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  Prologue


  

  Was I dreaming?


  A sense of déjà vu washed over me as old memories surfaced—faint at first, then vivid enough to stir something deep in my chest. They must have been from my childhood.


  I was certain the boy I saw was me, yet I observed him from a distance—as though peering through someone else’s eyes.


  The sensation was uncanny—like standing just outside my own body, watching a distant memory unfold from somewhere beyond myself. Caught in that strange sense of detachment, I found myself looking back on who I once was.


  I had been the sort of child who took an interest in everything. At least, that was how I remembered it. Then again, perhaps that was true of most children. Still, I found myself easily fascinated—drawn to anything that caught my eye.


  When I was very young, I spent hours playing with wooden blocks, stacking them again and again, knocking them down, then rebuilding them. I tested new shapes each time, as if I were conducting experiments, only I could understand.


  Vehicles, buildings—those were my favorites.


  Of course, to others, many of my creations must have looked like incomprehensible lumps made by a child. But in my mind, they were magnificent.


  As I grew older and began venturing outside more often, the sandbox became my new kingdom.


  There, too, I was always building. I poured water over the sand and packed it down with rhythmic pats of my palms, shaping it carefully and patiently, as though turning imagination into reality.


  I remembered one of my proudest works had been preserved in a photograph. In it, a much smaller version of me—caked in mud from head to toe—stood beside my masterpiece: a castle.


  Perhaps I had seen one before that day. Maybe in a book, or in a television show—something must have sparked the image.


  I had crafted four Western-style towers at the corners, connected by walls enclosing the entire structure. The photo had captured me standing triumphantly beside it, wearing a smug, utterly satisfied grin.


  Even now, thinking back on it, I have to admit, it was impressive work for a child. In fact, it might have been better than anything I could build as an adult. When it came to castles, my younger self might very well have surpassed me.


  Yet, as I grew older, I stopped playing in the sandbox.


  Why was that?


  The reason, I thought, was simple.


  It was games—I fell hard for them.


  There were countless genres out there, of course, but the ones that truly fascinated me were the so-called crafting games—the kind that dropped you into a desolate wilderness with nothing to your name and not another soul in sight.


  From there, survival depended on your ingenuity. You scavenged whatever lay at hand, turned it into materials, crafted those materials into tools, and used those tools to build something new. Piece by piece, you clawed your way up from nothing, transforming the world around you through patience and invention.


  In the end, perhaps I merely traded the sandbox for a virtual one.


  I loved picking things up, turning them over in my mind, asking myself what they could become next. Some of those games pushed you toward combat—pitting the equipment you forged against monsters or other players—but I was never especially drawn to that.


  If I had to choose, I preferred working quietly, steadily, losing myself in the act of creating something new—something I had never seen before. Discovery through construction—that was what thrilled me.


  In the end, I always built a castle.


  Whenever I stood before a fortress I had designed and assembled with my own hands, a deep, resonant satisfaction filled my chest. The sight of towering walls and watchtowers rising from empty land stirred something primal in me.


  That feeling—of shaping an entire domain from raw materials—was what I enjoyed most.


  As I grew older and entered my school years, my interests expanded beyond games. I developed a fondness for anime as well. After club activities ended, I returned home and streamed whatever series had just come out.


  I was the sort who sampled anything popular without discrimination, though lately there seemed to be an abundance of stories set in other worlds. For some reason, medieval Europe was a frequent backdrop.


  Castles, fortified cities, stone ramparts stretching beneath vast skies—those settings gripped me with an almost inexplicable longing.


  Man, I wish I could see something like that in person.


  The thought crossed my mind more times than I could count. Of course, I knew it was impossible. So instead, I recreated the buildings from my favorite works, in the games I played, painstakingly replicating their towers and walls block by block.


  Why was I remembering all of this now?


  A quiet certainty settled over me—that what I was seeing wasn’t reality at all, but something vague and insubstantial, like mist slipping through my fingers. If that was true, then this had to be a dream.


  Remembering my childhood wasn’t unpleasant, but I couldn’t help wishing for something more entertaining if this was going to be a dream.


  Still, it was about time I woke up.


  I gathered my thoughts and focused, willing myself to rise to the surface. It felt as though I were submerged in deep water, my body suspended in a heavy, wavering drift.


  Then something pushed me upward. The darkness thinned. Light seeped in from above, growing brighter and brighter as I rose toward it.


  A moment later, I felt myself burst through the surface—only to crash down hard, as if my entire body had struck solid ground.


  … Where am I?


  My eyes fluttered open, unfocused, settling on a ceiling I had never seen before. Nothing about it felt familiar.


  At the same time, an unbearably loud sound assaulted my ears. Shrill, piercing, relentless.


  Is that… a baby crying?


  I didn’t know anyone with children. I had hardly been around infants long enough to grow accustomed to their wailing. The noise grated against my skull, sharp and insistent.


  Am I still dreaming?


  No—that couldn’t be right. I had just opened my eyes. This had to be reality, and yet nothing made sense.


  Normally, after waking up, the next step was simple: sit up and get moving. Acting on instinct, I tried to push myself upright, putting strength into my arms.


  My body didn’t budge.


  It was as though my limbs refused to respond. Worse, a thick fog seemed to hang over my mind, dulling my thoughts, blurring the edges of my awareness. I couldn’t think clearly. Everything felt sluggish and disconnected.


  Was I in some kind of accident?


  I had no memory of it—but perhaps I’d been injured, left too weak to move. That would explain the heaviness, the numb confusion clouding my head. A lingering aftereffect of trauma, perhaps.


  Assuming my guess was right and I’d been in an accident, this place should have been a hospital. But it looked nothing like one.


  For one thing, the ceiling and walls at the edge of my vision were filthy—stained and grimy in a way no hospital would ever allow.


  It wasn’t just dirt.


  Nor was it peeling wallpaper or faded paint left to decay over years of neglect. No—this was something else entirely.


  The walls themselves appeared to be made of packed earth. In places, the surface had crumbled away, leaving shallow gouges and uneven ridges. The texture was rough, irregular, unmistakably primitive.


  “Goodness… are you hungry?”


  A new sound reached my ears—a woman’s voice, warm and lightly amused.


  Startled, I turned toward it.


  A figure hurried closer, her footsteps soft but quick. As she reached my side, her face came into focus.


  She was a woman in her twenties, young and strikingly beautiful. For a fleeting instant, my heart skipped. Even in this haze, some base instinct in me stirred.


  That foolish distraction lasted only for a second.


  “[Light].”


  The word left her lips as she raised her right hand, extending her index finger upward.


  The next moment, a small orb of light sprang from her fingertip, hovering in midair.


  This isn’t a hospital!


  It’s another world!


  The retort burst through my mind in an uncharacteristically thick Kansai dialect, even though I didn’t normally speak that way. But that hardly mattered.


  At last, I understood.


  This wasn’t Japan—this wasn’t even Earth. At the very least, it was a world where magic was real, tangible, and could be summoned with a single word.


  The baby’s cries that had been ringing in my ears this whole time?


  They were mine.


  In other words, this was that absurd scenario which I’d once dismissed as pure fiction.


  Reincarnation into another world.


  What I had once thought impossible had become reality. And so, the curtain rose on my new life.


  The young woman effortlessly scooped up my soft, pudgy body—still too small to control properly—and lifted me into her arms as though I weighed nothing. And then, without the slightest hesitation, she lifted her clothes and bared her breast.


  Shock tore through me. But before my mind could even begin to process what I was seeing, my body moved on its own.


  Chu.


  If any sound fit what followed, it was that. Acting entirely apart from my conscious will, I latched onto her chest without restraint and sucked with all the strength my tiny body could muster.


  In response, a sweet, warm liquid filled my mouth and slipped down my throat. Instinct took over completely. I swallowed greedily, my throat working in steady gulps as I drank and drank—life itself pouring into me.


  The warmth spread through my small body, soothing and steadying me, until at last the gnawing emptiness inside me faded away.


  Only when my stomach was full did clarity return.


  This beautiful young woman… was my mom.


  Reincarnated into another world, and this was how my new life began.


  I mean—seriously. This was incredible.
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  Chapter 1: My First Spell


  

  Just like that, my new life began as an infant.


  Yet there was one matter that refused to leave my mind.


  Magic.


  If nothing else, that was what needed answers.


  There were no light fixtures in the room—no lamps, no bulbs, nothing resembling modern illumination. Which likely meant the light I had witnessed earlier was not some special trick, but an ordinary convenience.


  If that were the case, then magic might be commonplace in this world. And if magic was commonplace…


  Then maybe I could use it too.


  The mere possibility made my chest burn with excitement. Just imagining myself wielding spells freely—calling forth light, shaping the elements, bending unseen forces to my will—was enough to set my heart racing. How could I not try?


  “Auu…”


  I thrust my tiny hand upward, palm open, and tried to say the word I had heard before—[Light].


  Reality, however, was merciless.


  The sound that left my mouth bore no resemblance to language. My tongue refused to obey. My lips fumbled uselessly. No matter how many times I tried, all that emerged were soft, infantile noises.


  I attempted it again and again, stubbornly forcing breath through an uncooperative body, but every effort ended in failure. Eventually, my mother noticed the string of strange little sounds coming from me and hurried over to check. She scooped me up and began to soothe me, mistaking my magical ambitions for simple fussing.


  That’s how my first attempt at spellcasting came to an unceremonious end.


  How frustrating.


  ※※※


  


  More than anything, I was bored.


  It was one thing to confirm that magic existed. It was another entirely to be unable to use it. Would I gain the ability naturally as I grew? Did it require training or some kind of ritual? I had no information whatsoever.


  If I wanted answers, I would have to uncover them myself.


  Unfortunately, even turning over on my own was a monumental challenge. So instead, I did the only thing available to me.


  I observed.


  First, the place I was lying in.


  It didn’t resemble a modern bed or futon. The surface beneath me felt firm and uneven, and the fabric against my skin was coarse, woven from fibers much rougher than cotton. It wasn’t uncomfortable, exactly, but it lacked the smooth uniformity of manufactured bedding.


  The scent, too, carried a faint trace of earth and something organic—like dried grass.


  Whatever this was, it clearly wasn’t something bought from a furniture store.


  I shifted my gaze as much as my limited mobility allowed, cataloging every detail. If I couldn’t move, I would think. If I couldn’t speak, I would watch.


  For now, information was my only weapon.


  I lay on a sheet of fabric, but beneath it was not a mattress—only layers of tightly packed straw. The walls were made of packed earth.


  Did places like this still exist in the modern world?


  No—that wasn’t it.


  The existence of magic alone placed this world outside any history or civilization I knew. Still, one thing was clear: the people living in this house were not wealthy.


  My mother was young and beautiful, and so was the man who appeared to be her husband. A handsome couple, the two of them. Frankly, it was enviable to an almost offensive degree.


  Then again, if I had been born to these two, didn’t that mean there was a decent chance their good looks had been passed down to me? When I considered that, resenting them felt rather misplaced.


  It seemed that my father, who was not much older than my mother, was the head of the household. I assumed as much because no one older was present—no grandparents, no elders. Instead, there were other children.


  Which meant I wasn’t an only child.


  From what I could gather, I had two older brothers.


  The eldest appeared fairly responsible. At times, he would step in to look after me in place of our mother—though in practice that mostly meant running to fetch her when I started crying.


  Even so, considering he was not yet six years old, that was impressive. For a child that young to concern himself with a newborn at all said a lot about him.


  The brother beneath him, however—around two years old, from the looks of it—was another matter entirely.


  A little menace.


  For reasons known only to toddlers, he seemed to find endless amusement in bothering his helpless newborn sibling.


  A light smack against my body might have been tolerable. But no—his favorite game was grabbing the cloth beneath me and yanking it hard, sending me rolling over and over like a loose bundle of laundry. Small as he was, he tugged with surprising strength.


  Naturally, I voiced my protest.


  “Auu! Auu—!”


  Unfortunately…


  My protests failed to reach my brother.


  If anything, he seemed delighted by my reaction. Perhaps he mistook my cries for laughter. He only pulled harder.


  How had it come to this?


  More importantly, would someone please save me?


  Surely there ought to be divine retribution for a brute who treated a newborn this way. A righteous hammer of justice to be brought down upon the head of this pint-sized tyrant.


  Unfortunately, rescue rarely arrived.


  Just you wait, I swore silently as I endured another undignified tumble.


  When I grow up, I’d make you pay for this. I’ll work you to the bone. You’ll regret ever laying a finger on me, big brother.


  Clinging to that petty vow, I raised my voice in renewed objection.


  “Auu! Auu—!”


  After that, my days fell into a simple rhythm: drink milk, sleep, repeat.


  I attempted magic several more times, of course. Each effort ended the same way—silence. Nothing happened at all.


  Not even the faintest hint that I was close. It was as though I were grasping at empty air with nothing to guide my hand.


  So, I changed tactics.


  Fortunately, I had ample opportunity to watch my family use magic firsthand. If pronunciation alone wasn’t enough, then I needed to understand the process itself.


  How, exactly, did they activate it?


  With that in mind, I began carefully observing the precise moment a spell was cast.


  Several days passed.


  I still had not succeeded in producing so much as a spark, but I did make one important discovery.


  It seemed that using magic required some form of power.


  For simplicity’s sake, I decided to call it mana.


  My mother could conjure light as casually as flipping a switch, yet it clearly wasn’t as effortless as merely speaking the word. Every time, without exception, she raised a finger first, paused for a brief moment, and only then uttered, “[Light].”


  During that pause, something subtle happened. Her posture shifted ever so slightly, her focus narrowing. It looked almost as though she were drawing something out from within her body—gathering and compressing it, then channeling it to her fingertip before releasing it as a spell.


  I had no concrete proof, but the pattern was unmistakable.


  If that were the case, then perhaps magic could not be used in a single step. Perhaps there were stages—an internal process that had to occur before the incantation would mean anything at all.


  If so, then before I could cast a spell, I would have to find that power inside myself.


  First, I had to find the mana sleeping within me.


  It wasn’t as though I could properly pronounce an incantation yet. My vocal cords were still under construction, hopelessly unsuited for spellcasting.


  If that was the case, then perhaps the smarter approach was to locate this internal power first—and train it relentlessly. Strengthen and refine it. So that, by the time my body caught up, I would be ready.


  So, I devoted my days to mana training.


  ※※※


  


  Several years had passed since I began my new life in this world.


  I was now three years old.


  At times, it felt like a miracle that I had survived this long.


  Even in my previous life, childhood had been a fragile stage. Children lacked strength and immunity; a single misfortune could end everything. Yet modern medicine and abundant food allowed most to reach adulthood safely.


  This world was different.


  Here, surviving infancy required overcoming far greater obstacles.


  To put it bluntly, we were poor.


  Not modestly poor. Not merely scraping by.


  Poor in a way that gnawed at your bones.


  My family was made up of farmers—impoverished ones. We owned land, yes, but it yielded little. Whatever crops we managed to grow were taken away in taxes, most of them gone before they ever reached our table.


  Wheat seemed to be our primary crop, and it was subject to heavy levies. We grew vegetables for ourselves as well—but never enough to truly satisfy our hunger.


  Under such conditions, even my parents struggled to eat properly.


  The strongest laborer in the house—my father—ate first. Then came my eldest brother, who was already helping in the fields. After that, whatever was left was shared between my mother and my second brother.


  Which meant that my mother ate very little.


  When she ate little, the milk she produced dwindled as well.


  For an infant, that was not a minor inconvenience; it was a matter of life and death.


  My stomach never felt full.


  It wasn’t simply that I didn’t get enough to drink. I lived in a constant state of hunger.


  A dull, relentless ache that never quite faded. No matter how desperately I latched on, no matter how hard I sucked, too little milk came that the emptiness never faded.


  Crying against my mother’s chest, I demanded more from a body that had nothing left to give.


  I had never imagined that being reborn in another world would lead to this.


  My mother would look down at me with a troubled expression, her brows knitting together—as if apologizing without words. “What am I going to do with you?” her face seemed to say.


  Seeing that expression filled me with guilt—but guilt did nothing to quiet the gnawing pain in my belly.


  I couldn’t stop crying.


  I was a baby.


  I couldn’t move on my own. I couldn’t feed myself. I couldn’t even form words. Like a nestling bird, all I could do was open my mouth and wait. Since speech was beyond me, tears were the only language I had to express my hunger.


  Watching our mother devote herself to me, my second brother apparently decided I was a rival for her attention. He began picking fights in his own childish way—shoving, tugging, pestering at every opportunity. And so, our home echoed constantly with my cries.


  For much of my early childhood, going hungry was simply a part of daily life.


  Yet if I were to look at it another way, hunger was the only interruption in an otherwise endless stretch of idleness. There was so little I could do.


  I had long since memorized every crack in the earthen walls, every frayed thread in the woven cloth beneath me. The scenery never changed.


  With nothing else to occupy me, I devoted myself entirely to mana training.


  Eventually, I began to understand something.


  Mana appeared to exist in two forms: one within the body, and one outside it.


  The air itself seemed saturated with it—thin, invisible currents drifting all around us. By breathing, I could draw that external mana into myself. Once inside, it mingled with the mana already within my body.


  After discovering this, I focused on a specific point in my lower abdomen—just below my navel.


  There, I worked to merge the two currents. Internal and external. I imagined them fusing, compressing into a single reservoir of power. Then, with painstaking care, I tried to circulate that unified flow throughout my body.


  Day after day, without fail, I practiced.


  If I could not yet cast a spell, then I would make sure that when the time came, my mana would be ready to answer.


  Thanks to all that practice, I eventually reached a point where I could refine mana naturally, without conscious effort. Drawing it in, fusing it, circulating it through my body—it became as instinctive as breathing.


  Unfortunately, one problem remained: I still couldn’t use magic.


  Apparently, the spells my mother relied on required a visit to the church.


  Once a child reached a certain age, they were taken there to undergo a ritual. Afterward, they would be able to use simple everyday spells like—[Light], [Ignite], [Water]—minor conveniences meant to support daily life.


  In other words, without that ceremony, magic could not be used at all.


  My parents themselves could only perform those basic spells, and asking them how to cast anything beyond that proved useless. They had no special knowledge to offer.


  Still, I couldn’t bring myself to give up.


  The villagers were limited to household magic—but that implied the existence of people who could wield more.


  I had heard vague talk that certain important figures—nobles, perhaps, or clergy—were capable of spells beyond the ordinary. Whether that ability stemmed from the church’s ritual, from some higher rite, or from personal training, no one seemed to know.


  When I pressed my parents for details, their answers were muddled and uncertain.


  If they didn’t know, then I would have to find out myself.


  Part of it was simple impatience. I wanted to use magic—proper magic—as soon as possible. But perhaps it was also because I had been self-aware from a shockingly young age. Being trapped in a child’s body with an adult’s mind left me with long stretches of unbearable boredom.


  So, I experimented.


  Once I learned to speak, I began muttering random words under my breath, stringing sounds together in the hope that something—anything—might trigger a reaction.


  I experimented with different tones and rhythms, focusing on how mana flowed within me as I spoke. I repeated the process endlessly, chasing even the faintest hint of an anomaly.


  At long last—only recently—I began to feel it.


  A faint flicker. Something stirred within me.


  The breakthrough came after I began accompanying my family to the fields.


  The home I had been reborn into could hardly be called prosperous—if anything, poor was the more honest word.


  I had realized as much even as an infant. The crumbling house, the earthen walls, the patched clothing worn day after day—this was a farming family scraping by on whatever little the land would yield.


  We cultivated wheat to survive, but much of the harvest was seized as tax before it ever reached our bowls. I had never once seen anyone in my family eat their fill. Hunger was simply part of life here.


  One day, driven by a gnawing emptiness I could no longer ignore, I left the house and wandered toward the fields.


  My parents spent most of their waking hours working there. My eldest brother, now old enough to be of use, helped them when he could. As for my second brother, he always seemed to be off somewhere, playing.


  Which meant that, even for a three-year-old, stepping outside and heading toward the fields posed little issue—as long as I didn’t stray too far.


  Unfortunately, the timing couldn’t have been worse.


  There was nothing edible in sight. No stray vegetables, no overlooked scraps. The fields stood bare—nothing I could pluck and eat.


  Still, going back empty-handed wasn’t an option.


  If there was nothing to eat, then I would simply have to grow something myself.


  I claimed a small patch at the edge of the field behind our house as my own. Squatting down, I pressed my small palms against the soil and closed my eyes.


  I inhaled deeply, then exhaled.


  I breathed as though I meant to replace every bit of air inside me, drawing in the outside world and letting it settle within. As I did, I turned my awareness inward.


  The mana I drew in from the air seeped through me, mingling with the power already present in my body. Slowly, gently—I kneaded the two together.


  Below my navel, I compressed the blended energy until it felt dense and steady. Once it was sufficiently refined, I guided it upward through my chest, then pushed it outward toward my head, my arms, and my legs.


  The current traveled to the very tips of my fingers and toes before flowing back inward, returning along my limbs to my core.


  Carefully. Without any obstruction.


  Slowly, smoothly, the mana began to circulate.


  I repeated the process over and over.


  How many times had I breathed in and out? I had long since lost count. Each cycle drew more mana into me, growing denser and more refined. Before I knew it, my torso felt swollen with power—so dense it seemed to have nowhere left to go.


  That was when I guided it downward, channeling the gathered mana into the palms pressed against the soil.


  When it floated freely in the air, mana felt like oxygen—light, invisible, intangible. But once kneaded within my body, it transformed, at least in my perception, into something thicker, almost viscous. Not truly liquid, of course, no droplets dripped from my fingers, but it carried the weight and cohesion of something far denser than gas.


  That dense current flowed through my hands and seeped into the earth.


  Carefully, I released everything I had refined within myself, letting it seep into the soil beneath my palms. I guided it outward, coaxing it to settle and mingle with the dirt, as though nourishing it.


  Stay calm. Don’t lose focus.


  I repeated the words to myself, again and again.


  Up to this point, I had always succeeded. This was the “response” I had sensed before, a subtle hint of something beyond ordinary mana circulation. But every previous attempt had failed here.


  The reason, I suspected, was simple: I had lost concentration.


  The household spells taught at the church had seemed effortless; you just spoke the incantation, and the magic obeyed. That impression had lingered in my mind, leading me to hastily mutter random words as makeshift chants.


  The result had been disastrous. All the mana I had painstakingly refined and infused into the land scattered in an instant, dissipating like mist.


  I would not repeat that mistake.


  Just as with refining mana, imagery was everything.


  A memory surfaced; I was helping my grandmother on her small farm in my previous life. Even while juggling another job, she had tended her modest field and rice paddy with quiet persistence. I remembered watching her scatter fertilizer, then knead the soil with practiced hands.


  The foundation of any field was the soil itself.


  Soft. Loamy. Gently warm to the touch. Rich with nutrients.


  I fixed that image firmly in my mind—the feel of earth that crumbled just enough between my fingers, alive and ready to nourish whatever seeds were entrusted to it—and poured that vision into the mana suffusing the ground beneath my hands.


  The field before me could hardly be called good soil.


  If anything, I sometimes questioned whether it deserved to be called a proper farm at all.


  The largest stones had been cleared where they obstructed planting, and the earth had been turned just enough to grow crops in the barest sense. That was the extent of it.


  Compared to the agriculture I had known in the twenty-first century, the techniques here seemed painfully rudimentary. Perhaps that was an unfair judgment.


  Even if small-scale household magic existed, there was no sign of any kind of machinery—no tools beyond the simplest implements, no evidence of systematic soil management.


  Kneeling there, I shut out the sight of the barren ground and summoned a different image instead.


  My grandmother’s field.


  Dark soil enriched with the all-purpose fertilizer she had relied on for nearly everything she grew. Earth that had been thoroughly tilled until it turned soft, free of weeds, shaped into neat raised rows for proper drainage and full exposure to sunlight.


  I remembered how it felt when pressed between my fingers—crumbly yet moist, faintly warm from the sun, brimming with life.


  That was the image I clung to.


  Again and again, I guided mana into the soil beneath my palms, layering that memory over the barren earth. I didn’t chant. I didn’t let my focus waver. I simply held the vision steady and poured my refined power into it.


  How much time passed, I couldn’t say.


  Long enough for my throat to grow painfully dry. Long enough for my legs to tremble from remaining crouched with my eyes closed. I drained every last drop of mana within me. And when I was finally empty, spent down to the last trace of my strength, I finally opened my eyes.


  A small section of the field, no more than a few square meters, had changed.


  Where hard-packed dirt and scattered weeds had once dominated, three neat ridges of dark, nutrient-rich soil now stood. They rose cleanly from the surrounding ground, their surfaces soft and carefully formed—unlike the rough, lifeless earth around them.


  I had done it.


  This was my first successful spell.


  The result was undeniably modest. In a world where magic could conjure light and fire, transforming a patch of dirt into fertile rows was hardly grand sorcery.


  Yet as I stared at those beautifully shaped ridges—quietly promising a future harvest of healthy vegetables—I felt something stir within me.


  Had I ever worked this hard to accomplish anything in my previous life?


  When I thought about it, most problems back then could be solved by looking them up in advance. Information had always been within reach. Rarely had I been forced to claw my way forward from nothing. But here, in this world, I had done exactly that. With no guidance, no teacher, I had learned to wield magic on my own. However small the result, it was a milestone in my new life.


  As that realization settled in, my stomach answered with a long, pitiful growl.


  The quiet haze of accomplishment shattered instantly, dragged back to reality by my body’s blunt protest.


  Right.


  Magic was impressive—but it wasn’t the most urgent matter at hand.


  First, I needed food.


  “All right. Let’s get this planted.”


  Even as my stomach continued to rumble, I forced myself to focus. Hunger clawed at me—one of the most primal of human urges—but I held it back. Instead, I picked up the vegetable I had prepared.


  What I intended to plant was a root crop.


  Among poor farming families, it was a common crop—something that matured quickly and could be harvested in about twenty days. Hence the name: Hatsuka, the Twenty-Day Root.


  Fast to grow—but notorious for a reason.


  It tasted terrible.


  The plant produced a dark, knotted lump at the base of its tough stem—ugly to look at and even worse to chew. Most households used it as livestock feed. That was its usual fate. Which was why it had earned a reputation as a worthless vegetable, the crop of last resort for the destitute.


  I planted the hatsuka seeds carefully along the raised rows I had shaped with magic, spacing them evenly across the soft, fertile soil.


  Let it be scorned.


  Let it be called trash.


  I didn’t care.


  I was that hungry.


  To be honest, if my spell had failed that day, I might have bitterly regretted being reincarnated into this world. Even in this small body, I had already learned just how merciless poverty could be.


  “… Huh? That’s strange.”


  The words slipped from my mouth as I made my usual rounds through the field.


  Several days had passed since my first successful spell. Since then, I had made it a daily routine to enrich the soil—once a day, without fail. Little by little, the barren ground had transformed into soft, loamy earth.


  The patch I had claimed for myself was now far wider than it had been when I had begun.


  Of course, expanding the area had revealed a new problem.


  Water. There were no faucets here, no pipes to twist open, no hoses to drag across the rows.


  To irrigate the field, I had to fill a battered bucket from the water jar at home and haul it back and forth. For a three-year-old body as small and underdeveloped as mine, it was borderline absurd. Each trip left my arms trembling and my breath ragged.


  If only I could produce water with magic. That would have solved everything. But no matter how I experimented, I hadn’t managed to do it yet.


  On this particular day, I had just finished watering the rows—panting, arms aching from the strain—when something caught my eye.


  The hatsuka. The first batch I had planted on the day my spell succeeded.


  Hatsuka was a root vegetable that produced several small, bulb-like lumps beneath a thin, rigid stem. After about twenty days, flowers would bloom along the stalk—a sign that it was ready for harvest.


  Oddly, there they were, flowers blooming far too early.


  Even calling it early felt like an understatement. The growth rate was abnormal.


  Even knowing that, I couldn’t simply ignore it.


  I pressed a hand to my chest, steadying my quickened heartbeat, then drew a slow breath and reached for the stalk.


  The plant felt firmly rooted in the earth. I tightened my grip.


  Leaning back, I put my full weight into it and pulled.


  With a thick, sucking sound, the plant tore free from the earth.


  “Whoa… that’s a lot.”


  I stared in disbelief.


  Normally, a hatsuka bore only a handful of edible bulbs clinging to the base of its stem. But what I had pulled from the ground was something else entirely.


  The hatsuka I had just torn from the soil bore more than a dozen bulbous roots clustered around its base.


  I plucked one free and slapped it between my palms, knocking away the clinging dirt. Then, I dipped it into the water left in my bucket, rubbing it clean until even the fine grains of soil were gone.


  For a moment, I stared at it.


  Then—


  “Grrk.”


  I clenched my teeth and bit down hard.


  The instant it broke, a harsh bitterness flooded my mouth. It spread across my tongue like an assault—sharp and unpleasant enough to make my throat tighten.


  My body reacted instinctively—I nearly spat it out.


  But I didn’t.


  I already knew it tasted awful.


  That wasn’t the point.


  “Ughhh… that’s so bad…”


  The complaint slipped out on its own, drawn from the instincts of my three-year-old body. And yet, despite the words, my eyes were smiling.


  Bitter or not, foul or not—this was proof.


  Proof that the soil I had shaped with my own magic had borne fruit—no, roots—far beyond what it should have. What should have been a handful had become an abundance.


  It tasted terrible, but it was mine.


  For the first time since coming to this world, the future felt just a little less… hungry.
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  I could finally see a way out of this hunger.


  Quietly and without fanfare, my own agricultural revolution had begun.


  “It really does grow faster than normal…”


  I murmured to myself as I surveyed my small field.


  After that first harvest, I continued tending the soil day after day. With each passing cycle, my conviction deepened.


  The vegetables grown in my field matured at a speed that defied common sense.


  Hatsuka, which normally took around twenty days to reach harvest, ripened in barely five. It was less surprising than it was unsettling. Growth on that scale bordered on the unnatural.


  Even after eating it repeatedly, I noticed no immediate changes in my body. No dizziness. No pain. No strange symptoms. For now, at least, it seemed safe.


  Could there be side effects later?


  Worrying about hypothetical risks was a luxury I couldn’t afford. The memory of that constant gnawing hunger was still too fresh.


  “But lately… I’ve got a little breathing room. Maybe it’s time to experiment.”


  Life, harsh as it had been, was beginning to stabilize. And with that stability came something unexpected.


  Curiosity.


  A normal three-year-old would never have entertained such thoughts. But I carried with me the remnants of a previous life, one where I had gone to school, picked up fragments of knowledge, even if agriculture had never been my field.


  One idea surfaced unbidden.


  Selective breeding.


  The food I had eaten in my previous world, everyday produce from supermarkets, had been remarkably consistent. Bright, plump, glossy with freshness, consistent in taste and texture. At the time, I had taken it all for granted, burying those natural flavors beneath sauces and seasonings without much thought.


  Looking at the crops in this world now, the difference was impossible to ignore.


  Their quality was abysmal.


  Stunted shapes. Bitter flavors. Poor yields. Everything about them spoke of underdevelopment. No refinement. No optimization.


  If my magic could accelerate growth…


  Could it also improve quality?


  The thought sent a quiet thrill through me.


  Perhaps enriching the soil had only been the beginning.


  Only now did I truly understand how extraordinary the vegetables of my previous life had been.


  Their sweetness, their texture, their consistency—none of it was accidental. Behind every tomato, every carrot, every grain of rice stood generations of nameless farmers and researchers who devoted their lives to refinement.


  Through relentless experimentation and selective breeding, they had shaped crops into forms so stable and productive that even the cheapest produce boasted remarkable quality.


  I had eaten it without a second thought.


  Ordinarily, if a single individual attempted to improve crops alone, the results would be modest at best. If I spent my entire life on it and managed to leave behind even one variety worthy of pride for my descendants, that alone would count as a resounding success.


  At least, under normal circumstances, but I possessed something capable of overturning common sense.


  Magic.


  I didn’t understand its mechanism in the slightest. Yet the evidence was undeniable. Vegetables grown in soil I had enriched with magic matured at an accelerated pace.


  If that were true, then I would make use of it.


  I began preparing for selective breeding in earnest—praying, perhaps more sincerely than I cared to admit, that one day even the hatsuka might taste a little less terrible.


  ※※※


  


  Resolve was one thing. Method was another.


  Even though I had helped my grandmother in her fields, the seeds and seedlings were always purchased. I had never needed to think about where they came from.


  So, I rummaged through the depths of my memory, pulling up fragments from long-forgotten biology lessons.


  There had been a story about a middle-aged man experimenting with peas in a field. He had meticulously recorded data, counting wrinkled and smooth peas by the thousands with the naked eye, until he uncovered the laws of inheritance.


  At the time, I had only one thought: how did he have the patience for that?


  That story offered a clue now.


  Selective breeding required variation.


  The problem was that Hatsuka, as far as I could tell, had no distinct varieties. If this were rice, I might crossbreed different strains—like Koshihikari and Akitakomachi—to combine desirable traits. But here, there was only one common type available to a poor farming family.


  Which meant I couldn’t begin by crossing different varieties. So, the only option left was to select the best individuals within the same crop.


  If even slight differences existed—larger bulbs, less bitterness, better shape—then perhaps I could identify and propagate those traits.


  With accelerated growth on my side, what might take decades elsewhere could unfold in a fraction of the time here.


  That thought alone made my pulse quicken.


  If magic could hasten growth…


  Then perhaps it could hasten evolution itself.


  In other words, before I could improve Hatsuka, I first had to understand it.


  I began by examining each harvested plant. The edible portion was the cluster of roots beneath the stem, but naturally, there were subtle differences throughout the plant.


  Some bulbs were pitch black; others carried a faint reddish-purple tint. Some plants produced many small roots, while others bore fewer but slightly larger ones. Even the flowers varied—some pale and nearly white, others tinged with yellow.


  I noted every distinction I could find.


  This wasn’t academic research. I had no instruments, no charts, no formal training. But I observed. I compared. And naturally, I tasted. No evaluation of a crop would be complete without testing its flavor firsthand.


  Unfortunately, observation alone wasn’t enough.


  Once I identified useful traits, I had to preserve and combine them. That meant selective pollination—breeding plants with desirable characteristics in the hope that their offspring would inherit them.


  By now, the patch of land I had transformed had grown considerably. I divided it into six sections. True isolation was impossible, but I grouped plants as best I could, according to the traits I wanted to cultivate, allowing them to propagate within those groups.


  What began as an experiment—part necessity, part curiosity—gradually became routine.


  After some time, I noticed something remarkable.


  Vegetables, too, possessed mana.


  “Grrk… crunch.”


  The sound came from my own mouth.


  I sat on the ground at the edge of the field, biting into a freshly harvested hatsuka. The root resisted my teeth with its usual stubborn hardness.


  The taste was, as always, unpleasant. Being a root vegetable, it would obviously taste better after being boiled or cooked properly. That much was common sense.


  Sadly, even though I had grown these crops myself, they were still considered family property. I couldn’t simply take them and prepare them however I pleased. Most of the harvest would be set aside, rationed carefully as part of the household’s food supply.


  My hunger, however, didn’t allow for such restraint. And so, the moment I harvested them, I bit straight into them, raw and unprepared.


  As for the selective breeding of hatsuka, progress was steady. Across the six sections of my divided field, subtle differences had begun to emerge.


  Certain rows showed clearer coloration. Others leaned toward larger bulbs or slightly altered stem growth. The changes were faint, but unmistakable.


  Flavor, however, had yet to show any meaningful improvement.


  Still, as I sampled each section in turn—chewing thoughtfully and comparing them—a question began to take shape in my mind.


  It concerned the mana I used when cultivating the field.


  The spell I devised relied on merging the mana within my body with the mana drawn from the world around me. The method itself was simple: steady, repeated breaths used to refine that fused energy until it filled me, before finally releasing it into the soil.


  Naturally, once I cast the spell, the refined mana within me was consumed.


  Afterward, no matter how deeply I breathed, I couldn’t immediately recreate that state. The innate mana that served as the foundation for that fusion had already been depleted. Without that base, there was nothing to knead together.


  In other words, I entered a state of mana exhaustion.


  Which led to an obvious question: how did the mana within my body recover?


  Until recently, I had vaguely assumed it simply returned with time. And strictly speaking, that assumption wasn’t entirely wrong. But it wasn’t entirely correct, either.


  Only after securing a stable food supply did I begin to notice the difference.


  The mana within my body recovered through eating.


  I had failed to realize this earlier because the recovery wasn’t immediate. Just as food does not become blood and flesh the instant it is consumed. Mana, too, seemed to require time to be restored.


  That delay had led me to mistake gradual replenishment for the mere passage of time.


  That raised a more important issue.


  If food restored mana, then surely the amount recovered depended on what I ate.


  Lately, a difference had begun to appear in my crops.


  Even among the few emerging strains of hatsuka, the amount of mana restored after eating them was no longer the same. The taste showed almost no change—still harsh, still unpleasant—but the recovery of mana clearly varied.


  Selective breeding had begun as a means of survival. First, to secure food. Only after that did curiosity take root. But now, my priorities were quietly shifting.


  Flavor mattered less. Mana mattered more.


  ※※※


  


  A memory surfaced from my previous life.


  There had been a popular television program where idols tried their hand at farming. During one segment on rice cultivation, they demonstrated a selection method.


  If I remembered correctly, they filled a large container with water, dissolved a considerable amount of salt in it, and submerged the rice seeds in the brine.


  Saltwater, being denser than fresh water, caused lighter seeds to float while heavier ones sank. It was a simple way to separate strong seeds from weak ones.


