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			Chapter 1

			I Was Expelled, but This Might Be a Good Opportunity

			"Dareth! You bring no benefit to our guild, so I have fixed the decision to expel you! Follow this decision!"

"...What? Expelled?"

This was the Blacksmith Guild in Rieten, a regional city in the Grossa Kingdom. Just as I was about to head home at the end of the day, the Guild Master, Shion, suddenly shouted.

Unfortunately, the only word I really understood was "expelled," so all I could do was ask him to repeat himself.

"I said you’re expelled! I already have a consensus from the members!"

"W, well, can I at least ask why?"

"It’s the result of considering the guild's sustainability! And for the record, this wasn't just an idea!"

"R, right..."

The man bombarding me with foreign words was Shion, a fellow blacksmith who had joined the guild at the same time I did. He had only just been appointed Guild Master the other day. With his short blond hair neatly trimmed and his forehead exposed, he gave off a refreshing impression. But... why was he the only one wearing a jacket in a Blacksmith Guild?

"When you have someone with such a low level of awareness around, it creates nothing but issues. The advantage our guild has built over its long history will be lost. You understand, don't you?"

I see. I didn't understand at all.

"...Sorry, but could you say that a little more simply?"

"I’m taking the time to explain it to you, and you’re telling me you don't understand what I’m saying!?"

"That’s not what I mean..."

Shion had always been a man of high standards. No, having high standards is a wonderful thing. It means you’re full of ambition. But... this guy was really just all talk. His actual blacksmithing skill wasn't even half of a journeyman's, more like an eighth.

"See, my cute little kittens also agree with your expulsion."

"Shion-sama, let’s just leave this old man alone."

"Let’s go to the cafe already. You said you’d treat us, didn't you?"

The women our Guild Master was pulling into a smug embrace were the receptionists. Shion was more desperate to look young than he was to blacksmith, so he didn't look too out of place with them. That dedication was truly wonderful. I, on the other hand, just wore whatever. But still...

—...Shouldn't you try harder at blacksmithing first?

Even though he was a blacksmith, Shion rarely worked, saying things like "my clothes will get dirty." Still, he was great at sucking up to his superiors, so he neatly secured the position of Guild Master. I guess he was just a guy who promoted himself by going out for drinks.

"You have no creativity. Don't come crying to me when you feel jealousy over the difference in our specs. Now, hurry up and pack your things. Make a miserable escape."

"Yes, but..."

As I listened to Shion's foreign-word-laced speech, a flicker of unease crossed my mind. Was he... really sure he wanted to expel me? It wasn't that I had excessive confidence in myself. But this guy had made me do all of his work for him. We had both joined the guild when we were, I think, ten years old. I was forty now, so we had spent thirty years together... or we were supposed to have, but I had seriously never seen him swing a hammer.

—What has this man been doing for thirty years?

That had long been my burning question.

"Honestly, it seems I can never form an alliance with you."

"I, I see..."

"I told you, you’re expelled! I’m busy and have no buffer! You are such a poor cost performance human!"

"Alright, I’ll leave right away."

Talking any further would get us nowhere. The best move was probably to just leave. The moment I packed my things and left the guild, Shion declared with a triumphant look on his face.

"NR."

□□□

Leaving behind the mysterious letters NR, I departed from the guild. Now, what should I do? As I was aimlessly wandering the streets of Rieten, a young boy darted out from an alley. I quickly dodged to avoid a collision.

"Whoa, are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine!"

I was relieved I hadn't hurt him when a woman, presumably his mother, came out from behind.

"I am so sorry! Honestly, this child. Come on, apologize properly."

"No, really, it's fine."

"Bye bye, mister!"

"Hey, you! I’m sorry, please excuse us!"

Watching the mother chase after her son was both heartwarming and, at the same time, brought on a small feeling of loneliness. I happened to look down at my hands and saw they were rough, calloused, and dirty. It was an unpleasant reminder of the weight of thirty years.

"I’ve really become an old man..."

I had been so engrossed in my work that thirty years had passed before I knew it. Of course, I didn't have a wife. I wasn't a social person to begin with, so a life without female companionship was the norm. Well, it would be a lie to say I didn't long for a family. But it was also true that such a thing was now a pipe dream. As I wallowed in a bit of melancholy, I remembered a letter I had received.

〔Dear Dareth-sensei. It has been a long time. I am Militar. I apologize for the sudden contact. I am writing to you today because I have a request. To that end, I would be grateful if you could come to the Royal Capital...〕

How nostalgic. Was it ten years ago... no, maybe fifteen? There was a time when I used to make toys for the children who lived near the guild. I had received a letter from one of them. I remembered making swords and staves, and they would play adventurers. It was one of my few happy memories. I hadn’t seen them around for a while now, but I hoped they were doing well. ...Well, no use dwelling on the past.

"This is a good a time as any. I think I’ll go to the Royal Capital!"

Thinking back, I had never once left Rieten. Being expelled might actually be a good opportunity. I found a suitable third-class carriage heading for the Royal Capital and set off, rattling and bumping along the road.

A few weeks later, I arrived in the Royal Capital. It was several times more lively than Rieten. Before sightseeing... I wanted to get a bite to eat. A market was open, so I stopped by a stall selling grilled skewers.

"Hey, ma'am, what do you recommend?"

"Welcome! How about some Boar Cow loin?"

"Sounds good. I'll have that."

I paid and took the skewer. A Boar Cow is a monster that looks like a hybrid of a boar and a cow, and its lean meat is delicious. I took a bite and was thrilled by the simple, salty flavor.

"Hmph... delicious."

As I ate the meat, my own personal creed and fond memories of my days at the guild came to mind.

—"Never try harder than you have to."

That was my belief. Do my job well enough to earn my salary, and occasionally enjoy a slightly extravagant drink or meal by myself. That was enough for me. Eating while worrying about what the old guys thought didn't make the food taste any better. That being said, I was worked to the bone every day... But from now on, I was free. Thinking about it that way made me feel kind of happy.

"You're a new face around here. Where'd you come from?"

"Rieten. I was at the Blacksmith Guild, but embarrassingly enough, I got expelled. Figured it was a good chance to come see the Royal Capital."

"Oh my, that's a tough break. Here, have a heart skewer on the house. Eat this and cheer up!"

"Really!? Thanks a lot, ma'am!"

I love freebies. They make you feel like you've gotten a good deal. Just as I was savoring my meal, I heard something.

"Hey! The sword I bought here broke right away! Do you have any idea how much I paid for it!"

"Huh? Don't know what you're talkin' about. You probably just used it wrong, right? Don't go blamin' other people."

Angry voices of a man and a woman came from the edge of the market.



		
			Chapter 2

			The Shoddy Sword and the Soldier

			"Hm? What’s that? Sounds like some kind of trouble..."

"Oh, it must be that weapon shop again. Honestly, it's just awful."

As I looked in the direction of the voices, the lady from the stall sighed and muttered.

"That weapon shop?"

"He's a traveling merchant who shows up from time to time. He's got a good selection, but not a very good reputation. The other day, he was arguing with a customer about a knife not being tempered properly."

"Huh, so they have guys like that in the Royal Capital too."

"The Royal Army tries to crack down on them, but they slip in like rats. Most likely, some tourist got tricked."

Even in Rieten, there was a shop that sold poor quality pots and pans at high prices. As a blacksmith, I couldn't just ignore it, so I was always warning people. Of course, this time was no different.

"Ma'am, I'm going to go check it out. The skewers were delicious."

"Be careful. I hear the owner has a short temper."

I left the skewer stall and hurried to the edge of the market. In the center of a crowd, a man and a woman were arguing. It was a young man who had spread a carpet on the cobblestones, and a woman standing before him with an angry look on her face.

"You said it was a Steel Ore sword, so it would be good against plant monsters! It couldn't even cut a Trent branch!"

"Like I said, you used it wrong. Steel Ore doesn't break that easily. You sayin' I sold you a fake? Then show me proof."

"Tch...!"

No matter how much she yelled, the man just grinned, completely unfazed. Maybe he was used to this sort of thing. The woman was holding a broken Falchion. It was a sword with a wider blade than most, one that could be used for striking as well as cutting. Just as the stall owner had said, the woman was a customer, and they were arguing over something she had bought from the street vendor. But, Steel Ore, huh. From a quick glance at the cross section and the blade's temper line, I could clearly see the man was lying.

"Excuse me. I'm a blacksmith myself, what's going on here?"

"Huh? What's it to you, old man? Got a complaint? Don't go stickin' your nose in my business."

"That Falchion isn't made from Steel Ore, it's Tinrock, isn't it? It's not good to lie, pal."

The moment I pointed out the material, the street vendor froze. His smirk vanished, and a look of anxiety appeared on his face.

"W, what!? I didn't use any Tinrock! Don't you go makin' baseless accusations!"

"Then what's this cross section? You can see the porous pattern. Any blacksmith would know at a glance that this is a characteristic of Tinrock."

"Guh...!"

Tinrock is rust resistant and an excellent material for tableware and cooking utensils. However, it's weak against strong impacts, making it unsuitable for products like weapons. On top of that, Tinrock is a D-rank ore because it's easy to mine. Steel Ore is A-rank, so he could probably make a huge profit by passing it off as such.

"And the clearest giveaway is this temper line. See how there are lots of small waves? With Steel Ore, you don't get a wavy temper line. It's just a straight line. You shouldn't be deceiving your customers."

"I, I don't know what you're talkin' about, old man!"

The man shouted, refusing to give up. But the sword itself was telling me he was lying.

"Come to think of it, a blacksmith I know told me that swords made with Tinrock have a wavy pattern."

"So what that old man is saying is true."

"I, I'll go see if I can find any soldiers on patrol."

The surrounding onlookers began to murmur, their wariness toward the man growing. Even though I believed in "never trying harder than you have to," I had always taken my work itself seriously. I was confident that I had a decent amount of knowledge and experience. More than that, I had my own pride when it came to blacksmithing. I spoke softly to the man, who still showed no signs of remorse.

"...Hey. Have you ever considered the lives of the people who use your tools?"

"Huh!? What's that supposed to mean!"

