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      Prologue


      Be it novels or games, manga or anime, the many stories of the world are made up of all kinds of characters. For example, there are heroines, friends, and depending on the setting, even teachers. There are quite literally as many characters as there are stories.


      Despite this, there is one character you’ll find in every story: the protagonist. For those who immerse themselves in stories, it isn’t odd to harbor all manner of feelings for these protagonists.


      For example, in a sword and sorcery fantasy, the protagonist’s bravery often evokes admiration. When the protagonist is accompanied by an attractive heroine, one often feels envy.


      However, one must never forget: The protagonists aren’t necessarily the only charming characters in a story. It’s entirely possible to be fascinated by the absolute strength wielded by an antagonist. A mysterious and powerful being leaves a vivid impression of its own, after all.


      The game he played now was one such example.


      “Tell me. They call you heroes. Do you truly believe you are worthy of that?”


      Inside the world on the other side of the screen, in the ruins of a town, a boy sat on the rubble of a destroyed house. He was questioning the story’s protagonist—a descendant of the hero who’d once defeated the Demon Lord—and his companions. However, not a single one of these companions was able to answer the boy. In their stead, the protagonist stepped forth on his own in defiance.


      “We won’t lose! We can’t afford to lose!”


      The boy reached for the sword sticking out of the ground before him and calmly stood. With a casual swing of his weapon, he blew back the protagonist with pressure alone. Again and again, he got back up to fight, but the result never changed.


      “You seem to be despairing,” the boy said. “I can see you starting to cling to your god, knowing that even with all your lives on the line, you can never reach me.”


      The boy’s attacks, defenses, and magic were all at an outrageous level, such that none could even approach him. Faced with such a foe, the protagonist’s stamina finally ran out. He pitched forward, falling to the ground. As his consciousness faded, he heard the boy’s voice.


      “I envy you all. I envy the way you live, ignorant of the truth of this world and permitted your powerlessness.”


      The boy left soon after. He hadn’t taken a single life, but simply left them with those profound words. He exuded the atmosphere of an evil mastermind who manipulated the entire story from the shadows.


      “So strong...”


      The young man staring at the television put his controller down without even thinking about it, his eyes fixed on the boy on the other side of the screen. The sight of the boy fighting with such composure, handling the protagonists like they were children, thrilled the young man as he considered how strong this boy could possibly be. As he gave himself entirely to that emotion, his lips moved on their own.


      With the far-too-powerful boy’s image burned into his eyes, he muttered, “If I—”


      If I was him, how would I live my life?

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Reincarnated as the Absolute Strongest


      This young man loved worlds of sword and sorcery. From a young age, he’d played only fantasy games, and always favored nothing but fantasy books. He was confident he could enjoy stories in fantasy settings for days on end without rest.


      His name was Ren Shina.


      Of course, his life involved more than just playing games. Ren was a fourth-year student attending university and had lately been busy trying to find employment. To add to that, he’d thrown himself into working part-time four days a week just to feed his gaming addiction.


      On one particular weekend, Ren cleared out three days of his schedule for a highly anticipated new game. He downloaded it on Friday at midnight and played for about two days straight with practically no sleep. It was evening when he finished, shouting in delight in front of his television.


      “The endiiiiing!”


      The game was an RPG. So, while it hadn’t been a competition against anyone, he was driven by sleep deprivation, and the lingering excitement of having played nonstop, to post a part of the ending screen on social media. It felt great. For a gamer, posting something like that without giving away any spoilers was a treat.


      “Could I be the world’s first?”


      As if answering him, words came up on the screen after the credits.




      System: Congratulations on clearing the game. Would you like to upload your clear time? Yes/No.




      “Obviously!” Ren shouted, pushing the “Yes” button. Shortly after, a new system message appeared on the screen. One half of the message confirmed his suspicion, while the other had his heart dancing.




      System: As a reward for ranking number one, you have acquired special DLC. Would you like to download it? Yes/No.




      “Special DLC... Of course I would!”


      He pushed “Yes” once more and a progress bar appeared in the corner of the screen, ticking up from one percent, to two percent, and onward. He had no idea what exactly this DLC was, but the message described it as a reward for ranking number one. In other words, nobody else could get this content. How could a gamer not get excited over this? It was even giving him somewhat of a superiority complex.


      “I need to calm down a little...”


      Ren leaned back into his sofa to slow his pounding heart. He had nothing to do while he waited for the download to complete, so he picked up his smartphone and opened the game’s official webpage.


      The Legend of the Seven Heroes.


      It was a fantasy RPG that was going to be a trilogy. The story took place in a world several centuries after the titular seven heroes defeated the Demon Lord. It was set in a school, following the heroes’ descendants as they grew and overcame all kinds of hardships. With plenty of subplots and romanceable heroines, it was extremely popular.


      The protagonist was born in the countryside to commoner parents. He awakened to his hidden potential at a young age, then attended the empire’s best school in the capital. There, he met six students who were said to have inherited the blood of the seven heroes.


      The plot was then driven forward by their attempts to stop the ones who were scheming to revive the Demon Lord. In LotSH1’s ending, it became clear that the protagonist was the descendant of the last of the seven heroes whose bloodline had been assumed lost.


      The game Ren had just cleared was its sequel, LotSH2.


      “LotSH2 was awesome too.”


      Unlike the first game, which focused on the protagonists’ growth during their school days, the sequel’s story went in a completely different direction, instead focusing on the outbreak of an enormous conflict.


      “How laughable. The heroes’ descendants can’t even stop one person.”


      This was spoken by the boy who’d made Ren set down his controller in the middle of playing the game, a boy who had been the protagonist’s classmate and friend. He’d killed the girl who’d been lauded as a saint, and had even taken the life of the school’s headmistress who was purported to be the greatest mage in the world.


      “Do you see? As you are now, you can’t reach me, even if you put your lives on the line.”


      When the protagonist questioned the boy about his crimes, the boy casually defeated the whole party before vanishing, leaving them to ponder his words. Following that, incidents of all kinds broke out across the empire. The friend would show up on a battlefield, say things with heavy implications, and even fight the protagonist every now and then.


      However, his objective and his potential connection to those scheming to revive the Demon Lord remained a mystery right through the ending. LotSH2 finished with the emperor ordering the protagonist to kill his friend, and the rest was to follow in LotSH3.


      Ren enjoyed simply reminiscing over the story. Ultimately, he failed to calm himself down, so he set down his smartphone and picked up his controller. The new DLC hadn’t finished downloading yet, so he had an urge to go back to the title screen.


      “I’ve got time to kill, so I guess I’ll look for hidden skills or something.”


      This was one of the features that gave the game replay value. On a second playthrough, the protagonist’s skill names could be converted to Japanese and three of his skills could be crossed. It was even possible to create original skills.


      However, it was balanced so that it didn’t break the game. It was impossible to use unique skills and their effects. Those could only be used by special characters. To compensate for that and provide some fun, hidden skills could be found through specific combinations.


      Ren spent just under an hour searching for hidden skills, but after trying tens and even hundreds of patterns, he failed to find any. Hidden skills were set up to fill in the new name automatically after crossing specific skills together, which was supposed to make it possible to find them right away.


      “It’s no good. I can’t find any.”


      Ren finally ran out of patience and reached for his smartphone. He searched social media to see if anyone else had cleared the game and found several interesting posts.


      “He’s definitely the boss for LotSH3.”


      “He’s the mastermind. He’s the guy trying to revive the Demon Lord (probably).”


      “That last scene made him look like the Black Ranger. He’s so cool.”


      People had seen LotSH2’s ending. Ren had talked to a few of these gamers over social media before, so figuring it wouldn’t hurt to ask, he shot them a message.


      “Have you found any hidden skills?”


      He got a reply in under a minute. Unfortunately, nobody had found any. Ren was a little disappointed. At the same time, his resolve to find one strengthened. He put in some eyedrops, fired himself back up, then caught the ninety-nine percent in the corner of the screen.


      “Oh, it’s finally done,” he muttered to himself as the progress bar reached a hundred percent. A message flashed up on the screen for a few seconds with the words, “Download Complete!” then vanished. It was a bit of a letdown—he wasn’t able to find anything different. Maybe it was a bug. Ren let out a long sigh and went back to searching for hidden skills.


      And almost an hour later, he stumbled on one.


      “Magic Sword Summoner?” Ren muttered, cocking his head in astonishment.


      He’d combined Swordsman, Black Mage, and Summoner, a combination he’d tried several times already because of its many usable abilities. As for why he’d tried the same thing again, it had been no more than a simple mistake. After trying hundreds of combinations, putting the same one in again was inevitable. That was all there was to it.


      Ren’s lips curved into a smile. He was delighted to have discovered a hidden skill and quickly pushed the “Confirm” button.




      System: Magic Sword Summoner is a unique skill. It cannot be used in Normal Mode.




      Ren slammed his head against his desk, resisting the urge to scream You’ve gotta be kidding me! out loud. Immediately, however, he got back up and took a closer look.


      “Can’t be used in Normal Mode...? What’s that supposed to mean?”


      Now that he thought about it, he realized he’d never seen this message before. If he’d chosen a unique skill, the game would just tell him that he couldn’t use it. This made him curious. Ren tried changing the game’s difficulty, but got the same message. Finding this strange, he went over Magic Sword Summoner’s description.


      “You can summon magic swords. You can increase your proficiency by using magicite to level up the magic swords’ abilities. By fulfilling specific conditions, you can unlock new types of magic swords.”


      Magicite was a type of ore that could be found inside monsters. There were several ways of using it, but its most common application was simply selling it for money. Ren couldn’t recall seeing any characters with a skill like this. He knitted his brow for a few moments, then noticed words flashing in the corner of the screen.




      System: Start the special story using Magic Sword Summoner? Yes/No.




      Ren cocked his head, then recalled the special DLC and chose “Yes.”


      “Huh...?”


      The moment he did, a white light drowned out his vision and his consciousness faded away. Falling back onto his sofa, he passed out.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      When he came to, Ren found himself in a bath of warm water. He tried to open his eyes to look around, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get them open. He couldn’t even move his limbs with any amount of strength.


      “What an energetic boy. Don’t you think so too, madam?”


      It was an old lady’s voice.


      “Yes. What a relief. It looks like he’ll grow up into a healthy man.”


      The voice that followed was much younger. There was an air of exhaustion to this one.


      What the heck’s going on?


      Ren’s voice echoed in his mind as he tried to focus on his senses other than sight. This was far too realistic to be a dream. However, the unrealistic situation of going from an adult to a baby was something his brain was incapable of keeping up with. A certain thought, stupid as it was, popped into his head.


      Special DLC... Start a special story...


      Unable to explain this away as a dream, he came up with another outrageous theory.


      Did I reincarnate?


      Ren had deep knowledge of fantasy stories, so the possibility came to him immediately. Setting aside whether he could accept it right away, all of his senses, other than his sight, were screaming at him that this was reality.


      I see...


      This really was special DLC and a special story. Ren feigned composure, trying to convince himself that he was completely calm, then felt a sudden flood of shame. He was now a baby, butt naked in what he assumed was his first bath. Even as he tried to move, all he was capable of was flailing around wildly.


      I need to get a better grasp of the situation...


      Ren was shocked by how unexpectedly calm he was. Maybe this was because, despite being reality, the phenomenon was so unreal. Not only that, but he couldn’t really move around the way he wanted to, giving him no choice but to resign himself to his situation, and giving his mind a chance to calm down.


      I at least want to hear my name.


      Ren flailed about in prayer, and as if answering him, the older woman questioned the younger one.


      “Madam, what of the boy’s name?”


      “I’ve already decided, of course.”


      “I’m glad to hear it... There, that will do. It’s about time that you embrace your child. Please call his name.”


      Ren felt a warm cloth envelop him as he was scooped up into the air before another warm sensation wrapped around him. It had to be someone important in The Legend of the Seven Heroes. Who else would be at the start of a special story with a hidden skill?


      “Ren. His name is Ren Ashton.”


      This was a shock.


      “How laughable. The heroes’ descendants can’t even stop one person.”


      Possessing enough strength to defeat the protagonist’s party on his own, a mysterious charm, and androgynous yet dignified looks, he realized he was the protagonist’s friend and the mastermind behind the turmoil of LotSH2. That was Ren Ashton.


      He was the absolute strongest character, believed to be at the core of the entire trilogy’s story. He’d shocked many players, but because the two had shared a name, Ren had felt a particular affinity with him and had admired him greatly. He’d even wondered what it would be like to live as Ren Ashton.


      Reincarnated out of the blue, and as such a crazy character at that? What am I supposed to do now...?


      Ren had never considered that it would actually happen. He couldn’t keep up with what was going on.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Unique Skill


      A day went by, then a week, and there was still nobody to answer Ren’s questions. Before he knew it, he could open his eyes, although there wasn’t much to see. He was in a dilapidated room with a cold draft blowing through it. He could also see that he was a baby.


      That lifestyle went on for just over half a year.


      There’s no doubting it anymore. I’ve reincarnated into the world of LotSH1 as Ren Ashton.


      He was also starting to feel like he was becoming a new self. Shortly after reincarnating, he’d wanted to go back to his own world, but in these last few weeks, the desire had faded away.


      Let’s live peacefully. I’m definitely not gonna have the emperor order my death.


      Even if he truly was Ren Ashton, he could simply walk a different path from the events of the game. He had to live a clean and just life. As he swore this to himself, a woman entered the room and looked down at him.


      “Oh dear, have you been waiting for your mom?”


      This was Mireille, Ren Ashton’s mother. She had a pretty face, and much like Ren, she had brown hair that verged on black. From the information Ren had gathered over the last half a year, she’d just turned twenty-one.


      “Time to eat!” Mireille said.


      She scooped Ren up and pulled her top open. To tell the truth, shortly after his reincarnation, Ren had been somewhat averse to being breastfed. After all, it was being done by a woman the same age he’d been not too long ago, and a married one at that.


      Well... Not that I developed any ulterior motives.


      It was probably because he understood by instinct: Mireille had given birth to him. There was no way he could feel such things toward her. So, for yet another day, Ren obeyed his needs. After satisfying his hunger, it was naptime. He couldn’t voice his gratitude yet, so he thanked Mireille by giving her a huge smile. Mireille returned the gesture, then left the room.


      I’m bored.


      Ren had far more time than he knew what to do with. As a baby, the most he was capable of was some light exercise within the confines of his bed. There was nothing meaningful to do. It was simply agony. Because he was fully cognizant, these intervals of nothing were endlessly boring.


      Is there anything I can do...?


      Ren racked his brain, but came to the conclusion that he would simply have to spend his time being bored. After less than an hour of that, the words “Magic Sword Summoner” popped into his head and changed his mood completely.


      I never tried it because it could be dangerous, but maybe it’s about time to give it a go.


      Immediately after being born in this world, Ren had thought about trying out his unique skill. However, if a sword appeared right above him and fell point down... That was why he’d waited until his body had grown somewhat. He was still a baby, but was naturally able to sit up in bed and had grown enough to crawl around with ease. So, he was inclined to try it now.


      Okay then...


      The problem was how to do said summoning. In the game, he could open the menu screen with the push of a button. That was where there were options like using items on party members and casting recovery spells. Reality, on the other hand, had no such button. The cliché phrase “Open Status” came to mind, but it didn’t do anything.


      “Abah...”


      Ren lowered his head and focused, muttering “Summon magic sword, summon magic sword,” over and over in his mind. It was like an intense prayer, or maybe even a curse. And before he knew it...


      “Oh?!”


      A bracelet plopped down into his lap. It was made of silver and had a large crystal ball embedded in it. It was also a perfect fit for his tiny wrist.


      The heck is this?! H-Hang on! There’s something in the crystal’s reflection...


      Ren was let down by it not being a magic sword, but when he took a closer look at the bracelet, his eyes shot open upon seeing the words within.


      Magic Sword Summoning... Must be the skill associated with Magic Sword Summoner.


      There were other times this sort of thing happened in the game. For example, upon choosing a powerful skill called Guardian, the character learned Swordsmanship and White Magic off the bat.


      If I remember right, I can raise my proficiency for magic swords using magicite.


      As for Ren’s summoning skill proficiency, that seemed to level up with use. The “0/100” displayed after the level was likely his current proficiency. However, Magic Sword Summoner itself didn’t seem to have any levels.


      The system also mentioned getting more magic swords by fulfilling certain conditions.


      The only magic sword he had access to now was the Wooden Magic Sword. By developing it, he could unlock the Metal Magic Sword, but that was it.
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      At any rate, the description of the Wooden Magic Sword held Ren’s gaze captive.


      Nature magic? The type that creates plants in battle?


      Ren recalled an enemy who wielded nature magic in the game—an elf the party encountered in a forest. He had tremendous physical abilities and could bind the party using vegetation created with nature magic. To add to that, he could also use a different kind of magic to control monsters, making it quite a troublesome fight.


      His nature magic was strong...but the (lesser) tag on mine is a little concerning.


      It was probably safe to assume that it was weaker than normal nature magic.


      I’d love to try it out. In a world with monsters, living peacefully is a farfetched dream if I can’t even fight.


      With that in mind, Ren muttered “Wooden Magic Sword... Wooden Magic Sword...” over and over in his mind, but nothing seemed to happen. Ren hung his head, then suddenly looked at the bracelet before him.


      Maybe Magic Sword Summoner only worked with the bracelet equipped. So, he brought his right arm closer and the bracelet latched on automatically. While surprised by this, he repeated the chant in his head and a crack formed in the empty air.


      A wooden sword slowly appeared out of the crack like a blade being drawn from its sheath. Then, it plopped down pathetically onto the bed.


      It’s tiny...


      Ren’s joyful smile clouded over in an instant. This was pretty much to be expected, but while it was a magic sword, it was still the Wooden Magic Sword. It was also so short it would be presumptuous to even call it a dagger. At best, it could be taken for a kitchen knife.


      I-I haven’t leveled it up yet... Also, I can technically use nature magic...


      Feeling somewhat dissatisfied, Ren picked up the Wooden Magic Sword. For some reason, his body felt heavy and he was getting a headache. Chalking it up to his imagination, he tightened his grip and tried to brandish the sword.


      Ugh... Ah...


      The headache was not in fact his imagination, and it was getting worse. Unable to withstand it, Ren fell into an empty-minded stupor. The bracelet that had attached itself to his arm vanished on its own.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Several weeks after passing out from that headache, Ren took a look out of the window at the leaves starting to fall from their trees. At about six months into his life, he had tried out Magic Sword Summoning. Currently, he was around seven or eight months old. Working backward from there, his birthday would be somewhere around April.


      I get it now...


      Ren smiled in satisfaction at the Wooden Magic Sword in his hand. Not counting the day after his first attempt, Ren had summoned this sword every day.


      He hadn’t tried that one day because the headache had frightened him. He refused to give up, however, and the second try turned out to be less painful than the first. After the third, then the fourth, the headache and weight on his body had been nowhere near as bad.


      Did I get that first headache because I ran out of mana?


      In The Legend of the Seven Heroes, characters who ran out of mana would temporarily suffer from stat loss. Ren figured this was what had happened to him.


      If I had to guess, I’d say unlike the game, this world has no concept of stats and character levels. Otherwise, my growth would make no sense.


      For example, physical strength didn’t depend on level. Though it differed from person to person, it came with the body’s growth. Alternatively, it could be improved by exhausting one’s strength, much like Ren had done with his mana. That was simply how muscles worked. In other words, it was a matter of putting in the work to improve.


      Anyway, one of my plans has already gone out the window.


      Assuming that this was the same world as the game, Ren knew how to efficiently raise his level. He’d wanted to use that as a means to live an easy and peaceful life, but no such luck. He had to put in steady and honest work. That drew a deep sigh out of him.


      “Ren? You awake?”


      Just then, the door opened and a well-built man walked up to Ren. In a panic, Ren willed his bracelet and magic sword to vanish before they were discovered. This was something he’d recently discovered how to accomplish.


      “Oh? Looking outside again? Then let your dad give you a closer look!”


      As his words confirmed, this was Ren’s father, Roy Ashton. He was still young, around the same age as Mireille. He had masculine features, so he and his wife were quite the picture when they were together. As he was scooped up, Ren looked up at the man’s face, and Roy returned a refreshing smile, showing his white teeth.


      “Take a look. Our nameless village is borderlanding as splendidly as ever!”


      Using “borderland” as a verb for some reason, Roy opened the window, letting in a slightly chill breeze that tousled his blond hair.


      Yup. As remote as ever.


      This part hadn’t been described in The Legend of the Seven Heroes. Ren Ashton’s hometown was about as far into the countryside as it got. It was a small village that didn’t even house a hundred people. The fields spreading out beyond the window were dotted by simple buildings.


      “You see that over there? That’s the forest.”


      Roy pointed to a dense growth of trees. At a glance, it looked like any other forest, but there was one outstanding feature: a stone that towered over its surroundings.


      “Gah?” Ren cooed, pointing at it.


      “They call it the Sword Stone. Look, it’s tapered like a blade. It takes about an hour and a half to walk there from the forest’s entrance.”


      It looked as tall as a skyscraper. Ren was calmly observing the Sword Stone when a somewhat strong breeze suddenly brushed against his cheek.


      “But don’t forget. You must never enter the forest beyond those fields. The monsters there are weak, sure, but they’ll attack the moment they spot you.”


      Roy’s next words piqued Ren’s interest greatly.


      “Well, this village manages to get by ’cause they’re so weak. Hunting them is a good food source and we can sell the magicite for money. That’s how I’m able to make a living for us.”


      Beyond just repeatedly training his mana, there was another way Ren could improve Magic Sword Summoner. He had to use magicite to gain proficiency with his magic swords.


      I wonder if I can get him to show me some...


      As Ren secretly thought that, Roy carried him out of the room.


      “How ’bout we take a walk around?”


      This was Ren’s first time outside his room. The rest of the house was just as worn. The hallway’s wood planks were a deep brown, their color dulled here and there. With any kind of decoration, things might’ve looked a little different, but Ren couldn’t even spot any furniture.


      “Mrgh... If I don’t fix this place up soon...” Roy muttered, smiling bitterly as one of the floorboards creaked loudly under his weight. “Guess the house I inherited from my old man along with his status as a knight is reaching its limit. Well, I’ll consider it if the village turns a profit. Ren, remember this well. Poor knights don’t have any money to spend.”


      Dad, this isn’t something you should be telling a baby...


      As Roy’s words implied, the Ashton family was a line of knights who’d been entrusted with this remote village. Ren had been under the impression that being a knight wasn’t hereditary, but it seemed that wasn’t the case in this world—or at least this country specifically.


      After a short while, Roy stopped at a door at the end of the hallway and threw it open.


      “Mireille! I brought Ren!”


      The room on the other side was the kitchen. It was an old-fashioned design where over half the space had a dirt floor and a door that led outside.


      “D-Dear?! What happened?! Why did you suddenly bring Ren out?!”


      Mireille was standing next to a stone basin and a sooty oven in the dirt corner of the kitchen.


      “Well, ya know, Ren seemed like he wanted to see what magicite looked like, so—”


      “As if he could have wanted that! Good grief!”


      That’s exactly what I wanted, Ren said in his head. Mireille was convinced it was an utter lie, though. She sighed deeply, looking at Roy with suspicion in her eyes as he approached her.


      “I suppose you’ve always been a sword nut,” she said. “Spending all your time fighting monsters and collecting your beloved magicite. That’s why you wind up with these strange misunderstandings of things.”


      “Y-You don’t know that! C’mon! Let me borrow the magicite I got from this morning’s hunt!”


      “Yes, yes, I’m already done with it, so do what you like.”


      With that, Roy handed Ren over to Mireille, then headed to a corner of the kitchen. There was a muddy pelt there with a translucent stone sitting on top of it.


      I’m guessing that’s a little boar’s hide.


      That was the name of the first monster the protagonist fought in the game. It was very similar to a normal wild boar.


      “Ren, your dad makes money by hunting monsters,” Mireille said. “He shares the meat with everyone in the village too. That’s why your mom respects him so much... But please don’t become a boy who’s attracted only to swords and magicite, okay?”


      Ren couldn’t make that promise. He gave her a dry smile, but even that was enough to please her.


      “All righty, Ren,” Roy said, coming back with the translucent stone. “This is magicite.”


      Roy put the magicite in Ren’s hand. Upon closer inspection, there was a slight green tint to it. If polished, it might make for a pretty gem. Looking at the magicite in his hands, Ren smiled like never before. Even Mireille, who’d utterly doubted Roy, was shocked by the sight, then let out a sigh and smiled helplessly.


      “To think that my son would fall in love with magicite just like my husband...”


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Some time later, Ren had been taken back to his room by Roy, and was now alone. Roy had given him the magicite as a toy, and he smiled, thinking he could finally upgrade his proficiency. He joyfully summoned his bracelet.


      Hm...?


      However, even after his bracelet appeared, nothing happened. Even as the minutes went by, the situation didn’t change at all. Frustrated, Ren peered into the bracelet. The words “This magicite cannot be used” were displayed within.


      Don’t tell me...


      Maybe he couldn’t use magicite unless it came from a monster he personally defeated. Or maybe it only worked with specific types of magicite. Those two possibilities came to mind, but he had a gut feeling the latter would be a condition for unlocking new magic swords. He had nothing to base that on, but he was sure the former was the condition for raising his proficiency.


      I get it...


      If any old magicite would do, it would be possible to raise his proficiency by simply buying magicite. Having to defeat the monsters himself was a mechanic to prevent that.


      They’re really not going to let me have it easy...


      As he reached that conclusion, Ren threw himself back onto his bed. He stared up at the ceiling with an expression more miserable than ever before.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: First Level Up


      Though Ren was the son of a knight, he hadn’t started training yet. His parents were waiting for him to grow a little more. His father, Roy, had been badly injured as a child after pushing things too far, so they were avoiding anything reckless.


      A few days after Ren turned seven, Roy suggested, “It’s about the right time. Wanna try swinging a sword?”


      It was after breakfast when he’d said that, and then he left through the door in the kitchen with a longsword over his back.


      “We’ll start training in the afternoon. There’s a bunch of wooden swords in the storehouse, so just pick one you like.”


      Roy was technically a knight. It was in his best interest to put in some work to live up to his title. That way he had something to write about in the reports he had to send to the baron several times a year. So, he made a living by hunting monsters.


      He keeps the village safe while also making money. That’s two birds with one stone.


      Mireille had once mentioned that, because of Roy’s hunting, this poor village was able to make some extra income. Agriculture alone wasn’t enough to support the livelihoods of the villagers and the Ashtons.


      “What are you up to, Ren?” his mother asked as he finished his own breakfast. “Going to the study again?”


      “I was planning on it. Thank you for breakfast. I’m heading straight there.”


      With that, he left the kitchen.


      “Now then...”


      Ren walked over to the study, threw open the aging door, and went inside. The Ashtons’ study was by no means large, as three single beds would occupy every last inch of space, and the only furniture within was a single bookshelf against the wall and a desk by the window. After he’d turned three years old, Ren had started frequenting the study practically every day. Sitting at this desk was essentially a daily routine.


      “What to read today?”


      The desk was covered in books that Ren was using to learn how to read. He hadn’t had any problems with the spoken language, but hadn’t been able to read or write. So, Mireille had been teaching him. About a year ago, he’d become able to read on his own.


      As he reminisced about those days, Ren opened a book. It detailed the geography of the world, which matched what he’d seen in the game. He started reading, partially to rest after his meal. The first page was about the continents of the word, among them the continent where Ren currently lived.


      It had been named after the chief god Elphen. Excluding one portion of the continent, the land was extremely fertile. Moreover, it was rich with mines and fisheries. This continent was said to be blessed by Elphen and was treated as the center of the world.


      Despite this, it had a long history of wars among its people, as well as damage done by monsters and the Demon Lord. Through those upheavals, many countries had either been absorbed by others or completely destroyed.


      The country where Ren had been born was the one exception. It was the stage for The Legend of the Seven Heroes—the Leomer Empire, which dominated western Elphen. Leomer had been founded around a thousand years ago by a man known as the King of Lions. It was a major power that had gained the reputation of being invincible due to the many wars it had been through. Its military force was on a different level from other countries. No nation wanted to pick a fight with Leomer. To add to that, the ones called the seven heroes had all been Leomerans. By defeating the Demon Lord, they’d put many nations in Leomer’s debt, so meddling with the empire was frowned upon.


      “But we’re all the way on the border.”


      Ren’s eyes shifted from the world map and focused on an older one. It had a picture of Ren’s village and contained information on the region and its neighbors. It also had the name of the domain and the lord who ruled over it.


      These were all names he’d never seen in the game, meaning it really was in the middle of nowhere. It would take a little over two months by carriage to reach this area from the capital. Even getting here from the city where the ruling baron lived was around a ten-day trip east by horse.


      After reviewing all this information, Ren stretched in his chair.


      “It’s about time to start studying.”


      That was enough of a rest after breakfast. He fired himself up by slapping his cheeks and opened a moderately sized book. Though unusual for him, today he lacked concentration. He knew why too. He was looking forward to this afternoon’s training.


      “No, I gotta concentrate...”


      He tried several times to focus after this, but the result was always the same. He gave up, got out of his seat, and headed to the storehouse where the training equipment was.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      After returning home in the afternoon, Roy set the monster he’d hunted down on the kitchen’s dirt floor, then went back to the yard where Ren was waiting for him.


      “Were you studying again today?” Roy asked.


      “Yes. I was learning about the surrounding geography. There were records of the lord’s family name and such.”


      “You’ve already gotten that far? Seems like swordplay is about the only thing I can teach you... Speaking of, I don’t recall having a wooden sword like that.”


      Roy’s eyes fell to the Wooden Magic Sword in Ren’s hand.


      “Is there something wrong with it?” Ren asked.


      “No, it’s fine. I’m just surprised you found one that small.”


      Ren had gone through several wooden swords in the storehouse. He’d found a few that’d been around the same size as the Wooden Magic Sword, so he’d decided to just be brazen and use his own sword. To do this, he had to wear his bracelet, but his leather gloves hid it from Roy. Also, the bracelet and the magic swords it summoned changed sizes to match Ren’s growth, so they didn’t feel weird to use at all.


      “So, about today’s training,” Roy said. “Come at me.”


      “Huh?”


      The abruptness of Roy’s statement left Ren staring blankly at him.


      “We Ashtons may be knights, but I was raised out here in the sticks,” Roy explained. “I’ve never taught anyone to use a sword either. So, I’m gonna do it the way my old man taught me.”


      To put it plainly, he meant for Ren to learn the same way he had. Ren had no idea what the proper way to learn swordplay was either. If it was how Roy had been raised, he couldn’t outright deny the effectiveness of that teaching style.


      “C’mon, no need to hold back,” Roy urged.


      Surprisingly, Ren remained as excited as before. He gripped the Wooden Magic Sword tightly, lowered his stance, and...


      “Understood!”


      He launched himself forward. He’d never used this much strength since reincarnating. Honestly, he was surprised by his own athleticism.


      “Good lunge!”


      Listening to Roy’s feedback, Ren raised the Wooden Magic Sword overhead. He had no intention of trying out lesser nature magic. He was just going to put everything he had in a downward swing.


      Roy blocked the blow effortlessly. As the wooden swords collided, Ren felt a jolt run through his hands.


      “Keep going until you can’t!” Roy commanded.


      “R-Right!”


      Ren charged in a second time, then a third time, swinging his weapon over and over as Roy stood waiting for him. Ren tried to break through his guard, but due to the overwhelming difference in muscle mass, it seemed like an impossible task. Despite this...


      Why is this fun?


      Finding himself enjoying the experience, Ren refused to give up. All he was doing was repeatedly swinging a sword at a man who just stood there and blocked, but it was irresistibly fun.


      I’m sure it’s because this is my version of leveling up!


      All this effort would lead to his skill improving. With that thought in mind, Ren was able to ignore the fatigue assailing his every muscle. Even as he ran out of breath, even as he was knocked back by Roy’s strength, he kept abusing his body for the sake of the level up that awaited him.


      However, no matter how strong his will was, Ren was still a seven-year-old child. Not even thirty minutes into this training session, he lost all strength in his body and collapsed.
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      “Sorry for being so weak...”


      “Don’t be stupid. With moves like that, nobody would guess you’re only seven. Anyway, I’m gonna heat up a bath to wash myself off. How ’bout you? Wanna cool down some first?”


      Ren nodded. “Yes, that sounds good.”


      “Got it.”


      With that, Roy walked off. After watching him vanish into the house, Ren took a look at the bracelet he’d hidden under his gear.




      Magic Sword Summoning (LVL 1: 2/100)




      “Aw yeah!”


      The magic sword itself needed magicite to improve, but Ren could gain proficiency with Magic Sword Summoning by using the summoned swords. Having confirmed this in practice, Ren rejoiced with a carefree smile.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Following that first session, it became a daily routine for Ren to train with Roy in the afternoon.


      “Let’s call it a day here.”


      “Th-Thank you very much...”


      As usual, Roy brought the session to an end looking down at Ren who was comfortably sprawled on the ground. Ren was now capable of lasting twice as long as he had on that first day. His stamina and strength were developing steadily.


      “Now for today’s results...”


      After confirming Roy was gone, Ren snuck a peek at his bracelet.




      Magic Sword Summoning (LVL 1: 88/100)




      Training to the point of collapse was just enough to net him two proficiency points. Working backward from that, it meant he’d been tormenting his body for over a month already. At this point, he was no longer being spurred on purely by a gamer’s instinct to level up. Using his muscles was completely different from holding a controller, after all.


      I think I know what it is.


      Ren figured it was Roy’s and Mireille’s influences. Unlike his parents from his previous life, these two praised him wholeheartedly whenever he gave it everything he had. Their smiles motivated him to try even harder.


      “I never got any praise back then...”


      Ren’s parents had gotten divorced when he was very young and his mother had taken custody of him. However, as he’d grown older, he’d started to develop a resemblance to his father. Hating this, his mother had stopped speaking to him. By the time he entered university, it’d been rare for her to even be at home. The two had only conversed a handful of times a year.


      That was why his life now seemed so fulfilling in comparison. The lack of electrical appliances was inconvenient at times, but he was confident that he was far happier now than he’d ever been back in those days.


      “I’ll do my best tomorrow too.”


      It felt pretty good to be motivated by his parents’ delight.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The next day, and the day after that, Ren faced off against Roy to the point of collapse. On the sixth day, something strange happened.


      “Huh...?”


      About an hour into it, Ren’s body felt mysteriously lighter than when the session had begun. It was as if his legs could propel him into the sky.


      “What’s wrong? Don’t tell me you’re hurt...”


      Ren had come to a sudden stop, which had caused Roy to panic.


      “I-I’m all right!” Ren shouted. “It’s nothing serious!”


      “If you say so... Just don’t push yourself.”


      “I won’t!”


      As Ren spoke, he noticed that the sudden lightness wasn’t the only change. His arms also felt much stronger than before. He tried to figure out why, but couldn’t. Still, he didn’t want to worry Roy, so he lowered his stance as usual and charged in. With that single motion, Roy could see that something was different too.


      “H-How did—?!”


      Even though Roy spent nearly every day hunting monsters in the forest, he was shocked by Ren’s speed. Ren had always boasted an athleticism that seemed impossible for a seven-year-old. However, his current speed seemed to surpass even the monsters of the forest.


      “Ugh...”


      Still, Roy held out his wooden sword horizontally and blocked Ren’s attack. His feet dug grooves in the ground and his weapon creaked as if screaming in pain.


      “Haaah!”


      Ren kept up the offensive. The two swords collided over and over with resounding thuds.


      My body is so light...!


      The usual numbness in his hands was gone. He could swing the Wooden Magic Sword to his heart’s content.


      “You’re so much stronger all of a sudden... Th-That’s right! Ren! Did you...?!”


      Roy narrowed his eyes, a bead of sweat running down his brow. Coming to some kind of conclusion, he took a stance. For the very first time, he was going on the offensive. However...


      “H-Huh...?”


      Suddenly, all of Ren’s strength drained out of him, and he fell to his knees.


      “Out of energy, huh?” Roy commented.


      “N-No way... I can keep going...”


      Ren was bewildered, unable to accept what had just happened. Roy, meanwhile, approached him with a delighted smile. He reached out and lifted Ren into the air.


      “Well done!” he exclaimed. “Who’d have thought my kid would have a skill?!”


      “H-Hang on! D-Dad?!”


      “Your sudden strength has to be because your skill leveled up! I don’t have one, so I don’t know what it feels like. There’s nothing else it could be, though!”


      Held in his father’s burly arms, Ren finally came to a realization.


      Oh, that’s what happened. Magic Sword Summoning leveled up in the middle of training.


      That level was supposed to unlock Enhanced Physique (Lesser). That would explain why his body felt so light and why he had grown stronger. His mind hadn’t been able to keep up with the sudden change, which explained why he’d reached his limit so unexpectedly.


      “If that’s the case, we’ve gotta go to the church and have you appraised,” Roy said. He paused for a moment. “Or so I’d like, but...”


      He suddenly set Ren down, looking dejected.


      “I’m sorry, son,” he continued. “We can’t spare the money to go to the church.”


      “Ummm... Is it really expensive to have a skill appraised?”


      “No, the appraisal itself can be settled if I hunt a few monsters. It’s cheap enough that kids who live in a town with a church get appraised right after birth.”


      For a moment, Ren didn’t understand. Then, he remembered where his village was located.


      “We’re so far in the countryside that we have to consider traveling expenses?” he asked.


      Roy nodded. “The closest church is far away, in the city where the baron lives.”


      The city was ten days away by horse.


      “Paying travel expenses for the three of us isn’t impossible,” Roy added. “But we’ll also have to hire mercenaries to hunt monsters while I’m gone. We don’t exactly have the money for that.”


      This was rather convenient for Ren. He wanted to keep his skill a secret. He intended to live as peacefully as he could in this village, so this resolved one of his concerns neatly.


      “I don’t think there’s any need to get it appraised,” he told Roy.


      “Ren...”


      “I’m not going to die just because I don’t know what exactly it’s called.”


      “Aren’t you being a bit too practical...? Most kids would be dying to know the name of their skill...”


      “I’m not most kids.”


      Roy was taken aback, then burst into laughter. He was loud enough that it felt like he could be heard from over the horizon. Wondering what it could be, Mireille came rushing out of the house. Upon hearing that Ren had a skill, she rejoiced and embraced him really, really hard.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Acknowledged by the Knight Commander


      About half a month east from Ren’s village was one of the few urban areas in the region, Clausell City. The townscape made use of the geography so that the closer toward the center one went, the higher the street level rose. The streets led upward in a spiral, giving it a very three-dimensional impression from afar. Combined with the uniformly red tile roofs, it was a magnificent sight. The city was highly regarded even in the empire’s distant capital.


      In the very center of the city was a mansion that could practically be called a small castle. This was the estate of the ruling lord, Baron Clausell. Due to its size and ivory walls, the building stood out prominently among its surroundings. Walking up to the front gate, one could see the baron’s beautiful garden. With enough luck, one might even catch a glimpse of the baron’s daughter. It was said that her smile had the power to charm any man, and some who’d seen her were even under the delusion that they’d witnessed an angel or fairy. However...


      “Haaah...”


      The young lady in question was loitering in a corner of the garden in absolute boredom. She had long hair that looked like a mix of polished silver and amethyst, and her eyes were reminiscent of sapphires. Her beautiful face was still highlighted by childish features, and her absolutely unblemished porcelain skin was even more dazzling than the morning sun. There was an unconcealable nobility in her demeanor, making her quite the awe-inspiring lady. This was Licia Clausell.


      “Oh? My lady.”


      A man called out to her. He was a middle-aged knight in armor, his gentle bearing somewhat similar to that of a butler.


      “Is something the matter?” he asked. “Such an expression is a waste of your lovely features.”


      “It’s nothing... I was just doing some training.”


      “I see. It seems my subordinates are no longer a match for you.”


      “That’s why I keep asking you to be my opponent.”


      “Forgive me, but my lord has entrusted me with a job. I will be absent from the mansion for some time starting today.”


      Licia blinked a few times in shock. Unlike with her previous expression, and in contrast to her beauty, there was now an air of cuteness to her that was far more appropriate for her age.


      “Why you?” she asked. “You’re the knight commander.”


      “If your father commands it, then we must patrol his domain. I am unsure whether I can provide you with more details than that. If you’d like to know more, then please speak with your father.”


      With that, he bowed and left. Outside the gate, his subordinates were already on horseback waiting for him.


      “We depart immediately,” he told them as he mounted the horse they’d prepared for him.


      The group left the estate and headed down the cobblestone road.


      “What to do...?” he muttered several minutes later, troubled.


      “Is something the matter?” one of his subordinates asked.


      “The little lady has grown somewhat conceited as of late,” he answered. “I suppose it is because she has nobody close to her age she can cross swords with.”


      His subordinate nodded. “I hear she went to the capital the other day and bested the children of many nobles and knights.”


      “She did. That’s why I’d like to find a child who can surpass... Well, maybe that’s asking for too much. I’d like to find a child who can at least match her prowess...”


      Praying that he would find one, the man raised his eyes to the calm sky.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Ever since the day his skill leveled up, Ren immersed himself even more in learning swordplay. The days had gone by in a flash, and it had now been three years since he’d begun training. He was ten years old and steadily growing into an adult.


      It was just before the start of summer. Ren recalled something that had happened several days after Roy had found out about his skill.


      “Starting today, you can walk around the village on your own.”


      Mireille had consented too, though she told Ren to make sure he was back before dark. Delighted by this, Ren had added walking through the fields after breakfast to his daily routine. Even today, three years later, he kept to this routine, rubbing his somewhat heavy eyelids.


      “I’ve still got a long way to go...”


      Summoning his bracelet, he looked at the crystal and sighed.




      Magic Sword Summoning (LVL 2: 659/1500)




      This was the reason for his melancholy. The required proficiency to reach the next level was a whole digit higher than what it’d been three years ago.


      “Three whole years to only get this far...”


      It would’ve been ideal to be able to train with Roy every day, but the Ashtons were entrusted with the village. There was all kinds of work to do. Ren had helped out with stuff like farmwork and winter preparations. Even when he had time for training, there were occasions when he’d only gained a single proficiency point. Ren muttered powerlessly to himself as he shifted his focus to the next lines of text.




      LVL 1: Able to summon one magic sword.