  In cultivation, size often passed for justice.


  Crude as it seemed, the method had proven effective for selective breeding.


  I tried something similar.


  Unlike rice grains, none of the hatsuka were light enough to float distinctly in saltwater. And even if that approach had worked mechanically, it would likely have had nothing to do with the trait I sought. What I needed to distinguish was not weight, but the amount of mana it restored.


  The most reliable approach, in theory, was straightforward: eat each variety daily, compare the recovery, and favor the strongest.


  Unfortunately, I was still trapped in the body of a three-year-old. I simply didn’t have the capacity to eat enough for a proper comparison.


  There had to be another way.


  I turned that problem over in my mind day after day as I tended the field.


  One day, the answer revealed itself.


  That day, as usual, I was casting magic on the soil to till the field.


  Normally, I would close my eyes to concentrate, taking several slow, steady breaths before activating the spell. But by then, I had grown somewhat accustomed to using magic. This time, without closing my eyes, I drew in a deep breath and started kneading my mana.


  I fused the mana resting below my navel with the mana drawn in through deep breathing, compressing it into a viscous current before circulating it throughout my body. Then, as that current rose from my abdomen to my chest and toward my head—


  My eyes remained open, fixed on the field where the hatsuka grew. That was when it happened.


  The field wavered—just slightly.


  At first, I thought it was a trick of the eye. But when I looked closer, it wasn’t. The entire field shimmered as though transparent vapors were rising from the soil in soft, wavering currents.


  Could it be…?


  Acting on instinct, I directed the mana I had kneaded toward my eyes.


  That was the turning point.


  The moment I concentrated mana into my vision, my sight grew sharper. The once-transparent vapor took on color—a pale blue mist drifting upward from the field.


  On impulse, I pulled up one of the hatsuka.


  The mist wasn’t coming from the soil at all—it was coming from the hatsuka itself. The blue wasn’t limited to what drifted into the air; it was present within the root as well.


  In fact, the blue within the root did not leak outward into the air—it remained contained there. Dense and still.


  Could this blue light be mana itself?


  I had no proof. But it felt right.


  The more I considered it, the less likely it seemed that I was wrong. Among the hatsuka I had eaten and compared before, those that restored the most mana now appeared a deeper blue, while those with weaker restorative effects looked noticeably paler.


  In that moment, I realized—


  I had discovered a method of determining how much mana a vegetable possessed without having to eat it.


  Keeping the kneaded mana focused in my eyes, I continued to observe the hatsuka.


  Gradually, a pattern began to emerge.


  Hatsuka that contained larger amounts of mana tended to have bigger clusters of edible roots. Each plant grew multiple root bulbs beneath its stem, and the more bulbs it bore, the greater the total yield.


  As I watched more closely, something unexpected caught my attention. The more numerous the bulbs, the paler the faint blue vapor rising from them became.


  From repeated tasting and comparison, I found that the deeper the blue, the greater the density of mana it contained. So, I continued the cycle—observe, harvest, eat, compare—repeat.


  Eventually, I arrived at a conclusion.


  The best varieties were not simply those with the most bulbs, nor those with the largest ones alone, but those that balanced both. Plants that produced five or six bulbs, each grown to a substantial size, consistently showed the highest mana density.


  Taking those traits into account, I continued refining the breed.


  ※※※


  


  More than a year and a half passed while I continued with selective breeding. By the time I was nearing five years of age, I made another discovery.


  This one concerned the application of mana itself.


  Using magic consumed mana, and restoring it required food. Naturally, I had sought ways to obtain food that would replenish as much mana as possible. Yet I eventually realized there was another way to increase recovery efficiency.


  The clue lay in what I had done with my eyes.


  At first, I had been too elated by that breakthrough that I didn’t think much beyond it. But later, a question began to nag at me. When I concentrated mana into my eyes, the information I received through my vision changed.


  If that was the case, could the same apply to other parts of the body?


  It turned out, it could.


  Until then, after circulating kneaded mana throughout my body, I would immediately channel it through my palms into the soil and cast my spell. But one day, instead of casting a spell, I simply moved my body while maintaining that state.


  I felt it immediately—a subtle but unmistakable increase in my physical capabilities.


  So, I experimented.


  Rather than spreading mana evenly, I began shifting it deliberately into specific areas—my arms, my legs. When I did, my strength and speed improved noticeably.


  For me, it was a deeply satisfying discovery. It was, in essence, a form of body enhancement spell.


  It wasn’t just the thrill of uncovering new magic. Practically speaking, it was a tremendous help.


  By reinforcing my whole body, even simple labor became easier. Carrying water from the jar to the buckets no longer felt taxing. Thanks to that, I even managed to expand my field.


  Before long, I realized this enhancement magic did more than simply increase strength.


  The insight came while I was strengthening my jaw muscles, crunching into a hatsuka. If muscles could be enhanced… then what about internal organs?


  Wouldn’t they change as well?


  The moment the thought occurred to me, I tested it.


  I formed an image of the kneaded mana concentrating within my stomach and intestines. To be honest, I had no way of knowing whether I was truly directing it to those organs.


  Even so, the result was clear.


  Up until then, after eating, it had taken a certain amount of time for the mana contained in food to convert into usable mana within my body. But now, that process felt noticeably faster.


  More than that, though I couldn’t be certain, it seemed that the efficiency of absorption had improved. Even hatsuka, with similar mana content, appeared to restore more when eaten, while my stomach and intestines were reinforced.


  Of course, none of this was measured precisely. It was all based on my own perception.


  And yet…


  To me, the difference was undeniable.


  So, I made a decision.


  I would continue using this gastrointestinal enhancement magic.


  From that point on, whether I was eating, moving, or even observing, I began adjusting how I applied my mana to suit the situation.


  ※※※


  


  “Right then, I’m off,” my father said quietly. “I’ll leave the rest to you.”


  “Take care,” my mother replied, her voice tight with worry. “Please… stay safe.”


  Some time passed, and one day my father—the pillar of our household—left home on what was, in effect, a call to serve.


  Why would a farmer, a man with his own fields to tend, have to leave his home?


  He had been conscripted into the war.


  Apparently, a large-scale conflict had broken out, and many people from our village were called up as well. From my uncle, who lived nearby, to villagers I had barely spoken to, they were taken away one by one.


  There were even boys among them—far too young. Were they expected to fight, too?


  Ever since I was born into this world, I had wondered why agricultural techniques seemed so underdeveloped. Now, I was beginning to understand.


  War was the reason.


  Labor was pulled from the fields and sent to the battlefield.


  Sowing and harvest were the busiest seasons; outside of that, things were quieter.


  It was during those in-between seasons that wars were repeatedly waged. In years without conflict, the primary work shifted to reclaiming land and expanding the fields.


  Land itself was plentiful—if you worked hard enough to till it, you could claim it as your own.


  Still, reclaiming land wasn’t something one person could accomplish alone. The villagers worked together, little by little, gradually increasing the size of their fields.


  Considering all that, my magic was an extraordinary advantage.


  With my abilities, I could create new farmland on my own. On top of that, taxes were essentially proportional to the size of one’s landholdings. Fields tilled with magic produced greater yields and matured faster than usual, offering a clear advantage.


  Even so, something about it all unsettled me.


  The equipment carried by the villagers sent off to war was painfully inadequate. It seemed that when peasants were summoned, they were expected to bring their own weapons and march out.


  That explained the weapons in our house.


  Some villagers didn’t even have proper arms—only farm tools in hand as they set out.


  Could they really fight with something like that?


  I couldn’t help but wonder.


  Someday, I too would grow up and have to stand on my own. Thanks to my magic, the risk of being unable to make a living as a farmer was low. But if war was a constant reality, the future was impossible to predict.


  I might be drafted as a foot soldier and get injured. Our village could become a battlefield—or be swept up in the conflict and lose the land we live on altogether.


  Ever since my father left, those thoughts had weighed heavily on my mind.


  Still, it wasn’t as though I had many choices to agonize over. No matter how I looked at it, I would need at least some ability to fight.


  Weapons—and at the very least, armor.


  As someone who retained memories of a previous life, I had no desire to kill. But that didn’t mean I could afford to be unprepared.


  To prepare, what would I need?


  Money. I needed money. And likely more than I could ever hope to have.


  Sadly, I had nothing to my name.


  Part of that was simply because I was a child. But there was a more fundamental issue: life in the village ran primarily on barter.


  People traded the crops they grew and lived off what they received in return.


  I had only recently begun cultivating vegetables other than hatsuka, but that didn’t mean they would turn into cash.


  So, what could I do?


  There was only one option—make use of traveling merchants.


  Even in a village where barter was the norm, money still circulated. One of the few channels for obtaining it was through merchants who traveled between towns and villages, buying and selling goods.


  Of course, they purchased items at prices far below what they would fetch in town—so they could turn a profit themselves. Even so, it remained one of the few precious opportunities to obtain hard cash.


  I decided to start raising funds at once.


  ※※※


  


  “Well then, how about making sandals?” my mother suggested.


  “Sandals?” I repeated, mulling it over.


  “That’s right,” she said with a small nod. “If you bundle hatsuka stems and weave them into footwear, merchants will buy them.”


  That was my mother’s answer when I consulted her later that same day.


  Hatsuka was often called the poor man’s crop, but apparently, it wasn’t just for eating. Once dried, the stems could be bundled, twisted, and woven into various items.


  The most common were simple straw-sandal types, though some designs covered the ankles, and there were even boot-like versions.


  They weren’t comfortable by any means. Still, they had their value.


  There were no sneakers in this world. Simply having footwear made a significant difference in travel speed, not to mention preventing foot injuries. In winter, when snow blanketed the ground, demand for boot-type footwear could even exceed supply.


  It probably wasn’t the most efficient way to make money. But it was safe and unlikely to fail or result in loss. Besides, there wasn’t even a merchant in the village at the moment.


  So I learned to weave them, and from that day on, I spent my time making sandals.


  “Oh? These are pretty sturdy sandals. Here you go, kid.”


  With that, the traveling merchant pressed a few coins into my hand.


  I stared at them in disbelief.


  The mountain of sandals I had painstakingly crafted had been bought for just a handful of coins. And of course, they weren’t gold or silver—just copper coins, their edges chipped and worn.


  Even if I had an endless supply of hatsuka stems, at this rate, I would never be able to afford weapons.


  Still, it wasn’t as though the merchant was swindling me.


  The truth was simply that sandals were cheap.


  So I decided to find out which goods might sell for a better price. The merchant kept remarking on how impressive it was for someone my age to produce so many sandals.


  While he was in high spirits, I pressed him for information.


  ※※※


  


  A few days after my first transaction with the merchant, I found myself working in the back of the house.


  I didn’t yet know if it would succeed, but I was preparing an experiment—an attempt to secure a new source of income to replace sandals.


  Among the bits of information I had managed to pry out of the reluctant merchant, one possibility stood out.


  Mushroom cultivation.


  This world had mana. It had magic. And though I hadn’t known it before, there also existed mana recovery potions capable of restoring depleted mana in a short amount of time.


  However, such potions were not widely available.


  The reason lay in their raw materials.


  The key ingredient for brewing a mana recovery potion was something called manadake—a mana-infused mushroom.


  It could only be harvested from the forest, and even then, only during a limited season. Whatever was gathered during that brief window was used to produce potions, but the supply was nowhere near enough to meet demand.


  Since I was still too young to enter the forest, the merchant had mentioned it only in passing near the end of our conversation—why not try gathering them once I was older?


  It sounded like an opportunity to me.


  When he had shown me an actual manadake he happened to be carrying, I had noticed something.


  Isn’t this just shiitake?


  The moment I saw it, memories from my previous life came rushing back.


  I had grown shiitake before.


  It hadn’t been anything professional—just one of those easy-to-grow home cultivation kits. Still, if these mana mushrooms followed the same growth patterns as shiitake, then the potential was obvious.


  And so, I decided to begin experimenting.


  ※※※


  


  Mushrooms are not plants but fungi.


  They spread through wood, sending out fine threads that multiply as they feed on it. If the right conditions are created—conditions that allow the fungus to thrive—then artificial cultivation is possible.


  First, I obtained several logs from a woodcutter in the village—specifically from the type of tree known to produce manadake. I had considered cutting them myself, but felling trees and hauling them back would have been far too much trouble. More importantly, the logs needed to be dried for several months before they could be used.


  A woodcutter, on the other hand, already kept seasoned logs in stock.


  I selected several that looked suitable and brought them home.


  There was a reason for drying them. Wood dries from the outside inward, meaning the interior can still retain moisture. If only the outer layer is dry while the inside remains too wet, fungal growth is poor.


  That is why a moderate level of drying is necessary. But if the wood becomes too dry, that is no good either. A certain amount of moisture must remain.


  Keeping that in mind, I placed the logs in a shaded area behind the house.


  Next, I needed to embed mushroom spawn into the logs and wait for the fungus to spread through the wood.


  However, if I relied solely on conventional methods, I was almost certain it would fail.


  So, I decided to introduce something that had never existed in my previous life.


  I would channel my mana into the logs.


  After all, mushrooms were, at their core, organisms that parasitized wood in order to grow. And if these were called mana mushrooms, then they ought to contain a significant amount of mana. Wouldn’t that mean they were drawing mana from the tree itself?


  If so, then perhaps I could supply that mana in the tree’s place.


  It was nothing more than a hypothesis.


  I prepared several logs varying the amount of mana I infused into each, and observed whether they would sprout. My days soon settled into a routine.


  I rose in the morning and tended the fields while the sun was up. At dusk, I poured mana into the logs. And at night, beneath the light my mother set out, I wove sandals.


  Then, after some time had passed, I finally saw results. On one of the logs—just one—three mana mushrooms had sprouted.


  Though I had technically succeeded in cultivating manadake, the yield was meager.


  Only a few had managed to grow. Even if mana mushrooms were valuable, such a small yield would never make me rich.


  I needed to scale up production.


  Another concern surfaced.


  Storage.


  Our home belonged to a poor farming family. Space was already scarce. Lately, I had been piling up harvested hatsuka stems in the fields for sandal-making, which only made the problem worse.


  I needed a place to store the logs—and the mana mushrooms once they grew.


  No, more than a place.


  What I needed was a building.


  With that in mind, I decided to modify the magic I had so far used only for tilling fields.


  When I cultivated the land, I had succeeded in transforming hard-packed soil into soft, nutrient-rich earth.


  I could level the ground and heap up the soil into raised rows so crops would grow more easily.


  If that were possible, reshaping the earth to form a building shouldn’t be impossible either.


  With that thought, I decided to try my hand at magic meant for construction.


  ※※※


  


  Calling it a challenge to learn new magic might have sounded bold, but several years had already passed since I first gained the ability to use it. It wasn’t as though I had spent that time doing nothing.


  My total mana had simply been too limited—and my body too underdeveloped—to attempt something on the scale of erecting a building.


  Even so, there were moments when I could clearly feel my growth. For instance, I could now till a far wider stretch of land in a single attempt than I once could.


  This wasn’t reckless ambition.


  With that in mind, I went over the rules of magic as I understood them.


  The first realization was how exhausting it was to create something from nothing.


  Take, for example, the kind of earth magic attack you often saw in games—extending your hand and firing a stone pellet from your palm.


  I imagined the process step by step: reaching into empty air, thrusting my palm forward, gathering the mana I had kneaded from my entire body into that hand. Shaping it into a small stone pellet and launching it with enough force to deal damage.


  If I held that image clearly in my mind and expended mana accordingly, it wasn’t impossible to make it happen. But the efficiency was far worse than I had expected.


  At least to me, creating a stone pellet out of thin air felt extraordinarily wasteful.


  After all, when I was simply tilling the fields, I could activate magic across several square meters at once without issue.


  From that, I understood something important—using what already existed required far less mana than creating something from nothing.


  There was, however, another limitation.


  For some reason, though, I couldn’t properly use magic on anything other than earth.


  No matter how I tried to manipulate water or light, it never worked.


  There was something else, too.


  While soil and stone responded relatively easily to my magic, metals were an entirely different matter. I couldn’t affect them at all.


  If I could have turned the dirt around me into metal and sold it, that would have been ideal—but that was clearly impossible.


  Which also meant I couldn’t reinforce a magically constructed building with metal.


  Taking all of that into account, an earthen storehouse seemed like the most reasonable challenge. In Edo, where fires had once been common, such storehouses were said to be resistant to flames. I had even seen a few myself, so forming a mental image wasn’t difficult.


  Holding the image of a proper earthen storehouse firmly in my mind, I took several deep breaths and began kneading my mana together. Then, just as I did when tilling the fields, I placed my hand against the ground and sent my mana into the soil.


  … Thud.


  The moment I tried to activate the spell, my vision went black, and I collapsed.


  You could call it acute mana depletion.


  By the time my mother found me unconscious behind the house, several hours had already passed.


  I regained consciousness that night, but a pounding headache left me unable to stand, and I ended up bedridden. The symptoms lingered into the following day.


  By the day after that, I could move again, though I remained in bed a little longer, just to be safe.


  I suspected the sudden collapse had been caused by draining my mana all at once.


  The enhancement magic I used for heavy labor worked by kneading up mana and circulating it throughout my entire body.


  In other words, mana was closely tied to my physical state. If it suddenly vanished, then maybe that was why I had lost consciousness.


  The attempt had ended in failure, but I chose to consider it meaningful.


  At the very least, I had learned that running out of mana didn’t immediately stop my vital functions.


  Still, when I considered how easily things might have taken a turn for the worse…


  A chill ran down my spine.


  So then, why had my mana disappeared so abruptly?


  The answer likely lay in something akin to the relationship between area and volume.


  Say I tilled a field measuring ten by ten meters. If I treated the amount of mana required for that as a simple one hundred, then what would happen if I tried to construct something of the same dimensions?


  If that structure stood ten meters tall, then ten times ten times ten would make a thousand. Wouldn’t that mean I needed ten times as much mana?


  In other words, the cost of constructing a building wasn’t based on the amount of soil used or the surface area of its walls—but on the total volume it occupied.


  A few days later, when I returned behind the house, the gouge in the ground from my failed spell was still there. Judging by the amount of displaced earth, it didn’t seem nearly enough to have drained me completely.


  That only reinforced my conclusion.


  With that in mind, I abandoned the idea of constructing entire buildings and instead switched to using magic to create building materials.


  The method was simple: turn soil into bricks, then stack them by hand.


  That very day, I succeeded in creating bricks with magic and began producing them with steady determination.


  Even so, the idea of constructing an entire building in a single spell was far too enticing to give up on.


  I swore to myself that I would return to it someday.


  “Huh? What was that just now…?”


  It happened sometime after I had finished building the shed behind the house—an amateur effort of hand-stacked bricks that made my lack of skill painfully obvious.


  One day, without warning, my magic showed signs of improvement.


  I had been developing and refining it on my own since childhood—well, I was still a child, but still. Broadly speaking, I seemed capable of nothing but earth magic, yet the range of applications at my disposal had steadily increased.


  Back when I had only been tending a small kitchen garden behind the house, things had been simpler. Lately, though, I had started helping with the large fields that produced wheat and other crops collected as taxes.


  My ancestors must have carved out this land through sheer effort, expanding it bit by bit over generations. But the result of that labor was farmland warped badly out of shape.


  In my previous life, even tractors would have had an impossible time navigating it. The plots twisted and curved, forming a patchwork of irregular shapes.


  Frankly, it was an eyesore.


  I didn’t consider myself someone who obsessed over details, but for some reason, I couldn’t stand the shape of those fields.


  So, I began using magic to level them.


  I leveled the uneven ground, smoothed out the strange paths and ruts that had formed, and even developed a spell that transformed rough terrain—stones, tree stumps, and all—into clean, open soil.


  The fact that only our family’s fields stood out so clearly from the rest of the village became a quiet source of pride.


  Alongside that, there was the tilling spell I had relied on for so long, enhancement magic that strengthened either my entire body or specific parts of it, and more recently, the spell for creating bricks.


  A new, trivial concern surfaced.


  Names.


  Calling them things like “the field-making spell” or “the brick-making spell” felt undeniably awkward.


  Even if I was the only one using them, it still bothered me.


  That said, my magic didn’t function like the everyday spells my parents used—where simply chanting a spell name triggered the effect.


  Putting a name to it shouldn’t have meant anything.


  I told myself that being able to cast without incantation was more than enough.


  Yet… somewhere deep down, the idea of speaking a spell’s name and having magic answer still held a certain appeal.


  So, despite the faint embarrassment, I found myself muttering spell names anyway.


  Each time I tilled the fields, I would say, “Soil Improvement,” even though there was no real need.


  At some point, it had simply become a habit, something I said without thinking. But on that day, the moment I casually spoke the spell’s name, the magic activated.


  Until then, even though I had grown used to it, casting magic still required effort. I still had to manipulate the mana within my body, send it outward, and form a clear image in my mind before releasing it.


  Oddly, this time, it activated the instant I whispered the words.


  “Soil Improvement. Soil Improvement. Soil Improvement.”


  Each time I invoked the spell name, the soil in the field transformed on its own.


  It turned into rich, fertile earth, just as it always had when I performed it manually.


  “I… I finally did it… I created my own spell…”


  Overcome with excitement, I clenched my fist and raised it in triumph, staring out over the transformed field.


  ※※※


  


  The impact of creating a spell was greater than I had expected.


  It eliminated the need to concentrate, manipulate my mana, and construct the desired result in my mind before activating it.


  Up until now, I had been using what might be called “chantless magic.” It sounded impressive, but in reality, it meant straining my mind every single time.


  In contrast, having the spell activate the moment I spoke the incantation was a tremendous relief.


  There was a drawback, though.


  The effect had become fixed in magnitude.


  When casting without a chant, I could freely adjust the scale of the spell by altering the image in my mind. Which meant I could freely adjust the area where [Soil Improvement] took effect. The amount of mana consumed varied depending on how much land I worked.


  With a chant, the result was identical every time.


  The same area. The same output. Even the mana consumption felt nearly identical with each use.


  It was probably because I had been using it behind the house to grow hatsuka. I figured it covered roughly ten by ten meters, and the mana it consumed at the moment of chanting always felt almost identical as well.


  Why had I suddenly become able to do something like this?


  The trigger was likely the fact that I muttered something every time I cast magic. With that in mind, I began experimenting again.


  I no longer needed more materials, but I decided to mass-produce bricks to test the idea.


  It worked.


  Each time I recited the spell, bricks of identical size and shape appeared.


  Perfectly consistent.


  Through that, I realized something.


  This was probably the same principle as Pavlov’s dog.


  If you rang a bell every time you fed a dog, eventually it would start salivating at the sound of the bell alone. Living creatures produce saliva when food enters their mouths, but by repeatedly hearing the bell before eating. The dog became conditioned to salivate at the sound of the bell itself, even if no food was provided.


  It was the same phenomenon as when you saw a pickled plum and your mouth instantly filled with saliva.


  In other words, the chant became the trigger that activated my magic.


  No wonder nothing happened when I first tried using magic and just muttered random words as if they were spells. I had the order backward.


  Just like that, I acquired a new technique—spell chanting.


  I would have to turn my body enhancement and land-leveling magic into chants as well.


  Not long after, the villagers began to see me as the strange kid who muttered the same words to himself over and over.


  “There’s no point in having this many bricks. If only they were plates or something.”


  That was what my mother said when she saw the mountain of bricks I had produced under the guise of “magical experimentation.” She pressed a hand to her cheek and let out an indulgent sigh.


  She had a point.


  I had started making bricks to build a house, and in the process, I’d created a spell solely for producing them. It simply hadn’t occurred to me to make anything else. But if I could turn soil into bricks, there was no reason I couldn’t make plates as well.


  The moment I heard her suggestion, I got to work.


  I kneaded mana into the soil, spread it evenly, and formed an image in my mind. What emerged was a rice bowl I had used every day in my previous life, which, in hindsight, wasn’t surprising.


  Of course, we didn’t eat rice here. Our staple was bean soup.


  My mother tilted her head when she saw it, “That’s… a rather unusual shape, isn’t it?”


  Now that she mentioned it, it wasn’t exactly suited for soup.


  So, I adjusted the design.


  They didn’t need to be very large, and with the amount of mana I’d been using to mass-produce bricks, I could make as many as I wanted. I crafted plates, cups, and even water jars in different shapes, letting my mother try them out to see how practical they were.


  Within a few days, we had more than enough tableware, and there was no need for more.


  Naturally, my focus shifted from quantity to quality.


  At first, all I had made were vessels that looked like little more than baked earth—simple, brown, and unrefined. I shaped them much like real pottery—kneading clay, spinning it on a wheel, then firing it at high heat—producing what were essentially genuine pieces of earthenware.


  However, when I worked that way, I could only picture pieces in shades of brown, so I soon moved on to making something else.


  Next, I tried to recreate white tableware—cups and dishes suited for tea. In my previous life, such items had been considered refined and valuable, often traded at high prices as luxury goods.


  They weren’t made simply by mixing clay but by carefully preparing materials, resulting in a pure white finish. Their defining trait was that, despite being thinner, they were surprisingly durable.


  I pictured cups and saucers fit for elegant tea sipping and succeeded in reproducing them with magic.


  Even though I was using nothing more than ordinary soil, the result was a clean, beautiful white. It seemed magic placed far fewer restrictions on raw materials than I had expected.


  My mother was overjoyed to have the white tableware.


  Until then, we had used only wooden bowls and rough earthen dishes. Her reaction far exceeded my expectations—I hadn’t realized something like this would make her so happy.


  Because of that, I wanted to improve them even further, hoping to please her even more. And that was when I ran into a serious problem.


  I had no sense of design.


  White porcelain was beautiful not just for its color, but because it served as a canvas for painted decoration.


  No matter how beautiful they were, having countless identical white dishes would soon lose its novelty. On the other hand, even simple images of flowers or grass—a bit of patterning—could completely change the impression a plate gave.


  So, I tried making illustrated tableware. But no matter how many times I attempted it, everything I made looked amateurish—like careless doodles. I simply couldn’t produce anything with real taste.


  Even though my mother was happy, I wasn’t satisfied.


  I wanted to make something truly worthy of her happiness. For some reason, I was more stubborn about it than usual.


  If I couldn’t improve through decoration, then I would have to change direction entirely.


  I had started with earthenware, then moved on to white porcelain. So why not make something different altogether?


  That was when the idea of glass came to me.


  Transparent glass dishes would give a completely different impression, even if they were the same shape. If I could make it, she would surely be delighted.


  The question was whether it was even possible.


  I vaguely remembered hearing somewhere that glass could be made from sand near the sea. Obviously, that alone wouldn’t be sufficient as raw material, yet I had managed to create white porcelain from ordinary soil.


  It was worth trying.


  When I thought of glassware, the first thing that came to mind was a simple drinking glass—a clear, transparent, slender cylinder. In my previous life, I had used one every day.


  Recalling that familiar image, I activated my magic.


  The mana I infused into the soil transformed it by some incomprehensible principle—and just as it always did, it brought about a change.


  I’d succeeded in creating glass.


  ※※※


  


  “Kid, got a minute? There’s something I want to talk about.”


  It happened one day, sometime after I had succeeded in making glass. The traveling merchant had returned to the village and called out to me.


  The timing couldn’t have been better.


  I had just finished preparing a new line of products.


  Up until now, I had been selling him sandals made from hatsuka stalks and mana mushrooms, which had only recently reached stable production. But the sandals fetched a painfully low price, and the mana mushrooms were still limited in quantity.


  That was why I planned to sell him the tableware I had made.


  “Actually, kid, I’m interested in buying those bricks your family’s been making. You built a new house recently, right? I saw it—pretty impressive.”


  “Huh? Our house has been there forever. We didn’t build anything new… Oh, you mean the shed?”


  “Wait, that brick building is just a shed? Well, that’s fine too, I suppose. Either way, ask your parents if they’ll sell me those bricks.”


  “Sure, that’s fine. We made too many and have some left over. But more importantly, I’ve got something good. I made some new tableware. You should take a look.”


  “Hmm, tableware… Nah, I’m more interested in the bricks right now. I’ll check the dishes some other time.”


  “Come on, don’t say that. They’re good—seriously. You won’t regret it. Just take a look.”


  The merchant seemed oddly fixated on the bricks and showed little interest in the tableware. Still, I was confident that white porcelain and glassware—items no one in this village had ever seen—had to be valuable.


  Certain of their value, I presented my new products.


  “Well, now. These are certainly impressive. All of them are beautifully made. Who crafted these? Does someone in your family specialize in this kind of work?”


  “That’s a trade secret. So—you’ll buy them, right?”


  “Yeah, sure. I’ll take them along with the bricks.”


  With that, I assumed the deal was settled. But once he finished loading the bricks we had stacked near the house, and it came time to settle the payment, things didn’t go as I expected.


  White porcelain and glassware should have fetched a high price.


  I had believed that without question.


  However, the price the merchant offered was far lower than I had expected.


  I protested—told him he should pay more—but it made little difference. He only insisted that he was already offering several times the price of ordinary tableware.


  I argued that surely someone would be willing to pay well for such beautiful glass cups, but it didn’t change a thing.


  The people this merchant dealt with were commoners in towns and villages. There simply weren’t many who would spend large sums on tableware.


  Then why not sell to the wealthy?


  That seemed like the obvious answer, yet it wasn’t so simple. The affluent rarely dealt with traveling merchants who wandered from village to village. They conducted business only with merchants they had longstanding relationships with, leaving no room for newcomers to break in.


  From his perspective, I should probably have been grateful he was buying them at several times the normal price at all.


  Just because something was good didn’t mean it would sell.


  The phrase surfaced in my mind as if I’d heard it somewhere before. No matter how excellent a product was, that alone didn’t guarantee sales. What mattered just as much—if not more—was how it was promoted, how it was made to sell.


  Unfortunately, this world had no televisions, no newspapers, no internet.


  If I wanted to sell expensive goods, my target would have to be nobles or wealthy elites.


  So how could I make people like that want them?


  The most effective advertisement would probably be something like, “Now used by the House of So-and-So.” An endorsement from a noble family.


  Alas, I had absolutely no connections to make that happen.


  In that case, no matter how much I tried to push new products onto the traveling merchant, it would be pointless.


  Reluctantly, I gave up on that idea—for now—and decided to continue selling bricks instead.


  “Oy, kid. Looks like you’ve got the promised amount ready. That helps.”


  The traveling merchant who had come to buy my bricks told me that the brick market was booming. From what I gathered, somewhere nearby, they were rebuilding a city wall large enough to encircle an entire town. He had said he’d buy as many as I could provide.


  My grand plan of mass-producing luxury tableware and making a fortune had collapsed almost instantly. And now, with the merchant bragging about how he’d buy unlimited bricks, I felt an odd urge to wipe that smug look off his face.


  So I told him that next time, I’d have several times—no, ten times—the usual amount ready for him.


  Perhaps because I had consistently delivered sandals until now, he didn’t dismiss the words of a mere child outright. Instead, he took my words seriously.


  The next time he returned, he came properly prepared.


  He had arranged proper transportation capable of carrying large quantities of heavy bricks.


  “What the hell is that? It’s a monster…”


  The words slipped out before I could stop them when I saw what he had brought to haul the load.


  There was no way people could carry that many heavy bricks on their backs. So, the merchant had brought a cart larger than usual.


  The one pulling it was neither human, horse, nor donkey.


  A bipedal creature stood harnessed to the cart, its bulging eyes glinting, its entire body covered in scales, with sharp claws extending from the tips of its hands and feet.


  It looked like a giant lizard, or perhaps a crocodile, reared up on its hind legs.


  Our eyes met. The creature opened its mouth, its snout jutting forward, revealing rows of jagged teeth. If it bit someone, they would surely die.


  There was no doubt about it.


  No such creature had existed in my previous world.


  “Haha, is this your first time seeing a riding dragon, kid? Pretty cool, right? You said you’d have a huge batch of bricks ready, so I brought this strong fellow along.”


  “A riding dragon? So this thing’s a dragon?”


  “Hm? Nah. From what I’ve heard, it’s not a real dragon. This one’s a type of servitor beast.”


  “A servitor beast? What’s that?”


  The term was unfamiliar, so I asked as we worked. I climbed onto the cart while the merchant passed bricks up to me one by one. I caught them and stacked them carefully so they wouldn’t topple, listening as he explained.


  A servitor beast was exactly what it sounded like—a creature raised to serve humans.


  They weren’t just wild animals that had been captured and tamed.


  That was because servitor beasts were raised from eggs by humans.


  If someone kept a servitor beast’s egg on their person at all times, it would absorb that person’s mana. Feeding on that mana, the egg would gradually grow. And when it finally grew large enough and hatched, the creature that emerged would be deeply obedient to the one who had raised it.


  That wasn’t all.


  The way a servitor beast developed differed depending on the mana it had fed on. Some, like the one before me, resembled bipedal reptiles. Others could take on completely different forms.


  In other words, the kind of servitor beast that hatched varied depending entirely on the person who nurtured the egg.


  Because of that, people capable of raising unusual or highly practical servitor beasts were greatly valued. On the other hand, many ended up with useless ones.


  In fact, most people couldn’t even hatch the eggs in the first place.


  Among servitor beasts, riding dragons were especially popular. They were strong, sturdy, and said to be quite brave.


  Apparently, real dragons did exist in this world—and the resemblance alone to those overwhelmingly powerful creatures made riding dragons desirable.


  Other types were popular as well—horse-like ones with great endurance, or bird-like servitor beasts capable of flight.


  “Huh… so these servitor beasts must be expensive, right?”


  “Of course they are. You could call them assets. And don’t get any funny ideas.”


  As if I would.


  More importantly, I had just learned something useful.


  The merchant said he’d buy as many bricks as I could produce—for now—because of the current surge in demand. But there was no guarantee that demand would last forever. I had already been thinking it would be wise to secure multiple sources of income.


  If even he called certain servitor beasts—especially those that could be ridden or used for transport—“assets,” then they must always be in demand.


  He said there was no way to predict how it would develop depending on who raised it, but that also meant no one would know unless they tried.


  In that case, I wanted to try raising a servitor beast egg myself.


  If I happened to get a good one, there was no doubt I could make a fortune.


  So, I asked the merchant to bring me a servitor beast egg the next time he came.


  He told me the price, and it was just barely within reach if I spent every coin I had earned so far.
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  Chapter 2: Servitor Beasts


  

  “What on earth were you thinking? I can’t believe you spent all our money!”


  My mother was in the middle of a lecture.


  She was still young and beautiful—my dear mother—but when she was angry, she was truly terrifying.


  “But if I manage to hatch the servitor beast egg successfully, we’ll earn more than what it cost,” I protested.


  “Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no way it would go that smoothly. If it were that easy, everyone would be rich. Honestly, I only allowed you to trade things because you said you wanted to save for the future. And this is what you do? Men always end up spending every last coin they have.”


  “It’ll be fine. Besides, I earned that money myself. I should be allowed to spend it however I want.”


  “What are you talking about? The money you spent included the profits from the sandals we all made together. It wasn’t yours alone. You clearly don’t understand that. I’ve decided—no more buying things on your own from now on.”


  “What? That’s not fair. I’m sorry—please forgive me!”


  “No. You need to reflect on what you’ve done.”


  I kept apologizing, pressing my forehead to the ground, but my mother’s anger never subsided.
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  Damn it. She was completely right, which made it hard to argue back.


  That said, the money from sandal sales was barely more than pocket change. The cost of the servitor beast egg had been covered almost entirely by the bricks I’d produced.


  Even so, I should have thought things through more carefully.


  Still, even if she had banned me from making purchases, there were ways around it. I was the one making the bricks and handling their sale to the traveling merchant. It wouldn’t be hard to skim a little off the reported total and build up some secret savings.


  More importantly, there was the egg.


  Apparently, raising a servitor beast was a well-known way to make money—even in a remote farming village like this. Or rather, it was a well-known gamble. As my mother had said, if useful servitor beasts were so easy to obtain, everyone would already be doing it.


  In reality, most people who tried ended up failing.


  There were so many failures that outright scams weren’t uncommon. Since most eggs never hatched properly anyway, some sellers would pass off ordinary animal eggs as servitor beast eggs.


  Even so, on rare occasions, someone would succeed after repeated failures. And because of that, there were always people willing to keep pouring money into eggs, chasing the dream of striking it rich.


  There was even a saying: if someone around you starts buying eggs, be careful.


  That merchant never mentioned the odds were this bad, I grumbled inwardly.


  What was done was done.


  At the very least, I had to make it hatch. If possible, I wanted a servitor beast that would actually be useful.


  Praying for redemption, I carefully cupped the egg in my hands.


  ※※※


  


  The servitor beast egg I bought from the merchant was about the size of an ordinary chicken egg you’d find in a supermarket.


  The only difference was the camouflage-like pattern mottling its shell.


  Apparently, the basic rule was to store the egg somewhere safe so it wouldn’t crack, and to keep it on your person as much as possible. The reason was simple: the egg absorbed its owner’s mana to grow.


  Mana differed from person to person, and depending on whose mana it absorbed, the same egg could hatch into a completely different form. It was even possible for multiple people to raise one together—though in that case, producing a consistent type of servitor beast became difficult.


  For now, I needed a way to carry it safely.


  With that in mind, I picked up some of the hatsuka stalks piled up for sandal-making and began weaving. I made the net slightly thick, tying it at the top to create something like a pouch for the egg. If I fastened the cord around my waist, I could carry it with me at all times.


  I just had to be careful not to crush it when I sat down.


