that’s the gist of it,” I said, wrapping up my explanation. “Once in a while, I see just a bit into the future...”


      I couldn’t really explain the logic behind it, though, so I’d ended up using a lot of abstract expressions. I could only pray that she’d understood what I was saying.


      “How astonishing,” Allucia replied. “I was always aware that your eyes are terrific, but this is something else...”


      “Ha ha ha, thanks. I suppose these are the fruits of my labor.”


      Thankfully, it seemed my lousy explanation had been enough for her. I didn’t intend to tell everyone about this—there was no guarantee it would keep happening, and I didn’t believe seeing the future made me invincible or anything. That’s just how I naturally think about it.


      Besides, to make full use of my eyes, I needed to maintain my technique and knowledge. Can’t slack off at all in my training. The path to the summit is long and precipitous.


      “Anyway, it’s a big deal that my eyes work against an opponent who prides herself on speed like you do,” I told Allucia. “I’m much more confident in my power now.”


      “I would be lying if I claimed that isn’t vexing... Even so, I’m truly happy I could witness you leaping to new heights, and that outweighs any other feeling.”


      “Ha ha ha, you’re making me blush...”


      She wants me to get even stronger. I’d regained my desire to go as far as I could, so it wasn’t all that strange that she wanted to push me. However, this was an objective I’d chosen myself. Having other people’s expectations placed upon me was a bit stressful. I needed to devote myself to further improvement—including that mindset.


      Though my new trick had worked against Allucia, I’d only read one instant into the future. That was already a tremendous strength, but I had to find out how flexible this ability was and what its limits were. And even if it wasn’t a necessity, I was curious about it. I needed to fight more and more opponents, which would help me test the bounds.


      “All that’s left is to verify some details about my eyes,” I said.


      “Yes, I believe she should be here soon—”


      “Citrus!”


      I’d called for one such opponent already. And as Allucia was in the middle of speaking, a woman’s dignified voice resonated through the training hall—one normally never heard in this place.


      “Oh, Lysandra. You’re a little late,” chided Allucia. “Did you oversleep?”


      “Shut up! You should’ve at least told the guards! I had to waste time convincing them to let me in!”


      “Oh dear, forgive me.”


      The woman who had just arrived was none other than Surena Lysandra, a black rank of the adventurer’s guild. As soon as she set foot in the training hall, she started a war of words with Allucia.


      Even for a black rank, it had to be difficult to get into the order’s office first thing in the morning without any prior notice. Allucia was definitely at fault here, but going out of her way to point that out didn’t feel appropriate either. I do feel sorry for Surena, though...


      I spoke up to stop their argument from dragging on. “Sorry for having you come here, Surena.”


      “It’s nothing!” Surena responded briskly, correcting her posture in an instant. “I’ll come any time you ask, Master!”


      “I-I see. Thanks.”


      Her instantaneous and complete change in attitude was almost off-putting. These two acknowledged each other’s strength, but they really didn’t get along. I would’ve preferred if things were a little more peaceful between them, but forcing them to get along wouldn’t quite be right either.


      My request to test my skills against strong opponents had extended beyond Allucia. These two were the strongest swordswomen I knew, and when it came to people who would also listen to my request, they were about the only ones who came to mind. Ficelle was another candidate, but facing off against sword magic required a different approach. These two were optimal for getting a sense of things in a battle of pure swordplay.


      “I didn’t want to do this in public,” I explained. “Sorry for being unreasonable.”


      “It’s not a problem,” Surena said. “I have questions...but I’m happy to just go along with this for now.”


      “Thanks.”


      Calling an adventurer to the order’s training hall would normally be impossible. It was amazing that Allucia had pushed the request through. Though technically, I was the one to call Surena here.


      The guild’s training grounds were outdoors, so there would always be spectators. There’d been plenty of people around to watch Surena and me spar when I’d first come to Baltrain, and I wanted to avoid that this time. The reason was quite simple: I could end up looking absolutely pathetic. And I wasn’t just being humble this time. I’d already lost to Vesper, and there was no guarantee that the same thing wouldn’t happen with Surena.


      That was why I wanted to figure things out where no spectators could watch. Luckily, Allucia had picked up on this when she’d requested that Surena come here. The Liberion Order’s commander had a fair amount of influence; I had to make sure I didn’t get drunk on the thrill of using it. I never intend to, anyway.


      “Did you...already cross blades with Citrus?” Surena asked.


      “Yeah, so I don’t need to warm up,” I answered.


      “Very well. Then let us begin.”


      My match with Allucia had already been settled. Though Surena checked that this was the case, she didn’t ask who’d won. Knowing didn’t change what she would do, nor did it change what I would do. She didn’t want any unnecessary feelings to get caught up in this.


      Even if it was against me, would Surena quietly accept Allucia losing to someone? Things could get complicated during the match if she tried picturing meeting the same fate as Allucia. That was why she’d left the outcome unknown.


      The two had deep respect for each other’s abilities, so it didn’t matter that they didn’t get along. The knight commander probably didn’t get many opportunities to cross blades with an adventurer, but I hoped they could push each other to new heights.


      “Lysandra, you need two swords, yes?” Allucia asked.


      “Yeah, thanks.”


      Allucia handed her two wooden swords. This was a given, considering Surena’s style. Also, Surena wasn’t exactly in a position to grab wooden swords without asking.


      I’d recently begun to understand the subtleties of interactions between people from separate organizations. Took me long enough, though—I can’t quite be proud of that. I have to learn this stuff little by little.


      Surena accepted the two swords and lowered herself into a fighting stance. “For you to go out of your way to ask me to test your skills... There has to be something to it. I’m looking forward to this, Master Beryl.”


      “Ha ha, here’s hoping I meet your expectations.”


      I didn’t say anything like “Don’t get your hopes up.” I’d called her here, so it was only natural for her to have some expectations. This was completely different from when Lucy and Nidus had practically forced me to fight a match against her.


      There was still plenty I wanted to test about these eyes. I didn’t know for sure whether I could beat Surena, but I also had no intention of losing. This was some serious progress on my part.


      “Then shall I provide the starting signal?” Allucia offered.


      “Please do.”


      During my match against Allucia, only she and I had been around. But now there were three of us, so Allucia could serve as the referee.


      Surena and I readied ourselves. Though I didn’t want any spectators, Allucia was fine. Still, she was the person I absolutely didn’t want to look pathetic in front of. It motivated me nicely.


      Allucia’s noble voice resounded through the silent training hall. “Begin!”


      “Hah!”


      Surena closed in with astonishing leg strength. As ever, her top speed was ridiculous. She was easier to read than Allucia but still stupidly fast. If we were ever in a race, I doubted I could catch up to her.


      Surena’s opening move consisted of sword sweeps from both sides. She was pressing her greatest advantage—the fact that she wielded dual blades—right off the bat. It was physically impossible to handle both attacks with one sword. That said, backing off would only give her the initiative to keep going. Even if I couldn’t block two hits with one sword, I felt like I would lose if I didn’t push forward too. It’s only right for me to handle it in my own way.


      “Hmph!”


      I kept my eyes focused and aimed for an opening, just like I’d always done. There was no reason I couldn’t do it now. I spotted the instant Surena’s swords crossed and slashed my sword up at that exact moment. If blocking two blades was impossible, I just had to wait for the two to become one. The logic behind this was absurd, but it was something I was capable of now. And I pulled it off successfully, so it was fine.


      “Gh!”


      With her wooden swords knocked back, Surena’s body came to a sudden stop. She quickly backed off. I would’ve liked to pursue her, but her agility and core strength were outrageous. She was a swordswoman I couldn’t fight head-on, though in an entirely different way from Allucia.


      It was good enough to at least slow her down. Against a master of consecutive attacks like Surena, it would be a bad idea to let her dictate the tempo.


      “Haaaah!”


      “Ah!”


      A second after she backed away, she charged in again without even taking a breath. Once more, I could see it. I wasn’t reading her attacks—I could see the future just one step away.


      Left thrust, right downward slash, step in with an upward slash, another left thrust, then a rotating sweep... I could see all these attacks faintly yet clearly.


      “Gh!”


      I handled everything one at a time exactly as my vision showed me. I didn’t get in Surena’s way or try to stop her. I parried every blow.


      This was what I’d wanted to test. Allucia and Henblitz were the type to overpower an opponent with a single decisive blow using overwhelming explosive force and strength. In contrast, Surena showed her true worth by initiating a constant chain of powerful attacks.


      I’d wanted to know if I could see this kind of thing too. Her attack style helped me gauge the effective timing of my eyes—like how far in the future I could see and how long it could keep going. I wanted to push my eyes right to their limits.


      The ferocious onslaught of her dual blades didn’t stop. They were wicked fast, and with so few openings between them, even a master of the blade would be hard-pressed to handle her attacks. And yet, I was diligently parrying the attacks one at a time, just as the future showed me.


      If I bothered to think about how to handle each attack, I would be too slow. I was starting to get used to my eyes, so I wasn’t going to get caught off guard like I had against Vesper. Overthinking would give her all the momentum in the world.


      I have to decide on a general plan for how to handle my eyes going forward. Against Allucia, I’d foreseen and blocked her next move. Against Surena, I was able to keep her from completely dictating the pace. Of course, this was assuming that I was seeing all of Surena’s attacks correctly and not just imagining things.


      “Haaah!”


      Surena let out another roar, but she was starting to lose her composure. I could understand. She was likely putting everything she had behind this ferocious onslaught, but here I was, sweeping aside her blades and dodging with casual ease.


      “Pwah?!”


      “Hm?!”


      Or not. In the middle of fending her off, I suddenly ran out of breath. And at the same time, my clear vision of Surena’s blades vanished.


      “Hmph!”


      She wasn’t going to let such a huge opening go, of course. Seeing her chance, she stepped in and swung down with both swords. I barely managed to follow her blades as they came toward me.


      “Hup!”


      I did things as I usually would—as strange as that sounded. I held up my wooden sword at the edge of my vision, dodged to the side, and took a step back. Basically, I was trying to get away. The flow of the battle had clearly changed.


      I should’ve had plenty of stamina left, but I was already struggling for breath. Seems this ability places quite the burden on my body.


      Now’s not the time to be thinking about that, though!


      “Haaaah!”


      Maintaining momentum after being parried, Surena sprung forward and spun around for a diagonal slash with both swords.


      “Hmph!”


      I hadn’t expected to run out of breath, but I couldn’t afford to lose. Allucia was watching. Seeing the future or not didn’t matter—my refusal to lose was the only thing left in my mind.


      “Gah?!”


      On reflex, my body thrust out my wooden sword—in a slightly different way from how it had been moving before—and caught Surena right in the jaw. The hit connected with a splendidly loud thud, sending her reeling back with tears in her eyes.


      “Ah! Whoa! Sorry!”


      Aaaaaaah! How lame! How pathetic! What kind of useless instructor gets so desperate that he fails to pull back a blow against a former pupil?!


      Excuses immediately flooded my mind, but all of them were pointless. My only choice was to apologize earnestly for hitting her so hard.


      “Hnnnggggh...! D-Don’t mind me...!”


      “S-So sorry...!”


      Even with tears pooling in her eyes, Surena tried to be considerate, but I’d felt my sword connect with her quite cleanly. I could only hope I hadn’t broken any of her teeth. It would be a disgrace for me to ruin her beautiful face. I would never say something like “Marks from battle are perfectly fine for a warrior to have.” That’s simply out of the question.


      “That’s the match... Lysandra, do you need a potion?” Allucia asked.


      “No! This is nothing...! I’m used to it...!”


      “Y-You sure?” I asked.


      Allucia seemed to feel just a little sympathy for a moment, but Surena refused to borrow anything from the order. I somewhat understood how she felt.


      “Master, it’s just as Lysandra says,” Allucia told me. “There is no need to concern yourself over a minor injury.”


      “But, you know...”


      “You’ve experienced being hit by a wooden sword more times than you can count too, haven’t you?”


      “Well, yeah, but still...”


      I was somewhat flustered by the unexpected outcome, but Allucia’s arguments were perfectly sound. She was right, of course. Having spent many years as a swordsman, I’d experienced being hit by wooden swords more times than there were stars in the sky. The same was surely true for Surena and Allucia too.


      I understood that, but my feelings on the matter differed depending on who was involved. Humans were both amusing and tiresome creatures.


      Surena quickly recovered from the damage and started blowing this out of proportion. “You were desperate enough to strike without pulling the blow... I will treat that as a badge of honor, Master.”


      “Y-You’re making too big a deal of it...”


      She was right, though. This was the result of me refusing to lose and thrusting out my sword on instinct.


      “At any rate... Aside from that last moment, none of my strikes felt like they would connect,” Surena remarked. “Is that what you wanted to test?”


      “Well, yeah,” I confirmed. “I ended up concentrating too much and ran out of breath, though...”


      Still, the experiment had largely been a success. Even if I couldn’t use this trump card for an extended period, it was a huge discovery to find out that I could perfectly predict Surena’s onslaught. There can’t be many swordsmen out there who can outdo her in sheer volume of attacks.


      It would be ideal if I could trigger this sensation at will, but that was probably asking for too much. My goal now was to keep training and get familiar with my newfound power.


      “Hee hee... You’ve reached even greater heights, Master,” Allucia said. “I couldn’t be happier.”


      “It’s just as you say,” Surena agreed. “I would be lying if I said it wasn’t frustrating...but it’s better for you to remain far ahead of us a while longer, Master.”


      “Ha ha ha... Thanks. I’ll do my best, in my own way.”


      As ever, their feelings were a little heavy for me. This part of me hadn’t changed. Still, when they looked at me like that, I felt like I could keep doing my best for just a little longer. I really am blessed with incredible pupils.


      “Oops.”


      And as I basked in the silent atmosphere of the early morning training hall, someone’s stomach grumbled. It was probably—or rather, absolutely—mine.


      “Ha ha, exercising first thing in the morning does stir up the appetite,” I said.


      Allucia nodded. “It’s just about the right time for it. How about breakfast?”


      “Oh, sounds nice. Want to join us, Surena?”


      “Yes, as long as I’m not a bother.”


      So, the three of us decided to get breakfast. I’d shared meals with Allucia or Surena before, but it was rare for the three of us to dine together. Actually, it was unusual for these two to do anything together.


      “Here’s to restoring our spirits and striving to train even harder,” Allucia said. “Today’s sparring match makes me feel that way all the more.”


      “Mm, that’s the spirit,” I told her. “But don’t do anything reckless... Not that I’m one to talk.”


      “I’d love to say I know that already...but I’ll be careful.”


      It was pretty late for this kind of advice, but it was still important to say it aloud every now and then just to be sure. Getting reckless without realizing it was a pretty common pitfall. I had to be careful too. Collapsing on my own would be one thing, but I had Mewi to consider, and I didn’t want to worry her.


      “While we eat...will you please tell me the trick behind what you did during our match?” Surena asked.


      “I wouldn’t exactly call it a trick...”


      I had planned to tell her, but it seemed she was quite eager to hear it. As I said, it wasn’t really a trick, but it was still a splendid weapon at my disposal. I was fine disclosing it to both Allucia and Surena.


      “But I suppose it’s definitely a new weapon I can use,” I said. “I’ll have to continue sharpening it.”


      “Please do. We plan on catching up to you soon.”


      With so many stouthearted warriors right behind me, it felt like my back was on fire. That wasn’t a bad thing, though. It was good pressure—something to push me forward without rushing me.


      While I was at it, seeing how he was currently one point ahead of me, I would have to properly settle the score with Vesper. I’m half joking, of course. Well, that makes the other half serious, but still. Having been granted the exaggerated title of special instructor, it didn’t sit well with me to keep a losing record.


      Without even realizing it, my outlook on life had become so much wider and higher. I could only pray this wasn’t a momentary trick of the mind.


      “Ooh, the weather’s nice today.”


      As we opened the door to the training hall, morning sunlight poured down into the office’s courtyard. I prayed my path to the summit would remain as clear as today’s skies.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude


      “Welcome.”


      “For two. Is there space at the counter?”


      “Yes, this way, please.”


      It was some time after sunset in the Liberis Kingdom’s capital of Baltrain. The city was lively both morning and night, living up to its reputation as a metropolis. Unlike in a small village in the countryside, many city folk enjoyed nightlife after work. It was a perk of living here. And indeed, this street in the central district showcased a different kind of liveliness at night than it did during the day.


      “As always, you only know expensive-looking restaurants.”


      “Because of work. The criteria we use to pick places are different from yours. It isn’t a matter of right or wrong, just so you know.”


      “I know that.”


      The young knight commander of the Liberion Order—Allucia Citrus—and the highest-ranking adventurer in the city—Twin Dragonblade Surena Lysandra—had entered a certain building. For better or worse, the two gathered a lot of attention together, but this wasn’t the first time they’d been out like this. It wasn’t exactly a frequent occurrence, but once in a while, they got together to drink.


      However, in both their public and private lives, they really didn’t get along. They did work together fine when it was necessary, but they generally found each other disagreeable. This was based on past events and their current perception of one another—they simply couldn’t hit it off. They acknowledged each other’s skill, though, and though they’d learned swordplay during different years, they shared a teacher. That was why they got together to drink sometimes.


      “How’s your jaw?” Allucia asked. “Hopefully it doesn’t sting when you drink.”


      “Don’t look down on me. I don’t even consider this a wound.”


      “Good, then.”


      Upon taking a seat at the counter, they started by exchanging sarcastic jibes. This was normal for them. If anything, they enjoyed it. One was the knight commander, and the other was the highest rank of adventurer. They both commanded respect and awe wherever they went, which made it difficult for them to cut loose.


      In short, they were valuable to each other in that they could ignore any such pressure when talking. It was also why they set aside time once in a while to drink, even though they didn’t get along.


      They always chose an appropriate venue. Allucia had picked a somewhat formal location tonight—though it was slightly more expensive than the norm, it had no dress code. In contrast, Surena was the type to casually bar hop, so she tended to avoid formal restaurants. Despite their differences, they could each acknowledge and understand these preferences.


      “Excuse me! Two ales,” Allucia called out to the waiter. She wanted to get something to wet their whistles before they started.


      “Certainly.”


      Going out without ordering any alcohol was truly out of the question for these two.


      “Master Beryl really was amazing today,” Surena said, apparently not needing a drink to loosen her tongue. “Honestly, he seemed almost inhuman when I was facing him.”


      This was the reason they’d gathered for drinks today: to discuss their matches with Beryl.


      “True... I wasn’t hit by his sword, but the end result was basically the same.”


      Allucia also seemed ready to discuss this topic while they waited for their ale. Sparring with Beryl wasn’t exactly a big event—especially not for Allucia, since she and Beryl worked for the same organization. They could spar whenever they wanted.


      The one big difference this time was that Beryl had suggested this himself as a way to test his own skills. Both Allucia and Serena were very familiar with his personality, so this had been quite the shock.


      The two had always wished for Beryl to have more confidence in himself, and even now, they hoped for it. However, having it suddenly happen like this had thrown them off somewhat.


      “Thank you for waiting. Here are your ales.”


      After they’d exchanged their first impressions, their drinks arrived. No matter what was being discussed, an in-depth conversation couldn’t really get started until they had alcohol. That was how things worked with these two.


      “Shall we begin?” Surena asked. “Cheers.”


      “Yes, cheers.”


      They weren’t here to celebrate anything in particular. There was nothing to toast to, so they simply raised their tankards before taking big swigs.


      “Whew... Anyway, his eyes, was it...? I don’t really get it,” Surena started after a hearty gulp of ale.


      “I couldn’t agree more. His eyes were always abnormally good, but...”


      The two had accompanied Beryl for breakfast after their early morning sparring. Over their meal, they’d frankly found it hard to accept what Beryl had told them. According to him, he was now able to see a few moments into the future. This power wasn’t always active, of course. It was a phenomenon that occurred when he was utterly focused and crossing blades with someone. He couldn’t maintain it forever either—it required quite a lot of mental fortitude.


      Surena had experienced his new ability until he’d suddenly run out of breath against her, whereas Allucia had been completely cut off by his sword despite her extreme speed. Because their experiences differed, their impressions of Beryl’s new ability were also somewhat different.