      LVL 2: Enhanced Physique (Lesser) while bracelet is summoned.


      LVL 3: Able to summon two magic swords.


      LVL 4: *********




      He was now able to see level three’s effect. His Magic Sword Summoning was level two, so it seemed like things were set up so that he could see the next level.


      It’s about time for me to test the Wooden Magic Sword’s lesser nature magic.


      He’d hesitated due to the fact that he couldn’t afford to try it in the house. But just as the thought crossed his mind, an old woman called out to him.


      “Oh my, you’re out as early as ever, young master.”


      This was the village’s only midwife, Granny Lieg. She was the owner of the other voice who’d been present with Mirelle when Ren had come into this world. Now that they’d coincidentally met here, Ren and Lieg began walking side by side.


      “Your father was boasting about you again,” she said. “He says you’ll become an amazing knight in the capital one day.”


      “Hmmm... I have no intention of leaving the village, though,” he told her. “I mean, if I’m gone, nobody will be left to take over my dad’s work.”


      “Oh dear. You won’t need to worry about that if you end up with little brothers or sisters.”


      In that case, Ren would technically be able to leave the village, but he still had absolutely no intention of doing so.


      “If that happens, they can be the ones to go to the capital,” he said.


      She smiled helplessly at those words, then suddenly came to a stop.


      “Granny Lieg? What’s wrong?”


      Her mouth was agape, her eyes focused on the small hill at the edge of the village.


      “Young master, hurry back home.”


      “What do you— Hm? Are those people on horseback...?”


      Ren turned to see where she was looking and noticed too. There were around ten adults on horseback, all of them clad in armor. They had to be knights. Then, Granny Lieg confirmed his suspicions:


      “They’re the baron’s envoys.”


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Roy was perplexed by the sudden visitors. Seeing this, the old man leading the knights took a step forward to address him.


      “Forgive us for the abrupt visit.”


      He was a refined old knight who looked like a tailcoat would suit him well.


      “Th-There’s no need to apologize...!” Roy told him, flustered. “But what’re— Why have you come to our village?”


      “I will explain, of course, but first, please accept this.” The old knight pulled a piece of parchment from his armor. “Villages south of here have been ravaged by monsters. You’ll find the details within.”


      Roy looked over the parchment, his expression immediately turning grim.


      “Signs of a strange monster in the area...?” he said after he’d finished.


      “That’s correct,” the old knight confirmed. “Just as is written, eyewitnesses report that it has the appearance of a wild beast and is as fast as the wind. Several villages have already suffered damage. There have been casualties too.”


      “What rank is it assumed to be?” Roy asked.


      “Be prepared for at least a D-rank.”


      Roy’s expression turned even grimmer.


      “But please remain at ease,” the old knight added. “Our lord has dispatched knights to all villages in the vicinity. There should be some on the way here as well. Please keep a careful watch until then.”


      “I’ll be glad for the help! But how long will that be?” Roy asked.


      “Around twenty days. There are many places requiring extra hands, so it is taking more time than usual to select the right personnel—especially for lands as remote as this. We cannot promise any swift arrivals.”


      The old knight looked apologetic. Roy remained grim, but there was an air of hope in his expression at the news that knights were being dispatched there.


      “Understood,” he told the knight. “I shall patrol the forest more carefully until then.”


      “Forgive us. Please do not do anything rash, Sir Roy. I hear you are the only one in this village who is capable of fighting. If you fall, everything will be lost.”


      “Not at all. If the need arises, my son can fight too.”


      Roy gave the knight a triumphant look as he beckoned Ren over.


      “Hrm...? The lad?” the knight asked.


      “Yes. Come on, Ren. Greet the knight commander.”


      Th-This guy is the knight commander...?


      That would make him the highest-ranking knight serving under the baron. Ren had been utterly unaware that the man was such a VIP. He cleared his throat and corrected his posture.


      “My name is Ren Ashton. It is an honor to make your acquaintance.”


      The knight commander let out a sigh, clearly pleased.


      “I thank you for the courteous introduction. I am Weiss.”


      With that, he crouched down to Ren’s eye level.


      “How old are you?” Weiss asked.


      “I turned ten this spring.”


      “Hmm, you’re very bright for your age. However...” Weiss paused, then turned to Roy with a baffled look. “I understand he is your pride and joy, but it’s far too harsh to ask a ten-year-old child to fight monsters.”


      “It’s all right!” Roy exclaimed. “Ren is far stronger than I was at his age. He excels at swordplay!”


      “Hmm... You appraise him that highly?”


      “Yes! What’s more, he possesses a skill!”


      “By Elphen, now that’s a surprise.”


      Ren didn’t mind being praised, but it was embarrassing to have it go on for so long. He prayed that it would come to an end soon. And perhaps in answer to Ren’s prayers, Weiss stood up and addressed Roy.


      “It is a good thing to have a reliable heir. Now then, will you allow us to rest in the village for a day?”


      “Of course.”


      Considering the number of knights, preparations would have to be made. There wasn’t enough food for all of them. Weiss didn’t seem to mind, but this wasn’t something the Ashtons could disregard. Mireille welcomed the knights into the house while Roy went to the forest as usual to secure provisions. Weiss offered to help, but Roy refused him outright and left on his own. Ren stepped outside to see him off.


      “Dad, I heard the others with Sir Weiss are knights too. Why do they talk to you like you’re their superior?”


      “Aah, we’re all knights, but the Ashtons have been entrusted with a village. I’ve got higher status than them.”


      “Ooh... I see.”


      “All right, I’m off for real then!”


      This morning had been more hectic than usual, but Roy looked the same as always as he headed toward the forest. Once he was out of sight, the door to the house opened. Weiss came out and walked over to Ren.


      “We really should lend a hand,” the knight commander said.


      Being in someone’s debt seemed to bother Weiss. He had his sword at his waist as if ready to depart at a moment’s notice. Ren, however, decided to imitate his father.


      “There is no need for that,” he told Weiss. “Please relax inside with everyone else as my father suggested.”


      “Mrgh... But...”


      “You have been going around to all the villages in the area, right? I’m sure you must be tired. Take this day to recover.”


      Judging that Ren wasn’t going to back down, Weiss finally gave up. He gave Ren one more gruff “Forgive me” and was just about to turn on his heels, but instead knelt down to look Ren in the eyes.


      “You really are a well-spoken child,” he said.


      “N-Not really... This is a remote region, so it is all secondhand knowledge from books...”


      “There is no need to be so modest. Many knights I know have children, but this is my first time meeting one like you. Speaking with you reminds me of the little lady.”


      “By that...do you mean the baron’s daughter?”


      “Indeed. She is around the same age as you, and just as mature as you are too.”


      Ren was keeping the conversation going, but quite frankly, he wasn’t interested. He was never going to meet this girl, anyway. However, Weiss’s next words drew his attention immediately.


      “The little lady was born with a skill called White Saint. One day, her name will surely resound across the entire empire.”


      What did he just say?


      Ren cocked his head.


      Did he just call her skill White Saint? Wh-What the hell?! Why?!


      The skill was unmistakably the one that belonged to the saint Ren Ashton killed in LotSH2—


      “L-Licia Clausell?!”


      Ren unintentionally blurted out her name without thinking. Hearing this, Weiss knitted his brow and smiled wryly.


      “It’s commendable to know the name of your lord’s daughter, but show some respect.”


      Ren folded his arms. Despite knowing how rude this was before the knight commander, he couldn’t help but sink into thought.


      “Th-The map in the study didn’t say anything about House Clausell...” Ren muttered to himself.


      “That map must be old,” Weiss commented, giving him a curious look. “The geography of the land remains the same, so I assume Sir Roy kept it for reference.”


      Ren had the same suspicion.


      “B-But isn’t House Clausell’s territory closer to the capital?!”


      It was supposed to be a distinguished family near the center of the empire. That was why he’d remained calm knowing the local lord was a baron, and why he hadn’t had any concerns when he’d seen the map in the study.


      “Indeed. House Clausell has territory near the capital as well,” Weiss confirmed.


      “Huh...?”


      Ren blinked repeatedly in confusion, pressing Weiss for more details.


      “Last year, House Clausell was granted territory close to the capital,” Weiss explained. “It was to celebrate the birth of the White Saint and to reward the abundance of the barony.”


      This news naturally shook Ren to his core. However, he hadn’t met Saint Licia yet. He just had to live a peaceful life in this village without ever killing her.


      “I’m sure you will be brought out to greet our lord and his daughter one day.”


      “Huh...?”


      “Have you not heard from Sir Roy? As the next head of a family of knights entrusted with a village, you’ll have to introduce yourself. Once you’re grown up, I’m sure you will make the journey to meet them.”


      Ren wanted to avoid that, but it didn’t sound like he could refuse.


      It’s all right... It’ll just be a greeting...


      He decided to shelve this problem for now. He could give it more thought when the time came.


      “By the way, Sir Weiss, I hear you are the commander of the baron’s knights,” Ren said, changing the topic to give himself a chance to calm down.


      “Hrm? What about it?”


      “Please forgive my presumption. I simply feel it isn’t normal for a man of your standing to come to a village in such a remote region...”


      “Oh, that? I am of course against leaving the estate for such a prolonged period. However, as I said, our lord has great apprehensions regarding this incident.”


      That was why he’d dispatched such an important figure—so that the monster behind this uproar could be brought down immediately upon its discovery.


      “If it’s a D-rank monster, it’ll be dangerous even if my subordinates fight it as a group,” Weiss explained.


      As he listened to Weiss, Ren recalled the ranks of the monsters in the game. Monsters were generally assigned ranks by the guild—a neutral organization that straddled all national borders. There were many factors that played into a monster’s evaluation, but the biggest influence came from the threat it represented to the people. S was the highest rank, while G was the lowest. Sitting in the middle, D-rank was the same as the boss in the game’s opening.


      If I had to guess, I’d say dad is stronger than Sir Weiss’s subordinates...


      However, battles in the game were done in a party of four. It wasn’t certain that Roy could win on his own. If he’d known it would end up like this, he might’ve decided to start training at a younger age. Frustrated, Ren muttered to himself aloud without meaning to.


      “Seems I won’t get any training in today...”


      “Hrm? By that, do you mean Sir Roy has been teaching you swordplay?”


      Ren nodded.


      “If you’d like, I can serve as his substitute,” Weiss suggested. “I cannot remain completely idle during my stay.”


      “A-Are you certain?”


      “Of course. As long as you’re willing, that is.”


      Figuring this would be a valuable experience, Ren grinned ear to ear.


      “Yes, please!”


      He then made his way to the storehouse to get Weiss a wooden sword. Upon arriving, he also secretly prepared his Wooden Magic Sword.


      About half an hour later, they were ready to begin.


      “Sir Weiss, may I observe?” one of Weiss’s subordinates came out to ask.


      Weiss diligently asked for Ren’s consent before approving.


      “To warm up, come at me as you usually would during your training,” Weiss suggested.


      “As you wish.”


      Ren stretched lightly, then took a stance. His body was unusually light today. He was in great condition.


      “Here I come!”


      Ren launched himself at Weiss. Just like he always did with Roy, he held nothing back, closing the distance like the wind.


      “Mrgh?!”


      “Wha?!”


      Both Weiss and his subordinate raised their eyebrows in shock. Weiss blocked Ren’s blow, his lips curving into an amused smile.


      “Hmmm... There is nothing to criticize about your strength and instincts!”


      The impromptu training went on, coming to an end right before evening. Despite playing the role of the teacher, Weiss had really gotten into it over the course of the session.


      That night, lying in bed, Ren looked up at his bracelet in shock.




      Magic Sword Summoning (LVL 2: 669/1500)




      Seeing his proficiency suddenly jump by ten points, he came to a new realization: The stronger his opponent was, the bigger his gains.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The next morning, after Weiss’s group finished breakfast, they immediately made preparations to return to the baron. They mounted their horses around the time it was completely light out.


      “Sir Roy, you have my thanks for the excellent reception during our unannounced visit. Do be careful, though. You have a duty to protect this village as a knight, but it will come to nothing if you collapse.”


      “I understand. I will do my duty as an Ashton while protecting my own health.”


      Weiss thanked Roy once more, then commanded his subordinates to move out. The Ashtons watched them leave, adhering to common courtesy by waiting outside the house until the horses were completely out of sight.


      Weiss’s party spurred their horses onward to Clausell City. They passed over hills, pushed through forests, and sometimes even crossed shallow rivers. As night approached, they began preparations to camp outside.


      “Sir Weiss, I hear you assisted the Ashtons’ son in his training yesterday,” one of his subordinates commented as he worked.


      Hearing this, others joined the conversation.


      “Apparently, Sir Roy teaches him on a regular basis. I’ve heard he isn’t particularly good at teaching, though...”


      “Hmmm. That does seem regrettable.”


      Weiss cocked his head curiously. “You seem to be mistaken. The lad is strong.”


      His subordinates were taken aback by the unexpected appraisal. The one exception was the man who’d watched Weiss and Ren train. Reminiscing over it, he raised his voice in excitement.


      “Sir Weiss, wasn’t he an outstanding talent?!”


      “Indeed,” Weiss agreed. “He is still rough around the edges, but there’s no mistaking it. Plus, he has a good head on his shoulders. He absorbed everything I taught him in the blink of an eye. He’s also a hard worker who never knows when to give up.”


      Weiss’s subordinates had never seen their commander praise anyone to such an extent. This only shocked them all the more.


      “Honestly, it’s enough that I’d like him to join our ranks,” Weiss added.


      “C-Commander?! He’s only ten!”


      “Do you hear yourselves?” Weiss told them. “That ten-year-old boy is stronger than any of you. After all, his skill surpasses even that of the little lady’s.”


      Weiss’s subordinates had served him for many years. They could tell he wasn’t lying, which shocked them yet again. However, Weiss’s expression immediately hardened.


      “Even so, we need to hurry and send them reinforcements.”


      Weiss’s fears were about the D-rank monster that had required him to come all the way out to this remote region. Weiss’s subordinates could handle any number of G-rank monsters like little boars. Against F-ranks, each one of them was capable of handling five or so on their own. However, things were different with a D-rank and above.


      “But Sir Weiss, didn’t Sir Roy defeat a D-rank on his own before?”


      “Indeed. I believe it happened before his wife was pregnant with the young lad. I can only hope things go well this time too.”


      With that, Weiss looked up at the sky, praying to Elphen that the lands remained peaceful.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: Rare Monster


      The day Weiss’s party left, Roy’s life had become more hectic than usual. He woke up even earlier than he normally did to go into the forest and got back even later. After a week of this, the exhaustion was clear on his face.


      “Dear...shouldn’t you take at least one day off?” Mireille suggested over dinner.


      “I can’t,” Roy insisted. “I need to cull as many monsters as I can to use as bait so that this monster they’re talking about doesn’t approach the village.”


      He smiled, pointing out that he only had to last for another thirteen days.


      If I knew it would end up like this, I would’ve gone into the forest to train against monsters.


      There was no point lamenting this fact, but Ren couldn’t help thinking about it. He had, of course, already asked to go with Roy into the forest, but Roy had refused and showed no signs of budging no matter how many times Ren asked.


      More fretful days passed, and it was now the tenth night since Weiss’s departure. A veil of darkness was beginning to fall over the village. Black encroached over the red sky, and in under an hour, night would fall.


      “Mom, dad still isn’t back,” Ren said, dropping by the kitchen out of concern. “Isn’t it a little late?”


      “You’re right... I wonder if he’s just putting in more work today...” Mireille rationalized, though she immediately started to grow anxious. “I’m worried. I’m going to go check on him.”


      “I’ll go too.”


      “You can’t. It’s already late. It’ll be too dangerous.”


      Mireille’s tone was unusually firm, but her argument had the opposite effect on Ren. He came up with an immediate counterpoint.


      “It’ll be dangerous for you to go on your own too,” he said. “I’m coming along even if I have to hide from you. So won’t it be safer if we just go together?”


      Mireille let out a long sigh. “What am I going to do with you? How did you get to be so crafty?”


      Mireille didn’t possess enough of a silver tongue to talk Ren down. She considered just leaving him behind, but as he said, it would be more dangerous to have him follow her in secret. So, she consented to him coming along.


      It’s my first time going out at night as Ren Ashton.


      As they left through the kitchen door, a cool breeze brushed against Ren’s cheek. The scent of grass, flowers, and dirt riding on the wind tickled his nose, accompanied by the sound of insects in the distance. He would’ve preferred to experience this under more peaceful circumstances.


      “Ren, give me your hand.”


      The two started walking hand in hand.


      “Watch your step.”


      Mireille waved her torch. The starlight pouring down from above and the lights coming from the houses in the area only illuminated so much. It wasn’t enough for them to see where they were going. In this darkness, they could only see a few meils—this world’s basic unit of measurement—ahead. It would be easy for them to lose their footing if they weren’t careful.


      About half an hour after leaving the mansion, they came across a path that was illuminated on both sides by torches.


      “This is the entrance to the forest,” Mireille explained. “That river separates it from the village.”


      The path crossed at a wooden suspension bridge. It didn’t look like it was made by a craftsman or anything, but judging by all the thick logs, it was at least sturdy.


      “Where could he be...?” Mireille muttered. “Oh? Is that—?!”


      As Ren confirmed the state of the bridge and the river, Mireille spotted something on the other side. Ren followed her eyes. There was something resembling a human figure sitting on the ground and leaning against a tree. Realizing this was Roy, they immediately started making their way toward him.


      That’s weird...


      It was extremely strange that Roy hadn’t reacted to their arrival. At most, he tilted his head slightly in their direction. He didn’t look up at them or anything. He just sat there, his breath heaving at unsteady intervals.


      “Dear! I was—”


      Mireille started talking to him, but was immediately rendered speechless. A beat later, Ren saw what had completely taken her aback.


      “D-Dad?!”


      Roy had gone out hunting in the morning as hale and hearty as ever, but there he was, a brown stain on the ground beneath him and blood pouring out from wounds all over his body.


      “Mi...reille... Re...n...”


      “Don’t try to talk!” Mireille yelped. “I’ll get you back to the house right away! Just stay still!”


      “D... Don...t...”


      Roy reached out a trembling hand covered in dried blood. He grabbed Ren’s shoulder, but his grip held none of its usual strength.


      “Go...! The scent... My blood... Monsters...”


      Those were the only words he managed to squeeze out before he stopped moving completely. Ren placed a hand to Roy’s chest and could feel his heart still beating. However, not long after, he started to hear excited panting from the nearby trees.


      “Grrrr!”


      “Huff! Huff! Huff!”


      “Grawr!”


      There were three little boars. They were each about the size of a large dog, their fur covered in mud, their hides as sturdy as thick armor. The sharp tusks protruding from their jaws looked more than capable of piercing flesh. Just as Roy had been trying to warn, they had been attracted by the scent of blood.


      “Graaaaah!”


      Ren wasn’t given the time to pick fight or flight. One of the little boars charged straight at him.


      “Mom! Get dad out of here!”


      “Ren?!”


      “Just do it! I’m the only one who can fight here!”


      Ren faced the little boar to keep it away from Roy and Mireille. However, even in his past life, Ren had never fought a beast before. Witnessing an animal’s charge for the first time, he felt sweat running down the back of his neck.


      “Grawr!”


      The little boar leaped, aiming for Ren’s neck. Ren drew the Wooden Magic Sword at his waist and held it out horizontally, pushing it into the little boar’s mouth like a gag.


      “U-Ugh!”


      He wasn’t able to stop its momentum, however, and was pushed back onto the ground. Foul drool dripped down the little boar’s filthy tusks. This made Ren’s fear grow tremendously, but he desperately kept himself under control, mustered his courage, and pushed his arms out. Surprisingly, he managed to shove the little boar with ease.


      I see. I’ve gotten pretty strong after all that training with dad.


      Ren kept up the momentum and rose, swinging his blade at the little boar’s head. Unlike before, even as the next monster leaped at him, Ren calmly took a defensive stance.


      “Oink?!”


      He brought down his sword on this little boar’s skull too. Even its thick hide was meaningless before Ren’s might.


      The two monsters fell limp to the ground, their skulls caved in where Ren had struck them. Seeing this, the remaining little boar squealed and fled.


      “Ren?! Wh-When did you get so strong?!”


      Mireille was supporting Roy over her shoulder, but due to the height difference, she had to take tiny steps, and she’d only just cleared the suspension bridge.


      “Not now! Let’s hurry back to the house!”


      Ren took over the burden of carrying Roy for her and ran as fast he could back home. Around the time they reached the pitch-dark fields and the house was in sight, Mireille broke off from him.


      “I’m going to get Granny Lieg!” she shouted.


      “Wh-Why?!”


      “She has the Apothecary skill! I’m sure she can help!”


      As he proceeded down the dark path home without her, Ren didn’t feel any sense of solitude. He was far too worried about Roy for that.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      After Roy was brought back home, his treatment went on until just before dawn, when the door to his room opened and an exhausted Granny Lieg came out. Ren had been sitting outside the whole time in case something happened. He stood up in a fluster.


      “Granny Lieg! How’s dad?!”


      “For now, you may rest at ease,” she answered. “It’s too early to be sure, but at least his condition has stabilized.”


      Ren had checked Roy’s wounds the previous evening when putting him in bed. His abdomen had been torn open from one side to the other and his innards had been pushing themselves out. According to Granny Lieg, his bones were broken all over too. However, something didn’t seem quite right.


      Even I can defeat a little boar. Dad couldn’t possibly have lost to one.


      In that case, maybe Roy had fought the rumored monster. Roy knew the forest better than anyone and wouldn’t have gone anywhere too dangerous. So, Ren came to the conclusion that the monster Weiss had mentioned had gotten relatively close to the village.


      “Can I go inside?” Ren asked.


      Granny Lieg nodded, then left saying she would check on him again in the afternoon. Ren entered his parents’ room and found Roy lying in a large bed. Seeing him wrapped in soiled bandages made Ren’s heart ache. Roy’s eyes were closed, but his chest rose and fell weakly in rhythm with his breaths.


      “When he wakes up, I’ll have to tell him about how you saved us, Ren,” Mireille said.


      She was seated on a stool next to the bed. She looked just as exhausted as Granny Lieg. Ren shifted his focus back to his father. Roy had accomplished his duty as the knight in charge of this village. However, now that he was severely wounded, who was left to protect this place? I’m the only one who can, Ren concluded in his mind.


      “Mom... Starting tomorrow, I’ll do dad’s job in his place.”


      Hearing her still-young son’s declaration, Mireille got up from her seat in a panic.


      “Y-You can’t!” she protested. “You’re smart! You must have figured it out! The monster that attacked your dad was no little boar!”


      “I know that! But—”


      “No buts! You can’t even beat him, and he couldn’t beat it. What’ll you do if it shows up?!”


      Ren nearly faltered at her logic, which was perfectly sound, but he didn’t back down.


      “Dad may be brash, but he’s not reckless. The fact that he’s this badly hurt means the monster must’ve appeared far closer to the village than expected.”


      “That isn’t necessarily—”


      “So we don’t have time to hesitate. I was born an Ashton. I have a duty to protect this village, just like dad.”


      Mireille finally fell silent. Her expression pricked at Ren’s heart like a thorn. He couldn’t take it back, though. The baron’s knight commander had also said that it was the Ashtons’ duty to protect this village.


      “I considered gathering everyone in the village and fleeing, but there will definitely be monsters along the way,” Ren added. “Even if we do that, I’m still the only one who can fight.”


      It was best to wait patiently inside the village until the baron’s reinforcements arrived.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Mireille had no choice but to accept it. Ren had a duty as a knight’s child and she had no arguments to refute anything he said. All she could do was beg him not to be reckless. She restricted Ren’s activities to a thirty-minute distance from the suspension bridge. She also had him promise to run back to the village immediately if anything seemed unusual, and to make sure he was back before nightfall.


      “Oh, there they are.”


      Several hours after Roy’s condition had stabilized, Ren was crossing the suspension bridge into the forest. He was here to retrieve the two dead little boars he’d left behind the previous evening. Their parts could of course be sold for money, but leaving the corpses there could also attract the monster that had wounded Roy.


      “Hup...”


      Thanks to the blessing of his Enhanced Physique (Lesser), he was able to carry a little boar on each shoulder. The animal stench was horrible, but he had no choice but to just screw up his face and endure it.


      “Huh...?”


      Something warm spilled from the little boar’s chest. Ren figured it was blood, but it wasn’t. He put the little boar down. There were glowing particles coming out of its chest, slowly traversing the air like an aurora toward Ren’s arm. Shocked by this, Ren pulled off his leather glove and took a look at his bracelet to see a long-awaited change.
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      Both his proficiency in Magic Sword Summoning and the Wooden Magic Sword had gone up by two points.


      “Looks like it really does have to be magicite from monsters I’ve defeated myself.”


      Ren found it hard to celebrate this discovery, given the circumstances. He would’ve preferred for it to have happened when Roy was healthy, bringing Ren into the forest with him and watching carefully as Ren defeated a little boar. Ren lamented it not having gone that way, though he still felt just a bit pleased at this discovery, then hefted the little boar back onto his shoulder.


      “I’ll have to test the Wooden Magic Sword soon too...”


      However, today he had to get back to the house. Experimenting would have to wait until tomorrow. With the thought of going into the forest for real the next day on his mind, Ren felt his chest tighten even more.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      After waking up in the morning at the same time as usual, Ren immediately got ready to go into the forest.


      “As long as you can see the Sword Stone, you can use it to find your way.”


      That was the advice Mireille had given him on his way out. The Sword Stone was the enormous rock Roy had pointed out to him before. It was about a half-hour walk from the entrance of the forest. As he recalled these details, Ren went back over his goals for the day.


      All I have to do is hunt monsters within thirty minutes of the bridge.


      He mustered his resolve and took a step into the forest. The sound of branches swaying and leaves brushing against each other reached his ears. He could also hear chirping birds and the flowing water of the river he’d just crossed.


      “Erk...”


      Ren’s foot sank into some sludge, and mud seeped into his boots. His mouth twitched at the unpleasant sensation. As he wiped the mud off, he noticed what looked like a leech crawling up his arm. It was pretty normal for this forest, but this, too, sent goose bumps running down his flesh. The leech hadn’t actually bitten him yet, so he managed to swat it away pretty easily.


      “So this is what real hiking is like...”


      Embarrassed by his own inane comment, Ren looked up at the sky.


      After getting all the mud off, he walked with far heavier steps than before. He wasn’t tired or anything—he was simply deriding himself for saying something so stupid.


      That was when the nearby shrubbery suddenly shook and a mud-smeared little boar jumped out.


      “Grawr!”


      “Out of nowhere again?!”


      Wild beasts were said to be extremely wary, but that didn’t seem to apply to this little boar. Monsters were different from animals to begin with, but Ren hadn’t expected one to be so dauntless when it was on its own. Still, he felt no fear as he swung his sword down at the incoming little boar.


      “Oink?!”


      The blow crushed the monster’s skull.


      “That came to an awfully quick end for the first day’s fight.”


      With that, Ren hefted the corpse up onto his shoulder. As he did, he felt something warm in the little boar’s chest just like he had the day before. He immediately checked his bracelet to see that his proficiency in Magic Sword Summoning and the Wooden Magic Sword had gone up by one point.


      “Oh yeah, mom mentioned it being empty.”


      Yesterday, Ren had handed over the two dead little boars to Mireille. Upon butchering them, she’d mentioned the magicite was empty. Magicite was a crystallization of mana that grew within monsters. When the mana was expended, it turned into a whitish transparent gem that was no longer worth anything. Mireille had mentioned that it was weird, but it wouldn’t be a problem going forward. After all, they’d discussed it and Ren would be taking all the magicite.


      “Now then...”


      What do I do about this?


      Setting such thoughts aside, Ren realized he couldn’t exactly go around fighting with a little boar on his shoulder. He didn’t want to leave it here either. So, with no other choice, he started carrying it over to the suspension bridge.


      “Whoa...”


      As if they had been waiting for a moment where he would find it hard to maneuver, two little boars appeared before him.


      “Not that I mind.”


      Ren hefted the corpse from his shoulder and threw it at the new arrivals. They faltered for an instant, and using that opening, Ren casually smashed in one of their skulls. The second finally sensed imminent danger and backed off, running away pathetically. Ren would have gone after it if he’d had a way of attacking from a distance...and that brought a sudden thought to mind.


      “I totally have one.”


      He’d intended to test it today—the lesser nature magic that came with, or rather, was the true power of his Wooden Magic Sword.


      That said, he’d never used magic before. He had no idea what to do. Ren tried to recall the nature magic he’d witnessed in the game—from the elf who used what looked like roots to bind the party.


      However, nothing seemed to be happening. Thinking there had to be some kind of activation condition, Ren swung the Wooden Magic Sword in the general direction of the little boar’s back.


      “Oink?!”


      Glowing green particles fluttered from the blade, and upon reaching the ground, roots shot up from the earth, easily binding the little boar by the neck. Unable to breathe, the monster passed out.


      “Oooh... Now that’s impressive...”


      Ren approached to finish it off. It was already on the verge of death, so Ren brought his sword down onto its cranium to end its suffering.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Returning to the house before nightfall, Ren was greeted by a dumbfounded Mireille.


      “D-Did you defeat all those?!”


      “Yes. They were strangely belligerent and came at me one after the other.”


      There were twelve dead little boars in total. Thanks to that, his Magic Sword Summoning and Wooden Magic Sword had gained just as much proficiency.


      “It’s unusual even for your dad to hunt so many... O-Oh right! How did you carry them all?!”


      “Half of them on my shoulders, and the other half I tied up with some vines I found in the forest and kind of dragged them along until the vines snapped.”


      “I-Is that so...?”


      Not that I really found them in the forest or anything...


      Ren had created the vines using his Wooden Magic Sword. He’d wondered what else he could create and had tested a few things out using his knowledge of nature magic from the game. This was the result. It wasn’t particularly difficult. He just had to swing his sword while intently making a wish like, “Roots, come forth!” or “Vines, come forth!”


      I can’t make anything else, though. It’s just lesser nature magic, I suppose.


      When he’d unsummoned the Wooden Magic Sword, the vines and roots had naturally vanished too.


      I’ll have to be careful about overusing it.


      He knew how bad it would be if he used too much nature magic. Judging by the sensation running through his body, he was well aware that it expended a portion of his mana much like when he summoned his magic sword. He would have to continue developing his mana capacity.


      “This is amazing!” Mireille raised her voice in astonishment. “These pelts can be sold for far more than what your dad brings back!”


      “Huh? Why?”


      “They aren’t badly damaged,” she explained. “Your dad does his best fighting using a sword, so he can’t help but make cuts. But since you use a wooden sword, the pelts are completely undamaged!”


      She gave Ren a somewhat bewildered look and he returned a wry smile.


      Here’s hoping things go just as well tomorrow.


      Ren offered a prayer to Elphen and stretched his back. As he did, he realized he was unexpectedly tired. It seemed hunting in his father’s stead was more exhausting than he’d imagined.


      I’ll have to give it my all next time too.


      With that in mind, Ren wore an expression that was both reassuring and filled with determination.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      On the second day, Ren defeated an equal number of little boars. On the third, he killed a few more. On the fourth, then the fifth, he continued increasing the count. Still uninjured, he was now on his way back on the seventh day around sunset.


      “You’re amazing, young master!”


      “That’s the master’s heir for you!”


      “Oh! You sure worked hard today!”


      As he returned from the forest, Ren was greeted by the villagers. Lately, they’d been talking to him more than when he’d just gone on walks. Every one of them was singing his praises. It didn’t feel bad at all. However, since Ren was spending these days under considerable mental strain, he didn’t let it go to his head.


      When I look at them like this, that’s quite a lot...


      After replying to the villagers, Ren rolled up his glove to look at his bracelet.




      Wooden Magic Sword (LVL 1: 97/100)




      He didn’t look at Magic Sword Summoning’s proficiency. Each little boar was worth one point for both it and the Wooden Magic Sword. He knew the former wasn’t going to level up for a while.


      The road ahead was long, but he was excited to see the Wooden Magic Sword level up. After all...




      Metal Magic Sword (Unlock condition: Magic Sword Summoning LVL 2, Wooden Magic Sword LVL 2)




      That was what awaited him. The thought of unlocking a new magic sword motivated him through each day’s battles. At present, the Metal Magic Sword provided no further explanation. He could probably only see what it did after unlocking it.


      It’s hard to imagine it having any kind of special power, though.


      Either way, he was looking forward to it. He couldn’t help but get excited at the thought that he was definitely going to get it the next day.


      Ren had a spring in his step, almost like he might start skipping at any moment. Despite this, he was still dragging a mountain of little boars bound by vines, so it must’ve been quite the sight for the villagers. However, as he approached the house, he froze in his tracks.


      “What’s going on...?”


      Looking through the window, Ren could see figures scurrying around restlessly inside. Even from a distance, he could tell it was Mireille and Granny Lieg. Something must have happened.


      He chucked the little boars off his shoulders and hurried inside. Mireille didn’t even notice him coming in. Sensing something was wrong, Ren followed her up the stairs.


      “Mom! What happened?!” he yelled, placing his hand on top of hers as she gripped the doorknob to the room where Roy was resting.


      “R-Ren?! O-Oh, right... It’s already night...!”


      She was clearly acting suspicious. Her eyes were darting around restlessly. It felt like she was going to shake off Ren’s hand to enter the room at any moment—though not out of cruelty toward him or anything.


      “Um—”


      Ren was about to speak, but was cut off by Granny Lieg.


      “Young master! Please clear the way!”


      She pushed Ren aside, her expression ghastly, then opened the door herself and went inside. She had a wooden pail of boiled herbs in her hands.


      “Madam, you mustn’t enter for a while! You’ll only be in the way, so stay outside!”


      Granny Lieg slammed the door shut, leaving Ren standing there in shock. Mireille sank to one knee right there on the dirty floor and hugged him. She was trembling.


      “Something happened to dad?” Ren asked.


      Mireille’s arm tightened around him as she trembled even more violently.


      “Mom, is there anything I can do?”


      “There isn’t...”


      “Nothing at all? If there’s anything—”


      “There’s nothing. I can’t do anything either, and neither can Granny Lieg.”


      “What do you mean...?”


      Mireille looked Ren in the eyes as her tears wet the floor.


      “Granny Lieg came to check on your dad earlier, and his condition took a turn for the worse...”


      Mireille stoutly proceeded to explain the situation. Roy’s health had deteriorated out of the blue and they’d managed to keep him alive with an abundance of valuable herbs. However, said herbs were sure to run out before the night was over.


      “Madam! Please go to my house and bring me my medicine box!” Granny Lieg yelled, peeking out of the room. “My husband can tell you where it is!”


      With that, she immediately went back inside.


      “Ren, don’t get in her way,” Mireille said, keeping up a brave act despite her grief-stricken expression. “Stay in your room.”


      She hugged Ren once more, then ran out of the house.


      Without any hesitation, Ren stepped into Roy’s room. Mireille had told him not to, but he had something he absolutely had to ask.


      “Granny Lieg! Do the herbs you need grow nearby?!”


      “They aren’t native to this area anymore!” she answered. “They used to grow at the foot of the Sword Stone, but they apparently went extinct during a bitter winter a few decades ago!”


      Unlike Mireille, she had clear irritation in her voice. She was annoyed that he was distracting her when she was doing her best to save Roy.


      Let’s see what those herbs look like...


      Fortunately, there were some that had yet to be processed. Ren took a good look at them. It was easy to remember due to the herb’s pentagonal shape.


      That’s rondo.


      It was an extremely common item in the game. It was supposed to be easy to buy even for the protagonist who grew up in the countryside, but Ren’s village was truly as remote as it got. Adventurers and merchants rarely went there. There were emergency stocks, of course, but apparently not enough.


      I’ve used that item a ton. There’s no way I’ll miss it.


      Ren couldn’t believe Granny Lieg’s story of the rondos going extinct in the area until he saw it for himself. So, there was no way he could just sit here doing nothing.


      He was afraid, though. Not only would he have to enter the forest at night, the rumored monster was still at large. He would have to reach the Sword Stone under such conditions. How could he not be frightened?


      Now’s not the time to hesitate.


      If he did nothing, his father was sure to die. Ren clenched his fists tightly, mustered his courage, and made his decision. He left Roy’s room without a word to Granny Lieg, then saw his mother out the window as she ran through the fields.


      “Sorry, mom...”


      Apologizing to her back, Ren shifted his focus to the forest. He nodded to himself, then set his sights deeper, on the Sword Stone, and charged out of the house.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Some time after entering the forest, Ren was pushing through the dense foliage, gradually clearing a path. Fortunately, he hadn’t encountered any little boars. He was seething with rage, which was unusual for him, and it was frightening them off. Ren pressed on like this for another half an hour.


      Finally.


      He came out into a clearing. Before him was a small lake with a huge boulder that looked like an inverted icicle rising up out of the water. A veil of darkness had long fallen over the area, but thanks to the starry sky, visibility was unexpectedly good.


      Ren considered how he could reach the Sword Stone, as it was entirely surrounded by water. The lake wasn’t that deep, but for a boy his size, it was a bit much. Even an adult would probably resort to using a boat.


      Remembering his Wooden Magic Sword, Ren gave it a swing, creating a path of roots that led to the Stone Sword. After crossing his impromptu bridge, he surveyed the ground for rondos.


      They really aren’t here...


      He’d bet on this slight hope, but it seemed Granny Lieg was right. Ren looked up at the sheer surface of the Sword Stone. He swung his sword once more, creating vines he could use to crawl up it.


      “Oooh... Now that’s convenient.”


      Thanking his Enhanced Physique (Lesser), he steadily climbed upward. Fortunately, he had no fear of heights, or of slipping. In his previous life, it would’ve been impossible for him to scale a ten-story-tall rock with his bare hands. Realizing this halfway up, Ren took a breath. He found a place where he could sit, wiped the sweat from his brow, and looked up.


      “That must be...”


      Higher up, somewhere near the summit, he saw pentagonal plants swaying in the wind under the starlight. Ren broke into a grin.


      “Looks like they aren’t extinct yet, Granny Lieg.”


      Getting his second wind, Ren got right back to climbing the vines. He went even faster than before, reaching out farther and farther the higher up he went. He was starting to run out of breath, but he didn’t slow down. After several minutes, he reached the summit.


      “Yes! Those are definitely rondos!”


      There was an even surface at the top where plants were growing in a huddled mass. Ren had no idea how many he needed, but there was a fair amount here. He also discovered something ominous, though. A small distance away from the rondos were scattered animal bones.


      Ren got closer to investigate. The bones were from little boars. The starlight also revealed all kinds of jewelry among them. Ren clenched his fists, his palms starting to sweat. Little boars had no way of climbing the Sword Stone, and he’d never heard of a flying monster in the area, but the jewelry scattered all over the place told him what was responsible for this.


      There’s no time to waste.


      Feeling uneasy, Ren rushed to gather the rondos, then used the vines to descend. Upon reaching the base, he calmly took a look around and crossed his impromptu bridge. Before he knew it, he’d somehow managed to slow his ragged breathing. Once he was on the other side, he wiped the sweat from his brow.


      I need to get out of the forest now...


      Striding as quickly and quietly as possible, Ren moved onward, when suddenly:


      “Grrrr!”


      “Grawr!”


      “Gaaaah!”


      Three terrified little boars appeared before him and charged as one.


      “Why now?!”


      Ren was somewhat bewildered, wondering why they were attacking when they were so clearly afraid, but he still swung his sword. They were being loud, frustratingly so. Naturally, it was an easy fight. In an instant, he’d killed them all, then started to leave without giving the corpses so much as a second glance.


      Suddenly, the wind stopped. An enormous shadow fell over his back and onto the foliage that had been swaying just moments ago. Due to its position and going only by the moonlight, Ren couldn’t make out more than a silhouette, but he still knew the identity of the monster.


      “I get it now... They were scared because they were running away from you.”


      Four tails swayed about eerily in the shadows as the monster raised its head to the sky.


      “So it was you—wolfen thief.”


      Ren turned around with determination. Standing before him was the exact monster he was expecting to see. It was a wolf with pure white fur, four tails, and six eyes. It was about the size of three adults. This monster had two distinguishing features. One was its abnormal speed, and the other was its skilled use of wind magic. The wind coiling around its entire body could become invisible hands, snatching its opponents’ belongings away. Of course, this wind could also be used to attack. The wolfen thief had an extremely low spawn rate in the game, so it was common to reach the ending without ever encountering one.


      I figured it was possible, given the jewelry on top of the Sword Stone...


      A wolfen thief was in the upper half of D-rank. It wasn’t just a D-rank monster, though. It was classified as a rare monster. It dropped a rare item too, so it was well worth defeating.


      “Dammit...!”


      Ren was too poorly matched against it, though. At his wit’s end, he ran with all his might to get away from this place and back home.


      “Awooooooo!”
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      A howl pierced Ren’s ears.


      That part’s exactly the same as the game...


      It was the sound a wolfen thief made to intimidate its prey.


      “Haaah...! Haaah...!”


      Gasping for breath, Ren pushed himself so hard that it felt like the muscles in his legs would tear themselves apart. He ran and ran, not taking a single glance back. However, not even a minute into his flight, a strong gale mowed down the trees around him. Clad in a whirlwind, the wolfen thief charged from the side.


      “Gh!”


      Ren dodged it by a hair’s breadth, falling to the ground in the process. As he got back up, he glared at the wolfen thief, his eyes narrowed sharply.


      “I’m sorry, okay? I won’t go near your nest again.”


      The enormous monster came to a stop next to a nearby tree, its size overwhelming Ren completely. Its silvery fur gave off a certain solemnity, and its unnatural number of tails conveyed an intense pressure. All six of its eyes were focused entirely on Ren, making his heart pound like a hammer.


      “There are little boars all over the place. Can’t you go after them instead?”


      Ren drew his Wooden Magic Sword, gripping it tightly, and held it at the ready. He knew it was meaningless, but he kept talking, if only to calm himself down.


      The wolfen thief’s eyes glowed a crimson red as it stared back at him. It took a silent step forward, curling its back and baring its fangs. It definitely wasn’t going to leave.


      “Just back off,” Ren said, hostility clear in his gaze.


      He didn’t have time for this. More than even facing a formidable opponent, he was afraid of being too late getting the herbs to his father.


      “Grrr...”


      The wolfen thief growled menacingly. An unnatural gust started flowing around Ren’s surroundings.