  “Mana, huh? It seems to absorb it on its own, but I wonder if I can send it in myself.”


  With that thought, I concentrated mana into my eyes and stared at the egg.


  The small, camouflage-patterned egg didn’t appear to contain much mana yet, but a faint blue haze clung to its surface.


  So, it really was absorbing mana from its surroundings. Even so, it was drawing in a tiny amount.


  “[Mana Infusion].”


  I activated a spell.


  [Mana Infusion] was the spell I used when cultivating mana mushrooms, channeling mana into logs. If the egg grew by absorbing mana, then perhaps supplying it directly would work as well.


  That was my reasoning.


  Mana flowed from my palm into the egg.


  It seemed to absorb everything I gave it. The glow around it grew stronger than before.


  I had no idea how much mana was the right amount to supply. Even so, I observed the egg each day and continued using [Mana Infusion].


  Maybe I should build a hideout.


  That thought came to me as I infused the servitor beast egg with mana. I found myself recalling the lecture my mother had given me the other day.


  I was still a child, under my parents’ protection. That meant I wasn’t supposed to spend money freely, just as my mother had said. But there was a deeper issue.


  The customs here were unmistakably old-fashioned.


  The head of the household—my father—held authority over everything. All decisions rested with him. Even in our poor farming family, that was no exception.


  My father’s word was absolute, and the eldest son would inherit that authority.


  My mother and the children, to put it bluntly, were effectively his subordinates and were expected to follow the authority of the head of the house. And I wasn’t the eldest son.


  I wouldn’t inherit this house.


  Second sons and those born after in farming families either spent their lives serving their father and elder brother, or found some way to strike out on their own.


  Naturally, I would fall into the latter category.


  The quickest way to make a name for oneself was to join the army and earn merit in battle. Sometimes you were dragged into war by force, and that was why I had started saving money—to secure a decent weapon if it came to that.


  Thinking about it now, once I had saved a significant sum, there was a real possibility it could be confiscated on the grounds that it belonged to the household.


  In that case, wouldn’t it be better to start planning for independence now?


  “All right. They say strike while the iron’s hot.”


  With that, I immediately set my plan into motion.


  The village where I was born was enclosed by a wooden palisade.


  Beyond it stretched a forest.


  There were no mountains—just open plains. In my previous life, I had always associated forests with mountains, but that didn’t seem to be the case here.


  They said the village had originally been founded as a reclamation settlement. The dense forest had been cut down and cleared to create farmland. Back then, the realm had been stable, and large numbers of laborers had been sent to fell trees and open fields.


  Unfortunately, times had changed.


  Now it was an age of constant war. The farmland had shrunk, and the village struggled just to maintain what remained. All we could do was keep the forest from encroaching further and preserve our way of life.


  On the other hand, that meant the land outside the village belonged to no one. If someone cleared it, it would be recognized as theirs.


  I headed into the forest beyond the palisade, searching for a suitable place to begin clearing.


  “For now, I’ll build my hideout around here.”


  I chose a spot near a small stream running through the woods. After forcing my way through tall trees and thick grass, I came upon a small clearing.


  I decided to build my hideout here.


  “[Body Enhancement].”


  I murmured the chant, strengthening my entire body. Even with a child’s body, reinforcing it with magic allowed me to exert a tremendous amount of strength.


  Using that strength, I began wrapping rope around the surrounding trees.


  Centering on the area where I intended to build, I looped rope around trees that stood in the way and tied the other ends to trees farther off. Then, with my enhanced strength, I pulled the ropes taut, putting pressure on the trunks.


  Next, I crouched at the base of a tree and poured magic into the ground.


  Trees that grew deep in the forest spread their roots far beneath the earth, branching in every direction. I transformed all the soil around those roots into loose, crumbling earth.


  The tree, which had stood firmly anchored until then, began to give way at its base. Bound by the taut rope, it tilted slowly but surely, sliding with a low zuzuzzu as it yielded.


  At last, it crashed to the ground with a heavy thud.


  That was how I uprooted the trees from the land I planned to build on.


  ※※※


  


  “Level.”


  A hollow space had opened in the forest where the tree had fallen. After dragging the felled trunks aside into a pile, I cast another spell. It was the same one I had used to level farmland. Even the incantation was identical.


  A ten-square-meter plot of land flattened in an instant.


  Broken roots in the soil, weeds growing from the ground, even scattered stones and rocks—everything was gathered together and turned into smooth, even earth.


  I couldn’t help but admire myself for creating such an incredibly useful spell.


  I repeated the process several times, shifting locations each time, until I had secured a wide, open stretch of land.


  “Well then, what should I do next?”


  So far, things had gone smoothly.


  I had built a storage shed before. If I based it on that and put up something similar as a hideout, that would probably suffice.


  Still, the idea of mass-producing bricks again didn’t sound appealing.


  No—whether appealing or not, it was simply too much work.


  The bricks I made were clean, rectangular blocks. Stacked like building pieces, they could form a surprisingly sturdy structure.


  Creating a large number of bricks with magic and assembling them into a building was incredibly taxing.


  If possible, I wanted a spell that could make a structure pop into existence in one go. But remembering the time I had exhausted my magic and passed out, I couldn’t afford to be reckless. This wasn’t the yard behind my family’s house. It was the middle of the forest, outside the village.


  “I see. I don’t actually need to build the whole house at once.”


  I had been mulling it over for a while when, all at once, the answer finally clicked.


  Thinking back, the reason I failed when I tried to build the storehouse before was probably simple—I had attempted to create the entire structure in one shot.


  I hypothesized that the amount of magic consumed depended on the volume of what I created. In other words, if I tried to construct a building with a single spell, even the empty interior space counted toward the magic cost. Houses and storehouses were hollow inside, so expending magic on that empty volume was an enormous waste.


  In that case, the solution was simple.


  Instead of building the entire structure at once, I could construct it one wall at a time.


  It was a straightforward idea, but it should drastically reduce the magic required.


  I placed my hands on the ground and closed my eyes.


  Drawing slow, steady breaths, I refined the magic within my body. At the same time, I formed a clear image of the finished result.


  The foundation would be made of the bricks I had been producing. I pictured them stacked in neat rows, forming a single wall. Mortar filled the gaps between each brick, binding them firmly together.


  The instant that image solidified, I let the magic within me sink into the soil and activated the spell.


  In an astonishingly short time, I succeeded in constructing a hidden shelter deep within the forest.


  ※※※


  


  “It’s gotten pretty big… maybe it’s about time?”


  I muttered as I looked down at the egg hanging from my waist in its woven net.


  It was a servitor beast egg.


  At first, it had been about the size of an ordinary egg you’d find in a supermarket. But I had raised it day by day, monitoring the magic within it and using spells like [Mana Infusion].


  Now it had grown to nearly twice its original size. The visible aura surrounding it had deepened as well, shifting from a faint pale blue to a rich indigo.


  I was starting to think it might hatch soon.


  “What are you doing? We’re leaving soon.”


  As I stood there watching the egg, my mother called out.


  It seemed the time had come.


  I was turning six this year. And when a child turned six, they took part in a baptism ceremony held at the church.


  Today was that day.


  In my previous life, I hadn’t had many opportunities to visit a church. If I had heard about attending a baptism back then, I probably wouldn’t have been particularly excited.


  This time was different.


  After all, I would be receiving magic.


  Not the original spells I had created and used until now, but magic bestowed by the church—so-called life magic, the kind that was indispensable for everyday living. Once baptized at the church, one gained the ability to use these spells.


  Long ago, humanity had lived in fear of monsters lurking in the shadows. And yet, they drove those monsters from the lands they infested, steadily expanding the territory where humans could survive. Now they had advanced so far that people even fought among themselves over living space.


  Why was that possible?


  Because magic was the driving force behind humanity’s rise.


  Life magic, in particular, was exceptionally effective.


  Spells such as [Light], [Water], [Ignition], and [Cleanse] fell under this category. Each was small in scale—producing light, drawing potable water, or starting a fire. But once large numbers of people could use them, humanity’s range of activity expanded dramatically.


  It was probably like primitive people suddenly gaining access to electricity, gas, and running water.


  Thanks to that, even though a single human couldn’t match a powerful monster, by increasing their numbers and expanding their settlements, people gradually widened their sphere of survival.


  That was why the church gathered children who turned six each year—to conduct a baptism ceremony and grant them life magic.


  Through it, the church gained followers, the people gained life magic, and those in power received a registry of residents from the church.


  It was a system in which everyone benefited.


  “Okay, I’m coming.”


  I answered, unable to hide my excitement as I hurried toward the church.


  ※※※


  


  The village’s only church stood ahead of us.


  Built of brick with a steep triangular roof, it looked exactly as a church ought to.


  Inside was a spacious hall lined with rows of benches, arranged so neatly that it could have hosted a wedding ceremony as it was. Beyond them stood a slightly raised platform, much like the front of a classroom, with a sturdy lectern set firmly upon it.


  That was likely where the priest delivered his sermons.


  I took a seat with my parents on one of the benches and waited.


  Perhaps because the village itself was very small, fewer than ten children were turning six this year.


  Once it seemed that everyone had arrived, the priest and a sister entered through a door at the back. They ascended the platform and slowly swept their gazes over us.


  “Now then, we shall begin the baptism ceremony.”


  At the priest’s words, the ceremony commenced with an account of the church’s origins.


  For the most part, he explained—referencing old texts—how humanity had been saved by the church from an age of hardship and had gone on to prosper as it has today.


  In a village with so little entertainment, even listening to stories like these was engaging. Still, most of it was already familiar to me.


  The priest assigned to this village, though relatively young, clearly had a talent for storytelling. He wove in touches of humor into his speech and spoke with a rhythm that held the audience’s attention. With a vividness that made it feel as though he had witnessed humanity’s history firsthand, he carried the children along, and they listened with shining eyes.


  “Now then, lastly, we shall conduct the Naming Rite. I will call each of you in turn, so please come to the back room when your name is called.”


  After speaking at length and thoroughly captivating everyone, the priest made the announcement.


  It seemed the naming ceremony was about to begin.


  As the name implies, the Naming Rite was a ritual of bestowing one’s name.


  In truth, I still didn’t have a formal personal name. Here, children received the name by which they would be individually known only upon turning six and when it was granted by the church. Until then, I had simply been called something like “the third child of such-and-such household.”


  In my family, I was called “the third son.”


  When I first learned of this custom, I found it terribly inconvenient. But if that was the way things worked here, there was nothing to be done.


  Still, while a name given at birth would be one thing, I couldn’t help wondering whether some children got upset being saddled with some strange name at this age. Living this long without a name was troublesome enough, but wasn’t it just as much of a hassle for the one responsible for assigning them?


  As that thought crossed my mind, my turn came.


  I left my parents and headed toward the rear door alone.


  The room I was led into was simple. A heavy wooden desk stood at its center, and seated behind it was the priest.


  I took the chair prepared opposite him across the desk.


  “Now, we shall conduct the Naming Rite. Through this naming, you shall receive the Lord’s blessing and gain the ability to use magic. However, this magic is granted solely to enrich people’s lives. Can you swear that you will not misuse it?”


  “Yes, I swear.”


  “Very well.”


  He recited what was clearly a formal set of admonitions, and I gave my assent.


  Then the priest placed his hand on the book resting atop the desk.


  It looked extraordinarily valuable. Bound in parchment, its cover was reinforced with metal and adorned with gemstones. Holding the heavy volume in both hands, he slowly turned the pages. It looked cumbersome enough that I found myself wondering whether paper made from plants didn’t exist in this world.


  When he opened it, rows of fine script filled the pages.


  … Was this some kind of name registry?


  Glancing at its contents, I couldn’t help but think so. If names were assigned every year, there had to be some method behind it.


  Perhaps my guess wasn’t far off.


  The priest’s gaze settled on a particular line of text, and the ritual began in earnest.


  “Third child of Ashira and Marie. I, Paulo, priest of the Holy Light Church, do hereby name thee. From this day forth, thou shalt be known as Ars. Live earnestly and in purity alongside the Lord. If thou doest so, the Lord shall grant thee His blessing and watch over thee.”


  Father Paulo intoned the ceremonial words.


  At that moment, something caught my attention, and I quietly activated my magic.


  Gathering the mana refined within my body, I concentrated it into my eyes.


  With his right hand resting on the book and his left extended toward me, Father Paulo continued the rite.


  Mana flowed from his body and gathered in his outstretched hand.


  Seeing that, a thought crossed my mind.


  Could this be preparation for casting a spell?


  Just as I placed my hand on the ground and poured magic into the soil, Father Paulo was likely concentrating magic in his palm to activate some kind of spell.


  With that thought in mind, I carefully observed the flow of magic.


  The magic gathered in Father Paulo’s hand began to change shape.


  He was using a technique unlike anything I had attempted myself.


  Magic spilled from his palm and spread through the air, taking form. It traced a perfect circle, and within it, intricate symbols began to inscribe themselves.


  No matter how I looked at it, it was a magic circle.
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  “[Memory Preservation].”


  The moment I saw the magic circle, I whispered the words under my breath so the priest wouldn’t hear.


  This was a spell I had developed myself.


  When I concentrated magic in my eyes, I could see the flow of magic that normally shouldn't have been visible. That led me to wonder what would happen if I focused magic not on my eyes, but on my brain instead.


  The result was a spell that allowed instantaneous memory.


  It did nothing more than perfectly imprint whatever I chose to remember.


  Right now, it was proving invaluable.


  The magic circle was so extraordinarily complex that, under normal circumstances, no one could memorize it accurately at a glance. Yet by using this spell, I was able to store it instantly as a complete, perfect memory.


  “U—”


  The instant I finished committing the circle to memory, new information flooded into my mind—separate from it.


  Knowledge of life magic.


  I understood that spells such as [Light] and [Ignition]—which I had been unable to use no matter how much I practiced—were now somehow available to me.


  That was how I obtained life magic.


  At the same time, I had learned something most people would never know: the existence of a magic circle within the baptism ceremony.


  ※※※


  


  “Thank you very much.”


  Together with the other villagers who had attended the ceremony, my parents and I expressed our gratitude to the priest and the sister before leaving the church.


  As soon as the baptism concluded, the children who had just gained the ability to use magic immediately began testing it out.


  Naturally, it was nothing more than curiosity, and several of them were quickly scolded by their parents.


  Watching them, I tried activating life magic myself. And in doing so, I realized something.


  All life magic was standardized.


  For example, the light produced by chanting [Light] was always the same—identical in brightness, size, and duration. The same held true for spells like [Ignition] and [Water]—whenever they were cast, the effect was identical in scale.


  Apparently, this didn’t change whether the caster was a child who had just learned life magic or an adult who had used it for years.


  No matter how much I refined my magic in an attempt to amplify the effect, nothing changed.


  Which meant there was no way to refine the life spell [Ignition] into something like a flamethrower.


  I couldn’t deny that I felt a little disappointed.


  Until now, I had been unable to produce things like fire or water with my own magic. I had thought that perhaps obtaining life magic might solve that problem.


  It was fair to say that my faint hope had been crushed.


  Still, there was no point in dwelling on it.


  I decided to set aside any thoughts of improving life magic for the time being.


  Because the baptism had given me something else—something far more valuable.


  The magic circle Father Paulo had used.


  Perhaps within magic circles lies a path to understanding the deeper nature of magic in this world.


  With that thought stirring my excitement, I made my way home.


  ※※※


  


  “This is hopeless. I can’t make sense of it at all.”


  It had been fortunate that I managed to perfectly memorize the magic circle Father Paulo used, thanks to my original spell, Memory Preservation.


  Sadly, that was as far as I’d gotten.


  The circle was crammed with incomprehensible symbols, packed so densely that there wasn’t a single gap. No matter how long I stared at it, I couldn’t begin to decipher its meaning.


  Come to think of it, I didn’t even properly know the written language of this world.


  Up until now, I had lived by a single rule: eat first. And to achieve that goal, I had spent my days repeating the same cycle—researching magic just so I could secure my next meal.


  The only thing I could properly write was my own name, Ars. I didn’t even know whether the symbols used in magic circles were part of a language still in use.


  What was I supposed to do?


  That was the question weighing on my mind as I sat in the hideout I had built deep within the forest.


  Crack. Crack. Crack.


  A sharp sound reached my ears. At first, I didn’t recognize it. Then I realized it was coming from around my waist. Turning, I looked down.


  “Oh… is it finally hatching?”


  The sound was coming from inside the net tied at my waist—the one holding the egg of my servitor beast. Fine cracks spread across the shell with soft snapping noises.


  It wasn’t as if I had crushed it. The cracks spread from within, as though something inside was pushing against the shell, and a fragment broke free, dropping to the floor.


  I quickly removed the egg from the net and set it in the center of the room. By now, it had grown to more than twice its original size—just slightly smaller than a softball.


  What kind of beast would be born?


  My heart pounded as I watched the shell continue to split.


  “… This is taking a while. Would it be bad if I helped it out?”


  It seemed the creature inside was having more trouble than I had expected. As it struggled to break free, anxiety began to creep in. Was it really going to be all right?


  Fortunately, that worry proved unnecessary. After a long wait, the servitor beast finally broke through the shell on its own and revealed itself.


  It was a four-legged creature, covered from head to toe in white fur.


  Two small but elegant horns grew from its head. They weren’t straight; each bent twice at near right angles, twisting irregularly. Like a tiny reindeer, it had crooked horns and a body wrapped in soft, fluffy white fur.


  That was the form of the servitor beast born from my magic.


  “Kuu…”


  The newborn let out a small cry.


  Thank goodness. It wasn’t very loud, but hearing that first cry filled me with relief. Ever since I learned that some servitor beasts never hatched at all, a quiet unease had been lingering in the back of my mind.


  I was truly glad it had been born.


  It seemed it had used the two horns on its head to break through the shell. It gave a light shake, dislodging the fragments clinging to them, then its legs began to tremble as it tried to stand on its four thin limbs.


  But with a body so small and newly born, even standing must have been difficult. Its legs quivered just like those of a newborn fawn.


  “Hang in there!” I shouted before I knew it.


  Watching it struggle desperately to stand, I clenched my fists and kept urging it on. As if responding to my encouragement, it gathered its strength, braced itself, and suddenly stood upright.


  Then it lifted its head and thrust its proud horns toward the ceiling—almost as if celebrating its first victory.


  Before I realized it, I was applauding.


  Animals really were something else.


  Until now, I had only grown vegetables. But watching a living creature struggle with all its strength just to stand stirred something deep within me.


  I hadn’t expected to feel this moved.


  “Kyuu?”


  The servitor beast tilted its head, as if wondering what was wrong. I waved it off, gesturing that it was nothing, and took a closer look.


  It had two horns growing from its head. They weren’t straight—they bent at several points and even branched slightly. They had some width, which gave the impression of reindeer antlers rather than a deer’s.


  Its body was covered in straight white fur. Having just hatched, it was still coated in a clear, viscous fluid like egg white, but once that dried, I might be able to enjoy the feel of its smooth coat.


  It stood on four legs, and its overall build was closer to that of a horse. I had never seen a reindeer in my previous life, but compared to deer or reindeer, its lean frame more closely resembled a thoroughbred.


  At the moment, it was small enough to fit in the palm of my hand. But if it grew larger, it might even be capable of carrying loads.


  That said, horses didn’t have fur all over like this.


  So, what was it, exactly? A horse? Or a reindeer?


  As I mulled that over, the servitor beast, which had been looking at my face, suddenly turned its attention elsewhere. It lowered its head and began nibbling at the eggshell scattered across the floor.


  For a moment, I wondered if that was really safe. But it behaved as though eating it were the most natural thing in the world, so I decided to simply observe.


  “Wait… what does this thing even eat?”


  As I watched the horse-like creature crunch through the remaining shell, another concern surfaced.


  The eggshell would be gone soon. Servitor beasts were born by feeding on the magic absorbed into their eggs, but they were living creatures all the same. And apparently, each servitor beast had its own entirely different ecology.


  According to traveling merchants, riding dragons were carnivorous. They were said to be fairly efficient in terms of consumption, but if you didn’t feed them meat every day, they would die.


  Still, not all servitor beasts were meat-eaters. Their diets varied wildly—so much so that they might as well have been entirely separate species.


  That was part of why servitor beast eggs were considered such a gamble. Some people, chasing a one-time fortune, managed to hatch an egg—only to fail because they couldn’t afford to feed what came out of it.


  I understood that all too well. To be blunt, even I, a poor farmer, couldn’t afford the luxury of eating meat every day. The idea of feeding meat to a young, servitor beast that might not even sell was, realistically, a serious problem.


  So, what in the world did this one eat?


  As I wondered that, the young beast finished the last of the eggshell, leaving not a single fragment behind.


  It must be hungry.


  Or rather, what would I do if it suddenly demanded milk right now?


  Of course, I didn’t have the body, the means, or the magic to provide something like mother’s milk.


  While I was still flustered, the young beast toddled over and rubbed its head against my pants as I sat there.
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  What was that?


  What was it trying to say?


  The sudden behavior caught me off guard, but it didn’t seem to be asking for anything in particular. After rubbing against me, it looked up and let out a soft “Kuu~,” then nuzzled me again.


  Apparently, it was simply being affectionate—perhaps a sign of attachment.


  Cute.


  After clinging to me for a while, it wobbled onto my crossed legs and, just like that, fell asleep.


  What was with this little guy? It was just too cute.


  It seemed the newborn servitor beast had taken quite a liking to me.


  There were still plenty of things I was curious about, but I decided to set them aside for now. Instead of overthinking, I stroked the young beast’s back as it slept on my lap.


  Crunch, munch.


  The sounds echoed through my hideout in the forest.


  They were coming from the servitor beast that had been sleeping on my lap moments ago. It had slept for quite a long time, and when it finally woke, it stretched leisurely before climbing down to the floor.


  After glancing around, it headed toward the corner of the room.


  The hideout was a brick house I had built in the forest. Even so, compared to the land I had cleared by cutting down trees, the house itself wasn’t very large, leaving plenty of open space.


  So, I used the [Soil Improvement] spell to turn the empty ground into a field, then planted hatsuka seeds, which grew quickly. After harvesting them a few days later, I stored them inside the hideout.


  It seemed the newly awakened beast had spotted those hatsuka and made its way over to them.


  “You like those? There’s plenty, so eat as much as you want,” I said.


  It let out a cheerful “Kyuu,” then lowered its mouth to the hatsuka again.


  It seemed this little guy was an herbivore, happily munching away on the hatsukas.


  Thank goodness.


  I’d been worried about what I’d do if it turned out to eat nothing but meat. Compared to that, I could grow as many hatsukas as needed.


  If I ate one raw, I’d probably wince at the sharp bitterness—but it didn’t seem to mind at all. They might even work as its main food source.


  Relieved that raising a servitor beast wasn’t going to drive me into financial ruin through feed costs, I let out a quiet sigh.


  “Hmm… you’ve gotten big. How do you grow so fast?”


  About ten days had passed since the servitor beast was born.


  It was almost unbelievable—the little creature that had once fit in the palm of my hand had grown this much in such a short time.


  Now, crowned with splendid antlers, it had become large enough to carry a full-grown adult without trouble.


  Its physique was magnificent—a muscular, horse-like body with reindeer-like antlers and pure white fur. Its coat felt smooth as silk, and when sunlight struck it, it seemed to shimmer.


  Even from a distance, its presence was striking.


  This would definitely sell well.


  Anyone who saw it would think the same.


  Before selling it, there was something I wanted to do.


  “All right. I’m going to give you a name.”


  In truth, I hadn’t named it since it was born.


  To be honest, I’d hesitated, thinking that if I gave it a name, I might grow too attached.


  I figured that when the time came to sell it, or if it died unexpectedly, I’d take it pretty hard.


  After growing this much, it was unlikely to suddenly fall ill or starve to death. I might cry when I sell it, but it wasn’t as if I planned to slaughter it like livestock.


  There was no harm in giving it a name. And there was another reason I wanted to.


  It had to do with the magic circle I had seen during the naming rite at my baptism.


  Father Paulo had extended his palm toward me and used a magic circle to give me my name. After that, I gained Life Magic along with it.


  It had always bothered me.


  Father Paulo had said it was granted through the Lord’s blessing, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was something else.


  The moment the naming ended, I understood the spell’s incantation, how to use it, and its effects—without anyone explaining a thing.


  It felt less like being taught and more like having a manual, or a program, written directly into my mind.


  If that were the case, what would happen if I used a magic circle to name my servitor beast?


  That was what intrigued me.


  Among the Life Magic spells, [Water] in particular seemed simple at first glance, yet remarkably useful.


  In my previous life, I had never given much thought to having constant access to clean water. But after coming to this world, I realized just how extraordinary that convenience had been.


  Drinking untreated water could easily lead to diarrhea or other illnesses.


  Diarrhea was dangerous—in a place without proper medical care, it could easily lead to death.


  Normally, you had to filter out impurities and boil the water over a fire before it was safe to drink. But with the Life Magic spell [Water], all of that effort could be skipped entirely.


  When I gathered magic into my eyes and looked at the servitor beast, I could tell it possessed magic of its own.


  If this worked, it might even be able to prepare its own drinking water.


  The existence of [Ignite] was a little frightening, but I couldn’t resist trying.


  It wasn’t as though I could go around naming people in the village using the magic circle to experiment.


  It would be fine. If something went wrong, I’d deal with it then.


  There was always the possibility it might fail anyway…


  I decided to name the fully grown servitor beast before me.


  What would be a good one?


  I studied the now-mature beast as I considered it. I wasn’t proud of it, but I didn’t have much of a knack for naming things. At the very least, I wanted to give it a decent name.


  Thinking about it that way, the book Father Paulo had—presumably some kind of name dictionary—would have been incredibly helpful.


  A creature with a horse-like body and horns.


  That was the simplest way to describe it.


  In that case, the name that came to mind was Unicorn.


  Unfortunately, unicorns, if I remembered correctly, were defined by a single long, straight horn. This one had two, and neither was straight, so it didn’t really feel like a unicorn.


  A one-horned beast was a unicorn… so a two-horned one would be called a bicorn, right?


  I tried twisting that into something usable, but nothing good came to mind.


  So I played a bit of word association in my head.


  Bicorn… bi… vai… viking…


  Va… va… va…


  … Valkyrie.


  How about… Valkyrie?


  If I remembered correctly, it was the name of a war goddess from myth.


  The servitor beast was covered in white fur, and when sunlight struck it, its coat shimmered, sometimes even taking on a silvery sheen. Perhaps that was why it gave off a faintly sacred aura. It wasn’t a bad fit at all.


  “How about Valkyrie as your name?”


  “Kyui!”


  When I asked, it met my eyes and nodded. Smart little thing—it might understand my language to some extent, and it didn’t seem opposed to the name. That settled it.


  “All right. I’ll begin the naming rite.”


  With that, I positioned it in front of me, stood facing it, and then called up the magic circle I had memorized with Memory Preservation.


  Normally, manipulating magic was as natural to me as breathing, but this time I proceeded with deliberate care.


  Closing my eyes, I drew in the magic drifting through the air and carefully blended it with my own in my abdomen, breathing slowly and steadily, focusing on increasing its density.


  Once it reached its peak, I circulated it through my entire body, filling myself to the brim before guiding it into my right hand and compressing everything into the tip of my index finger.


  I released it outward little by little, forcing it to remain in place rather than disperse—but that alone proved far more difficult than I had anticipated.


  The moment my concentration wavered, it felt as though the magic would scatter like mist. Before I knew it, cold sweat was soaking through my clothes.


  This was the moment that demanded absolute focus.


  Letting out a slow breath, I moved on to the next step.


  I shaped the magic flowing from my fingertip into a thread and guided it through the air, forming the magic circle piece by piece. I could feel blood rushing to my head, as if my brain might burst. The strain was on an entirely different level compared to simply moving magic within my body.


  Still, I couldn’t rush.


  I reproduced the magic circle exactly as I had memorized it, without the slightest deviation.


  I had no idea how much time had passed. By then, my entire body was drenched in sweat, and my throat had gone completely dry. Even so, the effort paid off—I had successfully formed the magic circle. But I was already close to my limit.


  Summoning the last of my strength, I spoke to the servitor beast.


  “By this naming, you are now Valkyrie.”


  The moment the words left my mouth, the magic circle at my fingertip flared brilliantly before quickly dimming. In the next instant, it dissolved into empty air.


  Gasping for breath, I collapsed to my knees. The strain had been far greater than I expected. If the ritual had failed after all that effort, I didn’t even want to imagine the consequences.


  Once my breathing finally steadied, I decided to confirm whether Valkyrie’s naming had truly succeeded.


  “All right, let’s try using some magic, Valkyrie.”


  “Kyui!”


  As soon as I said that, Valkyrie responded and rose to her feet. She was as large as ever—tall enough that, as a child, I had to look up just to meet her eyes.


  While I watched, she turned and headed outside, apparently intending to demonstrate her magic beyond the hideout’s walls. That was probably for the best. It would be much safer than letting her use fire inside the hideout.


  She really was a smart girl—more thoughtful than I was.


  I followed Valkyrie out of the hideout. The area surrounding the brick house was broad and open. Though it had once been a deep forest, the land had since been leveled flat, and fields now stretched across it. Even so, beyond the cultivated ground, the forest still encircled the area.


  I looked around to make sure no one else was nearby. Once I confirmed we were alone, I finally let Valkyrie begin her demonstration.


  “Kyuu.”


  Despite possessing the body of a horse, her voice was still adorable.


  That must have been her chant.


  At the sound of her cry, a sphere of light appeared in front of her. It was broad daylight, yet the glow was bright enough to stand out clearly.


  This was unmistakably the Life Magic spell—Illuminate.


  “That’s amazing, Valkyrie. You can use magic properly. All right, let’s try the others too.”


  It seemed the naming rite had succeeded.


  I hadn’t merely given her a label—the naming had truly taken hold, and she could now use magic. Overjoyed, I jumped up excitedly as I gave her the next instruction.


  Valkyrie proceeded to demonstrate the other Life Magic Spells one after another. [Ignite], [Water], [Cleanse]—she used every one of them flawlessly.


  From what I could tell, the scale and appearance of the spells seemed standardized; they looked the same as when I cast them myself. But that was where my calm observation ended.


  “Ku!”


  Valkyrie activated another spell.


  It wasn’t one of the Life Spells.


  It was one of my original spells.


  Right before my eyes, Valkyrie created a brick from nothing.


  ※※※


  


  “What the hell is going on here…?”


  I stared at the newly formed brick, stunned speechless.


  Yet even as I stood frozen in disbelief, Valkyrie continued demonstrating spell after spell.


  [Level Ground]—flattened the earth in an instant.


  [Soil Improvement]—transformed the dirt into rich soil.


  [Brick Generation]—produced bricks one after another on the spot.


  Valkyrie even used [Mana Infusion] to channel magic into a log for cultivating mana mushrooms, as well as [Body Enhancement]. There was one final spell she demonstrated that I couldn’t confirm, but it was probably [Memory Preservation].


  Every single one of them should have been spells I created myself. At the very least, during the church’s baptism ceremony, the other children who received names had only been able to use Life Spells.


  Had I made some kind of mistake while constructing the magic circle? Or was there a difference in how I performed the naming rite?


  No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn’t arrive at any clear answers.


  Still, there was something else I noticed.


  The only spells Valkyrie could use were the ones I had assigned incantation names to.


  For example, in addition to the spells she had just demonstrated, I could also create tableware from white porcelain or glass with magic. However, since I had never needed more than the pieces I gifted to my mother, I had neither mass-produced them nor formalized the magic into a named spell.


  That was probably why.


  No matter how much I explained it or demonstrated it to her, Valkyrie couldn’t create tableware.


  Well, for a horse-shaped servitor beast like her, that kind of magic probably wasn’t necessary anyway…


  There was another aspect of spell formalization that bothered me as well—the effects of the spells themselves.


  For instance, when I invoked [Level Ground] using its formal incantation, it automatically flattened an area roughly ten meters square.


  I often leveled land without using the incantation at all. In those cases, I would visualize the desired range in my mind and adjust the amount of magic I poured into the spell before activating it.


  That allowed me to flatten much larger areas in a single use, which was far more convenient since it spared me the trouble of moving around.


  Valkyrie, however, couldn’t alter the spell’s range by adjusting her mental image or magic consumption like that. The spell only affected the fixed area I had set when I formalized it into an incantation.


  So, while she could use [Body Enhancement] to improve her movement, she couldn’t increase the output to strengthen herself beyond its preset limits. Nor could she concentrate magic into specific body parts—such as her eyes or limbs, to strengthen them the way I could.


  When I laid it out like that, a certain hypothesis began to take shape.


  When a name was bestowed, the recipient gained the ability to use magic. But it wasn’t limited to Life Spells alone.


  The named individual was also imprinted with the incantations possessed by the one performing the naming ritual, and those incantations could only be used in their fixed, formalized state.


  If that theory were correct, then it would also explain why I had never been able to freely customize my Life Spells as I pleased.


  The naming rite performed during the baptism felt less like a divine blessing and more like a systematic mechanism for distributing magic.


  That realization led to another problem.


  Valkyrie.


  A mere name had been enough to grant her magic, and yet the church explained it all as the Lord’s blessing.


  Would it really be safe to use her as a source of income as a servitor beast when she could wield not only Life Spells, but even my own original magic?


  I would need to confirm that as well.


  While I stroked Valkyrie’s horned head as she pushed it toward me—almost as if demanding praise for her display of magic—I found myself wondering what to do next.


  “Kid—no, wait. Ars, was it? You’re asking whether a servitor beast can use magic? That’s a strange question.”


  The next time the traveling merchant came by, I finally worked up the courage to ask about the matter that had been bothering me. There still seemed to be plenty of demand for bricks; everything I produced continued to sell without issue.


  As he spoke, the merchant absently patted the bipedal, lizard-like, servitor beast pulling his cart.


  “Beats me. I’ve never heard of such a thing… Probably none exist.”


  Since being reincarnated into this world, I’d come to understand how valuable information was. Growing up in a rural village meant there were many things I simply didn’t know. But if even a merchant who traveled far and wide had never heard of it, then it was probably true.


  There might be some servitor beast somewhere capable of using magic, but at the very least, it wasn’t common.


  “Wait, you’re asking that because your egg hatched, didn’t it?”


  “Yeah. Mine’s horse-type, so it can carry loads.”


  “That’s great news, Ars. Let me take a look.”


  The merchant leaned forward with an eagerness I hadn’t seen from him before.


  Well, fine.


  I had already warned Valkyrie not to use magic carelessly in front of others. With that settled, I went to call her over.


  “This one’s really good, Ars. Sure, being able to haul cargo is useful, but more importantly, it’s her appearance. White’s a color the high-ranking types are fond of.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. But I’m not planning to sell Valkyrie.”


  “Valkyrie? That’s her name? Then why not sell her? Weren’t you the one who said you wanted money badly enough to spend your entire savings on a servitor beast egg?”


  “That’s true, but… I’ve grown attached to her. I want to keep her with me.”


  To be honest, it wasn’t just attachment—the fact that she could use magic was what really worried me. Still, it was also true that I genuinely wanted her by my side.


  Maybe it was because she was a servitor beast, but Valkyrie listened remarkably well. On top of that, she was physically stronger than I was, especially as I was a child. From a labor standpoint alone, having her would be an enormous help.


  After hearing me out, the merchant fell silent in thought. He rubbed his chin for a while, muttering to himself, before finally nodding and looking straight at me.


  “All right. In that case, how about making a deal with me?”


  “A deal? About what?”


  “About servitor beasts. Truth is, I’ve got about five eggs on hand right now. I’ll hand them over to you.”


  “Are you sure about that? Those things aren’t cheap.”


  “Of course, I’m not giving them away for free. I’m a merchant, after all. Here’s the arrangement: I provide the eggs. You hatch them and raise the beasts. Then I buy them from you.”


  “So, in short, you give me the eggs, and in return you get exclusive rights to buy the beasts I raise?”


  “Quick on the uptake. That’s exactly right. With beasts like yours, I won’t have trouble finding buyers. Even if I take a loss upfront, I’ll more than make it back. We’ve known each other for quite a while now, after all.”


  He flashed a grin and gave me a firm thumbs-up.


  Since we’d been doing business ever since the days when I was selling those barely profitable sandals, it seemed I had earned a fair amount of his trust. From his perspective, there wasn’t much risk either. It wasn’t as though I could easily run off with the goods.


  From my side?


  It didn’t seem like I had much to lose either. Still, I figured I should establish a few basic conditions.


  The merchant would provide me with servitor beast eggs with no upfront payment required. I would raise the beasts and sell them exclusively to him.


  The number of beasts sold, as well as the timing of each sale, would be left to my discretion.


  Prices would be negotiated each time. If I suffered any major losses, I would have the right to terminate the agreement. The contract would last for one year, with any renewal allowing for revised terms and conditions.


  When I started listing more conditions than he expected, the merchant pulled a sour face, but in the end, we managed to settle on those terms.


  It wasn’t an arrangement that put either of us at a serious disadvantage—or at least, I didn’t think so. He might still find some merchant’s trick to get the better of me, but if that happened, so be it.


  In any case, I had secured a steady supply of servitor beast eggs.


  “All right, time to get to work,” I declared, thrusting my right fist into the air.


  “Kyuu,” Valkyrie answered, as if in agreement.


  Thanks to the deal with the merchant, I would now be able to obtain eggs consistently. It was a huge business opportunity—honestly, there probably wasn’t any better way for a rural farmer to make money.


  No matter what, I had to make this venture succeed.