"A blacksmith is connected to people through their tools. That's why we must always put our all into our work."

"Guh... you...!"

The tools I made were part of people's lives. It was a happy thought, but one that also came with responsibility. This man seemed young, so I hoped he could atone for his crime and turn his life around...

"If you understand, then give this young lady her money back."

"Sh... shut up! Don't you lecture me, old man!"

""Whoa! He’s going crazy! Run!""

Suddenly, the man grabbed one of the knives he had on display and stood up. He began swinging it around wildly. Amidst the fleeing crowd, the man charged toward me.

"Die, old man! You can give your lectures in hell!"

"Whoa!"

"Stop."

A woman appeared dashingly from the crowd and knocked the knife from the man's hand with a single chop. Then, in the next instant, she drove her elbow into his solar plexus. The knife-wielding man crumpled to the ground.

"Take him away."

""Yes, ma'am.""

Two burly soldiers who appeared from behind the woman took the street vendor into custody. W, what just happened? As I stood there, stunned by the unexpected sight and the woman's series of poised movements, the crowd broke into cheers.

"It's the Grossa Army! Thank goodness!"

"A, and it's the Legion Commander-sama herself. To think she'd come in person..."

"Her movements are as splendid as ever."

So they were soldiers. No wonder she was so strong. It was my first time seeing the national army up close. Rieten was in the countryside, but it was also peaceful.

I thanked the woman who had saved me from the man.

"Thank you very much. You saved me."

"No, it's my job."

"Well then, I'll be on my way."

"...Please wait a moment. Are you perhaps..."

As I tried to leave, the female soldier began to stare at me intently. W, what was it? Being stared at by a beautiful woman made my heart pound, embarrassingly for my age. But I was also nervous for a different reason. Was I about to be arrested? I was, after all, involved in this disturbance. Haha, no way... wait a minute. A terrible realization hit me, and a cold sweat broke out.

—Wait a second... am I... currently unemployed?

I had come to the Royal Capital on a whim, thinking it was a good opportunity, but looking back, I was currently unemployed. I had been expelled from the guild. A forty year old man, single, jobless, and a stranger in these parts... It wouldn't be surprising if they thought I was a very suspicious person.

"I'm sorry! I, I just came here for sightseeing...!"

"It's you, Sensei! The blacksmith from Rieten! Don't you remember me!? I'm Militar!"

The moment I heard her bell-like, beautiful voice, memories from long ago flooded my mind. Her dazzling blond hair, bright enough to shine even at night, was tied back in a single tail, and her blue eyes were as deep and clear as the great ocean. The strands of hair that fell beside her face, swaying in the wind, were also just as I remembered. Yes, this beautiful woman was Militar. She was one of the neighborhood kids I used to make toys for.



		
			Chapter 3

			That Girl Had Become a Legion Commander

			"Militar... you've really grown up..."

"I knew it was you, Sensei! I had a feeling it might be."

"I never thought I'd see you in a place like this."

"That's my line, Sensei."

Militar grasped my hand and swung it around cheerfully. She usually had a calm and composed personality, but when she smiled, she had a child's innocent grin... That part of her hadn't changed either. It had been fifteen years since we last met, but strangely, I remembered her well.

"Wow, that old guy knows the Legion Commander."

"He must be a famous blacksmith."

"He seemed really knowledgeable, too."

I almost laughed at the crowd's comments. Unfortunately, I wasn't such an amazing blacksmith. Just an ordinary, nameless one from a regional town. But I was genuinely happy to have met one of the children from my past. As I was lost in nostalgia, the soldiers approached us hesitantly.

""Legion Commander, this gentleman is...?""

"This is the man who looked after me during my childhood. I'm going to talk with him for a bit, so you may all return ahead of me."

""As you wish.""

At Militar's command, the burly soldiers departed. She had such an air of authority. Fifteen years ago she was seven or eight, so she must still be in her mid-twenties. What a difference from me... oh, speaking of which.

"They've been calling you Legion Commander, but... M, Militar, are you the Legion Commander of the Grossa Army?"

"Yes. Thanks to my efforts, I have attained the position of leading the Grossa Army."

...Seriously?

"That's an incredible promotion..."

The Legion Commander was the number two in the national army. To think we used to play together... Suddenly, she seemed like a being from a world far away. On the other hand, there I was, an unemployed forty year old man. The difference in our stations was so vast that I lost my confidence, feeling as if I might just fade away.

"This is all thanks to the sword you made for me, Sensei."

"...Hm? A sword? What do you mean?"

"This isn't the place to talk. Let's go inside a shop."

"Ah, hey, wait."

Militar joyfully took my hand and started pulling me along. W, what in the world was happening...?

"Um, excuse me!"

Just as I was about to be led away, I heard a voice call out to us. It was the young lady from before. She bowed her head deeply in front of us.

"Thank you... truly, thank you for your help."

"No, I didn't do anything. I just couldn't overlook a lie."

"I am glad to see you are unharmed."

Militar's tone had suddenly become stiff and formal. When she spoke to me, she was just like her old self... Her quick switch made me realize just how much of a soldier she had become.

"My name is Teru. I run an inn near here."

I thought the young lady would leave after that, but she surprisingly introduced herself. She had red hair that reached her shoulders and brown eyes. Maybe a little younger than Militar.

"So, Teru-san, you run an inn. But why did you have a Falchion?"

"I sometimes take on monster subjugation as a side job."

"I see..."

"I don't know anything about the properties of metals, so I would have just had to accept my losses. Thank you so much."

Teru-san took my hand and thanked me once more. She seemed strong-willed when she was confronting the street vendor, but she was actually quite polite. She was so respectable for someone so young. And... why did Militar seem somewhat on edge?

"Well, Sensei. Shall we be going?"

"Huh, where to? ...Whoa!"

Suddenly, Militar grabbed my arm and started pulling me somewhere with incredible force. She was so slender and slim, yet possessed such tremendous strength. As I was being dragged along, I heard Teru-san's loud voice from behind.

"My inn is in the East District of the Royal Capital! I'd like to show my gratitude, so please come and stay!"

"Alright. I'll come by lat..."

"You'll bite your tongue if you talk, Sensei."

I was about to reply to Teru-san when I heard Militar's cold voice, and I couldn't say another word.

□□□

"Now, Sensei. Please choose whatever you like. The menu at this shop is all wonderful."

"R, right."

Militar had brought me to a private room in an expensive-looking (this is important) cafe in the center of the Royal Capital. Each and every item was priced high enough to wipe out my food budget for an entire day. Although I had a decent amount of money, I suddenly felt insecure.

"Please do not worry about the cost. I would not make you pay for anything, Sensei."

"Euh..."

Militar said, as if she had read my mind. It was so pathetic I could cry. For now, I ordered the cheapest tea on the menu.

"S, still, this is a nice place. Is it a favorite of yours, Militar?"

"Yes, they have a fine selection of domestic tea leaves. Their northern leaves in particular might be the best in the country."

"H, huh..."

She really lived in a completely different world from me. When was the last time I even had tea? I was already starting to sweat, worried I would run out of things to say, when Militar straightened her posture and looked at me. "Well then..." she said. Her shift into soldier mode made my own tension rise.

"Actually... there is something I have wanted to ask you for a long time, Sensei."

"Something you want to ask? Me?"

She had mentioned it in the letter, but what could she possibly want from a shabby old man like me? Militar seemed to ponder for a moment, then, with a determined and serious expression, she spoke.

"Sensei. Would you... become the exclusive blacksmith for the Grossa Army?"

The words that came out of Militar's mouth were something I had never expected.



		
			Chapter 4

			Repairing a National Treasure (Shion's Side ①)

			"Ah... I really don't look forty... I truly am one of the chosen..."

A few weeks after I kicked out the incompetent Dareth. As usual, I was in the Guild Master's office, admiring myself. My body, which I trained three times a week, was toned, and my thorough skincare routine showed no signs of aging. I wore a top-quality jacket and trousers. From any angle, I was the brilliant master of a prosperous guild.

—So beautiful...

It is my belief that in business, projecting an aura of competence is of the utmost importance. People's evaluations are decided by first impressions alone. That is why I, who shine brightly every day, have no need to do dirty work like blacksmithing. After savoring my own brilliance for a while, I decided to go check on the guild members. Alright, time to get to work today. I opened the door and headed for the forge. First things first.

"Good morning, everyone!!"

""G, good morning, Shion-sama.""

Ahhh, this feels so good. Being called with -sama is the ultimate pleasure. It reaffirms that I've made it. Dareth will probably never experience this joy in his entire life. Hahaha, serves him right.

"Alright, let's start the morning meeting! First, a recitation of the guild's philosophy! One, connections are everything in this world!"

""Y, yeah...""

The guild members are all just foils for me. Supporting characters... no, they're mobs among mobs. They should be grateful just to be in the same space as me. The world revolves around me. I feel it more and more every day. The mobs are surely happy to be working under me.

"Good day. Please excuse the sudden visit."

Just as I was feeling moved by my contribution to my subordinates' happiness, a male customer arrived. However, unlike the locals, he had quite a dignified air about him. He wore a uniform-like outfit with a deep blue cape over it. On top of that, several men who looked like guards came in with him. A strange tension filled the guild.

"W, what is it, all of you? State your business."

"I am an envoy from the Royal Palace. My name is Senji. These men are my guards. I have come from the Royal Capital today with a request for this guild."

"A request...?"

As he said this, the man bowed his head politely. Not just me, but the entire guild was filled with surprise. Th, this guy was an envoy, and from the Royal Palace at that. A request? What business could they possibly have in a regional town like this? I couldn't imagine what it could be, and my head spun in confusion. ...I see! But in the next moment, I arrived at a clear answer.

—My high level of awareness has finally been recognized!

That's it, there could be no other explanation. Even if you searched the whole world, you wouldn't find another person like me. The time had finally come for me to step into the light. As I was moved by my efforts finally being rewarded, the envoy muttered quietly.

"Is Dareth-dono present?"

"............Hm?"