      Wind magic!


      This monster could freely wield wind magic to create invisible arms. Ren sensed the incoming attack and twisted his body, spinning as he fell back. He felt a sharp pain in his cheek. Wiping it with his hand, he saw bright blood on his finger. Awestruck at the wolfen thief’s magic, Ren instantly came to an understanding.


      This isn’t a monster I should be fighting!


      Ren knew it was a confrontation best avoided, but he also knew how hard it would be to run. Ultimately, he had no choice but to fight.


      Is its leg wounded...?


      The wolfen thief seemed to be favoring its foreleg. Ren noticed there was a deep gash in it. He immediately realized this was Roy’s doing.


      Dad fulfilled his duty as a knight.


      That was how he’d managed to get away from it. It was also why the wolfen thief hadn’t attacked the village. The tension that had seized Ren’s body seemed to ebb a little.


      Still, it’s not going to make it easy for me to get away.


      If Ren turned his back on it, it would quickly take his life. In short, he had to make full use of his nature magic to obstruct the wolfen thief, maintain some distance from it, and work his way back toward the village. That sounded like a monumental task on its own. He was pretty close to the Stone Sword. He wasn’t going to be able to escape like Roy had.


      Even if I choose to fight, my only weapon is the Wooden Magic Sword... How am I supposed to fight like this?


      Perhaps it was because he was gradually being cornered, but Ren’s head was clearer than usual. He recalled the battle against the elf in LotSH1.


      It had taken place inside a forest. On a first playthrough, the elf’s nature magic had obstructed him, forcing him into a difficult battle. However, Ren only had lesser nature magic and had nothing but roots and vines at his disposal.


      “That’s no reason to give up!”


      “Grrr?!”


      Roots and vines stole the wolfen thief’s mobility for just an instant. Using that opening, Ren closed the distance in a flash. He swung his Wooden Magic Sword as if it were his only chance, bringing it down on the wolfen thief’s head.


      “Hgh! How thick are you?!”


      The monster’s skull was much harder than he’d imagined. A strong shock ran up Ren’s arms. The wolfen thief yelped in pain as bloodlust filled its six eyes. Ren didn’t back down, though. He strengthened his grip, intent on keeping up the attack.


      “Wha—?!”


      However, his Wooden Magic Sword was broken from the hilt down, and the rest of it was vanishing like mist. The roots and vines created by it also disappeared.


      It broke from the impact...? But I can just summon it again!


      This sword was summoned using his skill. It had to be possible. Ren focused to bring it forth as he always did, and it popped back out immediately. However, a brief headache assailed him.


      Is it from summoning a broken sword...?


      It expended an unusual amount of mana. To add to that, the wolfen thief used the opening to attack. Ren didn’t have any time to catch his breath.


      “Graoooooooh!”


      Fortunately, it seemed the blow to its head was still affecting it. The wolfen thief staggered a little, opening its jaws as it closed in on Ren. Its movements were somewhat dull.


      “Gh!”


      Desperate, Ren dove to the side and rolled on the ground. The taste of the wet soil that got in his mouth was horrible. He spat it out, rose, calmed his breathing, and readied his weapon.


      I can’t expect to land a hit on its head again...


      Creating roots and vines would use a lot of mana too. Using the Wooden Magic Sword like some kind of disposable weapon was out of the question. As Ren considered his options and came to that conclusion, the wolfen thief attacked.


      “Grrrr! Graaaah!”


      It lunged at him, spurred entirely by rage. Ren defended desperately with his sword over and over. He had no idea how long that went on. His exhausted body swayed unsteadily.


      “Graoooooh!”


      The wolfen thief took advantage of that opening and charged like a gale, plunging its fangs into Ren’s defenseless flank.


      “Argh?!”


      The sharp fangs easily penetrated his leather gear and sank into his soft flesh. Ren somehow managed to twist his body and avoid it tearing a chunk out of him, but blood still sprayed out of the wound.


      I can use the herbs to—no, I can’t!


      The pain had him breaking into a cold sweat, but he didn’t know whether he had any spare herbs and prioritized Roy instead. However, at this rate, Ren would fall first.


      If only there was some kind of power I could use to clinch a victory...


      And just as he was about to wipe the sweat from his brow, the crystal on his bracelet came into view. He recalled what he’d seen during his return to the house earlier that evening.




      Wooden Magic Sword (LVL 1: 97/100)




      That wasn’t all either. There was one other important part.




      Metal Magic Sword (Unlock condition: Magic Sword Summoning LVL 2, Wooden Magic Sword LVL 2)




      If he defeated three more little boars and absorbed their magicite into his bracelet, he would unlock the Metal Magic Sword. And that was the exact number he’d defeated just a few minutes ago. However, he hadn’t had the leisure to absorb their magicite, so he hadn’t even thought of this.


      “Graoooooh!”


      Ren didn’t falter as the wolfen thief’s howl shook the sky. Holding down the heat spilling out of his abdomen, he ran with everything he had.


      “Haaah...! Haaah...! Just give it up already!”


      Ren surrounded the wolfen thief with vines and used that opening to make his way to the Sword Stone. As he ran, the monster got in his way over and over. Between his depleting mana and his intense blood loss, his vision was starting to blur.


      Regardless, Ren refused to stop running. The lake finally came into view—the lake where the Sword Stone stood. Spotting the three dead little boars he was looking for, he mustered the last of his strength.


      He made it. He reached the little boars before the wolfen thief could tear him apart. He stretched out his braceleted arm.


      “Aaaaaaaah!”


      He screamed as the bracelet absorbed the power from one, then two, and finally three pieces of magicite. The crystal glowed slightly. Shifting his gaze to it, Ren saw the words he’d hoped for.




      Metal Magic Sword (LVL 1: 0/1000)


      Sharpness increases with level.




      Worried that it had no special powers, Ren prayed it was at least sharper than a normal sword.


      “Graooo—”


      Ren turned around and threw his Wooden Magic Sword. Right before it could strike the wolfen thief in the head, the beast dodged, and the weapon fell right behind its four tails.


      “Graaaaaah!”


      The wolfen thief bared its fangs in rage, stooping low and aiming for Ren’s neck. Its fangs shone under the starlight. Behind it, countless vines appeared out of the Wooden Magic Sword, binding its upper body. The wolfen thief forced its way forward, intent on tearing apart the prey before it.


      “This—”


      Ren faced the wolfen thief, his spirit matching the beast’s in vigor. The Wooden Magic Sword vanished and a crack formed in the air next to him. From it came a magic sword made of black metal from hilt to tip.


      “Grrr?!”


      The monster was bewildered by the sudden disappearance of the vines that had been holding it back. Using that opening, Ren held the Metal Magic Sword low with its tip pointed upward.


      “—is the last of my strength! Haaaaah!”


      He didn’t falter, thrusting the blade up past the incoming fangs. The tip penetrated the wolfen thief’s sturdy skull from within, sending a spray of fresh blood into the night wind. A slight pale glow remained in the Metal Magic Sword’s path.


      “Grrr...aaah...”


      The white wolfen thief yelped feebly, the light vanishing from its six eyes as it quietly collapsed. At the same time, Ren felt the power from its magicite getting absorbed into his bracelet.


      “I did it...”


      With that, Ren fell over too. His vision was blurry. Everything he saw was stained in a black darkness that was in no way inferior to the night itself. Regardless, he tried to use the Metal Magic Sword to prop himself up, but his body refused to listen to him. The sword vanished, as did his bracelet. Lying face down, Ren quietly closed his eyes.


      “Dad. Mom. I’m sorry...”


      Those were his final words before he passed out.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Within minutes, the sound of horses resonated in the vicinity of the Sword Stone.


      “The howl came from— C-Captain!”


      “What is it?!”


      “Over there! By the lake! It’s the target and...a-a boy?”


      There was a group of five men on horseback. They were knights serving Baron Clausell. They hurried over to Ren and the wolfen thief and dismounted as one. The captain knelt down and cradled Ren.


      “Thank Elphen... He’s still alive.”


      However, blood kept spilling out of Ren’s body. Noticing this, the captain pulled a small bottle from his breast pocket and poured its contents over Ren’s wound. The liquid let out a faint pale glow and stanched the bleeding. However, seeing that this wasn’t enough, the captain used his sword to tear Ren’s clothing to apply as a bandage.


      “Isn’t this a wolfen thief?!” one of the other knights exclaimed in shock.


      “C-Captain! It’s a wolfen thief! The unidentified monster was a wolfen thief!”


      “I-Impossible,” the captain said. “That isn’t the kind of monster a child this young can defeat on his own!”


      Now wasn’t the time to sit around in shock, though. The captain had to get Ren treatment as soon as possible. He lifted Ren up onto his horse. Seeing the herbs spilling out of Ren’s bag, one of the other knights figured it out.


      “Captain, is this maybe the boy the commander mentioned?”


      The captain also came to the same realization.


      “Yes. He’s probably the Ashtons’ heir. Something might have happened to his father. He must have entered the forest on his own searching for rondos.”


      “Hurrying here was worth it, then.”


      “It seems so. One of you, retrieve the wolfen thief’s body! The rest of us will take the boy to the Ashton residence as quickly as possible!”


      The sound of stomping hooves resonated in the area once more, echoing through the normally quiet forest and gradually approaching the Ashton residence. Exiting the forest and crossing the suspension bridge, they galloped past the fields and the house came into view. Before long, the horse carrying Ren came to a stop.


      “We are knights from Clausell! Is anyone home?!”


      The captain dismounted and carefully lifted Ren into his arms. Hearing his voice, Mireille came running out of the house, her expression ghastly.


      “You’re— R-Ren?!”


      “There’s no time, so forgive the lack of introductions! Get this child inside!”


      “R-Right...! This way!”


      They carried Ren to his room and the knights immediately began treating him. They’d all studied how to treat battle wounds. Mireille was driven out of the room so that she wouldn’t get in the way and was left standing in a daze out in the hallway.


      “Forgive me for asking,” the captain said to her, “but did something happen to Sir Ashton?”


      “Yes...” she answered. “My husband’s condition took a sudden turn for the worse...”


      The captain nodded in understanding, then pulled the rondos from his pocket.


      “Your child was carrying these like they were very important to him.”


      “Ren... Don’t tell me you...”


      Hearing this, Mireille figured it all out and broke down in tears. She seemed on the verge of collapse, but the captain’s next words stopped her.


      “Madam. Do not put your son’s efforts to waste.”


      Coming back to her senses, Mireille’s thoughts drifted to Ren, who was being treated on the other side of the door. She bit down on her lip hard and turned her back to the room.


      “Ren...your mom will be right back.”


      With those last words, she made her way to Roy with the rondos.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: The Saint Arrives


      On a certain afternoon in Clausell City, far away from Ren’s village, knights were returning from villages all over. They went straight to the baron’s estate and immediately made their way to the office where the baron was waiting for them.


      The knights who’d returned from the Ashtons’ village reported that the unidentified monster had been a wolfen thief. The baron and Weiss were shocked to find out that Ren had also defeated the monster on his own.


      “Weiss!” the baron exclaimed. “You told me about Ren Ashton before, but is he really that strong?!”


      “H-He truly is a rare talent, but to defeat a wolfen thief on his own...”


      Still shocked by this news, the two continued listening to the reports. According to the knights, they’d left a few of their numbers behind in every village just in case. When the reports were completed, only the baron and Weiss were left in the room.


      “At any rate, we must prepare a reward for the Ashtons...” the baron said.


      “I believe exempting them from this year’s taxes would suffice, my lord,” Weiss suggested. “Once time allows for it, a visit from you to give them encouragement is also in order.”


      “Very well. Good grief...we’ll have to continue probing into the other nobles. There are still things that don’t make sense.”


      “True. Normally a monster as strong as a wolfen thief would never appear in that region.”


      “Hmph!” The baron slammed his desk. “It’s obviously the doing of the heroists and imperialists!”


      The baron stood and threw open the window. He didn’t elaborate, but the irritation was clear on his face. Weiss stood by his side, his expression equally grim.


      “We must remain vigilant,” the baron said, his voice steadfast. “Let’s keep the knights stationed at all the villages.”


      “Yes, my lord! I’ll send out word for two or three knights to stay behind!”


      “Please do... At any rate, it seems I should send you to visit the Ashtons once more.”


      “Understood. You wish for me to ask Sir Roy if there has been anything unusual in the village’s vicinity, I presume?”


      “Exactly. I’d like to leave this job to the man I trust the most.”


      “As you wish.”


      Weiss left the room shortly after. As he proceeded down the hallway, he saw Licia leaning against the wall. She had a grace that lived up to her name as a saint. Once Weiss approached, she looked up at him and raised her voice.


      “Is it true?”


      “Is what true?” Weiss asked.


      “Do I need to spell it out? A child my age defeated a D-rank—and a wolfen thief at that.”


      Licia had probably heard it from the knights who’d left the room earlier. This had piqued her interest.


      “It seems so,” Weiss confirmed. “He possesses enough skill for me to believe it.”


      “So, is he really stronger than me?”


      “Without a doubt,” Weiss responded immediately.


      “Then set up a match for me,” Licia demanded equally quickly. “As the White Saint, I refuse to lose to a child my age.”


      Weiss sighed heavily. “My lady, I’m sure you understand how unreasonable you’re being.”


      “I do.”


      “Then allow me to answer in kind. That’s impossible. It is a long journey to see the Ashtons, and with everything involving the wolfen thief, we cannot afford to be careless.”


      At that, Licia fell silent.


      “As you are well aware, there wouldn’t be a problem if I could escort you personally,” Weiss continued. “However, I cannot bring you there for a simple match.”


      “Hmph... Is that so?”


      For a moment, Weiss thought Licia would give up. As proof of that, she hung her head and clasped her hands together as if in prayer. It made her look so frail. However, she immediately raised her head. Her expression was sweet yet triumphant. She was secretly gloating over Weiss.


      “I know my father,” she told him. “The Ashtons’ reward will be an exemption from taxes and a personal visit from him, yes? But he’s so busy. Don’t you think it would be better for me to go in his stead?”


      Weiss cursed his own choice of words. She’d seen through everything completely. Recalling that Licia was not only a genius with a sword, but a prodigy who was quick to learn and diligently applied herself to everything, Weiss sighed and put a hand to his brow.


      “Tee hee. I’ll have to go see father.”


      With that, Licia turned on her heels and started walking away. Naturally, Weiss chased after her.


      “Please do not argue my lord into submission today,” he pleaded.


      “What a cruel way of putting it. I don’t argue him into submission. I simply provide him with what advice I can.”


      She gave Weiss a sweet smile, her mannerisms as elegant as ever.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Time went on, and it had now been nearly two months since the incident with the wolfen thief. Fall was on the horizon. People all over the Clausell Barony were beginning to prepare for winter. Ren, meanwhile, was making his way to the Stone Sword’s summit on his own with a bag in hand.


      Tempted by the sunlight, he indulged in some laziness. He spread out on top of the Sword Stone and basked in the somewhat-chilly wind.


      “I fell asleep...”


      Waking back up, Ren covered his mouth and yawned. As he did, the Magic Sword Summoner’s bracelet came into view. He peered into the crystal sleepily as it displayed his growth from the battle with the wolfen thief.
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      Ren had hunted around twenty little boars in the last two days. Doing the math from there, he was able to deduce that he’d gained eighty proficiency points in both Magic Sword Summoning and his magic swords from defeating the wolfen thief.


      “It seems the proficiency I gain from fighting monsters is the same as what I get from their magicite.”


      That didn’t mean both numbers were the same, though. He trained without facing monsters and there were times he wasn’t able to absorb any power from the magicite. Those factors made his Magic Sword Summoning run ahead on its own. After going over all that again, Ren focused on the heart of the matter: the Thieving Magic Sword.


      If he had to guess, he figured he’d unlocked it from the wolfen thief’s magicite. Unlocking new magic swords after fulfilling special conditions was part of the description for Magic Sword Summoner. It seemed that was exactly what he’d done. Would he be able to unlock more magic swords using rare monsters’ magicite? With such thoughts in mind, Ren unsummoned the Wooden Magic Sword at his waist and then he summoned the Thieving Magic Sword.


      “It’s more like finger armor than a sword...”


      It was made of silver and went over one finger. He put it on and swung it toward the nearby fallen bones of a little boar. However, nothing seemed to happen.


      He then swung it in the direction of a bird flying nearby. This time, wind gusted from his hand and blew against his target. The bird flew away somewhere, but Ren now had a feather in his hand.


      I guess it doesn’t activate unless my target is alive.


      That was why it was pointless to use on just anything. Also, it consumed a lot of mana, so he couldn’t use it too many times.


      There’s one other thing I’m curious about.


      It didn’t take much proficiency to level up the Thieving Magic Sword, but he didn’t get any from little boars. Ren guessed this was for one of two reasons. Either the magicite it needed came from monsters beyond a certain level of strength, or it came from another wolfen thief. Ren was pretty sure it was the latter. It needed so little and the encounter rate with a wolfen thief was so low that it only seemed natural.


      After thinking all that through, Ren got up. He wasn’t here just to take a nap. He’d come to the top of the Sword Stone to retrieve the wolfen thief’s stock of jewelry. So, locating his objective, Ren began gathering the jewelry scattered all over the area and putting it into his bag.


      It’s kinda refreshing to gather loot like this.


      After finishing a battle in the game, the system granted the player items. However, now that this was reality, no such system existed. That was why he had to pick up the items the monster had been hoarding. It was a nice experience, completely different than dragging dead little boars back with him.


      However, in truth, everything here was trash. Among the items a wolfen thief could drop, special weapons and armor were hits, while things that could only be sold for money like jewelry were misses. That said, there was no reason to be disappointed. The Magic Sword Summoner bracelet he’d been hiding could now be claimed to be something he’d picked up here today. While he was at it, selling the jewelry would help out the village.


      There wasn’t a single bracelet among the loot, though... Regardless, Ren could stick to the story that he’d found it here. That was what he told himself, at least.


      “Hm?”


      Ren suddenly cocked his head. There was one oddity mixed in among the jewelry—a crystal ball about the size of his head with a deep blue surface. Ren picked it up. Inside, a blue haze wriggled about with an air of pale lightning.


      “Is this...?”


      It didn’t look like a normal jewel. Ren had an idea what it could be, but before he could give it more thought, a knight in the distance called, “Sir Ren!” so Ren hurriedly stuffed everything into his bag.


      “Sir Ren! How many times did we say to call us when you go into the forest?!”


      “Ha ha ha... Sorry,” Ren told the knight. “I figured it was fine by now.”


      “Good grief... It hasn’t been long at all since that night. Please don’t do anything reckless.”


      True... It’s only been two months.


      That night, thanks to the good fortune of the reinforcements from the baron arriving earlier than expected, Ren had survived. However, his injuries had reached all the way to his insides and it had taken him several days to regain consciousness.


      Regardless, with the help of the medicine the knights had brought with them and Ren’s own vitality, he’d rehabilitated and was already able to move around as he had before. This was the reason he’d taken so long to retrieve the jewels at the top of the Sword Stone.


      They were all valuable, so he’d considered asking the knights staying in the village to retrieve them, but after the whole wolfen thief incident, they’d been so busy with work that it was hard to ask them.


      “So? Why did you come all the way to the Sword Stone?” the knight asked.


      “I was looking for something,” Ren answered, showing him the contents of his bag.


      “O-Ooooh! That must be...”


      “Yes, the treasure the wolfen thief was hiding. I was thinking of selling them for the village’s sake. Will that be okay...? Um, in terms of taxes and stuff.”


      “I doubt it’ll be a problem. They’re treasures you acquired from defeating a monster, so you have ownership rights. Defeating the monster was technically part of the Ashtons’ duties, though. It would normally be taxed, but I’m certain there will be an exemption this time.”


      As a reward for defeating the wolfen thief, Ren’s village was exempted from taxes for the year.


      “The same goes for the wolfen thief’s materials that you asked to be sold,” the knight added. “The baron will be buying those himself, but he’ll apparently be paying slightly higher than the market price.”


      “Really? I feel like it’ll end up as quite the sum...”


      “I’m sure it will. A wolfen thief’s parts aren’t suitable for equipment, but they’re extremely valuable for creating medicine. It’ll be enough of a fortune that you won’t want for anything for a few decades.”


      “Whoooa, that’s amazing!”


      “Sir Roy still won’t be able to move for a while, so it must be a relief to have this kind of surplus.”


      The tax exemption had an influence here too.


      “He says he’s already good to work again, but then he passes out after just a little prodding,” Ren said.


      “Th-That’s rather harsh of you.”


      “I have to go that far. Otherwise, he’ll just pretend he recovered completely.”


      The knight laughed at Ren’s exasperation.


      “I see the Ashtons’ heir is quite promising,” he said. “Come now, let us return to the village. We will handle today’s hunting quota, so please be at ease.”


      “Thank you. I’ll take you up on that,” Ren accepted apologetically.


      With that, he hopped onto the back of the knight’s horse.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Upon returning home, Ren made his way to his room and set his bag down on the sofa. He was planning on selling pretty much all of the jewels, but the treasure he found among them was an exception. He pulled out the blue crystal ball and set it down on the table next to the sofa.


      “Thought so... There’s no mistaking it.”


      There was a blue haze and pale lightning shining inside the crystal. Reconfirming these distinguishing features, Ren was able to identify it as a certain rare item.


      “Selaccia’s Blue Orb.”


      In The Legend of the Seven Heroes, this was a rare drop from a wolfen thief that many players had desperately tried to find a use case for. It had the lowest drop rate in the wolfen thief’s loot table, so it was a particularly coveted item. In the game, only after setting the protagonist’s skill to Beast Tamer and raising it to its maximum level could the item’s rather profound description be unlocked:


      “It appears to be an egg. Its shell is hard enough that no blade can penetrate it. Touching it allows one to sense tremendous power within. By offering a vast amount of mana and a great dragon’s horn, one may be able to hatch it. Upon birth, the one within will swear absolute fealty to its master.”


      The description had reminded players of a certain monster. According to the game’s lore, before the titular seven heroes, one monster had bared its fangs against the Demon Lord. It was said that the monster wielded overwhelming power with both ice and darkness and that the Demon Lord had been hard-pressed to defeat it. Selaccia referred to the absolutely frozen land the monster inhabited.


      “What should I do with this...?”


      The choices were to keep it or sell it. It could bring in a hefty sum, but the rest of the jewelry was already going to sell for a lot of money. There was nothing like having a surplus for the village’s future, but if this thing was going to unleash a powerful monster, Ren wanted to avoid it falling into the wrong hands. The description said it would swear absolute fealty to its master, so he didn’t want someone to abuse that power. Throwing it away was also out of the question. If the description was to be believed, destroying it would be unrealistic as well.


      “I guess I have no choice but to keep it for now...”


      He felt like getting it to hatch would be difficult, though. The method for getting a great dragon’s horn remained a complete mystery. That was why, despite being such a rare item in the game, the orb’s only use was being sold for money.


      With that, Ren made his way to his parents’ room. He was planning to tell them about the jewelry he’d gotten from the wolfen thief, but it seemed the knight had already informed them.


      “I heard about the treasure!” Roy shouted. “Great job! I hear our lord has also kindly exempted it from taxes?”


      “Seems so,” Ren confirmed. “We’ll be able to fix the house with this.”


      “You’re the same as ever... Shouldn’t you be making demands like, ‘I want fancy gear!’ or, ‘I wanna get my skill appraised!’ or stuff like that?”


      Neither had come to mind. In fact, if things moved in that direction against his will, Ren would complain for days on end until his throat went dry.


      “More importantly,” Ren said, “I want to order a bunch of herbs. Our emergency stocks are empty.”


      “H-Hey, c’mon!” Roy protested. “It’s your treasure! Isn’t there anything you want for yourself?!”


      “That’s right!” Mireille chimed in. “We’re glad you feel that way, but you risked your life for it!”


      “Thank you. But I didn’t achieve it on my own.”


      Ren had defeated the wolfen thief only because Roy had already wounded it. His parents weren’t going to accept his argument, though.


      I really do just want to use it for the house and village, though...


      Still, they were putting him above all else, so he wasn’t sure what to do. He hadn’t intended to create such a mood in the room. So, he showed his parents his arm. He was wearing the Magic Sword Summoner’s bracelet.


      “Then can I take this bracelet?” Ren asked. “I found it among the wolfen thief’s things. I rather like it.”


      “Of course!” Roy exclaimed. “But are you sure there isn’t anything else you want?”


      “It doesn’t have to be just the one thing,” Mireille added. “If there’s anything you fancy, please just name it.”


      “Ummm... Oh, in that case!”


      Ren hadn’t been sure how to bring it up, so this worked out perfectly. He pretended not to know what Selaccia’s Blue Orb really was and told his parents he wanted it because it was pretty. They immediately agreed.


      “That’s enough for me,” Ren told them. “Please use the rest for the house and the village.”


      As he repeated this once more, his parents smiled helplessly.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The following afternoon, Ren went out into the yard with a wooden sword in hand and the Thieving Magic Sword equipped. His new magic sword only worked on living beings, so he set his sights on the birds that flew by every now and then. The point of this was to practice.


      This is definitely a flaw.


      So long as he had his bracelet summoned, his physical abilities were boosted. However, he could only summon one magic sword at a time. If he wanted to use the Thieving Magic Sword, he would have to give up on using the others. That also meant he couldn’t use nature magic. By raising his Magic Sword Summoning’s level, he would be able to summon two at a time, but that was a matter for the future.


      Well, I guess I’ll be fine against little boars even without the Wooden Magic Sword.


      His family owned plenty of normal swords, so Ren could just pick one of the smaller ones to go into the forest with. As that thought crossed his mind, a clear and beautiful voice reached him accompanied by a flowery fragrance.


      “Are you Ren Ashton?”


      It came from behind. He turned around to see a girl standing next to the weathered fence that surrounded the house. She was beautiful and sweet, her features making her seem like a fairy or a goddess. As she captured his gaze, a certain thought crossed Ren’s mind: While there was no girl like her in this village, he felt like he’d seen her before.


      “Yeah... I’m Ren Ashton. Do you need something?”


      He still hadn’t gotten his thoughts in order, but he introduced himself anyway. The girl walked over to him elegantly, her silky and glamorous hair fluttering in the autumn breeze. The way she walked brought to mind a Japanese proverb about ideal beauty. Coupled with her dress, she had a grace that stole one’s breath away.
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      “Thank goodness,” the girl said. “I’ve been wanting to meet you.”


      “Meet me...?” Ren asked, bewildered.


      “Yes. You’re the only thing that’s been on my mind lately.”


      Her passionate words only confused Ren more. He found himself unable to take his eyes off her as she approached one step at a time. She had a charm that refused to allow him to look away. Ren was forced to stand there and stare.


      “Have your injuries healed?” the girl asked.


      “Yeah. I just recently made a full recovery.”


      Hearing this, the girl smiled ear to ear. She reached behind her back, and as Ren wondered what she was doing, she threw a shortsword, which landed before him. He looked back up at the girl to see that she now wielded an identical shortsword.


      “Wait! Lad! You mustn’t... That—!”


      Suddenly, Ren heard a familiar voice from afar. He turned to look and saw Weiss approaching on horseback. The distance was still too great to make out what he was saying. Ren wasn’t even sure why Weiss was here in the village to begin with.


      I’ll just wait for him to get here.


      As he thought this, Ren stooped over and picked up the shortsword to inspect it. He noticed that it didn’t have an edge.


      “How brave,” the girl said. “You still picked up the sword despite being told not to. Or perhaps that’s a sign of confidence?”


      “Hm...?”


      “You don’t mind if I give the starting signal, I assume?”


      “Uhhh... Huh?”


      The girl seemed to take that as a yes.


      “Then let us begin!”


      With an absolutely joyful expression, the girl fell into a stance before taking a sharp step forward, closing the distance between them in the blink of an eye. She was as fast as the wind and had refined footwork. Ren was of course bewildered by the sudden battle, but the girl ignored this and aimed her blade at his shoulder.


      She’s fast, but...


      She wasn’t as fast as Roy. She probably wasn’t as strong as him either. However, there was a fluidity and keenness to her technique that he’d never seen before. It reminded him of his training with Weiss. Reading all this in an instant, Ren blocked, shouting:


      “I’m pretty sure wooden swords are safer for sparring!”


      Despite acting quite late, he easily repelled her sword. She took several steps back, her graceful features steeped in awe.


      “Tee hee...! Amazing! I’ve never had so much fun!”


      The girl remained fearless and refused to back down. She took a few more steps away from Ren, then put a hand to her skirt. Ren couldn’t believe his eyes. She was taking it off.


      “Huh?”


      This didn’t leave her in her underwear or anything. Underneath her skirt, she was wearing what looked like a mostly white military uniform.


      I feel like I’ve seen those clothes before too...


      As Ren searched his memories, the girl mercilessly charged again. Perhaps because it was easier to move without her skirt, or maybe because of a shift in focus, she was even faster and nimbler than before.


      “How about this?!” she said.


      Her swordplay was so refined that Ren couldn’t believe it was coming from such a young girl.


      “That’s nothing!” Ren shouted back.


      She wasn’t at his level. Hoping to end this quickly, Ren put more strength into his arms, forcing the girl off-balance.


      “No way...!” she gasped.


      Using her sword as a fulcrum, Ren pushed, shifting her center of gravity heavily to one leg. She fell shamefully backward onto her butt, her sword still pressed against Ren’s. Before long, she lost to Ren’s strength and was pushed all the way onto her back.


      “I win,” Ren declared, putting his shortsword to her neck.


      Ren was straddled on top of the girl and she couldn’t put any strength into her arms. Faced with his vigorous eyes and indisputable strength, she fell silent. However, after a few seconds, her cheeks flushed slightly.


      “...ose...”


      “Hm?”


      “I-I’m saying...! You’re too close!”


      Flustered, Ren stood up and backed away from the girl.


      “S-Sorry!” he shouted. “I was trying to get you to admit defeat! It just happened that way!”


      There was no other reason for it. The girl seemed to understand this, but had been too embarrassed. Ren found himself captivated by her red cheeks.


      “Hnnnngh! Y-You’ll regret embarrassing me like that!” she yelled, shooting up to her feet with a swing of her sword, her eyes bashfully wet.


      Her movements were still as refined as before, but seemed a little more panicked and somewhat crude.


      “Huh?! You’re still going?!” Ren exclaimed.


      “Of course! I haven’t admitted defeat yet!”


      “Th-That’s completely unreasonable...”


      Either way, Ren had no intention of fighting. He was afraid of injuring her. That was why he’d tried to end it quickly. And as Ren hesitated over what to do, Weiss finally got close enough to hear clearly.


      “My lady, that’s enough! And you, lad, that’s enough for you too!”


      “Sir Weiss,” Ren responded calmly. “What are you doing here?”


      “Aah... Forgive the unannounced visit,” he said. “To tell the truth—”


      However, the girl cut him off. “Weiss, I’ll explain.”


      “As you wish...”


      The girl walked toward Ren, stopped a few steps away, then curtsied. Though she wore a military uniform rather than a skirt, the motion conveyed an unconcealable elegance and nobility. It was as if the area around her had become a glamorous party. Ren found himself charmed by her extraordinarily beautiful smile.


      “I have come as my father’s representative to deliver a letter to the Ashton family.”


      A cold sweat ran down the back of Ren’s neck. The girl’s words made him feel uneasy.


      “My father wishes to offer his praise to the Ashtons for defeating the wolfen thief, and would like to convey his high hopes for Ren Ashton’s future.”


      “Oh, um... Thank you very much...”


      The girl looked somewhat peeved by Ren’s attitude.


      “What’s with that reaction?” she huffed. “Aren’t you happy?”


      “My lady, he must be confused,” Weiss cut in. “Besides, you haven’t even introduced yourself.”


      “Oh, now that you mention it...”


      The girl cleared her throat, straightened her posture, and with a graceful smile, she spoke her name.


      “I am Licia Clausell—the White Saint. You already know of me, yes?”


      Ren nodded, his mouth twitching. Once he was sure Licia was satisfied, he looked up at the sky, gazing far off into the distance.


      “My lady, your clothes,” Weiss said, holding Licia’s discarded skirt.


      “I’m sweating, so I’ll put it on later,” she told him.


      “Understood. At any rate, I do not approve of you taking advantage of me stepping away for a moment during our break in the forest to come here on your own.”


      “I rode here by myself because you guys were taking too long.”


      Unlike Ren, who was utterly shocked, the two continued their conversation normally. Ren was still standing there dumbfounded, deep in thought.


      I don’t get it... How did this happen...?


      He’d never imagined Licia would suddenly show up like this. Lately, he’d been spending time thinking of ways to avoid ever meeting her, so he couldn’t help but be astonished by how things were moving forward in leaps and bounds.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      When Ren guided Licia and Weiss into the house, Roy and Mireille started scrambling to get things ready to welcome them. Of course, Roy couldn’t exactly get out of bed, so his role was limited to reporting the recent situation to Weiss.


      Licia didn’t accompany them, though. She showed no discretion and asked for Ren to talk with her in the guest parlor.


      “Hey, why do you think I came to this village?” she asked right after taking a seat on the old sofa. Her mere presence made the furniture seem like it was made by the finest craftsman.


      “I believe you mentioned it was to deliver a letter from the baron,” Ren answered from the opposite sofa. Unlike during their initial meeting, he conducted himself as he should before a noble lady.


      “Wrong. That was an excuse,” she said with an unyielding spirit.


      The White Saint Licia Clausell didn’t join the protagonist’s party in The Legend of the Seven Heroes, but instead lent them her strength in an event battle. Her abilities were considerable. The protagonist was no match for her without raising his level.


      No wonder her looks stand out so much...


      Due to her outstanding beauty and temperament, many male players were fascinated by her character. She was pretty high on the popularity polls. However, there was no romance option for her, so she was famously known as the unclearable heroine.


      “By excuse, do you mean to say you had another objective?” Ren asked.


      “Of course,” Licia confirmed joyfully. “I wanted to see your strength with my own eyes. Weiss spoke highly of you, and that’s rare coming from him. To add to that, you’ve even defeated a wolfen thief on your own despite being my age.”


      “It seems Sir Weiss is too generous with his assessment of me. My dad had injured the wolfen thief already, so it wasn’t entirely my doing.”


      “Tee hee... How strange,” Licia said with a provoking smile as she leaned forward. “From the way you put it, it sounds like you hate the idea of me being interested in you. It comes across as humility, but is that truly all there is to it?”


      She’s got good intuition...


      Ren smiled wryly without answering. It was perfectly reasonable for him to behave this way. When he’d reincarnated into this world, he’d hoped for a peaceful life. He’d acted in a way designed to prevent the future from the game. Avoiding any encounters with Licia had been a top priority, so he couldn’t possibly be pleased with this outcome.


      However, since she was a noble and he was a knight, he couldn’t sever ties. So, the most he could do was act unfriendly.


      “It doesn’t matter if you hate it,” Licia said.


      “Huh...?”


      “How would you like to come to Clausell City?” she asked. “After our match, I’m certain: You are not only strong, but brave. Despite the suddenness of my challenge, you didn’t hesitate to pick up the sword. That is proof above all else.”


      Licia praised not only his strength, but also his character.


      I didn’t even know that was a challenge...


      Was picking up a sword thrown on the ground considered consent?


      “I wasn’t aware that you were challenging me to a match,” Ren admitted. “I don’t believe bravery had anything to do with it.”


      “Tee hee, there’s no need for modesty.”


      “That’s not what I’m saying...”


      “I understand. You’re different from the noble boys who are all just talk.”


      Her misunderstanding was just elevating her appraisal of him. It seemed it didn’t even matter what he said at this point.


      “That’s exactly why I want you to come to Clausell,” Licia told him.


      In truth, Ren had put effort into being humble. He was aware he could fight better than other children his age, and he was confident he put just as much effort into his studies too. However, he had no intention of showing it off. Licia was misunderstanding him, but in this regard, she had a proper read on his character.


      I’m betting she’s an extremely hard worker.


      Licia had gone out of her way to come to this remote region. Even though this was a display of her overbearing behavior, at its source, it came from an aspiration to improve herself.


      “Besides, I hate losing,” Licia said. “I’m not leaving with a losing record.”


      “Oh? I thought you didn’t admit defeat.”


      “It’s a figure of speech.”


      “Haaah...” Ren sighed. “At any rate, you mean to say I should come to your city so that you can have a match at any time?”


      “Good, it seems like you understand.”


      “Forgive me, but I have no intention of leaving this village.”


      Licia’s eyes widened for a moment, but she immediately regained her dignified demeanor.


      “Hmph... So you really do hate me?” she asked.


      It was true that Ren wanted nothing to do with her, but the game’s story wasn’t the only thing bothering Ren here.


      “It’s not that,” he told her. “If I leave the village, my dad will be the only one left who can fight. If another monster like a wolfen thief appears, the village might be destroyed.”


      “I understand your situation, but what of your personal opinion?”


      “Disregarding the village’s circumstances, you mean?”


      “Yes.”


      “Even so, I have no intention of leaving. I rather like my life here and have never thought of moving to the city.”


      Licia fell silent. Then, she folded her arms and pressed a finger to her lips.


      “I absolutely refuse to give up,” she muttered.


      “Um, what was—”


      “Don’t worry about it. I was talking to myself.”


      “I feel like it was something about not giving up...”


      “Must’ve been your imagination.”


      It clearly wasn’t, but Licia wasn’t going to admit it. She suddenly rose, casually changing the subject.


      “Sorry, I’m sweating from our match. I’d like to borrow your bath. I’ll pay for the kindling.”


      “There’s no need for that. The water has already been heated.”


      “Oh? Do you always have hot water ready? Do you own some kind of magitech appliance for it?”


      Magitech...? Oh, I guess they do have things like that in this world.


      Magitech was the term used for convenient devices fueled by mana. They varied in size from as small as a portable device to as large as industrial machinery. Generally, they ran on a user’s mana or a fuel processed from magicite. This was the in-game explanation for why magicite could be converted into money. However, magitech was typically very expensive. Few craftsmen were capable of creating it.


      “We don’t have the money to afford any magitech,” Ren said as he showed her the way. “The water is already heated so I can quickly wash off the sweat and blood from hunting when I get back.”


      Mireille cleaned and maintained the run-down bathroom daily, so it was perfectly hygienic. Relieved that Licia wasn’t disappointed in it, Ren turned his back to her.


      “Next time, I’ll bring the perfect appliance from my home,” she said.


      “That would be— Huh?! Next time?!”


      “Ummm... I don’t wish to complain after you so graciously showed me the way, but I can’t take off my clothes while you’re standing there.”


      Ren would’ve liked for her to explain what exactly she meant, but her objection was quite reasonable. Not wanting to cause any weird misunderstandings, he left without a word.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      At Licia’s proposal, she joined the Ashtons for a pleasant chat over dinner. However, the moment Ren finished eating, he excused himself as if running away from her. It was pretty rude, but he used the excuse of seeing to the horses Licia’s group had used to get there. However, Licia followed him out of the house.


      “A-After-dinner exercise?” Ren asked.


      “That makes things quick,” she confirmed.


      It was easy to figure out. Licia wasn’t wearing her skirt. She had that white military uniform on.


      “I-It’ll be troublesome to work up a sweat at this hour!” Ren argued.


      “Don’t worry about that. I can’t sleep comfortably at night unless I bathe first.”


      Licia’s carefree smile looked magical under the moonlight. However, Ren found himself wanting to look away from her sweet face as she threw a sword at his feet just like she had that afternoon.


      “R-Right!” Ren exclaimed, grasping at straws. “Sir Weiss will get angry at you, so isn’t it better to refrain?!”


      “Too bad. I already have Weiss’s permission—plus your parents’ too.”


      “N-No way...!”


      The knight commander was argued into submission?!


      There wasn’t much that could be done about Ren’s parents in that regard, though. It was pretty much unthinkable to turn down a request from the lord’s daughter. Regardless, Ren kept his head.


      Hang on. I can simply refuse to pick up the sword.


      That way, the fight wouldn’t start. And just as a wave of relief washed over him at the thought...


      “If you don’t take the sword, I’ll be extending my stay.”


      “I...was just thinking of getting some exercise too,” Ren said, smiling awkwardly.


      His great idea had gotten shot down in an instant.


      “How strange,” Licia said, knitting her brows. “This is getting on my nerves a little... Why do you reject me so much?”


      I’ll never tell.


      The moment Ren picked up the sword, her sour mood seemed to improve a little.


      “Are you listening?” she said. “If I win, you’ll tell me the reason. Also, I’ll have you come to Clausell. Prepare yourself.”


      “And what if I win?”


      Licia grimaced again.


      “If that happens...I’ll visit this village again!”


      Either outcome was a loss for Ren. All light vanished from his eyes as he stood there dumbfounded, the grip on his sword utterly feeble. Regardless, Licia fired herself up and closed in. She figured this was the perfect opening, but Ren easily blocked her downward slash.


      “H-How did you block that?! You were totally limp!”


      “I’m not quite sure how to answer that...”


      Not only was there a gap between them to begin with, but Ren was starting to get familiar with Licia’s style. Even though that had come from a single match, he was able to block her with far more efficiency the second time.


      You don’t have to be so fixated on beating me!


      He was well aware that she had an uncommon drive for self-improvement. For Ren, the huge obstacle was the fact that she absolutely hated losing. Considering her abilities, she would definitely find out if he lost on purpose. This would inevitably lead to her getting angry. It was entirely possible for her to simply abduct him and take him to Clausell in a fit of rage.


      “Why do you want to beat me so badly?!” Ren asked as their swords continued clashing.


      “I already told you! I hate losing! Besides, as the White Saint, I don’t want to lose to a boy my age!”


      “What does being the White Saint have to do with anything?!”


      “My skill blesses me with an aptitude for swordsmanship and enhanced physical abilities! I can even use holy magic! To lose in spite of all this is really, truly vexing!”


      In short, it was a skill with three things packaged in one. Holy magic was particularly powerful. It could do all sorts of things like heal wounds, destroy the undead, dispel curses, and cure poisons. Holy magic also had the unique ability to buff its caster and their party members. This considerably lowered the difficulty of the game’s event battle that Licia participated in.


      “Now I’m getting serious!” Licia shouted. “I’m going to beat you!”