      “To be blunt...I don’t feel like I can win against him as things stand,” Surena said. “How about you?”


      “As much as I hate to say it, I feel the same. In a straight-up one-on-one match, it seems harder than ever.”


      The two had been faced with a novel reality: they’d been completely beaten in a match despite standing among the strongest swordsmen in the entire kingdom. This couldn’t be ignored. And though this wasn’t the first time they’d lost to Beryl, it was a matter of how they’d lost.


      Allucia’s swiftness had been shut down completely, and her next move had been utterly cut off. Having her speed followed by eye was one thing, but she had no way of winning when a sword was placed in her path like that. Beryl already possessed nearly superhuman kinetic vision, so when that was combined with clearly superhuman foresight, there was no way of beating him in a one-on-one sword fight.


      Surena had unleashed a furious onslaught of attacks but had been completely held at bay. And unlike their previous match at the adventurer’s guild, Beryl had done so with casual ease. It’d been close in the end, but a loss was a loss.


      “Master Beryl ran out of breath, but I’m sure he was just experimenting,” Surena remarked.


      “I’m sure he was. He went out of his way to ask us to test his skills, so he must’ve had something he wanted to try.”


      Surena had kept up the attack until Beryl’s breath had faltered. She’d been taken along on his experiment until that point. Even if he was a little past his heyday, there was no way Beryl would run out of breath so quickly. There had to be some sort of limit to his superhuman foresight. Both Surena and Allucia could see that.


      “Excuse me, another ale.”


      “As fast as ever...”


      With that brief exchange over, Allucia was already looking for her second drink. Surena was a pretty heavy drinker herself, but she couldn’t hold a candle to Allucia in this field. She even wondered where all the liquid vanished to in Allucia’s body—that was how much the knight commander tended to drink. The faraway memory of losing to Allucia in a drinking contest was bittersweet to Surena now.


      “So? What now?” Surena asked.


      Her question was a little short on details, but her intent had gotten across well enough for Allucia to answer her.


      “Get fast enough that his eyes can’t follow, somehow keep up a one-sided attack to restrain him until he runs out of breath, or find some other extraordinary last resort... That’s about all I can think of.”


      They were asking the absolutely critical question of how to catch up to this new version of Beryl. The two of them looked up to him, respected him, and to some extent even wanted their instructor to be stronger than them. At the same time, they also saw him as a wall that had to be surmounted one day. This small contradiction was a perfectly normal mindset for any warrior.


      “It’s simple to say...” Surena muttered. “I don’t think any amount of cheap tricks will ever fool Master Beryl, though... That said, I suppose nothing can be done without new techniques.”


      “That method will probably work better for you. I’ll have to think of a more direct approach...”


      The two were among the strongest, but their approaches to battle were quite different. This was because their inborn talents, the techniques they’d fostered over the years, and their expertises were different. As a metaphor, if they were both tree trunks, then their branches were their techniques. The types, number, and properties of these branches were different between the two trees.


      Surena’s dual-sword style focused on stamina, power, and volume of attacks—all of which far surpassed Beryl’s abilities. Furthermore, she had experience as an adventurer and could adapt to any type of battle.


      Allucia had her innate speed and extreme acceleration. Her kinetic vision and reflexes were also somewhat better than Surena’s. The techniques she used, backed by her overwhelming speed, had no equal—except against Beryl.


      “Hmph, there’s a mountain of things to consider and test,” Surena said. “Just training my left arm won’t be enough...”


      “Well, pretty much the only person you can sharpen your two swords against head-on is...Master Beryl.”


      During their previous match, Beryl had pointed out a weakness in Surena’s left arm. It made sense: Surena was right-handed, after all. When wielding two swords, her left arm couldn’t help but fall behind in strength and precision. However, just as Allucia mentioned, her left arm was good enough that it normally wouldn’t be a problem. Surena wouldn’t have climbed to black rank otherwise. Beryl’s technique and eyes were abnormal for being able to prod at such a tiny opening. The average fighter wouldn’t even feel anything out of place.


      Allucia quickly emptied her second tankard. There was a certain edge to her voice and eyes as she spoke. “As much as I resent it, I have a proposal.”


      “Hmm? What?”


      The fact that it was a proposal that Allucia resented piqued Surena’s curiosity.


      “How about we make time to spar with each other?” Allucia suggested. “You must have trouble finding opponents you can test things against too, yes?”


      “Hmmm.” Godspeed’s proposal made Twin Dragonblade’s brow twitch.


      She was exactly right, though. Their nicknames and skills were renowned both inside and outside the country, and both were so skilled that it was hard to find a true challenge that would push their talents to the next level. Put simply, they didn’t have any skilled opponents to contend with on an even field. Even Henblitz, who was known as the Roaring Blade, was inadequate when it came to elevating Allucia’s techniques. That was how isolated these two were at the top.


      “I certainly do resent it,” Surena said, finishing what ale was left in her first tankard. “It’s about as repulsive as a suggestion can be...but it’s an attractive one.”
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      As ever, these two were unable to hit it off. They only ever quarreled with each other. However, that wasn’t enough to surpass their pride as swordswomen, and that was why Allucia had made this proposal in the first place. She trusted Surena enough to know that she would accept.


      “It’s decided, then,” Allucia said. “There’s a problem of where to spar, so we won’t be able to meet that often... If it’s only once in a while, maybe we could use the order’s training hall.”


      “There are always spectators at the guild...” Surena murmured. “We can’t exactly do it outside.”


      There was the extremely practical problem of where these two could spar. They had no intention of making a show of it, and they certainly didn’t want others to see them developing new techniques.


      That limited when and where they could spar. Fortunately, Allucia was able to use her authority within reason to create some opportunities. It was the same authority she’d used to arrange for the morning matches against Beryl.


      These two weren’t the type to simply let a conversation end there, though.


      “Well, I suppose not,” Allucia said. “I’m sure you don’t want people to see you falling to your knees.”


      “Hmmm?”


      To repeat it once more, these two were incapable of hitting it off. They’d simply chosen to go through thick and thin to overcome a common wall. They still absolutely refused to lose to one another.


      “I see the great knight commander’s tongue is as sharp as ever. It makes sense, given how much you shut yourself away indoors.”


      “I simply do jobs that you cannot, Lysandra. Excuse me, another ale.”


      “Hah! You’ve got your priorities backward if desk work dulls your blade. Hey, another ale for me too.”


      They’d emptied their tankards at about the same time, so they moved on to their next drinks. Neither of them was going to stop. Surena wasn’t going to challenge Allucia to a drinking contest, but she definitely had the fortitude to continue drinking nonstop during her free time without passing out. That was how heavy a drinker Surena was.


      “Don’t get dead drunk,” Allucia warned her. “If you do, I’ll leave you with the bill.”


      “Hmph, shut it. I don’t have a single dalc to give you.”


      As a sidenote, there was a popular topic among the people: Who was stronger, Godspeed or Twin Dragonblade? Even as a knight and an adventurer, they couldn’t escape such gossip. After all, the two stood at the top of their respective organizations. It was unreasonable to ask people not to compare them.


      But both Surena and Allucia definitely thought they were the strongest. They also refused to ever lose. So yes, right now, they each thought they could best the other. But what about tomorrow? What about the day after tomorrow? The answer was unknown because they each knew that the other was devoting every day to further improvement.


      That question would receive a definitive answer one day. However, that moment wasn’t now, nor was it likely to be in the near future. Both of them knew this—knew their rivalry would be settled one day. Every swordsman had to step away from the art eventually. But no one knew whether their end would come from defeat, retirement, or death.


      That was why these two didn’t get along, didn’t openly acknowledge each other, argued, competed, and sometimes pulled each other to greater heights. All of that had led to where they were now.


      That said, no matter how talented they were, they needed rest. It was impossible to live a normal life without some time to relax every now and then.


      “I’m feeling peckish...” Surena said. “Maybe it’s time for some snacks.”


      “Excuse me,” Allucia called out to the server, “could you bring us two or three dishes that go well with ale?”


      Surena scoffed. “Hey, don’t order for me.”


      “You’ll eat it anyway.”


      “I will, but... Dammit! Pay for whatever you eat!”


      “Of course.”


      While they resented being together, they also knew they weren’t bad company during the occasional breather. They would never let it show through their words or actions, though.


      And so, the modest yet noisy night in Baltrain carried on.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: An Old Country Bumpkin Runs About


      “Thanks for the food.”


      “Mm, you’re welcome.”


      One early morning, I was just finishing breakfast with Mewi—something that was completely ordinary for us now. As ever, it was stupidly scorching during midday, but before noon, it was just hot. Breakfast was simple bread and soup, and we were now ready to get our days underway.


      Foodstuffs spoiled quickly during this season, and it was easy to lose your appetite. This went for both the old man and child in this house. However, we both had to eat something, or we’d be at risk of collapsing. It’s important to get something into your stomach. That was why I’d chosen an easy-to-digest breakfast. Of course, neither of us was particularly gourmet when it came to cuisine.


      “I’m going to get ready,” Mewi said.


      “Make sure you don’t forget anything.”


      “I won’t.”


      As Mewi got ready for school, I casually put away the dishes. It was rare for me to see Mewi out of the house after breakfast, since I went to the order’s office pretty much every day—I usually left far earlier than she did. I’d also been out of town a lot lately.


      But I figured it was important to relax and take it easy in the morning every now and then. I had the day off, so it was my turn to clean up. I only went to the office pretty much every day—it wasn’t like I was always there. I did take a day off occasionally.


      Though I rested whenever I felt sick or was injured, it was important to find other times away from work on a regular basis. There was nothing to be gained from working myself to the bone. At times, I wanted to, but when nothing was going on, it was important to take a breather.


      And as I poured myself a second helping of tea and kicked back in my chair, Mewi quickly got ready to leave.


      “Oh, right,” she suddenly muttered.


      “Hm?”


      “I might be back a little late today.”


      “That so? There an event or something?”


      Mewi never killed time during the day. Once her classes were over, she came right back home. I gave her money, so sometimes she’d pick up a snack on the way back, but she always returned well before sunset. The girl was surprisingly diligent—or maybe inflexible. Once she’d decided on something, she didn’t really like changing.


      “Not really... Cindy and Fredra wanted to play,” Mewi explained.


      “Got it. Have fun.”


      “Mm...”


      I’d figured it would be something at the magic institute, but it seemed she had some fun waiting for her after school with her friends. Yeah, I’m incapable of telling her no. I want her to enjoy playing with others her age to her heart’s content.


      “Ah, want some money?” I asked.


      “Don’t need it... I’ve got enough.”


      “I see.”


      Money was necessary if she wanted to go out with friends, but she’d turned me down immediately. She got an allowance, and it seemed she hadn’t been wasting it. Well, for better or worse, she knew the value of money already. I might even be worse than her with my finances...


      “Will you be eating dinner here tonight?” I asked.


      “Yeah.”


      “Okay, I’ll have it waiting for you.”


      “Mm.”


      It seemed she wasn’t going to be out too late. I should have something nice prepared for her, then. I want her to play a lot, eat a lot, and grow in both body and mind.


      “Well, I’m off.”


      “Have a nice day.”


      She’d quickly finished her preparations while we talked, and I walked her to the door. It was still refreshing to be the one seeing her off. A mom might have been used to this by now, but fortunately, I wasn’t yet—after all, I usually had to work in the mornings so that we always had food on the table.


      “Haaah...”


      That said, I’d decided to take it easy today. I wasn’t suddenly slacking off or anything, and I’d informed the knights that I would be taking the day off. As Allucia had told me in the beginning, my post as special instructor wasn’t the type to keep me tied down. If anything, I was pretty much free to do whatever I liked. Even when I’d gone to Vesparta, I’d been able to suddenly apply for an extended leave of absence. Allucia’s assistance had played a major role in that, though.


      “Anyway, guess I’ll do some cleaning.”


      This was a day off, but that didn’t mean I could just lounge around the whole day. I was staying at home, so it was only right for me to do all the chores. I settled on washing the dishes, making my own lunch, doing some laundry, and other small cleaning tasks. That would take up my entire morning. This is shaping up to be a less-than-lazy day.


      It was clear to me that Mewi’s household skills were improving steadily, but I couldn’t really tell if mine were. Mewi also wasn’t the type to point something like that out. I was doing the best I could in my own little way, but I wanted to avoid being delusional. You could say it was my sense of pride at work—I didn’t want to be a useless old man that everyone was disappointed in.


      “Up we go...”


      As I stood up from my chair, I muttered and grunted a bit. I never would have in the past, so maybe it was an aspect of getting older. I recalled my dad making quite a few noises whenever he stood up too.


      I filled a bucket of water and washed the dishes, listening to the splashing water. Chores like this could be completed without too much thinking, and the repetitive nature of the tasks was soothing. The same went for cleaning the dojo. Losing myself in this kind of daily routine is great. I don’t have to think about anything. It was enough for me to work my mind only when I swung my sword or talked with Mewi.


      “Okay, next...”


      After washing everything, I moved on to preparing my lunch. But my mind proceeded to overturn my previous statement, and I immediately sank into thought.


      What to eat?


      I had the day off, so I could simply leave the house to get some food if I wanted to. It was fine to go along with my whims when taking a break.


      “No, let’s cook...”


      After mulling it over, I decided to stay at home. If I’d been short on ingredients, then eating out would’ve been an option. However, I’d decided to kick back and relax today, so I wanted to take it easy and make lunch at my leisure.


      And so, I had to get the ingredients ready. We still had some salted meat, so I started cutting it up along with potatoes and root vegetables. Boiling them all together haphazardly generally worked out fine. Meat and potatoes were nice and filling too. A perfect meal.


      While we didn’t want for food in this household, our cooking repertoire was somewhat meager. This was one thing that refused to change. Mewi and I got more exercise than the average person, so we needed energy, and this worked for us. If we wanted something fancier, we could always just go to a restaurant.


      Waiting for food to cook was about as boring as things ever got in the entire world. I couldn’t step away from the fire, but there was nothing to pay attention to outside of the task. The only job here was stirring every now and then when I remembered to do so.


      This is seriously hard labor...and my mom does this multiple times a day. I was finally starting to learn this, though it was a bit late in life. I now understood why bigwigs hired staff for this kinda stuff. There was nothing better than pushing troublesome tasks on others by paying them to do it. Sounds bad when you put it like that, though.


      From that perspective, Lucy lived the good life. The housekeepers led by Haley did all kinds of things for her so that she could immerse herself in her research. I didn’t have any personal experience hiring someone. Technically, Randrid might fit that bill, but you could also interpret that as my dad forcing the issue. Randrid was also to blame for going along with it.


      “Oops...”


      And as such helpless thoughts drifted through my mind, the ingredients in the pot began bubbling. I gradually stirred. It was nice to ponder these kinds of useless things when relaxing—I could rest both my body and my mind.


      “Mm, not bad at all.” After a quick taste test, things seemed to be fine. For better or worse, I didn’t have a particularly refined palate. “Okay, after eating, I’ll do some cleaning...and then maybe a few practice swings.”


      Even on a day off, I wanted to get a bare minimum amount of exercise in. I really did just want to take a few swings to check how it felt. In my head, this wasn’t training—it was simply an extension of taking it easy. Anything that didn’t involve teaching my juniors or maintaining my techniques and strength, I classified as resting. There were no responsibilities in this kind of relaxed practice, and I could just swing my sword in a carefree manner.


      “Anyway, guess it’s time to dig in.”


      Before cleaning or doing practice swings, I had to fill my stomach. I took a sip of the soup. Not bad at all. The umami from the meat and vegetables had infused the broth pretty well in this short time. The meat would be softer and the soup would have a deeper flavor if I simmered it for a few hours longer, but this was more than good enough for a personal meal.


      I could use this as a base to make a stew. That’d be perfect for Mewi’s dinner. Cooking for two was simpler than just making one portion. But maybe it was this kind of mindset that’d kept my cooking repertoire so narrow.


      “Whew. That was good.”


      I finished my meal as I collected my scattered thoughts. There was no need to talk when I ate alone, so I finished very quickly. Not that this was a bad thing.


      “Okay, then...”


      With lunch over, it was time to clean the house. And with any time I had left over, I could treat myself to some exercise. Such an elegant day off... Now that I thought of it, I wondered how Allucia, Surena, and the others usually relaxed. I couldn’t even imagine them lounging about. The only one who I could picture that way was Lucy—she almost always seemed to be lounging about. Though this was easy to imagine, it was still hard to read her. She truly was a mystery. And could I really even count her as human?


      “All right, let’s start with the living room...”


      I could continue my thoughts while cleaning, so I got right to it and started sweeping the floor. Once finished, I wiped everything down. Things are looking nice and clean. Next, I wanted to refresh myself with some practice swings, so I headed to the back garden.


      After a while with my sword, the sun was starting to set, so I decided to begin preparing dinner. Mewi was sure to come back hungry. I finished up the stew with everything I had. The flavor came out pretty well—especially considering that I was the chef. I hoped Mewi would enjoy it.


      With the light from the setting sun pouring through the window, the summer’s heat ebbed a little, and a refreshing breeze began to blow. When the weather was nice during the day, the nights were very comfortable, even during the summer.


      The sun finished setting. Now that it was night, light quickly vanished from the city, and the air became even more pleasant. However...


      Mewi still wasn’t back.


      ◇


      “Haaah...! Haaah...!”


      The sun had set, cloaking the city of Baltrain in night, and I was sprinting along the dark streets. Unable to continue sitting on my hands, I’d rushed out of the house on an impulse.


      What else could I do? Mewi hadn’t come home.
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      That said, it would be meaningless to search this huge city aimlessly. Finding her would be an incredibly lucky break, but the odds of that happening were slim—going about it this way would be a waste of time.


      “Phew...”


      I calmed my breathing as I came to stand before an enormous facility that seemed to shine under the dark sky—the magic institute. Mewi had told me that Cindy and Fredra had invited her out, so I knew she hadn’t planned to go anywhere on her own. And since she was out playing with her school friends, the school was a good place to search for clues about where she went.


      It was entirely possible that I’d run past her at some point, and that was why I’d left a letter back at home explaining that I’d gone out looking for her. If I ended up returning to the house completely dejected, only to find Mewi casually enjoying the stew I’d made... Well, I could ask for nothing more. I prayed for that to happen.


      “Oh? You’re...”


      “Temporary lecturer for the sword magic class, Beryl Gardenant. Pardon me, I have urgent business to attend to.”


      “I-I see. Understood.”


      Much like the order’s office, the institute had a guarded gate. This was natural for the nation’s foremost educational institution. I was glad in this moment that I worked here as a temporary lecturer. I would’ve normally been stopped and questioned, but I was instead able to get through without really explaining myself.


      Being known and having connections was definitely helpful. I felt like my mindset was drifting in the exact direction Allucia had planned for me, but right now, I didn’t have time to stop and worry about that. I was ready to use whatever tools I had at hand to find Mewi.


      “Okay... Who do I ask now...?”


      I’d successfully entered the magic institute’s grounds, but I had to think about my next course of action. Basically, I had to choose between going to the dorms or the staff room. It would be easier for me to go to the dorms since I knew several of the students already. Cindy and Fredra lived in the dorms too, so I could get some useful information there.


      But the staff room had adults who could help, and if I told them it was an emergency, they were sure to act. That said, mustering them would take more time than simply asking Mewi’s peers—I’d had pretty much no interactions with any of the staff beyond Kinera and Ficelle, so my unfamiliarity would slow things down.


      I’d been standing still just inside the gate for a few moments when a voice called out.


      “Master...? What’s wrong?”


      “Ah! Ficelle! Perfect timing!”


      What a coincidence that she found me. This is a godsend.


      “Let me get straight to it,” I told her. “Mewi still hasn’t come home.”


      “Got it. That makes things quick for me too.”


      “Hm...?”


      Ficelle processed the situation a lot faster than I’d expected, though I didn’t quite understand what she was talking about.


      “I just got word from the dorms,” she explained. “Cindy and Fredra are missing.”


      “What...?”


      The tension in the air was palpable. Ficelle was dead serious. Under no circumstance would she tell such a joke with that kind of expression and tone.


      Mewi, Cindy, and Fredra hadn’t returned—three students of the magic institute had gone missing at the same time. This was a serious incident.