  “For now, I’d better make sure to infuse these eggs with plenty of magic,” I said, as I looked over the five eggs the merchant had handed me.


  Valkyrie approached and pressed her nose against them, sniffing intently.


  “What’s wrong? I doubt it, but don’t even think about eating them.”


  “Kyukyu!”


  The moment I said that, Valkyrie shot me a protesting glare, as if offended that I would even suggest such a thing.


  “All right, all right, sorry,” I said quickly.


  What she did next caught me completely off guard.


  She gently clamped one of the eggs in her mouth.


  Given that those powerful jaws could grind down even the tough hatsukas she ate every day, I panicked for a moment that the egg might crack from our half-joking exchange.


  Fortunately, that didn’t happen. She was controlling her strength with remarkable precision.


  Carrying the egg carefully in her mouth, she placed it onto the grass that served as her bedding before lowering herself beside it. The sight almost resembled a mother bird warming her eggs—or a mare protecting her foal.


  Soon, all five eggs were tucked securely beneath her reclining body.


  “Ku~.”


  As I wondered what exactly she was doing, Valkyrie began something else. Still lying on the bedding, she curved her neck and brought her mouth close to the eggs beneath her belly before letting out another cry.


  Was that an incantation?


  She hadn’t created bricks or used any visible magic. In that case… had she used [Mana Infusion]?


  “Wait, are you planning to raise these eggs yourself, Valkyrie? Can you even do that?” I asked.


  “Kyui!” she replied brightly.


  Infusing eggs with magic was exactly what I had done to hatch her, so there shouldn’t have been a problem. But I had never explained that process to her.


  Did that mean servitor beasts instinctively understood that the eggs grew by absorbing magic?


  “H—hey, that’s not good. A servitor beast’s form changes depending on the quality of the magic it absorbs. If I’m not the one raising them, there’s no point.”


  I had been amazed by what seemed like an inborn instinct, but I quickly realized there was a serious problem. The entire point was for me to raise them.


  I hurried over and gathered up the eggs from beneath Valkyrie’s belly. But by then, she had already infused three of them with magic.


  What should I do?


  From what I’d heard, even if multiple people infused magic into a single egg, there was still a chance it would hatch successfully. But even if a useful servitor beast was born that way, reproducing the same results would be difficult, since the conditions would need to be perfectly identical.


  If that was the case, it might be better not to interfere further with the ones Valkyrie had already infused her magic with.


  “Guess it can’t be helped. Valkyrie, I’ll leave these three to you. Make sure you take good care of them so they hatch properly.”


  “Kyuu!”


  When I had taken the eggs away earlier, Valkyrie had lowered her head in obvious disappointment. But after giving it some thought, I decided to give up on the eggs that had already been affected by her magic.


  The fact that I hadn’t paid for them out of my own pocket made the decision easier.


  Besides, eggs could sometimes break in accidents before hatching. Even if this ended in failure, I could simply treat it as one of those mishaps.


  Valkyrie and I ended up splitting responsibility for raising the eggs.


  A long time ago—or rather, in my previous life…


  Back when I was a child, I once picked up an abandoned puppy in my neighborhood. It couldn’t have been more than a few days old.


  I found the tiny, filthy thing, trembling by itself, so thin that its ribs were visible beneath its skin. Without hesitation, I brought it home.


  At the time, I believed with complete certainty that everything would somehow work out once I got it there.


  My parents, however, were frighteningly alarmed.


  “Who’s going to take care of it? Can you? You can’t raise it responsibly, can you?” my mother had asked.


  Hearing that back then, I thought she was heartless. I stubbornly insisted that I would take proper care of it myself, arguing until they finally relented and allowed me to keep the puppy.


  Looking back now, though, they had been absolutely right.


  Taking responsibility for a living creature was no small matter. At the time, feeding with my own hands had made me feel as though I was the one supporting it. But when I thought about it later, I realized the truth.


  Everything—the food, the supplies, the vaccinations, even the medical expenses—had all been paid for by my parents, not me.


  Now, I was learning that lesson firsthand.


  “With this many, they really eat a lot…”


  After receiving the servitor beast eggs from the merchant, I threw myself fully into the breeding business. The first stage had gone smoothly. All five eggs hatched successfully.


  Valkyrie and I had ended up infusing them with magic separately, but in the end, there were no issues.


  The eggs she nurtured produced offspring that looked just like her. They might have been slightly smaller than the ones born from the eggs I raised, but they still possessed the same two reindeer-like antlers, muscular frames, and beautiful white coats.


  So, what had happened to the supposed rule that a servitor beast’s form changed depending on who raised it?


  It was a somewhat troubling development, but that wasn’t the real issue.


  A more pressing problem had emerged—food.


  Feeding six servitor beasts every single day was no small undertaking. No matter how quickly the hatsukas I grew matured, there was still a limit to how much I could produce. I had enough reserves stockpiled for now, so we weren’t in any immediate danger, but at this rate, they would eventually run out.


  “In that case, I guess I’ll have to clear more of the forest. We’ll expand the fields. Let’s go, all of you,” I said, making up my mind while staring at the steadily dwindling pile of hatsukas.


  “Kyuu!” they chorused.


  The patch of farmland I had originally made around my hideout—meant as little more than an emergency food supply—was nowhere near enough. If I wanted to continue the servitor beast business, expanding the fields was no longer optional.


  I sprang to my feet and called out to Valkyrie and the others.


  “Kyuu!”


  They answered together with another unified cry.
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  Chapter 3: Clearing the Forest


  

  “Hold on, hold on—wait a second. This isn’t right.”


  Expanding farmland deep within a forest would normally be an enormous undertaking, but I had already done it once before.


  My process was simple. First, I would soften the soil around a tree’s base, then topple it with its roots intact. After dragging the fallen trunk aside, I would use [Level Ground] and [Soil Improvement] to finish the job.


  That had been my method before, and I fully intended to use it again. But the moment we started, I witnessed something I could hardly believe.


  It was magic.


  The servitor beasts were using magic.


  “Why can you use magic? I haven’t even named you yet,” I blurted out.


  What shocked me wasn’t Valkyrie. She was already named.


  It was the Valkyrie juniors.


  Barely a few days old and still growing, they were casting spells as though it were the most natural thing in the world. And it wasn’t limited to Life Spells either. Just like Valkyrie, they were using my original magic as well.


  What was going on?


  Weren’t spells supposed to be learned at the moment of naming?


  Or did servitor beasts operate under entirely different rules than humans?


  None of it made sense.


  Yet after observing them more carefully, it became clear that every single one could use magic just as I could. There was no difference in spellcasting ability between those born from the eggs I had infused with magic and those naturally raised by Valkyrie.


  If that were true, would every member of this species born from now on inherit the ability to use magic?


  What was I supposed to do about this?


  For now, it was probably best not to sell any of them to the merchant. Instead, I should increase their numbers and continue observing how things develop. If every future offspring really could use magic, then I would need to rethink my plans entirely.


  Setting aside these unexpected concerns, I returned to expanding the fields.


  “Hmm… what should I do…”


  Day after day, I continued clearing the forest and widening the farmland. But as the acreage expanded, another, far more mundane problem gradually surfaced.


  The larger the fields became, the harder it was to move around them.


  Back in my previous life, people often described large areas in terms of “how many domes’ worth” they covered to convey scale. To be honest, most people probably didn’t even know a dome’s exact size, yet the phrase somehow still painted a vague picture in your mind.


  It was an oddly effective expression. And now, the land stretching out before me had grown so large that even one hand’s worth of domes would no longer be enough to describe it.


  Was it really all right to be clearing this much forest?


  Having once sat through lessons about environmental destruction in my previous life, I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of unease. Then again, if we were only talking about a few domes’ worth, that was roughly the size of a small green park. As farmland, it might even be considered modest.


  Just to be safe, I checked with the village chief.


  Apparently, there was no problem.


  The area I had cleared this time had originally been farmland long ago. After an earlier period of development ended and the population declined, the forest had simply reclaimed the land.


  Besides, compared to the vastness of the surrounding wilderness, this area was insignificant. The village chief even said I was free to expand the fields further if I wanted.


  Well, if I were going to raise servitor beasts like Valkyrie, perhaps it made more sense to think of this place as a ranch rather than farmland.


  That was the conclusion I reached, amateur though it may have been, I decided to continue expanding the land.


  However, if I kept doing that, traveling on foot would quickly become exhausting.


  In a place like this—pure wilderness without so much as a single streetlight—there was always the possibility of getting stranded after nightfall. From both a fatigue and safety standpoint, it was probably time to think about a proper means of transportation.


  “All right… let’s try riding her. Valkyrie.”


  And with that, I resolved to attempt something I had never experienced before—traveling on the back of an animal.


  ※※※


  


  When it came to riding, the first thing that came to mind was horseback riding. Aside from the large, reindeer-like antlers growing from her head, Valkyrie’s build closely resembled that of a horse—though her longer coat gave her a somewhat different appearance.


  In theory, horse-riding equipment should have worked for her as well.


  That was what I thought, but I ran into a problem immediately.


  There was no way to obtain a saddle or stirrups in the village.


  The reason largely came down to servitor beasts—creatures that had never existed in my previous life. Since the same type of egg could produce wildly different forms, people in this world relied on servitor beasts of every shape and size to haul goods. Some even resembled bipedal reptiles.


  Most people simply tied ropes to their servitor beasts and had them pull carts. Riding directly on a beast’s back was considered unusual rather than normal. And if someone truly wanted to ride one, they would need to commission a specialist capable of crafting a custom saddle suited to that specific creature’s body.


  Naturally, nobody in the village possessed such specialized skills.


  When I explained that I wanted to ride Valkyrie’s back for transportation, the response I received was always the same.


  “Isn’t a cart good enough? What’s wrong with that?”


  I really wanted to learn how to ride now, while I still had the chance, because one day, I might be conscripted into war.


  The idea that cavalry overwhelmingly outmatched infantry probably held true in this world as well. At the very least, some of the men drafted from our village had gone off to the battlefield carrying nothing more than farming tools instead of proper weapons.


  There was no doubt in my mind that simply being able to ride Valkyrie would give me a decisive advantage.


  For managing the fields alone, sure—a cart would have been useful. But that didn’t mean I could afford to remain unable to ride.


  So, there was no helping it.


  Even without a saddle or stirrups, I would just have to try.


  I twisted together hatsuka stems into a makeshift rope, wrapped it around Valkyrie’s mouth as a substitute bridle, and climbed onto her back.


  “This isn’t good… I’ve got to do something about this…”


  That night, I lay awake while muscle pain ravaged my entire body, desperately thinking of a solution.


  The cause, of course, was riding Valkyrie.


  Surprisingly, attaching a simple bridle and riding bareback had worked to a certain extent. Normally, horseback riding wasn’t something an amateur could manage easily.


  Climbing onto the back of a creature with a mind of its own will was hardly pleasant from the animal’s perspective. Naturally, most would try to throw the rider off. And even if it didn’t, guiding it exactly where you wanted to go shouldn’t have been a simple task.


  Fortunately, Valkyrie was different.


  She wasn’t an ordinary horse like the ones I had seen in my previous life. She was a servitor beast.


  Born and raised from my magic, she had understood my words from the moment she came into the world and possessed the intelligence to follow them perfectly. Riding her felt completely different from riding a normal horse. In fact, it was far easier.


  Even without instructions, she adjusted her pace and movements to reduce the burden on me. Thanks to that consideration, I was able to ride without much difficulty.


  Even so, riding itself was still physically demanding for me.


  The lack of a saddle and stirrups probably played a part. No matter how carefully Valkyrie moved, the steady clopping of her hooves created constant swaying. And if I didn’t want to be thrown from her back, there was only one option: clamp her sides tightly between my legs and lock my body in place.


  That proved far more exhausting than I had imagined.


  After riding for a while, the insides of my thighs twitched uncontrollably, and even the slightest touch made me want to jump from the pain. The soreness wasn’t limited to my lower body, either. No matter how firmly I gripped with my legs, if my upper body lost balance, I could still fall.


  So how was I supposed to stabilize myself atop a moving Valkyrie?


  The answer was to engage every muscle in my core.


  The core muscles formed the axis of the body itself. People with strong core stability always seemed to stand as though a single steel rod ran from the top of their head down to their hips, keeping their center perfectly aligned.


  If I could maintain that posture properly, the swaying should lessen considerably.


  That logic itself wasn’t wrong.


  The problem was that every muscle in my body was already screaming in agony. I had never imagined that simply riding an animal could leave me this battered. There was no denying it anymore.


  I had completely underestimated horseback riding. But that didn’t mean I could give up.


  Entire nomadic civilizations in my previous life had built their lives around horseback riding. If they could do it, then this wasn’t something impossible.


  From that day onward, I began training every single day.


  “[Meditation].”


  Sometime after beginning my riding practice, I developed a new spell.


  Though calling it “new” might not have been entirely accurate. In truth, it was simply an application of a technique I had already been using for quite some time.


  I named the spell [Meditation].


  Its effect was simple: it prevented the magic that naturally leaked from my body from escaping into the atmosphere.


  Whenever I concentrated magic in my eyes, I could perceive magic itself as colored light. And in that state, if I looked at other people, I could see a faint bluish haze drifting from their bodies. It resembled steam rising from hot water.


  That haze was most likely the magic produced within their bodies, slowly leaking into the air and dissipating.


  In other words, the magic people generated was constantly being wasted.


  So, what would happen if that leakage were stopped?


  I had already tested this before.


  The result had been a dramatic increase in natural healing. The magic that would normally have dissipated instead seemed to circulate through the body, aiding in its repair.


  I had known about this effect for a long time, but I had never formalized it into a spell. If all I wanted was to recover from fatigue, simply using the technique directly had always been enough.


  There was a reason I decided to formalize it now.


  I had begun paying close attention to one particular characteristic shared by formalized spells—once an incantation was established, its effects became stable and consistent.


  [Level Ground] always flattened the same fixed area. And [Brick Generation] always produced bricks of identical shape and size. [Body Enhancement], however, not only strengthened the body but also remained active for a fixed duration after the incantation was spoken.


  In other words, the duration of a spell was determined at the time it was formalized.


  What fascinated me even more was that [Body Enhancement] continued functioning even while I slept. There had once been an incident where I rolled over in bed in my sleep while still enhanced and accidentally punched a hole straight through the wall of my house. While destroying part of the house had certainly been a problem, it also suggested potential advantages depending on how the spell was formalized.


  So, I decided to formalize [Meditation] in a way that would allow its effects to persist for an extended period.


  The result turned out exactly as I had hoped. By casting [Meditation] before going to sleep, I could maintain accelerated natural healing throughout the entire night. No matter how severe the muscle pain from riding became, one night of sleep was enough for a complete recovery.


  Falling asleep exhausted and waking up fully restored almost made me feel like some kind of hero from a story.


  With that recovery method secured, I was able to continue my daily riding training without hesitation.


  “Back for more beast eggs already? But seriously, you’re saying all the ones I gave you before have already hatched?” the merchant asked in disbelief.


  Some time had passed while I cleared forests, expanded farmland, and devoted myself to riding practice. And now, just as promised, the merchant had returned to the village with another batch of eggs.


  When I told him that every egg from the previous batch had already hatched, he stared at me in obvious shock.


  Apparently, he had expected only one or two to have hatched by now.


  It seemed that the eggs I raised developed at a considerably faster rate.


  That was probably the effect of [Mana Infusion].


  Normally, servitor beast eggs absorbed their owner’s magic little by little as they developed, and in many cases, it could take over a month for even a single egg to hatch. And when someone possessed multiple eggs, their growth rarely progressed evenly, further slowing the process.


  That was why the merchant looked so astonished at the sight of beasts that had already matured.


  “At any rate, they’re ready to be sold,” I said. “So, what are you planning to do? More importantly, do you even have buyers lined up already?”


  “Hm?” The merchant tilted his head slightly. “Actually, I’m not planning to sell them. Not at first, anyway.”


  “What?” I frowned. “Then what, you’re going to use them yourself for trading runs or something?”


  “That’s one option,” he said with a shrug, “but not this time. I’m planning to give them away. For free.”


  “… Give them away?” I repeated blankly.


  He had been the one insisting these beasts would absolutely sell, and now he was talking about handing them out for free. I genuinely couldn’t make sense of what he was thinking.


  “Heh heh,” the merchant chuckled. “You really don’t get it, do you? You’re still just a kid, Ars.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” I shot back immediately. “If you’re planning to hand them over to some woman, I’ll have to reconsider this contract.”


  “No, no,” he waved his hand dismissively. “Nothing like that.”


  “Then what are you going to do with them?” I pressed.


  “I’m going to present them as tribute,” he answered. “To the noble who governs this land.”


  “To a noble?” I repeated.


  “That’s right.” He looked directly at me. “Do you remember something I told you before?”


  “… About what?” I asked.


  “About how a traveling merchant like me doesn’t have the connections necessary to handle high-value goods,” he reminded me.


  That did sound vaguely familiar.


  I searched through my memories. Back then, I had once asked him to buy my white porcelain and glassware at a higher price.


  He had valued them at several times the cost of ordinary tableware, but he still hadn’t treated them as genuine luxury goods. The reason was simple.


  He lacked the connections necessary to sell such items at a premium.


  In a society where nobles existed as a distinct ruling class, selling goods to them required a certain degree of trust and established connections. Trade with the nobility was typically monopolized by large merchant houses.


  From the nobles’ perspective, using dedicated merchants was more convenient. They could acquire nearly everything they needed through familiar channels, and long-standing relationships reduced the risk of being deceived with poor-quality goods.


  In exchange for that exclusive access, those merchant houses bore heavy responsibility. If problems arose, they would be held accountable. That pressure forced them to conduct business carefully and maintain standards.


  Because the relationship between buyers and sellers was so deeply intertwined, newcomers found it extremely difficult to enter that world.


  Naturally, a traveling merchant who wandered through small villages like ours possessed no direct pipeline to the nobility. No matter how strongly I insisted my tableware could sell for a higher price, he wouldn’t buy it at my asking rate. He simply had no way to move such expensive goods properly.


  If the items were truly luxury goods, nobles would be the only realistic customers. Without connections to them, there was no business to begin with.


  This time, however, things were different.


  The product in question wasn’t handmade porcelain or glassware, but a rideable servitor beast—something already recognized in this world as both rare and highly useful. There was an unquestionable demand for them. They would sell no matter where they were procured from.


  So then why offer one as tribute instead of simply selling it?


  The answer lay in the political climate of the region.


  Wars broke out here with alarming frequency. And rideable servitor beasts had the potential to become a decisive asset on the battlefield.


  In other words, they were strategic resources.


  So, what would happen if someone were to ignore the noble who governed this land and sell such a strategic asset to a rival noble?


  The answer was obvious. Everyone involved would probably lose their heads.


  Under those circumstances, conducting business while bypassing the ruling lord simply wasn’t an option. That was why the merchant had decided it would be better to offer one as a gift before attempting any formal transaction.


  If the ruling noble took a liking to the beast, it could lead to future purchases. More importantly, it could establish a powerful connection.


  There was even the possibility of being introduced to other noble houses afterward.


  That was the merchant’s real objective.


  “Well, that’s how it is,” the merchant said. “We’ll be heading to the noble estate soon, so let your old man know.”


  Apparently, he considered this a major opportunity. Rather than going alone, he intended to bring not only me, the one raising the servitor beasts, but also my father as my guardian, so we could formally pay our respects to the noble family.


  After hearing that, I returned home and explained everything to my father. Honestly, I had expected him to scold me. Depending on how things unfold, this matter could affect not only the merchant and me, but also our entire family.


  Fortunately, that wasn’t the case at all. My father reacted surprisingly calmly.


  If anything, it seemed he had already anticipated that the servitor beasts I hatched might eventually attract the attention of those in power.


  After listening to my explanation, he nodded. “Understood. No time like the present. We leave at once,” he said, deciding to entrust the fieldwork to the rest of the family while we traveled to the city.


  And so, for the first time in this life, I left the village.


  “This is the city of Fontana, where the ruling noble resides,” the merchant explained.


  It was the first real journey of my second life.


  That said, travel in this world was nothing like it had been in my previous one. The distance itself wasn’t that great.


  The problem was time.


  Without cars, trains, or anything remotely close to a bullet train, even ordinary travel took an absurdly long time.


  We rode inside a cart pulled by a servitor beast, rattling endlessly across rough, uneven roads. Even after several days of travel, it felt as though we had barely covered any distance at all.


  The village where I was born and raised sat near a vast forest. And three days south of it stood the city ruled by the Fontana family.


  The Fontana family’s estate rested atop a gently sloping hill, while the city itself spread outward around it. Surrounding the entire city stood tall brick walls.


  It was what you’d call a walled city.


  “It’s pretty lively,” I said, while looking around.


  “Yeah. Take a look over there,” the merchant replied, pointing ahead.


  Following his gesture, I first saw what looked like an ordinary stretch of wall. But upon closer inspection, the section he indicated appeared noticeably newer than the rest.


  “You remember when I said there’s been a surge in demand for bricks? That’s why,” he explained.


  According to him, the city walls were being expanded. Sections of the old walls were being torn down, and new walls were being constructed farther outward to expand the city’s perimeter.


  Some of the old bricks were being reused, but even so, there was an overwhelming shortage. That shortage had driven the recent spike in brick purchases.


  “From the looks of it, do you think the demand will continue for a while?” I asked.


  “Maybe for a little longer,” the merchant replied with a nod. “But bricks can be produced around here, too. Before long, hauling them in from distant villages won’t be profitable anymore.”


  I see.


  So making money from bricks would only become harder from here on out.


  All the more reason to make this deal with the noble succeed.


  As I gazed up at the towering city walls, I quietly steeled myself.


  ※※※


  


  “I am Raymond, steward of House Fontana. A pleasure.”


  The day after arriving in the city to present the servitor beasts to the Fontana family, we headed toward the city center.


  However, things unfolded somewhat differently from what I had imagined.


  We weren’t being brought to the noble’s residence.


  Instead, we stood in an open square near the stables, some distance away from the manor itself.


  Thinking about it calmly, that made perfect sense. A horse-shaped servitor beast was a large creature. There was no reason the noble house would casually allow unfamiliar beasts inside the estate without precaution.


  For that matter, we weren’t even meeting the noble himself.


  There was no reason for the head of House Fontana to personally receive farmers and traveling merchants like us. Instead, the matter had been entrusted to Raymond, one of the lord’s retainers.


  The merchant’s goal had never been a direct audience with the noble, anyway. What he wanted was a connection to the house itself.


  When I glanced sideways at him, his face looked tense, but the faint upward curl at the corner of his mouth revealed his satisfaction.


  “Hm. Just as I was told beforehand, this servitor beast does appear suitable for riding,” Raymond remarked while inspecting the animal carefully.


  “Yes, sir,” the merchant answered respectfully. “Its physique is excellent. Even armored, it should carry a rider without issue. We came here hoping House Fontana might find good use for the beast.”


  “Hm. One of you appears to be a child…”


  “Yes. In fact, the boy here, Ars, is the one who raised the beast. The man beside him is his father.”


  “I see. If that is true, then continued production of these beasts appears promising.”


  “Yes. Sir. This breed is known as Valkyrie. We humbly request permission to breed and sell Valkyries under House Fontana’s authority.”


  Kneeling on the ground, I quietly listened to the conversation between Raymond and the merchant.


  At one point, I almost interrupted.


  Valkyrie wasn’t the name of the species. It was the name I had given to the very first one. But the merchant had begun using “Valkyrie” as the official name for the entire breed of servitor beasts I was raising.


  As for the real Valkyrie, she remained back in the village.


  She was my partner. There was no way I would ever sell her.


  The ones we had brought here today were three of the younger Valkyries born afterward, offered as tribute to House Fontana.


  Well, I suppose it was fine.


  It made things a little complicated, though only in my own mind. It probably wouldn’t cause any real trouble.


  At least, that was what I was thinking while listening to the exchange.


  “Very well,” Raymond finally said. “I shall arrange for a permit to be issued later. I will also report the matter to Lord Fontana himself.”


  “Th-thank you very much,” the merchant replied while bowing deeply.


  “See that you continue your efforts.”


  “Yes, sir. We are deeply grateful.”


  Raymond’s gaze returned to the beast. “However, this Valkyrie may not be suitable for warfare.”


  “E-excuse me?” the merchant stammered, his expression stiffening. “What do you mean by that?”


  “The horns are in the way. With those on its head, a rider would have difficulty wielding a weapon.” Raymond turned his head slightly. “Is someone there?”


  “Yes, sir,” a nearby voice replied immediately.


  “Cut off this beast’s horns at once.”


  … Wait.


  What was this man saying?


  Was he really planning to mutilate the very creature we had just presented?


  Unable to speak out, I could only stare in stunned silence as the guard approached the servitor beast.


  And then—


  The two magnificent horns, the defining feature of the creature I had raised, were severed without hesitation.


  I could do nothing but watch.
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  ※※※


  


  “I’m so pissed… Those bastards hurt my precious kids.”


  After presenting the servitor beasts to the noble house, we returned to the inn where we were staying in the city. The moment we stepped into our room, complaint after complaint spilled out from my mouth.


  So, this was what it meant for one’s blood to boil.


  While watching them cut off the beast’s horns, I had nearly lunged at them. Even now, my fists were clenched so tightly that my nails dug into my palms hard enough to draw blood.


  A memory from my previous life surfaced in my mind.


  It was a story about guide dogs trained to assist the visually impaired. To serve as someone’s eyes, a guide dog underwent strict training, and the very first rule was that it must never bark under any circumstances. A dog that barked recklessly couldn’t do its job.


  One day, while a guide dog stood waiting at a traffic signal, someone pressed a lit cigarette against its body. The fur burned away as though branded, and the skin beneath blistered from the heat.


  Even so, the dog never cried out.


  Because it made no sound, its blind owner never realized what had happened. Later, when the injury was discovered, the owner was devastated. Normally, an experience like that would make a dog grow to hate people. But that guide dog, exceptional as it was, remained by its owner’s side and supported them until the day it died.


  Dogs have been humanity’s companions since ancient times. With proper training, they could grow into beings like that.


  Perhaps servitor beasts were capable of the same.


  Even as their horns were cut from their heads, they never made a sound. They had endured it all in silence.


  Before I realized it, tears were running down my face.


  “Enough. Calm down already,” my father said quietly.


  “What do you mean?” I shot back. “Aren’t you angry?”


  “I’m more worried about whether the Valkyries will die young after having their horns cut off,” my father replied evenly. “If the beasts we presented die too soon, there’s no telling what kind of punishment we’ll face.”


  … He had a point.


  Unlike me, Father remained remarkably calm. He had lived his entire life in this world. Though he was an uneducated farmer, that didn’t mean he was foolish. He noticed things I overlooked.


  More than anything, he understood in his bones just how powerless farmers were in society.


  That was probably where his concern came from.


  The possibility that the hornless beasts might die early.


  The thought hadn’t even crossed my mind. Yet it was a legitimate concern. For that matter, I didn’t even know how long Valkyries were supposed to live in the first place. How many years did they have?


  Would losing their horns weaken them? Make them more susceptible to illness?


  The thought frustrated me, but it was something I would have to investigate later.


  That wasn’t the only thing weighing on Father’s mind.


  He was also worried about the land I had cleared from the forest.


  After all, from his perspective, his own child was carving away at woods that, left alone, could one day swallow the entire village. Watching that happen must have been deeply unsettling for him.


  There was something even more immediate troubling him, too.


  Taxes.


  For farmers, taxation came in two main forms: a poll tax levied per person, and a land tax determined by the size of one’s fields. On top of that, payment had to be made using wheat harvested from those same fields.


  Apparently, after I expanded the land so aggressively, no one could even estimate how high this year’s taxes would become.


  In fact, the villagers had already begun whispering that there was no way we would be able to pay what we owed with fields that large. The village chief had even started quietly preparing a plan to confiscate the land once we inevitably defaulted.


  Still, this time, we had met the steward of the noble house that governed the territory.


  There, Father presented a petition he had been considering for quite some time. He explained that, in order to continue raising servitor beasts, we needed to grow hatsukas in the newly cleared fields, and that the land was unsuitable for cultivating wheat.


  From the noble house’s perspective, both the continued production of servitor beasts and the further development of the forest were desirable outcomes.


  After hearing Father’s earnest plea, they granted us not only permission to produce and sell the beasts, but also formal ownership of the land itself—along with the right to pay our taxes in coin instead of wheat.


  Being born to such a dependable father was, without question, one of the greatest strokes of luck in my life.


  Just like that, I became the official owner of the land.


  “Come to think of it,” I said as we walked through the city, “you don’t really see wooden buildings here. Are they not very common?”


  “Of course not,” my father replied. “Wooden houses are dangerous.”


  “Why are they dangerous?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” he said. “You never know when someone might start a fire with [Ignition].”


  Ah. I see.


  [Ignition]—was a spell that allowed anyone who had completed their baptismal rite to produce fire at will.


  In a walled city like this, too many wooden buildings would be a disaster waiting to happen. A single spark could spread through the city in no time.


  When I thought about it that way, brick construction was obviously much safer.


  “Speaking of houses,” I said, glancing around, “there really aren’t many windows here, are there?”


  “That’s right. Windows aren’t really necessary, are they? You can just use Illumination for light,” my father replied.


  “So, life magic affects everyday life that much, huh?”


  “Yeah. It’s all thanks to the Lord’s blessing.”


  The Lord’s blessing…


  Was life magic—the power granted through naming with a magic circle—actually connected to some God?


  Still, there was no denying how useful it was. Magic had become so deeply woven into daily life that much of the common sense from my previous world simply didn’t apply here.


  Even so, wouldn’t it be nicer to have a few more windows?


  These buildings weren’t prisons. If houses were built more openly, they might feel fresh and new on their own.


  “Wait… that’s it. Windows!” I suddenly stopped in place. “Maybe making window glass would have more demand than glass tableware.”


  The idea struck me while walking through the city, talking with Father.


  Glass dishes were beautiful, but as Father had once said, they were fragile and impractical. They probably weren’t well-suited to common households. But window glass was different.


  If I could formalize it into a spell, I could mass-produce it just like bricks. As long as buildings existed, demand would always be there.


  If this world didn’t really have a culture of installing windows yet, that only made the idea more appealing.


  Turning the thought over in my mind, I continued touring the city.


  ※※※


  


  “Welcome back, dear. Ars, welcome home.”


  After spending several days exploring the city and using the money from our trade with the merchant to buy various necessities, we finally returned to the village.


  With this trip, the forest land had officially become mine.


  That didn’t mean I was about to move into my hideout and start living alone, of course.


  Near the hideout I had built, large piles of felled trees still lay where they had been dumped. While clearing the forest, I had uprooted the trees entirely and set them aside, but beyond that, I had simply left them there.


  So, while in the city, I bought tools mainly for my own use—things like a machete for trimming branches and a cart for hauling hatsukas from the fields.


  There ended up being far more necessities than I expected. By the end of the trip, my funds were nearly drained again, but this would probably be the last time.


  After all, from here on out, profits from selling servitor beasts would finally start coming in.


  For the time being, I decided to sell my beasts under the name Valkyrie at roughly the same price as the wyvern I had once seen the merchant handling. I still remember him referring to his wyvern as “property.” After looking into it during my stay in the city, I learned that the description wasn’t exaggerated at all.


  A traveling merchant might spend years scraping together enough money to afford one. Simply owning a servitor beast enhanced a merchant’s credibility—it served as a kind of status symbol.


  That said, buying one didn’t mean it could be used endlessly. They were living creatures. They needed food, had limited stamina, and naturally possessed finite lifespans.


  In that sense, servitor beasts were probably comparable to a passenger car.


  Ordinarily, producing such “vehicles” required waiting for eggs to absorb magic naturally until they hatched. But with [Mana Infusion], I could hatch multiple eggs in a short period of time, and Valkyrie herself had already succeeded in hatching eggs as well.


  In other words, I would be able to mass-produce expensive vehicles and sell them with the official permission of the ruling noble house.


  I could hardly stop myself from grinning.


  This was going to make a fortune.


  Perhaps my expression had relaxed too much, because when we returned home, my mother looked at me with concern and asked what was wrong.


  “Well then,” I muttered to myself after we finished unloading and sorting the luggage back in the village. “I don’t look forward to this, but it has to be done.”


  There was something I needed to do next—something I took absolutely no pleasure in.


  I had to cut off a servitor beast’s horns.


  All three of the Valkyrie-type beasts we presented to House Fontana had their horns severed. I still couldn’t help thinking that there had been no need to cut all three at once. But at the time, there had been no room for protest. I had been forced to stand there and watch.


  As Father had warned, I needed to confirm for myself whether beasts that lost their horns would weaken or die prematurely.


  I had agonized over the matter for days. But now that I was back in the village, there was no point delaying it any longer.


  If I was going to do it, I had to get it over with.


  And so, I steeled myself to cut off a Valkyrie’s horns.


  ※※※


  


  At present, there was the original Valkyrie I had raised first, along with five more from the second batch.


  Of those five, two had hatched from eggs I infused with magic myself. The remaining three had been hatched through [Mana Infusion] performed by the original Valkyrie.


  The three we presented to the noble house had come from Valkyrie’s batch.


  That meant the two remaining were the ones I had raised personally.


  This time, I decided to cut the horns of one of those two.


  The reasoning was simple. If I left one under identical conditions with its horns intact and cut the other’s. I would be able to compare their condition over time.


  If the hornless one died earlier, then cutting the horns would have to be avoided in the future.


  It felt strange that the very first use of the metal blade I had bought in the city would be for cutting the horns off a living creature.


  Then again, in my previous life, deer sometimes had their antlers removed as well. If I remembered correctly, leaving them intact could lead to violent fights between deer and serious injuries to them.


  So far, the servitor beasts had shown no signs of fighting among themselves. But that might change someday.


  More than anything, I was beginning to think that I needed to stop treating them as beloved pets or family members and start seeing them as livestock—products meant to be sold.


  Maybe I shouldn’t give them names so freely.


  “All right… let’s do this. I’m sorry, but bear with it. Don’t struggle,” I said softly as I stroked the white fur of the beast standing calmly before me and began cutting its horns.


  It took far more effort than I expected to sever both of them. The horns were incredibly hard.


  Perhaps because it understood my words, the beast endured the entire process without resisting.


  At last, the second horn fell to the ground with a dull thud.


  ※※※


  


  “… I never imagined it would turn out like this.”


  Several days had passed since I cut off the beast’s horns.


  For the moment, the hornless one appeared completely healthy. There were no signs of illness or weakness, and I had only just started to feel relieved. But then a new fact came to light. Something completely unexpected had occurred.


  The hornless beast could no longer use magic.


  Not only my original spells like [Level Ground] and [Soil Improvement], but even life magic such as [Water] had become unusable.


  I only realized it by chance, after seeing one of the horned beasts give it water. That was when it struck me that the hornless one hadn’t used magic even once.


  What was going on?


  At present, the difference was clear: those with horns could still use all their magic normally, while those without could not use any magic at all.


  When I focused magic into my eyes and examined it carefully, it didn’t seem as though the beast had lost its magic entirely.


  It still possessed magic.


  It simply couldn’t use it.


  That was the only way to describe the situation.


  As I would later learn, something similar could apparently happen to humans as well.


  Of course, humans didn’t have horns.


  Instead, Father told me that if a person lost both hands, they could no longer use magic. On rare occasions, soldiers on the battlefield lost both hands, and those people were forced to spend the rest of their lives unable to cast spells.


  Spells like Illumination and [Ignition] required pointing to the place where the effect was meant to manifest before chanting the incantation. If that was true, then without hands, magic simply wouldn’t activate.


  As for the Valkyries, perhaps their horns served the same purpose hands did for humans.


  “… In a way, this might actually be valuable information…”


  If a Valkyrie’s horns were cut off, it lost the ability to use magic.


  At first glance, that seemed like nothing but a drawback. But to me, it looked more like an advantage.


  I remembered the merchant saying he had never heard of a servitor beast capable of using magic. Perhaps such creatures existed somewhere in the world, but if a species capable of casting spells suddenly appeared in an industry where none could, there was no telling what kind of chaos it might cause.


  Still, there was an even greater issue.


  The Valkyrie breed I raised could be mass-produced through [Mana Infusion] as long as someone possessed servitor beast eggs.


  Originally, because only I could raise them, anyone who wanted one had no choice but to buy from me. But if people learned that Valkyries could reproduce without my involvement, there would no longer be any reason to buy them directly from me.


  In other words, my monopoly would disappear.


  “All right,” I muttered. “Every beast I sell to the merchant gets its horns cut.”


  From that point onward, before shipping them out, I made sure to remove both horns.


  Once cut, the stumps became almost entirely hidden beneath their thick white fur, to the point that they now completely resembled a horse. Sometimes, I even caught myself thinking this must have been their original appearance all along.


  As long as it didn’t shorten their lifespan, I resolved to continue the practice.
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  Interlude


  

  The harvests had been dreadful.


  Years of famine had claimed countless lives and left the land in ruin. Humans were foolish creatures. Even as the royal house declined and unrest dragged on for years, people now fought once again—this time over food.


  It was amidst that chaos that I came across a certain plant.


  It was called hatsuka.


  Hatsuka could be found almost anywhere and was known for growing even in barren soil. Most people used it as livestock feed. Ordinarily, it tasted so awful that humans could barely stomach it. Unless it was being fed to omnivorous animals willing to eat anything, no one paid it much attention.


  Among poor farmers, it was regarded as little more than worthless scrap produce.