      Her movements suddenly changed. A dazzling light enveloped her for just a moment and her speed increased. Ren could also feel an entirely new level of strength being conveyed through her strikes. It was as if she’d become a completely different person.


      Holy magic?!


      This was a blessing from almighty Elphen. It was separate from the buff provided by Enhanced Physique, so the two effects stacked.


      It definitely makes her a lot stronger.


      “Couldn’t you have just used that earlier today?!” Ren complained.


      “Quiet! Weiss gets angry if I use it without permission!”


      In other words, she had permission now.


      You’re too lenient with your little lady, dammit!


      “In that case—!”


      Ren grimaced and tightened his grip. While she was slowly gaining the advantage, Licia was shocked by the vigor in his eyes. And then...


      “No way...”


      It was over in an instant. Before Licia knew it, Ren was right in front of her, holding his sword at her throat without giving her the chance to pull her blade up to defend.


      “I win,” Ren said, staring right into her eyes from close enough that it seemed like he could feel her breath and count her eyelashes.


      “I still haven’t lost...”


      Licia trembled, perhaps from the tension or maybe from embarrassment. Her eyes were wet and her voice weak. As for Ren, he could feel his mouth twitching again.


      Th-There’s a limit to being a sore loser...


      Ren lowered his sword and backed away. This time, Licia didn’t charge at him. It seemed she was still in shock from her sudden loss.


      Then, the two heard clapping. Weiss walked over followed by several knights.


      “To think you can achieve such a complete victory over our lady even when she uses holy magic. That’s to be expected of the hero who defeated a wolfen thief on his own despite his youth.”


      “That was quite the shock!”


      “Indeed! He will surely become a knight whose name will thunder across all of Leomer!”


      After all this praise from the knights, the one who’d been stationed at the village for a while joined in cheerfully.


      “Didn’t I tell you? Sir Ren is truly strong.”


      “Forgive me, lad,” Weiss said, addressing Ren. “Just as they say, you really are powerful. I wanted the little lady to understand that strength for herself.”


      The Ashtons served House Clausell. If Weiss claimed this was for the lady’s sake, Ren couldn’t argue.


      “Now then, my lady,” Weiss continued. “I do believe you now understand the lad’s strength in your very core.”


      Licia remained silent.


      “You are strong, my lady. However, he wasn’t blessed with your environment and still grew to this level. Looking at it from another perspective, by putting in even more effort, you may be able to catch up to him.”


      Forget catching up, I feel like she’ll completely overtake me.


      “If you understand that,” Weiss said, “then please return to the estate and devote yourself even more to your self-improvement.”


      “Yes... I understand,” Licia conceded, then turned to Ren. “Sorry for suddenly dropping by like this. Still, it was a splendid experience.”


      “R-Right... It was a good experience for me too.”


      “We can have matches like this every day if you come to Clausell, you know?”


      “Unfortunately, those are separate matters.”


      Seeing Ren still refusing to agree, Licia giggled. She then turned her back to him and went back inside.


      “I truly am sorry,” Weiss said once she was gone. “Please forgive her. I will inform our lord that the Ashtons have treated us well.”


      “We didn’t really do anything special,” Ren told him.


      “No, you did.” Weiss shook his head, then turned to his subordinates. “Isn’t that right, men?”


      “I’m sure it was good motivation for the little lady,” one of them replied.


      “Yes, she looks awfully bored when she trains with us, after all,” another added.


      “Lad, it’s just as they say,” Weiss said. “If possible, we would like to stay for a few more days and have you keep the little lady company...”


      I’d really rather not...


      “However, we must depart tomorrow morning,” Weiss finished.


      They were leaving earlier than expected. To Ren, this was a welcome surprise.


      “The little lady persuaded our lord to let her come here,” Weiss explained. “There is work to be done beyond presenting the Ashtons their reward. She must make a tour of the nearby villages and relieve any unrest caused by the recent incident.”


      One of Licia’s goals had been to meet Ren, but Baron Clausell had entrusted her with work as a condition for allowing her to come here.


      She really is a good and honest girl at heart.


      “Allow us to thank you again in the morning,” Weiss added, bowing like a butler and taking his subordinates with him to leave.


      Just as he did, Licia returned.


      “Hey, hey, can I drop by your room with Weiss later?” she asked out of the blue.


      “Is something the matter?” Ren asked, somewhat bewildered.


      “Since I’m already here, I’d like to hear what kind of training you usually do,” Licia explained. “Weiss seems curious too, so do you mind keeping us company just a little into the night?”


      “I don’t mind,” Ren decided calmly.


      “Good.”


      The pure joy on Licia’s face was so innocent and sweet. She truly did look like a saint.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The following morning, Licia awoke at sunrise. She wanted another match with Ren, but unfortunately, it was time to leave this village behind. Though somewhat reluctant to go, she had to begin preparations for her departure.


      “Oh, that’s right.”


      An idea suddenly struck her. Yesterday, Ren had refused her request that he come to Clausell City. Perhaps leaving him a letter would convey how serious she was. To that end, she pulled a piece of parchment and an envelope from her baggage. Then, taking a seat at the desk in the guest room, she took up a pen.


      “Ummm... What should I write...?”


      The problem was that Licia had very little experience writing letters. She had written plenty, technically, but those had all been official greetings. She’d never written one like this before. Nevertheless, she earnestly let her pen run across the parchment. Writing was a hobby among nobles. Licia quickly scribbled a somewhat poetic verse, one that would bring no shame to a baron’s daughter. Satisfied with the outcome, she let out a sigh of relief.


      “My lady, it’s me.”


      That was when Weiss’s voice came from the other side of the door.


      “You may enter,” Licia told him.


      He immediately came in, and noticing that Licia had written a letter, he walked up to her.


      “A thank-you note for the Ashtons?” he asked.


      “Nope. I’ll be writing that next. This one’s different.”


      Weiss cocked his head curiously, so Licia handed him the letter.


      “Since you’re here, how about checking it for me?” she asked. “I wrote it for him.”


      “I see. A letter for the lad, then.”


      “Yes. I’m absolutely set on him coming to Clausell, so I was thinking of giving it to him before we leave.”


      Weiss accepted the letter and looked it over as instructed. Meanwhile, Licia pulled out another piece of parchment and started writing a letter to thank the Ashtons, her pen flowing in a different manner from when she’d written the letter to Ren. She finished quickly, then looked up at Weiss.


      “How is it?” she asked.


      “Good gracious...” he muttered. “I’m not quite sure what to say.”


      “What? Is something misspelled?”


      “N-No... There aren’t any problems with the spelling or grammar...”


      “Then what’s the problem?”


      Weiss hesitated to answer. Seeing Licia grimace at him, he gave up and reluctantly opened his mouth.


      “My lady, this is a love letter.”


      Licia’s eyes turned to saucers. For a good ten seconds, the room fell silent.


      “A love letter?” she finally parroted.


      “Yes. That is the impression I got from reading it.”


      There was another, shorter pause.


      “Tell me,” Licia said, “which part of it is like a love letter?”


      Faced with her usual commanding attitude, Weiss had no choice but to answer despite his reluctance.


      “For example, ‘The excitement in my heart is even greater than before we met.’”


      “B-But that’s literally true! I heard so much about him before I met him, and he was even more amazing once I did!”


      “I understand your thought process, but it comes across as a maiden who’s deeply in love.”


      “Hgh?!”


      “Also...”


      “Th-There’s more?!”


      Licia’s cheeks finally flushed. She was shocked that this conversation was still going.


      “Also, ‘Your valor, your manliness, your gallantry, they all scream at me not to give up on you.’”


      “It’s true! After seeing such amazing swordplay, who wouldn’t want to face it again over and over?!”


      “However, it comes across as a small-town girl who just witnessed a hero. I do believe you’ll understand if you read it over once more, my lady.”


      Licia took the letter back from Weiss. She slowly regained her composure and read it again. She didn’t appear to be shaken at all. Her reddened cheeks had been restored to their original color, and her pounding heart was back to its usual pace.


      “You’re right...” she concluded. “It’s just like a love letter.”


      This wasn’t because it was her first personal letter. It seemed she’d been too passionate about conveying her desire for Ren to come to Clausell. Licia went to pull out another piece of parchment, but Weiss informed her that their departure was imminent.


      Given that, she wondered what to do about this strange love letter. She considered tearing it up and throwing it away, but as Weiss urged her once more, she gave up on dealing with it for the moment. Instead, she bashfully folded it up and jammed it into her pocket, deciding to dispose of it after she was out of the village.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Licia hurried out of the house with Weiss and exchanged a few words with the Ashtons. After apologizing for the sudden visit, she thanked them for their reception and reminded them of the reward for the wolfen thief incident. Then, she quickly left the village.


      Around the time they were crossing the suspension bridge that led into the forest, Licia shielded her eyes from a sudden gust of wind that tugged at her clothes.


      “My lady, are you all right?” Weiss asked.


      “Yes, there’s no need for concern,” she answered with a smile. “I was just a little surprised.”


      They proceeded onward without stopping their horses. At the time, Licia hadn’t yet noticed that the gust of wind had stolen the letter she’d been hiding.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: Ren Gets Caught Up in a Nationwide Factional Conflict


      Ren’s regular life returned with Licia’s departure. Because he’d seen her party off, it was later in the morning than usual as he basked in the refreshing air outside.


      “What’s that?”


      On his way through the fields, right before reaching the suspension bridge, he saw some of the local birds sitting on a branch, chirping noisily as they fought over something. Cocking his head at the sight, Ren instinctively summoned the Thieving Magic Sword. Focusing on the object that one of the birds held in its beak, he activated the weapon.


      The bird flew from the branch in shock and the others followed suit. The object they’d been fighting over was now in Ren’s hand. It seemed to be a roughly crumpled piece of parchment. Judging by its feel and smoothness, it was clearly high quality. Curious about what it could be, Ren opened it up, revealing the elegantly written words inside.


      “A love letter...?”


      Each word conveyed a passion that couldn’t be contained in the writer’s heart. But who could’ve written such a thing? At first, Ren was at a loss, but he soon realized that the author was trying to get somebody to come to Clausell. The letter also touched on a certain person’s swordplay, so he was able to guess both who it was addressed to and who had written it.


      It must be her.


      This was a letter from Licia Clausell to Ren Ashton. He was curious what it was doing out here. He couldn’t exactly throw it away, so he tucked it in his pocket just as the sound of horses galloping in the distance reached his ears.


      “D-Don’t tell me that tomboy is running right back here!”


      Ren braced himself, but the new arrivals were people he didn’t recognize. There were about ten armored knights on horseback, but he couldn’t spot the Clausell family crest.


      “U-Ummm...?”


      The group surrounded Ren as he stood there, bewildered. Their gazes were quite overbearing.


      “Are you a resident of the village governed by the Ashtons?” one of the men asked haughtily, not taking off his helmet. He almost looked like he was liable to draw his sword if Ren didn’t answer quickly.


      “I am... Who might you be?” Ren asked politely.


      “We are here on the orders of Viscount Gieven,” the man answered, maintaining his pompous attitude. “We carry a letter from the viscount himself. Guide us to the Ashtons’ residence.”


      As Ren had expected, they weren’t from House Clausell, but the fact that they were envoys from an even higher-ranking noble confused him.


      Viscount Gieven... If I remember right...


      Ren’s village was east of Clausell City, while Viscount Gieven’s territory was to the northeast. The Ashtons had nothing to do with that noble house, but still couldn’t ignore them.


      “Understood,” Ren said. “I shall guide you to our home.”


      “Hrm? Our?”


      “Yes. Forgive the late introduction. I am Ren Ashton, heir to the Ashton Family.”


      Viscount Gieven’s envoys exchanged looks. They nodded to each other, and the man who’d been representing them spoke once more.


      “Rejoice, for the viscount has a message for you.”


      His tone was far gentler now. The other knights seemed less thorny too. But what could a noble who didn’t have anything to do with these lands want?


      “A message...for me?” Ren asked.


      “Indeed,” the knight confirmed. “The viscount insists that you become his manservant. We shall discuss the details at your residence.”


      At his command, the knights spurred their horses on. Once he was no longer in their line of sight, Ren’s expression soured.


      What the heck is going on?


      Far too much had happened these past two days. Ren trudged through the fields toward his home with heavy steps, every single villager eyeing him curiously as he went.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      As Ren arrived at his destination, the House Clausell knights who’d been stationed there greeted him with shocked expressions. Roy and Mireille were as surprised as they’d been the previous day. However, the two of them feigned composure, and only the knights’ leader was invited into the room where Roy was recuperating.


      Ren didn’t accompany them, instead remaining with the House Clausell knights. They were standing in the yard, and since the knights seemed to be somewhat on edge, he decided to find out why.


      “What has everyone so angry?”


      “A-About that...”


      The knight he’d asked seemed unsure how to answer, so one of the others threw him a lifeline.


      “Hey, wouldn’t it be all right to tell him?”


      “But...”


      “Depending on the circumstances, Sir Ren might get involved. Commander Weiss won’t have a problem with us telling him.”


      That reminded Ren of what Viscount Gieven’s envoy had told him. Apparently, the viscount wanted Ren as a manservant.


      They’re still a bit too angry for it to be that.


      The answer to that question came from the envoys who’d just come out of the house.


      “So this is where you were, Ren Ashton.”


      It was the knight who’d commanded Ren to show him the way. He approached Ren, which caused the House Clausell knights to put up their guards. Seeing this, Viscount Gieven’s envoy scoffed.


      “Hmph... Now then, I’ve already spoken with Sir Roy,” he said. “I have something to say to you as well. As I told you in the forest, the viscount assesses your abilities highly. He wishes for you to serve his house.”


      “Excuse me,” one of the House Clausell knights interjected, stomping forward. “Sir Ren has already received an invitation from our lord.”


      Technically, the lord’s daughter had invited him, but it wasn’t worth pointing that out.


      “You’re from House Clausell, yes?” Viscount Gieven’s envoy said. “I hear you’ve yet to receive a reply to said invitation. In that case, it should be no problem for us to make the same offer.”


      “The problem is more fundamental than that,” the knight refuted. “This village is part of the Clausell Barony.”


      “Oh? Do the members of House Clausell say such things to all who wish to serve our great emperor? Not all knights of our mighty nation were born in the empire.”


      “That isn’t the issue. If you wished to extend Sir Ren an invitation, it should have gone through us to begin with.”


      Ren listened intently from the sidelines as things grew heated.


      “Even with the difference in rank and faction, is that not proper etiquette?” the House Clausell knight continued. “One who serves the renowned Viscount Gieven should understand that.”


      “Hmph... Very well. We shall come again.”


      Viscount Gieven’s knight walked off, acting nonchalant. The ones who’d come out of the house with him followed suit. They mounted up, then with a final farewell to Ren, they left.


      “Sir Ren, allow me to answer your earlier question,” one of the House Clausell knights said once the group was out of sight. “Hmmm... Let us discuss this with Sir Roy as well.”


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      “I was waiting for ya,” Roy said as Ren and the knights entered his room.


      Mireille was with him too, both of their expressions grim.


      “Hey, is there something we don’t know about?” Roy asked.


      The House Clausell knights who accompanied Ren looked at him apologetically.


      “Forgive us,” one of them said. “We can’t afford to make this public, so we haven’t been able to tell you.”


      “Thought so.” Roy nodded. “I’m guessing it has to do with Viscount Gieven?”


      “It’s as you surmise.”


      Ren and the knights took a seat on the room’s sofa.


      “Ren, let me show you the letter they left me first,” Roy said. “We can talk after you read it.”


      Roy still couldn’t walk, so Mireille handed Ren the letter for him. Ren pulled the parchment out of the already-opened envelope and unfolded it.


      Hmmm...


      The letter described how much the recent strife and the village’s poverty grieved Viscount Gieven’s heart. However, due to the size of the populace he was already responsible for, he couldn’t lend his support. Alongside an apology for that, there were two proposals presented:


      “The village will be incorporated into Viscount Gieven’s domain and several knights will be stationed there at all times to compensate for the shortage in manpower.”


      “Ren Ashton will join House Gieven as a manservant and is promised ample reward.”


      According to the House Clausell knights, villages being incorporated into another noble’s territory did happen on occasion. Because of that, if all those involved agreed, there wouldn’t be an issue.


      “Seriously...” Roy sighed. “The wolfen thief incident was an abnormality. Excluding that, there are no records of the Ashtons needing any help.”


      “In other words, there were no faults in the baron’s rule,” Ren said.


      “Exactly,” Roy confirmed. “Technically, a D-rank monster did appear once before you were born...”


      “We are aware of that as well,” one of the knights said. “I hear you defeated it yourself, Sir Roy.”


      “Yeah. It was relatively easy compared to a wolfen thief. It was high rank, but wasn’t special in any way.”


      After confirming Baron Clausell hadn’t done anything wrong, Roy moved the conversation forward. His keen gaze was like a drawn blade. His tone was stronger than before and had considerable force behind it too.


      “So, let’s hear it. I’m guessing the waves from the factional conflict have finally reached us?”


      “It’s exactly as you say...” one of the knights confirmed.


      “Thought so. That explains the viscount making a grab for us.”


      “There are many trying to bring House Clausell over to their cause. However, our lord hasn’t affiliated himself with either side. He shows respect to both the imperial family and the Seven Hero Houses. Because of that, it leaves us in a precarious situation.”


      Ren nodded from the side. The knight’s words reminded him of something.


      The Leomer Empire’s factional conflict...


      There were three factions that all the nobles in the empire belonged to. The first was the imperialists. They revered the imperial family—especially the founding father, the King of Lions. They believed it was the emperor’s place to continue guiding Leomer into the future.


      The second was the heroists. They were a faction of nobles with the Seven Hero Houses at their core. The protagonists of the game belonged to this group. They didn’t want to usurp the throne, but insisted that the people of the Leomer Empire should have more freedom and become a democracy. There were many villages in this nation that were just as impoverished as Ren’s. In contrast, there were dozens of wealthy individuals capable of saving these villages on their own. Many of the heroists wanted to be rid of this disparity in wealth and believed the emperor’s power should be limited.


      The last group was the neutralists, who kept themselves unaffiliated with either faction. Many of them believed both the imperial family and the Seven Hero Houses should be respected. There were also those who wished for progress through innovation, as well as those who didn’t wish for nobles to split into factions in the first place. Despite these differences in opinion, they refused to squabble among themselves and remained united—just like during the time of the Demon Lord. The neutralists all believed in this unity.


      To sum it up, Baron Clausell is a neutralist, and Viscount Gieven is a heroist, leading to a conflict.


      “I understand it’s hard to talk about,” Roy said. “This isn’t stuff you can really make public, especially with knights crawling out of the woodwork to come to such a small village in the middle of nowhere.”


      “Dear, phrasing,” Mireille reprimanded.


      “Oops. Sorry about that. I’m not insinuating anything! That’s just how people see it...”


      Mireille apologized to the knights, then pinched her husband’s cheek.


      “So? Why’s the factional conflict coming all the way here?” Roy asked. “We’re about as remote as it gets.”


      “As I believe you are well aware, the year of Sir Ren’s birth coincidentally blessed all Seven Hero Houses with legitimate children—all of them.”


      Roy fell silent.


      “Dad? What’s wrong?” Ren prompted.


      “Well, I never heard about that,” Roy said. “There’s no way that kinda information gets this far, remember? I’m just a worthless knight who doesn’t even get invited to parties. I’ve only ever left the village once to greet the baron’s predecessor.”


      It sounds really persuasive when he puts it like that...


      “I at least knew about the factional conflict already,” Roy added.


      The amount of information available and its relevancy was proportional to the amount of traffic in the region. There was very little of that in this village, so they were far behind on any news that was readily available in major cities and towns. The knight smiled wryly, then continued his explanation somewhat apologetically.


      “Due to every family of the Seven Hero Houses having legitimate children at around the same time, the heroists have been more united than ever. They’re declaring that these children are the seven heroes reborn.”


      “Hah! What a stupid idea.”


      Roy rejected it outright, whereas Ren looked up at the ceiling and closed his eyes. It wasn’t stupid at all. The protagonists of The Legend of the Seven Heroes would one day be exalted as the second advent of the heroes who’d defeated the Demon Lord.


      “Isn’t it six houses now, anyway?” Roy added. “It’s been a hundred years since the hero Louen’s lineage came to an end. Isn’t it rude to call them the heroes reborn with one missing?”


      Louen was the name of the man who’d dealt the finishing blow to the Demon Lord. However, it was said that his bloodline had died out. This was because his bloodline hadn’t been blessed with many children. With the passing of ages, this became more prominent, until finally, there wasn’t a single legitimate child to continue the family line. In the present day, this was said to be the Demon Lord’s curse.


      “But dad, it’s possible someone secretly inherited the hero’s blood.”


      “Ren...?”


      “Six legitimate children were born at almost the same time,” Ren elaborated. “If they’re going to make them out to be the seven heroes reincarnated, then ‘There must be someone who inherited the hero Louen’s blood too! This isn’t a coincidence! All is by almighty Elphen’s will!’ It wouldn’t be weird for the nobles making a move on the heroists’ side to say stuff like that.”


      In truth, Louen’s descendant, the protagonist of The Legend of the Seven Heroes, was living in a village far away from this one.


      “How astonishing,” one of the knights said. “Sir Roy, the heroists are making waves exactly as your son describes. There are many among them who believe it to be true.”


      Ren hid a grimace.


      Hmmm... One shift in perspective and it’s suddenly a huge pain.


      In the game, the protagonists stood in the face of many hardships across the Leomer Empire. They often came to blows with the imperialists and neutralists too. Honestly, Ren hadn’t been able to stomach some of the things the nobles from those two factions said. They also committed many unforgivable acts. He’d never imagined that the heroists would be the ones putting him through such an unpleasant experience now.


      “Still...” Ren muttered.


      “Oh? What’s up, Ren?” Roy asked.


      “It’s nothing really... Something is just bothering me a little... This is all news from when the Seven Hero Houses were blessed with children. It’s strange for it to ramp up after all this time.”


      Seeing Ren sink into thought once more, the knights fell silent. And after a few minutes...


      “Dad.”


      Roy was somewhat overwhelmed by the vigor in his son’s eyes.


      “Do you remember how many years it’s been since you defeated that D-rank monster?”


      “S-Sure do! It was about a year before you were born!”


      “Meaning that’s about the time when effects from the factional conflict could have reached here...”


      The knights looked shocked, then immediately turned to gaze proudly at Ren.


      “You truly are wise,” one of them said. “Our lord believes the same thing. It is entirely possible Viscount Gieven has had his sights on this land since then.”


      “Meaning the wolfen thief might have something to do with that too?” Ren asked.


      That was a simple conclusion. As Roy had mentioned, a wolfen thief appearing here was a complete abnormality.


      “That seems to be the case,” the knight confirmed. “Apparently—”


      “He instigated this incident in a panic because Baron Clausell was granted territory closer to the capital,” Ren said, cutting the knight off.


      Everyone else in the room was shocked into silence. Only Ren remained calm.


      According to Sir Weiss, House Clausell was granted new territory last year.


      Because of that, the heroists were wary of House Clausell. The emperor had granted this territory to the house of Saint Licia, so they had apprehensions that the baron would join the imperialists. Baron Clausell was a talented noble, so maybe they couldn’t afford to have him to lend his strength to the other side.


      Let’s get this all in order. Starting with the first incident...


      Due to the birth of legitimate children in all of the Seven Hero Houses, the heroists had been invigorated, which overlapped with the factional conflict heating up. This had all happened before Ren’s birth.


      Then the second incident, which just happened...


      This one happened just when House Clausell was being granted territory close to the capital. To add to that, it was inevitably related to Saint Licia’s influence. Combined with Baron Clausell’s talent, winning their family over would be ideal.


      Viscount Gieven couldn’t be ignored either. There was no evidence that he’d done anything, but considering his overbearing manner immediately after the wolfen thief’s appearance, it was hard to believe he was unconnected.


      That said, what does he have to gain from targeting our village...? Ah, Sir Weiss did mention it before. It’s the lord’s duty to protect his domain.


      When a noble’s territory was ravaged by monsters, the ruling lord had to consider sending military aid. However, if they failed to make the correct judgment on several occasions, there was precedence for the noble to be subject to punishment. Based on that, it was possible to get House Clausell punished by causing great damage to Ren’s village and others in its vicinity.


      So, by getting the emperor to punish Baron Clausell, Viscount Gieven is hoping to force him to join the heroists.


      For example, he could vouch for Baron Clausell at the moment of censure to put him in his debt—under the guise of a veiled threat, of course.


      That’s only assuming that Viscount Gieven is related to both incidents, though.


      There was no evidence, so this was all conjecture. Either way, they had to remain extremely cautious of the viscount.


      “We should contact the baron immediately,” one of the knights said. “Even if there is no proof that Viscount Gieven has done anything, there is nothing to lose from being cautious.”


      “Seems so,” Roy agreed. “Meaning the knights stationed in all the nearby villages will be extending their stays, huh?”


      “Yes. I intend to propose that.”


      Ren sighed as he listened to Roy and the knight speak. He’d gotten caught up in quite the troublesome affair.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      After those dangerous talks, Ren returned to his room and changed clothes. As he did, he pulled out the letter he’d taken from the birds earlier that day. Not sure what to do with it, he put it on his desk.


      “I guess I can give it back if she comes again...or maybe not.”


      That would practically be admitting that he’d read it. She was definitely expecting a reply. Ren had no intention of leaving the village or getting involved with Licia, so he honestly wanted to avoid an event like that.


      “But...I don’t really want to throw it away either...”


      He couldn’t bring himself to discard something Licia had written so seriously. That seemed far too cold and would make him feel sorry for her. He questioned what had led to this letter falling on the ground, but he wanted to avoid tossing it aside at his own discretion.


      He opened a small wooden accessory case, then sealed Licia’s letter away in it before pushing it into a corner of his desk. Throwing it away or burning it would make him feel bad, so for now, he would just store it.


      “Okay...”


      His gaze then fell on Selaccia’s Blue Orb, which was sitting on his desk.


      “It sure is pretty, but...”


      That was only superficial. It was a huge burden that he didn’t know what to do with. Ren sighed and casually reached out to touch it.


      “Hm?”


      At first, he just used his index finger. Then he pressed his palm against it. It was like he could feel it trembling. Ren cocked his head, pulled his hand back, then touched it again, but there was no reaction.


      “Maybe I’m imagining things...?”


      Ren let out a yawn, then headed to the bathroom to wash off his sweat.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: The Saint Blends In Strangely Well


      Some time had passed since the visit from Viscount Gieven’s knights, and it was now the middle of winter. The fields weren’t just dusted with snow, but covered in a thick white layer of it. For a village in the borderlands, winter was a harsh season, but thanks to Ren, they were well prepared. They’d bought more than enough food and firewood to last. This was a boon of Ren going out hunting practically every day.


      “It was yet another good hunt today, Sir Ren.”


      “True. I thought it’d be harder to move around in the winter, but it’s not so bad once you get used to it.”


      Ren looked up at the afternoon sun. There was a pile of a few dozen little boars next to the nearby suspension bridge to show for his efforts.


      I feel like I’m getting better with my sword lately too.


      Before this, Ren had relied entirely on the Wooden Magic Sword’s lesser nature magic to fight. However, ever since the knights had been stationed here, they’d been accompanying him on all of his hunts. Ren’s sword skills had improved because he’d fought while keeping his Magic Sword Summoning a secret.


      It’s probably fine if I don’t keep it a secret, but after starting, it’s hard to stop.


      That was especially the case after all this time. It hadn’t led to any problems so far, so he intended to keep it that way for a while.


      “At any rate, I do truly believe it would be better for you to go to the capital,” one of the knights said abruptly.


      “What brought this up all of a sudden?” Ren asked.


      “You are sure to rise to great heights. You could make a name for yourself in the capital.”


      “True,” another knight joined in. “It wouldn’t do to say this publicly, but from our perspective, you are far closer to a reincarnation of the seven heroes than the children of the Seven Hero Houses.”


      All this was making Ren feel pretty awkward. He enjoyed the praise, but it was embarrassing to have two adults put him on such a pedestal.


      “I have no intention of leaving this village,” Ren told them. “I’m the Ashton heir.”


      This wasn’t the first time they’d praised him in this manner. Every time they did, he would use this same excuse.


      “Mrgh... How regrettable.”


      “Cut that out. You’ll only bother Sir Ren by saying such things.”


      “Aah... You’re right.”


      The three continued chatting as they made their way back to the house. Walking through the fields was far harder in the dead of winter. Their steps were heavy and the only sound in the air was their boots crunching into the snow. Due to the constant precipitation, the village was wrapped in a silence that couldn’t be experienced in the summer.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The house was as old as ever. The roof even creaked under the weight of the snow.


      I wonder if it’ll last the winter.


      They had an abundance of funds from defeating the wolfen thief, so Ren was planning on having it fixed during the spring.


      “I’m back.”


      As always, Ren opened the door and greeted Mireille, except this time, she wasn’t actually there.


      “Oh, welcome home. The madam has gone to see Granny Lieg.”


      In her stead, he found himself being greeted by Licia. She was sitting at the table, looking bored as she propped herself up with her cheek resting in her hand. Her response was so natural that Ren didn’t even question it.


      “I see. That explains why she isn’t here,” he said.


      “How about a bath?” Licia suggested. “I brought some magitech appliances from the estate. I think you’ll find them quite convenient.”


      “You’ve got my interest. I’ll take you up on that.”


      Ren walked past Licia and out of the kitchen. Upon arriving in the bathroom, he could see that it wasn’t quite the same as always.


      “Whoa. A hair dryer.”


      Seeing the appliance sitting by the smudgy mirror reminded Ren of his previous life. The entire time he’d been in this world, he’d had to dry his hair using a towel in front of the fireplace, so it felt like the bathroom had been modernized significantly. Excited by the prospect of trying it out, Ren took off his clothes and stepped inside.


      Until today, there’d been nothing resembling a shower here, but now that had changed. He checked it out to see where it got its water from. The lower part was connected to a crystal ball about the size of a person’s head. Apparently, this magitech device had the power to create water.


      Ren twisted what looked like a faucet and hot water immediately rained down on top of his head.


      “Hwuh...?”


      He made a baffled noise and folded his arms. Now that he thought of it, magitech was supposed to work using magicite as fuel. After pondering over that for a few minutes, he finally realized something was wrong.


      “WHY?!”


      How had he not noticed? Technically, he had an excuse. He hadn’t ever dreamed that the saint would come back so quickly. He hurried out of the bathroom, violently scrubbed his wet hair with a towel, threw on some clothes, and ran, flustered, through the house back to the kitchen where, for some inexplicable reason, Licia was seated.


      “Wh-Why?!”


      Ren threw open the door and shouted without any hint of reservation.


      “What are you yelling for?! Ow, my ears!” Licia shouted back, grimacing as she covered her ears.


      “Wh-Why are you here?!” Ren elaborated.


      “Obviously because I came here!”


      “That’s not what I mean! You’re supposed to be in Clausell! Why are you in the village?!”


      Licia, temporarily shocked by Ren’s volume, gradually regained her composure. She gave him a smile, one that was sweet, defiant, and somewhat triumphant.


      “For one reason,” she said. “You’re not coming to Clausell, so I have to come here.”


      She still hasn’t given up...? Oh, right.


      Ren then recalled the passionate letter he assumed Licia had written. It was still in the accessory case in his room. He considered asking her about it.


      Maybe that’s not a good idea... They do say to let sleeping dogs lie...


      “I heard you were rather busy, my lady...” Ren said.


      “Tee hee, don’t worry. I’ve finished everything.”


      “By ‘everything,’ you mean...”


      “All the studying I had scheduled before winter, and all the work entrusted to me. All of it. There’s not a single thing left to do, so I came here.”


      In other words, there was absolutely nothing to fault her for. She was magnificently proactive.


      “What excuse did you give the baron?” Ren asked.


      “I told him House Clausell should make an assertive move in reaction to Viscount Gieven’s activities. As the lord’s daughter, and a saint at that, my presence may keep him from doing anything rash.”


      It seemed Licia’s father had been left with no choice but to cede to her logic.


      “Also...I must truly apologize for what happened,” Licia added. “If only we could do more to help.”


      Licia sighed, a hint of disappointment in her voice. It seemed she wasn’t pleased with what had happened with Viscount Gieven. Ren regained his composure, took a deep breath, then sat down across from her.


      “You haven’t protested directly to Viscount Gieven, right?” he asked.


      “We haven’t. Doing so would apparently require asking a friendly higher-ranking noble. For House Clausell, I suppose that would have to at least be a neutralist count.”


      “So...”


      “We have asked, of course. However, the neutralists have far less influence than the other factions.”


      If they lodged a complaint relying only on court rank, it was possible an even higher-ranking noble from the opposite faction would interject. There weren’t any nobles who wanted to get into that situation.


      “Meaning the higher-ranking neutralists are taking a wait-and-see approach,” Ren concluded.


      “Exactly,” Licia sighed. “I hate it, I really do... We’re all imperial nobles, but once factions and rank and such come into play, it all becomes a mess...”


      She really did seem irritated by it. She didn’t try to hide her feelings from Ren at all.


      “Now that you mention it,” Ren said, “there’s something that’s been bothering me.”


      “What is it?”


      “Even with a difference in court rank and faction, shouldn’t your presence as a saint give House Clausell more influence?”


      “What a coincidence. I believed the same thing not too long ago.”


      Apparently, that wasn’t the case. Licia let out another long sigh.


      “Many have been called saints over the years,” she explained. “However, unlike the seven heroes, it isn’t like they’ve accomplished any great deeds. Even the saint from antiquity who was said to have been blessed by almighty Elphen didn’t defeat the Demon Lord or anything.”


      Ren understood what she was getting at. Normally, saints blessed by Elphen would be revered. However, in the Leomer Empire, there were those who demanded far more reverence—the seven heroes. Those bloodlines were absolute. Even the imperialists were tied to the founding father. For this invincible nation, the King of Lions and the seven heroes each possessed just as much influence as the other. Thus, saints had relatively little pull.


      “So let me ask you one thing,” Licia said, leaning over the table, her sapphire eyes staring right at Ren. “Did you accept the viscount’s invitation, or not?”


      “Like I’d ever accept,” Ren answered nonchalantly. “Much as I already told you, my lady, I have no intention of leaving this village.”


      “Really? If you’re lying, I’ll drag you all the way to Clausell.”


      She really did seem liable to do that. Ren smiled wryly, telling her once more he wasn’t going and managing to escape her gradually escalating pressure.


      “Hey, hey, how was the bath?” Licia asked, changing the subject.


      “Exceptional. If I didn’t remember you being in the kitchen partway through, I probably would’ve relaxed in there for another hour.”


      “So...do you want them?”


      “They are convenient...but I’m sure they’re expensive.”


      “Don’t worry about the money. The magitech I brought over was old and didn’t work anymore. I used my allowance to fix them, so there’s no need to be shy.”


      “Wow...” Ren sighed in exasperation.


      “Oh, come on! What was that for?!”


      “I mean...you’re telling me to come to Clausell instead of paying you, right?”


      “Erk...”


      Ren had figured this was the case already based on her letter.


      “I won’t ask for that much,” Licia said, feigning composure. “I simply wish for you to spar with me whenever I’m here.”


      “Meaning you plan to continue visiting in the future?”


      “Can’t I?”


      Nope. Not that he had the authority to say that and stop her.


      “I don’t believe the baron will allow such frequent visits, though,” Ren argued.


      “He’s allowed it twice already,” Licia refuted. “It’ll be the same the third, fourth, and tenth time.”


      Ren was amazed by her heavy-handed logic. He sat there dumbfounded for a few seconds, then cleared his throat and shrugged it off with a smile.


      “If the baron has nothing to say on the matter, then neither do I.”


      To be more accurate, he was incapable of refusing.


      “Tee hee, thank goodness.”


      Licia smiled amicably with a clear expression of delight.


      Maybe I should just be happy she isn’t abducting me and dragging me to Clausell...


      Regardless, this development was an inconvenience for Ren.


      Can I just lose on purpose?


      He couldn’t help but hope.


      “I’m sure I don’t need to remind you, but you’re not allowed to lose on purpose.”


      “Perish the thought. I would never be so rude to you, my lady.”


      “Hmph... So you say, but you’re making a face like you’re plotting something.”


      “It must be your imagination.”


      For a moment, the room fell silent, save for the fire crackling in the furnace.


      “Oh yes, now that you’re back, let’s go see your father,” Licia suddenly suggested.


      “Huh? Do you have some manner of business with him?”


      “To hasten his recovery using holy magic... I did the same the last time I was here. Did you not know?”


      Ren felt a little guilty that he didn’t. So, he bowed his head and expressed his honest gratitude.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      With the day coming to an end, Ren had another match with Licia—reluctantly, of course. She’d shown considerable growth over these last two months, but Ren had still beaten her easily. She’d looked so adorable, yelling in frustration, “We’re going again tomorrow, you hear?!”


      While Licia took a bath, Weiss visited Ren in the kitchen.


      “Our lord expresses his thanks,” he said. “As do I, of course. So how about it, lad? Is there anything you’d like from me?”


      “I’m not sure how to answer that,” Ren told him. “We’ve already been rewarded by the baron.”


      “This is coming from me, personally.”


      Even so, Ren couldn’t think of anything.


      It’d be weird to just ask for money.


      Exposing the family’s status as impoverished knights didn’t seem quite right.


      “How about I impart to you some knowledge on camping?” Weiss suggested.


      Ren was surprised by the unexpected proposal.


      “You have nothing to lose by learning,” Weiss added. “For example, you might find yourself in an unexpected situation where you have to spend the night in the forest.”


      I see. That does make sense. Now that he saw the necessity of it, Ren’s answer came quickly.


      “By all means,” he said, bowing his head. “Please teach me how to camp outside.”


      “Please, there’s no need for that. This is my way of thanking you.”


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Ren left the house around midnight and made his way deep into the forest past the Sword Stone. He was surprised by Weiss’s bold pace through the harsh winter paths, and speechless at how nonchalantly he massacred any little boars that suddenly attacked.


      Eventually, Weiss came to a stop by a large boulder. He beckoned Ren over into its shadow and took a seat.


      “First, we need to get a fire going,” he said.
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      “Wood won’t catch fire if it’s damp,” Weiss went on. “So, before you wind up having to make some last-ditch effort, you must make sure to be fully prepared and avoid getting stuck in such a situation to begin with.”


      With that, Weiss handed Ren a shortsword in a leather sheath.


      “This is a gift from me to you,” he said. “The pommel is embedded with a special gem. Similar work has been done to its sheath. If you rub them together hard enough, like flint, it’ll create a spark.”


      “Is this really okay? It seems valuable.”


      “Not particularly. In Clausell, you can buy one for ten thousand G—an affordable price on a commoner’s daily wage.”


      That’s still not cheap. Despite that thought, Ren accepted Weiss’s generosity and drew the sword.


      “This is practice, so I brought this from your home,” Weiss said, placing some kindling from his pack on the ground. “Allow me to show you an example, then you can try for yourself.”


      Weiss rubbed the pommel of the shortsword against the sheath with experienced motions, easily creating sparks.


      “Oooh.”


      Weiss’s expression softened at Ren’s reaction. Then, he fished through his things and pulled out a small bundle of straw. He created sparks once more over it, and after several repetitions, a small fire started.


      Next, it was Ren’s turn. After a few tries, he finally got sparks to appear. From there, he got a fire going, and the two of them warmed up next to it.


      “Now that I think of it, why did we leave at midnight?” Ren asked. “We were ready to go earlier than that.”


      “Hrm... I didn’t want the little lady to find out.”


      “A-Aaaah... I see...”


      Ren shrugged and put on a strained smile.


      The next morning, Ren woke up before sunrise. He’d gotten about half as much sleep as usual, but his mind was surprisingly clear. By the time he was walking back through the fields, he wasn’t the least bit drowsy.


      “We got back pretty early,” Ren commented to Weiss.


      “Indeed. The little lady shouldn’t be awake at this hour. I shall check on the horses. Go ahead without me.”


      The two arrived at the house right on schedule. Parting ways with Weiss there, Ren opened the door.


      “Oh, welcome back.”


      A voice as clear as a bell greeted him. Licia was standing there with a dazzling smile. However, there was an indescribable pressure behind it too.


      “It must’ve been cold,” she said. “Wouldn’t it have been better to choose another time for that?”


      “Well, ummm, about that...”


      With a strained smile, Ren scratched his cheek, evading the question.


      “Honestly...” Licia grumbled. “Not even I’m unreasonable enough to ask you to take me into the forest in the dead of the night. It does annoy me that you kept it a secret, though...” She paused, and her next words came as quite a surprise. “Also, we can skip sparring today.”


      Ren had thought that she might be angry, but that didn’t seem to be the case.


      “You just got back,” she elaborated. “You’re tired, aren’t you?”


      “N-Not at all! I don’t mind if it’s just a li—”


      “It’s fine. It’ll be problematic if you get sick from pushing yourself. Okay?”


      Her sudden consideration dulled Ren’s senses. However, judging by Licia’s expression, this wasn’t an act. It definitely came from the heart.


      “Are you sure?” Ren asked one more time.


      “I am. After all, it won’t make me happy to beat you while you’re exhausted.”


      Ren couldn’t help but smile at her display of unyielding spirit.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 9: Village Under Attack


      The cold and harsh winter was coming to an end, marking the beginning of Ren’s eleventh spring. Far from Ren’s village, in Clausell City, Baron Clausell was in shock. He was in his estate’s office staring at a letter that had just been delivered to him.


      “It can’t be... A noble of such high standing...? This isn’t some sort of mistake, is it?”


      “There’s no mistake,” confirmed the knight who’d brought him the letter, disbelief clear on his face too. “A wolfen thief’s materials can be used to create a valuable medicine, so he may be after that.”


      “A-Aaah... True. They haven’t been on the market as of late.”


      “So? What shall we do?”


      “This can’t be ignored. Make contact— Wait, this might be an opportunity...”


      Baron Clausell came to a sudden realization. Feeling he had to convey this to the letter’s sender, he made his way to his desk. And just as he picked up his pen...


      “Father.”


      Licia’s voice came from the other side of the door. Baron Clausell’s hand came to a stop and he invited her in.


      “I’m here to say farewell before I depart,” she told him.


      “Licia,” the baron said. “I’m sure you understand already—”


      “Yes. I am well aware that this is part of my job. Much as before, I shall make rounds of our domain and do my duty for House Clausell.”