      “I was just on my way to explain things to the other teachers,” Ficelle said. “Master Beryl, did Mewi tell you anything?”


      “Yeah, she told me she was going to play with Cindy and Fredra this afternoon before coming home.”


      “So...”


      “They all got caught up in something...”


      It wasn’t clear whether there’d been an accident or not. The only certainty was that all three were missing. If an accident had occurred, we couldn’t do anything except deal with the aftermath. And as unlikely as that scenario was, nearly everyone had accidents at some point in their lives. I could only pray the girls weren’t dead.


      However, what if something more nefarious had happened? Could there be some mastermind out there keeping Mewi and the others from returning?


      “The magic corps is already on the case,” Ficelle said. “Ensuring the students’ safety is part of our job.”


      “That’s a relief. I’m counting on you.”


      Searching for Mewi on my own while relying only on my personal connections really had been a last resort. It’s far too inefficient. I was extremely grateful that the magic corps was already on the move. After all, they had to protect the budding wizards—young people who could be considered national treasures of Liberis. It was yet another godsend that Mewi fit into this category. Had she continued working as a pickpocket for Twilight, she would’ve surely met a cruel end sooner or later.


      “What’ll you do, Master?” Ficelle asked.


      She had to do her job as a member of the magic corps, while I had my responsibility as Mewi’s guardian. From that perspective, I was capable of far less—kinda like when I’d gone to save Surena. That didn’t mean I was utterly incapable, though.


      “I’ll try using my personal connections,” I answered. “But this saves me the trouble of explaining things to the institute and the magic corps.”


      “Got it.”


      Ficelle was a fair bit younger than Allucia and Surena, but for her age, she was extremely quick at processing information and making decisions. She looks so reliable... The magic corps really has tempered her.


      “If they went out to play, it was probably in the central or western districts,” Ficelle said. “We’ll focus the search there. Wizards of the magic corps are probably around that area, so talk to them if you see any.”


      “Right, thanks.”


      Having shared what information we had, there was no need for idle chatter. Both Ficelle and I knew this. Before I left the institute, we ended things by quickly arranging a means of meeting up.


      Ficelle had to explain things to the other teachers, so she made her way into the building. I turned around and left through the gate I’d just entered, stopping for a moment to offer the guard my gratitude.


      “Bye, and thanks for your hard work.”


      “Right, uhhhh... Thanks?” He made an expression like he wanted to say I’d only just arrived, but my behavior wasn’t all that uncommon, so I hoped he could overlook it. He might think I’m a little weird, though.


      “All right, time to run again...”


      Now that it was completely dark, stagecoaches came around far less frequently. I didn’t have the time to wait for one—that was why I’d run all the way here from home, and I wasn’t about to start complaining about being tired. Mewi’s well-being was at stake, after all. I had to run, even if I had to whip my old bones into shape to do so. This was the kind of thing I’d trained for on a daily basis anyway.


      “Hup!”


      I caught my breath a little, then broke into a run. My destination was the Liberion Order’s office, which was in the middle of the central district. It was a fair distance from my current location in the northern district, but closer than my home. Not by much, but still.


      Someone had to be there, even at this hour. The knights trained morning and night. I wouldn’t be able to mobilize the organization on my own, but I just had to catch someone who could. At the very least, I had to find someone who could talk to someone who could.


      “Wait, that’s me!” I quipped at myself in the middle of running.


      Now that I thought of it, I was a special instructor. Did I have the power to make the Liberion Order spring to action on my behalf? Honestly, I wasn’t sure. Things would be different if this were a formal request from the magic corps, but this was a personal problem, not a political one.


      Nevertheless, since I was making a move, I had to at least report the incident. Allucia and Henblitz knew Mewi too, so they would understand. Bureaucracy was one thing I still didn’t really have a grasp on, especially in a situation like this. It was difficult to figure out how much my exaggerated title applied and how far I could push things. Ideally, I’d never have to worry about hierarchy or politics, but several situations had been forced on me lately that required this kind of engagement.


      This wasn’t a matter of me wanting authority. I honestly just wanted to live a peaceful life. However, to that end, I needed an appropriate amount of authority, and the wage I received was a part of that. I didn’t have any interest in power itself, but ironically, now that I had a higher vantage point, I was starting to see the benefits of wielding it.


      Was this a good or bad mindset to have? I wasn’t sure. They did say that status could change a man. Thinking back on it, something similar had happened when I’d inherited the dojo from my dad, but it hadn’t been a big enough change for me to notice. For better or worse, I’d gone through multiple upheavals since being invited to Baltrain.


      Here and now, yet another wave was crashing upon my shores. Not that the specifics of it pleased me in any way whatsoever.


      “Haaah...!”


      I didn’t stop sprinting, even as these jumbled thoughts raced through my mind. Before I knew it, I found myself in front of the Liberion Order’s office. Running made my body feel hot, even at night, and I was already covered in sweat. It felt gross, but now wasn’t the time to complain.


      “Oh? Mr. Beryl...?” said the guard at the gate.


      “Hi, thanks for your hard work. I have urgent business to attend to. Excuse me.”


      “S-Sure.”


      I had the same exchange with this guard as I’d had with the one at the magic institute. I was familiar with him, so our exchange ended very quickly. I’m basically skating through entirely on my reputation. It’s a nice thing to have during emergencies, though I never thought I’d realize it at a time like this.


      I could see lit lamps here and there throughout the building. Would Allucia still be in her office, though? She didn’t seem like the type to do unnecessary overtime. I was betting she’d quickly finished all of her duties and was now restoring her spirits back home.


      Thus, it made more sense to go to the training hall. Better to go somewhere the knights would definitely be rather than running around randomly.


      “I’m begging you...”


      I prayed to find someone there as I hurried to the training hall. Though the sun had set, it wasn’t yet the dead of the night. We were on the edge of the time when particularly passionate knights would still be training, and people working a night shift were bound to be around.


      Running through the courtyard and approaching the training hall, I could hear muffled sounds through the door. Someone’s there. That’s a hopeful sign.


      Please let it be anyone besides the new recruits! I know I can’t be picky, but still!


      I swung the door open somewhat violently, but this was an emergency, so I hoped they could forgive me for that.


      “Is anyone around?!”


      “Mr. Beryl...?! Why are you here so late at night?”


      “Henblitz! Thank goodness...!”


      I’d drawn the luckiest lot. Not that what’s happening to Mewi is lucky in any way... Still, this was pretty much the best outcome I could personally hope for.


      Standing before me was a man with tanned skin and a buff build—Roaring Blade Henblitz Drout. He was covered in sweat with a wooden sword in hand, and his voice and expression looked absolutely reassuring to me in my current state. He must’ve been training here diligently, even this late into the night. I could tell at a glance that he was exhausted and out of breath. Despite this, he immediately paid attention to my needs. He really is a good man.


      “Sorry, it’s an emergency...!”


      “Understood. Please calm down first.”


      There were several other knights in the training hall, all of whom had stopped in anticipation of receiving orders. They were looking at us curiously, but none were going out of their way to approach us. They were likely entrusting this to their lieutenant commander. The Liberion Order truly was elite in all aspects—faced with an unexpected event, they naturally expected to get involved.


      “Would you like to talk elsewhere?” Henblitz asked.


      “No, here will do. Thanks, though.”


      I was grateful for his consideration, but I didn’t have time to waste. It didn’t matter if the other knights heard about this. I had no intention of spreading the news, but I also didn’t need to hide the fact that I was a child’s guardian—especially within the order.


      “Mewi hasn’t come home,” I explained. “Two of her school friends are missing too. The magic corps is conducting a search.”


      The moment Henblitz heard my words, the air around him changed immediately.


      “Forgive my poor manners, but allow me to go over this once more,” he said. “Mewi and her school friends are missing. Are you certain?”


      “Yes. I was just at the institute and met Ficelle there. She’s also on the move.”


      “Ms. Ficelle too... Understood.”


      Henblitz was keeping things straight and making sure I was giving him accurate information. This was an important step to mobilizing the order. As an involved party, I was extremely anxious, but the order’s upper echelon had to remain calm and confirm every detail. Still, when he repeated the issue to me, the pit in the bottom of my stomach only got deeper. Though the situation hadn’t changed, hearing it laid out so cleanly was bad for my heart. It was impossible to intentionally rid myself of emotions like panic and anxiety by sheer force of will.


      “Hey!” Henblitz yelled. He turned to the other knights in the training hall.


      “Yes, sir!”


      “Send a runner to the commander. It’s an emergency,” he ordered, clear authority in his voice. “Also, gather all available knights and those on the night shift. Don’t forget to contact the garrison too.”


      “Yes, sir!”


      I understood sending a runner to Allucia, but I felt like gathering all available knights was going a little far. Though I was definitely grateful, seeing such a large initial response made me shrink back a little. But I suppose I’m a bit emotionally unstable right now.


      “Ummm, Henblitz? Thanks, but calling all the knights is a little—”


      “There’s a roster so that we can move no matter what happens,” Henblitz told me. “Your consideration is unnecessary.”


      “R-Right...”


      I understood the logic. It was impossible to predict future incidents, so there were always personnel available who could adapt to emergency situations. But was Mewi not coming home considered an “emergency situation”? It was a major one for me, but was it really worth mobilizing so much of the Liberion Order?


      In the worst case, it could be interpreted as Henblitz abusing his authority. When Surena had gone missing, Allucia and the Liberion Order hadn’t made any moves at all. They hadn’t been able to. Mobilizing the order over an individual’s selfish whims was supposed to be out of the question.


      “Um, I’m grateful, but...if this might put you in a bad position, I can do it myself...”


      I in no way wanted to influence Henblitz’s career, and if this could put his standing in jeopardy, I didn’t want to risk it. Taken to an extreme, this was like asking whether Mewi or Henblitz was more important. They both were, but still...


      “Mr. Beryl, forgive my impudence, but it seems you do not truly understand.”


      “H-Hm?”


      The air around Henblitz changed once more. It almost felt like he was admonishing me. He stared at my face, then spoke with perfect clarity.


      “The daughter of the Liberion Order’s special instructor has gone missing. This is a perfectly legitimate matter for the order to make a move on. Your concerns are absolutely unnecessary.”


      “I...see. Thanks.”


      His sincere words and expression really struck home—in a good way. It calmed my wavering heart a little. Before I’d gotten here, I’d been fully intent on getting the order’s help. And if Allucia hadn’t been available, I’d been hoping to grab a member of the upper brass like Henblitz. But after finding him, I’d started doubting and questioning whether that was really all right.


      This mental back-and-forth in so short a time was proof of how shaken I was. I really need to calm down. Fortunately, Henblitz’s strong words gave me a moment to reflect on my behavior and collect my emotions.


      It was fine to use everything I had at my disposal—that didn’t make me conceited. In this case, the Liberion Order was a perfectly valid piece to put into play. Having a clear awareness of that changed my mood considerably.


      There was no guarantee something like this wouldn’t happen again, and it could happen to someone other than Mewi. If my mom, dad, or any new family I could have in the future gets into danger, I can rely on the Liberion Order without any unnecessary restraint. Realizing this helped stabilize my mind. This policy wasn’t wrong, and I was being told there was no need to hold back.


      Anyway, my daughter... My daughter now, huh? I mean, it’s the best word to use to describe her, but I don’t think Mewi and I are really conscious of that. It’s hard to hear it said aloud.


      I hoped we would see it as normal one day. Here and now, to make sure that future wasn’t thwarted, I had to protect her with everything I had.


      “Ha ha, sorry for losing my cool like that,” I muttered. “Seriously, thank you.”


      “Please, don’t let it bother you. All of us know that your consideration is one of your virtues.”


      “Ha ha ha...”


      I couldn’t help but smile bitterly at having my indecisive personality praised as a virtue. Anyway, regardless of whether he truly felt that way or whether he was just trying to make me feel better, the way he could say such things without any hesitation was really cool. I wanted to be like that too...but it still seemed like a distant future for me.


      “We’ll initiate the search immediately. I’ll be taking command and forming a search party,” Henblitz explained. “Mr. Beryl, do you have any other information?”


      “Yeah. Ficelle told me that children generally go to the western or central districts to play. The magic corps will be focusing their search there.”


      “I see...”


      After processing what I’d told him, Henblitz quickly left the training hall. There was no need for me to stay, so I naturally followed him out.


      “We cannot entirely count out the possibility that Mewi has made it home,” he said. “What will you do, Mr. Beryl?”


      “I left a letter for her at the house. I’ll join the search too.”


      “Understood.”


      The possibility he spoke of was the best-case scenario. If I got back completely exhausted only to find Mewi awkwardly waiting for me, I would scold her, then take her on a tour of the institute, the magic corps, and the order to apologize. That would be the happiest and most peaceful ending.


      Waiting at home for her return was an important duty, but it wasn’t a choice a swordsman would prioritize. If anything, that would be a mother’s role. I wasn’t capable of splitting into two people, though. I would need someone else for that. Not really making any progress on that front, though. And looking for a woman entirely on that premise would also be extremely rude.


      “What’s the plan looking like?” I asked, having great interest in this as a concerned party.


      “It depends on how we coordinate with the magic corps and the garrison... In all likelihood, we’ll gather in the central district and search the southern district.”


      “The south?”


      This was...a little unexpected. I’d been to the southern district before, and it was a vast agricultural area with nothing much for children to do. Well, the view was nice on sunny days, but Mewi and the girls were rather young to be appreciating stuff like that.


      “Three girls have gone missing at once,” Henblitz explained. “If it’s due to an accident, then they could be in the western district...but if we consider this a kidnapping, their captors would choose a place with less pedestrian traffic.”


      “Oh! I get it...!”


      That made a lot of sense. I’m really not suited for this kind of deductive reasoning. The lieutenant commander certainly lives up to his title.


      An accident was still possible. It would be strange for all three of them to be unable to find help, but it wasn’t out of the question. However, if this was something more sinister—a kidnapping, for instance—then yeah, finding them in the central or western districts would be unlikely.


      Kidnapping people was difficult. However, in a huge crowd, it was surprisingly easy to go unnoticed—if the abduction was done well, of course. Bad actors became a lot more obvious when the streets were completely empty, since in a quiet area, kicking up a fuss stood out all the more. But on the flip side, there were fewer people to notice a crime occurring in a place like that. That was why kidnappings were initiated among the hustle and bustle, and once victims were subdued, they were transported to a less populated secondary location during the night.


      Mewi, Cindy, and Fredra all possessed the ability to at least put up a fight. They weren’t studying at the magic institute for nothing. However, they were still students—still children. And though Mewi’s life had been anything but easy, Cindy and Fredra had, to my knowledge, been spared such experiences. I couldn’t imagine them immediately leaping into action when faced with this kind of danger. Ideally, they would be able to enjoy peaceful lives without ever experiencing true peril, but there was no eliminating the possibility.


      “There’s the southeastern district too...” I muttered.


      “Yes... I’m sure you don’t really want to remember that, but...”


      “Not much we can do about it.”


      The southeastern district wasn’t a formal designation within the city. It was more of a nickname used by the public. I’d learned of the area’s shady reputation after moving to Baltrain—more specifically, when I’d met Mewi. She was an orphan who’d been born and raised there, after all.


      It was true I didn’t really want to remember it, but the same went for Henblitz. Maintaining public safety was the Liberion Order’s chief duty. They wouldn’t want to recognize the existence of a place like that, even informally. But such spots were inevitable wherever people of a certain mindset gathered. There really was nothing that could be done about it.


      Still, it would be foolish to simply neglect a hotbed of crime. That much was obvious. Yet securing and revitalizing a slum wasn’t something that could be done quickly. There were all kinds of fetters—ones I couldn’t even begin to imagine—that prevented it from happening. I had no intention of criticizing anyone for that.


      “If it was just an accident, the magic corps will shelter them shortly,” Henblitz continued. “And if it wasn’t, we’ll need to widen the search area.”


      “Got it. I trust your judgment.”


      Everything he said was true. If there’d been an accident, the corps would take the three girls in once they arrived on-site. But if something worse had happened, it was best to mobilize for a more aggressive approach as soon as possible. Honestly, I hadn’t been able to reach such a conclusion on my own—that Henblitz could analyze the situation like this showcased his abilities as a leader and proved that he stood above others on metrics beyond individual strength. Compared to him, I’m really not suited for leadership, huh?


      “I might be telling the wrong people this...” I told Henblitz, “but if it comes to violence, please leave it to me.”


      “Of course. I can’t think of anyone more reliable.”


      “Ha ha ha. I do hope it doesn’t come to that, though.”


      There were some things I couldn’t concede as a swordsman—or as a guardian, for that matter. I had no idea what’d truly happened, but if it was indeed a kidnapping... Well, let me just say that if the culprit resists, I’m not sure I’ll be able to hold back. I’d asked Henblitz to leave it to me, but if I crossed the line, I hoped he would stop me.


      I’ll just pray that this doesn’t develop into anything too serious.


      I followed Henblitz as we relayed information and waited for things to come together. I was desperate to do anything, but now that things had progressed to this point, there was almost nothing I could do as an individual.


      All interested parties were now on the move. There was no reason to make things more complicated by running around on my own. I just had to wait for the opportunity, then spring into action as quickly as possible. I must withstand this idle moment—I can’t forget what I came here to do.


      ◇


      “Haaah...”


      I walked with quick strides through the nighttime streets of Baltrain’s central district. It was nowhere near as lively as it was during the day, but here and there, people were still out and about. This really is the big city. In Beaden, it was normal for everyone to shut themselves in their homes the moment the sun was gone.


      “The garrison is already on the move across the city. The knights are also aiding in the search.”


      “Yeah, I know... Thanks for that.”


      After leaving the office with Henblitz, he made sure I didn’t run off on my own. Doing so wouldn’t widen the search net at all. One old man wasn’t going to make much of a difference on his own—I knew that already.


      That said, I was still impatient. I wasn’t sure whether I should be here walking around with Henblitz. He must’ve sensed my anxiety and wanted to reassure me. I seriously had to find some way to thank him for today. He was, by far, the greatest new connection I’d made since coming to Baltrain.


      I vowed to continue being someone worthy of such connections. It’s...a lot of pressure. Nobody was telling me to do so or anything, but it was important to have that kind of self-discipline. I’d learned that much since getting pulled out of the countryside.


      Anyway, if Lucy were here, she’d probably tell me right to my face... Well, whatever. She’s an exception to most rules—both in ability and status.


      There was one other person here who I couldn’t forget: the young knight commander of the Liberion Order, Allucia Citrus.


      “Morale is high among the knights. There is no need for concern, Master. Please leave it to us.”


      “Allucia...”


      After receiving the urgent message from a runner, she’d hurried over here. Normally, she would’ve been taking a break from her duties at this time of night, but she’d appeared immediately. One part of me was impressed, while another felt guilty.


      “Sorry for bothering you so late at—”


      She cut me off. “There is no need to apologize. As I’m sure you heard from Henblitz, this matter is more than enough to mobilize the order.”


      “Right...”


      Henblitz had, in fact, told me the exact same thing. It was simply in my nature to shrink back like this. Judging by Allucia’s expression and tone, she wasn’t lying—this really was an incident worth mobilizing the order over. It was questionable whether my powers of observation worked beyond fighting, but I had to believe it was true.


      As if reading my thoughts, Allucia added, “If anything, you saved us a lot of trouble by bringing this matter to our doorstep.”


      “How so...?”


      “If we didn’t make a move in searching for and rescuing our special instructor’s relative, it could lead to criticism. Do keep in mind that your status is that considerable, Master.”


      “Whaaa...?”


      Her words left me somewhat confused. I could understand if not aiding me would violate Allucia’s and Henblitz’s personal sense of honor. I had good relationships with them, so they would want to help with such a serious issue. However, I didn’t imagine that this would affect the Liberion Order’s reputation as a whole. Well, I suppose it had crossed my mind, but I’d thought about it in the opposite way—maybe mobilizing over such a “trivial” thing would be seen as beneath them.


      “It is as the commander says,” Henblitz joined in. “You are known to the royal family, and you have a good reputation among certain nobles. If such a man is treated poorly by the order, it would ruin our reputation.”


      “I-Is that so...?”


