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      Chapter 1 — What Was Inherited


      “I’m glad to see you back safely. I’d hoped to meet you again while I was still alive.”


      Sitting in a room filled with Kaeha’s children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren, the first person to speak was Shizuki, already old enough to have given up the headship of the school. Alongside him were the current head of the school, his son Touki, and my student in blacksmithing, his daughter Souha.


      Beside Touki were his wife and two children, and beside Souha were her husband and three children. Touki’s spouse was someone I didn’t know, but Souha’s husband was one of the other students who had learned blacksmithing alongside her. Touki had a thirteen-year-old son and a ten-year-old daughter, while Souha’s kids were boys of seventeen and fifteen, and a girl of thirteen.


      Outside of this room, Kaeha’s daughter Mizuha had apparently put down roots in Vistcourt, and her children had started another Yosogi School dojo there. It really felt like the family had grown a lot while I was gone.


      This being my first time meeting with Kaeha’s great-grandchildren, they viewed me with a bit of suspicion. I guess that was to be expected. My relationship to the Yosogi School was pretty complicated. Though I was technically a student of the school, I was more experienced than both the current and previous heads, and as a blacksmith I was the school’s master. But as a high elf, I hardly looked older than they did, so their confusion was only natural. Souha’s kids in particular seemed unsure of how to treat me, having heard that I’d taught their mother.


      Shizuki looked around the room. “I suppose there are plenty of you here who have only ever heard of Acer in stories. He is like a father to me,” he began.


      Of course, there was no blood connection between us, and I even knew who his real father had been. But there was no way I wouldn’t be elated to hear him say that. As I fought desperately to maintain my composure, he continued.


      “However, I’m not going to ask you to be so polite to him. If he bothers you, challenge him any time. He isn’t our guest; he’s family. I fully intend to challenge him myself.”


      He made quite the surprising declaration. Come on, normally you’d say “make sure you mind your manners” or something, right? Though, I suppose now that I thought about it, I would much prefer if Kaeha’s great-grandchildren were more direct with me.


      But a challenge from Shizuki? He had grown quite wrinkled in his old age, being over sixty years old, but he still seemed full of energy. As much of a relief as it was to see, it also piqued my curiosity. Just how good had he gotten after all these years? Of course, he had long since passed his prime, but he still wanted to spar with me. His technique must have been phenomenal compared to what it once was.


      Yes, it was the same as how Kaeha had always sought to improve, even in her last moments. A match with Shizuki would be a good indicator of how closely I had approached her level of skill. Naturally, I would happily accept his challenge.


      And not just from Shizuki either. I’d gladly spar with Touki, the current head of the school. Comparing my blacksmithing with Souha’s current work would no doubt be fun as well. However, the two of them had their own standing to think about, so a challenge like that would be a bit more complicated.


      I would be more than happy to take challenges from the next generation too. The oldest of the children, Souha’s eldest son Kairi, was already champing at the bit to challenge me, judging by his intent stare. He seemed like quite the headstrong child. I wondered if that was in part due to awareness of his position as the oldest of the great-grandchildren. His mother Souha had been very aware of her role as Touki’s sister, to the point she took up blacksmithing to support him.


      A smile finally broke through as I watched the nostalgic scene playing out before me. But as much as I was excited at the prospect of sparring or comparing our skills in blacksmithing, there was something I needed to share with them first.


      Before they learned about who I was, through the sword or the hammer, there was someone else I wanted them to know about. A person I learned about in the Far East nation of Fusou. Though not their direct ancestor, she was a person of unparalleled importance to their history: Yuzuriha Yosogi.


      The current students of the Yosogi School knew nothing about her. Had the story been lost in the difficulties of their journey from Fusou to Ludoria? Or, after having settled down here, had the long years worn that story out of their memory? Whichever the case, I couldn’t imagine the founder of the Yosogi School would have wanted his older sister to be forgotten. So before anything else, I wanted to tell them about her.


      “I would be more than happy to accept your challenges. Feel free any time. But first, there is a story I want to tell you. It’s a little bit long, though.”


      Now that I thought about it, the stories I’d told to Kaeha had all been about myself, so I’d have to go back to her grave and tell her this tale too. As everyone looked at me, I began the story. The story of Yuzuriha Yosogi, the brave swordswoman who sacrificed her life in the war against the oni, in that distant land where the Fusou Tree grows.