What did this guy just say? I thought I heard the name of that worthless, incompetent blacksmith. No, it must have been my imagination. It's impossible. Why would an envoy from the Royal Palace say the name of a bottom-feeder like him? While I stood there smiling, the envoy continued.

"After a desperate search, we learned that the renowned blacksmith Dareth-dono is at this guild... might we be able to greet him?"

Well, it seems I didn't mishear. I was starting to get annoyed.

"Why are you looking for a guy like that? Don't you have business with me! The Guild Master! With me!"

"I do not."

Senji answered without a moment's hesitation. I almost hit him, but I held back at the last second. He was, for all intents and purposes, an envoy from the Royal Palace. It would be bad if Her Majesty the Queen's opinion of me soured.

"Hmph! Dareth is no longer here. I kicked that incompetent fool out."

"What! He is not here!? And what do you mean, you kicked him out?"

"Because he drained the guild's resources and showed absolutely no respect for me. Well, it's what he deserved."

Senji was standing there, dumbfounded. And his guards, too. W, what was wrong?

"N, no... Dareth-dono is not here...? What are you doing, kicking out a blacksmith of such skill, one whom Her Majesty the Queen herself recognizes!? Are you truly the Guild Master!?"

"H, huh?"

"This is a disaster!"

Senji and the others were holding their heads in distress. Hey, hey, what's wrong? You should be coming to me first, not some bottom-feeder.

"Forget about him and rely on me first."

"However, we wished to speak with Dareth-dono first..."

"What!? I am the Guild Master! Tell me! Tell me!"

"Whoa, please stop! Guah!"

""Hey, what are you doing!""

I grabbed Senji by the collar and shook him violently. Don't underestimate my body, which I train three times a week. The guards managed to pull me off, but not before I opened the box Senji was holding.

"Show me! I am the Guild Master! I am greater than Dareth!"

""Ah! Th, that is...!""

The moment I opened the box, my eyes fell upon a sword of terrifying beauty. Its translucent blade, its overall shape reminiscent of a cross... though it lacked excessive decoration, one could tell at a glance that it was a piece of a different dimension. I was rendered speechless by its beauty.

【Sword of Angel: Amatsurugi】

Rank: S

Attribute: Holy

Ability: Can summon a heavenly being and allow it to dwell within the wielder's body. The ultimate sacred sword that can connect the mortal world and the heavenly realm.

My body trembled. Although it was a little dirty and chipped in places, had I ever seen a sword so beautiful? True to its name, it wouldn't look out of place in the hands of an angel.

"A, amazing... this is truly a treasure of humanity..."

"Sigh... since you forced it open, I will explain. We wanted to ask Dareth-dono to repair this."

"What? Why Dareth?"

"Because the one who forged this was Dareth-dono."

"...Heeh?"

His nonsensical words made my thoughts grind to a halt. The one who forged this was Dareth-dono... Dareth-dono... Dareth-dono... Senji's words echoed in my unmoving mind. I let out a roar from the depths of my stomach as if to drown them out.

"Don't mess with meeee! That's impossibleeee!

"Whoa! What's with this guy!"

To think I was moved, even for a moment, by a sword Dareth made. The incredible humiliation made my head feel like it was about to boil over.

"Besides, I've never seen him make anything like this!"

That's right. I had made him do all of my work, but there was never a request like this. More to the point, there was no way that piece of crap Dareth could forge a sword like this. It was all nonsense.

"Well, the circumstances are certainly complicated. This sword evolved into its current form."

Senji was spouting more nonsense.

"Are you making a fool of me?"

"I am not making a fool of you. It truly is an evolved sword."

He then explained the circumstances. Apparently, it was originally a simple decorative sword commissioned by a regional noble. However, as the days passed, its form gradually changed. Before they knew it, it had become what it was now. The frightened noble presented it to the kingdom, where it was officially recognized as a national treasure...

Don't mess with me!

"After extensive investigation, we discovered that the creator of this sword was Dareth-dono. Her Majesty the Queen ordered us to find him at once, so we intended to have him come to the Royal Capital for repairs."

This was it, I couldn't take it anymore. I snatched the Amatsurugi from the envoy and headed for the forge.

"I'll fix it! Yes, I will!"

"Ah, wait, please give that back!"

"Shut up! I am the Guild Master! I can fix something like this in no time!"

I felt looked down upon by Dareth, and it was incredibly unpleasant. I couldn't back down now.

"Please wait. There is no way anyone but Dareth-dono can fix it."

Senji pleaded, clinging to me. Damn, what a pain.

"Think about it. The Guild Master is the most skilled blacksmith. My skills are guaranteed to be equal to or greater than Dareth's."

"Now that you mention it..."

Heh, what an idiot. You think you can beat me in a battle of words?

"Alright, I'll fix it right away, so wait there."

"Please be extremely careful with it. It seems the sword was originally commissioned as a ceremonial tool, so it was not made to be very durable."

"Don't be ridiculous, I am an excellent blacksmith. Tell Her Majesty the Queen that the great blacksmith Shion of Rieten fixed it."

I went to the forge and kicked out the other blacksmiths. I sat down heavily at the workbench.

"Hmph, I can fix a few chips just by grinding it on a whetstone."

I set the Sword of Angel on the whetstone. I had never sharpened a sword in my life. But I had been watching my guild members work all this time. I knew the method perfectly. My wonderful powers of observation allowed me to master any technique just by watching. Confident, I put all my strength into it, and the Amatsurugi snapped with a *bakin*. Yes, with a satisfyingly loud *bakin*. My heart froze.

"Huh? Why did it break!!"

B, breaking a national treasure is an incredible crime. W, what do I do. No, calm down, it's fine. I'll just have Dareth do it.

"Hey, Dareth! Get over here! Where are you! Hurry up and provide a solution!"

I roared, but there was no sign of him coming. That slowpoke! What is he doing! Dammit, this is such a pain! Just as I stood up to go look for him, I realized.

—Wait... he's not here anymore, is he.

I had just expelled him the other day. Not only that, I had no idea where he had gone.

"Excuse me, I heard a loud noise, is everything alright?"

I could hear Senji's voice from outside the room. Before me lay the national treasure, broken in two. ...What do I do.



		
			Chapter 5

			The Offer to be the Exclusive Blacksmith

			"M, me, an exclusive blacksmith!? For the Grossa Army!?"

"Sensei, please be quiet...! This is still a confidential matter."

"S, sorry."

I hurriedly lowered my voice at Militar's prompting. At this rate, it was hard to tell which of us was the adult. Just then, a waiter brought our tea, placing it on the table with a soft clink before leaving.

"I apologize for the sudden proposal, but I believe there is no one more suitable than you, Sensei."

"But why would you offer such an important role to someone like me?"

"For that... I believe it would be best to explain the circumstances of how I became Legion Commander. Sensei, first, please look at this."

"Huh... what is this?"

Militar gently placed the sword that had been hanging at her waist on the table. Its jet black scabbard was so dark it seemed to absorb even the sunlight, but strangely, I felt no fear or aversion. Instead, I felt an exhilaration, as if I had encountered a noble spirit.

"Please, draw the sword."

"O, okay..."

Overwhelmed by its presence, I slowly drew the blade. The blade itself was the same deep jet black as the scabbard... The gentle curve that dipped toward the center was beautiful. And on its surface were inscribed incomprehensible letters, likely a magical incantation. I knew at a glance that this was a piece worthy of being a national treasure.

【Divine Magic Sword: Shinma】

Rank: S

Attribute: Holy

Ability: Converts magical power into the holy attribute, exterminating foes with a single godspeed strike. Even those with no knowledge of the sword can wield it with the skill of a sword saint.

"R, Rank S (in a small voice)!? This really is national treasure class. ...What do I do, I got my fingerprints on it."

"This is the sword you made for me long ago, Sensei."

"What!?"

I had just been told not to raise my voice, but I couldn't help but shout in surprise. That's just how shocked I was. I quickly denied it, breaking into a cold sweat.

"I, I have no memory of making a sword like this."

"No, you made it, Sensei. ...Or perhaps that's not quite right. The toy sword you made for me evolved."

"A, a sword evolved?"

What in the world was she talking about? I had heard of monsters evolving, but never a sword.

"I'm sure the weapons you create possess the power to evolve, Sensei."

"R, really?"

"At first, it was just a toy, but as I spent time with it, it changed its shape and became what it is today."

That's what Militar said, but to think this incredible sword was that toy... I vaguely recalled fifteen years ago. I think I had made Militar a toy dagger. Well, even though I called it a sword, it couldn't cut at all and the blade was thick. It really was just a child's toy. Yes... I still couldn't believe it. There was no proof now anyway. It's not like I made a habit of carving my name into things.

"A, aren't you mistaken, Militar?"

"No, that is impossible!"

I tried to say it gently, but she shut me down flatly. Militar then continued, her voice filled with excitement.

"Thanks to this sword, I was able to defeat one of the Demon Lord's Four Heavenly Kings, and I was appointed Legion Commander for that achievement. Now, there are even citizens who call me a hero."

"Th, that's amazing. I feel proud for you too."

"However!"

"Whoa!"

Suddenly, Militar grabbed my calloused hands. Her skin was so smooth and supple... no, that's not it! A shabby old man was clutching the hands of a beautiful woman. This was a reportable offense.

"L, let go. This doesn't look good."

"I believe all of my achievements are thanks to the weapon you made for me, Sensei."

"No, no, it must be because of your skill, Militar."

The results of wielding a sword depend entirely on the user. To say one's success is thanks to a tool is the height of arrogance.

"No, that is not true."

"Yes it is."

"No matter how skilled a swordsman, they cannot even cut a dry branch with a rusted, chipped sword."

"Ugh... well, I guess that may be true, but..."

It seemed Militar was determined to say her success was thanks to me. I tried to argue, but I couldn't think of a single good counterexample and was easily refuted.

"I believe you possess a special power when it comes to blacksmithing, Sensei. One great enough to make weapons evolve on their own."

"I wonder..."

Well, even though it was a toy, I did make it quite seriously since it would be bad if she got hurt. But I had never felt any special power in myself.