      “Please do. Sparring with Ren Ashton is, at most, a reward for fulfilling your duty as a member of this house. Bear that in mind. Of course, do not forget to thank Ren Ashton either.”


      “I understand. I swear by my late mother’s name.”


      After their conversation, Licia curtsied elegantly and left the room. As she exited the estate, she walked over to Weiss, who was already waiting for her outside.


      “Now then, it’s time to get to work,” she said.


      “My lady, you’ve grown much over the winter. I’m sure you’ll put on a splendid display of swordsmanship when you face the lad.”


      “Right? That’s what I’ve been working so hard for.”


      She then went over to the female knight she would be riding with and mounted their horse.


      “Let’s go. It’s a long way to—”


      Licia’s vision suddenly shook and her senses dulled. It was like, for a single instant, all the strength in her body left her. She couldn’t even tell whether the air was hot or cold.


      “My lady, is something the matter?”


      Licia heard the voice of the female knight behind her. She still felt a little strange, but managed to reply a beat later.


      “It’s nothing. I’m just a little nervous.”


      “Please be at ease. We have witnessed your daily efforts. I am certain it will be a good match.”


      “Mm... Thank you.”


      Before she knew it, the sense of discomfort was gone. Licia wondered if she’d just been imagining it.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The day after Licia left her estate, back in Ren’s village, Roy had recently returned to his duty of hunting in the forest.


      The medicine of this world really is different from that of my previous life.


      That was clear from the way Roy was smiling as he walked next to Ren. Despite suffering a wound deep enough to damage his internal organs, he was up and ready to fight again in less than a year. It was amazing, particularly because no kind of surgery had been performed. It was all the result of medicinal herbs and such. These thoughts circled in Ren’s head as they took the path through the fields back from the forest that evening.


      “Hm? What?” Roy asked.


      “I’m just surprised you’re really back to normal.”


      “Of course I am! We used so much rondo and a bunch of medicine. If anything, it took a while.”


      Regardless, Roy sighed. Judging from his tone, Ren could guess what was going through his mind.


      “The state of the forest has clearly been strange lately,” Roy said. “There are way too many little boars compared to before.”


      “I’ve been thinking the same thing since winter started,” Ren agreed. “The knights who accompanied me the other day also sensed something was wrong.”


      “Figures... The period from spring to summer is the little boars’ breeding season. That’s why you often find some overexcited ones showing themselves before people. Even taking that into account, though, there are still too many of them.”


      “Being able to hunt more increases our income, but it’s hard to be happy about it.”


      Roy nodded. “Our only choice is to keep our eyes peeled while we’re hunting.”


      His smile was refreshing. Ren agreed, then looked up at the reddening sky.


      The sunsets are getting late.


      It was proof that winter was coming to an end to welcome spring, and eventually summer. As Ren mused over this, he heard the sound of men arguing in the distance. He glanced at Roy, who nodded. The two set down the little boars they’d been carrying, leaving them on the path, and broke into a run.


      The voices were coming from their house. The two reached it within minutes to find knights from House Clausell and envoys from Viscount Gieven.


      “What’s all this commotion about?!” Roy shouted.


      “F-Forgive us! These men—”


      “Ahh, we’ve been waiting for you!” Viscount Gieven’s knight exclaimed, cutting off the knight from House Clausell. “We’ve come to deliver a letter!”


      “H-Hey!”


      This was the same man who’d once demanded that Ren guide him to the house from the forest. For now, Roy decided to accept the letter courteously, but looked at it as he wondered what it could be.


      “I’ll check it inside,” he said. “For now, though, please tell me what business has brought you to this village.”


      “To extend an invitation to the Ashtons, of course.”


      Again? Ren hid his face and sighed. The same thought went through Roy’s mind as he smiled bitterly.


      “The viscount has always had a high opinion of your abilities,” the knight continued. “The same goes for your son.”


      “For Ren? Ah, you did mention something like that last time.”


      “Indeed. That is why I have come with a new proposal.”


      At times like these, such a proposal wasn’t good news for the people involved. Without context, it looked like the Ashtons were being treated well, but it was just a bother when it was something they didn’t want.


      “The viscount wishes to back Ren Ashton’s enrollment into the special class at the prestigious Imperial Military Academy.”


      Ren’s premonition was right on the mark, sending a tremendous shock through his heart. In his stead, Roy pressed the viscount’s knight for answers.


      “Wha—?! Even general admission is next to impossible. Ren won’t possibly get into the special class...”


      “The special class at the Imperial Military Academy is certainly on another level,” the knight confirmed. “After all, only those from the Seven Hero Houses, heirs to generals, and outstanding talents who’d received training in the capital since youth can enter.”


      The absolute confidence and excitement in the knight’s expression came off as endlessly annoying to Ren.


      I definitely don’t want to go.


      The Imperial Military Academy was the main stage for The Legend of the Seven Heroes. Furthermore, all the protagonists were going to enter the special class. It would be no exaggeration to say that enrolling would bring the game’s future closer to reality.


      “The viscount serves as the assistant to the minister of justice,” the knight explained. “He is able to write a recommendation for enrollment into the academy.”


      “It’s...not impossible,” Roy conceded, “but it should still be difficult to recommend my son!”


      “That may certainly be the case,” the knight agreed. “However, the viscount suspects that Ren Ashton has great potential.”


      “Potential...?”


      Roy had probably reacted exactly as expected. The viscount’s knight seemed to be enjoying himself.


      “Perhaps the Ashtons have a little of the hero Louen’s blood flowing through their veins.”


      “Wh-Wha—?! What kind of outrageous claim is that?!”


      “It is foolish to outright reject the idea. Your son was born at nearly the same time as legitimate heirs to all Seven Hero Houses. Not only that, he has achieved uncommon feats. It would be stranger not to have high hopes for him.”


      “There’s no way! Our family has been in this village for generations!”


      “But nobody knows the truth. The Ashtons may have come from a distant branch of what was already a distant relation. But please be at ease. Even if it turns out not to be the case, it doesn’t change the fact that Ren Ashton is a heroic youth.”


      A thought passed through Ren’s mind as he listened to them. In short, Viscount Gieven wanted Ren as the cherry on the top in the factional conflict. It wasn’t clear whether he seriously believed the Ashtons had a hero’s blood in them. As the knight said, it suited their purposes even if that wasn’t the case.


      If I stand out more and slip up somehow, they might start calling me a fraud.


      Ren couldn’t see this as any more than them treating him like a convenient pawn. That was why Roy was trying to claim it was a tall tale. However, the important thing to them was momentum for the heroists, not the truth.


      What do I do? I wonder if I can just tell them about the protagonist’s village.


      That wouldn’t achieve much, though. If Ren were in the knight’s position, he wouldn’t buy such a story either. Nobody in the world would believe him if he said, “The guy has never left his village, but there’s a hero’s descendant there!” They probably wouldn’t even investigate it.


      “Let us set aside the finer details for now,” the knight continued. “Graduating from the academy is a guarantee to being assigned an important post. That is the only fact you need to focus on.”


      “Yeah... I know that, but still...”


      “That makes things quick, then. As his father, this should be a welcome proposal for you.”


      Roy, however, was at a loss for words. Seeing this, the knight turned his focus to Ren.


      “Boy, don’t you wish to see your talent bloom in the capital?”


      Ren’s answer, however, was already decided.


      “No.”


      “I thought as much. Then by all means, please come to— Wait, what did you just say?”


      The knight’s eyes shot open in shock.


      “I have no intention of leaving this village,” Ren elaborated.


      “Wh-Why?!”


      “I’m sorry. I find it fulfilling enough spending my days hunting in the forest and protecting the village.”


      “Don’t you wish to become a noble?! It’s well within reason to be granted the title of baron upon graduation!”


      “I must apologize once more. That is too much of a burden for me.”


      The knight was at a complete loss for words, unable to believe what he was hearing.


      “And...what do you think?” he said, turning to Roy.


      In a sense, things would still work for him if Roy nodded along.


      “Sorry,” Roy said, giving the same answer as Ren. “It’s an honor to have Viscount Gieven contact us twice like this, but allow us to decline once more. I take pride in having served House Clausell for generations.”


      “D-Don’t you wish for your son to become a noble?!”


      “Sure I do. If possible, I’d like him to go to a school in the capital and learn things we can’t teach him here. However, Ren’s will is more important than any of that.”


      “The boy is being polite! He may be restraining himself!”


      “I doubt that. Ren is a considerate kid, but he won’t say anything he doesn’t mean.”


      The viscount’s knight was indignant over these repeated refusals. His face was turning a little red and his clenched fists were trembling. He didn’t make any more unreasonable statements, though. Despite his clear discontent, he maintained a fraction of proper decorum.


      “How unfortunate, Sir Ashton...”


      With those final words, he bowed to Roy, then immediately rejoined his party who’d been waiting nearby on horseback.


      “H-Hey! Let me write down the reply!” Roy shouted after him.


      “There’s no need,” the knight told him. “We shall relay your answer to the viscount. Farewell.”


      Without waiting for Roy’s reply, they spurred their horses onward.


      “Welp, they’re not coming back,” Roy muttered, scratching his head. He sighed. “Haaah... I wanted to write a letter to keep things polite. It’ll be a pain if they make stuff up I didn’t say.”


      “It’ll be fine either way,” Ren said. “That’ll hardly be any worse than refusing their invitation twice.”


      Roy shrugged. “You’ve got a point there.”


      The knights from House Clausell who’d been watching in silence then approached Roy, shaking his hand passionately.


      “I shall inform our lord! Both you and Sir Ren have shown such loyalty! I was so deeply moved!”


      “How truly promising,” a second knight joined in. “The Ashtons’ future is secured!”


      Faced with their unabashed praise, Ren and Roy both awkwardly scratched their cheeks.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      One early afternoon, with a pleasant spring warmth washing over the area, Ren was taking the day off from hunting, pushing the turmoil from the other day out of his mind as he cleaned the house with his mother. Roy wasn’t around; he’d gone into the forest with the knights.


      “We need to replace the winter bedding,” Mireille explained. “Let’s get to work, shall we?”


      Ren started with the bedding in his room while Mireille took care of hers. The two then moved on to the guest room. However, the bed wasn’t in great shape.


      “Oh dear... It’s all moldy,” Mireille commented.


      It’d been pretty old to begin with, so the mold made it look pretty bad.


      “For now, we’ll just have to open the window to air the room out,” Ren said.


      Mireille nodded, and the two took the bedding out of the guest room and carried it to the back of the house along with the rest. They washed it all at the well, then carried it to the rack to dry.


      After repeating that trip several times, Ren suddenly came to a stop and looked into the distance.


      “Hm?”


      He spotted the party from House Clausell coming out of the forest and toward the path through the field. That had to be their planned visit with the coming of spring.


      “They really do move way too fast.”


      Ren was used to seeing that line of knights going down this exact path, but as he watched, he suddenly cocked his head. Weiss was riding in front. His expression was unusually grim and he was urging his horse to go faster than usual. Wondering what could have happened, Ren shifted his focus to the back of the line. Licia had her head hung low and was leaning against the female knight she was riding with.


      That’s weird...


      Licia had come to this village to see Ren. It was strange to see her so docile. He didn’t have time to figure it out, though. Figuring he should prioritize welcoming them, he went over to Mireille to let her know that Licia had arrived.


      “Understood. I will get things ready,” she said. “Ren, can you go receive them?”


      “Certainly.”


      Ren returned to the yard. In the meantime, Licia’s party had gotten a lot closer and were already approaching the house’s gate.


      Watching them, Ren knit his brow. He’d thought Licia had been sleeping, but she actually seemed to be in pain.


      “Sir Weiss,” Ren called out, running over to them. “Please take the lady inside right away.”


      “My thanks. That makes things quick.”


      Licia’s guest room wasn’t ready yet, though. There was no bed there.


      “Go on inside without me,” Ren told Weiss. “I need to speak with my mother immediately.”


      Ren ran through the house and bumped into Mireille in the hallway. He quickly informed her of Licia’s condition.


      “Your room still smells of medicine, so let’s use mine instead,” he suggested. “I can sleep in the guest room once it’s ready.”


      That was when Weiss and the female knight arrived. The latter was holding Licia in her arms, sweat pouring from the young lady’s brow. Ren relayed the situation to Weiss, then guided them to his room on the second floor.


      “She’ll need to change her clothes. Allow me to help,” Mireille offered.


      “I cannot thank you enough...” Weiss said. “We are truly in your debt, Madam Mireille.”


      “Please don’t worry about it,” Mireille told him. “All right then, now that it’s decided, let’s have the gentlemen wait downstairs.”


      Ren and Weiss exchanged looks, then parted ways with Mireille at the door to Ren’s room. They walked down the creaking hallway and stairs, then came to the kitchen.


      “The little lady fell ill about three days ago.”


      According to Weiss, the sickness affecting Licia was something children who possessed an abundance of mana commonly suffered from. It wasn’t contagious or anything, even though simply having a lot of mana wasn’t enough to catch it. Also, once someone caught it, they built up an immunity and never caught it again. It was quite troublesome due to how suddenly the first symptoms appeared. There was no warning of any kind.


      “Up until a few days ago, we were near another village that was on our schedule, but we prioritized the little lady’s condition and rushed here instead.”


      It seemed Granny Lieg’s presence had been the deciding factor.


      “Given the situation, I guess you couldn’t return all the way to Clausell City,” Ren commented.


      “That’s right... The illness itself isn’t fatal, but it comes with a high fever, headaches, and a deterioration of the immune system. Complications can lead to death, so two or three weeks of rest are necessary.”


      “In that case, please make yourselves welcome, and allow her to rest here until she recovers.”


      “You have my thanks. I and the other knights will of course help with everything we can, be it hunting or repairs or anything else that we are capable of.”


      Honestly, Ren could use help on all fronts. Besides, not asking for anything would make the knights fret, so he planned on requesting their help to a reasonable extent.


      “The lady once used holy magic to treat my father. Shouldn’t she be able to heal herself?” Ren asked.


      “Hrm... It may be possible once she grows, but it seems it is too difficult for her at present.”


      Even if she was a saint, Licia was still young. Seeing how pointless his question had been, Ren reflected on his immaturity.


      Oh yeah...


      Putting an end to that topic there, Ren recalled the conversation from the other day.


      “Viscount Gieven’s knights came by again recently.”


      “Mrgh... Again?”


      “What’s more, this time they’re saying they’ll support my enrollment into the Imperial Military Academy. They went as far as to say they’ll recommend me for entry into the special class.”


      Weiss was clearly surprised, but soon nodded, letting out a deep, deep sigh.


      “It’s entirely possible for a boy of your outstanding talents,” he said. “With Viscount Gieven’s experience as the assistant to the minister of justice, I doubt there is any falsehood in his words. I, too, will pray that you achieve great things.”


      “Huh?”


      “Hrm? What kind of reaction is that?”


      “You’re talking like I accepted. I refused.”


      “Wh-Wh-Why?!”


      Weiss slammed his hands on the table with a loud thud.


      Th-The furniture here is old, don’t hit it too hard...


      As that thought went through Ren’s mind, he repeated what he’d told Viscount Gieven’s knight. Astonished by this, Weiss fell back into his chair.


      “I promise...” he said, his gaze suddenly meek. “After this final visit, I will no longer bring the little lady to this village.”


      “Huh?”


      “Unrelated to her own wishes, I hoped that you might be a source of motivation for her. However, I was simply taking advantage of the Ashtons’ kindness... This will be the last time.”


      “U-Um, what’s gotten into you?”


      “We cannot impose on you in such a one-sided manner when you’ve shown such loyalty.”


      It seemed Weiss didn’t like the idea of making a display of his authority and wanted to respect the Ashtons’ will. That was probably the reason they hadn’t taken Ren to Clausell City by force. Here, upon discovering how the Ashtons had composed themselves, he decided that this would be the last time he would presume upon them. However...


      That makes me feel a little lonely...


      Ren didn’t hate Licia, as strange as that seemed considering his refusal to get involved with her. He would be lying if he said he didn’t enjoy his interactions with her at all.


      Maybe that was why he was somewhat reluctant to make this the last time they met.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Once Weiss was certain about Licia’s condition, he’d sent several knights to Clausell with the message that their return would be delayed. It had now been three days since Licia had fallen ill.


      “My lady, Sir Ren is here to see you.”


      “Mm... Let him in.”


      Night had already fallen. Licia had waited for her condition to improve before summoning Ren to talk. She was sitting up in bed as the female knight stationed outside opened the door.


      Her cheeks are still bright red...


      Ren met Licia’s eyes, taking in how pale her complexion was and how frail she seemed.


      “I will be outside. Please call me if you need anything,” the knight said, excusing herself from the room.


      The baron’s daughter, a saint, was now alone in a room with the son of a knight who served said baron. Ren had thought that nobles were far warier about relations between men and women, so he was somewhat bewildered at being left alone like this. Still, considering their ages, it would be strange to assume that anything would happen. Using that to convince himself, Ren approached the bed.


      “I’m...sorry...”


      Those were the first words to leave her mouth as Ren stood at her bedside. Her frustration, disappointment in herself, and guilt were all keenly conveyed. Combined with her tearful expression, it made her seem so feeble compared to before. Her voice was hoarse and shaky too.


      “There’s no need to apologize!” Ren yelped. “Please, raise your head!”


      Even so, she kept her head bowed low. Despite how rude it was, Ren grabbed her by the shoulders.


      Whoa... She’s got a terrible fever.


      Though surprised by her high body temperature, he let her go with relief once she sat back up.


      “I—”


      “It’s all right,” Ren said, cutting her off. “My father and mother don’t mind either.”


      Ren had heard from Weiss that Licia had been feeling more and more guilty. She’d come to this village driven by her personal desire, and upon her arrival, she’d had to borrow a bed and be cared for. She blamed herself greatly for this, and surely felt pathetic.


      “Your condition is still pretty bad, but I’m glad to see you’ve recovered somewhat,” Ren said, changing the subject as he took a seat on the stool next to her bed.


      After nearly a minute of silence, Licia began mumbling a reply bit by bit.


      “I’m sure you already heard from Weiss... We made the trip here to show our intentions to Viscount Gieven...”


      Uhhh, I didn’t hear anything about that.


      “That’s why we were planning to visit more villages than usual, taking a roundabout route to get here before returning to Clausell... By having a saint make a tour of our entire territory, we meant to show that the barony is united.”


      Without the backing of a major noble, this was about all House Clausell could do as neutralists. Showing clear opposition was the only way for them to prevent Viscount Gieven and other heroists from interfering with their lands—even if it was a weak act that could hardly be called resistance at all.


      “And yet... I really hate how pathetic I am...”


      Licia began to tremble as she hugged her knees, sobbing between her hoarse words.


      “I haven’t bested you once either... I’m just a little girl being a nuisance to everyone around her...”


      “Sparring is just practice,” Ren said. “In a real fight, I might have lost.”


      “You’re just saying that to make me feel better... As I am now, I’m only disgracing my late mother’s name...”


      This was the first Ren had heard of Licia’s mother passing away. At the very least, it had to have happened after he was born.


      It wouldn’t have been strange for dad to go to Clausell to offer condolences, but I don’t remember him ever leaving home.


      Ren sifted through his memories from when he was a baby, but Roy had never left the village during that time. Watching him so deep in thought, Licia guessed what was going through his mind.


      “My father sent word to all the knights in charge of villages that they need not visit while we were in mourning.”


      “How could you tell what I was thinking...?”


      “I just could. You’re remarkably easy to read.”


      “Sorry,” Ren said meekly, his expression awkward.


      “Don’t worry about it. My mother apparently leaped for joy when she found out I was a saint. Even on the day the illness took her...she said, ‘Licia is sure to become someone amazing one day.’”


      She was clearly proud as she spoke of her mother.


      “I’ve only seen her face in a painting,” Licia continued. “I don’t even know what she sounded like... But when I wear those clothes and fight, I feel like my mother is cheering me on.”


      “Do you mean the clothes you wear when you spar?”


      “Yes. My mother used them when she was little. She was born to a family of knights that served the imperial palace, so she often wore clothing like that during her childhood.”


      In other words, it was a memento. To Licia, it was the most suitable attire to motivate her during a match.


      “However...it was all for nothing,” she lamented.


      Ren had a fairly good understanding of Licia’s mindset. She was called a saint, and great hopes had been placed on her shoulders. She possessed a will to live up to these expectations and had strong feelings for her late mother.


      “But please be at ease,” Licia continued. “I’ve already spoken with Weiss about it. I’m really, truly sorry your family had to go to so much trouble all because of me. This will be the last time.”


      She truly was a noble girl. Ren couldn’t help but believe that her craving for growth wasn’t for her own sake, but for the sake of her late mother and all the expectations placed on her. Looking at her now pained Ren’s heart. She was innocent and pure, free of contamination like freshly fallen snow.


      “Next time you come, please bring a magitech device that can start a fire,” Ren said. “A spare will do, of course.”


      He wasn’t even sure what he was saying himself. Licia looked up at him, her eyes red and swollen after crying herself out.


      “What...?”


      “I was just thinking it’d be convenient to have something to start the fire in the furnace.”


      “B-But, there is no next—”


      “You can bring it the next time you visit.”


      “Listen to me! I’m telling you I’m a bother, so I’m not coming anymore!”


      Licia was clearly bewildered. It reminded Ren of an expression she’d made before.


      “Besides...haven’t you been avoiding sparring with me?” Licia asked.


      “Ummm, please give it some thought, my lady.”


      “What...?”


      “Normally, anyone would be bewildered if someone showed up out of nowhere and threw down the gauntlet.”


      This wasn’t the biggest reason for Ren’s behavior, but it was still the truth. Licia hadn’t expected such sound logic at this stage. She froze, staring up at Ren. In contrast, Ren smiled back at her. It was a mature and gentle smile that made Licia want to put her trust in his hands.


      “Don’t you think so too, my lady?” Ren asked.


      “I...do.”


      “I’m glad you agree. Next time, it’ll be fine so long as you send word ahead of time as best you can. Also, please don’t forget that I have no intention of ever leaving this village. So long as we do it here, I’ll keep you company in your training.”


      With that, Ren got up from his stool.


      “If I stay any longer, it may affect your health,” he said. “I’ll excuse myself here.”


      “W-Wait! Are you truly sure?!”


      “Yes. So let us take our time and talk again once you’re feeling better.”


      Ren headed for the door. Licia was about to reach for his back, but perhaps still feeling hesitant, she resisted the urge.


      “I’m sorry to ask for this after all this time...but may I borrow a pen and some ink?” she said. “I must write to my father, but I ran out of ink partway through.”


      It seemed she already had parchment and an envelope.


      “There’s a box with my pen in it sitting on my desk,” Ren told her. “Feel free to use it whenever you like.”


      “Thank you...”


      “You’re welcome. Then if you’ll excuse me.”


      Smiling at her once more, Ren headed for the door, turned around, and bowed to her.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Licia weakly watched Ren leave the room, only to realize she’d continued staring at the door even after he was gone.


      “I wonder why my eyes chase him...”


      As she muttered to herself, she collapsed back into bed. The headache that felt like it could split apart her head and burn up her body had calmed down a little without her noticing.


      “Is anyone there?”


      Her personal knight escort was probably still outside the room. Licia called for her and had her get Weiss, who arrived shortly after.


      “Is something the matter?” he asked.


      “I have a request,” Licia told him.


      She wanted him to hunt monsters. Upon coming to this village, Licia’s party had witnessed an abnormal outbreak of little boars in the forest. She was hoping that Weiss and the knights could help cull them.


      “I would not be able to guard you,” Weiss stated. “Is that all right?”


      “Do you need to ask? I’ve gone on distant trips without you, and I’ve even gone out in Clausell City, I’ve had my own personal guard. It’s the same here. There are plenty of other knights, so it’s no big deal... I’m just stuck here in bed, anyway. Put in some work for the Ashtons.”


      Naturally, Licia wanted to fulfill her own duty. She’d never hated her inability to move due to her illness more than now. Sensing her strong will, Weiss was deeply moved by her growth.


      “I shall accord the Ashtons every courtesy in your stead, my lady.”


      He readily consented to her request, then left Ren’s room with a satisfied look.


      Now that she was alone in the room, surrounded by silence, Licia’s loneliness kept her drowsiness at bay. She sat up in bed, turning to Ren’s desk.


      “I suppose I’ll borrow a pen...”


      By all rights, she was better off sleeping, but she was wide awake. So, she decided to write a letter, so long as she didn’t have to push herself too hard. She tried willing herself to stand up.


      She’d recovered more than expected, so she made her way over to her bag to retrieve some parchment. Then, taking a seat at Ren’s desk, she looked for a little case. There were two of them, one a small wooden accessory case embellished with engravings which sat in a corner of the desk, and the other a normal box with a plain, even surface.


      “I wonder which one it is...”


      Ren had mentioned a case on his desk, but hadn’t been more specific than that. She hesitated over which it could be, then reached for the box with engravings on it. She opened it, but there was no pen inside. Instead, there was...


      “What’s this...?”


      Finding a roughly crumpled piece of parchment, Licia cocked her head. However, she immediately realized what it might be and reached for it. Her fingers were trembling, but not from sickness.


      Licia timidly picked it up. She wanted to be wrong. Praying that she was, she unfolded it.


      “Hgh?!”


      Immediately upon opening it, she crushed it against her chest. Her intense shame dyed her cheeks and neck redder than her sickness ever could.


      “Wh-Wh-Wh-Wh-Wh-Wh-Wh-Why is this in his room?!”


      There was no mistaking it. This was the letter she’d thought she’d lost. Weiss had called it a love letter, and upon looking back at it calmly, she’d seen it for exactly that too. She’d never expected to see it again like this.


      “Where did he find this?! No! More importantly, he has to have read it!”


      She timidly peeled the parchment away from her chest, then looked it over with faint hope in her heart. However, the contents were exactly as they’d been before. She’d definitely written this letter, and it had been stored in Ren’s room—preciously preserved inside a fine accessory case.


      “Aren’t you supposed to hate me?! You could’ve just thrown it away! Why store it in a box?! Aaaaah! Why?!”


      Nothing made sense. She writhed about, forgetting entirely about the sickness that had been tormenting her. She was screaming in her head, This isn’t a love letter! I just got too into it! It’s not like I love him or anything... I just find his strength and character admirable! along with other such excuses as she looked back over her past mistake.


      However, as she did, Ren’s face came to mind. She recalled the gentle smile he’d faced her with just moments ago.


      “What the heck...? Come on...”


      Suddenly feeling calm for some reason, she pictured Ren’s face in her mind again. She pressed the love letter that wasn’t a love letter against her chest once more, and before she knew it, her eyes were focused on the door Ren had left through—just like she had when he left.


      “It’s not like I’m in lo—”


      Speaking to nobody in particular, she voiced half an excuse. She wasn’t able to finish her sentence, and shortly after, she returned the parchment to the accessory case. He’d already read it, so there was no point in retrieving it.


      Licia silently returned to bed, then weakly collapsed face down.


      “Why store it like it’s precious? Dummy.”


      Licia had no intention of asking Ren whether he loved her, or hated her, or anything of the sort. Still, there was one thing she wanted to know.


      What did you think when you read this?


      What would he say if she asked him? Just imagining his answer had her thoughts in a complete mess, making her feel even hotter. Licia lied to herself, saying it was her sickness at work, and buried her face in her pillow.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The next morning, right after breakfast, Ren had finished getting ready to go hunting and was waiting for Roy in the yard.


      “Fortunately, the knights are lending us a hand with all sorts of stuff,” Roy said upon arriving. “They’ll be handling the stupidly big outbreak of little boars and some construction work, so let’s take a break from hunting today.”


      “Ooh, that’s a load off our backs.”


      “You’ve got that right. I’ll be in the cabin with Sir Weiss. Ren, you stay in the village and help with the construction.”


      Ren cocked his head at the word “cabin.”


      “Did I never mention it?” Roy asked. “There’s a cabin near the suspension bridge. We’ve got a bunch of lumber stored there. I’ve been collecting some little by little since we started talking about fixing the house.”


      The plan was to check out the forest while they were there and have some knights carry the lumber into the village.


      “I’ll hand out instructions from the cabin while Sir Weiss and some of the knights go into the forest,” Roy explained.


      As Roy and Ren finished going over the day’s plans, Weiss and Mireille came out of the house.


      “Sir Roy, you’re early,” Weiss said in greeting.


      “I just finished telling Ren the plan.”


      “I’ll be going to Granny Lieg’s,” Mireille said. “We need her to make some medicine for the young lady, so I believe I’ll be back in the afternoon.”


      “Thank you, Madam Mireille,” Weiss said, bowing deeply to her.


      “Please! It’s nothing! The knights have their duty to protect her, so leave this kind of work to me.”


      With that, she went ahead down the path through the fields. The others followed shortly after and met up with several knights who were already outside waiting for them.


      “All right, men!” Weiss called out to them, and they stood to attention. “We must repay our debts. Get to your positions and make use of the muscles you’ve been building day in and day out.”


      The knights gave a hearty reply, then briskly got to work. Some followed Roy and Weiss, while others headed off to the construction site.


      It’s awfully cloudy today...


      Before getting to work himself, Ren looked up at the sky. He prayed to almighty Elphen that those gray clouds wouldn’t start pouring rain.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Sure enough, within two hours of everyone getting to work, rain started coming down in buckets. Within just a few minutes, fog rolled in over the area, reducing visibility considerably.


      “Sir Ren! It would be best to stop for now!”


      “Right... The storm is getting pretty bad. Understood!”


      Ren had been in the middle of a round trip from the house to a storage spot they’d prepared on the path between the fields. There were other old houses that needed repairs, so it was convenient to have a central location to store raw materials.


      It’s really coming down.


      The heavy rain was making the ground muddy. Ren decided to rest inside the house until the weather improved. However, Ren suddenly grimaced as he sniffed at the air.


      What’s that smell...?


      There was an acrid stench mixed in with the smell of wet mud. Something was burning. There were villagers that used fire several times a year to make their land suitable for growing crops. This thick scent of burning was very similar to that. The knight next to Ren noticed it as well and also grimaced.


      It’s coming from over there.


      Ren turned toward the stench. As he realized that he was looking at his home in the distance, his body moved before his mind could fully process anything. The closer he got, the clearer he could see it—a burning hellfire. The Ashton residence was engulfed in flames, bathing the area in a crimson light.


      “Wh-Why is the house on fire...?”


      The question was only natural. However, the safety of those inside took priority, drowning out all other thoughts. He wasn’t really thinking of the knights who were still in there, but of Licia.


      “Sir Ren! Wait!”


      Ren broke into a run without paying heed to the knight who tried to stop him. The minutes it took to reach the house passed by in a flash.


      “Haaah... Haaah...”


      Ren gasped for breath. Despite the rain dousing the flames, they only burned brighter. The blaze flickered in and out of view behind the dense fog, emphasizing its presence like a sun.


      As Ren approached the house, he detected another scent on the wind. Mixed in with the fog and rain was a slight hint of blood.


      I’ve gotta move...!


      By now, he could see the weathered fence through the fog. Approaching it, he spotted knights collapsed in the yard. He went up to them to ask what was going on, but every last one was already dead. It looked like something had bitten clean through their necks. Ren touched one of the bodies. It was still warm—proof that not much time had passed since their demise.


      Someone took advantage of the fog and used the rain to drown out any noise...! How could anyone do this in so short a time?!


      Ren had so many memories in this house, but it was now engulfed in flames, its entrance like the maw of a fire-breathing dragon. Nevertheless, he kept running and kicked down the door. He summoned the Metal Magic Sword, ready to face any enemies, then hesitated over whether he should wait for the knights to catch up to him.


      If someone had set fire to the house, killing the knights outside in the process...it was possible they were still inside. It would be far better to wait for the knights than go in on his own.


      But in the meantime, what about Licia?


      The knights would probably arrive within minutes. But what if Licia fell to an assassin’s dagger while Ren was waiting for them? With fear spurring him on, Ren couldn’t stop here. He swallowed hard, slapped his cheeks, and charged into the house.


      “Why did this happen...?”


      It was bright red inside. The flames were nearly blinding. The heat wave pushing against him tormented and burned his skin, but Ren kept going, making his way up the partially destroyed stairs.


      Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a lump of flesh on the ground that had once been a knight. Faced with this clearly abnormal situation, Ren’s courage surpassed his fear and he made his way to his room. Upon arriving, he defied the pain of his burns and barreled through the door.


      “My lady!” he shouted.


      At the same time, he noticed the man and the two monsters by the bed. The man was enveloped by a glowing blue veil and was unaffected by the fire.
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      “Are you Ren Ashton?” the man asked, standing beside a sleeping Licia.


      Due to the man’s gray robe, Ren was unable to identify anything about him beyond his cold voice. However, the staff made of white wood in his hand had Ren putting up his guard instinctively.


      Those are...manaeaters...


      The monsters next to the man looked like enormous black lizards, but they had no faces or noses. The only facial feature they possessed was a giant mouth with sharp fangs. They had bat-like wings and were about the same size as a human adult. Ren recalled what he knew about them and swallowed hard as tension ran through the air.


      “Did you do this...beast tamer?” Ren asked.


      “Hmmm, you can tell?”


      “Only an idiot wouldn’t be able to. They’re manaeaters, right? I can’t think of anything else with the power to create a veil that protects their master from the flames they produce.”


      The man suppressed a chuckle, then approached Ren. Ren faced him with the Metal Magic Sword, taking a step back for each step the man took forward.


      “These manaeaters are in fact monsters I summoned,” the man confirmed. “Still, I’m surprised you know anything about a beast tamer’s powers.”


      Ren’s knowledge came from the game. Secretly, he was relieved he hadn’t been mistaken, but the dire situation was only making him panic more and more.


      Think. What should I do?


      Manaeaters were monsters that could be summoned using the Beast Tamer skill. Their strength was equivalent to a normal D-rank monster. There were two of them here and this wasn’t exactly a safe place to fight.


      Or maybe it is. Dad and Sir Weiss should be here soon.


      What Ren needed to do was buy time. He had to extend this stalemate. And as he steeled himself to achieve that goal...


      “Huh...?”


      The house shook violently. The blaze inside the already-old building was violent enough that it seemed to be defying the rain coming down outside. The shaking caused the ceiling of Ren’s room to cave in right on top of the bed Licia was sleeping in.


      “No!”


      Seeing this, Ren summoned the Wooden Magic Sword and tried to use roots and vines to stop the collapse. The manaeaters responded by opening their mouths wide and belching flames. The roots and vines instantly turned to ash before they could stop the roof from falling. So, Ren desperately broke into a run.


      “Dammit!”


      He swung the Wooden Magic Sword over and over to the limits of his strength, clearing away the flames as he pushed forward. He ran and ran, and upon reaching the bed, he slashed at the ceiling to protect Licia. However, this was also the moment he took his eyes off the beast tamer.


      “Go to sleep.”


      As the man’s cold voice resounded in his head, a refreshing scent akin to mint tickled his nose. Upon smelling it, he felt like all his strength was drained from his body. His heavy eyelids came down on their own and he collapsed limply next to Licia.


      “What...did...”


      “It’s incense—strong enough to put a small dragon to sleep for days.”


      As he listened to the man’s voice, Ren reached for Licia to protect her. However, the moment he pulled her dainty body into an embrace, he lost consciousness.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 10: On the Run with the Saint


      All of Ren’s senses were dulled. It was as if he weren’t himself; as if the sights he was seeing came from outside his consciousness. Before he knew it, Ren was looking at his own back. His senses were chasing his own back like a shadow lagging behind at a fixed interval.


      The village...is burning...


      Unlike the current Ren, this one was carrying two little boars, walking down the path through the fields in a daze. The knights walking next to him were at a loss for words.


      “Mom...?”


      This Ren suddenly tossed aside the little boars and broke into a run. The knights ran beside him, and the party hurried to the Ashton residence.


      They arrived to find the house in flames.


      “No... No way...”


      Seeing this, Ren nearly fell to his knees, but he kept approaching the house shakily. However, he was suddenly stopped. A knight pinned him down.


      “You mustn’t!”


      “Let me go! My mom is still—!”


      “No! If you jump into those flames, you’ll also...!”


      Nevertheless, Ren continued to struggle. He was far too weak, though. This Ren was so frail that Ren found it hard to believe it was him.


      “I promised my dad! I promised him I would protect my mom!”


      As Ren watched this other version of himself, in the corner of his vision, he spotted a stone that seemed to be a simple grave marker. He’d never seen it before. For some reason, it gave him chills.


      “Make way! Quickly!”


      Ren then heard the sound of galloping horses accompanied by a girl’s voice. The two Rens turned toward the voice as a dazzling light enveloped the area.


      Immediately following that, a new scene sprawled out before him.


      He was once more looking at his own back that wasn’t his. There was a night sky overhead. Standing in a prairie at the edge of the village, Ren stared at row after row of burlap sacks.


      “Sir Ren. Granny Lieg is...”


      “I know... I was already prepared to hear it...”


      Ren trembled without turning to the knight who addressed him. The knight then bowed and left. In his stead, Weiss appeared, his armor covered in soot.


      “Lad.”


      Weiss hugged Ren from behind in a powerful embrace. Tears ran down Weiss’s cheeks, and shortly after, he continuously apologized to Ren.


      “Sorry. If only I’d arrived sooner.”


      “It’s fine... This all happened because I was too weak...”


      “But...”


      “Don’t... It was the same with my dad. The night he died, I should’ve mustered my courage to look for rondos. If I had, he would still be here, and we might’ve been able to do something about these bandits.”


      “That’s not true! It’s our fault!”


      “There were knights who fought for us to the point of losing their limbs... It was also thanks to them that that wolfen thief my dad drove back was defeated.”


      Ren was saying that it wasn’t their responsibility.


      “Besides, they saved my mom. Even against these bandits, you were the one to strike them all down.”


      “No... One got away. Forgive me. If only I was faster...”


      “Please stop that. Dad will get angry at me if you apologize. Besides...that girl...the young lady, yes? It was my first time seeing her.”


      “Aah... The wolfen thief incident during the winter grieved the little lady’s heart, so she came to his village as our lord’s representative.”


      “A saint, right? She’s amazing. She even put out the fire.”


      “She is...”


      “Thanks to her, my mom was saved. You’ve all done so much... I can’t possibly resent you.”


      Finishing what he had to say, Ren sank feebly to the floor. He hugged his knees, blocking his view of the human-sized burlap sacks before him. After a few moments of silence, Ren gave up on thinking.


      He had no idea what to do now. He couldn’t live in this village anymore. Pretty much all the houses had been burned down, and there was only a little food left. Unease about his future gradually dominated his mind.


      “I’ll be taking this seat next to you.”


      That was when the girl—Licia—spoke to him. Ren looked up at her. Her fingers were wrapped in bandages and she had a scratch across her cheek.


      “I’ve treated your mother as best I can. I’ve also...done what I could for the other villagers.”


      Licia had ignored her own status, doing everything possible to save the villagers even if it meant hurting herself.


      “Thank you. Um...”


      “However, I don’t think they’ll wake up without further treatment. We’ll be taking the survivors to the city or other nearby villages.”


      With that, Licia looked at Ren’s face. She went on to say that the bandits had been instigated by the heroists or imperialists. There had been absolutely no signs to predict it would happen. Nonetheless, Licia and Weiss were treating it as if it were completely their fault. Licia in particular was saying she would do anything to atone.


      “Honestly, I have no idea what to do. I don’t even have the time to resent you. My mind is full just thinking of my wounded mom and the villagers.”


      Licia said nothing, nodding gravely.


      “But my dad told me... We are knights who serve House Clausell, so we must risk our lives to protect this village... That’s why I have no idea what to do anymore...”


      Tears spilled from Ren’s eyes. He’d been holding it in until now, but the dam had suddenly collapsed. Seeing him like this, Licia gently embraced him.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      What was that dream...?


      Ren opened his eyes, his thoughts still a little muddy.


      Was that Ren and Licia from the game...?


      It was like he’d witnessed an alternate timeline. He had no idea why he’d had such a dream. There was just one thing that he understood about it, though.


      Ren Ashton and Saint Licia didn’t have a stormy relationship in the game.


      He’d figured Ren Ashton would have a significant reason for taking her life, but considering the scene he’d just witnessed, there hadn’t been any discord between them. There had to have been some kind of special reason behind it.


      That said, he had no other information to go on. He didn’t even know why he’d had such a dream all of a sudden. It might not even have been true. So, Ren shifted his focus to understanding his current situation.


      This scent...


      The first thing he became aware of was the smell of trees and mold. He then felt an unpleasant shaking across his entire body followed by the sound of creaking wood. He also heard something clattering across the ground.


      It was too dark to really see, but by squinting and taking a look around, he could tell he was lying on the floor in a space that resembled an old hut. This was also when he realized his arms and legs were bound.


      Where am I?


      The light coming through the planks told him it was the middle of the day, but he couldn’t figure anything else out. However, when he heard pained breathing next to him, he turned to see what it was.


      “My lady...!”


      He had no memories after the beast tamer had put him to sleep. In other words, he was likely in the middle of being abducted.


      “Haaah... Haaah...”


      “My lady, it’s me! It’s Ren Ashton!”


      Licia didn’t respond. She just continued to struggle for breath, large beads of sweat running down her brow and cheeks.


      “Hmm, I’m surprised you’re awake.”


      Ren suddenly heard a voice from outside. It was the beast tamer he’d encountered in his house.


      “Did you sleep well?” the man asked. “Four days seems like more than enough.”


      Four days...?


      If that much time had passed, they had to be a considerable distance from the village.


      “Ren Ashton, if you behave, you’ll get out of this unharmed. Don’t get any funny ideas. Just put up with this for a few more days.”


      “Tell me this: Will she be all right too?”


      “Of course. Will you take my word for it, though?”


      “Well...”


      “Be at ease, I don’t lie,” the beast tamer said, seeming to smile. “However, I didn’t plan on her being sick. If I can get some medicine on the way, I intend to.”


      Licia’s illness wasn’t a matter of life or death as it was, but complications could change that. Much like the man implied, Licia’s condition was getting worse. It was only natural in this moldy environment where she was only getting the faintest bit of sunlight.


      “I’ve already been giving the two of you potions,” the beast tamer added. “If anything, you should be thanking me.”


      “Wha...? After what you’ve done... Don’t make me laugh...”