      ◇◇◇


      The day after I told the story of Yuzuriha Yosogi, I sent a letter to Oswald. He had once been my master in blacksmithing, but now he was king of the dwarves.


      Yuzuriha’s story wasn’t the only thing I had brought back from Fusou. With how difficult it was to obtain them in this part of the world, knowledge of the katana had been lost, so I also brought back the methods for forging them. Even if the old students of the Yosogi School had used katana in the past, they had no idea how to actually make them. As obvious as it is, the skills required to wield a sword are entirely different from those required to make one.


      But now, the members and students of the Yosogi family had taken up blacksmithing. If I taught them how to make katana, they would have the option of using them again and be able to provide swords for themselves. If I had only brought the story of the katana to them, I imagined the current members of the Yosogi School would have rejected it. They had already adopted the straight sword and developed their techniques around its peculiarities. Going back to the katana would only serve to reverse all that evolution.


      Even in my own case, I had no intention of switching to a katana. After all, my goal was to pursue the mastery Kaeha had achieved, and her weapon had been a straight sword. I was sure Kaeha would be distraught to see me blindly devoting myself to her like that, so I had no doubt a day would come when I picked up a katana in search of further growth, but that wouldn’t be for some time. For now, I would continue with my straight sword and continue trying to inch closer to Kaeha’s legacy.


      What weighed on me was the regret of the old Yosogi students, who had been forced to abandon the katana. After hearing the story of Yuzuriha, knowing why they had left their home and how much they suffered in transplanting themselves in Ludoria, I wanted to give them some context for it.


      I think my feelings came across quite clearly to Shizuki and the other Yosogi School members. Rather than reject the idea outright, they asked for a chance to use the katana themselves first. They would all be more familiar with the straight sword by now, but maybe some of them would find that the katana suited them better.


      However, I couldn’t just hand over a bunch of swords. Even if I knew how to make them, I still needed the materials to do so. To be precise, the kind of steel used to make katana was somewhat different from what was commonly used here in the center of the continent. It wasn’t that the different variety of steel was impossible to work with, but if you wanted to create a good piece, you had to be picky about the materials you used.


      So I had sent a request for the dwarves to provide me with some steel produced from iron sand, the material needed to make proper katana. In exchange, I’d teach them how to use the iron sand and how to make katana themselves.


      My letter would be carried by dwarven traders, but they didn’t spend the whole year in Ludoria, so it would be some time before it reached its destination. Once they knew about the letter, though, I had no doubt they would go to great lengths to deliver it as quickly as possible, and that a response would come almost immediately. When it came to blacksmithing, and techniques that were unknown even to the dwarves no less, there was no way they wouldn’t get excited. Though my only logic for presuming that they didn’t already have these techniques was the incomplete style of forging katana Oswald had shown me in the past.


      I suspected it would take less than two months—only one, if I was lucky—for a response to arrive. For them to create the specialized forges needed to make the steel, gather the iron sand, and work through the trial-and-error process of developing steel from it...I predicted it would take about a year. I wouldn’t be able to actually make any katana until that process was complete.




      “This has really turned into a big affair, hasn’t it? But it’s just like you, isn’t it, master?” said Souha, the current head of the forge here at the Yosogi School.


      I tilted my head a bit as I looked over the Yosogi forge, which had been rebuilt much larger than it had been since my last visit. Was it really that big of a deal? Maybe it was a case of my own sensibilities being a bit off.


      The dwarves were my close friends, so I wouldn’t hesitate to ask them for help on any small thing, but that would look very strange to an ordinary blacksmith. I imagined most human smiths looked at the work of the dwarves with awe and admiration. The kingdom of the dwarves itself must have seemed like a mysterious and almost mystical place to them. Sending a request there to help make these swords made it look like a huge deal to someone like Souha.


      “I guess so. But that’s all in the future, so we don’t have to worry about it yet.”


      As I answered her, I checked the blacksmithing tools that had been laid out for me, one by one. If we worked on preparations little by little, it wouldn’t be such a big ordeal. It would require learning a few new techniques, but we were still working with fire and iron.


      Souha nodded to my reply with a smile, but there was someone else there who seemed less satisfied. “If it’s so far in the future, shouldn’t you focus on preparing for your match with grandfather?” Kairi, Souha’s eldest son, all but spat at me. Souha immediately flushed in anger at her son’s thorny attitude, but I waved her off.