"And about the exclusive blacksmith position, there are circumstances that force me to rely on you, Sensei. The Grossa Army had an excellent blacksmith, but he retired just the other day due to old age and a chronic illness."

"Oh, so you want me to be his replacement? No way, no way! I don't have the skills for such a heavy responsibility."

"No, a successor blacksmith has already been appointed."

"Oh, I see."

I had jumped the gun again. She was so calm, yet here I was. I need to show a calmer side... As I made that small resolution, Militar murmured.

"This successor blacksmith is... a bit of a troublesome person. On top of being arrogant, his skills are poor, and it is causing problems with the management of the national army's weapons. He has also driven out all the blacksmiths who were subordinates of the previous one."

"A guy like that got appointed? Then you should just fire him..."

"The problem is... he is the only son of the ducal Felground Family, who makes large donations to the national army. He only became a blacksmith because he thought it looked easy, some ridiculous reason like that. Given our position, the soldiers can do nothing but swallow their dissatisfaction."

"Aah..."

That alone told me it was a complicated situation. Things like this probably happened in every world.

"So, Sensei. I want you to show this successor blacksmith the difference in your class and drive him away."

"No, but..."

I repeat, I lacked the skill. In Rieten, there were few adventurers, so most of my work was making daily necessities. It had been five or six years since I had last made a weapon. And I don't think it was even a combat sword...

As I wondered how to refuse, the sweet scent of flowers tickled my nose.

"Please, Sensei. I can't ask anyone but you for this."

Militar pressed closer. My back was against a wall. At some point, she had moved right next to me. She squeezed my hand and looked at me with sincere eyes. I, I could feel such intense passion... Looking into those blue eyes, I gradually started to feel bad about refusing.

"Well... I guess I can at least hear you out."

"Thank you, Sensei! This will save the national army! Let's head to the headquarters at once!"

Militar celebrated like a child. I definitely did not give in to her pressure. I was just going to listen. I am a man of strong will. I felt bad for Militar, but I would just listen to her story and then quietly go home. An old man like me couldn't possibly serve as the national army's exclusive blacksmith. I was led out of the shop by her. I felt a pang of guilt that I couldn't do more than just listen, after having made up my mind. Honestly.



		
			Chapter 6

			The Grossa Army Headquarters

			"Come on, Sensei. We’ll be at the Grossa Army headquarters soon."

"Is that so. You must be busy, I appreciate you showing me the way."

"Not at all."

After that, I followed Militar down a narrow back alley. Apparently, it was a shortcut. Militar, walking ahead of me, radiated the aura of a veteran hero. To think she had become so distinguished before I knew it... Though I was no parent of hers, I was getting a little choked up when Militar suddenly cried out, "Ah!"

"Sensei, I’ve been dragging you all over the place, but is your schedule okay? I’m sorry, I just went ahead and made plans without asking."

So that’s what she was worried about. That sort of consideration for others was something that hadn’t changed about her since she was a child.

"Ah, you don’t need to worry about it. I don’t have any plans. In fact, I was wondering what to do with myself."

"Is that right. I’m glad to hear that. Did you come to the Royal Capital for sightseeing?"

"Yeah, I was kicked out of my guild."

"What! You were kicked out!?"

I had never heard Militar raise her voice so loudly. Was it really that surprising? I gave her a brief explanation of what had happened.

"...To think they would expel a blacksmith as capable as you, Sensei... That guild master is the very height of incompetence."

For a while, Militar fumed with anger. I think I managed to gloss over the part about being unemployed without actually using the word.

As we walked, I asked her something I had been wondering about for a while.

"By the way, Militar, why do you call me Sensei?"

"Could it be... that you don’t like it?"

Militar turned around, backlit by the sun, her posture as dignified as a goddess.

"N, no, it’s not that I don’t like it. I was just wondering why you’d call a shabby old guy like me Sensei..."

"That’s because you taught me so many things, of course."

"So many things..."

The way she said that could be easily misunderstood.

"My parents were always away at work, but you taught me how to study, how to cook simple meals... You taught me so many things that are important for living."

"Did I? I feel like we were just playing around."

"You’ve always been too modest, Sensei."

Now that she mentioned it, I did seem to remember doing things like studying and cooking together. I was single back then, too. I had a lot of free time after work. I tried to recall my memories from fifteen years ago. How many other neighborhood kids were there besides Militar? ...Three... no, five...? With my rusty forty-year-old brain, I could only conjure a hazy scene.

"I wonder what the other kids are up to these days."

"You don’t need to talk about anyone but me... Ah, Sensei. You can see the headquarters now. Let’s go inside right away."

"Whoa, so this is the Grossa Army headquarters. It’s huge."

When she muttered something in a low voice, a number of barracks appeared. They had dark gray triangular roofs and brown brick walls. I followed Militar onward. Armed soldiers were coming and going everywhere, and when they saw Militar, they would stop and salute. Without breaking her stride, Militar simply raised a hand in response.

"A Legion Commander really is a big deal, huh."

"I tell them they can be more relaxed around me... but the soldiers can be a bit too formal."

"Oh, should I have saluted too? I just walked right past them."

"You don’t need to do anything like that, Sensei."

I could see a large open square in the back of the grounds. A group of several dozen soldiers were sparring with wooden swords. It was probably a training ground. They must be practicing. If I were in there, I’d probably get injured in an instant. As I was making these observations in my head, we arrived in front of one of the barracks. It was a size larger than the surrounding buildings, and this one alone had a plaque of a hammer above the door. Militar opened the door with a click.

"This is the Grossa Army’s blacksmith facility. It’s where new armaments are made and repaired."

"Wow... As expected of a forge directly under the national army. There are so many weapons."

The guild in Rieten was a decent size, but this space seemed to be twice as large. The walls were lined with weapons like swords, axes, and spears, and there was armor in the corners as well. There was a forge in the back, so it looked like it served as both a blacksmith shop and an armory.

"Excuse me."

"...Your Excellency, Legion Commander! Salute!"

There were more than a dozen soldiers inside, but as soon as they saw Militar, they all fell into line. They executed a flawless, beautiful salute. I tried to return the salute but felt too embarrassed, and just ended up giving a half-hearted wave. One of the soldiers asked Militar a question.

"Your Excellency, Legion Commander, who is this gentleman...?"

"Ah, I apologize for the late introduction. This is Dareth-dono. He is the peerless blacksmith who created my magic sword, Shinma. Please, Sensei, step forward."

"H, hello. I’m Dareth."

The moment Militar said he created Shinma, the barracks filled with murmurs. The soldiers were looking at each other and talking.

"Hey, did you hear that? He’s apparently the creator of Shinma. I never thought I’d meet him in my lifetime."

"Huh, an old guy like that. He doesn’t look like such an amazing blacksmith."

"You don’t think he’s tricking the Legion Commander, do you? I heard the creator’s name isn’t inscribed on Shinma."

It was a mix of praise and doubt. Well, it couldn’t be helped. It was hard to believe that an old guy like me had made the Legion Commander’s sword. Even I was still half-doubting it.

"So, where is Nanahikari-dono? I would like to introduce Dareth-dono."

"Yes, he was just repairing our swords, but... he worked for a little while and then disappeared."

The soldier timidly looked toward the forge in the back. Hammers and bellows were scattered about carelessly, and the forge itself was unlit and silent. The blacksmith who was supposed to be its master was nowhere to be seen. From their troubled expressions, I could tell the man wasn't very well-liked. Militar spoke with a sigh.

"Again... I wish he would at least finish his work properly before going out."

"We apologize, Your Excellency, Legion Commander. We have tried to tell him as much, but he refuses to listen..."

I suppose their respective positions made it difficult for them to be too forceful. I took a discreet look at the tools near the forge myself, and it seemed they hadn't been maintained at all. As a helpless atmosphere settled over the barracks, the door was thrown open with a bang!

"Tch, this place is as stuffy and grimy as ever."

"N, Nanahikari-dono!"

A man entered. Was he around twenty years old? He had the appearance of a blond, blue-eyed prince, and it was obvious at a glance that his clothes were expensive. A shirt with fine embroidery, crisply creased trousers, and polished leather shoes. ...Those aren't work clothes, are they? He had the same air about him as Shion... no. I shook my head, correcting my thoughts. I shouldn’t judge people by their appearance. Maybe he had been meeting with someone important. Militar, her expression still stern, spoke to him.

"Nanahikari-dono, where have you been? It is a problem when you disappear without permission."

"Don’t get so worked up. Just a little date. Unlike you mob soldiers, I’m popular, you know, hyahaha."

I had a feeling that might be it, but it seemed I was mistaken about him meeting someone important. Nanahikari listlessly walked over to the forge and plopped down. One of the soldiers approached him hesitantly.

"Excuse me for bothering you while you’re busy... but about the longsword I requested a repair for..."

"Yeah, yeah, I’m working on it, so don’t worry. Here you go."

"Uwah!"

Nanahikari picked up a sword that was lying on the ground and tossed it over carelessly. Unsheathed. Wha, seriously? What a reckless guy. And who puts a repaired sword on the floor? No one, that’s who. That single action told me just how much of a problem this man was.

"I fixed it up perfectly for you. You should be grateful."

"Ah, thank you."

The soldier looked down at the sword with a dejected face. I caught a glimpse of its condition, and it was awful. The blade was full of nicks and covered in scratches. The hilt was clogged with soot, and the pommel was chipped. It was painfully obvious that it hadn’t even been cleaned, let alone repaired.

"What’s wrong? I went to the trouble of fixing it for you, so you should be happier."

"Ah, well, but..."

Nanahikari slung an arm around the soldier’s right shoulder, a smug grin on his face. But as he looked at the intimidated soldier, his expression gradually turned vicious.

"Hey! I’m the one who fixed this, so why the long face!"

Nanahikari raised his left hand to punch the soldier in the face. That’s it, as a fellow blacksmith, I can’t just stand by and watch.

"Hey, if you’re a blacksmith, you should repair things properly."

Before I knew it, I had grabbed Nanahikari’s left arm.



		
			Chapter 7

			The Smithing Contest

			"Huh? What the hell, old man! Let go of me!"

"No, if I let go, you’ll punch him."