  Interestingly, the hatsuka I tasted in one particular village I happened to visit was different.


  It was bad.


  It still tasted bad—but not so bad that it was inedible. If the goal was simply to fill one’s stomach, it was more than sufficient.


  During winter, when crops failed to grow, pickled hatsuka even appeared on the villagers’ tables. The roots were larger than normal, and their crisp texture gave them a surprising sense of substance. And there was something else that set this hatsuka apart.


  It grew faster than an ordinary hatsuka.


  Normally, hatsukas took about twenty days before it was ready for harvest. This variety, they said, matured in nearly half that time.


  It had already begun quietly spreading through a few nearby regions.


  If this crop continued to spread, perhaps more farmers would survive years of poor harvests.


  I was a traveling merchant. War moved goods and created opportunities. If I wished, I could still make a profit even in times like these. But when the world itself became unstable, even merchants struggled to survive.


  If this hatsuka spread, then at the very least, fewer people would starve.


  I decided to investigate it more closely.


  The source of the hatsuka appeared to be a remote village near the northern forest.


  Had some new variety been discovered in the woods?


  Partly out of curiosity and partly for business, I decided to visit the village myself.


  What I found there surprised me.


  Lately, every village I passed through had been steeped in a heavy, desolate atmosphere. But this place felt different.


  As I carried out my usual trading, I noticed that while the villagers were certainly poor, none of them appeared to be on the verge of starvation. It seemed they cultivated the hatsuka throughout the village and managed to live largely free from hunger.


  It was there that I met a young boy.


  He was still just a child, not even old enough to have undergone the baptismal rite.


  Yet he approached me wanting to sell a large quantity of sandals.


  They were woven from the stems of that same hatsuka.


  That caught my attention as well.


  The stems were thicker and sturdier than normal, and the sandals themselves looked remarkably durable.


  Ordinarily, sandals weren’t the sort of goods I liked to buy. Their unit price was low, they occupied too much space, and the profit margin was poor. But this village lay close to the forest, and I had no intention of traveling any farther beyond it. I was merely passing through on my way back to the city.


  Since I had already sold some part of my cargo here, there was now some space left in my cart. Filling that space with sandals wasn’t a bad idea.


  So, I decided to buy them from the boy.


  He was a curious child.


  Exceptionally sharp.


  It seemed he had never even seen money before, and yet the moment I quoted a purchase price, he calculated the total instantly.


  Most farmers struggled with numbers.


  His intelligence didn’t stop there. He bombarded me with questions—constantly asking whether there was anything else he could sell.


  He questioned me so relentlessly that before I knew it, I was practically spilling every bit of product knowledge I had gathered from traveling across the land.


  Along with the sandals, I bought a large quantity of hatsuka, then continued to the other surrounding villages. In each place, I encouraged the farmers to cultivate this particular variety.


  That said, hatsuka was already grown almost everywhere. Even if I told them it was a new strain, very few people were willing to buy seeds just to experiment with them.


  So, instead, I began selling the hatsuka together with the sandals.


  Whether that strategy actually helped or not, I couldn’t say.


  Still, I didn’t end up with zero buyers. A handful of farmers, half out of curiosity and half for amusement, decided to give it a try.


  As I traveled from village to village, the image of the boy from that northern village kept returning to my mind.


  His quick thinking was nothing like that of an ordinary farmer’s child.


  Before long, I found myself wanting to see him again.


  After that, I began visiting the northern village regularly. Every time, the boy brought more sandals—and more questions.


  I never found it unpleasant.


  At some point, I even began looking forward to those conversations.


  Our acquaintance continued past the turn of the year, and with every visit, the boy grew taller.


  Then, one day, he began offering something other than sandals.


  Magic mushrooms.


  The mushrooms gathered from the forest were valuable and fetched high prices. Until then, my trips to that village had yielded little profit, but with these, the venture more than paid for itself.


  Still, was a child that young truly entering the forest alone?


  It was far too dangerous.


  The thought of the boy disappearing while still so young—after we had come to know each other—was unbearable.


  I advised him to wait until he was older before venturing into the woods. But he insisted there was no problem.


  The boy’s eyes were filled with absolute confidence that he would be fine.


  That was precisely what made it dangerous.


  I had seen that look many times before—young men brimming with blind confidence. I’ll be fine, they always said. Many talented youths had lost their lives believing exactly that.


  If possible, I wanted to prevent that.


  With that in mind, I began considering whether there was anything else I could buy from him.


  The answer presented itself quickly.


  Bricks.


  Behind the boy’s house stood a brick storehouse. At first glance, it looked so well-built that I had mistaken it for his actual home.


  It was those bricks that caught my attention.


  They had been made with astonishing precision. Each one was so perfectly measured that they appeared identical, without the slightest deviation. Every surface was remarkably smooth, free of distortion. It felt as though simply stacking them together would be enough to create a sturdy structure.


  Yet piles of those bricks had been left on the ground near the shed, stacked carelessly as though they were worthless debris.


  Why had he made so many?


  From what I had heard, other villagers sometimes took them freely for their own use. If that were the case, I might as well purchase them instead.


  Especially now, when there is a high demand for bricks as building material.


  With that in mind, I asked the boy whether he would sell them.


  His reply took me by surprise.


  Instead of the bricks, he suggested I purchase something else—and produced an exquisite set of tableware.


  The moment I laid eyes on that tableware, I began to suspect who the boy truly was.


  The dishes were more beautiful than anything I had ever seen, and there were even delicate glass cups among them. Such items were not something a farmer should possess.


  Combined with the boy’s unnaturally sharp intellect—far beyond that of an ordinary peasant—it led me to a single conclusion.


  He was likely of noble birth.


  Those pieces were probably heirlooms passed down through his family.


  Yet he lived in this village, dressed in tattered clothes no different from those of the other farmers. Perhaps his family had fallen from grace.


  Even so, was he showing such precious items openly to others as well? If word spread, bandits might come.


  I decided I should at least warn him not to display such valuable heirlooms so carelessly. But then I remembered how he had reacted when I told him not to enter the forest. He had insisted he would be fine and did not listen.


  So, I tried a different approach.


  I told him that I lacked the connections necessary to sell such fine goods. In other words, I could not help him with them.


  He simply nodded and said, “I see.”


  After that, he never brought up the tableware again.


  Though in the end, I could not resist purchasing one set at a bargain price. And so, my exchanges with the boy continued.


  Before long, he had reached the age to undergo his baptism ceremony.


  In most households, once a child had completed the ceremony, families always struggled to deal with all sorts of magical mischief. Yet with him, there was no sign of any such trouble.


  That boy—no, Ars—soon astonished me once again.


  The egg of a tamed beast he had purchased hatched into a mount-type creature.


  Perhaps Ars’s greatest trait was his constant drive to improve. Even while selling bricks and magic mushrooms, he was always searching for something new to trade.


  I had once asked him why.


  “I want a weapon,” he had said. “For when I go to war.”


  That had been Ars’s answer.


  I had known it.


  He must have intended to distinguish himself in war and restore a fallen noble house.


  At one point, I even wondered whether the couple raising him were truly his parents. Perhaps, for some reason, they had taken in a noble child who had fled with his family heirlooms and were raising him in secret.


  Watching Ars mount and handle a Valkyrie with effortless ease only deepened that conviction.


  This boy would become someone important.


  I felt it in my bones.


  If that was the case, then I needed to forge a stronger bond with him.


  That was why I proposed the deal—to have exclusive rights to sell the tamed beasts Ars raised.


  Perhaps because I had continued buying sandals that brought little profit, Ars seemed to regard me as someone reasonably trustworthy.


  The contract we agreed upon was surprisingly fair.


  I had to preserve this relationship at any cost.


  Before the day came when he rose to greatness and returned to the ranks of the nobility, I needed to earn even more of his trust.


  Before I realized it, my life had begun to revolve around a boy from a remote village.
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  Chapter 4: Ownership of the Land


  

  “Ars, you’ve brought back something quite remarkable.”


  It happened one day while I was speaking with Father Paulo at the church.


  He was studying a sheet of parchment covered in writing when he suddenly said that. But what exactly did he mean by remarkable?


  Father Paulo was the priest who had given me my name during my baptism ceremony. Since then, I have occasionally visited the church to learn reading and writing.


  In our otherwise unremarkable village, the only proper book I had ever seen was the one Father Paulo carried during the ceremony. Both of my parents were illiterate, so the church had been my only place to study.


  Whenever rain kept me from working in the fields, I would head to the church, where the priest taught me while I practiced reading from his book.


  It was during one of those lessons that he made that comment.


  Normally, we used his book for study, but that day I had brought something else for him to examine—a parchment covered in writing.


  I had obtained it during my recent trip to the city.


  After presenting the servitor beasts to House Fontana, I had been issued two official documents. One was a permit authorizing the sale of tamed beasts. The other concerned ownership of land.


  “Remarkable? You mean the permit from House Fontana?” I asked.


  “Yes,” Father Paulo replied. “Though not the sales permit.”


  “Then you mean the other document?”


  “Exactly,” he said, sliding one sheet of parchment across the desk toward me. “This document formally recognizes the forest land you developed as belonging to you, Ars.”


  The two documents had been given to me by Raymond, the steward of House Fontana.


  “It was all thanks to my father,” I said. “He figured it would become a problem if they started demanding wheat as tax on the land I cleared.”


  “I see. So, Ashira arranged this,” Father Paulo replied. “However, the remarkable part of this document is not merely the matter of taxes. Do you understand why?”


  “Eh… no, not really. There shouldn’t be anything unusual written there.”


  The contents of the parchment were fairly simple.


  It officially recognized the forest land north of the village that I had developed as my property. It also stated that taxes on that land were to be paid in money rather than wheat.


  In short, it only covered those two points.


  “Listen carefully,” Father Paulo said. “First, this document states that the land you developed in the forest is recognized as yours. You understand that much, yes?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then answer me this: where is the land you developed?”


  “Huh? Well… the place where I cut down the trees and leveled the ground in the forest.”


  “Correct. That is what development means. But what matters here is the wording: the land you developed. It does not specify when, where, or even how large the area is. In other words, it includes not only the land you have already developed, but also any land you may develop in the future.”


  “Uh… isn’t that a bit of a stretch?”


  “Now,” he continued, “combine that with the next clause—the one stating that taxes are to be paid in money rather than wheat.”


  “And what’s the issue with that?”


  “You have been formally granted possession of the land by House Fontana, and you are expected to pay taxes on it. But not in wheat. That means the land does not need to be farmland.”


  “Well, yes. It was originally meant for raising tamed beasts, not for growing wheat.”


  “No,” Father Paulo said calmly. “Nowhere in this document does it state that the land is intended for raising tamed beasts. Legally speaking, there are no restrictions whatsoever on how you may use it.”


  “What exactly are you getting at?” I asked.


  “It means,” Father Paulo said, “that House Fontana intends to treat you almost like a local lord.”


  Talk of nobles and rulers had never fully made sense to me. I kept questioning Father Paulo until, little by little, I finally began to understand.


  Nobles, it turned out, were rulers of land—but they were not absolute monarchs.


  House Fontana governed the Fontana territory, yet it did not directly control every inch of it. Some regions had long been ruled by local clans. Rather than dispossessing them, the ruling house granted those clans certain privileges and incorporated them into its authority.


  In return, those clans paid money and, when required, provided soldiers during times of war.


  According to Father Paulo, the wording of my document implied that I was being granted treatment similar to that of the local lords.


  “But why would they give me that kind of special status?” I asked. “Just because a rideable tamed beast was born? That seems excessive.”


  “Most likely,” Father Paulo replied, “they never imagined you possessed—or could develop—such a vast tract of land.”


  He explained that land was an irreplaceable asset to most people. Yet it also had one defining characteristic: it always remained where it was.


  I had presented House Fontana with Valkyries—rideable, servitor beasts.


  Raymond, acting on behalf of the house, must have reasoned like this:


  If I, a younger son from a farming household, became independent and moved to another noble’s territory, it would become a serious problem for House Fontana.


  Especially if I started producing servitor beasts there.


  Far better to bind me to this land for life and ensure that I continue producing servitor beasts for House Fontana.


  If that was the goal, then the simplest solution was to grant ownership of the forest land cleared for raising tamed beasts—not to my parents, but directly to me.


  That way, I would remain tied to the land for the rest of my life.


  What Raymond had failed to realize was the extent of my ability to develop land.


  He could never have imagined that I possessed the means to clear an area vast enough to rival the domain of a minor lord. As a result, he acknowledged my ownership through a loosely worded document.


  Because of that wording, every new stretch of land I developed would automatically be recognized as mine, granting me full rights to use it as I pleased.


  In other words, as long as I paid the required taxes in money, I could do whatever I wanted with that land.


  Without even realizing it, I had effectively changed classes into a local lord. Though, honestly, I had no idea what someone in that position was even supposed to do.


  For the time being, I decided to focus on the work directly in front of me.


  ※※※


  


  “Hm… I can’t manage everything by myself.”


  If an opportunity presented itself, it was only natural to make full use of it.


  Taking Father Paulo’s advice to heart—that there was effectively no limit to the size of land I could claim—I immediately returned to clearing the forest.


  Riding on Valkyrie’s back, I moved through the woods, bringing down trees at their roots one after another. The hornless beasts dragged away the fallen trunks while I leveled the newly opened ground. Little by little, the land under my control continued to expand.


  Sadly, expanding land alone did not increase income. To make money, I needed goods to sell.


  At present, the cards in my hand were: the sale of Valkyrie-type tamed beasts; the sale of bricks mass-produced with my original spell, Brick Creation; the sale of magic mushrooms cultivated through [Mana Infusion]; and the crops harvested from my fields, beginning with hatsukas.


  I had to keep every one of these operations running.


  Selling tamed beasts alone might have been enough, but there was no telling what the future held. The hornless beasts could die young, and there was no guarantee the supply of eggs would remain stable forever.


  Brick sales were uncertain as well. The current surge in demand would likely die down eventually.


  Magic mushrooms, on the other hand, would probably always remain valuable—but cultivating them required logs. Fallen trees from the forest could be used, but first they had to be properly trimmed of branches, cut into proper lengths, and stored.


  Then there were the crops.


  While I could till the soil in an instant with magic, planting and harvesting still had to be done by hand, and those tasks consumed far more time than I had expected.


  “All right… I’ll get some help.”


  If possible, I wanted to expand my territory as quickly as I could. That meant focusing my own efforts entirely on development.


  At the same time, I could not afford to neglect my other ventures. They were my foundation—the means by which I could secure a stable source of income.


  Which left only one option: have other people handle the work for me.


  The important thing was to keep control of the money myself.


  Embezzlement, skimming, fraud—those were obvious concerns. But in this village, the larger problem was that most people could barely count properly. Unless someone regularly dealt with trade and currency, numbers simply did not matter much to them.


  In a barter-based life, as long as both parties felt the exchange was fair, that was usually enough.


  There was no way I could entrust my purse to people with that mindset.


  Which meant I would have to assign them only simple tasks.


  Perhaps I should hire day laborers—people to cut branches, plant and harvest crops, and store goods in designated warehouses.


  I began moving forward as the land's owner.


  ※※※


  


  “Hey, hey, don’t shut me out like that,” Baito said. “Don’t forget about me, Ars.”


  It happened when I brought up my business plans during dinner. I had only intended to ask whether anyone in the village might be willing to help.


  One person immediately jumped at the opportunity.


  Baito—my older brother and the second son of our family.


  “You’d really work for me, Brother Baito?” I asked. “It won’t be easy.”


  “What are you talking about?” Baito shot back. “There’s no way you should be offering that kind of work to anyone else. Leave it to me, Ars.”


  I turned toward our mother.


  “Mom, Brother Baito says he wants to help. Is that all right?”


  “Well… I suppose we have no choice,” she said with a sigh. “But when wheat harvest season comes, both of you are helping with our fields.”


  “Got it,” Baito answered lightly.


  Apparently, our parents were willing to let my older brother work under me. As long as he did the work properly, I had no complaints.


  … Though whether he actually *would* do it properly was another matter entirely.


  Considering how often I had seen him skip housework to go play around the village, I had my doubts. If he slacked off or caused trouble, I would have to seriously consider firing him.


  “So, what’s your real motive, brother Baito?” I asked.


  “Isn’t it obvious?” he said with a grin. “Give me one of the Valkyries. It’s not fair that you’re the only one who gets to ride one.”


  “Come to think of it,” I said, “you’ve climbed onto its back a few times when I wasn’t around. Do you really like Valkyrie that much?”


  “Of course I do,” Baito declared proudly. “A hero always rides gallantly on his mount to rescue a princess. It's every man’s dream after all.”


  Well… I could understand the appeal.


  “And besides,” Baito continued, “this is the best deal I’ll ever get.”


  He wasn’t wrong.


  Normally, a mount-type servitor beast was far too expensive for someone like him to even afford. If all he had to do was help out with family work to earn one, it made perfect sense that he would jump at the opportunity.


  Still, he was being naive.


  By now, I had learned the importance of setting clear terms and deadlines. If he wanted a tamed beast, then I intended to squeeze every bit of labor I could out of him first.


  So, I officially hired my older brother.


  “Hey, Ars,” Baito said one day while glancing around. “Can I say something?”


  “What is it, Brother Baito?”


  “Your hideout is seriously lame. It looks like a prison.”


  Now that he had officially started helping with the work, my own brother apparently felt free to insult me without hesitation.


  He was criticizing the hideout I had built.


  Still… I couldn’t entirely deny it.


  It really did look like a prison.


  I had constructed the hideout when I first started clearing the forest. Since it stood deep in the woods and far from home, I had wanted to avoid wasting too much time or effort on construction. So, I used magic to build it as quickly as possible. But constructing an entire building at once usually left me bedridden from magical exhaustion for days. Instead, I focused on creating the walls.


  Three walls, each five meters high and five meters wide, rose from the leveled ground in a U-shape. The fourth wall had an arched entrance, completing the structure into a closed square.


  Only the roof—something I couldn’t shape directly from the earth—required manual labor. I used magic to produce the bricks, then stacked them one by one myself.


  In short, the hideout was a little more than a giant cube.


  You could even call it tofu architecture.


  The walls were nearly two meters thick, too.


  Considering that, calling it prison-like was probably being generous.


  “… Don’t underestimate me, Brother Baito,” I said. “You’ll be surprised how much I’ve improved.”


  Until now, the only ones using the hideout had been the Valkyries and me, so I had never cared much about how it looked. But Baito did have a point. Leaving a giant prison-like building sitting alone in the middle of my land was hardly impressive.


  Thanks to my brother’s comment, I decided to renovate the hideout.


  ※※※


  


  “All right… let’s try that method first.”


  For the moment, I set the hideout aside. There was something else about construction that had caught my interest long before this.


  It happened when I visited the city alongside the traveling merchant.


  In the city of Fontana, there were hardly any wooden buildings. Nearly everything was made of brick. Even the outer wall was being expanded, and construction workers could be seen everywhere throughout the city.


  Some of the bricks I had created were being used there.


  Once I knew that, it was only natural for me to become curious about how buildings were actually constructed.


  The inn where my father and I stayed had been newly built. It was not meant for the laborers working on the wall expansion, but for merchants. Even so, the economic boom brought by the project had led to a surge of new construction across the city.


  That inn was the building I paid the closest attention to.


  The inn was not particularly large. Its entrance faced the road, but the frontage was narrow, with the structure stretching deep inward.


  The inn had two floors. Upon entering, there was a reception counter beside a staircase.


  Behind the counter on the first floor were the dining hall, the kitchen, and the proprietor’s living quarters.


  Upstairs, a corridor ran along one side, lined with guest rooms. There were six in total, though none were especially spacious. Once a bed was placed inside, nearly half the room was practically gone.


  I studied the inn carefully during our stay. And I did far more than simply look around.


  Using mana, I investigated the structure itself.


  I refined my mana and let it seep into the bricks of the inn, spreading it thinly throughout the entire building. Perhaps because my mana had an affinity with earth-based materials, it flowed through the bricks with almost no resistance. Before long, I had successfully circulated mana through the entire structure.


  In that state, I activated a spell [Memory Preservation].


  It was something I had tried on a whim while staying at the inn, but the results exceeded my expectations.


  In an instant, the entire structure was engraved into my mind down to the smallest detail. It felt almost like a three-dimensional architectural model generated by a computer—an exact reconstruction imprinted directly onto my thoughts.


  If I recreated this inn perfectly, Brother Baito would surely be stunned.


  So, I decided to conduct an inn replication experiment.


  The first time I tried constructing a building with magic, I exhausted all my mana and collapsed unconscious.


  From that experience, I formed a hypothesis: mana consumption was determined not by floor area or the amount of material used, but by spatial volume.


  I was confident that my theory was correct.


  This time, I intended to go a step further and construct an entire building all at once.


  The basis for that idea came from my analysis of the inn’s structure using mana and [Memory Preservation].


  I had passed mana through the bricks of a real building, grasped its complete construction, and memorized it perfectly.


  Yes, what I memorized back then was not empty space, but the exact form of the building itself.


  When I thought back on my earlier attempts to create buildings from imagination, I realized something important. I had never clearly defined the interior space.


  What I pictured had always been the exterior—the outward appearance of the structure.


  That was probably what caused the unnecessary consumption of mana.


  This time was different.


  I had memorized a real building in its entirety. From the staircase to the width of the reception counter, I understood the internal structure perfectly.


  If that were the case, then perhaps all I needed to do was reproduce that shape with mana before activating the spell. If the mana itself was formed precisely, there should be no waste.


  With that thought in mind, I quietly refined my mana and let it flow into the soil beneath my feet.


  I directed it into the part of the earth that would become the inn.


  From experience, I could tell I possessed just enough mana to complete the construction—provided none of it was wasted.


  I steadied my breathing.


  Slow inhale. Slow exhale.


  Maintaining my concentration, I continued shaping the mana into the desired form.


  When I first tried recreating a magic circle from memory, the process had been exhausting. But that difficulty came from reproducing something I had only seen visually.


  This time was different.


  I had not memorized the building visually, but through mana itself.


  All I had to do was recreate the mana shape I had stored in my mind.


  Gradually, I transformed the mana into the exact structure of the inn.


  Unlike when forming a magic circle, the process did not strain me nearly as much. It flowed smoothly.


  Without breaking concentration, I completed tracing the building with mana. Then, as the final step, I converted that mana into a solid structure.


  “… It’s done. Success.”


  In an astonishingly short amount of time, the inn stood before me.


  I clenched my fist in triumph as I looked at the completed structure—my newly rebuilt hideout.


  The replication was flawless.


  From every angle, it looked exactly like the inn where I had stayed in the city.


  I stepped inside.


  Passing through the entrance and moving beyond the reception counter, I found the modest dining hall. Beyond that were the kitchen and the living quarters, exactly as I remembered.


  I returned to the entrance and climbed the stairs. They felt sturdy beneath my feet. The structure showed no sign of instability.


  When I built my old hideout, I made the walls absurdly thick out of fear that they might collapse. As an amateur builder, I was constantly worried about the structure’s stability. But this building had originally been designed and constructed by professionals in this world. At the very least, it was far superior to anything I could have designed myself.


  “… But it feels empty.”


  Though the new structure itself was complete, something about it differed from the image I had held in my mind.


  I had succeeded in creating the inn architecturally. But as a place to live, it was still incomplete.


  There were no doors.


  The entrance stood wide open, and none of the rooms inside had doors separating them. The dining hall and kitchen lacked tables, shelves, or any kind of furnishings at all.


  In short, while I had recreated the building itself from earth, anything not directly part of the structure was missing. No fixtures. No fittings.


  Well… it couldn’t be helped.


  That was simply the limitation of the magic I had used.


  I shouldn’t be greedy. Not long ago, constructing a building of this scale in a single casting would have been unimaginable for me.


  I decided to take it as proof of my growth.


  “I suppose I’ll need more than just doors.”


  As I looked over the building, another issue came to mind. Copying another building would create problems of its own.


  The reason was simple.


  The inn in the city had been built inside a crowded urban district, squeezed tightly between neighboring buildings. Its side walls had originally been hidden from view, so their design was plain and undecorated.


  In the city, that hardly mattered. With buildings packed shoulder to shoulder, nobody would even see the side walls. But here, on the wide stretch of land I had cleared, there were no neighboring structures at all.


  Seen from the side, it would probably earn another round of insults from Brother Baito about how lame it looked.


  “… Maybe I should add a few extensions.”


  With that thought, I activated magic once more.


  Matching the height of the inn, I raised a brick wall along one side and extended it outward, enclosing a large area around the building. That space would serve as a stable for the Valkyries, whose numbers would likely continue to increase.


  Then I repeated the process on the opposite side, surrounding another section with brick walls. That area could function as a warehouse for storing harvested crops.


  Even so, while I could create the surrounding walls with magic, the roofs still had to be built by hand. It seemed that mental imagery alone was not yet enough to produce a fully completed structure in a single casting.


  So I spent the next several days stacking bricks by hand, one by one.


  “Hey, Ars. Got a minute?” my father called out.


  “What is it, Father?”


  It happened after I had finished the first stage of construction and returned home.


  Eventually, I intended to move my base of operations to the cleared land. But for now, without furniture or proper tools, I still returned home every night to eat Mother’s cooking.


  I had been looking forward to dinner as usual when Father instead brought up a problem.


  “The woodcutters,” he said. “They’re angry.”


  Apparently, dissatisfaction had been growing among the men in the village who made their living as lumberjacks.


  “What happened?”


  “They’re complaining about you cutting down trees in the forest,” Father replied.


  I see.


  As I listened further, I began to understand the woodcutters’ position.


  Originally, the village had been surrounded by a wooden palisade, beyond which stretched the forest. Some of the villagers earned their livelihood by cutting down those trees. But recently, the situation in the forest had changed.


  Apparently, the cause of that change was me.


  Ordinarily, felling trees was grueling labor. Swinging an axe over and over again was exhausting enough, but even after the tree was cut, transporting it was another ordeal entirely.


  I vaguely remembered seeing logging operations on television in my previous life. Sometimes, felled trees would be dropped into a river and collected downstream.


  Around here, the land was mostly flat. There were no convenient rivers around to carry the timber away. Everything had to be hauled manually.


  That backbreaking labor was something I had been bulldozing through with magic and Valkyries.


  From the woodcutters’ perspective, it was probably unforgivable.


  More than anything, it directly threatened their livelihood. Their income depended on that work.


  I couldn’t entirely blame them for complaining.


  What should I do?


  If I wanted to argue purely on principle, I could claim that once I cleared and developed the land, it became my property. And if the land belonged to me, then whatever I chose to do with the trees growing on it was my business. But taking that stance would only create unnecessary conflict.


  ※※※


  


  Surprisingly, far sooner than I had expected, I found myself dealing with land-related problems.


  “Oh, now this is some fine liquor,” the man said as he tilted the jar I had brought him and poured its contents into his cup before downing it in one gulp.


  The man drinking so enthusiastically was Madoc, one of the village woodcutters.


  As for the woodcutters’ anger Father had mentioned, it was all secondhand information. I had not heard any complaints directly from them myself.


  To ensure there were no misunderstandings, I decided to visit the woodcutters personally, bringing a small gift as a gesture of goodwill.


  The liquor Madoc was currently enjoying was something I had bought in town as a souvenir. Father had handed it over to me with tears nearly forming in his eyes—it had apparently been something he himself had been looking forward to drinking.


  “So, what’s the matter?” Madoc asked after emptying his cup. “Run out of logs again?”


  “No, it’s something else,” I replied. “I heard the woodcutters are angry with me.”


  “Ah, I see. So, you came to hear it straight from me,” Madoc said.


  He stroked his beard thoughtfully, nodding to himself. The gesture suited him well, with the streaks of white already mixed into his hair and his relaxed, easy-going demeanor.


  My connection with Madoc began with cultivating mana mushrooms. I had first approached him to secure logs for growing them, and since then, we have maintained a steady relationship. If trouble was brewing, it made sense to consult someone who understood my situation.


  “Angry might be putting it a bit strongly,” Madoc said after a pause. “But it’s true that some of the men aren’t pleased.”


  “I figured as much,” I admitted. “It’s because I’ve been cutting down too many trees, right? But I plan to keep developing the land.”


  “Hm. You’ve indeed been taking a fair amount of timber,” Madoc said with another nod. “Still, I doubt anyone would complain openly.”


  “Why not?” I asked. “If they’re unhappy, shouldn’t they say so?”


  “Some do grumble,” Madoc replied. “But cutting trees from the forest is part of this village’s duty. And besides, didn’t you receive permission from the noble? If that’s the case, nobody can really object.”


  … A noble?


  I didn’t remember ever being ordered to cut down trees.


  Perhaps the villagers had interpreted my permit from the noble house that way.


  It wasn’t exactly correct—but if that was how they saw it, then perhaps it could serve as a convenient explanation after all.


  “But the woodcutters really are upset, aren’t they?” I pressed. “Then maybe we should come to some sort of agreement. I could avoid flooding the market with timber and hurting their earnings, or we could divide the sections of the forest each of us works.”


  “Hm. That’s one way to handle it, I suppose,” Madoc said. “But you still don’t understand the heart of the problem.”


  “The heart of it?” I blinked.


  “That’s right. If you don’t understand what exactly we woodcutters are angry about, then no arrangement you make will mean a thing. Ars, do you know what it is?”


  “… Isn’t it fear of losing their livelihood?” I answered cautiously. “They’re worried their income will shrink because of me.”


  “No. At least, I don’t think that’s the real issue,” Madoc replied.


  “Then what is it?”


  “It’s because your actions trample on our pride. Our dignity, if you want to call it that. That’s what doesn’t sit right with us.”


  “Huh? I’ve never looked down on woodcutters.”


  “That’s exactly what I meant—you still don’t understand,” Madoc said calmly. “Listen carefully. We’re born into woodcutter families, raised as woodcutters, and die as woodcutters. To us, the forest is both our livelihood and our treasure. We take pride in the act of cutting those trees down. Do you understand?”


  “… Yeah.” I thought about what Madoc said for a while.


  “Then how do you think we feel when we see you cutting trees only to leave them rotting where they fell? When a tree decays into uselessness, do you think we can just ignore it? To us, it looks like you’re mocking both our pride and our way of life.”


  “… I see.”


  “As I said before, though,” Madoc continued, “clearing the forest and expanding the village’s land has always been our dream. And we know you have the noble’s authorization. That’s why no one’s openly complaining. But resentment will build up in people’s hearts. I want you to understand that.”


  I see.


  Perhaps Father had heard about the woodcutters’ frustrations directly from Madoc. Maybe he had wanted to warn me before the issue grew into something larger.


  It was true—I had become so focused on clearing the land that I stopped paying attention to the people around me.


  Maybe it was time to think more carefully about what I was doing.


  After listening to Madoc, I fell silent in thought.


  “Madoc,” I said at last, “would you help me with my work?”


  “Your work?” Madoc said, surprised. “You mean in your land-clearing project?”


  “Not exactly,” I replied. “After hearing what you said, I started thinking and realized from now on, I want to manage the forest.”


  “Manage the forest?”


  “Yeah. If there’s a way for both the woodcutters, who love the forest, and me, who wants to continue developing the land. To benefit together, then I think this is it. Rather than leaving it as untouched wilderness, I want to create a managed forest; an artificial forest shaped by human hands.”


  “Hold on now,” Madoc said immediately, shaking his head. “That’s impossible. A forest isn’t something humans can control like that. Nature’s power is far beyond our reach.”


  He rejected the idea outright the moment he heard it. But I didn’t think I was wrong. This wasn’t some reckless whim. It was a conclusion based on knowledge I had carried over from my previous life.


  Even I understood that the speed of my land development was abnormal. I had been told that the forest stretching north of the village was enormous, but no one in the village truly knew just how vast it was. People said that anyone who wandered too deep would never return.


  Still, with my magic—and with the Valkyries who inherited my power—that possibility no longer felt far away.


  Deforestation was a serious form of environmental destruction.


  If the trees vanished, the land’s ability to retain water would decline drastically. Crops would stop growing properly, and heavy rains could wash away the nutrient-rich topsoil. In the worst case, the land itself could turn barren. And the damage would not stop with the environment alone.


  If we were speaking only about long-term environmental collapse, the consequences might not appear within my lifetime. The more immediate danger would likely be something else.


  Firewood.


  If all the trees were used up, obtaining firewood would become extremely difficult. In this world, that would be catastrophic.


  Back in my previous life, where heating came from gas or electricity, I had never given firewood much thought. But here, people depended on it to survive the winter. We could use the life magic spell [Ignition], but without wood, there would be nothing to burn.


  If winter arrived under those conditions, people would freeze to death.


  That was why it made sense to think about countermeasures now.


  I wanted to manage the forest, in other words, to practice forestry.


  I had heard in my previous life that a properly managed forest could be highly beneficial to people. It could reduce the damage caused by deforestation, including the very problems I had been considering. At the same time, it would allow for the stable production of high-quality timber.


  If left untouched, forests become overcrowded with trees and undergrowth, preventing sunlight from reaching the ground. Under those conditions, thick, sturdy trees become difficult to cultivate. But if the forest was properly thinned and sunlight allowed through, stronger lumber could be produced.


  Besides, my future plans included cultivating mana mushrooms, which required logs.


  I had no intention of stripping the forest bare.


  “That’s why I wanted to manage the forest,” I explained. “You could think of it as planting trees the same way we plant crops. But while I’ve grown vegetables and wheat before, I don’t know much about trees. So, I was hoping a forest expert like you, Madoc, might help me.”


  “Hmm. To be honest, I can’t even picture the forest disappearing like that,” Madoc admitted.


  “That may be true,” I replied. “But you can at least see the benefits of managing it properly, right? And if you don’t work with me, I might end up cutting trees down without anything holding me back. If nothing else, helping me would prevent that.”


  The moment I said it, I realized my words sounded half like a threat.


  Still, despite his hesitation, Madoc seemed to be growing interested.


  After some thought, he said he wanted to discuss it with the others first, so I returned home for the day.


  A few days later, Madoc informed me that he had explained my proposal to the other woodcutters and managed to persuade them.


  Most of them remained skeptical of what I had said. But in the end, they settled on the idea that if Madoc was willing to keep an eye on the boy, then they would watch the situation for a while.


  So, I began clearing the northern forest while managing it at the same time.


  Though it hardly seemed worth mentioning, the fact that they accepted my authority over the forest was almost the same as acknowledging that the forest itself belonged to me.


  Perhaps it was a case of seeing the trees but not the land—or rather, seeing the forest without recognizing the territory behind it.


  From that point onward, a vague understanding gradually spread through the village that everything north of the village fell under my jurisdiction.


  I continued clearing the forest.


  In the end, my main tasks became felling trees, leveling the land, and expanding usable territory. While also hatching new Valkyries from the servitor-beast eggs that were periodically delivered.


  All matters related to forest management I entrusted entirely to Madoc.


  Frankly, I lacked the time and expertise to handle it myself, and when it came to trees, he was far more knowledgeable than I was.


  He trimmed branches from the felled trees, cut them into suitable lengths, and stored them as lumber.


  From among those, he also selected suitable timber for cultivating mana mushrooms.


  As for me, all I had to do was use [Mana Infusion] to enable the mushrooms’ growth, which made the process considerably easier.


  As it happened, Madoc also knew a skilled woodworker, so I decided to hire him as well.


  The inn I had built was still nothing more than a bare brick shell. It needed doors, shelves, tables, chairs—everything necessary to make it livable.


  Meanwhile, the fields on the cleared land, where we cultivated hatsuka and other crops, were left in Brother Baito’s care.


  Surprisingly, despite being only a few years older than me and not yet an adult himself, he turned out to be remarkably good at managing people.


  Brother Baito had become completely enamored with the hornless Valkyrie I had given him when I hired him. Just like me, he dreamed of riding freely across the land on its back. But doing so required considerable skill and stamina.


  To make time for training, he gathered people to handle the labor in his place.


  Some children had lost their parents in the war and were struggling just to survive. There were also villagers whose regular work no longer provided enough to feed themselves. Brother Baito approached people like them and hired them to assist with farm labor.


  At first, I wondered how he was managing to hire anyone at all, considering he had no money of his own. But it turned out he paid them with a portion of the harvested crops.


  Whenever I thought about hiring workers, I instinctively assumed I would need cash. But for people living in poverty, payment in food and goods was more than enough.


  Watching even older men work willingly under Brother Baito, I began to suspect that his personality played a significant role as well.


  Little by little, my life began to revolve around the newly developed land.


  ※※※


  


  “The fields have been vandalized?” I asked. “Brother Baito, do we know who did it?”


  “Yeah,” Brother Baito replied. “We found tracks. It wasn’t a person, though. A giant boar tore through the fields.”


  “Madoc, you confirmed the tracks, too, right?” I asked.


  “Mm. No doubt about it,” Madoc said with a grim nod. “And worse, it wasn’t just one adult boar but two of them. There were smaller tracks mixed in as well.”


  “Smaller?” I repeated.


  “Aye. Alongside the two adults, there were signs of several young ones as well. That’s what makes this troublesome.”


  “The young too… So, they’ve already developed the taste for it, have they?”


  “Most likely,” Madoc said. “This could turn into a serious problem.”


  “What do you mean by ‘could’?” Brother Baito snapped. “It already is a serious problem. Some people are too scared of the boars to even work in the fields anymore.”


  It happened in the year I turned eight.


  One day, when I returned home, I found Brother Baito and Madoc waiting for me together, both wearing unusually grim expressions.


  The issue was the damage to the crops.