      I couldn’t fault him for not taking a liking to me. As far as he was concerned, I was just a stranger who had shown up out of the blue. He clearly respected his mother very much, and seeing her treat me with so much deference would no doubt bother someone so young. But letting Souha scold him now wouldn’t resolve those feelings. It would only drive their roots deeper. The hostility he showed would only be dispelled by time, and by my earning his approval.


      “True enough. But you know, Shizuki and I have both been swordsmen for a very long time. Our match is to show how much we’ve learned over the years.”


      Having finished checking over the tools in the forge, I went to check the furnace next, extending a hand toward it. The flickering flames within were beautiful, giving off a strong and pleasant warmth. Just watching the fire burn set a fire in my heart as well. It felt like I was becoming one with the dancing fire spirits.


      “Basically, we’re too skilled for a few days of intense practice to make any difference in our performance. Instead, it’s more important to rest and do the things we’ve been longing to do. We prepare our hearts and bodies thoroughly so that our skills can be expressed more clearly. In a way, I’m always preparing for our match.”


      I clenched my fingers together as if to take hold of the heat emanating from the furnace, and turned to face Kairi. As I met his gaze, I saw him falter slightly, taking barely half a step back. Yes, that was all. A weaker person would have been driven back by the pressure from my response, but Kairi stood his ground. The determination I had first seen in him seemed to be the real deal.


      Seeing that in him made me happy, and I couldn’t help but smile. That strength of will was critical, both for swordsmanship and blacksmithing. However, it seemed he had misread my smile, as he responded with a frustrated scowl.


      Ah, that wasn’t my intention at all. Dealing with him seemed like it would be a challenge. I would have to hope time would eventually bring us closer to a mutual understanding. Of course I wanted him to understand my feelings, but I would need to learn about him as well.


      For now, the best place to start would be to show each other our skills in blacksmithing. This craft was something the two of us already had in common.


      ◇◇◇


      With a wooden sword in hand, I faced off against Shizuki.


      I was full of energy and in great shape. The weather was clear, though not too hot or cold. Normally, the dojo sported a healthy breeze, but there wasn’t even a breath of wind inside now.


      It had been quite some time since I had faced someone from the Yosogi School. I had plenty of chances to spar on my journey, but a match with a fellow swordsman from the Yosogi School felt special. I supposed the last time I’d had the chance was in my match against Win. Or maybe my duel with Juyal counted.


      However, there was no doubt in my mind that Shizuki now was far stronger than either of those two had been. No matter how much he had aged, no matter how much his physical strength had waned, as I faced him like this, I couldn’t help but see him as I did when he was ten years old.


      Kaeha’s son, one of a pair of twins. Ever since we’d first met, I thought Kaeha had done an excellent job with him. He had been educated well, responded clearly when called on, and while he hadn’t yet truly grasped his future as the next head of the Yosogi School, he took his training very seriously. Considering his age, maybe he had been a bit too mature.


      Thinking of it that way, his twin sister Mizuha had been the much more mischievous of the two. But behind it all had lurked the loneliness of having not known their father.


      Shizuki slid into motion so quickly and smoothly that it was hard to say when he actually started moving. Before I knew it, he had closed the distance between us, his sword arcing toward me. A dry crack split the air as our swords clashed, and I barely managed to repel his strike. Or rather, the moment I realized Shizuki was moving, my body was already in motion to intercept him.


      My years of experience had taught my body to react to the techniques of the Yosogi School, so perhaps it was better to say I had fended off his strike before I knew it. On top of that, after having trained with long weapons, I was much more alert to movements coming at me from a greater distance away. It seemed like my efforts had borne fruit.


      However, while I had been lucky enough this time, it wouldn’t happen again. Knowing Shizuki, he would have no problem using the Yosogi School’s techniques to pen me in, forcing me into a position where he could easily take the upper hand.


      A murmur of admiration rippled through the audience at my successful defense. The spectators today were Shizuki’s children and grandchildren, as well as the other students of the dojo. We hadn’t made any big announcement about our sparring match, but a large crowd had gathered anyway. It proved just how much respect Shizuki had earned as the former head of the Yosogi School.