Nanahikari’s arm was so thin it fit completely in my hand. He was awfully slender for a blacksmith, and weak, too. His hands didn't seem to have any calluses at all. While I was a little envious of how clean they were, it also made me question if he was really a blacksmith.

"Dammit, what’s with this old guy...! He’s not budging...!"

"I’ll let go if you promise not to hit him."

"Fine! I get it, just let go!"

When I loosened my grip, Nanahikari yanked his arm away with a jerk. The spot I had been holding was a little red. When he saw it, his face contorted as if he’d seen something terrifying.

"Hey! My beautiful arm is turning red! What am I supposed to do if it’s there for life! Take responsibility!"

"You know..."

It's normal for your arm to turn red if someone grips it tightly, right? Besides, it’ll probably disappear soon enough. Is this what young people in... or rather, in the Royal Capital are like these days? The moment I had that thought, I hurriedly shook my head to dismiss it. No, no, that’s something an old man would say. I may be forty, but I shouldn't be that old yet. While I was desperately chanting "I’m still young" in my head, Nanahikari kept shouting something.

"...If this red mark doesn't go away, I’ll sue you! Hey, someone throw this old man out!"

"Nanahikari-dono. First, please calm down. This is Dareth-dono, a blacksmith from Rieten."

"Huh? So what? I’m not interested in some old guy from a backwater town like Rieten."

Just when I thought Nanahikari had lost his temper, the next moment he was back to his usual lazy, sloppy grin. What a busy guy.

"He is the blacksmith who forged this Shinma."

"What... did you say?"

The instant Nanahikari heard Militar’s words, his expression became serious. As I thought, the sword she carried was famous.

"I thought that you, Nanahikari-dono, as a first-rate blacksmith, would have an engaging conversation with Dareth-dono."

"Tch..."

"Depending on the situation, I believe it might be a good idea to have a two-person system for the exclusive blacksmith position."

For a moment, I thought Nanahikari’s ferocity had subsided, but it was quickly replaced by a vicious smile.

"In that case, let’s see what this old man is made of. You and I will have a smithing contest. If you lose, you go back to the countryside, trash."

"All right. In return, if I win, you’ll take your job more seriously."

"Yeah, fine. But there’s a condition!"

Nanahikari raised his index finger. What now? He had a smug look on his face.

"You can only use materials of D-rank or lower. Of course, I’ll be using all the S-rank materials I want."

"What...!?"

A ripple of unease spread through the barracks. The surrounding soldiers exchanged glances. Nanahikari, on the other hand, had a wicked smile so wide his brow furrowed and his eyelids contorted.

"Hey, hey, what’s wrong? The great creator of Shinma should be able to make an amazing sword even with D-rank materials, right?"

"Hmm..."

I see, so that’s how it is. He wants to give himself a huge handicap. I heard Nanahikari is the heir to a ducal family. He can probably get his hands on as many S-rank materials as he wants.

"Besides, you’re an old man, so you must have more experience than me, right? Please teach me, senpai."

Nanahikari clicked his tongue as he looked up at me. I was already taller than him, but for some reason, he lowered his posture even further to look up at me. What in the world was he doing? As I pondered this, Militar pulled on my arm. She led me a short distance away from Nanahikari.

"Sensei, I’m sorry... This is my mistake. It’s become more trouble than I expected. For now, please go home and..."

"No, it’s not a problem at all."

"Ah! Please wait!"

I gently pushed Militar aside and returned to Nanahikari’s side.

"Finished with your little chat? Let’s hear your answer."

"How will we determine the winner?"

"Oh! You’re into it, old man!"

Nanahikari clapped his hands with exaggerated enthusiasm. I could hear the soldiers murmuring around us.

"Is he really going to compete with that handicap?"

"He won’t be able to make a decent sword with D-rank materials or lower."

"I’d have to pass if I were him."

It seemed everyone was convinced I had no chance of winning.

"We have plenty of Training Dolls here for the soldiers to spar with. Those guys. The design is dead ugly, but their durability is first-rate. They’ve never broken, not even once."

Nanahikari pointed to a humanoid figure that looked like a suit of armor propped against the wall. Since it was training equipment, it was probably built to be especially tough.

"They all have the same specs. We’ll have them fight with the swords we make. The one whose sword breaks first loses. Simple enough, right?"

"Yes, that’s fine."

"S, Sensei!"

Militar whispered to me worriedly, as if to dissuade me, but I had no intention of backing down.

"The match is in ten days. You can run away if you think you can’t handle it, old man."

"Haha, don’t be ridiculous."

"As a special favor, I’ll let you use this forge. I’ll be working at my mansion. See ya."

With that, Nanahikari quickly left. The barracks was soon filled with the voices of the soldiers discussing the situation. A frantic Militar spoke to me in a low voice. She looked extremely worried. She really was a kind person.

"A, are you sure about this, Sensei? Only being able to use D-rank materials or lower is just too much..."

"Like I said before, it’s not a problem. In fact..."

"In fact...?"

It had only been a few weeks since I last held a hammer, but my blacksmith’s blood was already stirring. I guess I really do love smithing. I told the stunned Militar plainly.

"A sword made from inferior materials beating one made from high-grade materials... isn’t that interesting?"



		
			Chapter 8

			Full Effort

			"Sensei, these are all the materials we have here."

"Thanks. That’s a big help."

And so, I immediately began to inspect the materials. These were the ores and other things stored in the barracks. The soldiers who had been here earlier had been ordered by Militar to return to their training. The large space felt even larger now, empty and quiet.

"It would have been nice if there were some better materials, even if they were D-rank or lower..."

"No, no, this is more than enough."

I looked over the materials Militar had brought from the warehouse. There were many different kinds, and quite a good selection.

[Iron Ore] Rank: D Attribute: None Description: An ore containing iron. Widely distributed and easily obtainable.

[Fake Metal] Rank: E Attribute: None Description: An ore that resembles the S-rank material Full Metal. It has low strength but is easy to process.

[Minor Thunder Magic Stone] Rank: D Attribute: Thunder Description: An ore containing a small amount of lightning-elemental magic. Amplifying its power requires skilled craftsmanship.

[High-Purity Copper Ore] Rank: D Attribute: None Description: An ore with high copper purity. It is also a favorite food of B-rank monsters, Bronze Dragons.

[Tinrock] Rank: D Attribute: None Description: An ore containing tin. It closely resembles the A-rank material Steel Ore.

Looking at the materials naturally sharpened my focus. It was the result of thirty years of practice, I suppose. As I was thinking about what kind of sword to make, Militar murmured in a small voice.

"A, are you really going to be okay? You’re up against a sword made with S-rank materials, Sensei."

"It’ll be fine. D-rank and lower materials are often used for weapons, you know. What’s important is ingenuity and combination."

An item’s rank is influenced by its quality, of course, but rarity has an even stronger effect. If you use a lot of rare materials, the weapon will also have a high rank. But a weapon’s strength isn’t decided by its rank alone. The skill of the blacksmith is directly connected to it. Above all...

What I was thinking in my heart naturally slipped from my lips.

"Making a great product from shabby materials is where a blacksmith really shows his skill."

"Sensei... you’re so cool."

I was concentrating, so I didn’t hear her clearly, but I think Militar said something. Well, it probably wasn’t anything important. Still, ten days... It didn’t seem like I would have time to look for new materials. I would have to make it with just the ores I had here.

"Militar. Will I be a nuisance to the army if I work here the whole time?"

"No, that’s fine. There are no units that urgently need weapon repairs at the moment. I will also tell the soldiers not to enter for the next ten days."

"Thank you. You’re a great help, Militar. Well then, I guess I’ll get started. Sorry for keeping you."

The blueprint was already complete in my mind. I would make a simple but sturdy longsword. Imbuing it with lightning-elemental magic would give it exceptional sharpness. I lit the forge and got the workshop going. Being enveloped in the heat that filled the barracks calmed my nerves. While waiting for it to warm up, I was organizing my tools and materials when I saw someone in the corner of my eye. It was Militar. She was standing a short distance away, watching me.

"Militar? I thought you had already left..."

"If I’m not disturbing you, could I watch you work for a little while? It’s been a long time."

"Huh? Oh, I don’t mind."

"Great, thank you. I’ll leave on my own when it’s time."

Saying that, Militar sat down primly on a nearby chair. Her eyes were sparkling as she watched my movements. Was it really that interesting? In any case, the forge seemed to have warmed up, so it was time to get started. First, I melted the [High-Purity Copper Ore] and [Tinrock] in separate crucibles. I mixed them in a ratio of ninety percent to ten percent to form a single ingot. This particular ratio dramatically increases the strength. I would hammer this to create the base of the sword.

"Militar, it’s dangerous, so please stand back a little."

"Okay."

I placed the mixed ore on the anvil and swung my hammer. The high-pitched sounds of KAAN! KAAN! echoed through the room. It was a comforting sound. It felt nostalgic. Once the metal was a rectangular shape, I folded it in the middle. I hammered and heated... hammered and heated... over and over again. As always, Militar watched with great interest. It must be boring just to watch, so I figured I’d at least explain what I was doing.

"By doing this, I’m removing the impurities from inside the ore. The more you hammer metal, the stronger it gets."

"That’s very educational, Sensei."

Come to think of it, she used to stare intently at my work back in the old days, too. Maybe she has a strong interest in swords. Once I had tempered it enough, I moved on to the next step. [Iron Ore] and [Fake Metal]. [Iron Ore] is a good, hard material, but it’s difficult to work with. So, by mixing in about twenty percent [Fake Metal], I could achieve both strength and workability. Mixing this with the alloy from before should result in a sturdy sword. Eventually, as I was swinging the hammer, Militar quietly stood up.

"Sensei, thank you for letting me watch. I should be getting back now. I’ll bring you something later."

"No, you don’t have to do that."

After that, Militar came and went, watching my work whenever she had free time.

A week later, the base of the longsword was complete.

"Sensei, it’s really starting to take shape."

"Yeah, once I’m this far, it’s just one last push."