  Having a field destroyed was no small matter. Even in my previous life, I vaguely remembered hearing news stories about wild boars ravaging farmland.


  Boars were surprisingly intelligent animals.


  In some places, people set up electric fences to keep them out of fields. Wires carrying a current would surround the crops, and when a boar touched one while trying to enter, the shock would drive it away.


  Still, I had heard that such measures quickly lost their effectiveness.


  The boars adapted.


  They understood that touching the wire hurt—but they also knew there was food inside the field. So, they would push logs or debris ahead of themselves, knocking down the fence and forcing their way in.


  In the end, there was never a perfect solution. It became an endless battle of adaptation between humans and boars.


  Even in this world, giant boars caused similar damage.


  Recently, however, incidents like this have become rare. The reason was simple. The forest provided them with more than enough food.


  Giant bores were omnivorous by nature, and the vast woodland gave them little reason to venture into cultivated land where wheat and other crops were grown.


  So why had they suddenly begun raiding the fields in my newly developed territory?


  The likely cause was my own expansion.


  In some places, I had preserved portions of the forest, thinning the trees into managed woodland. But in many others, I cleared everything completely. Worse, I had leveled the land with magic, erasing the rich ecosystem that had once thrived there.


  Perhaps their food source had diminished. Or maybe they had been driven out after competing with other animals for territory. Whatever the reason, something had forced them out of their natural habitat.


  The real problem lay in the nature of giant boars.


  I couldn’t confirm whether it was true, but according to the villagers, whatever food a boar ate frequently during its youth became its lifelong preference. Worse yet, those preferences were passed down from parent to offspring.


  My fields were planted with hatsuka—the very crop used as feed for the Valkyries.


  If the boars developed a taste for it, they might continue targeting my fields generation after generation.


  That would be disastrous. And so, before I realized it, I found myself forced to deal with the giant boar problem.


  ※※※


  


  “Fugo… fugo…”


  I fixed my gaze on the giant boar standing in the field.


  It had thrust its snout into the soil of the farmland I had created, rooting around for vegetables buried beneath the surface and devouring them as it pleased.


  Crunch. Munch.


  It ate as though savoring every bite.


  Well, of course it did. Every vegetable I grew had been carefully improved and cultivated for flavor.


  Among everything planted there, the hatsuka seemed to be their clear favorite.


  Was it the firm texture they liked? Between the boars and the Valkyries, I found myself oddly impressed by how easily they could chew through something so tough.


  “Even so… they really are huge,” I muttered. “No wonder they’re called giant boars.”


  Even from a distance, their size was overwhelming. They were probably close to three meters long.


  They looked nothing like the wild boars I remembered from my previous life.


  And jutting from either side of their blunt, pig-like snouts were two massive tusks. If someone got skewered by those, there would be no surviving it.


  “So what are we supposed to do against something like that?” I asked. “Can anyone here actually fight it?”


  “No chance,” Brother Baito said immediately. “I heard arrows don’t even penetrate their hide.”


  “You’re kidding, right? Then what are we supposed to do, Brother Baito?”


  “Ars, you deal with it.”


  “Don’t dump this on me so casually. Wouldn’t it make more sense to ask the nobles to send someone to hunt them down?”


  “No,” Madoc said, shaking his head. “Even if we asked, they wouldn’t come. The boars are only eating hatsuka, after all. No noble is going to dispatch soldiers over some cheap fodder crop grown by poor farmers. And besides…” He paused. “There’s probably nobody who could reliably stand against a giant boar anyway.”


  What kind of system was that?


  If the nobles couldn’t be relied on in situations like this, then what exactly were they for?


  Still, the actual damage so far was limited to hatsuka. From a noble’s perspective, mobilizing troops over a low-value feed crop would probably seem absurd.


  Which meant we would have to deal with it ourselves. And Brother Baito had clearly decided to throw the entire burden onto me.


  If he really dreamed of becoming a hero, this seemed like exactly the kind of monster-slaying opportunity he should have been excited about.


  “Well… I suppose we don’t have much choice,” I muttered. “Let me think.”


  Swallowing my complaints, I began considering how to deal with the giant boars.


  ※※※


  


  “All right, Valkyrie. We stick to the plan!”


  “Kyui!”


  The giant boars were tearing through the fields, devouring my precious crops as though they owned the place. To stop them, I had devised a plan—but carrying it out was another matter entirely.


  To make it work, I would have to stand directly in front of the giant boars themselves.


  You do not often encounter a wild beast nearly three meters long, especially not one armed with a pair of razor-sharp tusks. If that massive body slammed into me at full speed, even a grazing blow would leave me gravely injured.


  When the time came to move, my body trembled with fear. Perhaps Valkyrie sensed it. She remained perfectly still beneath me, patiently waiting for me to calm myself.


  I pressed against her side, feeling the warmth of her body. Somehow, that warmth eased the fear gripping my chest.


  After taking one final deep breath, I spoke to her again. Sensing that my fear had settled, Valkyrie answered with a cry and began to move.


  Snorting as they rooted through the soil, the parent boars and their young continued devouring the hatsuka without a care.


  From a distance, mounted on Valkyrie’s back, I began my approach.


  Each time her hooves struck the ground, our speed increased. Faster and faster, the scenery blurred past until we reached top speed.


  The wind itself felt like a solid wall slamming against my body.


  I had never ridden Valkyrie at such speed before, yet I clung to her desperately, refusing to be thrown.


  The giant boar that had seemed distant moments ago rapidly grew larger before my eyes.


  It was enormous.


  Then it noticed us and turned toward the sound of our charge as we thundered straight at it.


  I tightened my legs around Valkyrie’s body and gripped the reins firmly with my left hand.


  With my right arm, I thrust forward.


  Matching my breathing to the rhythm of Valkyrie’s gallop, I focused the magic power I had prepared in advance into my outstretched hand.


  “Scattershot!”


  The giant boar tensed as we closed in.


  The instant Valkyrie swept past its flank, I activated the spell from her back.


  Stones the size of golf balls exploded from my palm—not just one, but several at once.


  I called it [Scattershot], but I had not formalized it into a spell. It was magic shaped entirely through mental imagery. If I had been in contact with the ground, I could have used a wider-area earth spell. But while mounted on Valkyrie, all I could manage was to launch small stones.


  Casting from atop a charging beast meant I could not aim properly either.


  To compensate, I released multiple stones at once.


  THOOM!


  A heavy impact rang out.


  From the corner of my eye, I saw the scattershot strike the giant boar cleanly as we sped past.


  “BUOOOOOOO!”


  The boar staggered for a moment, nearly losing its footing. But it quickly planted its four legs firmly into the ground and released a furious roar that shook the air itself.


  Though I had hurt it, the attack clearly had not done any serious damage.


  “Run, Valkyrie!”


  Behind us, thunderous footsteps erupted.


  The wounded boar took the lead as the entire group launched into pursuit, the ground trembling beneath their charge.


  With that rumbling pursuit behind us, Valkyrie and I fled.


  “Hang in there, Valkyrie!”


  “Kyui! Kyui!”


  At my shout, Valkyrie surged forward, accelerating even further. I was barely managing to stay mounted, but I forced myself to glance behind us.


  Dodododod—


  The giant boars were charging after us with terrifying momentum. The one I had struck led the pack, its eyes bloodshot with rage.


  It had no intention of letting its attacker escape.


  They were fast—far faster than I had expected. Neither gaining nor falling behind, they matched Valkyrie’s pace.


  The phrase “headlong rush” truly existed for creatures like these.


  “Just as planned. Now—jump, Valkyrie!”


  This chase was proceeding exactly as intended. I had never planned to finish the boars with magic alone.


  This time, my greatest weapon was not magic.


  It was Valkyrie herself, my bonded beast, who fought alongside me.


  “Kyui!”


  Still running at full speed, Valkyrie cried out.


  It was not an ordinary whinny. She was casting magic—invoking a spell.


  Her already incredible speed surged even higher. In an instant, the world around us blurred backward so quickly it no longer felt real.


  The spell Valkyrie had used was [Body Strengthening]—a simple technique that circulated refined magic power through the body to temporarily enhance physical abilities.


  When Valkyrie—a fully grown, horse-type beast—used it, the effect was on an entirely different level from when I used it as a child to carry water.


  Even if the rate of magical enhancement was the same, the difference in base physical ability meant the final increase in performance was far greater for her.


  With her body reinforced by magic, Valkyrie kicked violently off the ground and leaped.


  For a brief moment, it felt as though we had taken to the sky. Then, almost immediately, we came crashing down with a heavy thud. I nearly slipped from her back on impact.


  DO-DOOM.


  As I desperately clung to the reins and Valkyrie’s body to avoid being thrown off, a tremendous roar erupted behind us.


  After landing, Valkyrie continued forward for a short distance before slowing to a stop and then turning back toward the source of the noise.


  The earth behind us had split open.


  Calling it a mere hole felt inadequate. It was a fissure, as though the land itself had been torn apart. Nearly ten meters wide, it plunged deep into the ground below.


  In reality, it was a pitfall trap I had prepared beforehand.


  Against a giant boar with such a massive body, half-hearted attacks would never be enough. So instead, I chose to use its own strength against it.


  Enraged by my magic, the boar would pursue us blindly. Valkyrie would lure it toward the fissure and leap across at the final moment. But the boar, blinded by fury, would be unable to stop in time. They would fail to cross the gap—


  —and fall.


  “Yeah… there’s no way they survived that.”


  From atop Valkyrie, I peered into the depths below.


  When they fell, they must have slammed into the opposite wall of the fissure headfirst. Blood streamed from their crushed skulls as their massive bodies lay motionless at the bottom.


  The boar I had struck—and the younger ones that followed it—were all dead.


  It was unfortunate, but there was no other choice.


  At the very least, we would make sure their deaths did not go to waste.


  “All right. Let’s head back, Valkyrie.”


  Just like that, my first battle came to an end.
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  Chapter 5: Magical Architecture


  

  “Well now… You really killed a giant boar? I can hardly believe it,” Madoc said.


  “Not bad, Ars. That’s my little brother for you,” Brother Baito added.


  When I returned and reported the hunt to Madoc and Brother Baito, both stared at me in astonishment. Apparently, Madoc had never expected me to actually kill the beast. Later, I learned he had only been considering ways to drive it back into the forest.


  “Well, either way, that should take care of it.”


  “What are you talking about?” Brother Baito shot back. “You think those were the only giant boars around?”


  “Huh?”


  “There’ll be more tearing through the fields. So, when they show up again, I’m counting on you, little brother.”


  Hey—what kind of useless older brother says that so casually?


  I had no desire to spend my days digging enormous pits and running for my life with giant boars charging after me every time one appeared. I thought it was over—but apparently not.


  Whenever a giant boar appeared near the village, I was the one summoned to deal with it.


  ※※※


  


  “Scattershot!… All right, that should do for now.”


  Not long after I defeated the first giant boar, another emerged from the forest and began devouring the hatsuka in the fields. I took that one down as well.


  In the meantime, I continued training my magic attacks.


  What I needed most was a dependable long-range attack—something capable of launching stones from a distance. But riding atop Valkyrie had taught me one harsh truth: trying to aim accurately while mounted was not just difficult—it might as well have been practically impossible.


  In my previous life, nomadic horse cultures had fought using bows from horseback. Seriously, how on earth had they managed to hit anything?


  For now, I decided to focus on improving Scattershot.


  After countless trials, I eventually switched to firing multiple hardened stone arrowheads. They were not metal, but they were sharp and solid enough to pierce flesh. At best, they could travel about twenty to thirty meters.


  Of course, the farther they flew, the weaker the impact became, so I still had to get fairly close to my target. It was not the long-range attack I had originally envisioned, but at least I could now land hits on a target while riding Valkyrie.


  For the time being, that would have to suffice.


  “But honestly… this is such a pain.”


  While formalizing Scattershot into a proper spell, I realized something: personally responding every time a giant boar appeared was exhausting.


  Even with Scattershot, I still could not kill them outright. In the end, victory still depended on Valkyrie’s leap and the massive fissure-like pitfall trap.


  Did I really want to keep digging enormous holes and luring boars into them every single time one showed up?


  Absolutely not.


  “Maybe instead of figuring out how to kill them, I should focus on stopping them from reaching the fields in the first place.”


  I muttered that to myself as I continued patrolling the area.


  There was a reason precedent existed.


  More often than not, someone in the past had already solved the problem before you.


  So, when it came to preventing crop damage from giant boars, I decided to rely on a method humanity had probably been using for ages.


  If the fields were being invaded, then the answer was simple.


  Enclose them.


  I decided to build walls around the farmland.


  The village itself had once been surrounded by wooden palisades, while cities relied on towering stone walls. Throughout history, defensive barriers have consistently proven effective against outside threats.


  Above all else, the people working my fields would carry a constant fear in their hearts.


  If they could believe they would be safe as long as they made it behind the walls, then that alone would already hold meaning.


  “So, the real question is how much land I should enclose…”


  I stood atop my hideout—no, my base—and surveyed the land I had developed.


  Looking out across the fields, I was struck by something astonishing. I could now see all the way to the horizon.


  I once heard that, from the height of an ordinary person, the horizon lay roughly four kilometers away. Whether that held true in this world or not, it certainly felt believable.


  From atop Valkyrie, even with my small stature as a child, the visible distance seemed closer to five or six kilometers.


  It was hard to believe I had expanded the land this much. No wonder the giant boars had started emerging from the forest.


  “Well, I’ll figure things out as I go. For now, I’ll start by building a wall along the border between the forest and the fields.”


  Although I had cleared a vast amount of land, much of it remained unused.


  Brother Baito had gathered some extra hands from the village to help with farm work, but if we tried turning every cleared area into farmland, we simply would not have enough hands to manage it all. As a result, many areas I had leveled remained untouched instead of being cultivated.


  Given that, it made sense to focus only on protecting existing fields and the land likely to become farmland in the near future. If necessary, I could always expand the walls later.


  The real problem was deciding how sturdy the walls needed to be.


  A giant boar could grow up to three meters in length. If one charged at full speed, the wall would need to withstand the impact—at least long enough for people to escape safely.


  I remembered the force of the boar that had slammed into the side of the pitfall before dying and quietly considered the sheer impact behind it.


  “… Well, bigger is probably better.”


  At the very least, making it massive would guarantee it served its purpose. And so, I began building the wall.


  Ten meters high and five meters thick.


  Far beyond what anyone would reasonably build to protect farmland, the colossal barrier stretched along the boundary between forest and field, disappearing toward the horizon.


  “Where there’s a will, there’s a way… I guess things somehow work out in the end.”


  I stood there silently, gazing at the completed enclosure surrounding my land.


  Just moments earlier, the final section of wall had connected, sealing the entire perimeter into one continuous barrier. Seeing it finished at last, I could not help but feel a strange sense of accomplishment.


  The wall I built was absurdly oversized.


  Nearly ten meters tall and five meters thick, it was built by laying bricks in an interlocking pattern and sealing the gaps with mortar. Perhaps filling the interior with sand or packed earth would have made it even more resistant to outside impact.


  Alas, since I knew next to nothing about proper fortification techniques, I settled on the simplest possible solution: make it thick.


  As I grew older, I could feel my magical reserves steadily increasing. Compared to before, I was now capable of creating far larger structures with a single casting. I had already noticed that improvement while rebuilding the inn.


  Even so, with something on this scale, I could only construct about five meters at a time with each casting.


  In other words, I had to activate the spell every five meters, carefully connecting each segment to the last as I advanced.


  When I first started, I nearly gave up. The fields stretched all the way to the horizon, and the thought of enclosing all of it felt utterly impossible.


  Fortunately, the work progressed far more smoothly than I expected.


  The biggest reason was that I had successfully formalized the wall-building process into a spell.


  “Formalizing” a spell meant shaping magic into something that could activate almost reflexively the moment its name was spoken. Normally, however, that process was both difficult and incredibly time-consuming.


  To successfully formalize a spell, I had to cast the same magic every single time after chanting its name.


  In other words, it was like repeatedly throwing baseballs at a strike zone while muttering the same phrase to myself. Hitting the same spot, with the same trajectory and speed, over and over again.


  Just imagining it sounded exhausting.


  Still, I managed to formalize [Wall Construction] even faster than [Scattershot].


  The secret to that lay in the process.


  First, I created a complete mental image of the wall and reproduced it with magic. Then I infused the finished structure with my own magic, allowing it to permeate every part of the wall.


  Once the entire earthen structure was saturated with magic, I cast [Memory Preservation].


  By doing so, I was able to record the wall’s structure perfectly—down to the smallest detail—directly into my mind through magical perception.


  As a result, repeating the process became dramatically easier. Rather than painstakingly reconstructing the spell from scratch every time, I only needed to reproduce the magical structure I had already memorized.


  Thanks to that, I formalized the spell much sooner than expected.


  That method alone sped up the construction work considerably, but there was another factor that dramatically improved efficiency.


  My servitor beasts.


  Ever since I named the first one Valkyrie, all of my beasts have gained the ability to use magic. What surprised me even more was that they could also use spells I formalized afterward.


  Spells that did not exist at the time I named them.


  Which meant Valkyrie and the others could use Wall Construction as well.


  The beasts I intended to sell to the traveling merchant had their horns removed. However, I had kept several horned ones to raise myself so that they could continue hatching eggs using [Mana Infusion].


  This time, I brought about five of them with me to help build the wall.


  Even with their assistance, constructing a barrier that stretched for several kilometers and enclosed the fields on all four sides was no easy task.


  To keep our magic reserves from running dry, I decided to use some of the mana mushrooms I had been cultivating for sale.


  Mana mushrooms were commonly used as an ingredient for mana recovery potions—though I had no idea how to actually make those potions. When selling them, I simply dried them in the sun and handed them over to the traveling merchant in that state.


  Still, even dried, they seemed capable of restoring magic to some degree.


  So, the Valkyries and I chewed on the mushrooms as we worked, grimacing while we forced them down and continued building the wall.


  “How about it, Brother Baito? Pretty impressive, right?”


  As I stood admiring the completed wall, Brother Baito walked over, and I proudly called out to him.


  Only for him to give me an utterly unexpected response.


  “Yeah, it’s impressive. But are you an idiot? How’s anyone supposed to know where the exit is?”


  That hit harder than I expected. I had been hoping for praise.


  Still, when he called it out, I realized he had a point.


  The outer wall I had built formed a massive square, each side probably around four kilometers long. From a distance, there was no obvious way to tell where the entrance was located.


  “… I completely forgot about the gate. What should we do?”


  [image: 06]

  “Well… for starters, maybe make a proper road leading to the entrance. Something clearly different from the fields, so people can immediately tell where they’re supposed to go.”


  “Roads, huh? I’ll think about it.”


  So, although the wall had been completed and we had successfully prevented further damage from the giant boars, a new problem soon emerged.


  After successfully creating the incantation Wall Construction, I shifted my focus toward building roads.


  The land enclosed by the walls formed a square roughly four kilometers on each side. Forest stretched to the north, while the village lay to the south. For now, I planned to build roads leading from the base inside the walls to two gates: one extending south toward the village, and the other north toward the section of forest designated as a conservation area.


  Ever since being reincarnated into this world, I had come to deeply appreciate just how valuable proper roads truly were.


  Simply put, this world barely had any.


  What people here called “roads” were little more than trails naturally formed by repeated foot traffic. Even the journey between the village and the city had been exhausting. Fallen trees blocking the path had to be cleared away, and rivers had to be crossed wherever the current was shallow enough.


  Whether traveling on foot or by cart, the trip was always difficult.


  At the very least, I wanted to create something better.


  The truth was, I thought I had already prepared proper passageways leading to the gates. Areas intended for farmland were treated with [Soil Improvement], while the routes meant to serve as roads were only leveled flat with [Level Ground].


  However, there was one thing I had underestimated. Not giant boars, but people.


  Starting with Brother Baito, the workers employed on my land completely ignored the designated roads.


  Ground treated with Leveling was smooth and easy to walk on. But once carts loaded with harvested crops repeatedly rolled across the same surface, the earth quickly became rutted and uneven. And when that happened—what did they do?


  They cut straight across the fields instead, as if to say, “Why bother going over rough ground? The fields are flat, no stones anywhere, and it’s easier this way.”


  That was probably their thinking.


  At first, I warned them about it. But humans seemed naturally inclined to think that if everyone else was doing something, then it must be acceptable. Before long, almost everyone had abandoned the original route and started crossing the fields however they pleased.


  I could have enforced stricter punishments, but I doubted that alone would have solved the problem. If that was the case, then I needed to create something worthy of being called a proper road.


  ※※※


  


  “… This is harder than I expected.”


  Using magic, I experimented with several different road designs.


  At first, I considered hardening the roads with concrete. But something about that idea bothered me.


  If I remembered correctly, modern concrete and asphalt roads looked clean and convenient, but they also required constant maintenance. Even if construction costs meant nothing thanks to magic, part of me still wanted to build something durable enough to last for generations.


  Maybe that was asking too much.


  I searched through memories from my previous life. I had never worked in construction, so my knowledge was vague at best. Still, I remembered hearing about roads built over a thousand years ago that remained usable even today. Like the stone-paved roads of the ancient Roman Empire.


  A civilization from before the Common Era had built roads so advanced that some still existed in the modern age. I could not remember every detail, but I distinctly recalled a documentary praising how rational and well-designed they had been.


  If memory served, the construction process went something like this.


  First, the ground was dug out deeply along the width of the road.


  Large stones were laid into the trench, followed by layers of gravel and clay. Finally, paving stones were carefully placed across the surface.


  One especially important detail was that the center of the road needed to be slightly raised, creating a gentle slope toward both sides. That allowed rainwater to drain away rather than collect on the surface. But that was not the only advantage.


  That slight incline also helped lock the paving stones together under their own weight, preventing them from shifting easily. As a result, the roads became far more resistant to water damage and heavy traffic.


  Of course, Roman roads also had their drawbacks.


  As far as I remembered, Roman roads were built in almost perfectly straight lines. And not just mostly straight—they were obsessively direct. Rather than detouring around mountains, the Romans would sometimes carve tunnels straight through them just to maintain a direct route.


  Honestly, the idea was a little terrifying.


  If your angle was off by even a tiny amount, how far would you miss your destination? Ten kilometers? A hundred? Without incredibly precise surveying methods, constructing roads like that would be impossible.


  “Well… I guess I’ll try it anyway.”


  Even so, I decided to build a Roman-style road.


  The reason was embarrassingly simple. I just liked stone-paved roads.


  Honestly, I had no idea how much maintenance they would require. But if I formalized the process into an incantation spell, then as long as Valkyrie and the others helped, repairs probably would not be too difficult.


  With that decided, I began refining the image of the new road in my mind.


  ※※※


  


  “Big brother, why do you look so serious?”


  “Hm? Oh, Kyle. I was just thinking about something.”


  Just as my thoughts regarding the roads were beginning to take shape, my younger brother Kyle called out to me.


  Kyle had only recently completed his baptism ceremony that year.


  “Actually,” he said, “the window glass you worked so hard to make doesn’t seem to be selling at all.”


  “Oh, you mean those clear, shiny things? Mom said they’re just piling up in the warehouse and getting in the way.”


  That was exactly the problem.


  When I had visited the city before, I came up with a new product idea—window glass.


  I had been absolutely convinced it would sell, so I produced a massive quantity of it.


  Somehow, not a single piece had moved.


  Every building I saw in the city had been constructed from brick, and not one of them had proper windows. The interior felt dark and closed off, almost like prison cells.


  So naturally, I assumed that if houses with bright, open windows became available, people would welcome them.


  In reality, though, they did not sell.


  The reason was simple.


  The villagers were not dissatisfied with their current lives.


  No matter how much I insisted, “This is a good product,” people would never buy something they had never seen before.


  Since coming into this world, I had realized one thing very clearly.


  Just because a product was good did not mean it would sell.


  People bought things because they wanted them—not simply because they were useful.


  Come to think of it, I remembered hearing in my previous life that in poorer regions, simple, durable goods often sold better than high-performance products. Japanese-made goods sometimes struggled in those markets for the same reason.


  In a village like this, where barter was still common, it was only natural that no one would spend money on something they did not truly need.


  “Isn’t there anything that would actually sell?” I thought out loud.


  “Something that would sell, huh? If it were me, I’d want that.” Kyle said.


  “Huh? Kyle, is there something you want?” I asked.


  “Yeah. The nice furniture in your new house. Every time I see it, I think about how nice it looks.”


  “Furniture, huh…”


  Now that he mentioned it, when I had recreated the inn with magic, the building itself had been empty. So, I had doors installed at the entrance and commissioned the woodcutters to make furniture to match the place—tables, chairs, shelves, and beds, all carefully made to fit. I especially liked the fresh scent of the wood.


  “Come to think of it, the woodcutters don’t really make furniture to sell, do they? I wonder why.”


  “Maybe because it’s too heavy to transport?”


  “… That actually makes sense.”


  If I remembered correctly, Madoc had once said that most of the wood the woodcutters harvested was sold as firewood.


  There were several reasons for that. Because life magic included the [Ignition] spell, people were extremely cautious about fire, and wooden buildings were relatively uncommon. As a result, there was little demand for large timber. Furniture materials and firewood were probably its only major uses.


  Even then, villagers carefully repaired and reused old furniture for years, so there was little demand for new pieces.


  As for the city, the problem was distance. It took three days to reach on foot. A traveling merchant who earned a decent profit might be able to purchase a servitor beast to haul goods by cart. But ordinary woodcutters could never afford something like that.


  Which meant the most they could carry was firewood strapped to a wooden frame on their backs.


  That was probably the reality of it.


  “That might actually be an interesting idea. Maybe I should ask around and see whether furniture would sell.”


  “Yeah! I hope it does, big brother.”


  “If it sells, Kyle, it’ll be thanks to you. Maybe we can buy something tasty from the traveling merchant.”


  “Yay! It’s a promise.”


  Yeah, this might actually be a good direction to pursue.


  And honestly, I wanted products to succeed without relying entirely on my magic.


  My mana reserves were larger than most people’s—but they were not infinite.


  Besides, it felt wrong that only the things I created had value.


  Taken to the extreme, if I ever disappeared, the entire local economy might collapse overnight.


  The land had expanded to the point where we even had extra room to spare now. Maybe it was time to create an environment where other people—not just me—could earn money too.


  Should I try creating something like a company?


  From what I had seen, each household produced small goods independently, and traveling merchants bought them individually. But there did not seem to be any system in which many people gathered to produce the same product collectively.


  If furniture sold reasonably well, it might be interesting to build a workshop—or perhaps even a factory—and hire people to work there.


  That single conversation with my younger brother sent countless new ideas swirling through my mind.


  “You and the others really are amazing, big brother. You can do so many things.”


  “You’ll be able to do plenty yourself someday, Kyle. You’re still just a kid. You should focus on playing while you can.”


  “If you’re the one saying that, then you’re still a kid too. We’re only two years apart.”


  “Well… when you put it that way, I guess you’re right.”


  “Hey, teach me magic too. Brother Baito said you taught him.”


  “Hmm… I did. But… I once made Mom really sad because of it.”


  “Huh? Really? What happened?”


  Lately, I had been spending almost all my time at the development site, while Kyle helped more often at our family home in the village.


  It seemed he had come all this way just to see me today.


  I rarely returned home during the day anymore, and even at night, I was usually late, so we hardly had opportunities to talk.


  Maybe that was why he seemed so excited now.


  Still, I had not expected him to ask me to teach him magic.


  His words stirred up memories I had not thought about in a very long time.


  Back then, I had still been experimenting with improving vegetable varieties like hatsuka in the small field behind our house.


  I was still a child myself, yet I spent my days tilling the soil and carrying heavy buckets brimming with water to irrigate the crops.


  That was when Brother Baito asked why someone smaller than him could carry such heavy loads so easily.


  At the time, I had been deep in trial and error with mana control. I had only recently begun experimenting with [Body Enhancement] and was using my own body to test its effects. Then I suddenly wondered whether other people could achieve the same results.


  So, I decided it was the perfect opportunity and taught Brother Baito how to knead mana and use magic.


  Of the spells I showed him, he could not use the ones that affected external objects, such as [Soil Improvement]. But when it came to [Body Enhancement], he grasped the technique surprisingly quickly.


  It was a spell that strengthened the body by circulating carefully refined mana throughout it, enhancing one's physical abilities. It did not even require a spoken incantation. Perhaps because it directly involved one’s own body, it was easier to understand intuitively.


  Once he learned the basics, Brother Baito became fond of the spell and continued practicing [Body Enhancement] diligently every day.


  At the time, though, I did not truly understand what it meant for someone to gain the power to use magic.


  Looking back on it now, it became one of my deepest regrets.


  ※※※


  


  The real problem began after Brother Baito’s physical abilities improved.


  When I taught him the spell, I had casually assumed he would use his strengthened body to help with tasks like watering the fields.


  Instead, he started using that strength to pick fights with the other children in the village.


  At the time, Brother Baito was still a child himself, and everyone around him was about the same age. Among children, fights could easily break out over the smallest comment—so that part was nothing unusual.


  The problem was that Brother Baito won every single one of them. Before long, he became completely undefeated among the village children.


  Naturally, not everyone found that amusing. The other kids began calling in reinforcements—older boys. Yet even against them, Brother Baito won each time.


  He had probably always been bigger and stronger than most people his age, and honestly, his control over enhancement magic was still crude back then. The boosts he gained should not have been that overwhelming.


  Still, he kept winning.


  For the older boys, losing to someone younger than them was humiliating. But facing him one-on-one had become dangerous, so they changed tactics. They started ganging up on him instead.


  Apparently, even Brother Baito could not overcome that at first. More and more often, he came home bruised and battered.


  Brother Baito’s greatest strength was his frightening mentality.


  Most people, after getting beaten badly, would become cautious and avoid further fights. Brother Baito did the exact opposite. No matter how many times he lost, he kept charging back in. And through those repeated battles, he steadily sharpened his fighting ability.


  Before long, he became strong enough to drive back several opponents at once. Eventually, there was no one left in the village who could defeat him. But getting there had not been easy.


  Day after day, he skipped farm work to go pick fights. No matter how often he was scolded, he never stopped. Then one day, Mother finally broke down in tears. She blamed herself, saying perhaps she had failed as a parent and raised him poorly.


  When I saw that, even I was shaken.


  Teaching someone enhancement magic had nearly torn a family apart.


  Maybe that was why the Church only began teaching everyday magic to children around the age of six, when they were just old enough to develop some sense of judgment.


  In any case, the experience taught me one thing very clearly.


  Teaching magic carelessly was dangerous.


  “So that’s what happened,” I explained. “That’s why I never taught you magic, Kyle.”


  “I didn’t know something like that had happened,” Kyle murmured as he looked up at me.


  “Well, if you still want to learn, I’ll teach you,” I said. “You’re smart—unlike that muscle-brained idiot brother of ours. If it’s magic to sharpen your mind, I can teach you that.”


  “Huh? Really?” Kyle’s eyes widened. “You will?”


  “Only if you promise you won’t get into fights,” I told him firmly.


  “Yeah, I promise!” Kyle nodded eagerly. “I won’t fight, so teach me magic!”


  “Good. Then, let’s begin your special training right away.”


  I had reflected on teaching Brother Baito magic, but I could not ignore the things it had enabled him to do.


  Part of the reason Brother Baito managed to rally the villagers and get them to help with the farm work was that everyone knew how strong he was in a fight.


  In the end, things had worked out somehow. Fortune could turn in unexpected ways, like an old man’s horse.


  Still, I absolutely did not want Kyle to pour all his magic into physical strength, as Brother Baito had. I wanted him to invest it in his brain instead.


  When magic was concentrated in the brain, it enhanced not only memory but also cognitive function. Reasoning, calculation, comprehension, everything.


  Unlike before, I could now spare time to properly teach my little brother.


  I wanted Kyle to study hard, learn to read and do arithmetic, and eventually become an administrative expert—something this village had never had before.


  As I imagined the day when a grown Kyle would help manage my work, I began teaching him how to control magic.


  ※※※


  


  “Huh? Who did you say was here?” I asked, turning toward Brother Baito.


  “He says he’s a ronin,” Brother Baito replied with a shrug. “Apparently, he’s been wandering from place to place.”


  One day, while I was teaching Kyle magic, Brother Baito came to inform me that a visitor had arrived at our base.


  Hardly anyone from outside had ever come to a remote village like this, so perhaps that was why Brother Baito had gone out of his way to tell me personally.


  “He said he heard rumors about this village and came all the way here,” Brother Baito said, shaking his head.


  “Huh. Has this village actually become famous for something?”


  “Probably because you took down that giant boar,” he said with a grin. “Anyway, let’s meet him. I’ll bring him over.”


  With that, Brother Baito dashed out through the front door.


  So, the giant boar had become a topic of conversation beyond the village.


  Wondering what exactly the traveler wanted, I waited for his arrival with a faint unease stirring in my chest.


  ※※※


  


  “It is an honor to make your acquaintance,” the man said with a formal bow. “This humble one travels from land to land, in pursuit of craftsmanship.”


  “… This humble one?” I repeated blankly. “In pursuit?”


  “Ha ha ha. That is simply the manner of speech where I come from,” he replied lightly.


  “You wouldn’t happen to be from the east, by any chance?”


  “Oh?” The man raised his brows with interest. “You are surprisingly knowledgeable. Indeed, I was born in a land far to the east.”


  “… Is it an island nation?”


  “Hmm? No, not an island nation,” he answered thoughtfully. “Do you know of some place like that?”


  “Not really, don’t worry about it,” I said, waving it off. “Let me introduce myself properly. I’m Ars.”


  “I am honored. This one is called Gran. I humbly request your acquaintance.”


  The man Brother Baito had brought spoke unlike anyone I had ever met in this world, and I found myself wondering whether people in the eastern lands truly talked like this, and what kind of place it was.


  “So, Gran,” I asked, “what brings you all the way here?”


  “Hmm. I heard that a giant boar was slain in this land,” Gran replied calmly. “I wished to see the beast with my own eyes, if possible.”


  “I don’t mind,” I said. “Though we didn’t preserve the body or anything, so it’s no longer fully intact…”


  “By the way,” Gran continued, “which honorable person was it that slew the giant boar? I would very much like to meet them.”


  “Uh… that would be me.”


  “What? Lord Ars? A child such as yourself?” Gran blinked in disbelief. “Forgive me, but I find that hard to believe.”


  “Well, I only defeated it using traps. It wasn’t anything particularly impressive.”


  “Hmm… no, I should apologize,” he said, inclining his head slightly. “In every village I visited, I was told that giant boars are ferocious and terrifying creatures.”


  It was hardly surprising that he had heard such stories. Any settlement near the northern forest would have passed them down.


  Long ago, several villages had been founded in an attempt to turn that vast forest into farmland. In the end, however, none of them truly succeeded.


  Some villages disappeared entirely, while others—like this village—survived only by shrinking in size and barely managing to sustain themselves.


  The reason was the giant boars.


  No matter how far development progressed, the villages would sooner or later run into the giant boar problem. They cleared the forest, cultivated fields, and finally managed to grow crops—only for the giant boars to descend and destroy everything.


  The beasts had another particularly troublesome trait.


  Once a giant boar learned the taste of cultivated crops, it would pass that knowledge on to its young, and entire groups would begin raiding villages.


  If that were all, it might still have been manageable.


  The real problem was that some of them eventually developed a taste for human flesh.


  Giant boars were omnivores. They did not prefer meat, but they would eat it when the opportunity arose. Naturally, humans were no exception.


  When the forest was cut down, and food became scarce, the boars devoured the crops. And once the crops were gone, what remained?


  Through bad luck or some unfortunate trigger, a few giant boars developed a taste for people, and several villages were wiped out.


  Even in this village, those stories had been passed down across generations.


  If people barricaded themselves inside their homes, it hardly mattered. A farmer’s crude wooden house would collapse instantly beneath the charge of such an enormous beast. For villages near the northern forest, “giant boar” was practically synonymous with terror.


  “But in the end, it’s still just a really big boar, right?” I said. “Why go out of your way to see one?”


  “Lord Ars fought one without knowing?” Gran replied in surprise. “Giant boars possess the spell [Hardening].”


  “Wait, seriously? I had no idea… Ah, that explains why our attacks barely worked.”


  “Indeed. And from creatures capable of using magic, one may obtain materials suitable for crafting many things.”


  “Materials?”


  “Precisely. By channeling magic through the tusks of a giant boar, one may forge weapons harder than ordinary metal.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “I speak the truth. I travel from land to land, seeking such rare materials and devoting myself to craftsmanship.”


  “Then, Gran, you can make weapons out of giant boar’s tusks?”


  “Indeed.”


  “That’s amazing. Will you make me a weapon? I’ll compensate you properly, of course!”


  The unexpected revelation instantly lifted my spirits.


  So giant boar tusks were harder than metal.


  I was suddenly very glad I had kept them instead of throwing them away.


  Remembering the tusks were still stored in a corner of the warehouse, I silently thanked fate for this chance encounter.


  “Over here,” I said. “I’ve been storing the giant boar’s tusks in this warehouse.”


  After Gran explained that the giant boar I defeated could be turned into weapon materials, I immediately led him there.


  “Hmm. Pardon me. Allow me to examine them,” he said.


  The moment we entered, Gran walked straight toward the tusks. After offering a quiet word of courtesy, he carefully lifted one of them from the shelf, handling it as delicately as if it were a priceless treasure.


  For some reason, he reminded me of the antique appraisal shows I had seen in my previous life.