      But leaving that aside for now, I was taken aback by the sheer gap in skill between the two of us. In terms of years spent training in swordsmanship, I was clearly the winner. However, I had no doubt Shizuki would win in a comparison as to what percentage of our lives had been spent on that training. On top of that, he had inherited both Kaeha’s and Clayas’s talents. I had expected him to be stronger than me, but this was worse than I had imagined. Even on my journey east, I had trained with the mystics in the Ancient Gold Empire, so I was sure I had improved significantly.


      If I let things continue as they were, if I just waited for him to leverage the gap in our skill levels, he would crush me in an instant. That would be far too boring of a conclusion. Winning or losing wasn’t so important for this particular match, but a one-sided blowout wouldn’t let me show off the skill I had acquired, nor would I be able to see all of Shizuki’s. That would be just too pathetic.


      Shizuki had introduced me to his grandchildren as being like a father to him, and I was unbelievably happy to hear that. After the loneliness he had felt through his childhood, and after learning of and meeting his true father, he still felt that way about me. So I had to show off at least a little.


      Holding my breath, I sharpened my will and stepped forward, unleashing a barrage of uninterrupted strikes. I moved two or three times as much as Shizuki had, trying to overwhelm him with sheer quantity. However, though that quantity was important, the weight and accuracy of each individual strike was still critical. Shizuki would easily see through any half-hearted attack and counter it instantly. I still had to give it my all with every repeated strike.


      This was another thing I had learned from Kaeha. Well, all of my swordsmanship had come from Kaeha, but this particular point was special to me, rather than something taught to the Yosogi School at large. Without preparation, from a broken posture, deliver a decisive and accurate strike. That was the style of swordsmanship Kaeha had created for my sake.


      Thanks to that, I was able to continue delivering powerful blows even as my own combination of attacks threw me off-balance. I would strike, using the movement to correct my posture, and then flow directly into another attack that would break it, repeating over and over to continue the assault.


      I could see Shizuki start to pale under the ceaseless barrage. Kaeha knew her son had found a perfect unity between heart, mind, and body. She had decided that with his talent, he didn’t need any techniques like this. I felt it was quite ironic that those very techniques were now pressuring him.


      But now, as I sparred with him even in his old age, I understood. He absolutely did not need these techniques. Though I should have been far superior to him in strength and stamina, he deflected each and every strike with unfailing precision. The attacks that came from odd angles and broken postures were turned aside just as easily as those coming at him from head-on.


      Any half-baked swordsman...no, even any first-class swordsman would crumple under more than ten seconds of this storm. While I was an avalanche of skill, overwhelming and precise even as I broke apart and fell, he was the mountain, steady and unmoving in the face of it. No matter how intense the storm, it couldn’t last forever, just as I couldn’t keep holding my breath.


      If I had reached Kaeha’s level of mastery, not even Shizuki would have been able to weather this storm. I couldn’t help but feel frustrated.


      Shizuki found a gap in my assault. He delivered a swift and clean stab, stopping just shy of my throat. That marked the end of our duel.


      Shizuki nodded, satisfied with my performance, pulling his sword away and bowing. I likewise stepped back and bowed, though I couldn’t hide my ragged breathing. For the first time in quite a while, I had been thoroughly defeated.


      My destination still felt so far away. That feeling filled me with frustration...but at the same time, a mysterious kind of delight as well.


      ◇◇◇


      My days at the Yosogi School passed by peacefully. Only a month or so had passed since my return, but I had started to get along well with the new faces thanks to things like Shizuki directly challenging me to spar, Souha going out of her way to set me up in the forge, and the older students working hard to help me fit in. As Shizuki’s family and the older students treated me as a close friend, the newer students—though hesitant at first—slowly began to follow their lead. I couldn’t say it was the same as always, but it was a similar experience to my previous visits to the dojo.


      However, as things calmed down and I began to blend in with the others, I noticed one person who stood out as a problem. They weren’t one of the new students but instead were among Shizuki’s grandchildren. The open hostility shown by Souha’s eldest son Kairi was...actually not the culprit. Instead, it was the youngest of Shizuki’s grandchildren, a girl named Aiha.


      In sharp contrast to Kairi, from the very next day after I had met her, she came to me asking about my journey. She had very quickly become the first of Shizuki’s grandchildren to take to me, but she was perhaps a bit too mischievous. She also had an insatiable curiosity and wasn’t afraid of anything. She was a very dangerous kid to deal with.


      For example, at this very moment when her dramatic entry smashed right through my idle reminiscence.