      Now wasn’t really the time to be thinking about it, but I broke out in a cold sweat. It was true that I was acquainted with Liberis’s king and Crown Princess Salacia, now of Sphenedyardvania. As for the nobles, he was definitely referring to Warren—to Margrave Flumvelk. You could also technically count Lord Ricanor and Lady Silverkinson since I’d spoken to them at the party in Flumvelk. Those were about the only nobles I knew, and I’d only spoken to the latter two that one time.


      Common sense told me that they might not even remember me, but they probably did. Nobles survived high society through connections. That was what Shueste had taught me, at least. Honestly, I had no idea what my reputation was, and I didn’t try to find out. But seeing firsthand how reputation affects power made me somewhat restless.


      Despite knowing all this, it was hard to take Allucia and Henblitz at face value. They only ever had good things to say about me, which made me question if any of it was really true. I didn’t have the means or courage to check this against the other bigwigs, though. The whole thing made me awfully uneasy.


      We were currently in the south end of the central district. Even though Baltrain’s main thoroughfare wasn’t as large as the one in Sphenedyardvania’s capital of Dilmahaka, it was still wide and ran through the middle of the city. The order had secured a portion of it to serve as the relay base for this search.


      The headquarters was still in the order’s office, of course. Allucia and Henblitz should’ve been there, but for some reason, they were on the front lines. Not that it was my place to say anything about it...


      Once we arrived at the relay base, we received an update from Evans, who’d been on-site.


      “Commander! Lieutenant Commander!”


      “Evans, report.”


      “Yes, ma’am. We’ve worked with the garrison and have just now secured the southern gate. The magic corps is stationed at the western gate. Personnel are currently gathering in the central and southern districts.”


      “Very good.”


      Everyone had worked at a tremendous pace to secure two of the gates so quickly. It hadn’t even been an hour since I’d started running around.


      Now that I thought about it some more, it was frightening that so many people could be mobilized for the search of just three girls. I still wasn’t quite sure whether this was the proper use of national assets. But having come this far already, maybe it was best for me to just accept the situation, even if I wasn’t fully convinced.


      “The search has already covered a wide area,” Allucia said, summarizing in a somewhat stiff tone. “There still aren’t any clues, though. Master, in the worst case...”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      If it’d been an accident, the girls wouldn’t have moved from wherever it’d occurred—they wouldn’t have been able to. It was strange that not even a corpse had been found after such a large-scale search. If they were still alive after an accident, then the order, magic corps, or royal garrison would’ve found them by now. I didn’t want to consider it, but we were at the point where the worst-case scenario had to be considered.


      This could be an abduction.


      “Has this kind of thing happened before?” I asked. I couldn’t help but wonder whether a kidnapping had happened in the city before and if the order had taken part in the search.


      “Very few, but yes,” Allucia answered. “Most were just minor criminals, though. They were bad at hiding and were easily tracked and arrested.”


      “I see...”


      You couldn’t expect the crime rate in a city to be zero, especially with so many goods and people crowded in one place. The fact that minor criminals like the Dark Hand of Twilight had been sneaking around already proved that perfectly maintaining public order couldn’t be accomplished. It was also impossible to save every victim. I knew that very well based on recent events.


      Hearing that kidnappers had been arrested reassured me somewhat, but there was no guarantee that things would end the same this time. Also, even if the culprits were arrested, that didn’t necessarily mean the victims would be safe.


      I’d asked her that question, but what had I even wanted to hear? Something that would give me a bit of emotional stability? My own words were somewhat toxic to my current mental state, and my thoughts were once again making me anxious. I just wanted to find the bad guys and capture them already.


      After I’d been waiting a while in Baltrain’s central district and nursing the anxieties that were eating away at me, a knight came rushing over on horseback.


      “I have a message!”


      Having horses definitely helped with mobility. I’d really gotten a sense for that on my trip to Vesparta. Human legs limited how quickly information could be transmitted, after all.


      “What is it?!” Henblitz asked sharply.


      At times like these, an amateur would convey whether it was good or bad news based purely on their behavior. Unfortunately, these knights were all pros. Though the knight looked like he was in a hurry, his expression and conduct were extremely businesslike. I wonder what he’s going to tell us...


      “A carriage of unknown affiliation was discovered in the southernmost area of the southern district! It ignored an order to stop, and combat has begun!”


      “The scale of the battle?”


      “Enemy forces unknown! Two knights and ten soldiers have engaged!”


      The atmosphere around us shifted immediately. An unknown carriage carrying an unknown number of people had refused to obey an order, and battle had broken out. It still wasn’t clear whether they were responsible for Mewi, Cindy, and Fredra’s disappearance. However, they wouldn’t have taken such drastic action unless they were up to no good. The order’s only choice was to arrest them.


      “Good work. Wait here a moment... Commander.”


      Henblitz and Allucia huddled and considered what to do. Two knights and ten soldiers would normally be more than enough to stop a carriage. That said, it was entirely possible that these criminals were crazy enough to target three students from the magic institute. Taking a wait-and-see approach was entirely valid, though personally, I wanted to charge into the fray. Either way, it wasn’t guaranteed that Mewi would be there.


      “Henblitz, take command of several knights and reinforce them,” Allucia commanded. “I shall remain here in overall command.”


      “Yes, ma’am!”


      Her plan was to send the Roaring Blade after our foes. I agreed with this decision. I didn’t know much about strategy, but quite frankly, throwing Henblitz into the mix would solve most situations one way or another. That was how powerful he was as an individual. And if he wasn’t enough, then the knights and soldiers currently in combat probably weren’t doing too well.


      “What will you do, Mr. Beryl?” Henblitz asked.


      “If it’s fine for me to come with you, then I will,” I told him. “I can’t overlook a crime like this. Allucia, is that okay?”


      “Not a problem,” she answered. “If there are any further developments, we’ll send a rider to you.”


      “Please do.”


      With that, it was decided: I would go with Henblitz. In a perfect world, we would find Mewi, beat up the villains, and bring the incident to a neat end. But even if Mewi wasn’t there, the search was expanding in all directions, so they would find her eventually. So, it was best to defeat the bad guys who were currently fighting the order.


      “Okay! Lead us to the battle!” Henblitz commanded.


      “Yes, sir!”


      I felt sorry for the knight who’d hurried over here with the message, but he was going to have to put in just a little more work. He had to guide me, Henblitz, and the other knights who were going to help.


      All right, who the hell is going to be waiting for us? If they’re just petty criminals, we’ll beat them up; if they’re responsible for taking the girls, then they’re gonna pay.


      They abducted my daughter. They had better be prepared for what I’m going to do next.


      ◇


      “This way!”


      Several horses followed the knight leading us to the battle. Knights were cavalry, so there were stables at the order’s office. I’d never been to them, though. I’d never had any need to see the horses. But this situation was different. Horses were indispensable for searching a wide area, so I was borrowing one of the order’s mounts.


      We passed members of the garrison, order, and magic corps along the way. All these organizations are taking part in the search effort, huh? What a welcome sight. They hadn’t actually found the girls yet, but once this was over, I needed to properly thank them all. Allucia and Henblitz claimed that I had the qualifications to receive such treatment, but even if I accepted that, I didn’t ever want to come off as entitled.


      Though it was nighttime, having so many soldiers prowling the city had to be causing anxiety among the populace. Still, it seemed the garrison was doing a good job of promoting calm on the streets.


      I’m really sorry for the ruckus, everyone. I’ll settle things tonight, so please give me a break.


      Our horses galloped on, and we entered what everyone informally called the southeastern district. Buildings dotted the area, but all of them were old and small. And though it was hard to see in the darkness, I could spot figures sitting in the shadows of buildings.


      It was my first time being in a place like this—hearing about it and seeing it for myself were two different things. When I imagined Mewi living in such an area, it spurred my desire to protect her all the more.


      That said, I wasn’t under the delusion that I could save everyone who lived here. It would be impossible to try, and while I saw myself as a good person, I didn’t want to become a saint or anything.


      Some things simply couldn’t be done; lines had to be drawn. However, if improvement was possible, I would do everything I could to make people’s lives better. No matter how skilled with a sword, any individual only had two arms, and one set of hands wasn’t enough to carry all the burdens of the world.


      Since each individual could only do so much, the only way to truly enact change was to deploy many people to the task of solving the problem. I personally had no intention of ever trying to do that, though. Even after gaining some confidence in my own skills and expanding my outlook on life, my mind hadn’t changed on my abilities as a leader, and I doubted it ever would.


      We traveled down the deserted streets unimpeded, and after a while, the knight who was leading us signaled that we were almost there.


      “We’ll be arriving momentarily!”


      “Understood!”


      I couldn’t hear any ambient noise from the environment. The galloping horses and the wind blowing against me drowned out any other sounds.


      We still didn’t know what awaited us.


      As we made our way onto a wide road, a light came into sight ahead of us. It was likely from the carriage we were pursuing or from those around it. Either way, there were definitely people around.


      I could hear the faint sounds of battle cutting through the silence. Metal clashed against metal, so neither side had been wiped out yet. I was hoping the knights held superiority, but there was no telling until we got closer.


      I spurred my horse onward, but it still felt like we were closing in so slowly.


      “Hiyah!”


      “Ugh...!”


      Just as we arrived, the battle came to an end. A knight had just cut down the last scoundrel.


      “Report!” Henblitz bellowed.


      His voice instantly attracted the attention of everyone present. Tension was thick in the air.


      Charisma’s definitely a necessary trait for any leader. I could never imitate Henblitz.


      “Yes, sir! Uhh...minor casualties! Ummm...several garrison soldiers are lightly injured! Also, two suspects have escaped! Curuni is in pursuit!”


      “Good work!” Henblitz replied after a brief pause.


      The knight stuttered as she went over her report. Taking a closer look, I realized that it was Adel. So you got called into this too, huh?


      Henblitz didn’t expect too much from her—he let any awkwardness go and just moved things along. She would get better at reports like this as she accumulated real combat experience. Given my age, I knew how to keep up appearances, but I definitely couldn’t be considered skilled at it. I hope Adel does her best to improve. Such knowledge and experience will serve her well.


      But there was no more time to consider Adel’s progress—we had to resolve this incident.


      “Which way did Curuni go?!” Henblitz shouted.


      “That way!”


      Only two culprits had escaped, and overall, this seemed like a minor incident. From what I could tell, there weren’t even ten fallen foes here, so it wasn’t like we were up against a huge group. However, thinking of it another way, two of them had gotten away after facing off against ten soldiers and two knights. And though the escapees hadn’t technically succeeded yet, the fact that they had evaded such trained warriors was impressive.


      The two knights they’d gotten past were apparently Curuni and Adel. Edel was likely somewhere out here too. The order’s leadership was probably avoiding making groups composed entirely of new recruits.


      Despite her looks, Curuni had considerable skill. She was capable of defeating most scoundrels with a single strike, and her incredible stamina meant she was the perfect candidate for chasing anyone down. There were very few people who were capable of escaping from her monstrous physicality. From another perspective, it meant we were dealing with a troublesome opponent who was capable of both surviving a clash with her and slipping away.


      “What was in the carriage?” Henblitz asked.


      “Ah! Children! Forgive me! Two were taken away!”


      My idle thoughts were blown away by Adel’s answer. “Let me check the carriage!” I yelled.


      “Ah, Mas— Ah, I mean, Special Instructor! This way!”


      I quickly dismounted and headed toward the carriage. It wasn’t that far from where the fighting had taken place. Several soldiers surrounded it.


      Two criminals had escaped. Two children still weren’t safe. All the children had to be protected, of course. I knew that...but still.


      “Are they okay?!”


      The garrison’s soldiers were somewhat surprised, but I didn’t have the composure to worry about that. I could hear several muffled young voices behind the carriage. There were only a few—less than ten. I strained my eyes as they adjusted to the darkness, and before long, I spotted a familiar face.


      “Ah... Mr. Beryl...?” she muttered quietly, her spirit completely drained.


      “Fredra! You’re okay!”


      It was one of the students in the sword magic class, Fredra Eneq. She looked exhausted. I was glad she didn’t appear to be injured.
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      It really had been a kidnapping—and in Baltrain, of all places. Quite a bold crime. I wondered if they had significant backing or whether they were just petty criminals who thought too highly of themselves.


      “S-Sorr— Mewi... Cindy...!”


      “It’s okay, it’s okay. It’s not your fault. Try to calm yourself.”


      The kidnapping had been stressful enough by itself, but Mewi and Cindy were still being held captive—all of this had Fredra in a complete panic. I wasn’t maintaining my composure either, though seeing someone even more shaken than me was surprisingly calming. Never thought I’d realize that in a situation like this...


      I was curious about how things had ended up this way, but there was no point in questioning Fredra right now. It would just drive her further into a corner, and I certainly didn’t want to do that.


      “That goes for the rest of you too,” I said. “The kingdom is protecting you now. Please keep calm.”


      I didn’t recognize the other children. They were all around Fredra or Mewi’s age, or maybe a little younger. The kidnappers didn’t seem to discriminate between boys and girls either. Fredra was the best dressed among them, though.


      Had the culprits been after poor children? But in that case, it would’ve been more efficient to keep their activities to the southeastern district. I couldn’t understand why they’d targeted three girls who’d gone out to play after school. The girls obviously hadn’t gone to the slums on their own.


      “Mr. Beryl, the garrison will keep watch here,” Henblitz said.


      “Right...”


      I brought my rambling thoughts to an end there. I couldn’t figure it out, so my priority needed to be resolving the situation. I could worry afterward. I had to focus on killing the culprits and getting Mewi and Cindy back safe.


      “Adel, lead the way to Curuni!” Henblitz commanded. “Will we need horses?!”


      “Yes! They took off at great speed! It’ll be faster by horse!”


      “Good, use this one! Send a runner back for reinforcements. The rest of you, stay here and secure the area!”


      “Yes, sir!”


      After Henblitz finished ordering the knights, I mounted my horse once more so we could follow after Curuni. We’d pushed our mounts quite hard by this point—I hoped they could put up with it for just a bit longer.


      “Let’s go!”


      At the lieutenant commander’s signal, we got moving. Henblitz, Adel, and I were going after Curuni. If this was an opponent Curuni couldn’t finish on her own, then it would be too much for Adel. And once she was done leading us there, it would be better for her to go back to the rest of the knights. Henblitz is an expert at commanding his subordinates.


      One question still remained: Why Mewi and Cindy specifically? They had nearly opposite personalities, but neither was a particularly convenient hostage. Fredra or the other children would’ve been far more docile. Perhaps the kidnappers simply had no choice in the midst of battle. Still, this was something they should’ve figured out when they’d originally abducted the girls.


      So why had they chosen those two? Would they even answer if we captured them? We had to keep them alive if we wanted to extract any information from them, but if they posed a danger to Mewi or Cindy, I would kill them without hesitation.


      “Please...!”


      They’d gone out of their way to use the girls as hostages, so I doubted they would kill them. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, though. Once cornered, our foes would be faced with the choice of releasing the hostages or killing them to try to get away.


      Things weren’t so simple that I could say, “Fredra is safe now, so Mewi and Cindy will surely be safe too.” I could only pray—even if it wasn’t clear whether I was praying to a god, my sword, or myself.


      ◇


      With Adel as our new guide, we proceeded onward. Incidentally, Adel was pretty good on horseback. Pretty much everybody who lived in the countryside had some experience with handling horses since it was impossible to travel long distances without them.


      This was one of the few country bumpkin skills that we’d both been able to put to use in the big city. We couldn’t hold a candle to those who’d polished their techniques over many years as professionals, but it sure was a boon to have practical horseback riding experience instead of none at all. My first time riding a horse had been quite the ordeal.


      Such thoughts drifted through my mind as we continued spurring our horses on. Several minutes later, the scenery visible through the darkness changed completely. The buildings were gone, and the night sky spread out above us. We’d ended up in the southern district.


      “This place is...”


      There were no pedestrians in this area at night, so it was the easiest place to hide a moving carriage in the darkness. Had they made it here before the inspection, they would’ve rolled through swiftly and in utter silence.


      Where had the kidnappers escaped to? Maybe their base was in Baltrain, and they were trying to leave the city to throw us off their track. They could even be a crime syndicate from another city or nation entirely.


      We would figure it out once we captured them...but still. I couldn’t help but think about it. The Dark Hand of Twilight had found it difficult to commit crimes on the home turf of the Liberion Order and the magic corps—these villains were struggling as well, though they hadn’t completely botched the job. They must have significant skill or backing.


      “Adel! Do you know what the two culprits look like?!” Henblitz asked.


      “One man and one woman!” Adel answered. “One was really big!”


      It was only right to assume the man was carrying Mewi and Cindy. Any physically gifted human could easily carry two children around, much like Curuni could carry a saberboar despite how petite she was. It was still unknown why such a person would stoop to crime. Having brute strength is a simple kind of power. I didn’t want to believe Curuni would lose to some random kidnapper, but there was a surprising number of skilled warriors all over the world.


      As we continued our pursuit, I started thinking about what I would do if I were the kidnappers. The first thing that came to mind was simply outrunning any pursuers, but Curuni was the one chasing them—could anyone hope to outrun her on foot? It would be a different matter if they were on horseback, though. In that case, the best strategy would be to find a place where they could strike down anyone after them.


      And so, given all this information, I figured we were sure to catch up as long as Curuni didn’t lose instantly. I didn’t want to believe in a future where she would, anyway.


      “The darkness is making this awfully tough...!”


      I was worried we wouldn’t be able to find Curuni, even if she were actively fighting. After all, it could be difficult to pick up the sounds of combat from horseback. If the area had been well lit, we’d be able to tell right away, but there’d be no time to light a lantern in the midst of combat.


      I wanted someone to have found Curuni already so she’d have some backup, but that was unlikely. We were the first to respond to the rider’s report, after all. All we could only rely on was Adel’s memory and intuition.


      “Hm?!”


      “Whoa!”


      A sudden flash of light shot into the sky. It wasn’t large enough to illuminate the night, but it was good enough to follow.


      “That was magic!”


      There were no sparks or smoke like a bomb would produce. There was no shock wave of sound either. It was difficult to create a light like that any other way...so it had to be magic. And there was only one reason to shoot a ball of light into the sky at this hour.


      “Adel! Is that the right way?!” Henblitz yelled.


      “It is!”


      “Then let’s hurry!”


      Henblitz and I had arrived at the same conclusion. The light was directly ahead of us, and someone there had fired magic into the air to help us locate them. Who was it, though? There was absolutely no reason for the enemy to reveal themselves, and Curuni couldn’t use magic.


      Had someone from the magic corps linked up with Curuni ahead of us? I didn’t think Mewi was capable of such a feat. Well, maybe she’s been practicing secretly, but still...


      We rode hard through the agricultural region of the southern district. The light was already gone, but with how flashy it had been, we knew a general direction to travel in, and we could gauge how far we were from the caster. If the person hadn’t moved from that spot, we would be arriving soon.


      However, if we went any farther than this, we wouldn’t be in the well-maintained fields anymore. Tall trees loomed ahead of us, giving the culprits plenty of cover. They’re trying to use the local geography to get away.


      They must know the area. Otherwise, they would’ve never known to take such a route. Things are getting suspicious. Liberis—and Baltrain in particular—was peaceful. I still believed that, but it was impossible to completely uproot all crime.


      We could never know and eliminate all threats to society—not human threats nor ones from monsters. This was why urban areas never really expanded. Humanity didn’t currently possess the means of wiping monsters off the face of the planet or completely doing away with crime. The only choice was to crush what they could within a known framework. This was what the magic corps, knights, and the royal garrison were working away at. It’s a hard life.


      That said, there was no reason to overlook a crime when it was happening right in front of us—especially when we had the strength to handle it.


      “There!”


      We could finally see a figure moving in the darkness. Judging by the size and speed, it was definitely Curuni. Guess the battle isn’t over yet. We need to back her up quickly.


      “Adel, take our horses and fall back!” Henblitz commanded. “Call for reinforcements!”


      “Yes, sir! Be careful!”


      “They’re in your hands, Adel!” I added.


      I slowed down my horse and jumped off since we didn’t have the time to come to a complete stop. The horse trotted off on its own for a bit, but I left the wrangling to Adel. There’s something I have to prioritize over that. Sorry.