  “Magnificent,” he murmured. “These are undoubtedly the tusks of a magical beast. Moreover, the creature appears to have been slain while actively using magic. I can still sense traces of magical power lingering within them.”


  “Lingering traces? Does that make a difference?”


  “Indeed, Lord Ars. When hunting a magical beast, it is best to finish it while it is actively using magic. Materials obtained in that state tend to be of superior quality. When forged into a weapon, the flow of magic through the finished weapon considerably changes.”


  “Then these tusks here can become a genuinely powerful weapon, right?”


  “That is correct. However…” Gran paused slightly. “That does not necessarily mean I can fulfill your request, Lord Ars.”


  “Huh? Why not?”


  “It is not a matter of refusal,” he replied calmly. “To forge magical beast materials into weapons, one requires proper facilities and a suitable catalyst. This village possesses neither, so I cannot forge it here.”


  “Facilities and a catalyst? What exactly do you need?”


  “Let me see. First, a furnace capable of producing extremely high heat. And second, a catalyst in the form of a magical beast’s core.”


  “A furnace, I understand. But what’s a core?”


  “A core is the organ that allows a magical beast to use magic. The exact form differs from creature to creature. In any case, such cores are all rare and difficult to obtain.”


  A body part necessary for using magic…


  The moment Gran explained it, something immediately came to mind.


  The horns of the Valkyries.


  Those servitor beasts could use magic, but if their horns were cut off, they lost that ability entirely. Whether they could truly be classified as magical beasts or not, their horns clearly possessed the same characteristics Gran described.


  I immediately hurried deeper into the warehouse, grabbed one of the horns piled in the corner, and brought it back to him.


  “Could this work as a substitute for a core? If it can, then all we’d need is a high-temperature furnace…”


  “… Allow me to examine it,” he said.


  The instant I handed Gran the horn, surprise flickered across his face. He quickly composed himself and began inspecting it with intense focus.


  After carefully studying the surface, he traced every ridge and edge with his fingers, staring at it so intently it seemed he might bore a hole through it with his eyes alone.


  “I cannot say for certain this is a core,” he finally said, “but I believe this could indeed serve as a catalyst in place of a core.”


  “I thought so too.”


  “Could it be,” Gran asked slowly, “that these horns belong to the servitor beasts of this land?”


  “Yeah,” I replied. “You figured that out pretty fast.”


  “I have heard of such things,” Gran replied. “Among servitor beasts, there are species capable of using magic. In some regions, people extract cores from them and use them as a stable source of magical materials. Still, I never imagined I would encounter such a source in a village like this.”


  “Wait a second. There are servitor beasts that can use magic?”


  “Indeed. Were you unaware? Magic-type servitor beasts are considered extremely valuable, too.”


  You’ve got to be kidding me.


  Did even the traveling merchant not know about this?


  If that was the case, weren’t we selling them for far too cheap?


  I was definitely going to renegotiate the price next time.


  And if that merchant had intentionally hidden the information from us, I might have to reconsider doing business with him altogether.


  “Thanks. I honestly had no idea. That was really helpful.”


  “I-Is that so? If it proved useful to you, Lord Ars, then I am glad,” Gran replied modestly.


  “So, all we need now is a furnace capable of producing high temperatures, right?”


  “To be precise, there are other tools and materials required as well,” Gran explained, “but yes, a furnace is indispensable. Surely you are not suggesting that this village already possesses one?”


  “No, we don’t. But I’ll try making one.”


  I had no idea what sort of temperatures he actually needed.


  Still, the bricks I created were not ordinary clay bricks baked in a kiln. When I first made them with magic, I had intended them to be heat-resistant bricks capable of withstanding extremely high temperatures.


  Whether they could truly endure such heat, I had no idea.


  Even so, I intended to try.


  The possibility of finally obtaining a real weapon was right in front of me, and my motivation surged higher than ever.


  ※※※


  


  “No good,” Gran declared bluntly as he inspected the furnace. “With this shape, the heat will not circulate properly. The structure itself is crude. You still have much to learn.”


  After barely managing to build the furnace under Gran’s relentless supervision, I let out a tired sigh and sat down for a moment.


  “What is the matter, Lord Ars?” Gran asked immediately. “It is far too early to sleep. I shall set up lighting, so you may continue working without hesitation.”


  “You’re seriously not going to let me rest?”


  “You have barely managed to produce something passable,” he continued, completely ignoring my complaint while examining the furnace. “Very well. Next, we shall make a slightly larger one.”


  “A larger one too?!”


  “Of course. And make it properly this time. Even if it functions, a furnace built carelessly will collapse before long.”


  After several more attempts, Gran finally gave a small nod.


  “Yes… This is better. This one might actually be usable. Now then, let us proceed to the next step. We shall make a bellows.”


  “A bellows?”


  “Good grief, Lord Ars, how little you know. Simply possessing a furnace does not mean one can practice blacksmithing,” Gran said with an exasperated shake of his head. “Listen carefully. Even if you light the furnace, the temperature will not rise sufficiently unless air is forced into it. That is why a bellows is necessary.”


  “Can’t we work on that later, after I have taken some rest?”


  “What are you saying?” Gran shot back immediately. “With that attitude, you shall never obtain a proper weapon. Come now—we will build it together.”


  So, the work continued.


  “Excellent. Yes, this is excellent,” Gran said admiringly once the completed bellows had been fitted to the furnace. “A newly made bellows attached to a fresh furnace… truly, this is a work of art for the forge itself. Surely you agree, Lord Ars? Open your eyes and appreciate it properly.”


  “… Can we finally start forging now?”


  “This is the end? Whatever are you talking about?” Gran stared at me in disbelief. “We are nowhere near finished. There are still many things left to prepare.”


  “Seriously?”


  “The furnace may be essential, but the fuel fed into it is equally important. Inferior fuel will never produce superior results.”


  “So what you are saying is, regular firewood isn’t enough?”


  “Precisely. This is not some campfire where one simply tosses in logs at random. We must make charcoal.”


  “… Which means another furnace, I’m guessing?”


  “Of course, Lord Ars. It is absolutely necessary.”


  At that point, I was honestly starting to regret ever asking for a weapon.


  “This village is terribly wasteful,” Gran muttered as we gathered materials again. “You possess vast forests and abundant timber, yet not a single person here knows how to produce proper charcoal.”


  “Is charcoal really that important?”


  “Understand this well, Lord Ars. The secret to charcoal lies in cutting off the air.”


  Gran picked up a piece of firewood as he explained.


  “When wood burns normally, it turns to ash. But what happens if you seal it and block the air? It burns while retaining its shape instead of crumbling into ash. That becomes charcoal.”


  “I see…”


  “The finer the charcoal, the easier it becomes to control the fire. Yet no such quality exists in this village.”


  “So, if something doesn’t exist, you make it yourself?”


  “Exactly.” Gran gave an approving nod. “You are finally beginning to understand. That is what it means to be a craftsman.”


  For the first time since we met, Gran’s expression softened slightly.


  “I have traveled across many lands,” he said quietly. “There were countless times when I wept because I could not obtain the materials or tools I needed. But one who creates cannot afford to simply complain.”


  “Then why keep traveling around instead of settling somewhere?”


  “… Well,” Gran replied after a pause, “various things happened.”


  The atmosphere turned strangely heavy for a moment, but it vanished almost instantly.


  “Ah, no, no, that will not do, Lord Ars,” Gran interrupted sharply the moment my hands slowed. “If you shape it like that, the seal will not hold. You may talk as much as you wish, but do not let your hands grow careless.”


  “Yes, yes. This is progressing nicely,” he continued sometime later while inspecting the charcoal kiln. “With this, we should be able to produce excellent charcoal.”


  “Finally…”


  “Now then, it is time to light it.”


  “What? Right now? I haven’t slept properly in days.”


  “You will survive. A man does not die so easily.”


  “You say that so casually…”


  “More importantly, the firing process. The beginning is the most critical stage. Follow my instructions carefully, and there will be no mistakes.”


  “You do it.”


  “You would have me do it?” Gran looked genuinely offended. “But it is you, Lord Ars, who built this furnace and seek this weapon. If so, how can you lack the resolve to see it through to the end?”


  Before I could argue further, Gran shoved the tools into my hands.


  “Come now, quickly. Ah, not like that—do not handle it so roughly. Give it here. Observe carefully. This is how it is done.”


  At some point, the forge began to resemble a blazing inferno.


  “It has become so hot in here,” I muttered.


  “Mm… splendid,” Gran murmured with satisfaction while heat filled the room. “Feel that warmth, Lord Ars. Too hot, you say? This is barely the beginning.”


  “Fine. Tell me what’s next,” I finally surrendered to the Gran’s pace.


  “And now, at last,” Gran declared dramatically, lifting the giant boar’s tusk, “we shall forge this into a weapon. Watch closely. Simply sharpening the tusk alone would already produce a fine weapon. However, if we combine it with the catalyst here…”


  While Gran launched into another lengthy explanation, I quietly began edging toward the exit.


  “Where do you think you are going, Lord Ars?” Gran snapped instantly.


  “… Bathroom.”


  “I am not finished explaining yet. Ah—Lord Ars?! Where are you going?!”


  ◇◇◇


  “Are you kidding me!”


  I had volunteered to help Gran build the equipment needed to forge the weapon, but the man had worked me to the bone, barely allowing me a moment of sleep.


  That guy was insane.


  I might have seriously underestimated just how unhinged a true craftsman could be.


  There was no way I could keep this up.


  Tearing myself free from Gran’s grasp, I fled straight for my bed.


  “Hey, Kyle. You around?”


  “Huh? What’s wrong, Brother?”


  “You go deal with that weirdo.”


  “W-Weirdo? Who are you talking about?”


  “Gran, obviously. That lunatic wandering around the world making weapons. Go help him with his work.”


  “N-No way. You should do it yourself, Brother.”


  “Listen, Kyle. I’m saying this for your own good. Learning a trade will help you later in life. Besides, if you use that spell you’ve been practicing—the one that speeds up your thinking—you’ll pick things up fast while helping Gran.”


  “You’re only saying that because you want to run away, aren’t you? I’m not falling for it.”


  “I’ve got other things to do.”


  “That’s a lie. You don’t have anything to do besides helping Mr. Gran make weapons.”


  “I’m going to expand the charcoal furnace. That thing’s genuinely valuable. With charcoal of this high quality, we could probably sell it outside the village too. Anyway, go. That’s an order.”


  After days of sleep deprivation, I had finally hit my limit.


  It was unfortunate, but I needed to get away from Gran, even if it meant sacrificing family in the process.


  Poor Kyle.


  Using my little brother as a human shield, I made my escape.


  With my exhausted brain barely functioning, I forced out one excuse after another until Kyle was dragged off to help Gran instead.


  Do your best.


  And try not to die.


  ◇◇◇


  “Oh, it’s finished?”


  “Yes. Thanks to Lord Kyle’s diligent efforts, everything was completed without issue.”


  “So why is my brother collapsed on the floor over there and hasn’t moved an inch…”


  “I entrusted Lord Kyle with operating the bellows,” Gran explained calmly. “He worked very hard.”


  The bellows, huh.


  It was a strange box-shaped device that had to be pumped continuously to force air into the furnace.


  While Gran handled the forging, Kyle had probably spent the entire time working the thing under Gran’s relentless instructions.


  I couldn’t help but feel I might have done something a little cruel.


  I decided to let Kyle sleep.


  “Show me the weapon.” It was time for the reveal.


  “Here you go,” Gran declared proudly, straightening his back as he showed me my weapon. “I dare say it ranks among the best blades I have ever forged.”


  After spending sleepless nights working together, whatever distance had once existed between us had long since disappeared. As he spoke, Gran gently handed over the weapon he had made.


  It was a sword.


  A straight Western-style blade—something close to what would probably be called a longsword.


  If no one had told me it was forged from a giant boar’s tusk, I never would have guessed. The blade was pure white, its surface gleaming with a soft luster. Rather than metal, it reminded me of polished pearl.


  “It’s pretty light,” I said, testing the balance in my hand.


  “Indeed,” Gran replied with a satisfied nod. “Compared to metal, it is lighter. However, it is by no means fragile. It possesses more than enough strength to cleave through any opponent.”


  “And if you run magic through it, it hardens, right?” I asked.


  “Even without hardening, the blade should possess sufficient rigidity,” Gran explained patiently. “Channeling magic through it is only necessary when greater durability is required.”


  “And that shorter sword you’ve got there?” I asked, glancing toward the blade in his other hand. “What’s that?”


  “This one?” Gran lifted it slightly. “It is a blade forged from the tusk of a young giant boar.”


  “A young one’s tusk?” I frowned. “There were still adult tusks left, weren’t there? Why go out of your way to make that?”


  “I would very much like Lord Ars to carry this one.”


  “Hm? Because I’m still a kid?” I said dryly. “It’s about the size of a dagger, so I’d probably just keep it for self-defense.”


  “For now, that is sufficient,” Gran replied. “However, weapons forged from the young of magical beasts possess growth potential. This blade is no exception.”


  “Growth potential?” I repeated, staring at the short blade in my hand. “What does that mean?”


  “Heh. Prepare to be amazed,” Gran said with a faint smile. “This weapon grows by feeding upon the wielder’s magic. If raised to the same size as the larger sword I forged, the grown blade would surpass it in strength.”


  “Huh. So, something like that actually exists?” I said, turning the dagger over in my hand. “Magic really can do just about anything.”


  “That said,” Gran continued, “a single person’s magic will not produce much growth. Such weapons are often passed down through generations, absorbing the magic of each successor over time. In this way, they eventually become treasured heirloom blades.”


  I see.


  So truly powerful weapons were created through the accumulated magic of generations of wielders. Maybe that was the sort of thing noble families possessed.


  Since this was a hardening blade, once it fully matured, it would probably become incredibly difficult to break. It certainly sounded impressive.


  “Thanks,” I said honestly. “It’s been my dream to have a weapon of my own. I really appreciate this.”


  “The gratitude is mine,” Gran replied, bowing respectfully. “For a wandering craftsman, opportunities to work with such excellent facilities and abundant materials are rare indeed. Meeting you, Lord Ars, has been a fortune beyond expectation.”


  “I see. Well, if possible, I’d be happy if you stayed a little longer and forged a few more things,” I said. “There are still tusks left, after all. Oh, and does this sword have a name?”


  “It is customary for magical weapons to bear the name of their creator,” Gran explained. “I would have this blade known as the Hardfang Sword Gran.”


  “The Hardfang Sword Gran, huh?” I nodded. “I’ll take good care of it.”


  Just like that, I obtained my very first weapon.


  ※※※


  


  “Incredible!” Gran suddenly exclaimed. “Why did you not tell me sooner that such a thing existed, Lord Ars?!”


  “I mean, you never asked…” I said defensively. “Besides, this doesn’t really have anything to do with blacksmithing, does it?”


  “What are you saying?” Gran shot back immediately. “Among the most common catalysts used in crafting, magic mushrooms are among the finest.”


  “How was I supposed to know that?” I protested. “If that’s true, you should’ve said something earlier.”


  “And to think there is this much of it…” Gran murmured in awe as he looked around. “Lord Ars, this place is nothing short of a paradise for craftsmen.”


  At first, I had only managed to cultivate magic mushrooms on a very small scale. But by now, production had increased considerably.


  I had set aside part of the land within the walls as a cultivation area and steadily expanded the number of logs used for growing them.


  Apparently, once spores were planted in a log, the mushrooms could be harvested for several years. I kept increasing the supply little by little, and recently, even the woodcutters had started helping with cultivation, causing production to snowball rapidly.


  “So, are you planning to use these magic mushrooms for forging weapons too?” I asked. “I don’t know how much you need, but don’t go overboard. I can’t afford to use them all.”


  “Then allow me to ask in return,” Gran said, turning toward me. “Why do you keep so many magic mushrooms stockpiled, Lord Ars?”


  “I just stored them in case I needed to replenish my magic.”


  “You produce magic recovery potions?” Gran asked, glancing around the workshop. “Yet I see no equipment for such preparations here…”


  “No, I don’t know how to make potions,” I admitted. “I just dried the mushrooms and chewed them whenever I needed to restore my magic.”


  “Good heavens…” Gran sighed deeply. “That is an astonishingly primitive method.”


  “What choice did I have? I can’t make medicine.”


  “In that case, allow me to prepare it.”


  “Wait, you can make potions too?” I stared at him.


  “It is not my specialty,” Gran replied modestly, “but I am familiar with the fundamentals. If the mushrooms are to be used as catalysts, it is far more efficient to refine them into proper magic recovery potions first.”


  “Hm… then maybe I’ll take you up on that,” I said. “I can watch, right?”


  “Of course,” Gran answered at once. “More importantly, I would have you assist directly and experience the joy of crafting for yourself.”


  With you, helping just means getting traumatized again.


  Still, I had to admit it—Gran was genuinely skilled.


  The Hardfang Sword he forged possessed a strange elegance—almost a sensual refinement in its construction. It wasn’t simply technical expertise. There was a sense of dignity and formality to his work, as though he understood what a proper weapon should embody.


  It was hard to believe he had learned everything on his own. More likely, he had trained at some prestigious place before becoming a wandering craftsman.


  “Well, whatever,” I said, rolling my shoulders. “I managed to get a little rest, so I’ve recovered enough to move again. What about you, Gran? Don’t you need a break?”


  “I can continue without issue,” Gran replied briskly. “Now then, Lord Kyle, you must rise as well.”


  “No way… I can’t move anymore,” Kyle groaned weakly from the floor.


  “Kyle, you don’t have to force yourself,” I said. “But once you’ve rested, come back. You can just watch me help out if nothing else.”


  It seemed Gran had taken a liking to Kyle as well.


  Still, if we pushed him too hard, he would end up bedridden. Better to let him rest for now.


  That said, being left alone with Gran for extended periods was exhausting in its own way. I’d drag Kyle back later. Watching the process alone would probably teach him plenty.


  So, I resumed working alongside Gran once more.


  ※※※


  


  “Magic recovery potion… This just looks like tea to me,” I muttered.


  I had expected something closer to the brightly colored potions you saw in games.


  But the magic recovery potion Gran taught me to make was essentially a kind of tea.


  Not tea made from leaves, of course.


  The magic mushrooms, which looked and tasted like shiitake, were first dried, lightly roasted, and then ground into a fine powder.


  That powder was dissolved in warm water to create the magic recovery potion.


  Taking a sip, I found it tasted almost exactly like shiitake tea—I had tried it once in my previous life.


  “It was wise that we first made charcoal together, Lord Ars,” Gran said with satisfaction. “Because the heat output remained stable and consistent, we were able to produce a high-quality magic recovery potion.”


  “So, we store it as powder like this?” I asked, looking over the finished batch.


  “Indeed.”


  “And this powder becomes the catalyst during weapon forging?”


  “Ah, no. Not this time,” Gran replied, shaking his head. “This catalyst will not be used for a weapon, but for armor.”


  “Armor?”


  “Precisely. A giant boar provides more than tusks alone, does it not? We shall craft leather armor from its hide.”


  “Oh, leather armor. Nice.”


  “We use the magic recovery potion during the tanning process,” he explained. “Not in powdered form, but dissolved into hot water. The hide is then soaked in the solution for several days.”


  “And why go through the trouble of using a magic recovery potion for that?”


  “It is the same principle as with the weapon,” Gran said. “When crafted with a proper catalyst, it becomes more than ordinary leather armor—it gains magical properties. Admittedly, it will not rival the Hardfang Sword forged from the tusks, but it should possess solid defensive capabilities.”


  “No, that’s already incredible,” I said honestly. “You really can make just about anything, can’t you?”


  “Ha ha ha, you flatter me,” Gran replied, scratching his head awkwardly.


  He was downplaying it, but he truly was remarkable.


  A complete eccentric, yes—but undeniably talented.


  There were probably many other things he knew how to make. If only he hadn’t dragged everyone around him into endless sleepless nights without the slightest hint of guilt, he would’ve been perfect.


  Even so, it still amazed me that someone I never could have met under normal circumstances in this remote village had ended up here, of all places.


  Grateful for the encounter, I spent several more days pulling all-nighters beside Gran, helping him with one project after another.


  At that point, I almost wanted to praise my past self for creating the spell [Meditation].


  The spell itself was simple—it merely removed all fatigue after a single night’s sleep. But without that magic, there was no way I could have kept up with Gran, a true craftsman.


  Otherwise, I probably would have worked myself to death before even reaching adulthood.


  “The leather armor’s finally done… I’m exhausted…” I muttered.


  “Indeed, it is a splendid piece,” Gran said with a satisfied nod. “However, Lord Baito is still in his growth period, so I imagine it will no longer fit him before long.”


  “That’s fine. Once Brother Baito outgrows it, I’ll take it as a hand-me-down.”


  There had been one major issue when we decided to make the leather armor.


  Sizing.


  We tanned the giant boar’s hide using the magic recovery potion—basically shiitake tea—and worked it into leather. But if we made the armor for me, there was an obvious problem: my body was still too small.


  Once the leather was cut down to a smaller size, it couldn’t exactly be enlarged again later.


  So instead of tailoring it for me, we decided to make the armor to fit my older brother, who was considerably bigger.


  All things considered, Brother Baito played an important role in managing the land and coordinating everyone’s work. This could serve as a small reward for him.


  We took his measurements and tailored the armor specifically to fit him.


  That said, he was still growing. If we made it fit too perfectly, it would become unusable too soon. So each section was designed slightly larger, with enough flexibility to allow for future adjustments.


  That way, once he eventually outgrew it, I’d be able to wear it myself.


  “Ever since coming here, each day has been thoroughly enjoyable,” Gran said cheerfully. “Now then, Lord Ars—what shall we create next?”


  “Why are we already talking about what’s next?” I shot back. “I don’t plan on spending all my entire life crafting things.”


  “How cruel,” Gran lamented dramatically. “Would you truly deprive this humble craftsman of his joy, Lord Ars?”


  “If you’re that motivated,” I said, “then why not teach the people working here how to make something they could actually sell?”


  “Hm…” Gran stroked his chin thoughtfully. “I do intend to remain in this land for some time, so I would not object. However, above all else, I still wish to create something new.”


  “Hm. In that case, how about this?”


  If he wanted to craft something that badly, there was one thing I had wanted someone to try building for quite a while now.


  It was something I had never managed to do well myself. And depending on how it turned out, it might satisfy Gran’s creative urges for at least a little while.


  ◇◇◇


  “I’ve stacked all the bricks I prepared over here,” I said, gesturing toward the pile. “I want you to construct a building using only these. There’s just one condition—you can’t exceed the number of bricks available. What do you think?”


  What I proposed to Gran wasn’t the forging of a weapon or armor, but the construction of a building.


  The man was absurdly versatile. He possessed knowledge not only of crafting weapons and armor, but also of medicine. If that was the case, I figured he might know something about architecture, too.


  And I intended to place one strict limitation on the project.


  Only a fixed number of bricks is to be used.


  More specifically, the same number of bricks I had once used when reproducing an inn through magic.


  Whenever I tried to construct a building entirely from imagination, the magic cost scaled with the structure's total internal volume, including all the empty space inside it. Because of that, creating large buildings purely through visualization was incredibly inefficient.


  There had been one exception…


  When I recreated the inn, I first saturated the actual building with magic and fully grasped its structure. By perfectly understanding its shape and composition beforehand, the magic cost no longer depended on its volume, but only on the amount of construction material required.


  In other words, at present, the largest structure I could reliably construct was one that used roughly the same total number of bricks as the two-story inn.


  That was why I handed Gran exactly that amount and asked him to build something entirely new.


  If he succeeded in designing a worthwhile building, I could preserve it using [Memory Preservation].


  Once recorded, I would be able to recreate the structure whenever I wanted, as many times as necessary.


  “Can you do it?” I asked. “And just so we’re clear, I want the interior to feel as spacious as possible while still using the bricks efficiently. No ugly block-shaped boxes.”


  “I see,” Gran murmured thoughtfully. “To construct a building under fixed constraints… what an intriguing challenge. Because the restrictions are simple, success depends entirely on ingenuity. Ordinarily, one would instead focus on how grand a structure could be made with unlimited materials.”


  “At the moment, we don’t need anything enormous.”


  “One question,” Gran continued. “Are bricks the only permitted material?”


  “You can use mortar and similar materials to bind them together,” I answered. “Oh, and the building should actually be suitable for people to live in.”


  “Very well. I accept Lord Ars’s challenge. I shall begin at once.”


  Taking on my request, Gran began work on the structure.


  “Well then,” I muttered once he was fully occupied, “while Gran’s busy, I might as well try something myself.”


  After spending days helping him nonstop, I was honestly getting tired of constant crafting.


  Still, there was one thing I wanted to experiment with.


  It was an idea that had come to me while examining the Hardfang Sword.


  The Hardfang Sword was a straight blade forged from the tusk of a giant boar. Even in its natural state, a tusk possessed enough hardness—combined with the force of the beast’s massive charge—to easily pierce a human body.


  Once shaped into a sword and reinforced by channeling magic through it, the durability increased even further. And yet, even without magic flowing through it, the blade remained extraordinarily hard.


  To be honest, I didn’t really understand the principle behind it.


  What I did know was this:


  The giant boar’s tusks functioned as the base material, while the Valkyries’ horns acted as a catalyst, producing the magical property of [Hardening].


  If that effect could be created in a weapon, then couldn’t the same principle be applied elsewhere?


  Once Gran disappeared to focus on the building, I quietly headed toward the furnace alone, carrying an armful of materials.


  The idea itself was simple. I wanted to see whether the bricks I created could be even harder.


  Standing before the furnace, I laid everything out one by one: the heat-resistant bricks I had made with magic, clay formed through magic, giant boar tusks, Valkyrie horns, and magic recovery potions.


  First, I took the heat-resistant bricks and crushed them with the blacksmith’s hammer.


  It was something I vaguely remembered from my previous life.


  Apparently, one method of making heat-resistant bricks from clay involved crushing existing heat-resistant bricks and mixing the fragments back into fresh clay.


  It sounded backward, but producing high-quality refractory bricks from ordinary clay alone was difficult. By blending in already-fired heat-resistant material, the process became far more stable and reliable.


  Using that as a reference, I mixed the finely crushed brick powder into the clay and prepared to fire a new batch in the furnace.


  Of course, I wasn’t simply trying to bake bricks I could already create with magic. To bring my idea to life, I began incorporating other materials as well.


  Along with the crushed brick, I mixed in finely ground giant boar tusk and Valkyrie horn, then kneaded everything together using a liquid magic recovery potion. For the time being, I divided the mixture into roughly ten different ratios and worked on each batch separately, packing the clay into molds before firing them in the kiln.


  Then I repeated the process again and again.


  Most of what came out crumbled the moment I touched it—failure after failure.


  Part of that was probably due to my own inexperience with brickmaking. Still, as I gradually became more accustomed to the work, I continued adjusting the material ratios little by little while firing new batches one after another.


  After producing more bricks than I could count, I finally created what I had been aiming for.


  “Hard as a rock…”


  The brick I produced was astonishingly solid.


  Perhaps because of the tusks and horns mixed into it, the color differed completely from the reddish-brown bricks I normally created with magic. The surface had a faint milky-white tone streaked with dark veins, and it was polished so smoothly that it barely felt like brick at all.


  If anything, it resembled marble more than baked clay.


  For the moment, I decided to call it a hardened brick.


  I raised the blacksmith’s hammer I had swung countless times during the process and brought it down hard against the finished brick.


  Clang.


  A sharp metallic sound rang through the workshop.


  Any ordinary brick I had previously made would have shattered instantly under that blow. But the hardened brick didn’t even gain a scratch.


  “That’s incredible…”


  I hadn’t expected that simply combining the base material and catalyst would produce something like this.


  Even with the technology of my previous life, I doubted a brick like this could have been made.


  A deep sense of fulfillment welled up inside me.


  For the first time, I felt like I could truly understand why Gran devoted himself so obsessively to crafting. But what I wanted to do didn’t end there.


  Creating the hardened brick itself was only the first step.


  What I truly wanted was not merely to manufacture hardened bricks by hand, but to reproduce them through magic.


  Magic was a force that ignored common sense entirely.


  The part that amazed me most was how thoroughly it ignored the scientific knowledge I carried from my previous life.


  I could create bricks from ordinary earth, and from similar materials, I could even produce glass or white porcelain. And yet, despite all that freedom, I had never been able to create metals—materials fundamentally harder than soil or stone.


  That limitation had always frustrated me.


  What about this hardened brick?


  Could my magic now create a brick harder than any ordinary one—something approaching the hardness of metal?


  I had wondered about that for a long time.


  No matter how vividly I imagined an impossibly hard brick, my magic never produced anything beyond the limits of what I already considered possible.


  Most likely, my own common sense had interfered, subconsciously insisting that such material could not exist.


  That was precisely why I wanted to create one physically first.


  A brick with metallic hardness, born in this world through real materials and craftsmanship.


  I lifted the hardened brick in both hands and channeled magic from my body into it.


  What I intended to do now was the same as before.


  I carefully enveloped the hardened brick in refined magic, saturating every inch of it as thoroughly as possible, determined not to overlook even the smallest detail of its internal structure.


  Once I was fully satisfied, I invoked the spell [Memory Preservation].


  “[Hardened Brick Generation].”


  With the structure of the hardened brick engraved into my memory, I activated the spell.


  The experiment succeeded.


  Instead of the usual reddish-brown bricks created through [Brick Generation], a marble-like brick of extraordinary hardness materialized before me.


  Just like that, I had successfully created a new spell: [Hardened Brick Generation].


  The bricks produced by the spell were incomparably harder than anything I had made before. And the most absurd part was that I no longer needed giant boar tusks or Valkyrie horns as materials. Simply by casting the spell, I could generate hardened bricks directly from earth.


  I immediately began wondering how else these hardened bricks could be used.


  The first thing that came to mind was [Road Construction], the spell I still hadn’t fully formalized.


  When experimenting with roads previously, I had used ancient Roman stone roads as a reference. The process involved digging deep into the ground and layering large stones, smaller stones, clay, and gravel beneath the surface. Fitted stone slabs were then placed across the top in a gentle arch to improve drainage and durability.


  I wondered what would happen if I used hardened bricks for that upper layer instead.


  I decided to try it.


  The road was set to roughly six meters wide, with slightly elevated sidewalks running along both sides. That way, Valkyrie-drawn wagons could travel through the center while pedestrians safely walked along the raised paths.


  Unfortunately, when the road formed through magic, the result looked nothing like the rough cobblestone roads I had imagined.


  The reason was simple.


  The surface layer consisted entirely of hardened bricks.


  Smooth and polished like marble, each brick was perfectly uniform and flawlessly aligned.


  The road stretched onward like a single seamless slab of stone.


  I had expected uneven cobblestones.


  Instead, there wasn’t the slightest bump anywhere.


  The finished road was far easier to travel across than I had anticipated.


  “It’s not exactly what I pictured,” I muttered, “but honestly, this is probably better than a bumpy road.”


  The result differed from what I had originally envisioned, but I had never intended to perfectly recreate an ancient Roman road in the first place. I had only borrowed the concept as inspiration.


  Deciding the result was more than satisfactory, I preserved the completed roadway with [Memory Preservation] and finalized the spell so thoroughly that I could now cast it almost reflexively.


  ◇◇◇


  “Lord Ars. The new building you requested has been completed. Pray, come take a look.”


  Around the time I finished developing hardened bricks and refining the spellwork for [Road Construction], I had begun laying roads throughout the land enclosed by the walls. It was then that Gran informed me the structure I had commissioned was finally complete.


  Apparently, he had carefully counted every brick I provided, redrawn the plans repeatedly based on that exact number, and spent considerable time figuring out how to create the largest and most efficient structure possible without wasting materials.


  “I see,” I said as I examined the finished building. “You increased the number of windows to save on bricks.”


  “Indeed,” Gran replied. “Earlier, I noticed a quantity of glass left unused in the warehouse. When I asked Lord Kyle about it, he told me you had created it yourself, Lord Ars, but that it had never found a purpose. The moment I heard that, inspiration struck me.”


  The building Gran constructed looked completely different from the windowless structures common in town.


  Large windows had been installed throughout nearly every room, each fitted with panes of glass I had once produced experimentally and then abandoned in storage.
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  I remembered hearing about something like this in my previous life.


  When constructing buildings from stone and similar materials, shaping structures into arches reduced the amount of material required.


  A classic example was a bridge built across a river.


  First, wooden scaffolding would be assembled in the shape of an arch. Stones would then be laid from both sides along that curve until they met in the center. Finally, a keystone would be fitted into the very top of the arch.


  Once the keystone locked everything into place, the wooden framework could be removed entirely. The structure would then support not only its own weight, but also the weight of people, wagons, and cargo passing over it.


  In other words, an arched structure eliminated the need for the supporting materials originally required during construction while simultaneously increasing structural strength.


  That was the advantage of arches.


  This technique wasn’t limited to bridges alone, either.


  Gran had applied those same principles throughout the building he constructed here.


  In my mind, entrances, doors, and windows were naturally rectangular. But what if, instead of a flat upper edge, the top were shaped into a semicircle?


  An arch.


  By carving every doorway and window opening into arched shapes, Gran had reduced the amount of material needed while also reinforcing the structure itself.


  “This is incredible,” I said as I looked around. “The inn I copied before felt cramped compared to this. But this building feels far more open. And with all these windows, the atmosphere is completely different. It’s amazing.”


  “It would seem you are pleased, Lord Ars,” Gran replied, visibly satisfied.


  “It’s perfect. Thanks, Gran. I’ll pay whatever you ask for this.”


  “That is most appreciated,” Gran said with a slight bow. “In that case, might I request permission to build a house for myself as well?”


  “A house? Here?” I blinked in surprise.


  “That is correct,” Gran replied calmly. “Though I wander from place to place, I find myself wishing for somewhere I may settle without reservation. And if it is near you, Lord Ars, then perhaps I may continue witnessing even more interesting creations. I would very much ask this of you.”


  … What should I do?


  Ever since I enclosed the land with walls, a few people had gradually started asking whether they could live inside as well. Up until now, though, I had refused them all.


  In my mind, that land primarily belonged to the Valkyries.


  Still, if Gran wished to settle there, perhaps I could make an exception.


  After all, it wasn’t every day you encountered someone capable of crafting so many different things. And so, Gran became the first human permitted to build a home within my land.


  “If we’re building Gran a house,” I murmured, “maybe it’s about time I moved too.”


  After hearing his request, I found myself reconsidering my own living situation.


  Even now, my family home in the village remained my primary residence. Of course, I sometimes stayed at the inn building within the base, but since my mother still prepared meals and waited for me at home, I regarded it as little more than a temporary lodging.


  Things had started to change.


  Recently, my eldest brother got married.


  Originally, the hierarchy within the family placed my father at the top, followed by the eldest son, with the younger siblings coming after that.


  Once the eldest son married, that balance naturally began to shift.


  In this world, even after marriage, children rarely left home the way they often did in my previous life. Especially the eldest son—he would inherit the house and land, remain there with his new family, and eventually become head of the household after his father’s death.


  Once that happened, the hierarchy would change as well.


  My eldest brother would stand at the top, followed by his children.


  As for Brother Baito and me, if we stayed unmarried and continued living there, we would effectively become little more than dependent relatives living under his authority.


  It wasn’t that my relationship with my family was bad. But I had no intention of spending my entire life beneath my eldest brother’s household.


  If that was the case, perhaps it was finally time for me to strike out on my own.


  After speaking with Gran, I found myself thinking more seriously along those lines.


  “All right. I’ve decided. Time to move out.”


  After weighing everything carefully, I chose to leave home and live independently.


  Naturally, if I moved out, I would live within the reclaimed land.


  Simply relocating to the existing base house felt unsatisfying. If I were going to do this, then I would want to properly develop the area further.


  The reclaimed land lay north of the village where I had been born and raised. We had cleared part of the northern forest and enclosed a square area measuring four kilometers on each side with walls.


  Until now, my base has been built near the southern wall, close to the village, for convenience and accessibility. But with this move, I decided to change that entirely.


  Though it would place me farther from the village, I chose to build my new home at the exact center of the enclosed land.


  At the center of the four-kilometer square, I reconstructed the building Gran had designed.


  Recreating it was simple. I used magic to memorize the structure Gran built and reproduced it in the new location.


  However, during reconstruction, I replaced every ordinary brick with a hardened brick.


  As a result, a house that looked as though it had been carved from marble appeared at the heart of the reclaimed land.


  Next, I constructed another wall surrounding the house, enclosing an area roughly one kilometer on each side.


  This wall was also made of hardened bricks.


  Though its structure resembled the original reddish-brown outer wall, the polished white material gave it a far more refined and luxurious appearance.


  From this central district, I extended roads outward toward the outer perimeter, using the spell [Road Construction] to lay roads in all four directions—north, south, east, and west.


  The southern road stretched all the way toward the village.


  Fields stretched across both sides of that roadway to the east and west.


  It was along this southern route that I built Gran’s house—or rather, after granting him the land, he immediately began constructing it himself.


  The design differed slightly from my own residence, so I made a mental note to preserve that structure with [Memory Preservation] later as well.


  Further along the same southern road, I built housing for Brother Baito.


  In his case, I constructed several inn-style buildings.


  Apparently, he too had been considering moving out of the family home. However, while he intended to live within my reclaimed land, he had no intention of residing in the same house as me.


  Instead, he chose to live together with several of his close companions while renting out the remaining rooms to workers from the reclaimed fields who wished to relocate there.


  Beyond the northern side of the reclaimed land, the forest still stretched endlessly.