      “Acer!” With a shout, Aiha fell from the sky, having jumped off a nearby roof.
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      Of course, I was always keenly aware of what was happening around me, and also had the spirits to inform me of what was going on, so I had been warned of her impending arrival.


      I instantly reached out and caught her out of the air. “Come on, Aiha. I told you just a couple days ago, it’s too dangerous to jump off buildings like that,” I scolded the delighted girl as I gently lowered her to the ground. I’d been able to catch her since I’d known she was coming, but if she tried that with anyone else, she would be in a lot of danger. And her hapless victim could very well be seriously injured as well.


      “Yeah, but while you’re here, I’ll only do it to you, so it’s okay!” She blew off my scolding, as carefree as always. I didn’t know how that made it okay, but I could at least tell that she had no intention of changing her ways for now.


      This girl had become quite a problem for me. The problem was that I couldn’t properly chastise her about her attitude. I was quite happy that she had taken such a liking to me, but her recklessness left me a little worried.


      I imagined her lack of ability to see the danger in her own actions was a result of her world being so small. She had grown up in this tiny world known as the dojo, and as the daughter of the head of the school, everyone around her had always been protective. It was hard for her to comprehend the idea that she could be seriously harmed.


      On top of that, being born into the Yosogi School gave her the self-confidence of being a student of swordsmanship herself. Or perhaps she was so used to getting hurt that she was no longer afraid of it.


      Naturally, she was scolded by those around her when she acted recklessly, but the dojo was still a special place. Even the adults practicing here commonly came out bruised, bleeding, or with broken bones. It was difficult for people like that to convince a young girl like Aiha that the dangers they faced were very different.


      In that way, she was quite similar to her great-grandmother. When I’d first met Kaeha, she had been mired in considerable suffering, but her youth had been very similar to Aiha’s, like that of a sheltered princess. As she matured, it had come out as a reckless streak, and from time to time, you could see her sensibilities didn’t quite match those of the people around her. For example, despite having just met me, she had allowed me to live in her house almost without question. Of course, that was also connected to how broad-minded she was...


      Ah, perhaps that was it. That was why I was so worried about Aiha’s recklessness, but found it difficult to chastise her and shrink her world even further.


      The best solution would be to expand her world, to have her learn of how dangerous it was for herself, and that danger could very well come for her, all while improving her own skill and learning how to protect herself from it. If at all possible, I wanted to make sure she made it through that process while I stayed at the dojo. After all, I was pretty worried about her.


      “Acer! Tell me another story about Jizou!” she pestered me, pulling at my sleeve now that she was standing on her own feet. She often badgered me for more stories about my travels, and it seemed she had taken a particular liking to Jizou, an earthfolk I had met in the Ancient Gold Empire. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say she had taken a keen interest in his way of life, and in errants in general.


      Fearless and reckless, inexperienced but quite skilled with a sword for her age, and with an innate goodness she was either born with or had been instilled in her by her environment...yes, she was exactly the kind of person who would become an errant.


      However, this was Ludoria, not the Ancient Gold Empire. That way of life wouldn’t work here. The closest thing to an errant in Ludoria was no doubt an adventurer.


      Well, if she wanted to hear my stories, I wasn’t about to deny her them. They would be a good chance to expand her view of the world, and to be honest, I had a lot of fun talking about my friends. So with some energetic gestures, I told her yet another story, which she listened to with rapt attention.


      “Hey, Acer. I want to wield my sword for good, to help the weak!” Aiha said after hearing about Jizou again. It was exactly the kind of line you’d expect from an innocent and kindhearted child who knew nothing of the outside world.


      I couldn’t help but respond with a wry smile. “In that case, you’ll have to get a lot stronger. As you are now, you wouldn’t be able to beat any monster or evildoer.”


      I decided I’d have to talk to Shizuki and Touki.


      Seeing she was a little unsatisfied by my response, I took her by the hand and invited her to train with me. It was time to teach her just how much she needed to learn.


      ◇◇◇


      In the evening, around when the bugs started to sing, I sat down in front of Kaeha’s grave and closed my eyes. I didn’t do this every day, but this was a good place for me to settle down and organize my thoughts.


      I was a bit worried over the conversation I’d just had. After my conversation with Aiha, I had gone to discuss things with her father and grandfather, but neither of them thought to criticize me. They had both agreed that was just how Aiha had always been, and it having been drawn out by meeting me was only natural. In the end, they were the ones who had seen that part of her and allowed it to grow, so it would be unreasonable of them to blame me for her behavior.