      I drew my treasured sword the moment I landed, readying myself to fight at a moment’s notice. We sprinted toward the fight.


      “Curuni!”


      “Lieutenant Commander! Huh?! And Master Beryl too?!”


      “We’re here to back you up! Where’s the enemy?!”


      It seemed she was somewhat surprised by my presence. I mean, of course I’m here. Mewi was abducted.


      Anyway, the scene was quite strange. Curuni had been in combat just moments ago, but I couldn’t see her foe, and there was nobody on the ground. If they’d escaped, Curuni would’ve been in pursuit. Things just didn’t make sense.


      “Fice is chasing them!” Curuni answered.


      “Ficelle’s here too?” I asked. “Then that light was...”


      “She shot it in the air. Said we had to send a signal to anyone watching.”


      “I see...”


      Having no information was problematic, but getting too much at once was also a bit of an issue. I tucked that thought in a corner of my mind and tried to get things in order.


      I didn’t know how, but Ficelle had already linked up with Curuni. The light from earlier had been her magic, and she was now in pursuit of the enemy. Curuni had to have been fighting until just moments ago—her breathing was a little ragged. That said, I was glad to see she wasn’t visibly injured.


      “Curuni, we’re giving chase!” Henblitz ordered.


      “Yessir! Master Beryl, I’ll explain as we go!”


      “Got it!”


      We’d safely met up with Curuni, but we couldn’t just stand here doing nothing. Though she and Ficelle were too tough to go down easily, we had to take the worst case into consideration. And I had no intention of ending this incident with some casual nighttime sightseeing after coming all the way to the southern district.


      Curuni broke into a run while Henblitz and I followed her. I was a little worried about whether I could keep up with them. If they went too fast, I would get exhausted before the fighting even started.


      “Curuni, what is the enemy like?” Henblitz asked.


      “One archer! A good one too. All this chasing, and I totally haven’t been able to catch them...”


      “An archer, huh?” I muttered.


      Now I knew why Curuni was having so much trouble. Swords were generally a bad match against bows. She was probably capable of closing the distance in a pure footrace, but she was getting pelted by arrows each time she tried.


      In that sense, Ficelle was better suited for this. A wizard was capable of retaliating with ranged attacks to put the archer on the defensive, which allowed her to get in close. Her swordplay was also terrific. If anything, closing the gap was her specialty.


      I didn’t really have much experience fighting an archer that Curuni would consider troublesome. Most were simple to defeat once you got close. If Curuni hadn’t defeated this foe, it meant getting close was a trial of its own. Reminds me of the bow Joshua’s partner Misty had been carrying around. She never got to use it against Id Invicius, though.


      To sum it up, a bow was a strong antipersonnel weapon at long range—perhaps the strongest in that role, excluding magic. It depended heavily on individual skill, but that aspect was no different from a sword. Also, there was no telling where an arrow would come flying in from in this darkness—I had to keep alert so that I didn’t get skewered. I wanted to believe Ficelle was pinning down her opponent to prevent that from happening.


      “Found them!”


      We rushed out into a clearing sparsely dotted with trees. I heard the clash of battle and saw a light. Ficelle was a wizard, so she emitted light whenever she invoked magic. Makes it a lot easier to find her.


      “Ficelle!” I shouted.


      “Ah...! Master?”


      Curuni arrived first, followed by Henblitz, then me. I really was the slowest of the bunch. I was just glad they hadn’t left me in the dust. Ficelle reacted to my voice, but her gaze was still fixed forward. She was focused on her opponent and had recognized my voice.


      “Ms. Ficelle, I’m glad to see you’re all right,” Henblitz said.


      “Easy. But be careful. She’s pretty strong.”


      Ficelle still didn’t look away when responding to him. Her gaze was fixed ahead of her. It was very rare for Ficelle to praise an enemy. Her pride didn’t allow for it. However, since her foe’s strength was enough to get her to ignore such pride, it meant they were considerably skilled. Frankly, it was insane for anyone to still be on the run with Curuni and Ficelle in pursuit—the chase shouldn’t have lasted even ten seconds.


      “So you’re the kidnappers...” I muttered.


      The light was sparse, but my eyes had grown somewhat accustomed to the darkness. Standing before us was an unbalanced pair. One was a slender woman, and the other was a burly man. The man was carrying a girl under each arm.


      They were unmistakably Mewi and Cindy.


      “Tch...”


      Our arrival had forced the battle to a sudden halt. The first reaction our enemies gave was an irritated click of the tongue.


      I’m the one who’s pissed off here! You kidnapped my daughter and my pupil!


      I didn’t care who they were, man or woman—I was going to toss both of them in jail.


      “Shhh!”


      “Hgh?!”


      They’d stopped fighting, but I had no reason to give them a break. I readied my already drawn sword and lunged for the man carrying Mewi and Cindy. My first priority was freeing them. Ultimately, it doesn’t matter who wins this fight as long as we get them back. My second priority was defeating the kidnappers and finding out why they’d done this.


      “Tch!”


      “Hup!”


      However, my thrust was interrupted at the last second. The man hadn’t done anything, though. Two arrows came flying at me from the woman. I blocked one and dodged the other. In the interval where I was forced to take these two actions, it was a simple matter for the man to back away.


      My top speed honestly wasn’t all that fast—I was slower than both Allucia and Surena. If anything, I was even slower than Curuni and Ficelle. Anyone skilled enough would be able to get in my way. In this one instance, I resented the limits of my body.


      “Mr. Beryl!” Henblitz shouted.


      “I’m fine! I didn’t get hit!”


      I wasn’t injured, but this short exchange proved that, just as Ficelle had said, the archer was quite strong. I had nearly no experience fighting an archer at this range, but I still knew how impressive it was to accurately shoot not one but two arrows at a moving target from this close up. While I wasn’t particularly fast, she’d made sure that her arrows landed where I would be. She had considerable skill and judgment—enough for me to question why she would stoop to committing such crimes.


      In contrast, the large man didn’t seem like he had anything going for him. I mean, he did have plenty of muscle, but he honestly didn’t look agile in any way whatsoever. To be fair, he was carrying a girl under each arm. Still, he had the reaction time of a normal civilian. Defeating him on his own would be a simple matter. It looked like he was being made to carry the two girls simply because they’d needed someone who could. He won’t be using a bow in that state, at least.


      Rescuing Mewi and CIndy was going to be difficult unless we took the woman out of the equation. Also, we had to be careful not to accidentally hit the two girls. That was why Curuni and Ficelle hadn’t managed to finish these last two enemies yet.


      “Wh-What do we do, Caina...?”


      “Shut up! This is all ’cause you’re so damn slow! Move your feet already!”


      “R-Right...!”


      The man was panicking, while the woman kept her cool. It seemed the archer’s name was Caina. She had quite the relentless spirit...though I would’ve preferred if she’d applied such discipline to good deeds rather than crime.


      “Curuni! After him!” Henblitz ordered as the big man turned and started running.


      “Yessir!”


      Anyone capable of running away from Curuni and Henblitz had one foot outside the realm of human capability. That said, I couldn’t just sit back and do nothing, so I gave chase too.


      “Tch...! One after the other!”


      Caina was running too, but she was also skillfully firing arrows back at us. What was more, she wasn’t aiming for the head or torso where we could dodge simply by swaying—she was shooting at our feet, where a single hit would remove us from the chase.


      She was so skilled that the average swordsman would find it almost impossible to close the distance against her. That makes this whole thing even more mysterious—why would she commit such a stupid crime?


      “Hah!”


      “Fuck you!”


      However, one of Caina’s pursuers was completely abnormal. Ficelle ran alongside us, unleashing magic from the tip of her sword. But as she did, it was intercepted by an arrow from Caina’s bow. The woman’s technique was truly splendid...and she had quite the filthy mouth. Her type of personality was rather rare for me to see.


      “The archer’s skill is considerable, but it’s still strange...” I muttered.


      “That’s not a normal bow,” Ficelle responded. “It’s probably magical.”


      “Hmmm.”


      Caina’s archery was indeed impressive, but no matter how I looked at it, she was using a shortbow. Such a weapon was great for quickly shooting one arrow after the other but had little range and strength. Since she wasn’t taking the time to fully draw it back, it should’ve been impossible for her arrows to clash with Ficelle’s magic—they didn’t fly with enough force. But a magical bow could certainly do just that.


      Why is a kidnapper using something so valuable? This just keeps making less and less sense.


      “Ficelle, we’ll start by stopping the archer,” I said. “Leave chasing the man to Curuni and Henblitz.”


      “Mm. Got it.”


      Keeping this up until they had nowhere left to run wasn’t a bad plan, but it felt like this game of tag would be endless until we did something about Caina. They were sure to run out of stamina before we did, but waiting for that to happen would be rather unproductive. And...I had an inkling I would be the first to drop out.


      So, we had to do something about the woman drawing this chase out. Fortunately, we had more personnel available to us now, so we were able to split our responsibilities.


      “Henblitz!” I shouted. “We’ll leave the man and the rescue to you! Ficelle and I will take care of the archer!”


      “Understood!”


      It didn’t really matter if our enemies overheard our plan. This was pretty much our only option either way. If they faltered for even a second, Henblitz and Curuni would catch up. And using that time, Ficelle and I would defeat Caina.


      An archer’s ammunition was limited. The same probably applied to Ficelle’s mana, but in terms of what each side had left at their disposal, it was pretty clear that we would outlast them. From what I could see, Caina had three quivers. One at her waist—two on her back. Normally, that would be far too many, but it also showed how confident she was in her archery. I couldn’t see the contents of her quivers in this darkness, though. We’ll just have to catch up and see...


      “Damn you!”


      “Hup!”


      Caina continued shooting arrows back at us. She had to keep Ficelle and me at a distance while also stopping Henblitz and Curuni from catching the big man. We could just dodge the arrows or strike them down, though.


      It was really impressive how she was continuously shooting at all four of us. Even if Ficelle was the only one on our side who could shoot back, the technique required to slow down four people all moving independently of each other was incredible.


      Still, Ficelle and I were almost guaranteed to close in soon. Her skill had astonished me at first, but after seeing it so many times, my eyes were getting used to it. She wasn’t trying to kill us—her aim was set on our feet. Any hit would bring the chase to a stop.


      “Ficelle, the next time she nocks, we’re going in.”


      “Got it.”


      Caina nocked three arrows each time she shot at us. There were four of us, so one person was always excluded. Still, we all had to briefly pause because there was no telling who the targets were until her arrows were airborne. However, I’d pretty much seen through her at this point. I had no intention of keeping her company in an endless game of tag.


      Time to end it.


      “Tch! Fuck off already!” Caina roared as she loosed three arrows: one for me, one for Henblitz, and one for Curuni.


      The interval between getting the arrows ready and unleashing them was as impressive as ever. However, it was meaningless unless her arrows reached their targets instantaneously. So long as we could see her readying her bow, we had time to dodge while the arrows were flying. It sounded outrageous, but we were capable of that much.


      I ran straight toward the arrow coming at me. You might ask why I was doing something so stupid. The answer was quite simple—I could see it.


      It seemed that once I was able to discern when an attack was coming, my eyes could show me even an arrow’s trajectory. I was quite moved by how reliable a partner my eyes had become.


      “N-No way!”


      In the darkness, with such low visibility, I struck down the arrow fired from point-blank range without slowing down. It had to be quite the shock for Caina.
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      Well, it looked pretty stupid to me too. That was simply how outrageous my eyes were now. It would be a waste not to use them, though—especially against criminals.


      Caina was fast. Even if not to Curuni’s extent, her body was well trained. Even so, the human body had to slow down to turn around, and she had to turn to shoot at us. We couldn’t let that opening go. To do so, we had to keep up our speed, even as the arrows came at us. It would really stink to not be rewarded for pulling off such a stunt.


      “Now!”


      “Mm!”


      Matching my charge, Ficelle unleashed her magic once more. She hadn’t cast while running but had stopped to aim properly.


      We were just doing to Caina what she’d done to us. Several arrows of light plunged into the ground all around Caina’s feet. Ficelle wouldn’t be able to join the fight for a bit, but with Caina pinned down, the fight became much more balanced.


      “Gh?!”


      There’s no way Caina expected this. What kind of idiot would charge straight into an arrow without even a shield to protect them? At any rate, I was finally in sword range, and I wasn’t going to let her get away now.


      Time to settle the score.


      “Tch!”


      “Whoa there.”


      Judging that it would be useless to nock any more arrows at this range, she quickly lunged forward with a fist. Unfortunately, I could see what she was up to. Her glove had needles hidden within it—probably poisonous. If I underestimated a punch coming from her slender arms and tried to stop it with my palm, I would be dead.


      I really couldn’t be careless with her. She’d clearly devoted a lot of time not only to polishing her skills but to participating in actual battles. In a sense, she was more like an adventurer or a mercenary than a knight. We would have to interrogate her about that too.


      “Hmph!”


      “Ugh...!”


      I twisted my body, dodged her fist, and slashed. Caina wasn’t wearing metal armor, so it was easy to judge how much to hold back. I just had to avoid dealing a fatal wound while taking her out of the fight. My blade drew a shallow line of red across her abdomen. It was now impossible for her to run or even stand up.


      It didn’t really matter that she was a woman or that she was younger than me. I didn’t hesitate whatsoever to cut down the one responsible for abducting Mewi and the other children.


      “That brings an end to this game of tag,” I declared as Caina clutched her stomach and fell to the ground.


      Without the support of her arrows, Henblitz and Curuni would catch the large man in no time. I trusted them and prioritized making sure that this woman didn’t go anywhere.


      “You goddamn monster!” she cursed, letting her irritation show.


      Ouch. A monster? I mean, I know I’ve devoted myself to the sword more than most people, but still...


      I wouldn’t regret cutting people down if it meant saving someone. If anything, I swung my sword in the pursuit of finding out where my limits were. Maybe someone like me couldn’t be considered an ordinary human.


      Still, from my perspective, Caina was more of a monster than I was. I didn’t want to consider that someone who abducted children without even a hint of guilt could be the same as me. So, I spat her words right back at her.


      ◇


      Shortly after defeating the remarkable archer, we returned to the relay point in the central district where Allucia was waiting for us. As it turned out, the big man really had been there just to carry the girls. Henblitz had arrested him the moment Caina had fallen. It was impressive that he’d been able to carry two girls under his arms while running around so much, but fighting like that had proven to be impossible. Even back in Beaden, Curuni had carried the saberboars on the assumption that she wouldn’t be fighting—it was unreasonable to ask anyone to join a battle carrying so much weight around.


      “Mmmgh...”


      “Mewi! You’re awake!”


      “Huh? Where...?”


      “The central district. Everyone worked hard to find you.”


      Mewi and Cindy were visibly bruised. They’d been knocked out using simple, brute violence. When I’d first noticed that, I’d honestly felt dark emotions bubbling up inside me, but those fires were smothered now that we’d successfully arrested the culprits.


      If Mewi had died...I might’ve just killed them. I was against senseless murder but didn’t generally have anything against revenge—on the assumption that the person seeking it had the strength to achieve it.


      Cindy still wasn’t awake. Knowing the two of them, I assumed that she had kicked up much more of a fuss, so of course the kidnappers would put some extra effort into knocking her out. Not that I want to get into the mindset of a villain like that... At any rate, I was glad to see there wasn’t any permanent damage.


      “Ah!” Mewi exclaimed. “Cindy and Fredra...!”


      “They’re both safe. All the children have been recovered.”


      Mewi, still groggy, didn’t have a full grasp of the situation. She started moving around in a panic, but I kept her still. I would’ve liked to bring her somewhere she could calm down, but the order and the magic corps would have to ask her some questions. I couldn’t just take her away on a personal whim.


      Crowded around us were Allucia, Henblitz, Curuni, Ficelle, Adel, and Edel. As I’d thought, Edel had also joined the search in another district. Thanks for your hard work.


      Mewi looked up at my face, then at the knights behind me, and finally let out a sigh of relief. “I see... Thank goodness...”


      “Yup. Everyone’s safe.” I couldn’t fault her for being so tense.


      On a sidenote, Caina, the big man, and the others who’d been arrested at the carriage had all been thrown into the order’s underground dungeon. Caina was the only one who’d needed emergency treatment—as an important source of information about this plot, it would be problematic if she died. But we had no idea whether she would cooperate with any kind of interrogation, given how foulmouthed she was. I would just have to trust the order’s strength.


      “Mewi, are you hurt anywhere?” I asked.


      She was awake, yes, but it was actually quite difficult for any person in a shocked state—especially a child—to catalog their injuries. That was why it was necessary for someone else to check on her.


      Mewi touched her face, then patted herself down—shoulders, upper torso, stomach, and legs. Even this gesture looked adorable to me, but now wasn’t the time to be saying such things.


      “Mm... I’m okay,” she concluded.


      “That’s good...”


      She didn’t have any visibly major wounds, and she didn’t seem to be feeling any pain. Guess it’s safe to assume she’s fine for now, though maybe it would be best to consult a doctor or wizard later, just in case. There’s no telling what happened to her between passing out and waking up. Can’t be too careful.


      Ficelle was apparently pretty bad at healing magic. Lucy was amazing for being able to use everything—not that I was going to show her any respect for it.


      Anyway, we now needed to confirm the details of the kidnapping. While Mewi had still been asleep, everyone present had discussed how best to question her, and they’d consented to me conducting the interview. Normally, Allucia or Henblitz would be doing it, but they were here as witnesses, and I wanted to be the one to ask Mewi about her experience. Also, if I didn’t ask the right questions, I knew one of them would surely help out.


      Now that all of our ducks were in a row, I got right down to it.


      “I’d like to know what happened,” I said to Mewi. “Can you tell me a little more about it?”


      “Mm...”


      “Let’s start with what happened after school,” I continued. “You went to play with Cindy and Fredra. Where did you go?”


      “The central district, ummm...on the west side. Fredra wanted to look at some new bags...”


      I started by retracing the day’s events to jog her memories. Going out shopping with her friends after school was a lovely way to spend her time. Frankly, I was just glad Mewi had managed to make friends at all. It was also wonderful that she was showing interest in such things herself, without any pushing from me.


      By all rights, her day should’ve ended with me warmly welcoming her back home. I knew there was nothing that could be done about what had transpired, but I found myself clenching my fist at the thought of it.


      “And you were attacked there?” I asked.


      Mewi fell silent. Oh, she’s mentally scarred. I might’ve gone about this wrong. Gathering information was important, but talking about her being attacked right after she’d just woken up was going too far. Maybe I’d been too naive, believing she had enough mental fortitude to just chat about a traumatic experience.


      “Ah, sorry,” I murmured. “I bet you don’t want to remember it right now. How about we go home now and revisit it later?”


      I had no intention of disturbing Mewi’s mental state. I turned to Allucia to see if we could just stop here, and she nodded in return. We could get whatever information we needed from the captured kidnappers anyway.


      “Ah, ummm, n-no,” Mewi suddenly interjected. “That’s not what...”


      “Hm...?”


      Did she mean they hadn’t been attacked? Doesn’t sound right... They’d been abducted, but had there been some kind of inevitable circumstance that’d caused this whole thing? Either way, I wouldn’t know until she told me. Since she seemed intent on staying here and talking, I turned to look her in the eyes and waited for her to find the right words.


      “It was...” she started, a certain determination clear in her voice.


      “Mm.”


      “It was my fault...! I got them caught up in this!”


      I was blown away by her answer. Mewi got the other two abducted? That’s no trivial matter. I doubted she meant she’d been helping the kidnappers or anything. It seemed like the truth of the matter was still stuck somewhere in Mewi’s throat.


      The expressions on everyone’s faces changed completely. This was most notable in the two leaders. Depending on Mewi’s next words, we would have to find a certain point of compromise.


      At times like these, being in the upper brass of an organization came with heavy responsibilities. That was especially the case here, where things had ended up with a manhunt involving the magic institute, magic corps, and royal garrison. There were plenty of things to be anxious about.


      That said, any decision would be made after Mewi unveiled the truth. From my perspective, it didn’t look like Mewi was emaciated or out of her mind. It was more like...she was feeling awkward, and it was being concentrated a billion times over in her expression. There was no telling whether my read on her was right until we heard what she had to say, though.