      Ren burned with rage as he listened to Licia’s pained breathing next to him. He couldn’t just sit here and do nothing when she was like this.


      I can’t just trust that he’ll get her medicine.


      This man had attacked the village and had killed knights in the process. Ren had no intention of trusting him. So, he had to escape. If he didn’t get away from the beast tamer and find some medicine, Licia would be in danger.


      However, Ren had never left the village. He was four days away by carriage, so even if he escaped this man, he wouldn’t know what to do. He was completely unfamiliar with this land, so it could just lead to him dying by the roadside.


      Abandoning Licia is out of the question.


      The man had promised that Ren would be safe if he remained obedient, but Ren didn’t plan to take that offer. Even if all this led to Licia’s death and ultimately prevented the future in The Legend of the Seven Heroes, he was confident he would regret abandoning her.


      As for my magic sword... It’s not here.


      He’d had it summoned, so the beast tamer must’ve hidden it. That didn’t matter to Ren, though. He could just resummon it. It wasn’t damaged or anything, so it wouldn’t be much of a burden to do so. He had a chance so long as he had his magic swords, but Ren decided to at least wait until the beast tamer was asleep.


      Running away in the middle of the night without knowing anything about the area seems really dumb, though...


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Some time had passed since any sunlight had stopped coming through the gaps in the planks. Just as he realized it was now the first night since he’d woken up, Ren felt the carriage come to a sudden stop.


      “By the way, what would you do if I yelled for help?” he asked.


      “It won’t accomplish anything,” the beast tamer answered. “Thanks to a certain magitech device, only I can hear the sounds coming from in there.”


      Ren sighed. Well, isn’t that awfully convenient.


      “Ah... Haaah...”


      Ren heard the sound of Licia’s pained breathing next to him. It seemed worse than it’d been during the day.


      “Hurry up and get this carriage moving again,” Ren said.


      “It’s already dark. I’ll search for a village tomorrow morning once I’ve had some sleep.”


      After making that cold declaration, the beast tamer stood up, causing the carriage to shake. He’d been in the driver’s seat the whole time, but was now making his way to the side. He then unlocked the door and opened it, tossing in some dried meat and stale bread, along with a wineskin of water.


      “Make sure to feed your precious lady too.”


      With that, he immediately shut the door. Ren crawled across the carriage and opened the wineskin. Holding it in his mouth, he brought it to Licia’s lips, and she began to drink little by little. After doing that for a while, Ren used the water to soak the stale bread. He apologized, then bit the bread and placed it over Licia’s mouth. It seemed hard to eat, but Licia had a few bites even as she groaned in her sleep.


      At this rate, she won’t be able to hold out for more than a few days.


      Ren’s stamina wouldn’t last forever either.


      It’s gotta be tonight. I don’t have time to scope things out.


      As he came to that conclusion, his heart was strangely calm. Before he knew it, Ren heard the beast tamer’s breathing soften, signaling that he was asleep.


      I’ll just have to go for it.


      He wasn’t thinking of defeating the beast tamer or anything. His objective was to escape. With D-rank manaeaters around, he had no other choice.


      Let’s do this, Ren!


      He unsummoned the Metal Magic Sword by the beast tamer and resummoned it. It fell to the floor of the carriage with a thunk. Ren rubbed whatever was binding his arms against the edge. They turned out to be metal chains, but his sword cut through them easily. He freed his legs, then Licia.


      Ren hefted Licia up and gripped his sword. He brandished it, but his body felt heavy. Still, it was fortunate he could move at all. He’d thought he would be completely out of commission after being comatose for four days.


      He did mention something about potions.


      Potions were a type of item that restored stamina and cleared negative status effects. Ren’s Lesser Enhanced Physique likely also played a role in his recovery.


      Whatever, it helps.


      With Licia on his back, Ren slashed horizontally, silently cutting the door’s lock before opening it.


      It’s all right. He’s still sleeping.


      Leaning out, he spotted the beast tamer in the driver’s seat, fast asleep with his arms folded. Fortunately, he hadn’t woken up. Relieved, Ren took a look around. It appeared he was in a dark forest.


      “Grrr...”


      Just then, he heard growling from atop a nearby tree. Looking up, Ren saw two manaeaters using a thick branch as a bed.


      The beast tamer woke up, got down from the carriage, and approached Ren. The manaeaters rose too, spreading their wings.


      “How did you get out? I’m pretty sure I had your sword by my side. How do you have it?”


      “It’s my sword. Who cares how?”


      “True. It doesn’t belong to me. But give it up. Just do as I say and you can see your parents again.”


      “But there’s no telling what you’ll do to her.”


      “Good grief... What beautiful loyalty. It’s far too dazzling for me.” The beast tamer sneered. “This is your last warning. If you won’t go back inside, be prepared to endure the rest of the journey in pain.”


      Hearing the beast tamer’s ruthless tone, Ren was certain. The two manaeaters were already hovering behind him. The moment Ren refused to comply, they would strike.


      As he looked for an opening, Licia’s voice suddenly reached his ears.


      “Leave...me...”


      Wondering how long she’d been awake, Ren smiled at her noble spirit.


      “No. If I’m running away, you’re coming with me.”


      Those words were the signal. The beast tamer in front of Ren snapped his fingers. Two sets of flapping wings closed in on Ren from behind. They were swifter than Ren’s enhanced body, fangs bared to rip out Licia’s throat. The pained breathing he heard from behind had his heart racing all the more.


      “Feel free to let me know when you change your mind,” the beast tamer said. “You may get off with only light injuries.”


      “Don’t worry! I have no intention to!”


      Ren circled around the carriage to evade the incoming manaeaters. Using that momentum, he slashed at the carriage itself, bursting open the inner compartment. The charging manaeaters reeled back, buying Ren just an instant. Using that opening, he shifted his focus to the beast tamer.


      The beast tamer was surprised by Ren’s display of might, but he met Ren’s eyes directly and smiled fearlessly.


      Ren took aim at the beast tamer’s face and threw the Metal Magic Sword. It grazed his neck, cutting loose the necklace he was wearing and sending it flying into the air.


      “Tossing away your weapon? What a foo— What?!”


      The moment the Metal Magic Sword passed the beast tamer, it vanished. The Wooden Magic Sword then appeared in Ren’s hand. He invoked nature magic, making roots shoot up from the ground to bind the beast tamer’s legs.


      He couldn’t let this opportunity pass him by. Ren had to get away from this carriage—which was now no more than a set of wheels and debris. The shortsword Weiss had gifted him had apparently been stored somewhere around the driver’s seat and was now on the ground. Ren grabbed it, then straddled the horse that had probably been pulling the carriage. He shifted Licia to cradle her in front of him, then shouted back at the beast tamer.


      “I’ll be taking this while I’m at it!”


      Figuring it could be used as some kind of evidence, Ren aimed for the necklace the beast tamer had dropped. Vines coiled around it, then stretched over to Ren and dropped it in his hand. The necklace’s chain was severed and the pendant was broken. Even if it were magitech, it was too damaged to accomplish its purpose.


      “Not bad! But that’s as far as you go!”


      The beast tamer grabbed his white staff, a colorful sphere forming at its tip.


      “P-Please make it in time!”


      Ren didn’t know what exactly the beast tamer was planning, but he had a bad feeling about it. The moment the beast tamer grabbed the staff, Ren didn’t hesitate to unsummon the Wooden Magic Sword. This time, he summoned the Thieving Magic Sword and frantically swung his arm.


      “Wh-Why is my staff over there?!”


      It vanished from the beast tamer’s shocked hands and settled in Ren’s. Fortunately, he’d managed to steal it before it was too late. He couldn’t relax yet, though. Spotting one of the manaeaters approaching from the sky, Ren struck it on the head using the stolen staff.


      “Skreeee?!”


      The staff shattered as it delivered a significant impact to the monster’s skull. Then, Ren finally got his horse moving and put some distance between himself and the beast tamer.


      “Without that staff, I can’t... Tch! After him!”


      At the beast tamer’s command, the manaeaters took flight with more vigor than ever before. Ren didn’t actually have any experience with horseback riding, but still had absolute confidence he could get away.


      “Hey, beast tamer! I know your weakness!”


      “Wha...?!”


      “Yeah! You know it too, right?! That’s why you’re panicking!”


      The beast tamer let out an irritated grunt, then shouted, “Monsters of the forest! Hear my call!”


      His voice resonated far and wide, and a moment later, the sound of panting monsters came from every direction. Spurring his horse onward, Ren passed beasts on both sides and overhead. Some reminded him of little boars, while others looked like huge beetles.


      “Skreeeeee!”


      The manaeaters’ shrill cries pierced his ears. However, after another ten, then twenty seconds, they began losing ground. After a few minutes, Ren was almost far enough to shake them off.


      Looks like a beast tamer’s weakness is still range.


      Ren had told the truth earlier. That skill could be used to summon manaeaters and command monsters that were weaker than the user. However, the effect faded with distance. That wasn’t necessarily the case if he had the right drugs to excite monsters to an abnormal degree, though.


      Ren was glad that his knowledge from the game had paid off. However, he couldn’t let his guard down. He still had to make his way through this unfamiliar forest and find a human settlement. Still, he felt his exhaustion return as relief from clearing the first hurdle washed over him.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      At a glance, Weiss’s fine mount looked like a normal dapple-gray horse, but in truth, it possessed monster blood and could run faster and longer than any other horse. He made full use of this trait to search every inch of the land around Ren’s village.


      Even so, he wasn’t able to find Ren or Licia. Because of that, he ordered the two knights who’d rendezvoused with him to continue the search while he rode back to Clausell City to report to the baron.


      He arrived at Baron Clausell’s estate the morning of the fifth day after Ren escaped the beast tamer. In other words, nine days had passed since Ren and Licia had been abducted.


      “I shall stand in for the deceased and take the full brunt of any punishment. However, please defer any judgment until the little lady is saved.”


      He was now in the baron’s office, having just reported on the events at the Ashton residence, including Licia and Ren’s abduction.


      “Why?” the baron said. “Why did you leave her side?”


      “It was an error in judgment...”


      “I’m telling you to explain why you made such a mistake! Tell me! You’re the knight commander! Why did you leave Licia’s side?!”


      Baron Clausell grabbed Weiss by the collar, but quickly came back to his senses.


      “Are you hiding something from me?” he asked.


      Weiss averted his eyes.


      “This is Licia we’re talking about,” the baron continued. “She must’ve cursed her own weakness for falling ill. So, to repay the Ashtons’ kindness, she asked you to suppress the abnormal outbreak of monsters. Is that right?”


      Weiss said nothing, but his silence was the same as confirming it.


      “Forgive me...” the baron said, calming down.


      “No, it doesn’t change the fact that it was my error that led to this. As the strongest knight there, I should have sent her personal guards hunting while I stayed behind.”


      “That was no error. It was a show of loyalty. Why should I punish you for honoring her wishes?”


      Regret dominated every fiber of Weiss’s being. He was unable to say anything. Baron Clausell let go of Weiss’s collar, then slowly walked over to the window. It was raining outside as if to reflect his own mental state.


      “We can’t afford to sit idly,” the baron said, his voice strong. “Contact the capital! We must inform the nobles of our faction and the emperor of what has transpired!”


      The baron’s fists shook with rage, but there simply was no proof—he was convinced that Viscount Gieven was behind all this, but he lacked the evidence to charge him with any crimes.


      “We’ll have to be utterly meticulous so that it isn’t taken as a false report...” he muttered to himself. “I suppose the most we can hope for is reinforcements to help with the search for Licia. Weiss, what of the remaining Ashtons?”


      “All the other knights still present are escorting them and the villagers to a nearby village for refuge.”


      “Good. Then let us act swiftly.”


      First, he had to send word to the capital and the other nearby neutralist nobles. Things were about to get busy. And just as Baron Clausell reached for his pen to get right to it...


      “M-My lord!”


      His butler, who usually retained his composure, entered the room without even knocking.


      “Guests from the capital...! P-Please make haste to the hall!”


      The baron’s eyes widened at his butler’s pale expression, but now wasn’t the time to be sitting in shock about guests from the capital. As he left his office, striding across the thick crimson carpet in the hallway, he wondered who it could be and why they were here. Upon reaching the hall, he was utterly shocked by the garments of those waiting for him.


      “Baron Clausell, yes?”


      “Y-Yes... And you are...?”


      They were civil officials. Their gray robes meant they were affiliated with the imperial court.


      “We have come here at the behest of the esteemed minister of justice.”


      With that, one of them stepped forth and reached into his pocket. He pulled out a roll of parchment and unfurled it before Baron Clausell.


      “According to our great empire’s laws, you are to stand trial.”


      “Wha—?! Why?!”


      “Suspicions have been raised regarding a remarkable failure in the governing of your lands. As you are well aware, all nobles entrusted with territory by the emperor have many duties to fulfill.”


      “I am more than aware! We nobles protect the people of our lands and maintain its fortunes! How are you saying I’ve failed this duty?!”


      “I believe you already know that several villages within your domain have been ravaged by monsters. You have been negligent in dealing with said damage, allowing said monsters to bring harm to the neighboring Gieven Viscounty as well. Those are the charges raised against you.”


      Baron Clausell had no room to argue. He tried to say something, but the civil official cut him off.


      “We’ll see you in court. I hear Viscount Gieven will be arriving the day after tomorrow, so we will hold the first hearing here in Clausell City when he does. The day after, your guilt or innocence in light of these allegations will be decided. If—”


      “If I’m found guilty, next will be a trial in the capital. If I’m still found wanting, a trial before the gods at the sacred temple will follow.”


      “Exactly.”


      “This is all so sudden. Is there not usually several months’ notice for a trial?”


      “Have you forgotten? Things are different when there are suspicions of aggression against other territories.”


      “Aah... That’s right. To prevent the lord from fleeing, yes?”


      Everything was moving too quickly—both news of Ren’s village being attacked reaching the capital and Viscount Gieven leaving his territory to come to Clausell. Things were developing at an outrageous pace. This had definitely all been arranged long ahead of time.


      “Then we shall excuse ourselves here.”


      The civil officials bowed, then mentioned the inn they were staying at in town before exiting the hall.


      “If I’m found guilty, I may lose my title,” the baron said once they were gone.


      “But my lord! Monsters cause damage in all territories! Demanding a lord take responsibility for such a trifle cannot stand!”


      “You’re right. That’s why Viscount Gieven is claiming that the damage has spread to his territory.”


      It was quite clearly a fabrication. Baron Clausell had dispatched as many knights as possible to all affected villages. He’d exhausted every means available to him to protect his citizens.


      All of this was Viscount Gieven—or the heroists as a whole—twisting the story to go their way. The conflict between the heroists and imperialists was intensifying.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      At that time, Ren was on his way out of a certain village. He was dressed in a dirty robe, the likes of which he’d never worn before. This was a disguise so that he didn’t stand out too much. He’d discovered this village the previous day and had procured his new garment by bartering some monster parts he’d acquired on the way.


      Licia was similarly dressed, of course. They’d thrown away their old clothes. Potions had made up for a lack of food, but hadn’t done anything about the filth that came from simply being alive. It would’ve been unsanitary to keep them.


      “My lady, I’ll bring the horse to a stop a short distance away,” Ren said, addressing the girl sitting in front of him.


      “Th... Thank...you...”


      The horse would reach the forest in less than an hour. Much like the village Ren came from, the settlements in this area were all a short distance from forests. Ren stopped the horse in the shadow of a tree and dismounted. Given his height, though, it looked more like he jumped off.


      I definitely don’t look cool doing that...


      Even if he reached as far as he could, he wouldn’t be able to lift Licia off the horse. That was why he’d managed until today by stopping next to something he could step on. He hadn’t been able to find any fallen trees or rocks today, though.


      Well, no point keeping it hidden now.


      He had an idea. For a moment, he hesitated over using the Wooden Magic Sword, but he’d already used it to escape from the beast tamer and to defeat monsters while running through the forest.


      “Excuse me, my lady.”


      Ren used nature magic to create roots and get a step up, then cradled Licia in his arms and got her off the horse. He then sat her down against the roots.


      “What a...mysterious...power...” she said, smiling weakly despite her emaciation.


      “I think it is too,” Ren agreed. “Here, have some water.”


      He handed the wineskin to Licia and helped her drink, then pulled out a small wooden bowl he’d just purchased in the nearby village. It contained a slimy green liquid with a grassy stench.


      “This is made from ground mir. It was prepared right in front of me, so there’s no need for concern.”


      Mir was a medicinal plant that was effective against abnormal conditions. In the game, it was described as working against headaches and fevers too. However, it was nowhere near as valuable as rondo. That was why the village had been open to bartering for it with an outsider like Ren.


      I’m glad I remembered it.


      The protagonists didn’t catch colds or the like, so it’d only been a fluff detail at most. That knowledge was useful now, so Ren wanted to praise his good memory.


      “Please drink it,” he told Licia. “I hear it’s extremely bitter, but do your best to get it all down.”


      “Under...stood...”


      However, Licia’s hand trembled weakly. Thinking maybe this was going too far, Ren scooped up some of the ground mir with his finger, and with an apology, brought it to Licia’s lips. She immediately opened her mouth and accepted it.


      “B-Bitter...”


      “Have some water. Try not to spit anything out.”


      It would take several more minutes for Licia to swallow everything in the bowl.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The following morning, Licia’s condition seemed to be improving. Her irregular breathing was starting to even out and Ren was able to feel her fever going down as he supported her from behind atop the horse. She’d gotten worse from the poor environment they’d escaped, but now she was back to around the state she’d been in when she’d first shown up sick at Ren’s house.


      “Hey,” she said.


      “Yes? What is it?”


      “Thanks...”


      “It’s nothing. Please don’t worry about it.”


      She sounded more like her usual self now. He still had more mir too. Feeling a little more at ease, he decided to have her drink more come nightfall.


      “We’re at the edge of Gieven Viscounty, aren’t we?” Licia said suddenly.


      “How can you tell...? It was all I could do just to find a village. How do you know we’re in Gieven Viscounty?”


      To digress, Ren had already known this. He’d found out upon discovering the first village and asking the locals under the guise of being a traveler.


      “Look over there,” Licia said, pointing feebly at the mountain range beyond the treeline.


      Their peaks were covered in glittering snow and the mountains seemed to stretch on forever. The sloping bare rocks had a sharpness to them that resembled tapered blades.


      “Those are the Baldr Mountains,” Licia explained. “You can largely tell where you are by using them as a reference point.”


      Ren nodded. “The Baldr Mountains...”


      “You know about them?”


      “Just by name.”


      He knew much more than that. That was where the last boss fight in LotSH1 took place.


      In the game, you got there by magitech ship, so I couldn’t really tell.


      There were magictech trains too. Both were large vehicles that used magicite as a fuel source. All major cities in Leomer had the infrastructure for them. In the game, walking around this area wasn’t necessary, so Ren hadn’t expected to hear they were near the Baldr Mountains.


      “I think I can lead the way from here,” Licia said.


      “That’s good. I’m glad we won’t have to wander around blindly.”


      Ren had prioritized finding villages due to Licia’s condition, but had naturally also been on the lookout for any familiar scenery. Thanks to Licia, he could finally see the light at the end of the tunnel.


      “First, we need to get back to the barony,” Ren said.


      “Yes...”


      Licia didn’t sound particularly enthusiastic.


      “Is something the matter?” Ren asked.


      “From here, your village is too far away.”


      “Aah... That’s probably because of the path the beast tamer used. How long will it take if we head straight for Clausell City?”


      “About four days, I think.”


      It was still unclear what exact path the beast tamer had used to get to the viscounty, but fortunately, he hadn’t taken them too far away.


      “Then let’s get you back to Clausell as quickly as possible, my lady.”


      “Huh?! I’m the one being a nuisance! We should be getting you back to your family firs—”


      “It’s all right. There is no need to worry about them.” Ren had nothing to base that on, but there was a certain confidence to his voice. “Either way, it’s better for us to head to Clausell. There’s no guarantee the villages on the way will be safe and we still don’t know the state of my village either. I’m guessing the residents are all taking refuge elsewhere.”


      Seeing his bittersweet smile, Licia felt how powerless she was. She was touched by his kindness, but also hated how she had no choice but to take advantage of it. Even with her head in a bit of a daze, tears started pooling in her eyes.


      “Given the chance, I’ll do some sightseeing in Clausell before getting back to my family,” Ren said. “I’ll be able to greet the baron too, so this might actually work out perfectly.”


      The mature and kind tone of his voice brought a smile to her lips. She knew he was just being considerate, but as she was now, those words were very dear to her.


      “Thanks...”


      Without even realizing it herself, Licia entrusted her body to the warmth behind her.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Come nightfall, Ren started to make camp. Licia had offered to help, but he’d told her to get some rest. Reluctantly, she did as she was told, watching Ren work.


      “It looks like you’re used to this,” she observed.


      “I’ve gotten accustomed to it over the last few days. It’s all thanks to Sir Weiss, since he taught me the basics.”


      “He did? Was that during the winter?”


      “It was. Thanks to that, I was able to learn all sorts of skills like how to start fires and properly butcher monsters.”


      At the time, Weiss had suggested it out of the blue, but it really was good that he had. Ren might have managed on his own, but with Licia in tow, the experience was particularly useful.


      Tonight, this guy’s dinner. Ren moved on to butchering a monster next. It was an F-rank called a white hawk. It was one rank higher than a little boar, but nothing of note to Ren. He’d hunted it without any particular difficulty.


      “How did you take down a flying monster?” Licia asked.


      “I bound it with vines when it landed on a tree. After that, I just had to cut it down.”


      “With that mysterious sword’s power?”


      “Exactly. Just so you know, I’m keeping its true nature a secret.”


      “Stingy...”


      Honestly, he questioned whether there was any point in hiding it. After all, he’d also used the Wooden Magic Sword to help Licia off the horse. He’d practically told her about it already. Maybe it was just a small rebellious part inside him that wanted to keep the skill’s name a secret.


      Guess I’ll absorb the magicite now while I’m at it.


      While Licia turned away with a discontented huff, Ren found the magicite. He took the opportunity to bring it to his bracelet, then secretly confirmed his growth in the crystal.


      Had he been able to hunt during the winter as often as he had during warmer weather, both his magic swords probably would’ve leveled up already. However, it was difficult to move around in the snow and there’d been plenty of work to do in the village, so he hadn’t been able to gather as much magicite as he’d wanted. This was the kind of growth he’d expected to see from hunting a few monsters—including others beyond just little boars—and doing just a handful of training sessions. Still, being able to hunt monsters at all meant his proficiency had gone up significantly.
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      “What’s this?” Ren heard Licia ask. He turned his attention away from his bracelet to see her looking at the necklace among their luggage.


      “I stole it from the beast tamer,” he explained.


      The necklace had a silver chain and an eye-catching red gem.


      “Looks like magitech,” Licia said, picking it up. That reminded Ren of what the beast tamer had said.


      “He mentioned something about nobody being able to hear us outside the carriage. It might’ve been for that. It’s broken now, though. I doubt he can use it to track us even if that’s what it was for.”


      “As astute as ever. It does seem like there’s no need to worry about that...but let’s not sell it. We might be able to use it as some kind of evidence.”


      She had a point, so Ren agreed immediately.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The next morning, Ren got the horse moving at the break of dawn, and by noon, he made it out of the forest and found a village: a small settlement made up of a dozen houses spread over a prairie. They didn’t have any of the herbs Ren wanted, but he was still able to barter for food.


      “Where are you headed next?” asked the old woman who was trading with him.


      “Ummm... We don’t have a particular destination in mind, so I haven’t decided yet.”


      “Is that so? Then maybe you should keep going that way and head into Clausell.”


      Ren had considered the dangers of revealing their destination. Upon hearing that name, he felt his brow shoot up. Fortunately, the woman hadn’t noticed.


      “What’s in Clausell?” Ren asked.


      “I heard from a passing adventurer that Baron Clausell may be punished soon, so things over there might be getting pretty lively.”


      “What do you mean?!” Licia exclaimed. “Why the h— Why would such a thing happen?!”


      Licia’s tone nearly turned rough for a moment, but she desperately suppressed her rage so that she could extract what information she could.


      “Who knows?” the woman answered. She didn’t seem offended. “According to the adventurer, they’re saying Baron Clausell set monsters onto Gieven Viscounty, among other accusations.”


      “N-No way...”


      “I don’t know if any of it is true. The adventurer only happened to overhear it while camping with some of Viscount Gieven’s men.”


      Licia listened to the woman in a complete daze. Curious, the woman asked Licia if anything was wrong, and Ren somehow managed a smile. It seemed it was about time for them to leave this village.


      “She’s been feeling sick since the other day,” Ren explained.


      “Is she all right? If you’d like, I can let you stay the night,” the woman offered.


      “Thank you, but we must be on our way.”


      Ren turned to Licia and took her back to the prairie. They were headed in the direction she’d pointed out before arriving at the village.


      “Splendidly done, my lady.”


      Several minutes after leaving the village, Ren praised her for keeping her composure. She didn’t react, though. Minutes passed, and then more minutes. Understanding what she was feeling, Ren didn’t try to force her to talk. He waited patiently until she was ready.


      It wasn’t long before she stirred.


      “Hey...Ren?”


      Ren was surprised at her suddenly calling him only by his given name.


      “Yes? What is it?”


      He didn’t point it out, though, instead hiding his bewilderment and keeping his voice as calm as possible.


      “Why?” Licia said. “Father always, always did everything he could for his people. Why did it end up like this?”


      “I suppose Viscount Gieven really was behind everything...” Ren mused.


      “That’s not what I mean...” she said, implying that that fact had long been established. “Father devoted himself to Leomer. Why does he have to be treated like this?”


      “I don’t—”


      “What are they saying we did...? I may have been immature and foolish, but there’s no reason for my father to be treated this way. So why?”


      Licia’s shoulders trembled, not because of how powerless she felt, but because of everything that had happened. The strength and nobility she was known for in The Legend of the Seven Heroes was nowhere to be seen. Here and now, she was just a normal girl showing her weakness only to Ren.


      “No matter how you look at it, Viscount Gieven’s high-handed behavior is strange...” Licia continued, her tone still frail. “His arguments shouldn’t hold any water, so why is his unreasonable conduct being allowed...?”


      But that only makes sense... She is just a little girl.


      She wasn’t Saint Licia from the game. It would be an insult to lump her together with a game character. Ren apologized to her in his mind.


      “I don’t understand nobles...”


      With that, Licia finally started crying. Her tears dripped down and wet Ren’s arm as he held the reins. He could feel her trembling. Ren had never wanted Licia to feel such deep sorrow like the kind she was expressing now. It was a truly heartbreaking sight.


      Ren didn’t have the answers Licia was seeking. Nevertheless, he couldn’t bring himself to ignore her. He took one hand off the reins and stroked her head almost subconsciously.


      “Ren...?”


      Her hair was somewhat dirty due to the lack of any bathing. Its normal silkiness was nowhere to be found. She wouldn’t want it to be touched like this, nor would it normally be okay for him to touch her head so frivolously.


      “If you’re going to do that...do it properly...”


      However, she still accepted it. In fact, she shifted her posture to make it easier.


      Around the time the sun began to set, Licia fell asleep from exhaustion. Ren kept his arms around her, engrossed in thought, as he searched for somewhere to camp.


      Did this current situation take place in the game’s story? Or was this a new development playing out because of his existence?


      Either way, Baron Clausell will have some kind of crime pinned on him and lose his standing.


      Viscount Gieven was definitely being heavy-handed, but the power of rank and factions was what allowed for such unreasonable behavior. Regardless, Ren wanted to do something about it. Before this, he’d only ever thought of keeping his distance from Licia and House Clausell. Maybe he was getting attached to them.


      Even if the world was irrational, he didn’t enjoy watching it play out right before his eyes.


      But how can I save Baron Clausell? He can’t even rely on high-ranking neutralists, so what can a child do?


      Ren desperately put his mind to it, but couldn’t find a solution. However, when he looked at it like an event in a game...


      If I look at it from the perspective of defeating Viscount Gieven instead of saving Baron Clausell...


      It seemed solvable that way. For example, there could be some evidence that Viscount Gieven had been behind the attack on Ren’s village.


      No, no, no... What kind of useful information can a kid find...?


      It wouldn’t be pointless, though. It could buy some time. Besides, Baron Clausell was no fool. He was a minor noble who didn’t want help from any of the factions, but given some extra time, he would have room to maneuver. It was possible he would find a way to avoid getting wrongly charged with any crimes.


      As to where to find some evidence of misconduct...


      The best outcome would come from sneaking into Viscount Gieven’s estate, but getting caught would be really bad. Besides, Ren didn’t even have time for that in the first place.


      This might be beyond me...


      Ren had to at least get himself and Licia back to Clausell and provide testimony about the attack and abduction at the hands of someone Viscount Gieven had hired. It was fatal that he had no proof to back it up, but better than nothing...maybe.


      Ren was annoyed by his lack of debating experience, but he had to avoid doing nothing at all.


      I have to do everything I can.


      If he didn’t, Baron Clausell would lose his standing. And then...


      “Zzz... Zzz...” The sound of gentle snoring reached his ears.


      There was no telling what would happen to Licia. Now that he’d seen her so weak, he couldn’t help but want to return her to her previous life.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The following morning, Viscount Gieven arrived in Clausell City at the break of dawn. At a glance, he looked like a middle-aged gentleman with gray hair and a neat beard. As he proceeded down the main street on horseback, the knight riding at his side addressed him.


      “Viscount, it’s finally time.”


      “Indeed. For the heroists’ future, we must bring down House Clausell.”


      “Once that’s accomplished, all who share in our will shall surely rejoice.”


      “Indeed... This land lies between the heroists and imperialists. When it is under our control, our influence shall surely expand.”


      “And with House Clausell, we’ll be able to seize territory near the capital as well.”


      Viscount Gieven nodded. “If possible, I would’ve liked to bring House Clausell into the fold.”


      “But they’ve shown no signs of listening to anything we’ve told them. The only choice now is to suppress them through force.”


      The viscount suddenly recalled something. He brought his horse closer to the knight, then whispered to him.


      “We must drive the imperialists into a corner to revive Leomer from its decline. Then, they must all be judged along with the foolish traitors who proclaim neutrality... Such opportunists are a disgrace to all nobility.”


      The viscount’s fervor reassured the knight.


      “At any rate, what is your fascination with Ren Ashton?” the knight asked. “I agree he is a promising young man, but I don’t believe he is worth all that effort.”


      Viscount Gieven chuckled, looking up at the sky.


      “The saint is merely a bargaining chip to use against Baron Clausell. However, do you believe I would take such a heavy-handed approach to achieve only that?”


      The viscount paused before continuing proudly.


      “What I truly want is Ren Ashton, nothing more. The matter with House Clausell is simply a bonus. I’ve long since grown tired of the pressure from those blasted higher nobles, after all.”


      “Wh-Why?! No matter how promising a future he has, he’s no more than a bumpkin knight’s brat!”


      “I’m sure that’s what they all say. However, only I know the truth.”


      There was even more confidence in his voice now. There was also a vigor to it filled with ambition.


      “If we obtain Ren Ashton...no, the Ashton family, House Gieven will rise among the heroists. If anything, nearly all of Leomer will sing our praises.”


      He didn’t reveal the true meaning behind his words. He only raised the knight’s hopes. However, there was still one thing on the knight’s mind: Why had the viscount corrected himself from saying Ren Ashton to the Ashton family?


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Several hours later, Clausell was alive with the morning hustle and bustle. In the Leomer Empire, all cities had a temple, and every temple was furnished with a large hall where sacred rituals were performed as well as trials for influentials like nobles. Now, in Clausell’s temple, an audience decided on by imperial law was let in as one such trial ceremony moved forward.


      “It begins, my lord,” Weiss said from Baron Clausell’s side as he arrived at his seat.


      Voices calling Baron Clausell’s name resounded outside the temple. Inside, it was silent.


      “Take a look at the face of the man sitting across from us, Weiss.”


      The baron’s seat was right before the altar. As the claimant, Viscount Gieven’s seat was on the opposite side. Thanks to that, they could get a good look at him.


      “Wha...? That cur...”


      Viscount Gieven was chatting with the knight at his side.


      “They said there was no need for debate today!” Weiss exclaimed.


      “I’m sure there isn’t,” Baron Clausell said. “He is confident he can thoroughly denounce me here and now and obtain victory. It means he’s made enough preparations to win even with his overbearing behavior.”


      Weiss’s fists shook with indignation. His intensity surprised everyone within the temple. Viscount Gieven, who had remained composed up to this point, finally took notice of Weiss, swallowing hard upon seeing his rage.


      “Calm yourself,” Baron Clausell told Weiss, maintaining perfect composure.


      “But—”


      “Just calm down. If you cannot, I’ll have to ask you to excuse yourself.”


      Taken aback by his lord’s fortitude, Weiss cast his eyes down. The baron wasn’t afraid. Weiss was ashamed of his own lack of composure.


      “Just between us,” Baron Clausell added, “I contacted a certain noble.”


      Weiss’s eyes shot open. “A...certain noble?”


      “Yes. I still cannot reveal the details...but he has made me a promise. Should circumstances permit it, he will put in a good word for me.”


      “You mean to say his rank is higher than yours.”


      “Exactly. Higher than Viscount Gieven’s too.”


      That meant the noble had to at least be a count. Knowing this, Weiss couldn’t help but smile. None of the neutralists had sided with the baron before this. He hadn’t known that his lord had secretly found an ally.


      “However, I didn’t expect Viscount Gieven to move so quickly,” Baron Clausell said with a self-deprecating shrug. “At present, getting this noble’s help will be difficult. Because of that, I have no choice but to rely on Ren Ashton’s character... It is quite pathetic for a grown adult.”


      The baron said no more than that and only smiled bitterly.


      “It’s time, everyone,” announced one of the court officials in the center of the hall. He took a look around the room, making sure all eyes were on him before continuing. “We shall now begin the hearing in accordance with our great imperial laws. First, the plaintiff.”


      The hearing itself went exactly as expected. Baron Clausell didn’t keep quiet the whole time, of course. He’d anticipated what Viscount Gieven would say and had prepared several arguments. He went into detail about where his knights had been dispatched and how much they’d accomplished. He also presented how much damage had actually been done to the villages near Gieven Viscounty and claimed that the viscount’s points were in error. It was more than could be expected for how little time he’d had to prepare—enough to shock Viscount Gieven behind his veil of composure.


      “We of the imperial court will deliberate over the details of this hearing in accordance with our great imperial laws. An announcement will be made tomorrow morning at the same time as the start of today’s hearing. Take care not to forget.”


      Baron Clausell secretly chuckled at the official’s words.


      After the trial was over for the day, the baron was still in his seat.


      “The result is obvious,” he muttered. “At most, we can buy two days.”


      It was customary to transport a noble who’d been judged guilty to the capital. However, if that happened, there would be nobody to supervise the barony. It wasn’t like he had to decide on a successor, but there were plenty of instructions to give the civil officials and knights who would be staying behind. In other words, he would get approval for the time needed to accomplish that.


      “No, we can buy more,” Weiss said. “We can declare our disagreement with the judgment and get a trial in the capital. If that doesn’t work, there’s the trial before the gods and—”


      “That won’t work. Seeing how things went today, I believe we’ll be obstructed before the trial. They’ll surely bring out Licia to threaten me.”


      Weiss bit down on his lip and clenched his fists tight, his nails digging into his palms. In contrast, Viscount Gieven’s party was completely composed, knowing perfectly well how this would play out from the beginning.


      “Viscount, it seems it will go exactly as planned,” his knight said.


      “Yes,” the viscount agreed. “Thanks to our prioritizing speed, the imperialists haven’t cut in yet either. It truly is finally coming to fruition.”


      Outwardly, Viscount Gieven maintained a smile, though he was slightly irritated by Baron Clausell’s stouthearted behavior. Regardless, a win was a win. There was no way the baron could resist at this point. So, he let out a sigh of relief.


      The next morning, the imperial court decided that Baron Clausell was to be punished. The baron was to be transported to the capital in the near future. Much like Weiss had said, it was still possible to legally buy some time, but Baron Clausell could easily imagine that they would be obstructed from doing so.


      Everything was going exactly as Viscount Gieven planned.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 11: Radiant Magic Sword


      The morning Baron Clausell was found guilty was the twelfth day after Ren and Licia had been abducted. At that time, Ren had happened to find a stream in the middle of the forest and was now washing his clothes.


      Last one.


      After washing everything, Ren wrung out the clothes and returned to his horse, which was standing nearby next to a large rock. Less than an hour ago, Licia had been sleeping against that rock, but now she was awake and waiting for Ren to get back.


      “Thanks...” she said bashfully. He’d washed her clothes too. “B-But let me do some of it next time! I’m definitely doing it next time!”


      “No. Squatting down like that is surprisingly taxing. It’ll be too much of a burden on you.”


      “It’s fine! I can at least handle that much now!”


      Though these words came from her shame, Ren didn’t see it as a bad thing since it hinted at the state of her recovery. He let out a strained laugh as he fastened the clean clothes to the horse. Some of the horse’s stench would stick, but there was no other way to dry them. He sighed.


      “Haaah... I wonder if there’s any way for us to find evidence that Viscount Gieven is the culprit...” Ren muttered.


      “It’ll be difficult... Especially while making our way back to Clausell.”


      “Thought so... Hmmm, what to do...?”


      Getting Licia back to Clausell was Ren’s top priority. Still, not being able to do anything once they arrived would feel pretty bad.


      “Relax, I have an idea,” Licia said, chuckling.


      “Huh? Really?”


      “Yup. Thanks to you, I think I’ll be able to do something about it if push comes to shove.”


      “Thanks to me...?”


      Licia didn’t explain. She just smiled. Ren wanted to ask what she meant, but could tell he wasn’t going to get anything out of her.


      “Let’s rest a little longer and then head out,” he told her.


      “Yes, let’s.”


      If they wanted to get to Clausell as quickly as possible, they couldn’t take it too easy.


      “Once we arrive, we’ll have to ask about your parents first,” Licia commented.


      “True... If we find out they’re okay, I’m thinking of writing them a letter.”


      “A-A letter...?”


      “Yes. Assuming my parents are taking refuge in a village somewhere, sending them a letter will surely help put my mom’s and dad’s minds at ease.”


      Nothing of the sort had gone through her mind when she’d repeated the word “letter” in a fluster. It had simply reminded her of something from a short while before their escape—about the sham of a love letter she’d found in Ren’s room.


      However, giving the flustered girl no more than a single glance, Ren turned his attention to getting ready to depart.


      We’ve got enough food... Oh, I can just throw out this magicite I absorbed yesterday.


      He was checking on their supplies in his bag, his eyes fixed on the magicite he’d gotten from hunting monsters along the way. He’d already absorbed the power from every piece, so they were all empty. Since there was no need to carry them around anymore, Ren grabbed them.


      “H-Hey...”


      I guess I can just toss them in the river.


      “Hey!”


      Ren had no idea why Licia was raising her voice. He turned to face her and was taken aback by how red her cheeks and neck were.


      Is her condition getting worse?


      Ren went to Licia in a panic and put a hand to her forehead.


      “Thank goodness. You don’t have a fever.”


      He had a gentle and relieved expression. Licia felt her heart pounding at the sight.


      “Th-That’s not what I’m getting at!” she protested, rattled.


      “Huh? Then what’s wrong?”


      “T-Tell me one thing!”


      Ren nodded. Licia then took a deep breath and calmed down a little.


      “Ren, you’re hiding something from me, aren’t you?” she asked, looking straight into his eyes.


      What’s this all of a sudden?


      Ren cocked his head at the unusual question.


      “I’m aware now isn’t really the time to be asking this,” Licia continued. “I can’t help but think about it, though. Please, tell me... R-Ren, why were you holding on to it so dearly?”


      Overcome by shyness at the very end, Licia stumbled over her words. She’d made a mistake, though.


      What does she mean by that?


      Ren had no idea what she was talking about and put on a smile.


      “Oh, come on! Don’t make me say more than that! You know what I’m asking, don’t you?! That thing in your room!”


      “I still don’t really know what you’re talking about...”


      A possibility did come to mind. There was something in Ren’s room that, judging by the context, was related to a recent conversation they’d had. It could only be one thing.


      Ohhh, she must be talking about magicite.


      After all, Ren was currently holding some empty magicite. He didn’t know why she would find any fault in that, though. His mind drifted to thoughts of Mireille and Roy. In the past, Mireille had once expressed bafflement over Roy’s infatuation with magicite.


      Do I look like I’m obsessed with magicite too?


      Now that he thought of it, he’d had several pieces of empty magicite in his room too. It was easy to see how that could be interpreted as a weird hobby.


      It doesn’t seem like she’s seen me absorbing power from them or anything.


      Relieved, Ren met Licia’s eyes. He wanted to answer her question, but still had no intention of telling her about his skill. So, he tried to come up with an excuse.


      In contrast, Licia’s heart was pounding under Ren’s gaze. She placed both her hands over her heart and feigned composure to try and hide it.


      “You could say I was infatuated at first sight,” Ren explained, deciding to go with having an obsession with magicite.


      It seemed suitable for a boy and Roy had been the same during his youth. It also seemed right for the heir to a family of knights.


      “I-I-I-I-I-I-Infatuated...?!”


      However, Licia covered her face with both hands, her cheeks turning bright red. She peeked up at Ren through her fingers.


      “Augh... You don’t have to say that straight to my face... It’s cheating to say such a thing out of the blue...”


      “Forgive me, but it’s the truth.”


      “I-I get it already! I heard you the first time!”


      Flustered, Licia averted her eyes. Ren interpreted this as her getting tripped up by Ren’s fixation on magicite, whereas Licia was forming an entirely different misunderstanding as she turned her back to him in embarrassment.


      Hmmm... Maybe I shouldn’t have left all that empty magicite in my room.


      It was fairly common for both men and women to spend too much time staring at gems. Magicite, however, was more of a mineral. It came from dead monsters, so maybe it was a little different in that respect.


      I’ll be more careful in the future.


      Seeing Licia glancing his way, Ren reevaluated his twisted sense of aesthetics. She still wasn’t facing him, but he addressed her anyway with all sincerity.


      “Being infatuated and keeping such a thing are different matters, I see. My lady, I’ll avoid doing anything of the sort from—”


      “I-It’s fine! J-Just do as you like!”