I wiped the sweat from my brow with a worn-out towel. Before me lay a longsword with a straight blade. Despite not being polished yet, its blade shone with a beautiful silver light. It had turned into a fine weapon for being made from low-rank materials. But the most important step was still ahead. Using the remaining [Minor Thunder Magic Stone], I would imbue this sword with immense sharpness.

"Militar, sorry, but could you not come to the barracks for the rest of the time?"

"Of course. Is it an important part of the process?"

"It’s the final touch. I have to keep hammering for three days and three nights straight."

"Three days and three nights!? That sounds like incredibly hard work..."

If a [Minor Thunder Magic Stone] cools down, its internal lightning magic is released. So, to imbue a strong magic effect, it needs to be kept hot until the work is finished. Hammering for three days straight is tough, to be sure, but for me, it was a common occurrence. I neatly arranged my tools and materials and centered myself in front of them. As I took deep breaths, the waves of my mind gradually calmed.

"...Alright."

I melted all the [Minor Thunder Magic Stones] at once. The released lightning magic burned my arms. There was a lot of ore, so the magic must have been potent as well. But that didn't matter. Right now, making a good sword was more important than my own body. I think Militar had disappeared at some point without me noticing. Before I knew it, I was so engrossed in the world of smithing that I was oblivious to my surroundings.

As planned, after three days and three nights of continuous hammering, a sword cloaked in electricity was complete. The polishing was also finished, and the longsword was gleaming. It was a fine sword, if I did say so myself.

"Alright, it’s done!"

I stretched my back with a groan, and the bones all over my body popped and cracked. The muscles in my arms and legs ached. Was this too much for a forty-year-old man? As I was feeling my age, my heart was filled with the satisfaction of having created a good product. As I moved my body, the door to the barracks creaked open. Militar peeked her head in quietly.

"S, Sensei...?"

"Oh, Militar. The sword is finished."

"Really!? Congratulations!"

Militar happily trotted over. The day of the smithing contest was today, so I was glad I made it in time. Just as I was thinking that, Militar murmured with a tense expression.

"U, um, Sensei... you’ve made an incredible sword. As expected of you..."

"Eh?"

Prompted by Militar, I looked at the longsword again. Sparks of electricity were constantly crackling from the blade. Not only that, but the tips of our hair were standing on end, and the skin on our arms and faces was tingling. It was like the prelude to a lightning strike. ...Hmm? What is this?

[Thunder Emperor's Evil-Slaying Sword: Kamina] Rank: S Attribute: Thunder Ability: A longsword imbued with abundant lightning-elemental magic. It boasts an abnormal sharpness that makes victims unaware they've been cut.

"...S-rank? That’s a higher rank than I expected."

"Sensei, don’t you think you put a little too much effort into this...?"

"Y, yeah, I might have gotten a bit too serious..."

From D-rank and lower materials, I had gone and made a full-blown S-rank sword.



		
			Chapter 9

			A Stroke of Genius

			This is bad, this is bad, this is bad! The sword broke. And it wasn't just any sword. It was a national treasure. Even I, with my mind as clear as a polished mirror, can't stop panicking.

"Shion-san? What’s wrong? You didn't break it, did you?"

"O, of course I didn’t! I’m still working on it! Be quiet!"

For now, I answered to buy some time. I’m in this terrible mess because of Dareth. It’s all his fault for making such a shoddy sword. Unforgivable. However, I’ll get my revenge on Dareth later. Right now, I have to do something about this situation or I’m in big trouble.

"Calm down, calm down. In times like these, you have to think of a solution calmly."

I took slow, deep breaths to calm my heart. As I composed myself, my mind gradually cleared. ...That’s it.

"I’ll stick it together with adhesive liquid."

Thanks to the Shion-style deep breathing, a genius idea struck me. If it's broken, I just have to glue it. It’s a simple matter. I'm pretty sure I had some ridiculously sticky liquid somewhere. After rummaging through my drawers, I found the item I was looking for.

[Temporary Adhesive Liquid] Rank: C Attribute: None Description: A liquid made by mixing sticky monster bodily fluids. It can adhere to most materials like wood or metal. However, its strength is low, and its primary use is for temporary fastening.

"This is it!"

With this, the repair will be complete. I applied the [Adhesive Liquid] to the broken surfaces and pressed them together firmly. I wiped off the excess before it dried. Might as well polish the surface while I'm at it. After wiping it with a towel, the dirt was gone, and it looked surprisingly clean. I should be able to get away with this. I carefully lifted the [Amatsurugi] so as not to break the newly glued part. Then, I carried it over to them.

"Sorry to keep you waiting. The repairs are finished."

"That was incredibly fast! As expected of the guild master."

Senji happily reached out to take it. I quickly refused, protecting the [Amatsurugi].

"It’s still in a delicate state. Don’t try to touch it so roughly."

"Ah, well, but... I do need to check its condition..."

"Are you saying you doubt me!? Me, the guild master!"

"That’s not what I meant..."

I really don't want him to look at it, but Senji stubbornly insists on checking. If we keep arguing like this, it might break from the slightest impact. ...I have no choice. I decided to let him see it just a little so he wouldn’t get suspicious.

"See, it’s clean, isn’t it?"

"Indeed..."

I showed it to him from a slight distance. It would be a pain if he noticed it wasn’t actually repaired.

"But, it still looks like it has some nicks."

"That’s just an illusion. Your eyes are trapped in an illusion. Don’t say things without evidence."

"Y, yes... I don’t quite understand what you mean, but..."

While talking Senji down, I returned the [Amatsurugi] to its box. Once it’s packed away, I'm home free. I can just tell them not to open it until they get to the Royal Capital. However, despite being careful, it bumped against the desk with a soft thud. Crap! ...I thought, but there was no change in the [Amatsurugi]. Th, that was close. Just as it was right above the box. Almost there, hang in there! The moment I willed it with all my might, the [Amatsurugi] broke with a pakin sound. It was an utterly anticlimactic snap.

""Eh...""

Dumbfounded expressions on the envoy and his guards, the guild members, and the national treasure of a sword, broken in two.

"Sh, Shion-san? Didn’t you say you fixed it?"

"Ah, well, you see..."

The atmosphere in the guild grew tense little by little. Th, this is bad. To change the mood, I suddenly said brightly.

"W, well that’s strange. I was sure I repaired it properly. W, well, since we’re here, how about we call it a separate-type sword?"

It was a good idea, if I did say so myself. If it's broken, why not just make it that kind of sword? That way, there’s no need to repair it. A true miracle idea. Senji was looking down, trembling. He must be moved by my idea.

"...What do you think you’re doing! You phony guild master!"

"H, hey! What are you doing!"

Suddenly, Senji grabbed me violently. My expensive clothes were getting wrinkled.

"Why did you break it! You said you would fix it!"

"I, I’m telling you, it was an unforeseen accident! Just a little mishap!"

"Aaaaaah! I knew it, I never should have asked you!"

Senji was crouched down, holding his head. Hey, that's rude. What is he thinking.

"Shion! You are under arrest!"

"What!?"

That was the most incomprehensible thing I'd heard all day.

"A, arrest me!? Why!?"

"Do you really not know! It’s because you destroyed a national treasure! ...You men, seize him! We’re taking him to the Royal Capital!"

""Yes, sir!""

The burly guards grabbed me. They were incredibly strong.

"S, stop! Let go!"

""Behave yourself! You incompetent master!""

Dragged by the guards, I was taken outside the guild. A carriage was parked in front, and I was forcibly shoved inside. Without understanding what was happening, the carriage started moving. As I was violently jostled around, I desperately tried to figure out how things had come to this. No, there was one thing that was clear.

---...It’s all Dareth’s fault.

Yes, that must be it. If it weren't for him, this never would have happened. The moment I became convinced of that, a rage boiled up from the depths of my heart. The crime of having me falsely arrested is a grave one. Dareth! I will have my revenge on you!



		
			Chapter 10

			Go Scurrying Back Pathetically, Old Man

			"Dammit all! What have you done! You damn old man! ...Hey, what's the condition of my arm!"

"L, like I said, please hold still..."

"Huh!?"

"N, nothing at all. My apologies."

As soon as I arrived at the mansion, I had my personal physician treat me. For my arm, of course, which that damn old man Dareth nearly broke. If it wasn't me, I would have died. The arm that turned red because of him was somehow back to normal thanks to my body's extraordinary healing abilities.

"As I thought... you are not injured. Not just the bones, but there are no problems with the muscles or skin either. You are in perfect health."

"Don’t make me repeat myself! I told you to find evidence to sue him!"

"Th, that’s impossible..."

I will never forgive that man for trying to kill me. I fully intend to get my revenge, no matter what. Yet, this incompetent physician is spouting nonsense about there being no evidence.

"If you can’t find any evidence, I’ll sue you first!"

"I, I am terribly sorry, Nanahikari-sama! Please, anything but that... gah! Eeek, help me...!"

I grabbed a replica club that was on display and beat the physician with it. Tch, too bad it's not the real thing. The battered physician fled like a startled rabbit.

"Alright, time to get started."

Once the physician was gone, I snapped my fingers to summon the servants.

""You called for us, Nanahikari-sama.""

"Hey, have the biggest blacksmith guild in the country make a first-class sword. Use the S-rank materials we have in the mansion."

""Understood. We will make the arrangements immediately.""

Once I gave the order, the servants began to move about hastily. There’s no way the heir to the Felground Family like me would ever make a sword. I would never hold a hammer. My priceless arms would get dirty. That’s why I outsource.

However... well, I suppose I can choose the materials.

"Wait a moment. Bring the materials here first. I will personally select them."

The servants brought the Felground Family’s valuable items. Every single one was an item that wouldn't be out of place in the Royal Palace’s treasury. From among them, I carefully selected the finest materials.

[Full Metal] Rank: S Attribute: None Description: An ore containing iron of the highest purity and sturdiness. There are only three mines in the world where it can be found.

[Thunder God Stone] Rank: S Attribute: Thunder Description: It contains so much lightning-elemental magic that it sounds like thunder when crushed.

[Earth Dragon's Inverted Scale] Rank: S Attribute: Earth Description: The inverted scale of an Earth Dragon, said to be the master of the land. Any weapon mixed with this can cleave through any armor in a single slash.