      “Can you tell me what happened?” I urged.


      “Mm...” Mewi began explaining what had happened little by little. “Um...around the time we were calling it a day, I just happened to see something... Kids were being dragged into an alley...”


      “Okay...”


      I noticed that she’d paled, and her expression was downcast. But I couldn’t stop her now. After a long moment of hesitation, she’d finally gathered enough courage to speak. As an adult, I had to hear her out. As an educator, I had to give her advice. As a parent, I had to handle the outcome.


      “I’m the only one who noticed...” Mewi continued. “Stuff like that was always on my mind until not too long ago...”


      “Mm-hmm.”


      Everyone listened intently to Mewi’s story. For a moment, I was worried about letting everyone hear what she had to say. After all, I had a feeling I knew what came next. But Mewi knew they were listening and chose to keep going. I wouldn’t stop her.


      “I told Cindy and Fredra...that the three of us could beat up one or two bad guys...!”


      “Ah.”


      So that was what she’d meant by getting the other two caught up. Due to her upbringing, Mewi had noticed the crime faster than anyone else. Cindy and Fredra were good students with a top-notch sense of justice—it was only natural for them to help if their friend asked. The problem was that Caina’s group had been far beyond any of their capabilities.


      “We found the kids being taken away...but there were way more kidnappers than I expected. We lost before we had any idea what was going on...”


      “I see...”


      They had likely been overconfident because they did indeed have some combat experience. The five original students of the sword magic class had managed to drive back shadow wolves during the incident with Vice Principal Brown at the institute. But that experience had also clouded their judgment in this case.


      “So that’s what you meant when you said this was your fault,” I said.


      “Mm...”


      Mewi covered her face and stopped speaking. I understood why she was fretting—she’d been too naive and had gotten not only herself but her two friends into trouble. The guilt was like a thorn embedded deep inside her heart.


      It was good to have a sense of justice. Proactively trying to prevent a crime would normally be something to praise her for. However, her logic had been flawed, and she’d underestimated her opponents.


      I was overjoyed that she’d come out of this in good health. We would be kept busy apologizing to the order, magic corps, garrison, and institute after this, but I didn’t find this to be a bother. I would gladly do it.


      If I’d just been her foster parent, that would have been the end of it—I could just tell her not to make me worry and to rely on adults next time. But that won’t do. I can’t leave things that way. While I was her guardian, I was also her instructor in swordsmanship.


      “Mewi.”


      As I called her name, I took an instant to make sure I held back enough, then swung my right arm and slapped her across the face. The dry sound of skin colliding with skin echoed quietly into the night sky.


      Mewi looked startled for a moment, but her expression quickly returned to how it had been. She likely had a good idea of why I’d just done that.


      I had mixed feelings about it too. As a parent, hitting her after she’d come back safely from such a traumatic ordeal was out of the question. But I wasn’t just a parent—I was her instructor too, and that responsibility required that I use a firm hand.


      “M-Master?!” Curuni exclaimed, clearly in a panic.


      Allucia stopped her immediately. “Curuni, be quiet.”


      Curuni, Adel, and Edel all seemed startled, though the twins didn’t say anything. This was a sign of their youth. As for Allucia and Henblitz, they weren’t shocked—they understood what I was trying to accomplish.


      Ficelle was about the same age as Curuni, but she remained nonchalant. She must’ve thought that my response was perfectly natural. As ever, the biggest difference between Curuni and Ficelle was emotional fortitude. The magic corps—or rather, Lucy—had likely drilled it into her. It’s the correct approach for all those who are prepared to stand on the field of battle.


      I set aside my thoughts of those watching us. Mewi was my main focus.


      First, I had to measure her level of self-awareness. I would be a terrible educator if I just slapped her, scolded her, and called it a day. This was a good opportunity to teach her, though I could only see it that way because everyone had gotten out of the situation safely.


      “Do you understand why I hit you?” I asked Mewi.


      “Because...I put Cindy and Fredra in danger...” Mewi answered.


      “That’s true,” I said. “You should feel remorse over that, but it isn’t the main issue.”


      She’d put her friends in danger due to her own selfish decision. That was a big problem, and she would certainly need to reflect on it. Mewi was capable of looking back on what she’d done, though she couldn’t change her decision. But again, this wasn’t the main issue I had with her.


      “Even if you’d done this completely on your own, I would still be angry,” I told her.


      If the lesson Mewi learned was that it was bad for her to get her friends involved in things, then next time, she could try to solve everything on her own. Putting in the effort to achieve something using her own strength was a good thing, of course, and I was glad Mewi possessed such a sense of justice. But that wasn’t enough. There was something else she was decisively lacking.


      “Let me put it plainly,” I continued. “Mewi, your biggest mistake was overestimating your own strength.”


      Mewi suddenly stiffened. This was my main point. She was weak. Cindy and Fredra were weak too. This was the biggest mistake they’d made. They’d misread the balance of forces in the worst possible way.


      “You’re weak,” I told her. “At the very least, you are now. You lack awareness of this fact.”


      Depending on your perspective, what I was saying could be seen as unjust. They weren’t words to be directed at a daughter who’d come back safely from a kidnapping, and not a single part of me saw this as proper behavior for a regular household. I understood it was abnormal. But I wasn’t normal, and Mewi hadn’t lived a normal life. That was why it was just barely logical. And though I knew this was irrational, I had to get it across to her.


      “Then I should’ve just abandoned them?!” Mewi cried out.


      “Not at all,” I said. “You should never abandon your sense of justice. However, you shouldn’t have taken Cindy and Fredra to try and intervene. You should’ve gone to adults with the strength to help.”


      I wasn’t telling her to overlook crimes—I was telling her not to stick her nose into trouble that was beyond her means. I also wanted her to know that she’d been exceptionally naive and had underestimated her ability to deal with such a crime. She simply didn’t possess the strength, technique, or knowledge to do so.


      I felt plenty of sympathy for her upbringing in the slums and for the fact that she’d lost her only sister. Refusing to overlook crimes because of those experiences was commendable. That didn’t justify trying to solve things on her own, though.


      To achieve such things, sufficient force of arms, authority, or information was a necessity. There were also proper procedures to adhere to—or else you needed a good enough reason to throw those out the window. At present, Mewi didn’t possess any such things. Not only that, she’d ignored the proper procedures. And as a result, she’d put herself and her two friends in danger and had created a lot of extra work for multiple organizations.


      Theoretically, if she were in a position to take responsibility for this, then I would unwillingly forgive her. But that wasn’t the case. Mewi was in a position to be sheltered. That was why everyone had worked together to search for her. Children were meant to be protected. I didn’t know whether Mewi had misread that or had simply never taken it into consideration. Either way, the outcome had been the same.


      “But I thought there wouldn’t be time!” Mewi protested.


      “And all that achieved was adding three more victims.”


      “Gh...!”


      It had to be vexing for her, but I wasn’t going to compromise in any way regarding this discussion. Doing so wouldn’t benefit Mewi in any way. She’d been completely wrong. Having gained some knowledge of fighting, she’d tried to put it to use, only to be utterly defeated. If I just let it go, she would surely die in the not-too-distant future.


      Being unreasonable, reckless, and impulsive could be perfectly fine for those who stood on the field of battle. However, this was only the case after you had the ability and status to bear the responsibility for your actions.


      Things were a little different if you were conscripted into a war, but that wasn’t the case here. This was the outcome of Mewi meddling in an incident that had been beyond her means, and I simply had to hammer this home.


      “Are you listening, Mewi?” I continued. “You had the right spirit, and I want you to continue fostering that. However, you have to get stronger before you try to act on it.”


      I wasn’t going to compromise, so finding the right common ground was difficult. It would be one thing if Mewi simply gave up on learning how to fight. I didn’t want that for her, but this was enough of a justification for her to do so. The one thing I wanted to avoid was her losing her sense of justice entirely. She’d managed to escape a dismal world, and I didn’t want her to sink back into it. That was why I had to have this talk with her. It was an awfully difficult balancing act, though. Putting it off for too long would be too soft; denying her actions completely would break her heart.


      Mewi sank into silence once more. I wasn’t sure whether she was carefully processing my words or if they hadn’t gotten through to her at all.


      “When...will I be strong?” she eventually asked.


      “At the very least, not until you graduate from the magic institute.”


      It was difficult to draw a strict line that defined “being strong.” In contrast, it was easy to determine when she would be in a position to take responsibility for her own decisions—this would come when she became independent from me and the institute.


      The magic institute was an educational facility for raising wizards, so it was only right to assume that their standard for graduating was learning everything they had to teach. That was how it had been for Ficelle—not that you could really use her as a standard.


      “Remember, you’re still a child,” I told Mewi. “I’m sure you’re tired of hearing that, but still...”


      She was so young in both body and mind, and she knew very little of the world. She wasn’t able to strike out on her own yet. That made her a child by all definitions of the word.


      “You still need time to learn many things and grow stronger,” I continued. “You’re also meant to be sheltered. I understand how irritating that can feel. I understand the desire to overreach. But as this incident has shown, you children are being protected for a good reason. After all, if everyone were capable of solving everything on their own, such systems wouldn’t even exist.”


      That didn’t apply to every single person in the world, of course. In truth, Mewi didn’t even know her parents’ faces. She’d been raised by her sister in the slums. But there was nothing to gain from slipping out from underneath the protective net adults provided. The only ones who could achieve success despite doing this were genuine geniuses. Mewi had a natural aptitude for magic, and though this made her special, she was still at the stage of being an unpolished gem.


      Ironically, this was something you only learned after growing to a suitable age. Your outlook on life naturally expanded with time. The present was built on the intentions of our predecessors, and those incapable of building left nothing behind to form the present. That was just how the world worked.


      “So, if you ever end up in that kind of situation again, go get someone,” I said. “It could be me, Allucia, Henblitz, Ficelle, Curuni, or anyone else. Go ask for help. That’s the best thing you could do in that situation.”


      That was pretty much all I had to say. Whether she took it to heart was a separate matter. Due to her background as a pickpocket for Twilight, she must’ve had some confidence in her ability to handle things on her own. I wasn’t denying that fact, but regardless of whether one’s intentions were good or bad deeds, strength was always a necessity. The greater the deed you were trying to accomplish, the more strength you needed.


      Picking pockets in the streets and shutting down a kidnapping ring were on entirely different levels. I wanted her to etch that into her mind. Also, I was hoping she would be able to take this opportunity to gain even a vague grasp of her current level of strength.


      “Got it...” Mewi muttered.


      “Good. Fortunately, nobody died. I can’t really praise how things went down...but consider this good experience. You don’t want you or your friends to get into more danger, right?”


      “Mm...”


      I wasn’t sure how much of this had gotten through to her. I could only pray that some of it had. I hoped she would take it to heart—at least enough that she wouldn’t repeat the same mistake.


      “Okay, that’s all I’ve got to say as an instructor.”


      “Hm?”


      It was time to take off my instructor hat. A part of me hadn’t wanted to go as far as I had, but as a person responsible for teaching her how to fight, this was something I absolutely had to get across to her. I absolutely couldn’t have avoided the topic.


      Because of that, I’d ended up postponing what I had to say as her parent. Maybe I was wrong for doing so. I was both her guardian and instructor, and when I had to be both, the teacher side of me tended to come to the fore. Swordsmen truly were awkward creatures.


      “Mewi.”


      She was still on her knees looking up at me. I took a step toward her, wrapped my arms around her back, and hugged her. She was so slender and small—far too small to be forced into an adult’s circumstances and responsibilities. I had to protect her world until she grew up. I strengthened my grip on her with such thoughts in mind, but I didn’t want to hurt her, so I did my best to hold back.
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      “I’m glad you made it back safely... I’m really, really glad...!”


      My voice sounded weak, but I’d been seriously worried about her. I’d been so desperate to find her that I’d run all the way to the institute and then to the order. It’d exhausted me. I never wanted to go through such a stressful situation ever again.


      Still, Mewi was back safe and sound, and that meant all the running around had been worth it. I hated the stress, but if the same thing happened again, I would surely repeat my actions. If anything, I wouldn’t hesitate to wield what little authority I possessed.


      I’d just been that desperate as Mewi’s guardian. A part of me had been screaming that I had to get her back, and this had nothing to do with being her instructor—I’d responded emotionally as a parent.


      “I’m...sorry...”


      And perhaps those feelings had gotten through to her. As I held her close, Mewi’s voice trembled slightly, seeming to resound in the late night of the central district.


      ◇


      Several days had passed since the kidnapping event. I was now taking Mewi for a tour of all the people we had to apologize to. Well, I called it a tour, but we weren’t leaving Baltrain—we were just visiting the magic institute, the Liberion Order, the magic corps, and the royal garrison.


      Though it was hard to be cheerful about the incident, I was glad there hadn’t been any fatalities. It meant we were able to stop at each location without feeling any particular pressure.


      “I’m truly sorry for all the concern and trouble we caused,” I said.


      “There’s no need to apologize. I’m just glad Mewi and the others got back safely.”


      I was currently at the magic institute talking to one of the teachers, Kinera Fine. She was Mewi’s homeroom teacher, so I’d figured I would have to talk to her about this. She must’ve been worried that students entrusted to her care had gone missing.


      Kinera smiled gently. It was impressive how she kept her anxiety from showing. I was capable of this in the midst of battle, but I was still pretty bad about keeping up appearances in my everyday life. I should probably do something about that...


      Unlike when I’d been a dojo master in the sticks, there were plenty of things I now needed to protect—I’d gained such things.


      Solving everything using only my own strength would be a difficult endeavor. Much like I’d told Mewi, it was best to rely on others during emergencies. Still, at such times, I feared I would no longer be able to properly wield such authority unless I kept my side of the street clean. Maybe that was exaggerating a little, but still.


      To put it plainly, I wanted to live an honest life at all times. This incident had strongly reinforced that belief. Whether other people would wholeheartedly go along with me when I wielded such authority was a separate question. I had to mitigate that risk as much as I could.


      “Um... I’m...sorry...” Mewi said.


      “Hee hee, it’s fine,” Kinera told her. “You learned a lot from this incident, didn’t you?”


      “Umm... Well... Yes...”


      I was glad to see that Mewi seemed aware that she’d done something wrong. She’d been in low spirits and very clearly depressed for a while after that night. I suppose it’s too much to ask her to go back to normal right away. Even around me, she didn’t like to show weakness, and she tended to switch gears very quickly, so this meekness was somewhat of a rarity.


      Well, that was simply how much she was enduring. I was worried...but not enough to offer her words of comfort. I felt like I would end up spoiling her if I did. After the slap and the harsh words I’d given her, I couldn’t just take it back. My mind hadn’t changed, even over the last few days. It had been my responsibility as an adult to properly criticize her.


      However, her heart seemed somewhat less frail now. She’d managed to sort out her feelings a little and had regained enough energy to go around and speak to all the parties that had gotten involved.


      After the incident, I’d suggested that we see a doctor, but she’d claimed to be fine and had then shut herself in her room. Physically, she was in good health, so that was a relief. But mentally...? Well, I still didn’t know how exactly she’d digested the incident. I was aware I’d been quite heavy-handed. But for now, it didn’t seem like she was going to be quitting swordsmanship or magic. And also, after resting for a whole day, she’d gone to the garden to swing her wooden sword.


      I hadn’t asked her directly about her intentions, so I wasn’t certain. At the very least, it seemed she hadn’t given up on becoming stronger. I’ll take that as a win. I hadn’t even known about her taking the sword magic class at the institute until Lucy and Ficelle had dropped by my home. You could say Mewi wasn’t really the type to go out of her way to tell me about every little thing in her life. So, for now, I settled on knowing that, even after that incident, she hadn’t given up on getting stronger...probably.


      “Be that as it may, it is a fact that the education we provided was insufficient,” Kinera added, her expression turning serious. “Allow me to apologize in kind.”


      “There’s no need for that,” I said, flustered. “Please raise your head.”


      She was implying that they hadn’t taught the girls the proper way to wield their power—or how to wield it in the context of where they currently stood in the world. In my opinion, the institute wasn’t at fault. You could say it was within the scope of what they should have been teaching, but then the question of who should be teaching that to her—like her guardian or instructor—also came up.


      In a sense, this incident could be interpreted as a result of amateurs slipping their leash. While the institute was a palace where students learned to fight, I didn’t believe that responsibility fell on Kinera and the other teachers. If anything, it should’ve come from her instructor in swordplay.


      “Thank you very much...” Kinera said. “By the way, when will Mewi be returning to classes?”


      “The plan for now is to have her go tomorrow,” I answered. “She needed time for the inquiry and to get some rest, but that’s pretty much all settled now. Right?”


      “Um... Yes...” Mewi responded.


      Dragging out the previous topic with Mewi would be inadvisable, so Kinera moved on to focusing on the future. The kidnapping had failed, but just barely. That didn’t mean Mewi could’ve called it a day and gotten right back to school right away.


      She’d needed rest, and there’d also been a lot to talk about. Our conversation right after the incident had only involved what I’d had to say. The formal inquiry hadn’t taken place on the spot either. That was why Mewi had taken a break from school for a while. After we’d finished sharing information with the order and she’d regained her spirits a little, she was set to go back.


      Staying at home all the time had to have been boring. That was probably why she’d gone to the garden to do practice swings.


      “I’m sure you won’t be able to forget, and it’ll take some time to fully recover,” Kinera told Mewi. “But at times like these, studying can be surprisingly helpful. I won’t tell you to simply cheer up and focus on studying, but do remember that you are welcome here in the institute.”


      “Mm...”


      I hadn’t given Kinera the full details, but she must’ve heard something from the magic corps. That was why she was saying this. As a broad generalization, we were both educators, but such a finely balanced display of kindness was difficult for me to pull off. It made me realize how little experience I had as an adult in comparison. I’ve got some growing to do.


      By all rights, Mewi should’ve always been surrounded by adults who could show her such consideration. Unfortunately, it hadn’t been like that for her at first, but with a good turn of fortune, she was here today. Telling her that right now would probably be met with confusion, but I hoped she would always remember moments like these.


      “We’ll take our leave here,” I said. “Sorry for all the fuss.”


      “Don’t let it bother you,” Kinera said. “Mr. Beryl, please take the day to get some rest as well.”


      “I will. Thank you very much.”


      Today was a normal day at the institute. Kinera had work to do. We’d managed to schedule some time with her, but we couldn’t keep her here forever.


      We were currently borrowing one of the institute’s reception rooms. With an educational facility this large, it was apparently normal for them to have several important visitors at once. Other teachers also seemed preoccupied in this manner.


      With Kinera’s final words of consideration, we were done here for the day. She really is a capable woman.


      “Then if you’ll excuse us,” I said. “Mewi, shall we?”


      “Mm... Um... I’m really sorry,” Mewi told Kinera one last time.


      “It’s fine. You’ve already apologized to lots of people, haven’t you?”


      “Erk... Ummm... Yes...”


      Mewi was at a loss for words. She’d gone around apologizing to a ton of people for causing trouble and making them worry. Mewi wasn’t really used to such things, so it was pretty hard on her. Still, this was a good experience. It was also one of the few clear responsibilities she had to fulfill.


      In no way had Mewi’s life been smooth sailing. That was how things had been for her and how things were sure to go in the future. She was sure to experience many hardships, especially if she chose to learn how to fight. I wanted to support her as best I could.


      That said, being too strict and continuously draining her of her confidence would do her no good. Funnily enough, my dad’s education policy could be taken as a bad example—recalling his methods had helped me see what I shouldn’t do.


      Not that I thought he’d been totally wrong. If not for his strictness, I wouldn’t be where I was now. However, taking after him in this respect wasn’t quite right either. Mewi wasn’t me, after all.


      “Whew... Want to get something to eat on the way back?” I asked Mewi as we left the room.


      “Mm...”


      It was a little before noon. I was feeling a little peckish, but more than that, I was hoping that acting like normal would ultimately be good for Mewi. During and right after the incident had been a different matter. But now that things had settled down, it was best not to be overly protective. She didn’t seem to want that either.


      “Ummm... Old guy...”


      “Hm? What is it?”