      “Huh?”


      Still flustered, Licia turned around, her face bright red. Ren was extremely confused. Wasn’t it wrong to collect empty magicite? Wasn’t that what she’d just implied? He stared back at her blankly.
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      Then, Licia shyly muttered, “My name...”


      “Hm?”


      Tears pooled in her sapphire eyes. She remained undaunted by her intense shame and shouted, “Come on! I don’t like using this as a reason, but what else can I do after hearing that?!”


      “Um, what do you mean?”


      “D-Do I have to spell it out?! Fine, if that’s what it takes! You can call me by my name!”


      Licia’s voice was carried away on the wind and faded into the prairie. To the very end, the misunderstanding between them remained unresolved.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      That same day, as night approached and a far more familiar forest expanded around them, Licia raised her voice in joy.


      “Ren! Clausell City will soon be in sight!”


      Her condition and complexion had improved considerably thanks to Ren. Her voice was also far more energetic than before. Still supporting her on horseback, Ren was delighted to see her so lively.


      Things are going smoothly.


      He wanted to believe they were safe now after coming this far.


      “Hey! Ren!”


      “Yes, yes, what is it?”


      “After we get over the hill beyond the forest, we’ll be able to see Clausell!”


      “Meaning we’re safe now?”


      “Yes! Knights from my house should be there. We’ll have to ask about your family too!”


      It seemed their destination was just that close.


      “On that note, how long until we’re out of the forest?” Ren asked.


      “Ummm, it really should be just a little farther... Sorry. We came from the side of the Baldr Mountains, right? I haven’t really been down this path...”


      It seemed the path Ren and Licia were using wasn’t one of Leomer’s well-maintained roads. They didn’t extend all the way to remote regions, instead only servicing the paths from town to town. Where the roads weren’t maintained, travel was far more difficult. Because of that, very few people went this way.


      That explains why we haven’t bumped into anyone.


      “It would’ve been nice to be able to use the roads,” Ren commented.


      “True... But we came from Gieven Viscounty, so there’s no helping that.”


      They’d wanted to be in populated areas as much as possible, but there really wasn’t much they could’ve done. They were pressed for time and couldn’t take any detours to find such routes. The only choice they’d had was to hurry onward so that their efforts didn’t go to waste.


      However, shadows hung over even the smoothest paths. Time passed by in a flash and red light peeked through the trees overhead. All around them, the sound of several horses could be heard from afar, trampling hooves approaching from the front, rear, left, and right. Before long, those responsible had surrounded Ren and Licia.


      “Thank Elphen we found you.”


      The one addressing them was the knight Viscount Gieven had sent to Ren’s village. He was the first familiar face they’d seen since they’d started their escape two weeks ago. Normally, that would’ve been worth celebrating. However, Ren and Licia were as wary as possible. Ren was ready to draw his blade at a moment’s notice and made sure he could protect Licia.


      “Baron Clausell turned to us for aid and we have been searching for you two,” the knight explained.


      “For us...?” Ren asked.


      “Yes. Come now. Let us get away from here. We shall guide you to safety.”


      It was impossible to believe him, but Ren and Licia were completely surrounded. It was entirely possible there were even more knights hiding out there that they couldn’t see. The knights had no intention of letting the two of them go.


      Should I fight or run?


      The latter would be overwhelmingly preferable, but Ren wanted proof that Viscount Gieven had ordered the attack on his village. He couldn’t let this chance encounter go to waste.


      “Ren,” Licia whispered so that only he could hear.


      She turned to look at his expression. He could tell she was thinking the same thing.


      “We’ve come this far already,” he told her. “Let’s do what we can.”


      “Are you sure? It might be dangerous for you.”


      “It’s a little late to worry about that. Given the situation, I’ve long resolved myself for this... Anything we say will lead to a dispute, anyway.”


      Licia smiled. “Mind leaving it to me?”


      Her voice was commanding. The knights surrounding them grimaced. They were starting to put themselves on guard from all the whispering.


      “You’ll do,” Licia said to them.


      “Hrm? Me?” said the knight Ren had recognized.


      “Yes. I’ll decide whether we go along with you based on your answer.”


      Licia then fished through the bag hanging off the side of the horse and pulled out the beast tamer’s necklace, holding it out to the knight.


      “Take a look at this,” she said. “Do you recognize it?”


      “I do not,” the knight answered after a short pause.


      “Oh? Your brow twitched for a moment there.”


      “I do not recognize it. What is it supposed to be?”


      She wasn’t accusing him of playing dumb. She was only fishing for information.


      “This is a magitech device that belonged to the bandit who abducted us,” she elaborated.


      “Is that so?”


      “Hmmm... You don’t seem all that interested.”


      “That isn’t the case. Please entrust it to us as evidence.”


      “No, I’m going to have the merchant’s guild look into it later.”


      “Wuh?”


      Viscount Gieven’s knights were all struck dumb in unison. Ren was actually bewildered too, but kept his mouth shut and listened.


      “I became acquainted with the guild chief the last time I was in the capital,” Licia went on. “I believe it’ll work out.”


      “A-And what will that accomplish?” the knight asked.


      “All kinds of things. Like...finding out which merchant sold this, who owned it beforehand, and any and all information about it.”


      “Impossible... Have you considered how many magitech devices are in circulation across Leomer?”


      “True. But this is definitely valuable. Unlike standard devices, it wouldn’t be strange for someone to have an idea about it.”


      This was a bluff, but Licia’s words had a certain persuasiveness to them. A small wave of unease ran across the group of knights.


      “Once we know all that, we’ll be able to find out if the bandit acquired it on his own or was given it by someone else,” Licia continued. “If it happens to be the latter, no matter the circumstances, the person in question will be judged in court.”


      “Wha—?!”


      “It’s only natural, isn’t it? Whoever gave him this tried to bring us down. Don’t you agree?”


      A wave of tension ran through the air. Ren and Licia wore masks of calm to hide it, but the knights had long lost any such composure. They were all exchanging glances among themselves.


      “Can you really find all that out?” Ren whispered.


      “No way,” Licia answered quietly. “Viscount Gieven is no fool. He’s obviously been careful. We may have a chance if a major noble sides with us, but... Relax, even given the slightest doubt... Look.”


      “Then it must be very important,” the knight said, his tone suddenly firm. “Please entrust it to us.”


      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Licia told him. “I have no obligation to hand it over to you. This is my house’s territory to begin with. What happened in this boy’s village is also under our jurisdiction.”


      “But—”


      “Haaah... That’s enough,” Licia sighed, cutting him off. “I don’t want to be protected by knights who can’t see reason. There’s no point talking to you any more about this. Come, Ren, let’s go.”


      Ren pulled on the reins. Seeing this, the knights hesitated.


      “You must need an escort!” their leader protested.


      “That won’t be necessary,” Licia responded. “The city isn’t far from here and I can’t trust any guard aside from him.”


      “Ugh... But...”


      He tried to keep up the act, but finally resolved himself to drop it.


      “Sorry, you’ll be coming with us regardless!” he declared.


      The horses moved to cut off Ren and Licia’s escape.


      “Ren, I’ll take responsibility,” Licia said. “Get the horse moving. If they try to stop you, draw your sword!”


      “Understood!” Ren acknowledged. “Please leave it to me!”


      He spurred the horse and got it running as fast as he could. He tried to slip past the knight blocking his way. The knight drew his sword and attacked with a horizontal slash. Ren’s Metal Magic Sword intercepted it, gouging a chunk out of the knight’s blade. Ren’s return stroke cut the back of the man’s hand.


      “You little...!”


      Nevertheless, the knight stubbornly reached a hand out. Licia responded by unleashing a blinding flash and burning the knight’s hand with white fire.


      “Thank you, foolish knight,” Licia said, smiling at him sweetly as their horses crossed paths. “Because you just tried to lay a hand on me, I may be able to drag Viscount Gieven to court on an entirely separate matter.”


      “Grrr...! After them! Don’t let them escape!” the knight howled.


      They were basically admitting they knew who the magitech device belonged to and how Viscount Gieven was related.


      They lost the moment they believed her story was possible.


      They’d failed to see through Licia’s bluff about having a connection with the merchant’s guild. From that point, the magitech device became far more meaningful. Considering that possibility, they no longer had any choice but to capture Ren and Licia by any means necessary. They must’ve lost their composure before Licia’s noble countenance. It made it seem like every last one of her words had been the truth. The knights were sweating now.


      “Don’t kill them! But capture them at any cost!” the lead knight yelled. “Ugh... The rest of you, after them! I’ll make haste to Clausell and report to the viscount!”


      The one Ren recognized looked desperate as he split off from the group.


      This must’ve been her plan from the very beginning.


      Ren groaned at the thought.


      “We now have confirmation that Viscount Gieven is related to the beast tamer,” Licia said. “All that’s left is to be able to explain the viscount’s misdeeds here as well. They tried to lay a hand on me, after all.”


      There was no way of gathering enough evidence, so she’d used the situation to find fault with the viscount in an entirely different way.


      “What did you plan to do if we didn’t bump into them?” Ren asked.


      “I was sure we would,” Licia answered. “The beast tamer let us get away. It’s only natural for them to search the entire area with a fine-tooth comb.”


      “That does make sense.”


      Ren nodded, getting rid of the Metal Magic Sword and summoning the Wooden Magic Sword so he could use nature magic. Roots and vines obstructed their pursuers, quickly allowing Ren’s horse to put some distance between them. The angry roars behind them got farther and farther away.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Time continued to pass without allowing Ren any proper rest. He made his way toward Clausell City, sometimes outpacing their pursuers and other times avoiding the knights lying in wait ahead of them.


      The sky overhead was pitch black. Having kept this up for several hours, Ren was exhausted in both body and mind. The horse’s steps were also getting heavier from fatigue. Regardless, stopping would lead to them quickly being surrounded. They were somehow managing with very brief breaks every now and then.


      Just a little longer. We should try to hang in there.


      Ren stroked the horse’s mane and it neighed briefly in response. This horse had belonged to the beast tamer, but at some point, a sense of fellowship had formed between it and Ren.


      “If it comes to it, you can just leave me behind,” Licia said.


      “Don’t be stupid.”


      “Wh-Who’re you calling stupid?!”


      “You. Instead of saying stuff like that, think of a way out of here!”


      Ren was staying as polite as he could, but that didn’t mean much. His voice was nowhere near as calm as usual. Due to this desperation, Licia obediently did as she was told.


      “Keep going straight that way!” she yelled. “Don’t stop! Just keep running!”


      “Understood! There’s nowhere else for us to go!”


      At that, he spurred the horse as fast as he could. Even though it had run out of breath long ago, the vigor in its legs was as strong as ever.


      “Isn’t this horse a bit too amazing?!” Ren commented.


      “I’m just guessing, but I think it has monster blood!”


      “That makes sense!”


      The horse kept going and going. An hour passed, then another, and before long...


      “Lady Licia! Is that the hill you mentioned?!”


      They made it out of the forest and a vast hill came into view. Thanks to the cloudless sky and stars overhead, even in the dark, visibility here was far better than in the forest.


      “Mm-hmm! Once we crest the hill, it’s just a short distance to the city!”


      It was the first clear sign of joy in her voice for a while. Ren found himself smiling at the thought.


      Thank goodness...


      Things were going well thanks to the horse’s vigor. They might even be around half a day ahead of schedule. That explained why the viscount’s knights hadn’t caught up. Ren prayed that would remain the case to the very end. And as he did, he furrowed his brow.


      You choose now to show up?!


      As they made their way up the hill, that man came into view. He was seated atop a large rock, resting his cheek on his hand and looking down at them.


      “I figured you’d be coming through here,” the beast tamer said, his voice drowning out the sound of flowers swaying in the breeze.


      He stood up, spreading his arms wide like wings. The wind blew against his sleeves, revealing a complex pattern of sigils on both his arms. He looked up at the night sky, his smile visible beneath his hood.


      “Sorry, but this is the job.”


      The entire hill shook. Protrusions shot up from the earth all over and shrill cries began to echo from underground.


      “I assume you’re not going to surrender,” the beast tamer said. “So, I’ll do this by force. If that doesn’t work, I’ll just have to kill you.”


      Two black vortexes formed behind him and manaeaters came crawling out. The two beasts let out ferocious roars and monsters sprung up out of the earth all around Ren and Licia.


      They’re E-rank at most.


      They were all familiar monsters, but there were far too many of them. They didn’t quite number a hundred, but it was pretty close.


      Following that, voices came from the forest behind them.


      “There they are!”


      It was Viscount Gieven’s knights. However, their shouts quickly turned to screams.


      “Huh...? H-Hey! Why are they coming this way?!”


      “Wait! Stop! We’re on your side! Aaaaagh!”


      They were immediately surrounded by monsters and killed alongside their horses. It was as if a jet-black cloud had devoured them. Screams and the stiff crunching of something breaking resounded over the hill as Ren tightened his grip on the reins.


      “I can’t possibly command them fast enough if you just pop out like that,” the beast tamer declared coldly. “Oh well, it’s no matter, I suppose. They wouldn’t have been of any use, anyway. They’re far more useful as food.”


      He felt no fellowship with the knights. Ren kept his back to the screaming, his narrowed eyes fixed on the beast tamer.


      “Ren, would you lend me a blade?” Licia asked, tension clear in her voice.


      “Sorry, these can’t be—”


      “No, not one of your mysterious swords. The one you used to start the fire will do.”


      “Understood.”


      Ren passed her the shortsword he’d gotten from Weiss. At the same time, the monsters surrounding them charged. Ren pulled on the reins, dodging their attacks while swinging the Wooden Magic Sword.


      “Gyah?!”


      The first monster in front of him let out a cry as he crushed its skull.


      “Eegh?!”


      The second monster, jumping at them from the side, made a gurgling noise as Licia slit its throat. These two had gone down easily, but there was no counting how many were left. Regardless, Ren spurred his horse onward, striking down monster after monster. He used the Wooden Magic Sword to create obstacles in an attempt to maintain the advantage.


      “Hmph. I suppose numbers aren’t enough to compensate for monsters this weak.”


      The beast tamer sighed as he continued observing with disinterest from up high.


      It’s okay. I can fight.


      Monsters continued to fall one after another. Wherever Ren and Licia passed, monsters were left dead in their wake.


      “Ren!” Licia shouted suddenly.


      A large number of monsters were closing in from the front. Ren swung his Wooden Magic Sword, creating thick roots that shot up from the ground. They blocked the monsters’ attacks, maintaining the advantage for Ren and Licia.


      “It’s hard to fight with a blade this short, but it seems to be working out!” Licia exclaimed.


      Her skills had improved since the winter. It was quite reassuring.


      “You’ve gotten better!” Ren shouted back.


      “I have! I wanted to defeat you, after all!”


      Oh yeah, I guess we never sparred because she was sick.


      She wasn’t in top condition. The weapon she was using was far shorter than usual. And yet, none of that mattered. White Saint Licia Clausell was both strong and beautiful. Her technique was as captivating as her noble features, her blade flowing through the air with ease. As he watched the young lady, her back pressed against him, Ren found himself being surprised over and over.


      “You’ve gotten stronger too, haven’t you?!” Licia shouted. “How?! I tried so, so hard!”


      “I-I’m not sure how to answer that...!”


      The two were unexpectedly calm given the current situation. They knew now wasn’t the time for such a casual conversation, but they had to keep their lips moving to maintain their composure.


      “We’re definitely sparring later! You hear me?!”


      “Yes... Of course.”


      Ren’s reply contained many emotions. He absolutely had to get her home. He couldn’t allow himself to lose this fight. He hoped his mother and father were safe. Among all these concerns, a secret thought came to mind as he looked at Licia’s back.


      As long as she’s here, one way or another, it’ll work out.


      Over the course of the battle, he found himself suddenly encouraged by her presence. And this feeling went both ways.


      So long as he’s here, I won’t lose.


      She, too, felt supported by his presence. She had, of course, trusted Ren before this, and he’d been the driving force behind her improvement. That emotion had grown much stronger, rousing her heart in the midst of battle.


      “In that case, how about you just live at my estate once we reach Clausell?!” she said.


      “A-Again with the sudden suggestions! Why?!”


      “Then we could spar every day! And whenever Weiss and my father get angry with me, I’m sure you’ll be kind to me! Hup!”


      Licia swung her shortsword around while she talked. The monster corpses around them were already beyond counting. However, sensing the presence in front of them, she let out a helpless sigh.


      “Would you mind taking care of that one?” she asked.


      It was a worm several times the size of their horse. It split the earth, its maw opening like a pair of scissors as it closed in.


      “Please leave it to me.”


      Ren didn’t falter. The Wooden Magic Sword vanished and he summoned the Metal Magic Sword. Gripping the reins tightly, he spurred the horse straight toward the worm. He slashed as they crossed, the wind pressure unleashed by the attack reaching even the beast tamer on his distant perch.


      “Wha—?! I-Impossible...!” he exclaimed in shock.


      Licia also swallowed hard at this sight. Ren had never displayed such overwhelming strength during their matches.


      “Hey...”


      The worm collapsed, causing a minor tremor. Its body was split vertically in two, its fluids soiling the ground and letting off a peculiar stench.


      “Haven’t you gotten way stronger than I have?” Licia commented.


      “Y-You honor me with such praise.”


      “We’re definitely sparring when we get back!”


      “Understood,” Ren agreed, smiling wryly.


      However, at that moment...


      “Skreee!”


      The manaeaters shrieked as if pleading with their master.


      “Ha ha, I suppose it’s about time,” he said, gently petting the two beasts.


      His voice resonated coldly over the vast hill. It was perfectly obvious why he was choosing to make a move now. He’d been waiting for Ren and Licia to tire themselves out and was relying on the manaeaters to bring him victory.


      However, Ren and Licia showed no signs of despairing. Unwavering valor was clear in their eyes as they remained focused on the beast tamer.


      “Tell me the truth, Ren,” Licia said, using the brief reprieve between monster attacks. “Do you think we can win?”


      “I’ll do my best.”


      “That’s not what I’m asking. Don’t hide it. What’s the truth? The actions I’m about to take will change depending on your answer!”


      “I don’t understand...”


      “Enough! Can you win or not?”


      Ren didn’t want to waste any time either, so he answered honestly.


      “If those two come after us, our victory will become extremely uncertain.”


      Thinking over it once more, he remembered that manaeaters were considerable even among D-ranks. His answer didn’t cause Licia to despair, though.


      “I’m glad I asked,” she muttered, despite this being quite the crisis. “Ren, do you remember?” she added. “I’m technically a saint.”


      “Of course. I mean, there’s nothing ‘technical’ about it. You’re the genuine article.”


      “So long as you understand. Let’s get started, then.”


      Several small balls of light took shape in her hand. As they melted away into Ren’s body, they brought about a definite change.


      “Thank goodness...” Licia exhaled. “This is my first time using it on someone else, but it looks like it worked.”


      It reminded Ren of the power she’d used on the day of their first meeting.


      “Holy magic?” he asked, swallowing hard.


      Licia nodded.


      It’s this amazing?


      Holy magic’s buff elevated one’s stats beyond recognition. Ren’s body felt lighter than it did on the best of days. The power filling him knew no bounds. It gave him a sense of omnipotence that he’d never experienced before.


      “Sick ’em. Today, you may fight to your hearts’ content.”


      “Skreeee!”


      The beast tamer pronounced Ren and Licia’s death sentence, and the manaeaters screeched in response.


      The two monsters were each the same rank as a wolfen thief. The manaeaters spread their wings and soared through the night sky. However, to Ren’s eyes, their movements looked incredibly slow.


      I can do this! I can fight! No... I can win!


      Ren now had the strength to back such confidence.


      “Sorry, mind if I focus on my magic?” Licia asked.


      “Go ahead. I’ll definitely beat them!”


      At the time, Ren didn’t notice that Licia’s body was burning with fever or that she was sweating much like she had been the other day when she’d been in poor health. Her voice was also somewhat weaker. Normally, Ren would notice these sorts of things, but he was too focused on the beast tamer.


      “Grrrr!”


      Monstrous animals leaped in from the sides, but with the Metal Magic Sword in hand, Ren easily bisected them all. To the average observer, this looked the same as before, but Ren could see a clear difference. Not only were his muscles much stronger, but the Metal Magic Sword’s blade was even remarkably sharper. He felt confident that, like this, he could cut anything in two.


      “Impossible... How can you possess such power?”


      The beast tamer was struck dumb. Ren’s presence seemed like it could no longer be contained in his small frame. He wasn’t fighting like a boy his age. Without thinking about it, the beast tamer took a few steps back as Ren overwhelmed the monsters and got closer.


      “Skreeee!”


      Even so, the beast tamer was confident in the manaeaters’ strength. One descended like a bird of prey from overhead, far too fast for the human eye to follow. It opened its jaws wide and shrieked. There was no reacting to an attack made with such speed and timing. However...


      “Outta the way,” Ren murmured coldly, swinging the Metal Magic Sword toward the sky. It was hard to see in the darkness of night, but pitch-black fluids scattered into the air from the manaeater’s torn wing. The beast spun out of control, crashing into the hill.


      In contrast, Ren’s horse hadn’t lost any momentum whatsoever and was charging straight for the beast tamer. The fallen manaeater behind him crawled back to its feet, but Ren paid it no mind.


      “Burn him! Burn him to ashes!”


      At its master’s command, the other manaeater spat hellfire. The night wind immediately turned into a heat wave raining down on Ren from above, but he didn’t slow down.


      Keep running...!


      The only way of escaping the heat was to reach the beast tamer. Ren clutched the reins tighter, but he wasn’t going to make it. The fire was too fast. Just as he was about to give up, Licia held a hand up to the sky and a veil of white light formed above the horse.


      “Go...! I’ll protect you...!” she yelled as the flames slammed down, cracking the veil. “Gh!”


      Licia’s body was shaking hard. The veil quickly shattered like a sheet of ice over a lake. As for the hellfire...it stopped just short of its target.


      “No way!”


      The beast tamer was struck dumb once more. Up in the sky, the manaeater writhed in frustration.


      “Lady Licia! Thank y—”


      That was when Ren finally realized everything that was wrong with Licia.


      Don’t tell me...


      Despite her poor condition, she’d used too much mana.


      “Lady Licia...!”


      “I’m fine...! Don’t worry about me...!”


      She turned a stouthearted smile back his way. Dangerous as it was for her to continue expending her mana, Licia had no intention of stopping. If she didn’t use her holy magic, the two of them would die.


      “I see...” the beast tamer muttered. “That’s the saint’s power! Holy magic! Is that the reason behind Ren Ashton’s strength too?! That explains everything! Ha ha ha... That was quite the shock!”


      They closed in on the rock where the beast tamer was waiting. Ren gripped the Metal Magic Sword tight and strained his eyes.


      “Stay shocked!” Ren yelled. “I’ll end it right here!”


      The horse kicked off the ground and leaped into the air. As he reached his target, Ren brandished his blade overhead.


      “It’s over, beast tamer!”


      The Metal Magic Sword drew a line from the beast tamer’s collarbone, down his chest, and straight through his abdomen. However, the cut was too shallow. Crimson blood sprayed into the air, but the beast tamer had taken half a step back right before the blade could tear through him. No, to be precise, Ren’s body had shifted backward slightly at the moment of impact.


      What was that...?!


      He thought maybe a manaeater had pulled him back, but that wasn’t the case. As his mind raced, his horse ran down the other side of the boulder, unable to slow its momentum.


      “Haaah... Haaah...”


      Licia gasped for breath, her condition deteriorating rapidly. She leaned back against Ren as he bit his lip hard. Feeling guilty that he’d failed to finish the beast tamer, he apologized to her.


      “Don’t...” she said. “It’s not your fault...”


      It felt like a dagger to his heart.


      “Dear me, that was close,” the beast tamer said.


      Ren looked up at him in shock. Seeing the remnants of the vines that had pulled him back, Ren grimaced.


      “You’re...”


      “Heh heh heh... Try not to push me so hard, will you?” the beast tamer said. “I haven’t broken the seal yet. Using nature magic without my staff is quite burdensome. I nearly passed out from that.”


      That was why he hadn’t put too much effort into the chase and had instead placed his bets on fighting in this spot.


      Because I broke his staff?


      Ren’s blade had torn open the beast tamer’s robes, revealing his face. His long golden hair fluttered behind him in the wind, his noble features highlighted by a sneer.


      Ren recognized that face. Despite this being their first time meeting, he knew the beast tamer’s name.


      “That explains why you’re no mere beast tamer and why you can even use nature magic...”


      “Hmm, you speak as if you know of me.”


      Ren did know, but was there any point in telling him that? Demonstrating that knowledge wouldn’t be an advantage in this fight, but nor would it be a disadvantage. So, Ren smiled daringly, trying to shake the man with a petty act of revenge.


      “What are you doing here, Yalekuq?” he said confidently.


      “How do you know my name?” the beast tamer asked, clearly shocked.


      “What a good question.”


      Both astonishment and irritation were written on Yalekuq’s face.


      Beast Tamer Yalekuq was an elf born with a sadistic nature. In his past, he’d killed several of his own people. By all rights, he should’ve been executed, but the elves of this world didn’t practice capital punishment. Instead, they’d sealed away a significant portion of his powers and exiled him.


      In The Legend of the Seven Heroes, Yalekuq was after a certain person’s wisdom to undo the seal: the one said to be the world’s most powerful mage, the headmistress of the Imperial Military Academy.


      However, Yalekuq failed to defeat her. That was why he went after her students instead, attacking the protagonists while they were away from the academy on extracurricular activities. His plan was to take them hostage.


      It went without saying that Yalekuq wasn’t Leomeran. Those born in Leomer were judged by Leomer’s law regardless of race. Yalekuq was born on another continent. He did his work while keeping his identity a secret.


      I’m more shocked about this than you are.


      Ren had thought about Yalekuq several times since his reincarnation into this world. The first time had been when he’d learned that the Wooden Magic Sword allowed him to cast lesser nature magic. The second had been during the fight against the wolfen thief, when he’d used Yalekuq’s combat style as a reference. It was quite a strange coincidence for the boss he’d been using that way to appear before him like this.


      “I guess you messed up by deciding to manipulate the wolfen thief,” Ren told him. “After all, my dad and I defeated it and enriched the Clausell Barony.”


      “It’s true that I agitated the monsters in that region to be more aggressive, but the presence of that particular monster was no more than a coincidence,” Yalekuq said, before adding with a sneer, “I will admit it was ridiculous to unleash such a valuable monster, though.”


      Well, yeah. If he knew it was there, he could’ve made a load of money off it... Anyway, this explains why the little boars have been behaving so differently from usual.


      Yalekuq had instigated monsters like that even before Ren’s birth. His power could manipulate D-rank monsters or drive them mad.


      But why is he working for Viscount Gieven...?


      Even as he gave thought to such things, Ren turned his sword toward a manaeater.


      “Skreeee! Graaaah!”


      The monster was wary of the Metal Magic Sword, keeping more of a distance than before. It shrieked and made no move other than to swipe at the air, but it was still a D-rank monster. Ren couldn’t let his guard down.


      “Whatever!” Yalekuq shouted. “There’s no need for mercy! Burn him alive!”


      The manaeater opened its jaws once more and spat hellfire. However, perhaps due to fatigue, it had nowhere as much force as last time. Ren’s horse was able to escape its range on its own.


      “Tch! What’re you doing?!” Yalekuq swung his arm in a wide arc, clearly irritated.


      Seeing the sigils on the beast tamer’s arm, Ren muttered in understanding.


      “I get it now. You made a deal with Viscount Gieven!”


      “Wha—?!”


      “You wanted intel on someone who can dispel your seal, right?! It’s no simple feat to undo the seals the elves carved into your arms!”


      Yalekuq’s eyes grew wide at the confidence in Ren’s voice.


      “How do you know all that?!” he yelled.


      “I’m not telling! I know a whole lot more too! You’ve been on a journey across the entire continent looking for a way to break that seal! That’s why you even became an adventurer!”


      The sigils on Yalekuq’s arms weren’t tattoos. They were a powerful seal. They stole his mana and degraded his stats considerably. Without his staff to support him, it was extremely difficult for him to wield both of his skills at once.


      That doesn’t change what I have to do, though.


      Ren readied his Metal Magic Sword.


      “Haaah... Haaah...”


      Licia panted in agony. Ren had to end this battle as soon as possible. He held his blade out to the side and spurred his horse back toward the boulder. He closed his eyes, took a deep, deep breath, then unleashed a series of slashes, carving the boulder into pieces in a blink of an eye and destroying Yalekuq’s foothold.


      “Damn your holy magic!”


      Yalekuq fell as the boulder beneath his feet turned to rubble. Ren’s horse was at its limit. He gripped the reins, praying for it to hold out just a little longer, then threw himself into the collapsing debris. He cut the rocks that obstructed his way, and finally...


      “It’s over!”


      Ren readied a thrust aimed at Yalekuq’s throat. Perhaps due to exhaustion, Yalekuq showed no signs of using nature magic this time.


      “Ugh... Protect me!”


      Yalekuq commanded the manaeater that still had its wings. It tossed itself between Ren and Yalekuq, blocking the attack that would’ve taken its master’s life.


      “Skreeeee!”


      The Metal Magic Sword ran it through, but it didn’t go down quietly. With its last breath, it rammed Ren’s horse, knocking Licia into the air.


      “Dammit...! Let me make it...!”


      Ren was also knocked off the horse. He pulled Licia in close as they went airborne. The two tumbled across the ground. Fortunately, the monster corpses all over cushioned their fall. The horse had also fallen a short distance away. It was favoring one leg, but wasn’t seriously injured. It seemed its monster blood made it rather sturdy.


      “Ugh... Lady Licia! Are you all right?!”


      She was alive, but unconscious.


      Her holy magic is vanishing... She hit her limit...


      Ren’s heart raced. One manaeater was down, but if Yalekuq had the capacity to summon a new one, Ren would be in serious trouble. He started to panic as the scales began tipping against him. However, a light at the end of the tunnel immediately came into view. Yalekuq was on his knees next to the fallen manaeater.


      “Got him...”


      They were too far for Ren to see clearly, but there was a wound on Yalekuq’s shoulder that went all the way down to the bone. The manaeater had been unable to fully obstruct Ren’s thrust.


      “Heh... Heh heh...”


      Even with blood pouring from his shoulder, Yalekuq laughed.


      “Ha ha ha... Ha ha ha ha! What a lot of blood! Is it all mine?!”


      He screamed in exhilaration as the other manaeater crept up against him. Sensing its master’s imminent demise, it menaced Ren with a glare.


      Yalekuq’s behavior was far too bizarre. He continued laughing, his eyes bloodshot, sending goose bumps running down Ren’s skin.


      “I haven’t killed enough. I wanted to undo these seals that have encroached all the way to my bones and make up for all the killing I’ve missed out on... Alas, at this rate, I won’t be able to kill again.”


      “That’s right,” Ren said. “I told you... It’s over.”


      Ren was at his limit too, though. That was why he didn’t approach Yalekuq and the manaeater protecting him.


      “It’s over...? I can’t kill anymore...?” Yalekuq muttered. “No. I still can.”


      He turned a vulgar smile toward Ren—toward the unconscious Licia.


      “I wonder why?” he continued. “When I look at someone on the verge of death, I feel indescribable pleasure. It brings far greater ecstasy than bedding and climaxing with a woman.”


      “And what about it?”


      “Heh... Heh heh... Nothing, really... I just wanted to express my love for killing.”


      His next words were unbelievable. It was a suicidal act. And yet, his voice was so unbelievably calm.


      “Devour my arms, my manaeater.”


      Ren doubted his ears. He was at a loss for words. For a moment, the manaeater hesitated to obey, but upon being urged once more, it bared its fangs against its master. The sound of tearing meat and crunching bone resounded over the hill. In no time at all, Yalekuq’s right arm was gone, and the manaeater turned its jaws toward the left.


      “Aaaaaah! Ha ha ha ha ha! It hurts! It hurts so much! I can’t take it! Ha ha ha! I’m being eaten! My arm is being eaten! It hurts so damn much!”


      It was strange. As Yalekuq was devoured, the manaeater’s body grew bigger and bigger.


      What’s going on...?


      Shortly after, Yalekuq’s mad, emaciated expression morphed into a fearless grin. At the same time, the manaeater suddenly stopped growing.


      “Aah... Thought so...! This damnable seal...!”


      The elves’ seal had gone all the way to the bones in Yalekuq’s arms. However, even with his arms gone, the seal remained. Technically, a part of it had been undone, but only a very small one. Ren believed Yalekuq’s plan had failed.


      “This is the last time! No reason to hold back!”


      However, a root shot up from the ground beneath Yalekuq, aiming right for his chest and penetrating with a dull thud. Only death awaited him now. The sound of something bursting could be heard from deep inside his chest.


      If he does that...


      He was trying to undo the seal by destroying his own body, but he was sure to die before that could happen. In that case, the manaeater would disappear too and Ren would win.


      “A-Aaaaaaaaah!”


      Yalekuq screamed as a faint green light emitted from his chest.


      “Heh... Heh heh...! It was such a valuable potion... Is this all it can do...?! Heh! Heh! It hurts...! It huuuuuurts!”


      It seemed he’d used the roots in place of his missing hands to apply a potion directly into his body. It was apparently valuable, but had only extended his life a little.


      It really had been his final gambit. He couldn’t have much time left. He’d done nothing but desperately buy a few moments just for the sake of trying to kill Ren and Licia.


      Ren couldn’t imagine the madness that would be necessary to burn one’s mind and endure so much pain for such a purpose.


      “Hrm... Grrrr!”


      Shortly after, the enlarged manaeater began eating its dead counterpart. This time, its growth didn’t stop. It grew to ten times its original size, enormous bulging veins running across its muscles. It grew extra limbs, and even extra wings. The fangs peeking out of its jaws were even larger than the horse Ren had been riding.


      It’s like a dragon...


      It resembled an enormous monster Ren had seen in the game.


      “Grrrrr...”


      Flaming breaths puffed from its mouth as it glared at Ren. It arched its back like a cat and began approaching.


      “While...I’m still alive...!”


      Yalekuq’s voice was hoarse, but filled with joy. The roots he’d created to pierce his chest were supporting his body as countless negative emotions swirled around him.


      “Kill...them...!”


      Before Ren knew it, the manaeater vanished from his line of sight. In the next instant, something approached his flank followed by a great gale.


      “Hgh?!”


      Ren shifted his focus toward it and took a stance to protect Licia. At the same time, his bones creaked unpleasantly as he was sent flying through the air, digging a trench through the hill as he landed. Pain he’d never experienced tormented his body as a black shadow closed in.


      “Skreeeeeeeeeee!”


      Ren saw several fangs illuminated by the moonlight. He barely managed to avoid them, but was instead smashed by an enormous arm.


      He broke the seal...?!


      Ren didn’t know the exact mechanism of the elves’ seal. While it had held fast even after Yalekuq had sacrificed both his arms, it seemed piercing his own chest and casting away his life had broken it. By using a valuable potion to extend his life for a brief moment, he was able to maintain that state. He couldn’t have much time left, though.


      “Grrrrrr!”


      The manaeater approached Ren faster than the night wind.


      Ugh... The Yalekuq I know is nowhere near this strong...!


      Yalekuq’s power had remained sealed all throughout The Legend of the Seven Heroes. He hadn’t resorted to anything so drastic in the game. He could only preserve this level of strength until he expired, but that was more than enough time to kill Ren and Licia.


      This manaeater is B-rank...or maybe even higher...


      Ren readied his Metal Magic Sword as the manaeater swung its arm once more. A tremendous impact ran through his blade—one so strong that he had no way of resisting it.


      “Gah?!”


      Ren tumbled across the ground once more, gouging out another trench as he returned to the spot where he’d been protecting Licia. Thanks to him, the manaeater hadn’t set its sights on her yet. Still, even now, she was just lying there, gasping in agony.


      “Lady...Licia...”


      Ren crawled toward her. He wanted to save her even if he didn’t make it out of this himself. Spurred by that desire, he tried to force himself upright.


      “Come on...! Get up...!”


      But he couldn’t. His fatigue and the attacks from the unbound manaeater had pushed his body to its limit. If he could at least buy a little time, Yalekuq was liable to die first. Accomplishing even that was beyond him, though.


      “Ha... Ha ha... It’s...oveeeeeeeer!”


      Yalekuq hoarsely declared his victory. The huge manaeater leaped into the air, opening its jaws and baring its fangs down on Ren and Licia.


      Is this really it...?


      Ren didn’t want to give up. He mustered the last of his strength to try and get to his feet.


      “Thank...you...”


      Just then, he heard Licia’s faint voice. Ren opened his mouth to reply, but no words came out. The pain was too much. However, he was then suddenly freed from that pain. As he wondered what was going on, a veil of white light fell over the two of them.


      “Lady...Licia...?”


      Ren’s voice squeezed out as Licia smiled back at him stoutly.


      “Thank you...for protecting...such a selfish girl...over...and over again...”


      Despite the situation, she smiled. She hadn’t regained her vitality or anything. Sweat poured from her brow and her face was somewhat pale. Regardless, she was beautiful. Even in this moment, the nobility of her features was alive and well.


      “That’s why...”


      Mustering what strength she had left, Licia reached out and placed her hand atop Ren’s. Then, she granted him a warm power. Even though she should have had nothing left, she forced herself to use holy magic for Ren’s sake.


      “Here... A saint can do things like this too... Live...even if I don’t...”


      With those final words of feigned vigor, she passed out. Cracks began forming in the white veil.


      Licia was surely trying to tell Ren to run while he could, but his feet wouldn’t move. Knowing that he would soon die, he felt his legs tremble slightly. Nonetheless, he remained by Licia’s side.


      “Why did things end up like this...?”


      Ren laughed at himself. He’d wanted to avoid his chance meeting with Licia to prevent the future of the game from playing out. So why did he find himself here in this completely unforeseen development? Despite everything, he was still risking his life to protect her. He couldn’t help but laugh.


      “Sorry, Lady Licia.”


      Worn ragged, Ren got to his feet. Unlike just moments before, he managed in an instant.


      “I have no intention of running away and leaving you here.”


      The manaeater wasn’t the truly frightening thing here. The thought that his will might give out and he might decide to abandon Licia frightened Ren far, far more. Strangely enough, as this realization dawned on him, Ren found himself smiling. When had he become so hot-blooded?


      “Like I’d lose after coming this far,” he said, his will holding strong.
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      With his Metal Magic Sword at the ready and his body covered in wounds, Ren looked completely out of his depth. However, his gaze was as keen as a blade as he faced the manaeater charging at him from the other side of the white veil.


      As Ren stood ready to fight, the veil shattered.


      “Skreeeeeeeeeee!”


      The embodiment of brute strength that had been simply toying with Ren—the incarnation of Yalekuq’s true strength—swung its massive arm. The glint of holy magic enveloped Ren’s hands as he swung the Metal Magic Sword in response.


      “Not like this...”


      Its edge caught the manaeater’s attack. The earth shook and buckled under Ren’s feet as he stood in defiance to protect Licia.


      “I’m not letting it end like this!”


      “Grrr?!”


      And then, he repelled the blow. Using the last of the power Licia had shared with him, Ren flung the manaeater back with a strength he could never have normally produced. However, the price was far too high. Ren’s arms dangled at his sides as if his muscles had ceased to function. All strength left his legs, and no longer able to support the weight of his body, he sank feebly to his knees.


      “Move...! This is what we pushed so hard for...!”


      His words had no effect. His body refused to listen. Instead, he finally collapsed, his braceleted arm dropping right next to Licia’s chest.


      Dammit...


      Despite the situation, his eyelids felt heavy. Yalekuq’s jarring laughter was becoming more distant and difficult to hear. Was there really nothing else Ren could do?


      No. I have to buy more time, even just one more second.


      Ren pulled Licia toward him, hoping to buy even a split second, praying Yalekuq would die before her.


      Sorry...


      Tears pooled in his eyes at the thought that this pathetic act was all he was capable of.


      And just then, a light that greatly resembled holy magic glowed from Licia’s chest...and from Ren’s bracelet that was pressed against it. It let out a blinding radiance.


      What...is this...?


      He looked down at his bracelet in shock. There was a familiar line of magic swords...and one unfamiliar one.




      ???? (LVL 1: 1/1)




      Why was there a new magic sword? Why was its name hidden? Ren had plenty of questions, but didn’t give them any more thought.


      I’ll take anything... This is awfully convenient, but if I can use it to save her...


      With that possibility in mind, intent on using any magic sword if it could save her, he commanded the sword whose name he didn’t even know.


      Come! I don’t care what you are! I’ll take any power if it allows me to fight!


      “Graaaaaaaaaah!”


      The manaeater roared, enraged by Ren repelling its attack.


      “This is murder...! My final act of pleasure...!”


      Yalekuq’s jubilant voice resounded in the air. There was only one thing left to do.


      “I’ll take any power if it can protect her...!”


      Suddenly, a blinding flash of golden lightning enveloped Ren and Licia. Ren could tell by instinct that this was because he’d summoned the mysterious magic sword. However, because of the light, he couldn’t even see it. All he could make out was a vague outline of a longsword floating in the air.


      Ren reached out and grasped it. As he did, a beam of pure light, sparking with lightning, pierced the heavens with a gust of white wind.


      Yalekuq’s eyes shot open in shock.


      The enormous manaeater trembled in fear.


      The corpses of all the monsters around them turned into particles of light—as did the enormous manaeater.


      The jaws that would’ve torn Ren and Licia apart were no more, and the particles were all sucked into the giant beam, shooting up into the sky alongside a fierce wind.


      “Heh... Heh heh... This is...imposs—”


      Yalekuq was also swallowed by the light and vanished from the world with no understanding of what was happening.


      The beam eventually faded away, but right before disappearing, its radiance soaked into Ren and Licia, healing them with a mysterious light.


      “Even if...I can only save her...”


      How had he won? What was that magic sword? Before he knew it, the weapon was gone, but Ren didn’t question it. His mind was completely occupied by thoughts of Licia’s safety.


      Before long, right as he let go of consciousness, Ren heard Licia breathing and finally smiled. With that, he let out a long sigh and his eyes closed.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      It was early the next morning, and Baron Clausell, having failed to buy as much time as he’d hoped, was now being escorted out of Clausell City and to the capital. To make his way there, he would have to pass through the neighboring towns, then board a magitech ship in another province. Weiss was not allowed to remain directly at his side either.