  I intended to continue clearing it gradually over time.


  That said, I decided to designate the northeastern section as a managed forestry district while continuing active development toward the northwest.


  With that arrangement in place, Madoc and the others working in the protected forest area relocated there as well.


  The northeastern district inside the outer wall became the center for forestry operations and timber management.


  Originally, I had considered placing charcoal production and blacksmithing facilities in the northwest. But for the time being, that would have made transportation unnecessarily inconvenient, so I established those operations in the northeast instead.


  I kept the Valkyrie stables as well as the magic mushroom cultivation grounds within the central district.


  Both were indispensable sources of income for me.


  In particular, I decided not to move the horned Valkyries out of the central area. Before long, I had mostly stopped hatching servitor beast eggs myself, leaving the task primarily to the horned Valkyries instead.


  Little by little, I continued organizing and laying out the reclaimed land.


  By the time everything had finally settled into place and I had completed the move, I was already nine years old.


  ※※※


  


  “Hey, kid—I heard about it. Or should I call you Lord Ars now?” the traveling merchant called out one day. “Seems you gave that wandering craftsman a piece of land. Why didn’t you mention anything to me?”


  “Hm? You don’t need land, do you?” I replied. “You’re a traveling merchant.”


  “Aw, don’t say that,” he complained. “We’ve known each other a long time, haven’t we? I can’t keep scraping by selling goods on the road forever. I want to settle down and open a proper shop someday. Come on, I’m begging you here. Couldn’t you spare me a little land to set up a store?”


  Apparently, the traveling merchant had already heard that Gran—the wandering craftsman—had built a house here.


  “Yeah, but…” I said slowly, “You did mislead me about there not being any servitor beasts capable of using magic.”


  “Guh. I told you already—I didn’t know about that either,” the merchant protested.


  “Maybe. But I’ve got no way of knowing whether that’s true or not.”


  “If you’re going to say that, then it goes both ways,” he shot back immediately. “I wasn’t told that Valkyries could use magic either.”


  … So, we were back to that again.


  Apparently, servitor beasts capable of using magic were exceptionally rare—even among servitor beasts, which were already expensive to begin with. According to the merchant, creatures like that were treated as luxury-class merchandise.


  Strictly speaking, the prices I had been selling Valkyries for were probably far too low. But at the same time, I had never mentioned that Valkyries could use magic, and the merchant himself claimed he hadn’t known either.


  At this point, arguing over who was at fault wouldn’t accomplish anything.


  The merchant already knew about the Valkyries’ magical abilities now.


  In fact, ever since I enclosed the reclaimed land with walls, more and more people had begun realizing it as well. After all, it was impossible to conceal months of work building a wall while traveling around with servitor beasts in tow.


  Although I had raised the selling price of Valkyries somewhat, I still did not treat them as luxury goods.


  From the beginning, I had been cutting off their horns before selling them, preventing them from using magic.


  As a result, only people inside the village knew the truth about the Valkyries’ abilities. To outsiders, they simply appeared to be ordinary riding servitor beasts. And since nobody in the village knew the proper market value of servitor beasts in the first place, no one was likely to question it anytime soon.


  “Fine, fine,” I said at last. “I’ll allow you to open a shop. Though, if possible, I’d appreciate it if you ran a place that serves food.”


  For all our arguments, I had dealt with this merchant long enough to trust him to some extent.


  If he wanted to open a store here, that was fine by me.


  That said, I did wonder how much sense it made to run a shop in a place where most trade was still done through barter.


  Still, ever since moving out of my family home, household chores had started eating into my time. At the very least, having somewhere to buy prepared meals would save me the trouble of cooking for myself.


  That was what I had been thinking.


  ※※※


  


  “Oh, right. There’s something else I wanted to tell you, Ars,” the merchant added suddenly.


  “What? If this is about where you can build your shop, I’m willing to be flexible.”


  “I appreciate that, but no—it’s something else. I’ve heard an unpleasant rumor.”


  “A rumor?”


  “Yeah. About this place. People are starting to say there might be dangerous people living here.”


  “Dangerous people? There’s nobody like that around.”


  “So you really don’t realize it,” the merchant muttered with a sigh. “Listen carefully. The rumor is about you. People are starting to think you’re dangerous.”


  “Me? Why?” I shot back immediately. “There’s nobody more pure-hearted and upright than I am.”


  “… Let’s ignore your self-evaluation for now,” the merchant replied flatly. “Anyway, just keep in mind that not everyone sees you that way.”


  “Hmm… I really can’t remember doing anything suspicious. So why would people even start saying that?”


  “Are you an idiot?” he snapped. “Try looking at this from the perspective of the noble governing the region. Up north, a massive walled settlement suddenly appeared out of nowhere. Of course, they’d think something suspicious was going on.”


  “But the wall was built to deal with giant boars. It’s not like I can tear it down now.”


  “I understand that,” he replied. “But from the outside, it appeared suddenly. That’s what’s alarming them. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if a noble showed up to inspect the place sooner or later. You’d better think of a proper explanation now while you still have time.”


  “I see… Got it. Thanks for warning me.”


  Until now, I had assumed that since I had obtained proper permission to reclaim and develop the land, I had broad freedom over what I did with it.


  Even when I paid taxes the previous year, nobody had said anything unusual.


  Still, after hearing the merchant’s warning, I had to admit the possibility made sense.


  Before long, I found myself worrying about how exactly I was supposed to explain all of this when the next round of tax payments came due.
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  Chapter 6: Incident and Decision


  

  “What did you just say?” I asked.


  “Do not make me repeat myself,” the tax collector replied coldly. “From this point onward, this land falls under the direct control of the Fontana family.”


  It happened not long after the traveling merchant warned me.


  One day, a tax official arrived from the noble estate, accompanied by several soldiers.


  In other words, a collector.


  In this village, taxes were usually paid in two forms: a head tax and a land tax based on acreage, both settled in wheat. Unlike in my previous life, there were no complicated individual calculations. The village chief simply gathered the required amount of wheat from the villagers ahead of time, stored it in a warehouse, and the collector came to retrieve it.


  My case was different.


  Because I paid in money rather than wheat, the collector would first stop by the village chief’s house before coming separately to collect my payment.


  This year seemed no different.


  Since taxes were only collected once a year, I always kept a considerable amount of money set aside for the occasion. And because it was expected to offer at least some hospitality to those acting on the noble’s behalf, I had cleaned the house thoroughly and prepared food and drink while waiting for them to arrive.


  Until now, they would eat, drink, collect the tax, and leave.


  That was all it had ever been.


  This time, however, the collector did not so much as touch the wine.


  Instead, he thrust a sheet of parchment toward me and delivered the noble’s decree.


  Its abruptness nearly stopped my thoughts altogether, but I forced myself to focus and read the document.


  It stated plainly that my land was to be confiscated by the Fontana family, that all property and people within it would henceforth fall under the family’s authority, and furthermore, that I myself would be taken into protective custody.


  Stamped at the bottom was the same crest seal as the permit I had once received.


  It was genuine.


  “Please wait,” I said, struggling to keep my voice calm. “What is the meaning of this? You cannot expect me to accept something like this without warning.”


  “Silence,” the collector snapped. “The decision has already been made. If you resist, we are authorized to enforce it by force. Besides, this is for your own protection. There is reason to believe suspicious elements may have infiltrated the area. To safeguard someone like you, who produces valuable servitor beasts, such measures are necessary.”


  Was he talking about outsiders settling here, like Gran?


  No—that wasn’t necessarily it.


  The merchant had mentioned unpleasant rumors before. Perhaps that unease had spread among the nobility as well as the commoners. Or perhaps they had simply been waiting for an excuse.


  Thought after thought rose in my mind.


  What exactly did they mean by “protection”?


  On the surface, the reasoning made sense. I had heard that servitor beasts suitable for riding were treated as strategic assets. If another power obtained them, it would be a major loss for the noble ruling this territory.


  From that perspective, placing their producer under protection beforehand was not entirely unreasonable. But to me, it was unacceptable.


  If I were “protected” like this, what kind of life would await me?


  Perhaps I would be given a comfortable room and decent meals. But it would also mean a life where I was never allowed to step outside the bounds of that protection.


  Had I truly been nothing more than an ignorant child born in a remote village, perhaps I could have accepted it without complaint.


  Still, I was not.


  For reasons I still did not understand, I carried memories of another life beyond this village.


  I wanted to eat good food.


  I wanted to travel freely and see the world with my own eyes.


  I had no intention of living like livestock, confined under the guise of “protection” for the sole purpose of hatching eggs.


  Clatter… Thud. Crash.


  While I stood there staring at the parchment, lost in thought, a sudden commotion outside snapped me back to reality.


  The noise came from the stables beside the house.


  That place was never this loud.


  Now I could hear shouting as well.


  Damn it. What now?


  Cursing inwardly, I left the collector and the soldiers where they stood and ran toward the stables.


  And then I froze.


  A soldier stood there with a bloodstained sword in hand.


  Valkyrie was bleeding from the head.


  And Kyle lay motionless on the ground, blood spreading beneath him.
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  “Kyle!! What did you do to Kyle?!” I shouted.


  “What’s this, brat?” the soldier sneered. “You planning to get in my way too? I already told you—I’m taking this servitor beast. The kid tried to interfere.”


  “Don’t screw with me. Do you even understand what you’ve done?”


  “Hah? What’s your problem? You want to die too?”


  The soldier leveled the tip of his bloodstained sword toward me.


  And the moment I saw it, something inside me snapped.


  Before I even realized what I was doing, I unleashed a spell I had never once used on another person.


  “[Scattershot].”


  ※※※


  


  “Ars! Is Kyle all right?!”


  “Brother Baito… he’ll live. He just lost consciousness.”


  After carrying Kyle back to the house and laying him on the bed, I heard hurried footsteps thunder outside. A moment later, Brother Baito burst through the door.


  He must have rushed over the instant he heard what happened. Even while struggling to catch his breath, the first thing he did was check on Kyle.


  When I first saw Kyle collapsed in a pool of blood, I thought the soldier had cut him down. But that was not what happened.


  There wasn’t a single slash or stab wound on his body.


  It seemed the Valkyrie had protected him.


  Most likely, Kyle had tried to stop the soldier from mounting the Valkyrie without permission. Enraged, the man had drawn his sword and swung at him, only for the Valkyrie to throw herself between them.


  She had shoved Kyle aside and taken the blow herself.


  The impact sent Kyle crashing to the ground, while the Valkyrie suffered a deep wound across her forehead.


  The blood covering the floor had belonged to the Valkyrie.


  “So he’s safe…” Brother Baito let out a relieved breath before looking back at me. “But what about you, Ars? Are you all right?”


  “I’ve calmed down a little,” I answered. “Right now, we can’t ignore this. I’ve already called everyone over. I want to hear what they think.”


  “… I see. Then that’s fine.”


  When Brother Baito asked if I was all right, he was probably talking about my state of mind.


  I intentionally avoided answering directly.


  The soldier I struck with Scattershot had died instantly.


  The tax collector and the remaining soldiers carried the body back to the city. I vaguely remembered them saying they would report everything to the noble once they returned—and that I should prepare myself. But the words barely registered.


  It all felt distant, as though it were happening to someone else.


  I didn’t want to think about it.


  Before long, the people I had summoned began to gather.


  “… And that’s what happened,” I said after explaining the situation. “I killed one of the soldiers sent to collect taxes. I also refused their demands. What do you think happens now?”


  “I don’t see this ending without punishment,” the traveling merchant said bluntly. “Once the report reaches the Fontana family, they’ll most likely gather troops and come here themselves.”


  To decide what to do next, I gathered everyone together and laid out the entire situation.


  “… Should we consider abandoning this place and running away?” I said.


  “That is certainly one option,” Gran replied evenly. “If we seek refuge in another noble’s territory, there is a good chance we could survive.”


  “Wouldn’t the Fontana family demand that I be handed over?” I asked.


  “They likely would. However, if the noble in question has poor relations with them, such a request may simply be ignored. After all, Lord Ars produces valuable servitor beasts. You would hardly lack for offers.” Gran further explained.


  “I see… Then, as a last resort, we should prepare to flee.”


  “In that case, I shall guide you,” Gran said calmly. “However, even if you seek asylum elsewhere, you would still end up under that noble’s ‘protection.’ The treatment would be no different than what the Fontanas’ protection was meant to be. That much would not change.”


  He was right.


  If I fled, I might survive.


  But in the end, I would still lose my freedom. Perhaps survival alone should have been enough. But was a life without freedom truly any different from death?


  “What are you talking about?!” Brother Baito exploded. “At this point, we fight to the end! Are you really willing to lose all of this? What do you think you’ve been working so hard for?!”


  “Brother Baito…”


  “You killed a soldier, remember? When the next group comes, they won’t stop with just you—they’ll drag away everyone connected to you. Kyle could actually die next time. So, if that’s how it’s going to be, how can we not fight?!”


  “Even if you say that, how are we supposed to fight?” I shot back. “No matter how much magic I have, there’s no way I can beat a large force of soldiers by myself.”


  “Don’t underestimate me,” he growled. “Of course I’m fighting too. Protecting his little brother is a big brother’s job.”


  “… Ars, if you choose to stand and fight, then I will lend you my strength as well.” Madoc stepped forward.


  “Madoc? I mean, I invited everyone here, but this really has nothing to do with you, does it?”


  “I’ve watched you grow up since you were small,” Madoc replied. “To me, you’re practically a grandson. Even if the opponent is a noble, you could still be killed. Is it so strange that I would want to help?”


  He thought that much of me? But was that alone enough reason to risk defying the nobility?


  “And besides,” Madoc continued, “the reason we lumbermen live well now is because of you. You organized the forest, secured proper timber storage, introduced furniture-making, and charcoal production. Thanks to that, we no longer struggle to eat. I’ve no desire to return to the old days. In that sense, you’ve become the central figure among us. If that’s true, then risking our lives to protect you is only natural.”


  “Thank you, Madoc.”


  “Ah, damn it,” my father muttered. “If everyone else is willing to go this far, then I can’t exactly sit back and do nothing as your father. Ars, I’ve made up my mind. I’m with you. No matter what happens, I’ll stand by your side. If nothing else, I have to protect your mother.”


  “Father too… Are you sure?”


  “Of course, I am. A man doesn’t take back his word.”


  Seriously?


  I had gathered people I thought might support me, but I never imagined they would go this far.


  Still… maybe that was for the best.


  I felt guilty dragging everyone into this, but I had no intention of living under nobles who would strip away my freedom.


  Even though I had been born into a poor farming family in this world, I had still managed to build a life I genuinely enjoyed—because I had lived it on my own terms.


  If I wanted to keep living that way, then there was only one choice left.


  For the sake of freedom—and to protect my family—I would fight the nobles.


  I immediately began preparing for the soldiers who would inevitably come.


  “In that case, I’ll help as well,” the traveling merchant said after a moment of thought. “I’ll contact my associates and gather whatever information I can.”


  “Old man… are you sure about this?” I asked. “I thought merchants avoided anything that didn’t turn a profit.”


  “Don’t be stupid,” he scoffed, snorting through his nose. “If you disappear, I lose my exclusive trade in servitor beasts. Besides…” His expression softened slightly. “Same as that old lumberman, I believe in you, Ars.”


  “Thanks,” I said with a faint smile. “Once this is over, I’ll set you up with a huge plot of land.”


  “Forget the land for now,” the merchant replied, his tone turning serious. “Do we actually stand a chance here? No matter how determined we are, the handful of us gathered in this room can’t possibly win against real soldiers.”


  He was right.


  With only the people here, victory was impossible. If we fought without enough numbers, it would amount to little more than suicide.


  “We need people,” I said firmly. “No matter what it takes.”


  Brother Baito folded his arms. “So what’s the plan? Drag the men working the fields into this by force?”


  “If we did that, they’d probably slit our throats while we slept,” I replied. “No, forcing them would never work. They have to choose this themselves.”


  “You say that,” Baito muttered skeptically, “but even if you pay them like you always talk about, it won’t change anything. The moment things start looking bad, they’ll run.”


  “Maybe,” I admitted quietly. “That’s why we need to offer them something greater. Something valuable enough to make them willing to defy a noble.”


  Brother Baito frowned. “Does something like that even exist?”


  It did.


  At least… it should.


  Something powerful enough to make a person believe staking their life on it was worthwhile. But until now, I had never tested whether it could truly be done.


  That was why I decided to reveal it here.


  To Brother Baito. To Father. To Madoc. To the traveling merchant. And to Gran.


  The greatest trump card I possessed.


  “There’s something I need to tell all of you first,” I said quietly, fixing each of them with a steady gaze. “What I’m about to show you is my greatest secret. Once you see it, there will be no turning back. So, speak now.”


  The room fell silent. Even the air itself seemed colder.


  Finally, Gran broke the silence.


  “Very well,” he said calmly. “If Lord Ars speaks with such resolve, then I shall stake my life on this as well.”


  “Are you certain?” I asked. “Once you agree, there’s no turning back.”


  Gran gave a faint smile. “I am merely a traveler. Yet just as I began considering settling here, this happened. Perhaps it is fate. Besides…” His eyes narrowed with curiosity. “I would very much like to see this ‘hidden hand’ of yours.”


  “So be it,” I said. “Are the rest of you staying as well?”


  “Yeah, yeah, no problem,” the merchant replied impatiently, waving a hand. “More importantly, what exactly are you planning to show us? Stop dragging it out already.”


  I took a slow breath before speaking.


  “What I’m offering to those who stand with me… is magic.”


  “… Magic?” Father repeated blankly.


  “That’s right,” I said. “Not Everyday Life magic. My magic. I’m going to grant my magic to all of you.”


  Father stared at me in disbelief before shaking his head. “That’s impossible. Ars, I don’t even understand what you’re talking about.”


  “I mean exactly what I said, Father.” My voice remained calm and unwavering. “From this moment onward, I will call myself Ars Barca. I’ll take the name of this village—Barca Village. And I want all of you to take the name Barca as well.”


  “The name of the land…” Madoc murmured in shock. “Ars… that may be going too far. You’d be no different from a noble at that point.”


  “That’s exactly the point,” I replied evenly. “From now on, we are the Barca family. We may not match the nobles in power or size, but we will stand as their equals. It’s the only path left to us now. Even if we intend to negotiate with the Fontana family someday, we first need standing equal to theirs.”


  “However, Lord Ars,” Gran interjected carefully, “becoming a noble is not so simple. Taking a family name alone does not make one their equal.”


  “That’s why I said I’ll grant you magic,” I shot back immediately. “Enough talk. Decide now. Will you take the Barca name and stand with me… or not?”


  My voice echoed through the room.


  As expected, they were stunned. But I never looked away.


  I met each of their eyes steadily—not like a desperate man driven mad by fear, but like someone who had already chosen his path and accepted the consequences.


  They must have sensed that resolve.


  After a brief silence, each of them gave their answer. They would take the Barca name, and they would receive my magic.


  After hearing their decision, I slowly drew in a deep breath.


  Then another.


  Again and again, I inhaled as though replacing every trace of air within my body. With each breath, I imagined pulling in the mana drifting through the atmosphere itself. I gathered that external mana within my abdomen and kneaded it together with my own.


  The thin, vapor-like mana gradually thickened.


  What had once felt weightless condensed into something liquid… and then denser still, boiling down into a heavy, viscous mass as I refined it further and further.


  I circulated that power throughout my body before drawing in another breath and gathering even more.


  When the mana had been sharpened to its limit, I began guiding it outward through my fingertips.


  A magic circle formed in the air.


  I recreated the very same circle I had once used during the naming ritual. Relying on the perfect memory preserved through [Memory Preservation], I traced the formation with mana and anchored it firmly in place so it would not disperse.


  Compared to the earth magic I used daily, this process demanded incomparably greater precision and concentration.


  It had been a long time since I last attempted it.


  In truth, I had not used this magic circle since naming Valkyrie.


  Even now, I did not know exactly what would happen.


  When I gave the first servitor beast the name Valkyrie, all of her offspring inherited magic as well. But I had never tested what would happen if the ritual were used on humans who already possessed names.


  Even so, among all the powers I possessed, this naming circle remained my greatest trump card.


  To farmers, my magic—especially [Land Leveling] and [Soil Improvement]—would be irresistible. There would be countless people who desired such power.


  That was precisely why, despite the risks, I chose to use it.


  Still, I had no intention of stripping away the names they already bore.


  Those names were blessings granted by the gods.


  So instead, I chose to grant them something additional.


  Taking the name of my birthplace, I bestowed upon them a new family name.


  Barca.


  “Naming—Baito Barca.”


  The magic circle glowed as I extended it toward my brother.


  “Naming—Ashira Barca.”


  “Naming—Madoc Barca.”


  “Naming—Trion Barca.”


  “Naming—Gran Barca.”


  One by one, I bestowed their new names through the circle.


  Thus, in Barca Village, the first warriors capable of wielding magic and fighting at my side were born.
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  “Whoa… this is insane,” Baito muttered in disbelief. “You were hiding something like this, Ars?”


  “… Whew.” I let out a long breath as the tension finally began to leave my body. “Looks like it worked. Aside from you, Brother Baito, can everyone else use magic now?”


  “Indeed, I can,” Gran replied calmly, flexing his fingers as though testing the sensation flowing through them. “And an astonishing number of spells at that.”


  I had been completely focused on maintaining the magic circle, and Baito’s reaction finally snapped the thread of concentration that had kept me going.


  Using that circle demanded overwhelming precision and care. But it seemed the effort had paid off.


  Every person I had named had inherited my original spells.


  “Good,” I said. “We’ll use this as our bargaining chip and gather fighting strength from the village. Anyone who cooperates with us from this point onward will receive the Barca name and magic as well. Can all of you split up and start spreading the word?”


  “Got it. I’m heading out now,” Baito replied immediately.


  “And old man, I need you handling something else,” I added, turning toward the traveling merchant. “Get to the city as fast as possible and gather information.”


  The merchant’s expression sharpened at once. “Understood. I’ll find out how many troops the Fontana family plans to mobilize.”


  “I’m counting on you. Be careful.”


  “That’s my line,” he shot back with a grin as he thrust out his hand. “Don’t die, Ars.”


  I clasped his hand firmly and promised him I wouldn’t.


  Don’t die, huh…


  I never imagined I would live the kind of life where someone would say those words to me.


  Things had escalated far beyond anything I had expected.


  ※※※


  


  “Seventy-eight, huh?” I murmured. “That’s more than I expected.”


  By the end of the day, after everyone had run throughout the village, we had managed to gather a surprisingly large number of people.


  Each group moved through Barca Village, demonstrating magic firsthand while persuading others to join us.


  We spread the story—admittedly with some embellishment—of how the nobles had attempted to forcefully seize our land and had even injured Kyle, an innocent villager, in the process.


  Then we declared openly that we intended to resist them.


  Naturally, words alone only frightened people. No one wanted to involve themselves with those openly defying a noble lord.


  So instead, we showed them magic.


  We demonstrated the magic before them and told them plainly: if they chose to stand with us now, they too could wield this power.


  If necessary, we were even prepared to grant them land of their own.


  We appealed not only to emotion, but to tangible gain.


  Even so, rewards alone should not have been enough to gather this many people. No matter the benefits, opposing those in power was no small matter.


  The reason we succeeded ultimately came down to our ties within the village.


  I had cleared the forest and turned it into my own land. When the work grew too large for me to handle alone, I hired Brother Baito. And within the village, he carried considerable influence.


  Growing up, he had fought constantly, and there was no one in the village who could truly match his strength. On top of that, he had distributed the work I assigned him to among war orphans and struggling families, paying them with food and supplies.


  In other words, he held tremendous influence among the village’s youth and poorer residents.


  Through him, we gained a substantial number of supporters.


  Madoc also gathered people on our behalf by speaking to the lumbermen.


  Just as he had said earlier, many of them had directly benefited from the forest management system I introduced. Compared to the old days—when they barely scraped by while risking their lives to cut timber in beast-infested woods—their lives were now incomparably better.


  Honestly, I owed much of that to Madoc himself.


  It was because he once told me about the lumbermen’s grievances that I began improving conditions in the first place.


  Now, those same men—woodsmen who spent their days swinging axes deep in the forest and ranked among the strongest people in the village—came to stand beside me because of him.


  In the end, the single greatest influence on the village came from Brother Hector.


  Hector was the eldest son born to Father—the older brother above both Baito and me—and he had recently married.


  “Recently married” might not sound unusual, but Hector was only fourteen years old. Even by this world’s standards, that was somewhat early for a man to marry.


  Why had it happened so soon?


  Because the bride’s family pushed for it.


  The girl Hector married was the daughter of Barca Village’s chief.


  The village chief had been eyeing my growing landholdings for quite some time. Rather than target me directly while I was still young, he set his sights on my older brother instead. By forming a legal familial connection with Hector, who would one day inherit our household, he likely hoped to gain influence over my land through marriage ties.


  At least, that must have been his plan. But the timing had been disastrous.


  Surely even the chief never imagined that immediately after his daughter’s marriage, his new relatives would end up in open conflict with the ruling nobility.


  Then again, neither had I.


  For the chief, it was terrible luck.


  For me, however, that marriage became an unexpected advantage.


  I pressed him hard—reminding him that if things escalated, he too could be executed by association—and forced him to call on the villagers to cooperate.


  As a result, even families with little prior connection to ours ended up joining our side.


  Normally, a village the size of Barca would only be able to mobilize around fifty fighting men at most. Not every able-bodied man would be called to war each time, and some of those gathered were still technically underage.


  Even accounting for that, we gathered far more people than I expected.


  By that point, there was probably no one left in the village who wasn’t related by blood to someone involved in the uprising. And so, before anyone truly realized what was happening, Barca Village transformed into a land openly rebelling against its ruling lord.
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  Side Story: Older Brother and Younger Brother


  

  I have a younger brother.


  He’s two years younger than me—Ars. Ever since he was little, he’s been doing strange things, so I always figured he’d cause trouble someday.


  Still, I never imagined it would grow into something this big.


  Ars killed one of the soldiers who came with the tax collector. And when we gathered to decide what to do afterward, he didn’t hesitate for a moment—he chose to stand against the ruling noble head-on.


  Normally, nobody would believe something like that was even possible. Any adult would have restrained him if they had to. But Ars possessed an extraordinary power.


  Who could have imagined he could grant magic to others?


  Taking the name of our birthplace, I became Baito Barca. As I stood there watching the villagers gather around Ars, memories of the past slowly resurfaced in my mind.


  ※※※


  


  Ars had always been strange, even back when he was smaller than he is now.


  We’re close in age, so I don’t remember much from my younger days. But I do remember the great famine.


  For years, the fields failed to produce a proper harvest. And when I think back on that time, one memory stands out above all the rest:


  I was always hungry.


  Later, Mother told me that most of what little we harvested was taken away as tax. What remained went first to Father, then to my eldest brother. By the time it reached Mother, Ars, and me, there was barely anything left.


  Mother especially cut down her own portion to feed Ars and me. I’m sure she wanted to eat more herself. But even with Mother giving up part of her share, it was never enough for me.


  So, I tried taking Ars’s portion too, but the brat actually fought back.


  Even with only a two-year age difference, our strengths should have been completely different. And yet, somehow, Ars managed to put up an even fight against me.


  Maybe that was why he ended up doing something none of us could have expected.


  When he was barely three years old, he started working the fields by himself.


  I remember it clearly. At first, I thought he was an idiot—wasting energy and making himself even hungrier for no reason. But what Ars did went far beyond anything I—or even Mother and Father—could have imagined.


  That tiny kid, who could barely toddle around, actually managed to grow crops in the field.


  What he grew was hatsuka, a miserable crop infamous among poor farmers for tasting awful and barely being edible. Even so, he managed to harvest it.


  When Ars first announced that he was going to grow food himself, everyone laughed and told him, “Sure, if you can, go ahead.”


  None of us believed he’d actually succeed.


  Still, the ruined patch of land we’d carelessly handed over to him somehow turned into rich, fluffy soil.


  Back then, I had no idea how he was doing it. But now I understood—he’d already been using magic even at that age.


  At the time, though, all I knew was that Ars’s field had food growing in it.


  Disgusting food, sure, but still edible.


  So naturally, I went there to fill my stomach. I figured if I roughed him up a little, he’d hand it over. But things didn’t go the way I expected.


  Ever since he started working the fields, Ars had clearly begun getting stronger. Before that, I could force him to listen whenever I wanted.


  Little by little, though, that stopped working.


  At first, I still won most of our fights, but eventually the losses started piling up instead.


  So, I asked him how he’d gotten stronger—what his secret was. And he spoke as if it were obvious.


  He used a lot of complicated words, so I didn’t really follow most of it, but the basic idea was this: if you created something called magical power and stored it inside your body, your strength would increase.


  The moment I heard that, I started trying to copy what Ars had taught me.


  At first, I didn’t understand it at all, but gradually I began to grasp the knack of it.


  By the time I’d actually gotten stronger, though, things had already changed between us.


  If I helped haul water or took care of other chores, Ars would share the hatsuka with me anyway, so there was no longer any reason for us to fight.


  Ars and I continued growing up together.


  Then, at some point, strange rumors about Ars began spreading through the village.


  It was probably around the time he started plowing not only the field near our house, but also the other family fields as well.


  The fields Ars worked were so cleanly and perfectly turned that they looked completely different from everyone else’s, so naturally they stood out.


  People started asking how those fields were being plowed so perfectly. Father was probably questioned about it countless times. At first, he must have managed to brush those questions aside somehow. But it couldn’t last forever.


  Before long, the villagers learned that it was Ars—the kid—doing all the work.


  Once they found that out, what happened next was obvious.


  They started demanding that Ars plow their fields too.


  Ars refused outright. He said he had his own work to do and turned them all down.


  Apparently, that didn’t sit well with the villagers.


  Before long, an ugly atmosphere started spreading through the village—that Ashira and Marie’s third son was a bad child.


  The adults never showed it openly, of course. But children were different.


  More and more village kids started talking behind Ars’s back, and one day I overheard them planning to bully him.


  The moment I heard that, I couldn’t ignore it.


  Even when I told Ars about it, he just shrugged and said, “You don’t need to worry about it.”


  Still, I hated hearing that.


  Sure, we fought all the time, but he was still my little brother. There was no way I could sit by while people tried to bully him.


  So I went after the ones who were badmouthing Ars.


  Every day, I hunted down whoever was spreading insults and beat them up. But it became an endless cycle.


  When someone lost to me, they started bringing friends.


  First, there were two of them.


  When that still wasn’t enough, three came.


  Then, even more started showing up.


  Even I couldn’t keep winning once there were five or six at a time, and there were days I came home bruised, black, and blue. And whenever that happened, Ars had the nerve to lecture me.


  “You need to pay more attention to how you move your hips when you punch.”


  At first, I had no idea what he was talking about. But apparently, Ars understood how to use his body properly.


  He’d tell me my punches were sloppy, that I should move my arms this way or kick that way. He even knew how to lock joints.


  Did he even realize who I was fighting for?


  Thinking about how I was the one getting hurt for his sake, I picked a fight with him for the first time in a while.


  I lost completely.


  Ars had grown much bigger than before and even stronger. More than that, I could tell he was far better at using his body and magic together than I was.


  So, after that, I started asking him to teach me how to fight—and trained even harder.


  ※※※


  


  Days like that continued, filled with nothing but fighting.


  As I kept strengthening my body with magical power and constantly thought about how to move more effectively in combat, I eventually reached the point where I could take on more than ten opponents at once without losing.


  Once that happened, a different kind of opponent started showing up.


  Instead of relying on numbers, they began bringing in stronger fighters—older kids who were bigger and stronger than me. But even against opponents a few years older, I didn’t lose.


  There were times it got dangerous when several older boys came at me together, but after a while, even that became something I got used to.


  By then, I wasn’t alone anymore.


  As I became one of the strongest among the village kids, more and more of them started gathering around me.


  As that happened, the insults directed at Ars gradually died down. At the very least, fewer people dared to say anything openly.


  Part of that was probably because I had gotten stronger. But another reason was that Ars had found a new companion.


  While I spent my days fighting, Ars worked the fields, made things like sandals, and steadily saved up money. He said he planned to buy a weapon with it, but one day, he suddenly came home carrying a servitor beast egg instead.


  Mother was furious.


  Honestly, that was understandable. He’d spent every last bit of the money he’d worked so hard to save.


  In the end, that purchase turned out to be anything but a waste.


  If anything, it was an unbelievable bargain.


  Ars successfully hatched a Valkyrie—a riding-type servitor beast that could be mounted and ridden across long distances.


  After that, he started traveling everywhere atop a beautiful pure-white beast with two horns growing from its head.


  Once the villagers saw Ars riding that powerful servitor beast into the northern forest every day and returning with felled trees in tow, the complaints surrounding him gradually disappeared.


  After all, he had even traveled alongside Father—and sometimes the wandering merchant—to visit the ruling noble and secure an official land ownership document.


  By that point, even the village chief could no longer openly speak badly about him.


  Ars never stopped astonishing people.


  When he cleared the northern forest and claimed the land for himself, a great boar emerged from the woods.


  Even I was terrified at the time. But Ars simply rode off on his Valkyrie as though he were taking a casual stroll—and returned after killing it.


  That boar was the very monster that had nearly destroyed several villages in the past. People said even the nobles’ soldiers couldn’t handle it, that you needed a proper knight to bring it down.


  Yet Ars defeated it as though it were nothing.


  I couldn’t allow myself to fall behind.


  I helped with his work while continuing to practice riding a Valkyrie myself. Around that time, I’d also begun sword training. It was only with a wooden sword, but every day I practiced fighting while mounted.


  Lately, I'd been losing to Ars more and more often. But I couldn’t keep losing to my little brother forever.


  I was the older brother.


  By then, I’d already become strong enough to defeat several grown men in the village without much trouble. But even that wasn’t enough.


  I needed to become stronger.


  Strong enough to kill a giant boar myself.


  Strong enough not to lose even to a knight.


  ※※※


  


  While those thoughts occupied my mind, the incident happened.


  Ars fought to protect our younger brother, Kyle. And since that was the case, then there was no way I, as Ars’s older brother, could abandon him.


  It was my role to crush anyone who laid a hand on my brothers.


  Thanks to the name Barca that Ars had given me, I could now use magic that had once been impossible for me.


  There was no longer any room for hesitation.


  I ran all across the village gathering the companions I usually fought alongside, brought them before Ars to receive their names, and convinced them to stand with us.


  Out of everyone we gathered, I probably had the most connections.


  We were going to fight.


  No matter who the enemy was, as long as I still drew breath, I would never allow anyone to lay a hand on my brothers.


  With my comrades at my back, I raised a rallying cry from atop my Valkyrie and rode toward the coming battle.
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  Afterword


  

  Nice to meet you all. My name is Cancellara.


  First of all, thank you very much for picking up this book.


  This work began as something I casually wrote and posted on an online fiction site. It was later discovered there and has now taken shape as a published book.


  Honestly, I never once imagined it would be published, and even now, I can hardly believe it. I am truly grateful that it has been given the chance to see the light of day in this form.


  This story is the result of packing in all the elements I personally wanted to write. Among them, what I was especially conscious of was portraying a protagonist who gradually gains strength and grows step by step.


  I did consider a development where the protagonist suddenly acquires overwhelming power and runs wild with it. However, I decided instead to value the process of steady growth, advancing little by little.


  That said, the protagonist, Ars, is not particularly proactive about venturing outward. He is more the type who wants to do as he pleases within his own territory. Yet the world around him does not allow that, and as circumstances push him forward, he ends up responding flexibly to whatever comes his way.


  I hope you will enjoy watching his world gradually expand along with that process.


  After receiving the offer for publication, this book was brought to print thanks to the dedicated efforts of many people, including Mr. Fukawa from the editorial department.


  I am sincerely grateful to my editor for the many helpful suggestions provided along the way, even as I caused no small amount of trouble.


  I would also like to thank the illustrator, Riv, for creating illustrations far more beautiful than this work deserves. And of course, I extend my thanks to all the readers who shared their thoughts and feedback.


  This book could never have been completed through my efforts alone. It has reached your hands solely because of the support of so many people.


  To everyone who has picked up this book, I offer my heartfelt gratitude.


  With hopes that we may meet again somewhere someday, I will take my leave.
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  Thank you all


  Thank you for reaching the end of Reincarnated as a Poor Farmer in Another World Volume 01 We hope you've enjoyed Ars’s journey to reshaping the land and unifying the realm. Your support means the world to us!


  To help us bring you more fantastic stories, please share your thoughts on Amazon. Your reviews not only let us know what you liked (or didn't!) but also help us decide which light novels to bring to you next.


  Click Here


  Curious about what else we offer? Scan the QR code to discover our diverse range of light novels and many more to come!


  
    [image: QR]
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  Thank you for reading!


  Stay tuned for upcoming releases and share your experience in our social media:


  
    	Facebook


    	Twitter


    	Instagram


    	Discord

  


  Need a break from social media? We've got you covered! Sign up for our newsletter and we'll send you a recap with relevant news.


  Sign Up
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A boy born in the impoverished farming village of Barca,
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developing and applying magic in innovative ways, he
gradually improves the quality of life within the village
and its surrounding lands.

Fundamentally kind-hearted, he nevertheless does not
hesitate to act decisively—and even ruthlessly—when he
or those close to him are threatened.
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family name and became Ars Barca.
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Ars's mother.
Kind, though strict when it comes to raising her children.
She did not participate in the naming ceremony.
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Ars's father.

Serious and wise. Through Ars's naming ceremony, he
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