      Mewi seemed to have something on her mind. She came to a stop, either trying to pick the right words or unable to find them. She wanted to tell me something, but I didn’t know what. But I figured I couldn’t rush her, so I stopped walking and waited. She might just say it’s nothing, but it isn’t my place to end the conversation myself.


      I wasn’t sure how much time passed. Not much, I’d wager. Maybe I simply didn’t mind waiting for Mewi. Anyway, when she finally started speaking again, her voice was a bit firmer. It felt like she’d strengthened her resolve.


      “You know...”


      “Hm?”


      “I’m gonna get stronger,” she continued. “I want to get stronger—strong enough to protect Cindy, Fredra, and everyone else.”


      “I see... Well said.”


      This was a display of determination beyond her years. It was also a fairly common path for all those who began learning how to fight. While I never boasted of wanting to save the world or anything, I also believed on a daily basis that I wanted to get stronger. This was a necessary mindset for all those who practiced swordsmanship.


      But Mewi was different. It was fine for her to give up on fighting. It was also fine for her to want to do it. Combat didn’t have to be her livelihood. Even so, the determination she displayed here must’ve been the result of a weighted decision she’d made. It might have come from a sense of obligation after putting her friends in danger. Or maybe it was due to regret from being unable to act on her own.


      Regardless of whether the event had been good or bad, the cause didn’t matter. The important part was to decide on a clear goal and become set on accomplishing it. On that point, it was clear from Mewi’s voice that she’d done just that. She’d even gone out of her way to declare it to me personally, so it was clear that she had no intention of backing down.


      “Then you’ll have to give it everything you’ve got,” I told her as I ruffled her hair. “Work hard to get stronger, but don’t be impatient. It won’t get you anywhere.”


      “I-I know that...!”


      Being impatient really didn’t achieve anything. Even knowing that, people tended to act hastily. But gaining the strength to fight didn’t happen overnight—it required a long accumulation of experience. Those who tried to rush mostly dropped out. Only geniuses could skip over that period of necessary time. Mewi and I weren’t geniuses, even though we both had good foundations. That was why it was important to take it slowly while plodding ever forward. That was how ordinary people grew stronger.


      “Also...I’ll protect you too!” Mewi added. “You’re old and all.”


      “Ooh, sounds nice. When I’m a grandpa, I guess you can be my guard.”


      “Hmph.”


      It seemed just speaking her thoughts aloud had dispelled her doubts. While she was at it, she planned to protect me too. I was truly grateful...though I would lose face as an instructor if that happened right away. Just one more reason for me to keep putting in effort. I couldn’t afford to be a person who needed protection—not until Mewi became an adult.


      I couldn’t fight time, and getting older was an inevitability, but this was more a problem of backbone than facing reality. I was now getting a sense for how my dad felt. It was a serious loss of dignity as both a parent and an instructor to be quickly surpassed by your own child. That was enough to spur me on to train more.


      “Okay, then as a first step to getting stronger, let’s go have a hearty meal.”


      “Mm!”


      Anyway, her declaration that she was going to get stronger wasn’t set in stone. It was important to build things up one step at a time. First, she had to build some muscle—eating properly would help with that. Humans didn’t grow without proper nutrition, after all. So, I decided to get some nice meat for today’s lunch.


      I took Mewi’s hand without thinking about it. It was so small and soft. Over time, it was sure to get bigger, stronger, and more reliable. It would be great if I could see that process and outcome with my own eyes. I really have to give it my all.


      “Your hand’s so rough...” Mewi grumbled.


      “Ha ha ha, I’m a swordsman, after all.”


      Yup, a swordsman’s hands are really calloused. Her words tickled my heart. She’d learned something new.


      The two of us walked down the quiet streets of the northern district. Not once did she let go of my hand.


      ◇


      “In we go... Pretty sure this is my first time coming here.”


      “Well, it isn’t the kind of place that you would normally visit.”


      “That’s true.”


      Mewi’s apology tour was basically over now. I’d been able to witness her newfound resolve too, so next, I had to see to her further growth. I was looking forward to it.


      If this had been a matter entirely among children, we could’ve just called it here. But in this case, we still had to hear what the culprits behind this disgusting incident had to say. I didn’t enjoy taking part in an interrogation, but seeing how my daughter had been involved, I had the right to look the culprits in the face while listening to their explanations.


      It would’ve been out of the question had I just been a regular civilian, but I was the special instructor for the order, so they accommodated my request. Once again, I was shown the might of having authority.


      It was best to never have to wield such things, of course, but that would require a lack of any emergencies at all. That, however, was unrealistic. Situations like these tended to pop up every now and then, big or small. Man, the world is a harsh place.


      “Sorry for asking to come along,” I told Allucia.


      “It isn’t a problem. You have a right to question her, Master.”


      “Thanks.”


      That said, I was a little hesitant to head into the order’s underground dungeon on my own, so I’d asked to go with Allucia. I hadn’t even known where the dungeon was located.


      If I’d been alone, I wouldn’t have known what to ask the prisoner. It was entirely possible that I would’ve flared up in rage too. It was morally wrong to do something like chop a captured criminal to pieces, but if humans could control their emotions using only their sense of reason, life wouldn’t be so complicated. This was especially the case for swordsmen.


      “Have you gotten anything out of her?” I asked.


      Allucia shook her head. “I can’t exactly say we’ve made any progress... She’s been very uncooperative.”


      “I see...”


      We were on our way to see the archer whom Curuni and Ficelle had been unable to capture on their own. I had a pretty good idea of her personality given the way she’d spoken, and that had certainly complicated the interrogation. She didn’t seem like the type to obediently spill the beans. The order’s got a long road ahead before it resolves this case.


      Because they had to uncover the details of this incident, they would have to get her to confess by any means necessary. I doubted I would be of any help, but there was nothing to lose from trying. And since I was the one who’d cut her down with my sword, maybe she would listen to me. That was a pretty faint hope, though.


      As we descended the stairs into the dungeon, the knight on duty greeted us.


      “Commander, Special Instructor, this way.”


      “Thank you.”


      Naturally, security around the dungeon was strict. It would be a huge scandal if any criminals escaped. Incidentally, the other criminals who’d taken part in the kidnapping had been thrown into prisons at the royal garrison’s stations or government buildings. It seemed their destinations had been decided based on their importance. They couldn’t throw everyone from petty criminals to serious offenders into the order’s dungeon, after all—buildings had a limited capacity. It would be ideal if public order were good enough that there was never a need to fill a single jail, but humanity wasn’t that smart.


      And so, the knight guided us into the dungeon. I was glad to see it wasn’t full. If it had been, the state of Baltrain would’ve been looking rather grim. Truly a relief.


      “Hey, it’s interrogation time,” the knight announced as we arrived at a cell deep inside the dungeon.


      “What? Again?” Caina responded, as grouchy as ever.


      Judging by her reaction, I seriously doubted that she felt any remorse. It was possible she had some kind of unshakable conviction in her actions, much like Bishop Reveos and Pope Morris had possessed. While I hadn’t expected much to begin with, it really didn’t seem like my words were going to make Caina falter.


      “Hi there,” I said. “I’m here to ask some questions.”


      “Gh?! Tch. Now it’s the monster’s turn to talk...?”


      That’s quite the reaction... I didn’t see myself as a normal person, but being called a monster repeatedly hurt my feelings. If she were complimenting my skill, then it wasn’t all that bad, but saying I was inhuman didn’t sit well with me. I had something to protect, and I wielded my sword to that end. That was all.


      That said, I had cut open her guts. From what I could see, she’d received emergency treatment, but only that—she was going to need a wizard or a long period of rest to recuperate. At least it meant her chances of escaping imprisonment were slim to none. No way the order would let someone as wounded as her slip through their fingers.


      “Abducting children seems far more monstrous from my perspective,” I retorted.


      “Hah, get off your high horse. It’s clear how many people you’ve all killed.”


      Hmm, she’s troublesome in an entirely different way from those villains in Sphenedyardvania. They’d had complete conviction in their faith, but this clearly wasn’t the case for Caina. She was more the type to make decisions only based on her own sense of values rather than something ambiguous like a god. Our short exchange had made me immediately aware of how difficult this interrogation was going to be.


      “So it was revenge?” I asked, trying to prod at her.


      But she immediately shut me out. “Not answering. I have no reason to share my motives with you.”


      “I see...”


      Hmmm, she’s totally unapproachable. But the crime she’d committed was too terrible to simply shrug off just because she wasn’t inclined to speak. Kidnapping was a felony—a severe one. This interrogation was likely to shift more toward torture in the not-too-distant future.


      There wasn’t a single part of me that wanted to take part in any torture, but I understood that it was a necessary measure. If criminals refused to listen to words, there was a need to make them understand their position. Maybe this mindset came from being a swordsman, and I was aware of how extreme and unwelcome this view would be to the general public.


      “It’s quite a waste, in my opinion, for you to use your incredible skill for such crimes,” I said.


      I was being honest. She was good—good enough to be able to put her abilities to use in more righteous lines of work, like being an adventurer, a knight, or even a mercenary.


      I observed Caina closely.


      “Hmmm...”


      “What’re you staring at, you damn monster?”


      “Isn’t it natural to want to know the features of a criminal?”


      “Tch.”


      It’d been dark during the incident, so I hadn’t been able to get a good look at her. My first impression was that she was similar to Surena. She had tan skin and confident eyes. Her hair was curly and cut short. She seemed to be about Allucia’s height—not petite at all. She also seemed to be around Allucia’s age, and she didn’t have Curuni’s or Ficelle’s youth. It’s pretty hard to judge a woman’s age by her appearance, though.


      “What interesting musculature,” I observed. “Different from a swordsman... I guess for shooting arrows?”


      What drew my attention the most was her build. Her entire body was muscular, but it seemed unbalanced in my eyes. The distribution was clearly different from that of a swordsman. It seemed an archer’s muscles differed greatly in strength and flexibility from body part to body part. A swordsman might end up with an archer’s body by swinging their blade using nothing but their arms, but people like that tended to die.


      Though her frame looked awfully distorted from my perspective, you could say she had the ideal build for using a bow. It must’ve taken considerable work and time to temper her body like that. I was more and more curious about why she’d resorted to crime.


      “Looks like you’ve put in some significant training,” I said. “Seriously, what a waste...”


      “Tch... The hell’s with this guy...?”


      Caina had committed a serious crime that couldn’t be forgiven. Still, it was fine to compliment the muscles and techniques she’d built. That was the logic behind my musing, but it seemed to have an effect—she didn’t call me a monster this time. Yay, I’m back to being human.


      “You used a shortbow, if I remember right,” I continued. “It didn’t look like it had much range or force... Oh, I get it. You use your pectoral muscles to nock.”


      “My fingers,” Caina quickly corrected me. “Accurate and rapid fire demands strong yet delicate movements.”


      “I see. Now that I think of it, you shot three arrows at a time. I guess you can’t just use the same pressure on all the arrows at once.”


      “Exactly. They’re placed between each finger and aimed individually.”


      “Hmmm. A swordsman wouldn’t be able to replicate that. How interesting.”


      “Tch...”


      She was pretty talkative when chatting about weapons and techniques. Not that I had any kind of calculated plan here. I was simply curious about the unknown—especially in the hands of such a master.


      After that short exchange, Caina seemed to think she was playing right into my hands. She forced the conversation to an end with a click of the tongue. Can’t say I really care, but she sure does that a lot.


      Maybe she’d led a life constantly on edge. Her temper was a little similar to how Mewi’s had been in the early days. Feels like Caina’s going to wear herself out.


      “Anyway, your technique is definitely amaz— Hm?”


      I would’ve preferred if she’d used it for good, but I couldn’t deny that her skill was impressive. In the middle of expressing that, I came to a sudden realization.


      Caina had an extremely rough temperament—I could see that after talking with her a little. She’d cursed a lot during the battle too, so she definitely had a belligerent personality.


      I took a deep breath and restarted. “Let me begin by saying that your archery is amazing. There’s no mistaking that.”


      “What? Praising me isn’t gonna get you anything.”


      Caina’s technique was magnificent. I had nearly no experience facing off against archers, but I could easily place her as the strongest I’d seen. Accurately shooting at multiple opponents in the dark while on the run was an abnormal feat.


      “However, you never once aimed at our vitals, did you?”


      “Gh!”


      Caina’s reaction was slightly different this time, but I saw it clearly. Really does seem like there’s some reason she didn’t shoot to kill, though I don’t yet know why.


      I, Curuni, Henblitz, Ficelle, and even Adel and the other knights had been uninjured. Some blood had indeed flowed on our side—several of the garrison’s soldiers had been wounded, though all of them had only suffered light injuries and would be returning to duty quickly.


      An archer of Caina’s caliber should’ve easily been able to knock at least one person out of the fight. If she’d been so inclined, she likely could’ve skewered Adel, Curuni, and all the soldiers of the garrison before running away. Even if wiping them out would’ve been difficult, she definitely should’ve been able to make them give up on pursuing her.


      “You must have a reason,” I continued. “Before we arrived, you should’ve been able to win...if you’d really wanted to.”


      “Not answering,” she said, slightly slower than last time. “I have no reason to share my motives with you.”


      If her only goal had been to abduct the children and get away, she could’ve just killed anyone who’d obstructed her. It wouldn’t have been commendable behavior, but she’d been capable of it and hadn’t done so—despite having such a belligerent tone and uncooperative attitude.


      “Allucia.” I turned around to face her—she’d been standing a little behind me and to the side.


      “What is it?”


      “You retrieved her glove, right? I’m pretty sure it had a poison needle in it...”


      “Yes. The report says it’s a fast-acting poison, but one that isn’t particularly toxic. It’s not fatal.”


      “Hm...”


      When I’d closed in on Caina, she’d thrown a punch at me. Her glove had been hiding that needle in it. I’d dodged, thinking it would be bad to let it touch me, but it seemed the poison wasn’t a lethal one.


      There’d been the concern of accidentally pricking herself with the needle, but a master of her skill wouldn’t slip up so badly in the middle of combat. She clearly had enough confidence in her skill, so she could’ve used a deadlier poison.


      As a last resort against opponents who closed in on her, it was important that the poison act quickly. Using something that wasn’t very toxic didn’t make sense, though. Even if it wasn’t lethal, it would be normal to use something more powerful—if she truly were a vile criminal, at least.


      That one revelation had led to an entire chain of thought.


      “I’m guessing you’re not the one who knocked out the hostages either,” I said, obeying my intuition and putting it into words.


      I was met with an awkward silence. Mewi and Cindy had been unconscious, probably knocked out with a blow to the head. There’d apparently been no traces of wizardry at play. Drugs would’ve been even easier to identify, but none had been used.


      The children in the carriage had all been conscious, which meant those two had been chosen and rendered unconscious. Simple violence makes the most sense.


      I didn’t believe Caina had been the one to do it, though. She was an archer, after all. What was more, her glove had been planted with a poison needle as a means of recovering from a hopeless situation, so using it to punch someone could’ve caused an accident.


      It was possible she’d taken off the glove, punched them, and then put it back on. Still, it made more sense for her to ask someone else to do it rather than go through all that trouble. The big man who’d been carrying the two girls had seemed plenty strong.


      In terms of pure combat abilities, Caina was definitely the best among the kidnappers. Had there been anyone stronger than her, we would’ve had a much harder time. She probably would’ve gotten away. The big man had also looked to Caina for orders, so she was almost definitely a key figure.


      Even while steeping her hands in inhuman acts, Caina had drawn a clear line of violence that she wouldn’t cross. I was getting quite the mismatched impression of her, and I had a suspicion that this detail was the crux of the incident. She possessed outstanding skill and was even equipped with a magical bow, but she’d stooped to kidnapping. Despite that, she’d reduced the odds of killing anyone as much as possible.


      “Well, it’s gonna take some time for that wound to heal,” I told her. “You’re not getting out of here anytime soon. We’ll see who can hold out longer, but just so you know, the Liberion Order is formidable.”


      “Tch...”


      She was a precious source of information, so we couldn’t let her go. The wound to her abdomen had only received emergency treatment instead of proper medical care, and that made the order’s stance clear: Compassion was unnecessary when dealing with villains.


      It was possible we would catch an even bigger fish by holding Caina here. With so many people involved, a larger organization was likely backing them. Keeping her could provoke even more attacks, but that would essentially be a declaration of war by this unknown organization. And who would be stupid enough to pick a fight with the Liberion Order and the magic corps right in the heart of the kingdom?


      “Oh right. What’s your name?” I asked. “Ah, I’m Beryl Gardenant.”


      I’d only just realized that I hadn’t asked her. I knew she was Caina because the big man had shouted it, but it wasn’t clear whether this was even her real name. I figured it would be okay for her to share with me, but there was actually a lot of information that could be garnered from a name, so maybe she wouldn’t answer. I didn’t have anything to feel guilty about, so I’d honestly offered my own name.


      “Caina... And just so you know, you won’t figure anything out from that.”


      “Thanks. Then I’ll call you Caina from now on.”


      Unexpectedly, she gave me her name without any resistance. Judging by what she’d said, it was probably an alias or nickname. Since there was no family name...I’m guessing a nickname. Or maybe she’s intentionally keeping her family name hidden.


      Anyway, it really did seem like we weren’t going to get much information like this. But “not much” was better than nothing at all. I had no idea what kind of intelligence network the order possessed, but if they combined forces with the magic corps—with Lucy, in particular—it was possible they might discover something.


      One of the important things I’d learned since moving to Baltrain was this: When stumped for an answer, asking Lucy would generally work out one way or another.


      “So, Caina,” I said. “Where did you learn to use a bow like that? I’m sure it took a lot of training.”


      “What kinda idiot are you?” she spat. “How could you possibly believe I’d answer that?”


      “I just figured you might.”


      “Tch...!”


      She’d told me her name, so I thought she might tell me all kinds of other things. It turned out that wasn’t going to happen. Her click of the tongue was rather loud this time. This really does seem like it’s going to be a long battle.


      Caina had no intention of telling us anything. The Liberion Order had no intention of letting her go. If someone demanded her release, it would show a possible connection between them and the mastermind. Nobody would be stupid enough to try that.


      “Then I suppose we’ll call it a day here,” I said. “See you later.”


      “Never come again, dumbass.”


      “How harsh.”


      Keeping up the questioning right now would be a waste of time. So, I decided to step away—I had no reason to continue this interrogation for now.


      “Keep her on a strict watch,” Allucia ordered the knight who’d shown us the way.


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      With that, we left the dungeon. I didn’t want to keep the knight commander down here for too long. Interrogation and torture weren’t part of her job, after all.


      “It’s just as you said,” I remarked as we walked up the stairs. “She’s awfully uncooperative.”


      “She is, but our only choice is to keep pressing her,” Allucia said.


      “Seems so.”


      From what I could tell, Caina was aware that she’d committed a crime. Her first outburst had been proof of this. In other words, some kind of conviction or unavoidable circumstance had driven her to it. People like that weren’t going to cooperate easily, so it was going to take a while. That didn’t mean we were completely blocked off, though. Asking questions wasn’t the only way of gathering information. There were all kinds of things to look into.


      “You retrieved Caina’s bow, right?” I asked.


      “Yes. It is currently in the care of the magic corps.”


      According to Ficelle, Caina’s bow was magical. That was probably why it had been given to the magic corps.


      Wielding a bow was difficult. It was an entirely different kind of weapon from a sword, and it was hard to make the weapon shine when you were a lone archer on the field of battle. That was why there weren’t many who wielded one. If anything, bows were mostly commonly used by hunters and village militias.


      Here, we had a master archer who’d been equipped with a magical bow. I couldn’t say how advanced the bow itself was, but it was definitely valuable. How had something like that reached Caina’s hands? If we could find that out, it could lead us to the organization she belonged to—or to the circumstances behind the kidnapping attempt.


      “Then I guess the plan is to continue interrogating Caina while waiting for the results from the magic corps,” I said.


      “That it is,” Allucia confirmed. “Magical bows are extremely rare, so I believe they should be able to pick up some kind of trail.”


      It seemed the magical shortbow wasn’t a rarity only from a country bumpkin’s perspective—Allucia saw it the same way. My amateur opinion that this was a good lead to follow was correct.


