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      Chapter 1: An Old Country Bumpkin Gifts a Sword

      I stared at the longswords before me, picking each one up and giving it a swing. All of my senses were telling me they were good swords, but none had that “wow” factor.

      “Hmm. This one isn’t bad either...” I said. “Not bad, but...”

      “Master, you’re gonna go bald worrying ’bout it like that.”

      “Qu-Quiet!”

      I don’t deserve that! My hairline’s still fine. Probably. Well, it would be problematic if my hair got any whiter, but I’m not losing any. Probably. I really wanna believe that’s the case.

      Currently, I was at Balder’s Smithy. This was where the muscular giant who’d half forced his way into my dojo back in Beaden—Balder Gasp—plied his trade. He’d spent just over a year studying the sword under me before saying, “Now it’s time to apply this experience to smithing,” and leaving the village. After that, I’d been completely in the dark about his whereabouts, but I’d reunited with him after Allucia had taken me to Baltrain.

      The swords he made were excellent. He didn’t have a particularly extensive stock—after all, he was the only smith working here—but each individual weapon was of outstanding quality. The Zeno Grable longsword he’d made for me was a masterwork he’d poured his heart and soul into. I had great trust in his abilities as a blacksmith.

      So, since I was looking for a replacement for Allucia’s beloved sword—which had broken during the battle in Sphenedyardvania’s capital of Dilmahakha—Balder was the first person I’d thought of going to.

      “Um, Master... They’re all good swords,” Allucia said. “As long as I’m able to choose one with you, any of—”

      “No, that won’t do,” I said, cutting her off. “Call me stubborn, but let’s keep at it.”

      “R-Right...!”

      Unlike when I’d had my sword made from Zeno Grable’s materials, I wouldn’t be the one using this weapon—it was only natural to choose one alongside the person who would actually be using it. That was why Allucia was with me now.

      She’d entrusted a large portion of her duties as an instructor to me, but she was still the knight commander, so she had plenty of other work to do. I knew it wasn’t productive to drag her around too frequently, but how could I possibly select a new weapon without its future owner present?

      A little over a month had passed like this since the chaos in Sphenedyardvania, and whenever Allucia had some free time—like right now—I brought her to Balder’s Smithy so we could find her a weapon worthy of her skills.

      “Master, not to brag or anything, but I doubt you’re gonna find longswords better than these,” Balder said.

      “I agree with you, but still...”

      We hadn’t been browsing his shop every day, but I had been coming here with Allucia over and over without buying anything. That wasn’t exactly amusing for the owner of the shop. Balder was allowing such rude behavior largely because he was my former pupil, but I knew I was taking full advantage of that. I’m starting to feel somewhat guilty about it... That said, I didn’t have any other ideas, so he was the only person I could rely on.

      Apparently aware of what was going on through my mind, Balder was vaguely suggesting that I compromise. I wasn’t doubting his skills, of course. All of the longswords on display were first-class—every one was perfectly suited to hang at Allucia’s waist. Still, it didn’t sit right with me to give up, buy one, and hand it over. Logically speaking, that would’ve been a perfectly normal thing to do, but emotionally, I was reluctant.

      “All of these were made using the knight commander’s longsword as reference,” Balder added. “Each should feel fine in her hands.”

      I nodded. “Mm-hmm. I’m not worried about that.”

      Allucia picked one of them up—she seemed to have a favorable impression of it as well. Before Balder had forged a new sword, we’d had him examine her old one. I’d given her that farewell sword when she was sixteen, meaning she’d been using it for around a decade. Her body was already acutely familiar with its weight and balance, so having something completely different would be problematic, even for her.

      That was why I’d asked Balder to repair and analyze her old sword. He’d done so and then forged new longswords with the same weight and balance as her beloved blade. Even if Allucia didn’t buy any of them, they were still good swords displayed at a reputable smithy. He planned to sell them as they were.

      “Master, I’m very glad you feel that way...” Allucia said. “But I’m sure I’ll be able to master this sword quickly.”

      “That’s my point,” I told her, my voice more passionate than I’d intended. “Allucia, that won’t do. I won’t force the issue, but I also don’t think that’s enough.”

      “What do you mean?”
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