      Ever since the trial, his knights’ movements had largely been restricted due to Viscount Gieven’s scheming. This was to keep them from getting in the way, as well as to prevent anyone serving Baron Clausell to search for Ren and Licia.


      The people in the streets watched the procession with bated breath. Riding at the front, Viscount Gieven smiled.


      “Viscount, it’s finally time,” said the knight next to him. It was the man who’d run off to Clausell during the battle with Ren in the forest.


      “All that is left is to take Baron Clausell to the capital,” Viscount Gieven agreed, nodding with a refreshed smile. “After that, the heroists will do the rest.”


      “But Viscount, would you allow me one question?”


      “What is it?”


      “I understand keeping Licia Clausell alive. She can be used as a hostage to threaten Baron Clausell, and besides that, if the saint is married into the heroists, we can also pull them into our faction.”


      However, just as before, he couldn’t understand why they had to keep Ren alive. Viscount Gieven had once said that capturing Ren had been the primary objective. To the knight, that didn’t make sense.


      “Some time ago, I happened upon a certain truth,” Viscount Gieven explained, chuckling to himself.


      “What manner of truth?”


      “It really was a mere coincidence. I discovered the connection without meaning to. I also knew it was something nobody else had noticed.”


      “Wh-What manner of connection?!”


      “You’ll find out one day,” Viscount Gieven answered, pleased by the knight’s curiosity. “When I acquire fame among the heroists, when I possess influence to surpass those nuisances above me, you’ll find out.”


      “Ummm...”


      “That is why, until then, I am the only one who will know this truth. More importantly, I have concerns regarding what happened in the forest.”


      The knight next to the viscount had reported what had happened in the forest in front of the hill. The viscount had of course reprimanded him severely for it. However, he’d prioritized capturing Ren and Licia over punishing the knight.


      “You and your men will return to the hill immediately,” Viscount Gieven commanded.


      “Yes, my lord. I’m certain we will be able to capture them.”


      “It’ll be problematic if you don’t. I don’t need any more unseemly failures from you or Yalekuq.”


      “Forgive me...”


      “You may earn my forgiveness by doing your job,” the viscount commanded, his tone firm. “I don’t need to tell you what will happen if you don’t.”


      The knight nodded, saying nothing.


      “We mustn’t forget that light we saw last night either,” the viscount added. “If that was the saint’s power, something may have happened to Yalekuq and the others.”


      “Yes, my lord. I sent out knights during the night to investigate.”


      “Very good. We’re already hard-pressed to outwit the imperialists as it is. Failure is not an option.”


      If any imperialists learned of what was happening, they would interject. The reason that hadn’t happened was because Viscount Gieven had the cooperation of higher nobles to prevent anyone from noticing over the many years he’d planned this.


      That was why failure was absolutely out of the question. And yet, Viscount Gieven’s heart was astir.


      Beyond the open gates, with the sun to its back on the horizon, a single horse slowly approached the city.


      “That’s Yalekuq’s horse...but...”


      Viscount Gieven squinted against the sunlight, but didn’t see Yalekuq himself. His thoughts shifted to the light he’d seen the previous evening.


      “What of the knights you sent to investigate?” he asked.


      “I-I don’t know. They’ve not yet returned...!”


      “Useless... And you call yourselves knights...”


      As Viscount Gieven grumbled in irritation, a horse raced past him like the wind.


      “My lady?!”


      It was Weiss. The viscount’s knights tried to stop him, but failed, and Weiss approached Yalekuq’s horse.


      “V-Viscount! Give us permission to restrain him!”


      “Don’t do anything unnecessary,” the viscount told his knight. “Not one of you can best that man. Let’s see what he does first.”


      He could hear Baron Clausell’s voice from behind too. However, the baron wasn’t free to take any action. Viscount Gieven commanded his knights to secure the perimeter around the baron. As they did, Weiss reached Yalekuq’s horse.


      “My lady! Please forgive me! I shall atone with my very li— L-Lad?!”


      Weiss started by immediately apologizing, but then noticed that Licia was supporting Ren, who was collapsed against her back.


      “No... You did exactly as I ordered,” Licia told him quietly.


      “But—!”


      “We’ll talk later... We mustn’t waste his efforts.”


      Licia didn’t allow Weiss the chance to suggest bringing Ren to the estate. Taking a closer look, Weiss saw that she, too, was completely haggard. And yet, he could say nothing. Passing by him, Licia moved the horse over to the viscount.


      “So, you’re Viscount Gieven.”


      Her voice was shaky, but her eyes harbored a noble strength that Weiss had never seen before.


      “It is a pleasure to meet the saint, but mind your words,” the viscount said. “I am a viscount, and—”


      “Sorry, but I have no intention of extending any courtesy to a criminal.”


      “Oh?” Viscount Gieven sneered, his spirit unyielding before her curious words. “What an interesting thing to say.”


      He urged his horse forward. As he did, Licia brought her own horse to a halt, and Weiss waited behind her as the viscount approached.


      “However, you have it the wrong way around,” Viscount Gieven told her. “Your father is the criminal.”


      “Can you keep up that front after seeing this?” Licia asked, holding out Yalekuq’s magitech device.


      For just a moment, Viscount Gieven’s brow twitched.


      “And that is?” he asked, feigning composure.


      “A magitech device the elf you hired was wearing. I do believe it will reveal a connection to you once investigated.”


      “Ha ha... Ha ha ha ha! And here I was wondering what you would say! A saint, of all people, making such a baseless claim!”


      “Ren and I... Ren’s village was attacked by an elf you hired.”


      “How does any of this relate to me? You don’t mean to claim that this pendant is some kind of evidence, do you?”


      “I’m saying we’ll find out once it’s investigated.”


      Emaciated as she was, Licia lacked her usual quick wit. Viscount Gieven didn’t falter before her accusation. She’d known this would be the case, but the pain was too great for her words to come out the way she wanted.


      “What’s more...we were attacked by your knights in the nearby forest,” she added.


      “My knights? Not men pretending to be my knights?”


      There was no proof. Licia had gotten the knight in the forest to pathetically expose himself by provoking him, but Viscount Gieven remained completely unshaken. He was a very careful man. Listening to this from the side, Weiss was on the verge of drawing his blade. He was so enraged it was a miracle he was able to contain himself.


      “I remember his face,” Licia said. “The knight right next to you turned his sword on me and Ren.”


      “Hmm... Is that true?” Viscount Gieven asked, turning to his man.


      “N-No,” the knight answered. “As you commanded, I was leading my men outside the forest...”


      “And that’s that,” the viscount said. “It seems someone deceived you.”


      “I wonder about that...” Licia muttered. “Would it not be better to properly talk this out and investigate it?”


      “There is no need for that,” the viscount refuted, forcefully bringing matters to a close.


      Things had proceeded far enough for his authority to allow that.


      “Viscount Gieven!” Weiss yelled as the viscount urged his horse forward. “I have been entrusted with the knights of House Clausell! My lady’s words must be carefully scrutinized! I suggest we return to the city to confirm what she has said!”


      “That is unnecessary,” the viscount maintained. “If you insist, you may go to the capital and prepare a trial for it.”


      There were many major nobles in the capital that House Clausell could do nothing against. Even though Licia had made it back on her own and could no longer be used as a hostage, the viscount was still sure he could find a new way to use her to threaten the baron. It essentially meant the baron’s defeat. That was why Baron Clausell had bought time to wait for a means of resisting.


      The viscount’s horse moved forward, and just as it passed Licia...


      “Show me your hand...”


      The voice was frail and hoarse.


      “Ren?!”


      “Lad?!”


      He was supposed to be comatose. He didn’t respond to Licia and Weiss’s shocked calls. Still leaning against Licia’s back, he slowly raised his head and reached out a hand. Just like Licia, he was emaciated and his gaze was weak. However, his eyes still overwhelmed Viscount Gieven and the knight next to him.


      “Show me...your hand...!”


      “Wh-Who are you talking to?” Viscount Gieven asked.


      “Your knight... Who else...?!”


      Licia realized his intent. Ashamed by her own lack of composure, she quietly apologized to Ren before taking over. Relieved by the sight, Ren immediately passed out.


      “Show me the back of your hand,” she told the knight. “There should be a wound there that Ren and I inflicted.”


      There wasn’t supposed to be any definitive evidence, but that was exactly what this was.


      “V-Viscount...”


      The viscount was at a loss for words. It was supposed to be impossible for him to be cornered like this.


      “Let’s see it,” Weiss said, approaching the knight.


      “I-I got this while on duty...” the knight protested.


      “I’ll only ask once more. Let’s see it,” Weiss insisted.


      “No! My hand is—!”


      “Show it to me now,” Weiss repeated. “Or else I’ll draw my blade.”


      “E-Eep...”


      Giving up, the viscount’s knight removed his gauntlet. Faced with Weiss’s intensity, he also removed the bandage covering his hand.


      “Hmmm... Just as my lady and the lad claim, you’re wounded.”


      “I-I’m telling you I got this while on duty!”


      “It certainly is possible,” Weiss acknowledged. “However, your bandage is soaked in blood. It is a fresh wound. You don’t mean to tell me it’s all a coincidence, do you? Besides, that white burn looks much like one caused by holy magic.”


      It was far too much of a coincidence. A wave of unrest ran through all those in the area—including the civilians gathered at the gate and the knights in both camps.


      “It seems you didn’t have any good potions to use,” Weiss commented. “But did you know? Wounds inflicted by holy magic leave a scar for a while even with the use of expensive potions.”


      They could make no more excuses at this point. Nevertheless, Viscount Gieven remained steadfast.


      “Ha ha ha ha! Very good!” he exclaimed. “Then let us prepare a new trial to prove my knight’s innocence! Either way, everything will come to light in the capital! The first trial has already ended! There is no changing the fact that Baron Clausell will be brought to the capital!”


      With that, his entire party began moving once more.


      “What can we do...?” Licia muttered, tears spilling from her eyes.


      This was the power of the nobles she loathed so much. She couldn’t stop her tears when faced with the irrationality allowed to those who simply possessed a high rank. The thought that all of Ren’s efforts had gone to waste pained her heart terribly.


      However, just then...


      “Magnificent. How beautiful you two are.”


      Clapping resounded from the gates like the applause of a spectator who’d just finished watching a play. It was completely out of place.


      “Courage worthy of songs, and such noble dignity. This is exactly what it feels like to witness a peerless tale.”


      An aged voice reached the group. Wondering who it could be, everyone turned to look as a single man walked from the gate to stand between Viscount Gieven and Licia.


      “Thanks to that, I am now able to interject. So, to cap off the miracle you two have created, I shall lend a meager hand.”


      It was an old gentleman wearing a tailcoat. He looked very much like a butler.


      “Identify yourself,” Viscount Gieven demanded, hostility clear in his tone.


      The gentleman ignored him and instead looked toward Licia.


      “Saint, please leave the rest to me,” he said.


      “Who are you...?” Licia asked.


      “My name is Edgar. Be at ease, for in admiration of your efforts, I shall provide you one final and minor piece of assistance.”


      “You’ll help...? How...?”


      “I would like to help lower the curtain over the tale you two have woven. The miracle you’ve created cannot be allowed to be trampled upon here.”


      Edgar smiled elegantly, then turned to the viscount.


      “Viscount Gieven, it is an honor to make your acquaintance. I have come to Clausell at my lord’s command.”


      “Then begin by naming your lord already!” the viscount demanded.


      “Forgive my rudeness. As for who my lord is...”


      Edgar had his back turned to Licia, so she couldn’t see what he pulled from his pocket. Viscount Gieven, on the other hand, could see it clearly. It was a jeweled knife embellished with a certain crest.


      “Wha—?!”


      “Oh? It seems I do not need to name him for you to understand,” Edgar observed.


      “D-Don’t be ridiculous! You cur! You’re trying to deceive me!”


      “Making a forgery of a noble’s crest is punishable by death. A man of your standing must understand that well.”


      Licia was dumbfounded. Despite all the evidence they’d gathered, Viscount Gieven had used his authority as a noble to bulldoze his way through. Yet now he was panicking and sweating profusely—why?


      “Now then, members of the imperial court,” Edgar said, ignoring Viscount Gieven and calling on the officials accompanying him. “My lord has given me the freedom to act if I found anything about this trial to be amiss. He has also given me permission to speak in his name.”


      “I-I understand... As for the crest you bear...” one of the officials responded.


      “Yes. There is only one noble with such a crest. My lord has found too many inexplicable points concerning this trial and proposes a reexamination be conducted here in Clausell.”


      “B-But!”


      The officials didn’t obey immediately, perhaps because they were heroist supporters. However, Edgar’s next words gave them no choice but to give in.


      “My lord owes a great debt to House Clausell and the boy Ren Ashton. So, now that things have come to this point, he wishes to lend them his aid to the very end.”


      Licia and Weiss had no idea what was going on, but this was enough to convince the officials. Viscount Gieven had also turned as white as a sheet. Edgar walked up to the viscount, then whispered so that only he could hear.


      “It seems you find it utterly baffling that my lord has taken action.” Despite his friendly smile, his voice was as cold as ice. “The miracle they’ve created has spurred my lord to assist them with everything he has.”


      “Impossible... That’s nowhere near enough for him to lend them his aid...!”


      “Indeed it is. To add to that, Sir Ren Ashton is responsible for saving a certain someone’s life... Ahh, yes. You mentioned something about outwitting us earlier, yes?”


      With those last words, Edgar walked back into Clausell City.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      When Ren woke up, at first, he just felt like he was being blinded. Then, he felt the soft bed under him, followed by a slight pain that ran through his whole body, making his mouth twitch just a bit.


      “Lie still. The pain won’t have fully subsided yet.”


      He turned toward the voice to see a man standing by the window. Ren had never met him, but he knew who it was based on his bearing.


      “My lord baron?” he asked.


      Baron Clausell smiled, taking a seat in the chair next to the bed.


      “I am Lezard Clausell. Please just call me Lezard. Now then, I have no idea how to begin to thank you.”


      “There’s no need for that... Where am I?”


      “This is a guest room in my estate. You’ve been asleep in that bed for a month.”


      “A-A month?!”


      “Indeed. An entire month has passed since you arrived in town with Licia.”


      Ren had a mountain of questions to ask. Among all of them, Licia came to the forefront and refused to leave his mind. Perhaps sensing this, Lezard smiled.


      “My daughter is fine...all thanks to you.”


      “Thank goodness...”


      “Take a look. She’s sleeping right at your feet.”


      Carefully, so as not to hurt himself, Ren turned just enough to see Licia sitting on a stool, her upper body prostrate on his bed. The warm light coming in from the window revealed that her complexion was much better than during their escape, and her hair had regained its silky glossiness.


      “Every day,” Lezard said. “Licia has been here nursing you every day.”


      “Forgive me...”


      “There’s nothing to forgive. Licia made all the arrangements. I, too, wish to repay my debt to you.”


      Ren then asked him many questions. He found out that his family would be coming to Clausell City soon, and while many of the villagers had been injured, none had died. House Clausell was lending them all their support until the village could be rebuilt.


      “It is all thanks to you,” Lezard said. “I was able to acquire the assistance of a certain great noble because you defeated that wolfen thief as well.”


      “Ummm... What does that mean?”


      “I’m sure you’ve heard that a wolfen thief’s parts can be used as ingredients for a valuable medicine.”


      Huh? But...


      Shortly after being abducted by Yalekuq, Ren had dreamed about an alternate timeline. He didn’t know for sure whether it was the true history from the game, though. In that dream, the wolfen thief had also been defeated. He wondered how that was any different.


      “The medicine is made from several of its internal organs,” Lezard explained. “However, the organs can’t be used if any of them are damaged. That is precisely what makes the medicine so valuable. The internal organs of the wolfen thief you defeated were completely intact.”


      His praise answered Ren’s doubts. In his dream, the knights had suffered heavy casualties to defeat the wolfen thief. Even with Roy’s sacrifice, they’d been forced into a devastating battle. Unlike them, Ren had defeated the wolfen thief with a single thrust through the head. Thus they’d been able to create the medicine this time.


      “So how did that medicine help?” Ren asked.


      “The lord of the man who helped you that day wanted that medicine for his family. That is why I sold him the materials. In exchange, on top of the fee he paid, I had him promise to help if it became necessary.”


      “Meaning he’s a really major noble...”


      “That’s right. Not even Viscount Gieven can do anything against a marquis.”


      He got help from someone that high up?


      “Oh yes, I have something the marquis wanted to entrust to you... Well, to be precise, it’s from his butler.”


      Lezard reached into his pocket and pulled out a black piece of paper the size of a playing card. He set it down on a small table next to the bed. Seeing the crest on the paper, a certain thought crossed Ren’s mind.


      There’s something familiar about it...


      He couldn’t remember why, though. Ren cocked his head at the strangely flashy crest.


      “I believe his name is Edgar,” Lezard continued. “According to him, it is an invitation to their estate.”


      “F-For me?”


      “Yes. It seems the marquis wishes to meet you... I’d rather not recommend it since he’s an imperialist, but it is near impossible to refuse a marquis.”


      “I don’t believe the son of a country knight is worthy of meeting such a man, though...”


      “Yet you cannot refuse. After all, the medicine made from the wolfen thief you defeated saved the life of the marquis’s daughter.”


      The marquis wanted to meet Ren by all means and thank him. Now Ren could understand why. He could also see why the marquis in question was giving his full support in this trial.


      The complicated part is that they’re in different factions.


      He’d needed an excuse to do so—an excuse good enough for an imperialist to interfere with a heroist. Even if the marquis’s family had been saved, that wasn’t enough for an imperialist to publicly lend his influence to another noble. It was even more difficult for them because Baron Clausell was a neutralist.


      Meaning the information Lady Licia and I acquired was just the excuse they needed.


      Even without it, the marquis had been intent on helping House Clausell behind the scenes. But as Edgar had told Lezard: “Nonetheless, their efforts brought about a far better outcome.”


      “It seems you’ve had a lot of correspondence with the marquis,” Ren observed. “Is his territory nearby?”


      “No, it’s quite far away. This deal was only made possible because we were dealing with a marquis.”


      A marquis was like an existence beyond the clouds. He’d resorted to every means, including the use of magitech ships, to establish this deal. Ren let out a sigh of understanding.


      “Ahh, and there’s no need to be so formal with me,” Lezard said. “I’m not going to fault my daughter’s savior for something so minor as improper etiquette. Speak at ease.” At that, he paused, then added, “Oh, and one more thing... Viscount Gieven is dead.”


      Ren’s eyes went wide.


      “On that day, a new trial was held and I was found innocent thanks to you and Licia. In contrast, several charges were placed against Viscount Gieven, and a trial was to be held in his territory... But that night, he committed suicide using a vial of poison he’d hidden on his person.”


      “Was it really suicide?” Ren asked hesitantly.


      “I’m sure the nobles above him pressured him to do it. Or maybe he gave up on everything and preferred this to being arrested.”


      It was like a lizard cutting off its tail. It was a pretty unpleasant feeling for Ren, bearing witness to such a dark facet of nobility.


      “Furthermore, someone set fire to his estate,” Lezard added. “The many documents we should have been able to procure were reduced to ashes... I would’ve liked to investigate his motives, but the only information we have left is his knight’s testimony.”


      Ren then asked why Viscount Gieven had set his sights on the Ashtons. According to the knight’s testimony, the Ashtons had been very important to Viscount Gieven, but he didn’t know more than that. Ren tried guessing what it could be, but it still remained unclear. His mind wasn’t working as well as he wanted it to since he’d just woken up.


      “Still, thanks to the marquis, nobody will interfere with House Clausell for a while,” Lezard continued. “The marquis is pressuring both the imperialists and the heroists, after all. Even so, I must be more proactive than ever.”


      With that, Lezard walked to the door.


      “We talked quite a bit despite your current condition. It’s about time for me to go. If you’re hungry, I can have a meal brought to you. How about it?”


      “F-Forgive me... May I presume on your kindness?”


      “Ha ha, I said there’s no need to be so formal. I would like you to relax as if this estate were your own home. Allow me to host you at least until your wounds have healed.”


      After Lezard left, Ren let out a sigh and muttered to himself.


      “I never thought I’d come to the Clausell estate like this...”


      He’d spent his life inside that run-down house. After that had been days of an agonizing escape. This mansion was an absolute luxury in comparison. The smallest draft was unimaginable. He was almost afraid of getting used to such an environment.


      “Whatever. I’ll worry about that later.”


      He had no choice but to accept their kindness. With that in mind, Ren sat up, steeling himself against the pain. Sleeping would be boring, so he took as much of a look around the room as he could without pushing himself. The sight of Licia’s peaceful face put his heart at ease. He then shifted his focus to the small table next to him and picked up the black letter.


      “Hmmm...”


      The crest really was familiar.


      “Somewhere in LotSH... Probably the first one...”


      As he continued muttering to himself, Licia slowly opened her eyes.


      “Ren...?”


      She blinked a few times, then sat up and climbed on the bed. She crawled over to Ren’s side, getting close enough for him to count her eyelashes. He was about to say something when thick, heavy tears began spilling from her eyes.


      “I told you to run away...” she said.


      That was what she’d told him to do at the end of the battle with Yalekuq when she’d mustered the last of her strength.


      “Forgive me, Lady Licia. I couldn’t bring myself to leave you behind.”


      “Are you stupid...? I’ve been such a nuisance. You must be mad to risk your life for me.”


      “I’m of perfectly sound mind. I’m always serious.”


      “I’m telling you you’re stupid for being that serious...you dummy.”


      That wasn’t the right way to speak to someone who’d saved her life, but Ren didn’t stop her. Shortly after, keeping in mind the pain Ren was in, she gently placed her head against his chest.


      “I’m sorry...” she said, her shoulders trembling. “It’s all, all my fault...”


      “It was just bad luck. Besides, we saved each other. So that’s enough of that.”


      Ren looked down at Licia, reached an arm around her, and stroked her back. As he did, she leaned more of her weight against him to the point where he could feel her heart beating.


      Ren wondered how many minutes passed like that. When Licia had cried her eyes out, she raised her face, then plopped down next to him. She always acted older than she was, so this was a rare sight. She was quite cute.


      “Lady Licia, are you all right now?” Ren asked.


      “Mm-hmm...”


      “That’s a relief. You were so worn out during the battle. I was really worried... Hm?”


      The moment he spoke those words, Ren remembered the last moments of their fight against Yalekuq.


      What was that power at the very end? If I remember right, my bracelet came down right next to Lady Licia’s chest...


      That was when it had started glowing. It’d been the same reaction as when it absorbed magicite.


      “What is it?” Licia teased. “Why are you staring at me?”


      Noticing that he was being quite rude, Ren averted his eyes bashfully.


      “Sorry, it’s nothing.”


      “Really? That was quite a passionate gaze to be nothing... Is there something about me that you’re curious about?”


      “It’s nothing serious... I was just wondering if there’s magicite inside your body.”


      He figured Licia would laugh it off or be exasperated with him. Ren would’ve been fine with either outcome if it changed the subject.


      “H-Hwuh?!”


      Her reaction, however, was completely unexpected.


      “Wh-Wh-Wh-Wh-Wh-Why do you know that?!”


      Licia wrapped her arms around herself, acting quite her age. Her cheeks flushed red, and her eyes filled with shame and some amount of wariness.


      “Huh...?”


      “Don’t ‘huh’ me! How do you know there’s magicite inside me?! D-Did my father tell you?!”


      “No, he didn’t mention anything about it.”


      “R-Right... There’s no way my father would talk about a saint’s body!”


      “So you really do have it?”


      “Oh come on! You have to ask?! I obviously do!”


      It had to be between her breasts too. That was what she was trying to hide with her arms.


      “Tell me! Who did you hear it from?!”


      “Sorry... I meant it as a joke.”


      Licia immediately understood, letting out a breath.


      “I see... Haaah... That was a real shock...”


      “It seems to be an important secret. Are you sure you can expose it that easily?”


      “It’s fine. I doubt you’ll tell anyone.”


      It was like she had absolute trust in him. She had, in fact, had complete faith in him during their escape. Maybe that was only natural, seeing as she’d entrusted her life to him.


      “I didn’t know that saints have magicite in their bodies,” Ren said.


      “No, even among saints, only those with great power have magicite. But that’s a secret, okay? The only ones who know are the saints’ families and high-ranking priests of the temple.”


      The reason for it being a secret was fairly simple: to protect the saints. By all rights, magicite only came from monsters. If this secret got out, it wouldn’t be strange for some to believe that saints were evil.


      So that unnamed magic sword...


      It had to be a power that had manifested from Licia’s magicite. That was the only logical conclusion. But how did he get power from magicite that was still inside her body? And why was the name obscured? Its tremendous strength was strange too. There were too many mysteries, but there was one truth that was more important.


      “I’ll never tell a soul,” Ren told her. “I promise.”


      Licia nodded in satisfaction, then stood up from the bed.


      “I’ll go to the storehouse,” she said. “You lost your bracelet and shortsword because of me, so I’ll find something suitable to replace them!”


      Now that she mentioned it, Ren wasn’t wearing his bracelet. He’d lent her the shortsword during the fight, but it seemed it had vanished somewhere since then. Licia had the wrong idea about the bracelet, though. It couldn’t be lost.


      “Please don’t worry about it,” Ren told her. “I’ll buy something on my own in both cases.”


      “No way. Like I told you, you lost them because of me.”


      That said, the bracelet had to be the same to hide its role in Magic Sword Summoning.


      “Then at least forget about the bracelet. I actually have another back home. I’ll have my parents bring it over.”


      That was a complete lie, but after telling her it had all been a part of the wolfen thief’s treasure, Licia nodded along, even if she found it odd.


      “Then will you at least accept a shortsword?” she asked.


      “Yes. I’m looking forward to it.”


      Licia broke into a huge grin, then immediately ran off toward the storehouse. Right before she left the room, Ren called out to her.


      “Lady Licia! Please tell me one more thing!”


      “Hm? What is it?”


      “About the crest on this letter! I can’t remember which house it’s from!”


      Licia gave him a troubled smile. It was the crest of a great noble, and an imperialist at that. Licia had opinions about being dragged into the factional conflict and getting help from someone like that.


      “Well...” she began with a sigh. “That’s the crest of the imperialists’ pride, House Ignart.”


      With that, Licia gave him an “I’ll be right back,” and left the room. Ren was left dumbfounded and alone in the room. He ruminated over the name Ignart over and over.


      “Right... Ignart...!”


      It wasn’t just familiar. Marquis Ignart was the final boss in LotSH1.


      “Uuuuuugh...! How did it end up like this?!”


      Now wasn’t the time to be writhing in pain, but he couldn’t help getting a headache.


      Marquis Ignart was responsible for the empire’s great maritime transportation network. His ingenuity was known across many nations. He’d also served in the military for a while. He was a heroic figure who was accomplished in both literary and military arts.


      Due to a certain event in the game, he revolted against the emperor and sided with those trying to resurrect the Demon Lord. Over the course of many years, he tried to destroy the entirety of the Leomer Empire. He was one of the enemies the party fought in the Baldr Mountains—the mountain range Ren had seen just the other day.


      If I recall, he assassinated nobles that got in the way regardless of faction. He even assassinated the third prince that many called a genius and was favored to be the next emperor.


      The more he recalled, the less Ren wanted to get involved with such a noble. However, there was a reason Ren managed to retain some amount of composure: the event that triggered Marquis Ignart’s rebellion against the emperor. The marquis revealed it at the moment of his death.


      “Because the emperor wouldn’t save his daughter...”


      Bedridden with sickness, the marquis’s daughter needed medicine. The ingredients needed to make it were expensive, and among them were parts from a wolfen thief. While Marquis Ignart wasn’t able to find any no matter how much he searched, the imperial family kept some for emergencies.


      However, the emperor refused to hand them over. The ingredients were held in reserve only for the imperial family. The emperor’s decision wasn’t necessarily wrong, but after Marquis Ignart lost his daughter, he resented the emperor for it. This one event was what led the marquis to sell his soul to those plotting to revive the Demon Lord.


      I’m pretty sure there was no quest for it at the guild even in New Game Plus.


      Many players had believed that it was possible to save the marquis’s daughter. However, she passed away while the protagonists were still children, so there was no event to save her.


      Here in reality, that daughter was alive. Ren had saved her.


      “Even if I’m her savior...I really don’t want to get involved...”


      He never thought a noble would set his sights on him like that. Having no idea what to think, Ren collapsed back into bed.


      Suddenly remembering the other matter, he summoned his bracelet and looked at it, but the unknown magic sword was no longer there.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      A little over a week later, Roy and Mireille arrived in Clausell City. Upon being reunited with Ren, they embraced him tightly, then cried with joy for a while longer. After that, the two stayed at Lezard’s estate for several days, which allowed Ren to ask about the state of the village.


      Much as Lezard had already told him, none of the villagers had died. That said, several of the knights had, so he couldn’t honestly rejoice over that fact. Also, several of the buildings had been destroyed by monsters like little boars, so much like the Ashtons, many of the villagers had lost their homes.


      Thanks to the full support of House Clausell, the reconstruction was going well. Roy and Mireille had been spending all this time doing their best to help with it. That was why they had to return to the village as soon as possible. It was a problem if those in charge of the village vanished in the middle of a reconstruction effort. Ren understood this, but still found it sad.


      “Listen up,” Roy said. “We brought some of your stuff that didn’t burn up. If there’s anything you’re missing, send us a letter.”


      “Thank you. But was there really anything among my belongings worth bringing?”


      “All kinds of stuff. Some of the things in your room survived. We brought over that pretty gem of yours too!”


      Roy was likely referring to Selaccia’s Blue Orb. Ren laughed at himself for completely forgetting about it, but didn’t let it show.


      “We also brought some extra clothes and such,” Roy added, placing a wooden box at Ren’s bedside. “It’s all in here. Give it a look through when you’re feeling better. Okay then...Mireille.”


      “Yes. I’d rather not, but we must get going.”


      Their happy family time was coming to an end. Today was the day the two would be returning to the village, so spending too much time here would push back their schedule.


      They’re already leaving...


      Ren was reluctant to part with them and felt somewhat lonely. Dejected, he gave them a weak smile. Seeing this, his parents ruffled his hair over and over.


      “Wh-What’re you doing?!” he protested.


      “Oh dear, he’s shy.”


      “Ha ha, a hero shouldn’t be making a face like that. Don’t worry, we’ll see you again soon.”


      His parents were acting stout, but their expressions were sorrowful too.


      “Dad, mom, thank you so much for coming here when you’re so busy. I’ll head back as soon as I’m better!”


      The two of them returned troubled smiles.


      “Since you’re already here, do some sightseeing in Clausell before you head back,” Roy told him.


      “Yes. You’ve worked so hard,” Mireille added. “You can come back once you’ve relaxed a little.”


      They hugged him once more, then left the estate with faint tears in their eyes. Ren forced himself out of bed to approach the window. He tried watching his parents until their horses could no longer be seen, but lost to a surge of pain and lay back down.


      Trying to escape from his sudden bout of loneliness, Ren reached for the box Roy had left behind. Opening the lid revealed Ren’s belongings, just as expected.


      It’s strange... It hasn’t even been that long.


      The things he’d looked at every day back at home seemed weirdly nostalgic when he looked at them now. Feeling his loneliness abate somewhat, Ren began fishing through the box.


      “Ah.”


      As he did, he found the item Roy had mentioned earlier—Selaccia’s Blue Orb. Ren held it in both hands, the blue haze inside it swaying and intensifying. It felt like power was seeping out of his body through his hands.


      “Huh...? It’s absorbing my mana...?”


      The haze squirmed around even more, and a pale glow akin to lightning darted around inside the orb. Thinking back on it, he recalled that this item could be incubated by offering it a tremendous amount of mana and a great dragon’s horn. With that in mind, it wasn’t particularly strange for it to absorb mana when touched.


      A cold sweat ran down the back of Ren’s neck for a moment, but he shifted his focus to something else. Strangely, a gentle pulsing was being conveyed through his palms. It was as if something were pleading for his attention.


      Upon its birth, it will swear absolute fealty to its master.


      Recalling that description, Ren sighed helplessly.


      “Please don’t start any trouble...”


      As if answering him, Selaccia’s Blue Orb pulsed once more.


      “Mind if I come in?” Licia asked, knocking on the door.


      Ren returned the orb to the box and immediately responded in the affirmative. Licia opened the door and walked up to him.


      “Did you have a good talk with your parents?” she asked.


      “Yes... Oh, thank you very much for everything you’ve done. I hear you even prepared horses and escorts for them.”


      “Don’t worry about it. My father and I can never repay our debts to all of you no matter what we do.”


      Licia had thanked Ren’s parents and had apologized to them as well. The two had of course tried to stop her in a panic, but she’d still troubled them by lowering her head. She’d had no other choice, though. Ren had saved the entirety of House Clausell.


      “So? How are you feeling today?” Licia asked.


      “Much better, I think.”


      “I’m glad to hear it...”


      Silence fell over the pair. Licia took a seat at the edge of Ren’s bed, her back turned to him.


      That magic sword was...


      He’d been thinking about it ever since learning of the magicite inside Licia’s body. That magic sword was powerful—too powerful. So, having somehow discovered its existence, the Ren Ashton in the game might have killed Licia for the express purpose of absorbing her magicite to obtain it. Or maybe there was some other hopeless circumstance behind it.


      As he thought of such things, a certain scene from The Legend of the Seven Heroes came to mind.


      “Wha—?! R-Ren?! What are you doing?!”


      The protagonist looked up in shock at the stage of the Imperial Military Academy’s great auditorium. He ran toward the stage where Ren Ashton held Licia Clausell in his arms, blood flowing out of her chest. Her entire body was limp, clearly showing that she was already dead.


      “Can’t you tell? I just killed her.”


      Ren Ashton replied in a cold voice, the darkness around him hiding his expression.


      If I remember right, he disappeared somewhere while still carrying her corpse.


      Ren had wished to live peacefully in his hometown to avoid that exact future. However, he didn’t regret saving Licia. He was glad he’d risked his life fighting for her.


      What even am I?


      A certain question came to mind. How was the Ren Ashton in his dreams and in the game different from him now? He had no idea why he was here experiencing such a hapless fate.


      “Ren? What’s the matter?”


      Licia’s voice brought him back from his contemplation.


      “You were making a really adult expression,” she said. “What were you thinking about?”


      Ren wasn’t sure how to answer. He had in fact been deep in thought, but all it had done was leave his head in a complete mess.


      “I was just thinking... What am I?”


      He questioned why he was walking a different path from the Ren Ashton in the game, and why his fate seemed so unfortunate. He questioned the hazy distinction between his sense of self and Ren’s.


      “You’re my hero.”


      Licia smiled. She wasn’t laughing at him. It was a gentle smile that enveloped Ren in its warmth.


      “It can’t be anyone else,” she said. “The one who’s here by my side right now is my hero—one that can never be replaced.”


      She placed both her hands against Ren’s cheeks, her voice calm as she continued.


      “You’re also the cruel boy who beat me up the first day we met, and the mean boy who suddenly said such kind things to me afterward.”


      Her words resonated in Ren’s heart. Her voice was filled with emotions that far surpassed the passion she’d once put into that letter. This voice seeped deep into Ren’s being and brought a certain thought to mind.


      I get it now... I’m me, not Ren Ashton.


      The one who existed here now was a different Ren. Ten years had gone by since his birth in this world. Ren had gone through countless experiences to get here, encouraged solely by his own will.


      He was capable of declaring with confidence that it hadn’t come from the Ren Ashton in the game. The same went for the girl next to him right now. The warmth he felt from Licia’s hands against his cheeks didn’t come from the girl in the game. It came from a girl who existed in reality.


      “This is a little embarrassing...” Ren said, suddenly feeling bashful.


      “Don’t be shy,” Licia told him, giggling as she let go. Her cheeks were red too. “Feeling better?”


      “Hm? Did I look like I was feeling down?”


      “Just a little. But now you look the same as ever. Did I help?”


      Licia stood up and walked to the window. She opened it, letting a warm breeze into the room. Her silky hair fluttered behind her and a flowery fragrance wafted over to Ren. As he looked at her back, a certain thought came to mind.


      I guess you can call it this world’s fate... Calling it a scenario doesn’t sit right with me.


      Whatever he called it, it was changing—it was changing at the hands of the irregularity that existed within it, at the hands of the boy Licia called her hero.


      Their chance meeting with Yalekuq wasn’t part of the story. Marquis Ignart’s daughter being alive was also a huge inconsistency. To put it another way, the final boss of LotSH1 had vanished. The mid-boss from the same game—Yalekuq—was gone too.


      So long as I exist in this world, many fates will change, for better or worse.


      He wasn’t a character in the game. So long as Ren made his own decisions, everything would change. That would also shape Ren himself. However, it also hinted at a new problem that could await him in the future.


      Regardless, he felt like things would work out. He believed in who he was now, and so long as Licia was here, he even felt like things would go well.


      “Lady Licia,” Ren said, his voice perfectly clear.


      “What is it?”


      She turned around, still standing at the window. The light forming a silhouette around her seemed so mystical, her lovely smile easily mistakable for that of an angel.


      “I’m Ren Ashton.”


      Licia’s eyes turned to saucers. Then, she plopped her head down on the bed and gave him an enthusiastic reply.


      “Yes. I know.”


      The two exchanged looks as their laughter echoed in the room.


      Now that he’d reincarnated as the mastermind of the story, a hapless fate awaited Ren. This was surely the moment when it all started.

    

  

  
    
      The World’s Greatest Mage


      One day in the headmistress’s office at the Imperial Military Academy, a gentle spring breeze blew through the window, catching a certain woman’s hair. She had a beauty that looked almost out of this world, her features somewhat more mature than those of the students walking around outside. Her skin was a porcelain white, her face like that of a doll. Her abundant curves were covered by a white shirt, her clear voluptuousness maintaining a sense of purity as well. Her golden hair fluttered in the wind as she looked at the newspaper in her hands.


      “Many insist that the beam of light witnessed in the Clausell Barony was the holy work of House Clausell’s saint, but the truth has yet to be verified.”


      “The flash witnessed across the continent was likely the power of a hero.”


      “The light born during the factional conflict was the wrath of almighty Elphen.”


      The woman read through several articles on the same topic, all while wearing a smile on her face. Then, a knock came at the door, and another woman spoke from the other side.


      “Headmistress, excuse me.”


      The woman entered the room. As the headmistress turned her jade eyes from the newspaper over to her, the woman swallowed hard at her beauty.


      “What is it?” the headmistress asked.


      “A problem with our plans.”


      “Whaaaa? Why? I’ve been doing my work properly lately.”


      The blonde headmistress stepped away from the window. She approached the woman, and after setting the newspaper down on a nearby sofa, accepted the documents from her to read over.


      “Ugh... Is this true?” the headmistress asked.


      “Yes. Without a doubt.”


      “Hmmm... In that case, we’ll have to prepare an alternative site...”


      “It’s just as you say. What shall we do?”


      The headmistress hesitated. She folded her arms and let out a weird groan. Even that was picturesque coming from her.


      After several minutes, she finally spoke.


      “I’ve thought of the perfect spot.”


      She walked over to a bookshelf by the wall and pulled out the book she was looking for, knocking some others over in the process.


      “Wh-Whoa?! S-Sorry! H-Help!”


      The other woman let out a small sigh, but still helped return the books to where they belonged.


      “So? What were you searching for?” she asked the headmistress.


      “A map! Look, isn’t this the perfect substitute?”


      “The Baldr Mountains...? The monsters there are only E-rank, so that won’t be a problem. Still, with the dormant mana flowing underground, monsters have a history of being very active in that region.”


      “I-I’ll check it out ahead of time!”


      The other woman nodded, agreeing with those terms. There was only one more fallen book on the ground now. Once it was back on the bookshelf, she cleared her throat.


      “I shall go discuss it with the board and the nobles.”


      “Mm! Thanks!”


      Left alone in the room, the headmistress went over to her desk. This would require her signature. So, she picked up her pen.


      “There we go. That should do it.”


      With a casual swipe of her pen, she signed off on it.
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      Cronoa Highland, a woman who’d inherited both elven and human blood, was a peerless beauty known as the world’s greatest mage. She was also the headmistress of the Imperial Military Academy. In LotSH2, Ren Ashton took her life, much like he took Saint Licia’s.


      Cronoa looked out the window up at the azure sky overhead and muttered to herself.


      “If only there was someone out there in the world who would rid me of my boredom...”

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am the author of this book, Ryou Yuuki. To those who I’ve greeted in my past works, it’s good to see you again. Thank you very much for reading The Reincarnated Mastermind. This novel was thoroughly revised and edited from the web novel version. I really hope you enjoyed it.


      Now then, the first volume begins with a string of unexpected developments for Ren. First, he reincarnates as an outrageous character, then meets the saint he doesn’t want to meet, and finally risks his life to protect her after she becomes attached to him. All of this is a prologue to his hapless fate.


      There are, of course, far more new stories awaiting Ren, like the identity of the Radiant Magic Sword that’s related to Licia’s magicite, and the connection he made by saving Marquis Ignart’s daughter. Once volume two has been decided on, you’ll all be able to read those stories.


      Also, Ren’s tale will be coming out in more than just novel format. The Reincarnated Mastermind will be published by Monthly Shonen Ace as a manga too. The artist in charge of it is Hajime Segawa. He’s a talented and popular artist who’s worked on serializations that have anime adaptations like Ga-Rei and Tokyo ESP. As an author, I’ve basically been dancing in joy every day since hearing he will be in charge of my series! Please check out the details on Shonen Ace’s website and twitter!


      To end things, allow me to offer my thanks to all those who’ve worked on this book.


      Nakamura has provided wonderful illustrations to liven up volume one. Each time I see them, I can’t help but admire their beauty. If not for Nakamura’s support, this volume would never have been completed. Thank you so much for making such fantastic illustrations of Ren and Licia!


      I am also greatly indebted to my editor. I am endlessly thankful for all the valuable techniques and knowledge I was taught during the rewriting process.


      As for all the office workers, everyone involved in the bookmaking process, and those in the bookstores who have delivered this work to my readers’ hands, allow me to use this space to express my thanks to you.


      Finally, to all my readers holding this book now, thank you so very much! From the bottom of my heart, thank you for reading Ren’s story!


      I pray we meet again. Please continue supporting The Reincarnated Mastermind!
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