      Ultimately, we were probably going to be relying on Lucy. That was always gonna happen, though. Her knowledge and influence were simply too great not to use. She hadn’t lived far more years than me for nothing.


      “We can only wait for the magic corps’s analysis,” Allucia muttered, “but it is highly likely they’re from the empire.”


      “The empire...? You mean the Salura Zaruk Empire?”


      “Yes.”


      I’d figured we had nothing to go on until the results came back, but it turned out Allucia had a pretty good idea of what we were dealing with. I’d ventured near the empire’s border recently, but I’d never set foot inside that country—I’d only gone as far as Vesparta, and I’d had no business across the border. But how does her status as an archer with a magical bow imply that she’s from the empire?


      “There’s a military force there called the bowman battalion,” Allucia explained. “Their primary armaments are magical bows. From what I’ve seen personally, hers was very similar.”


      “Hmmm...”


      It turned out that Caina’s weapon wasn’t one of a kind. They employed similar bows across the border. Still, that wasn’t enough to draw any conclusions. The empire’s army wasn’t necessarily involved, and it was entirely possible that Caina or the organization she belonged to had stolen the weapon.


      Criticizing the empire at this point would be akin to tossing around false accusations. If handled poorly, accusations like that could sink our diplomatic relations and even be a trigger to start a war. That was why it was necessary to meticulously gather information.


      So, we were forced to wait. I doubted Caina was going to blab, so we had to collect what fragmentary information we could and put the pieces together.


      “By the way...” Allucia said as we got back to the more familiar parts of the office. “How is, um...Mewi doing?”


      “Aah, she’s back in school... Sorry for all the trouble.”


      “Both of you have already apologized enough. And it didn’t bother me to begin with.”


      Everyone was being considerate of Mewi. That was a wonderful thing, even if it was just because of her relationship to me. Allucia in particular hadn’t spoken to Mewi much. In contrast, Surena had talked to her multiple times, Henblitz and Curuni had accompanied us back to Beaden, and at the magic institute, Mewi was Ficelle’s student. But ever since their initial meeting, Allucia and Mewi had made essentially zero contact with each other. Allucia had also scolded Mewi for pickpocketing back then, which had left a pretty negative impression on the girl.


      Mewi hadn’t gotten along with Surena at first either, but that wasn’t the case anymore. However, since she hadn’t spent much time with Allucia, she probably hadn’t rid herself of her initial impression. Allucia also wasn’t trying to meddle in Mewi’s affairs. She was busy with her work...but so was Surena. If anything, in terms of having to be away from the city and time spent on the job, Surena was the busier of the two.


      “Hey, Allucia?”


      “Yes? What is it?”


      Mewi was sure to get involved with all kinds of people as she grew older. This was true at the institute and would be even more applicable when she entered society as an adult. I taught her everything I could at home, but I was just an old man who’d spent most of his life secluded in the countryside. I honestly wasn’t useful when it came to learning about society.


      “Feel free to visit me at home, if you’ve got the time,” I said. “I hope you can cheer Mewi up.”


      Not that I wanted to exploit Allucia or anything, but forming a positive connection with the leader of an organization that maintained such discipline, order, and traditions would definitely do Mewi good. There was a limit to what Mewi could learn from me, after all. I wanted to show her all kinds of adults she could use as role models—Allucia would surely make a good example as both a woman and an adult.


      Also, I simply wanted to improve Mewi’s negative impression of Allucia. During their first meeting, Allucia had needed to maintain a critical stance on Mewi due to their positions: Allucia as knight commander and Mewi as a pickpocket. But Mewi’s situation and environment were different now. I wanted her to understand that Allucia was more of a proper adult to look up to than she believed.


      “Ah...! I’m, um, happy for the offer, but...are you certain?”


      “Hm? Of course.”


      It seemed I could take that as a yes. But why’d she have to ask if I was certain? If anything, I felt like I’d put this off for too long. She’d been the one to drag me out of the countryside and had made me face her feelings directly. Now I had to properly recognize that and conduct myself appropriately.


      It was pretty lame to use the kidnapping and Mewi as an excuse to that end, though. Still, I wanted Mewi and Allucia to form a positive friendship. It’d gone well with Surena, so I was sure it would with Allucia too.


      “Understood. Then when the opportunity presents itself, I shall. I hope Mewi doesn’t hate me...”


      “Ha ha ha, as she is now, she should understand your post and duties.”


      Mewi had grown in both body and mind over quite a short period. That’d been temporarily obstructed by this incident, but there was nothing more for me to do on that front. Besides, there was a lot for her to learn from the experience. And part of her education could be getting to know Allucia.


      “I’d be happy if you and Mewi could get along,” I said.


      “I’ll try my best... But I won’t compromise, just so you know.”


      “Ha ha ha, how harsh.”


      That’s a good stance to have. I could really learn from her.


      “Perhaps I should prepare a gift for my visit...” Allucia muttered.


      “No, that really isn’t necessary...”


      I had no idea why she would have to prepare a gift when I was just inviting her over to play and check on Mewi. I mean, it was definitely good manners, but being too formal could actually be rude sometimes. Mewi’s youth meant Allucia didn’t need to go overboard in showing respect. I also wanted to use this to fix their relationship.


      Anyway, despite being talented in seemingly all other aspects of her life, Allucia was surprisingly awkward about things like this. But nobody was perfect, and surprisingly enough, I found this imperfection charming.


      As far as the kidnapping case went, it was far from being solved. I doubted Caina had done anything on her own—there had to be someone behind her, and finding out who was our current objective. Still, Mewi, her friends, and the abducted children had all come back safely. We’d reached a point where we had to pause a little. Otherwise, it would exhaust us both physically and mentally.


      Going forward, the busy knight commander and the one entrusted with the post of special instructor should be allowed a moment to rest. I hoped my home could serve as a resting place for myself and all those close to me.


      Am I getting ahead of myself? Either way, I wanted to be allowed this meager wish. Both Mewi and Alucia were people I was meant to protect, and even though they had different needs, I was determined to keep them safe.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: An Old Country Bumpkin Drinks the Night Away


      “All right then, shall we start with a toast? Cheers!”


      “Thank you... And cheers!”


      While the kidnapping incident in Baltrain hadn’t been completely resolved, all the culprits on-site had been arrested. We still didn’t have the full picture, but all the abducted children had been retrieved successfully, so we were all due a little break.


      I’d already gone around apologizing to all the organizations that had mobilized for us, so now, I figured it was time to show them my gratitude as best I could. What I could do was pretty limited, though. At most, I could buy drinks and food at the taverns in town. Still, offering something was better than offering nothing. I’d be failing as a human being if I didn’t try to give my thanks somehow.


      “Today’s on me,” I said. “Order whatever you want.”


      “I only did my duty, so this makes me a little self-conscious...”


      “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. I just want to treat you.”


      After finishing work at the office, we’d come out to the tavern. This time, it’d ended up as a drinking party between just me and Henblitz. I’d originally wanted to invite Curuni, Adel, Edel, and Ficelle too, but I couldn’t exactly treat everyone who’d been involved in resolving the incident. My wallet wouldn’t last.


      However, much like Allucia, Henblitz was one of the people responsible for mobilizing an entire organization to search for Mewi. That was why it was only proper etiquette to treat him to a meal. Also, quite surprisingly, Henblitz and I had never had a meal together one-on-one like this. During my welcoming party in Baltrain, Allucia and Curuni had also been present. In Beaden, Curuni, Mewi, Randrid, Fanery, and my parents had eaten with us.


      In terms of new connections I’d made since coming to Baltrain, Henblitz and Lucy were the most prominent. So, I’d personally wanted to share a drink with him like this at least once.


      “Pwah... A good drink after work really is something else,” Henblitz said.


      “I couldn’t agree more. I yearn for this more and more as I get older.”


      We both started with a hearty gulp of ale. Due to the summer heat, it was even more refreshing than usual. But even a regular old ale right after work was just about as good as things got. Seriously delicious...


      “How has Mewi been?” Henblitz asked.


      “Better, thanks to everyone. In hindsight, this was a good lesson for her.”


      Having accompanied us back to Beaden, he was a little closer to Mewi than the others. Mewi also didn’t seem to have a bad impression of him.


      “I’m glad to hear it,” Henblitz said happily before his tone stiffened a little. “But as one responsible for public safety, I find it hard to accept that we allowed her to get taken in the first place...”


      “Now, now...”


      I understood how he felt. It was good this had led to Mewi’s growth, but her kidnapping certainly wasn’t worth celebrating. Still, worrying about it after the fact wasn’t going to turn back the hands of time. We could only accept the results.


      In that sense, everyone working together had prevented the worst possible outcome, and that was worth celebrating...even if there was still a lot of work to be done.


      “I should be thanking you for everything you did for me,” I told him. “You really saved us.”


      “There’s no need for that...though I guess we’ve had this talk several times already.”


      “Ha ha, that’s true.”


      I always wanted to remain sincere, and Henblitz was a very serious person at heart. That was why we’d had this conversation many times before, during, and after the incident. And though it’d ended the same way each time, I couldn’t help myself from bringing it up. I simply can’t thank him enough.


      “Here’s your sausage and steamed potato!”


      “Ah, thanks.”


      Our first plate of food arrived. Potatoes and meat were great choices—they went well with ale.


      “My treat or not, you won’t be able to maintain public safety on an empty stomach,” I said. “Come on, eat up.”


      “I can’t say no when you put it like that. Thank you for the meal.”


      Consuming food and water was the bare minimum to staying alive, let alone maintaining public safety. Well, I wasn’t sure you could classify ale as water, but still...


      “Hom... Hot! Mm, but good!”


      “It definitely goes well with ale.”


      Both Henblitz and I had spent the day training or doing work, so come nighttime, we were hungry. Before talking about anything else, we had to satisfy that hunger.


      So, I sank my teeth into a potato. It was really hot but delicious. The soft potato was topped with butter and salt, giving it just the right amount of flavor. And just as Henblitz said, it went great with ale. Potatoes are filling, and they pair up well with pretty much any alcohol. Truly, they’re one of the greatest foodstuffs in the world.


      “Haaah... Oh, right. There’s something I wanted to ask you, Henblitz.”


      “Oh? What is it?”


      Now that I’d had a taste of food, it was time to get to the main topic. I’d worked with Henblitz and had sometimes gone with him to the steam bath, but we’d never had a particularly deep conversation before. To be more specific, I knew almost nothing about his private life. I had no intention of pestering him about every little detail, but I really did know surprisingly little about the Liberion Order’s lieutenant commander.


      “Why’d you choose to become a knight?” I asked. “I was just thinking that I’ve never heard you mention it.”


      “Aah, I see.” Henblitz nodded in understanding. “It’s quite simple. To sum it up, I wanted to serve the kingdom. Doing something physically demanding suited me better than paperwork.”


      He didn’t need any time to consider the question—his conviction hadn’t wavered at all. He has such a splendid character. There were plenty of people who wanted to serve the kingdom. However, I’d never had such noble ambitions, and there had to be many people who were the same as me. If anything, I was entirely focused on reaching greater heights as a swordsman. I’d never even shown any interest in the fame or influence that came with it. Maybe that’s commendable in its own way.


      Henblitz was different, though. His will to serve had come first, and he’d chosen to accomplish that with his sword. He’d also managed to acquire great skills and had achieved many things. I was no match for him in all sorts of ways.


      “And that drove you so far at such a young age...” I said. “You really are amazing.”


      “Thank you. But I’m still just a fledgling with a long way to go.”


      Being humble wasn’t a bad thing. However, debasing yourself with excess humility could come off as sarcasm. That was my logic, at least, so I decided to point it out.


      “That’s the spirit, but don’t you think it comes off as sarcasm?”


      Henblitz’s rebuttal was intense. “Oh? Coming from you, of all people?”


      “Aaaah... I can’t really say anything in my defense...” I muttered.


      “Ha ha ha! Well, I believe you’ve changed lately, Mr. Beryl.”


      “Is that so?”


      “Yes. That is how it appears in my eyes.”


      My mindset had clearly changed—it’d happened the day I’d defeated my dad. Henblitz didn’t know about that, though, since I’d never told him about it. Lucy had also mentioned me changing. Surely, it was a change for the better.


      I couldn’t claim to be the strongest. There were plenty of swordsmen better than I was, and against a top-class wizard, I felt like I had no chance of winning. And if you included nonhumans, things got even worse. I doubted whether I’d have been able to beat Zeno Grable, Lono Ambrosia, or Id Invicius on my own.


      That was why it was important to devote myself even more to training. Henblitz and I were the same in this regard, but up until recently, I’d lacked any kind of confidence. Nowadays, I didn’t think I would lose against the average knight. If anything, there was a part of me that eagerly awaited facing off against formidable foes who would push me to greater heights.


      I was well aware how dangerous this thought process was. A single misstep could lead me to ruin. During the battle against Id Invicius, even though we’d had Lucy as backup, I’d chosen an absolutely dangerous burden for no good reason.


      I had no intention of forcing that on others, of course. I would never tell Mewi to go down a path of carnage, and I didn’t wish that for her either. We didn’t need more people throwing themselves into the endless spiral of battle. I and anyone else who resonated with a life of combat were enough.


      “Right... I suppose I have changed,” I said.


      “You have. I believe it’s a good thing, though that might sound condescending coming from me.”


      “There’s nothing condescending about it. I respect you greatly.”


      Henblitz wasn’t a weirdo like me who was completely obsessed with the sword. He wielded a blade for the sake of justice. That was so dazzling in my eyes.


      I had an undefeated record against Henblitz in sparring matches. In terms of pure swordplay, I definitely stood above him, but I didn’t use that as a reason to look down on him.


      I also thought that swordplay was the only way I could win against him. I lost to him overwhelmingly in every other aspect. That was why I respected him. My view of him as a reliable lieutenant commander had never once wavered.


      “It moves me greatly to hear that from a swordsman of your caliber, Mr. Beryl.”


      “Ha ha ha. It doesn’t feel bad to be complimented by the lieutenant commander either.”


      His conversational skill was also impressive—he was always able to get one up on me like this. I have a mountain of things to learn from Henblitz and Allucia.


      “Hey, your tankard’s empty,” I observed.


      “Oh, how embarrassing...”


      “I told you to order whatever you want. Excuse me!”


      The least I could do was acknowledge when he needed more to drink. So, to give him a little push, I called the waitress over. It was nice to know that a man like him respected me, but I wanted us to spend the night freely and at ease. We needed to get more drinks and enjoy ourselves as much as possible.


      The waitress came running over. “Yes? What can I get you two?”


      “Ummm...”


      “Two ales,” Henblitz cut in. “Also, two boar steaks, one order of fritters, and a salad, please.”


      “Coming right up!”


      Nice choices! Ordering a hearty meal makes treating you all the more worthwhile.


      “Ooh, how extravagant,” I teased.


      “You did say to order whatever I wanted,” Henblitz said. “I’ll keep you company right to your breaking point.”


      “That’s the spirit. Eat your fill to refuel for tomorrow.”


      Henblitz changed gears quickly... He has a wonderful temperament and is a great man. Making a connection with such a person had undoubtedly been one of the great fortunes of my life. He’d helped me out a ton already. While this may come across as somewhat calculating, being able to deepen my bond with him by buying a single meal was quite the bargain.


      “By the way, Mr. Beryl...”


      “Hm?”


      Holding up his empty tankard, Henblitz glanced around. He then leaned across the table. “If you’re treating me...that means you’ll keep my company as we drink the night away, yes?” The corner of his mouth curved into a smile.


      “All right! You’re on!”


      I was getting fired up too. It was hard for me to get this kind of mood going with Allucia or Surena. They already showed a lot of restraint around me, and then there was the problem of gender. Their ability to hold their booze had nothing to do with it—this was more a problem of our frame of mind.


      I’d already told Mewi that I would be drinking with Henblitz, so she wouldn’t complain if I stayed out somewhat late.


      Henblitz can really hold his ale too...


      I was getting carried away by the mood, but it was going to be fine. As a swordsman, it would be a disgrace for me to run away from a fight before it started. But this wasn’t a fight to the death—more like a drinking contest—and since I’d told him to order whatever he wanted, I couldn’t just say no and call it a night.


      So, he and I drank the night away to relax and decompress. Following Henblitz’s example, I decided to drink a lot, eat a lot, and enjoy myself to my heart’s content—all to refuel.


      Thus, I left the problems of tomorrow to the me of the future.
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      Afterword


      It’s good to see you all again. I’m Shigeru Sagazaki. Thank you very much for picking up From Old Country Bumpkin to Master Swordsman Volume 10—we’re finally in the double digits!


      Much like I wrote last time, I never believed for a second that this would happen when I first started writing this series. It is all thanks to my readers that we have gotten this far. Allow me to thank you once more.


      This volume focuses entirely on Beryl. I mean, the series is written in first person, but that was the theme of the volume. Even after reaching the age of being called an old man, there is still room for growth. I hope I can be like that too. Things won’t go as smoothly as the protagonist in a story, but I want to keep that belief in mind. I have no confidence I’ve actually grown, though...


      Anyway, given the theme, the front cover of this volume gave off a different impression. I think it looks really cool. I want to become an old man who looks good in that pose.


      At a glance, Beryl is just an old bumpkin, but his role has become awfully complicated and mysterious. Despite being no more than a swordsmanship instructor in the countryside, he became the special instructor for the order, a temporary lecturer for the magic institute, and Mewi’s guardian and instructor. I hope I did a good job portraying all these aspects of him. I hope you all enjoyed it.


      In a sense, the closest person to him—and the one who can sense these changes he’s going through—is Mewi. That is one thing Allucia or Surena can’t claim. Well, in the past, Surena was in a position to do so, but not anymore.


      How will Beryl and his environment continue to change? I’ll do my best to portray it, so please continue reading this series.


      Okay, it’s time for some publicity. I’m pretty happy to have things to announce in these afterwords.


      With volume nine’s publication, volume eight of the manga version, volume two of Ficelle’s spinoff manga, and volume two of Surena’s spinoff manga are also planned to go on sale. I hope you can read them all and enjoy the world of From Old Country Bumpkin to Master Swordsman from all kinds of angles.


      Also, the first season of the anime wrapped up last spring, but as the announcement at the end of the last episode showed, a second season is in production. It’s planned to air during the summer season of 2026, and we’re currently working on it. All the cast, including the main star Hirata, have put on a wonderful performance. Please enjoy it.


      I’ll do my best so that I’ll have much more good news to deliver, and I’d be honored if you all came along for the ride.


      Until next time.
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Beryl for many years. tremendous respect for Beryl.
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“G h ! o “Mewi.”

As | called her name,
the dry sound of skin
colliding with skin
echoed quietly into

e night sky.
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Lucy
DIAMOND
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The commander of Liberis’s
magic corps. She immerses
herself in the research of
powerful wizardry day and
night. But how old is she,
exactly...?

” KINERA

FINE

A teacher at the magic
institute. She has a gentle
demeanor and is a top-class
practitioner of defensive
magic.

” FICELLE
HARBELLER

Beryl'’s former pupil. She’s
the young ace wizard of the
magic corps, capable of
wielding both swords and
spells, and is also Mewi’s
teacher. Naturally, she has
great respect for Beryl.

VESPER

A young knight of the
Liberion Order. He was
seriously injured during
the attack by the Verdapis
Mercenary Company.

FREDRA
ENEQ

A student in the sword magic
class at the magic institute.
She is a kind girl and Mewi’s
school friend. Her goal is to
improve her stamina.

CURUNI
CRUECIEL

Beryl’s former pupil.

She’s always full of energy
and is a bright spot for the
order. She respects Beryl
from the bottom of her
heart.

HENBLITZ
Drout

The lieutenant commander
of the Liberion Order.

He has come to idolize
Beryl as the order’s special
instructor.

CINDY
LoveAauT

A student in the sword magic
class at the magic institute.
She has an honest personality
and a powerful build. She is
Mewi’s school friend.
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I'saw’a little into the future
nd caught a glimpse of this
inexplicable phenomenon.
| stopped thinking about my
eyes immediately. My body
knew how to move already.
I had to rely on my reflexes
since my mind couldn’t keep
up with my eyes. In other
words, | had to yield to my
instincts while seeing the
“future” play out at the
same time.
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