[Platinum Steel] Rank: S Attribute: None Description: A metal that will not dissolve even after being submerged for a week in the acidic sea at the border of the Demon Territory. It has the world’s best corrosion resistance.

[Eternal Flame Stone] Rank: S Attribute: Fire Description: There is an anecdote that a fire ignited by striking these stones together burned for a thousand years.

Alright, this should be good enough. With this, they should be able to create a weapon of the highest quality.

""Nanahikari-sama, will this be all...?""

"I told you to make the arrangements already! Have them make an S-rank sword!"

""Y, yes, understood, Nanahikari-sama.""

I yelled at the servants, and they finally started carrying the materials away. Honestly, what a useless bunch. However, I have no intention of losing to that old fart Dareth. He can only use materials of D-rank or lower. On the other hand, everything I'm using is S-rank. My victory is a foregone conclusion.

---A contest is something where you decide the winner before it even begins.

Honestly, my strategic genius frightens me. Oh, right.

"Hey, Agen!"

"You called, Nanahikari-sama."

I called for Agen. She's a maid who started working at the mansion recently. She has her black hair tied up in a bun and eyes as black as a crow's. She's beautiful, but you can never see any emotion in her. She’s just like a doll. Because of that creepiness, I tried not to get too involved with her. Well, she is competent, so she’s useful.

"Don’t mention this to my father and mother."

"Of course, sir."

My father and mother happen to be away from the mansion. It would be bad if they found out I used the materials, so I told her to keep quiet just in case. Now I can rest easy. After that, a letter of some sort arrived from the Blacksmith Guild, but it seemed like a hassle, so I threw it away without reading it.

□□□

Ten days later, the sword I had commissioned arrived. I had requested it from one of the top one or two blacksmith guilds in the Grossa Kingdom. Surely, they had created the greatest sword in the world. The guild master was considerate enough to deliver it himself. Well, I did give them a lot of expensive materials. It was only natural.

"Hey, I waited until the last minute. You made a good sword, right?"

"Y, yes, of course..."

But contrary to my expectations, the guild master was hesitant. What’s wrong?

"Show it to me already."

"Y, yes..."

With trembling hands, the guild master opened the box. What appeared from inside was a magnificent blade that could have been designated a national treasure.

[Solid Sword] Rank: A Attribute: None Ability: A sturdy sword. It won’t be outmatched by common monsters.

Or not.

"...Huh? What is this..."

The sword taken from the box was an A-rank sword. It didn’t even have an attribute. At this rate, it’s something you could buy at any old shop.

"Why is it an A-rank sword! It doesn’t even have an attribute!"

"We didn’t have enough time, this was the best we could do..."

"The best you could do isn’t good enough! Don’t mess with me!"

"I, I’m sorry! S-rank materials are difficult to process... I believe I sent you a letter right away..."

A letter? Oh, the one I tore up.

"Like I care about that! When I tell you to do something, you do it!"

"Guaaaah!"

I kicked and punched him, beating him to a pulp. The battered guild master lay pathetically on the floor.

"Tch, get out of here. You incompetent fool."

"P, please wait."

As I was about to return to my room, the guild master grabbed my ankle. What is with this guy.

"Let go, you’re filthy. Do you want another beating?"

"N, Nanahikari-sama... I have not received payment..."

"Payment...? What’s that?"

"Eh... u, um, it is for the [Solid Sword], of course..."

The guild master said timidly. Payment...? Don’t get carried away.

"There’s no way I’m paying when you haven’t fulfilled the request! If you want money that badly, I’ll pay you with your life!"

"Uwah! What a dangerous person! I, I’m never taking a request from you again!"

As I swung the [Solid Sword] around, the guild master fled in a panic. Seriously, don’t cause me so much trouble. But... well, whatever. That guy can only use D-rank materials anyway. There’s no way he can make a decent sword. A contest where the victory is already decided is just too much fun, hyahahaha.



		
			Chapter 11

			The Outcome of the Match

			"Well then, are you both ready?"

A soldier's voice echoed through the training grounds. With little rest, the time for the match had come. Surprisingly, quite a few soldiers had gathered to watch. Militar, unable to take sides, watched us from a spot right in the middle.

"Yeah, I'm on my way."

I answered the soldier acting as referee, put Kamina back in its box, and moved. In the center, the training dolls stood facing each other. I had been making final adjustments to Kamina right up until the match began, though all I really did was blow off some dust. From the other side, Nanahikari was walking over with his female attendant.

"Yo, old man. I'll give you credit for not running away, at least."

"It's been ten days."

"What's with that getup, anyway? It's filthy. It'd be the worst if your stench rubbed off on me, so don't get any closer."

Just like the first time we met, Nanahikari was dressed in dazzling clothes. It was, well... the kind of outfit you'd wear to a party.

"I'm sure you understand, but if you lose this match, you'd better start taking your job more seriously."

"Sheesh, you're annoying. There's no way I'm gonna lose. Hey, hurry up and show me your sword."

With a smug look, Nanahikari had his attendant open the box. What emerged was an unbelievably fine sword. Or at least, it was supposed to be...

Solid Sword

Rank: A

Attribute: None

Ability: A sturdy sword. Will not be overpowered by common monsters.

Huh? A-rank? Wasn't he supposed to be using S-rank materials? I had expected a weapon on the level of a legendary blade. This was different from what I expected, and I felt a bit let down.

"Stop staring and get your sword out already."

"Ah, yeah, right."

I placed the box on the ground and gently took out Kamina. It seemed dangerous to touch the blade, so I had to be extremely careful.

"This is the sword I prepared. It's called Kamina."

""...?!""

The moment I revealed Kamina, the area fell silent. Everyone was staring at my sword, Nanahikari included. Wha, what? What's wrong?

"I, it's an S-rank sword. You made it from D-rank and lower materials? ...Impossible."

"I've never seen a sword like that. For it to crackle with lightning before any magic is even channeled into it."

"I can feel the aftershocks even from this distance... What an incredible sword."

I could hear the soldiers gulping. Gulp... In an instant, the training grounds were filled with tension. I could feel the crackle of lightning on my face. Uh, um, I'm starting to get nervous too.

"Heh, i, it's probably just for show. There's no way an old man like this could make something like that."

Nanahikari tried to sound casual as he composed himself, but cold sweat was trickling down his face.

"N, now, please equip the swords to the dolls."

At the soldier's word, we had the training dolls take hold of the swords. Once they were ready, the referee placed his hands on the dolls' backs.

"I will now activate the dolls. Please step back."

After confirming we were far enough away, the soldier channeled magic into the dolls.

"...!"
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			Chapter 12

			Regret (Side: Nanahikari ②)

			"Guh... Where am I..."

"Are you awake, Nanahikari-sama?"

When I came to, I was lying in bed. Around me were familiar walls and a familiar ceiling. It was the Felground family residence. And next to me was the maid, Agen. It was dark outside, so it seemed to be nighttime already.

"Tch... What time is it?"

"About two hours have passed since sunset."

It seemed I had slept after passing out. I must have been carried here without realizing. Looking into Agen's emotionless eyes, the events of that day came back to me vividly.

"How dare you karate chop your master! Did you think I wouldn't remember!"

"But if I hadn't, would the situation not have been brought under control?"

"Guh..."

It was true that I had lost my composure after my sword was broken. As I talked with Agen, I also remembered the incident at the training grounds. That Dareth, because of him, I was humiliated. Even for someone as magnanimous as me, I wouldn't be satisfied until I got my revenge.

"Aaaah! That bastard! Don't get so cocky just because you're an old man, you hear me!"

Shouting, I threw things all over the room. Whatever the reason, humiliating me like that deserves ten thousand deaths. Damn it, how should I get my revenge? Right... should I just assassinate him in the dark?

"In that case, I shall take responsibility for harming you, Nanahikari-sama, and will take my leave."

"Yeah, do that! Get out of here! You violent maid! You should be grateful I'm not suing you!"

"As you wish."

At some point, a travel bag had appeared at Agen's feet. Hmph, she must have known she'd be punished. I can at least admire her efficiency. Now get out of here, you disgusting woman.

"Ah, and one more thing..."

Agen stopped just before the door.

"You need not worry, I have already informed the Duke and Duchess that you used the estate's materials without permission, Nanahikari-sama."

"...What?"

You informed Father and Mother... you say?

"I told you not to tell them!"

"Did you? Well then, I shall be on my way."

"Hey! Wait a minute, Agen!"

"Nanahikari! What is this about you using the materials!"

Just as Agen left, Father and Mother came in. They were clutching a letter with terrifying expressions. It must have been the one that woman sent.

"N, no, it's not like that! Please, listen to me!"

"I told you not to touch them under any circumstances, as they were scheduled to be presented to another country!"

"F, first, just let me explain... guaaah!"

I was beaten black and blue, quickly reduced to a mess.

"F, Father... Mother... please help me..."

"You are no longer a member of the Felground family. You are banished. Leave this residence at once."

I begged for forgiveness, barely able to breathe, but it had no effect at all. Not only that, b, banished?

"P, please wait, Father. Please don't make such a cruel joke as banishment."

"This is no joke. ...You there, banish this man to Tamon Forest outside the Royal Capital."

"Wait! Anything but that...! Father!"

With only the clothes on my back, I was shoved into a carriage. After a while, I was unceremoniously abandoned in a forest. This was Tamon Forest. A deep forest spreading to the east of the Royal Capital. It was known for being rare in these parts, swarming with monsters.

'Kye! Kikiki!'

'Haa... Haa...'

'Gwagwagwa!'

From all around, I could hear the sounds of something squirming. A shiver ran down my spine, and my heart began to beat like an alarm bell.

"Wha, what was that? Go away!"

Even when I yelled as loud as I could, the eerie sounds didn't stop. It had been getting warmer lately, but the nights were still cold. I couldn't stop shivering from the cold and the fear of being attacked by monsters. Why... why did it come to this... Memories of everything up to now came flooding back. Among them, the face of one man floated to the surface. The blacksmith of rare talent... Dareth.

I should have just humbly asked for his teachings instead of challenging him to a match...