      “In many different ways, we’ve all been changed by your influence in our lives. Mizuha and I of course, but even Touki and Souha. It makes sense my grandkids would be the same. I wonder if it’s something we inherited from my mother.”


      Though Shizuki’s wrinkled face smiled as he said it, the word “curse” wormed its way into the back of my mind. I knew he didn’t mean it that way, but the thought of a connection running through their bloodline felt a little like that to me. Though even if it was a curse, I would accept it gladly. Maybe I was just beyond saving.


      “With her personality, I was sure she’d end up as an adventurer sooner or later. Maybe things would change if she falls in love with another student here...but I doubt it.”


      Unlike his father, Touki’s smile was a bit more strained. Yeah, knowing her, even if she had never heard about Jizou or the errants, she might well have picked a similar path. But now, if she continued going in this direction, she’d be in quite a bit of danger.


      “Acer, I am hoping this will be a good opportunity for her to see the world as it is, as she is. Luckily for her, she’ll have you at her side.” The two of them bowed as one in their wordless request.


      I responded in turn with a quiet nod.


      If they had been strangers to me, that request would have been nothing more than shoving their responsibilities onto me. Maybe things would have been different if they were really pressed into a corner, but as they were now, Shizuki and Touki had lots of room to spare. The two of them would be more than capable of raising Aiha on their own. Even so, they wanted me to help raise her. It was something they could only ask of someone they thought of as family.


      I felt very much the same way. What was really bothering me was what Shizuki asked of me next. In a way, it was a much bigger deal than the situation with Aiha.


      “I’d also like to ask you for one more thing. I asked my mother about it when she was still alive, but she was opposed. Even so, I still feel I should ask this of you.”


      That was how he began. Back when Kaeha had been alive, she hadn’t let him ask this of me, but now he could.


      “Acer, I’d like you to become an official advisor to the Yosogi School. Not just to the dojo here in the capital, but also to the one in Vistcourt. Of course, we’ve already talked it over with Mizuha and the current head of the Vistcourt dojo.”


      They wanted me to continue, not as a simple student, but as someone who would watch over the school with an official post within it.


      Until now, I had received special treatment in the dojo for being Kaeha’s first student. Well, maybe that wasn’t entirely true, but my position nevertheless had depended entirely on my relationship with Kaeha. That special treatment would continue for as long as Shizuki was alive, and probably for as long as Touki was alive too, since he’d been taught the same. But as the generations passed, my title would lose its meaning. My reason to stay connected to the Yosogi School, and their reason for accepting me, would slowly start to fade.


      Of course, that was inevitable. Though it was depressing to think about, I couldn’t walk alongside the members of the Yosogi School forever. I was well aware of how different our life spans were. But even so, Shizuki was asking me to watch over the school for him.


      The Yosogi School had grown and stabilized. It had taken on plenty of new students and even opened a second branch in another city. The ties binding the Yosogi School together were strong now, but those wouldn’t last forever either. As the family grew, so would competition for the seat of the head. As more students enrolled, cliques would start to form. There was a distinct possibility of a rift forming between the capital dojo and the Vistcourt dojo. That was why Shizuki wanted to ask this of me now, to put me in a strong position within the school where I could address these problems as they came up.


      I could understand why Kaeha had been against the idea. She likely wanted to avoid saddling me with this burden. She must have known that if she had asked, I would have gladly accepted it.




      Before long, I realized that I was dreaming.


      I was asleep, but fully aware that I was seeing a dream. Or perhaps it was more like an illusion created by my wishes and worries.


      In the far future, I visited Wolfir and learned of the fall of the Yosogi School. Quite a bit of time had passed since I cut ties with the school, having lost all reason to associate with them. With only the faintest twinge of pain in my heart, I made to leave the capital behind.


      But at that moment, I met someone. A young girl, who I could tell was totally inexperienced...and yet her swordsmanship had a clear beauty to it. I started to teach her, little by little, all of the swordsmanship that had been lost.


      Ah, it was such a sweet temptation. Such a shameful wish. Even though the Yosogi School was right in front of me, offering a hand of friendship at this very moment, here I was, dreaming of their demise.


      I opened my eyes. The sun had long since set, bathing the area around me in darkness. I reached out a hand, my fingers closing on cold, hard stone.


      I took a deep, slow breath. It was like an invitation, or like a push on my back. She must have known from the very beginning exactly what I’d do.


      “What a great responsibility.”


      As I murmured to myself, I felt the air around me soften. It felt just like the times when I’d see her smile.


      The moon hanging in the sky, behind a thin veil of broken clouds, was especially beautiful tonight.


      ◇◇◇


      The wood of the bow creaked as its string was drawn back. The arrow was aimed at a distant rabbit, whose ears were straining now that it had realized it wasn’t alone. As far as I could tell, the arrow was released at the exact moment the rabbit darted away.


      “Aw, come on! Why did you run?!”


      As a result, the arrow thunked harmlessly into the earth as the rabbit escaped. Aiha scowled as she watched her arrow miss.


      Of course, no matter how angry she got, the result wouldn’t change. It was her own lack of skill that had made her miss in the first place. She had learned how to use a bow, but was still quite inexperienced with it. She definitely didn’t have the skill to hunt wild animals with one. Even if the rabbit hadn’t fled, I doubted the arrow would have hit its mark anyway.


      “Getting hit by arrows hurts. If it knows you’re aiming at it, it’s not going to sit still and let you shoot it.”


      Though still clearly unsatisfied, Aiha nodded at my explanation. We were in the middle of one of our regular outings. I was trying to teach her how to hunt in the forest, how to process animals she had hunted, and how to keep herself as safe as possible while camping outdoors. Basically, it was adventurer training.


      She had said she wanted to wield her sword for good and to help the weak, so becoming an adventurer seemed like the easiest way to get there. Shizuki, Touki, and even Aiha herself had agreed. Of course there were other options available to her, but they didn’t quite get to what she was aiming for.


      For example, if she were to inherit the dojo, her swordsmanship would be used almost exclusively for advancing the school. She could become a professional swordswoman, but then she would be working for the sake of the kingdom or whatever aristocrat hired her.


      As an adventurer, she could at least choose which jobs she took, and decide on her own reasons for fighting. Once she learned about the world and what kind of creatures people really were, if she still wanted to help the weak, she could take exactly those kinds of jobs. Adventurers had their own obligations to deal with, but it was the kind of profession where you could win the freedom to choose your own path with your own strength.


      I had never been an adventurer myself, but I’d met plenty of them through my friendship with Airena. I had looked after their equipment as a blacksmith, sat across from them at many a bar in my travels, and watched my own friends become adventurers and make a living for themselves. I knew all kinds, from the one-star adventurers who had barely started to the seven-star adventurers at the very pinnacle.


      My experience with all of them taught me that the shortest route to Aiha’s dream was to become an adventurer who could survive by her own strength. If she wanted to save others, she needed to be strong enough that she could afford to worry about people other than herself, and also have the freedom to act in their interests. Alternatively, once she had made it as an adventurer, she could travel to the Ancient Gold Empire. She would almost certainly be able to live as an errant there.


      But if that was going to be the case, she’d need more than swordsmanship. An adventurer needed to be able to protect themselves from all kinds of danger. If she wanted the freedom to choose her jobs, she needed to be able to survive off the land so that money wouldn’t be a problem for her, and be able to hunt monsters and other animals well enough to make a living off them. She would also need the resolve to be able to cut down a person if the need arose. She would need a wide range of skills, knowledge, and determination. Hunting and dressing animals, as well as living outdoors in general, were the absolute basics necessary for such a lifestyle.


      Hunting would get her used to taking a life, and would put her in situations dangerous enough for her to learn fear. She would learn how to hide and camouflage herself when facing danger head-on wasn’t the best choice. Beyond that, if she were to get injured, I could teach her how to treat wounds and find medicinal herbs.


      Little by little, she’d pick up the skills, knowledge, and resolve needed to survive. Even if she decided halfway through that she no longer wanted to be an adventurer, the experience she gained wouldn’t be for nothing. Even if it was beyond my expectations, I was sure she’d find value in them no matter what life she chose.


      However, if I left the hunting to Aiha today, we’d be eating a whole lot of nothing for dinner tonight. Going hungry because you failed to catch any food wasn’t exactly a fun experience. Should I help with the hunt? Or maybe I should teach her about scavenging for edible plants?


      While I took some time to weigh my options...


      “Gah! Stop running!” Aiha shouted, as another one of her arrows missed the mark.
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