If I had, I would be sleeping in a warm bed right now... It was a regret that came far, far too late, almost laughably so.

◆◆◆ (Third Person POV)

A lone woman who had left the Felground residence entered a back alley to avoid being seen. She walked further, completely distancing herself from the people in the public eye. After carefully checking that she wasn't being followed, Agen took out a mirror, rather large to be carried in a bag. Right now, it only reflected the doll-like face Nanahikari had described. But as Agen channeled her magic into it, an eerie black shadow gradually began to appear.

'How goes the plan, Agen?'

"...My apologies. It has failed."

'Hmm... Explain the details.'

The reflection in the mirror was a humanoid shadow. Only the twisted horns growing from the sides of its head indicated that it was not human. In short, she was no ordinary maid. She was a member of the only human organization that maintained friendly relations with the Demon Race... The Order of Truth. This world should be ruled by the Demon Race, not by humans. People possessed by such an ideology had eventually formed a single group.

"A man named Dareth appeared and has become the exclusive blacksmith for the Grossa Army. He appears to be a blacksmith of considerable skill."

'Dareth... I have not heard that name.'

The Demon Race's territory was planning an invasion of the continent where humans lived. So, The Order of Truth had begun to act immediately. Their first objective was the weakening of the national army. By sabotaging the repair and production of armaments, they would weaken the powerful Grossa Army, even if just a little. Crossing the acid sea would exhaust even the Demon Race. Therefore, lowering the national power of the Grossa Kingdom without their plan being exposed was a critical mission. Inciting the foolish heir to become the exclusive blacksmith had gone well. But due to the mysterious man named Dareth, the plan had quickly fallen apart.

'The preparations for the invasion are proceeding steadily. I believe I told you not to fail under any circumstances, did I not?'

"Do not worry... another plan is already in motion."

Agen relayed the details of that plan to the demon. Following her instructions, their comrades within the country were already moving in various locations.

'If you were of the Demon Race, you would already be dead, but cooperative humans are valuable to us as well. Thus, I shall give you one more chance.'

"Yes! I am most grateful!"

'I expect good results.'

The black shadow vanished from the mirror, and Agen's face was reflected once more. Next time, she would produce a good result. She resolved this firmly. And then, she vanished into the dark night as if melting away.
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			Chapter 13

			The Grossa Army's Exclusive Blacksmith

			"Dareth-san, thank you so much! Thanks to your repairs, it's become so much easier to use."

"Please repair my spear too. I've been looking forward to this."

"Hey, don't cut in line. It's my turn next."

A few days after I won the match against Nanahikari, the forge was packed with soldiers wanting their weapons repaired. They just kept coming, one after another without a break. This was even busier than it was in Rieten.

"Ah, yeah, just a minute. I'm taking you in order."

Even so, I was so busy I didn't even have time for a sip of water. But I couldn't afford to rest. The soldiers' weapons and armor were all badly nicked or damaged. Nanahikari probably hadn't been doing a proper job of fixing them. And as for Kamina, the sword I made, it ended up being displayed on the forge wall. Every day, young soldiers gathered around it.

"What a beautiful and powerful sword. I'm definitely going to be the one to wield Kamina."

"Kamina is so cool. Though, I'll be the one to get promoted before you."

"No, no, I'm the one worthy of Kamina. I'll achieve more than either of you."

Everyone was excitedly talking about their ambitions. Apparently, it was to be awarded to someone who achieved a special-class accomplishment, on par with Militar's. I never thought a sword of mine would be treated with such reverence. It's quite moving. On top of that, people naturally stopped calling me "old man" at some point. This was a good sign.

"Dareth-san is so serious about his work, he's a truly great blacksmith. A model for all of us."

"I heard he's forty. I want to be a cool old man like him too."

"He's truly the star of hope for us middle-aged guys. I hope he keeps giving us old guys hope."

Well, they stopped calling me that, but every time I overhear conversations like that, I feel a little sad, wondering if I really am an old man. It's a very nice compliment, but objective evaluations from others really hit home. As I was thinking that while swinging my hammer, it was time to close up. Alright, work's over for today! I've always been punctual. Start on time, end on time.

"Alright, everyone. I'm closing up for the day. I need to clean up, so please head out."

""Yes, sir. Thank you for your hard work.""

The soldiers filed out. As I was cleaning the now spacious barracks, someone came inside.

"Sorry, but I'm closed for the day. If you need any repairs, please come back tomorrow. I'm truly sorry."

"Sensei, thank you for your hard work. I apologize for intruding while you're busy."

"Oh, Militar. It's you."

The person who came in was Militar. Even after I became the exclusive blacksmith as a result of our match, she would often stop by to check on me.

"All the soldiers are grateful to you, Sensei. Even those who couldn't exactly be called motivated have completely changed. They're tackling their training like new men."

"That's good to hear. Hearing people say they want to use the swords I've made is the greatest joy a blacksmith can experience."

It makes me genuinely happy to hear that from the soldiers who protect our country, especially the young ones. It makes me want to work even harder at smithing.

"About that other matter, I'm sorry for the trouble it's caused you, Sensei. When I told Her Majesty about your skill, she had those words for you..."

"No, it's fine. It means it's for the good of the army."

That matter she was talking about was that. I'd been told to go easy on the repairs and creation of equipment for the soldiers. The army's equipment is apparently ranked according to hierarchy and unit, with regular soldiers mainly using C-rank and B-rank gear. The concern was that if everyone had equipment like Kamina, they might become conceited. The army is really well-organized, I thought, and then Militar mumbled, fidgeting.

"Um, Sensei... are you staying at that inn again today?"

"Yeah, that's the plan."

"If you'd like, the army can arrange for lodging."

"No, I'd feel bad, so it's okay."

I was staying at Teru-san's inn. The Royal Capital is safe, and it's close to the army's headquarters. And it's a really great inn. The rooms are clean and the food is delicious. And I feel like Militar is muttering something like, "That upstart woman..." but I'm probably just imagining things, right? There's no way a model of ladylike behavior like her would use such words.

"Shamelessly living with him... unforgivable... Oh, that's right! I came here today because I have something important to discuss with you, Sensei."

"Im, important? What is it?"

Militar's formal tone made me nervous. Please let it be something not so serious.

"Her Majesty wishes to see you."

"Oh, I see. Her Majesty the Queen, huh... What?!"

Perhaps due to my age, the surprise hit a moment late. This was a much bigger deal than I had imagined.

"H, Her Majesty wants to see me?! Why!"

"It is, of course, because of the events of these past few weeks. Thanks to you, Sensei, the danger of the army's weakening has been averted, and you have also managed to raise the soldiers' motivation. This is considered a great achievement."

Whoa, whoa, whoa, are you serious? I had no idea they were talking about such things behind my back. Is it really okay for an old man like me to go before Her Majesty?

"And so, let us go to Her Majesty."

"Eh! Right now?!"

"Yes."

Militar stated it as if it were a matter of course. What in the world is happening?

"B, but, I'm not mentally prepared... I'm all dirty, too..."

"You do not need mental preparation, Sensei. And Her Majesty will not mind your state. Now, I will guide you, so please follow me."

"But..."

As Militar led me by the hand, my mind gradually went blank. It's not something I'm proud of, but I'm just an ordinary citizen. I've never met royalty before. In fact, I never thought I would in my entire life. Good grief, what's going to happen to me?
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			An Audience and a Mysterious Reunion

			"Are you ready, Sensei?"

"Ah, yeah. Though I'd prefer another year or so to calm my nerves..."

"Please don't joke about it."

Right now, I was standing before an incredibly majestic door. Next to me were two soldiers staring into the void. I could tell at a glance that this was the Throne Room. It was clearly different from the other doors. Anyway, what kind of person is Her Majesty the Queen? ...Maybe I should ask Militar. Prior information is important.

"H, hey, Militar. What is Her Majesty the Queen like?"

"Let's see. In a word, she is... 'kind to the competent, strict with the incompetent'."

"...I see?"

What's with that? That's terrifying! I wish I hadn't asked.

"Well then, let us go, Sensei."

"Y, yes, ma'am."

The guards opened the door without so much as moving an eyebrow. I just noticed, but these guys are super scary too. Th, they're watching me with just their eyes. As I followed Militar and arrived before the throne, my nervousness reached its peak. Her Majesty the Queen, Serenade Grossa-sama, was sitting there. Well, that's to be expected.

"You have come, Militar. And you, Dareth. We are pleased to meet you both."

"Yes! It is good to see Your Majesty is well!"

"I, I am Dareth!"

It was my first time seeing Her Majesty the Queen, and she was breathtakingly beautiful. Her long, translucent silver hair and eyes shone like stars themselves. Her sharp, well-defined nose was like that of a great spirit. She was tall even when seated, and her entire being overflowed with dignity.

"Dareth, the Kamina you forged is truly magnificent. We were deeply moved. We acknowledge you as the finest blacksmith in the kingdom."

"I, I am most grateful!"

I, I can't believe I'm being praised by the Queen herself. This is incredible... My heart is full of both awe and happiness. This means Her Majesty saw Kamina without me knowing, right? How terrifying.

"You did well with the Nanahikari matter as well. We were away on an inspection tour, so our response was delayed."

"Ah, no... I only did what I could..."

But... is this a good impression? Militar's words, "strict with the incompetent," were stuck in my mind, and I couldn't relax for a moment.

"You were also the creator of Shinma, were you not? To think we could not find such an exceptional talent, our own eyes must have grown cloudy."

"I, I do not believe that is the case. Your Majesty's eyes are like perfectly clear jewels."

I was so conscious of not being rude that my reply came out sounding strange. H, has that remark made me seem incompetent?

"Hmph, you may be skilled in smithing, but it seems you are not as skilled in handling women."

"Ah, no! I am truly sorry about that!"

Her Majesty the Queen laughed, but she was so beautiful it was terrifying.

"Now, today we have something to discuss regarding the Amatsurugi you forged."

What is that?

"The, the Amatsurugi... you say? I'm sorry, but what are you referring to?"

"What do you mean? It is the sword you forged."

"My apologies. I truly do not understand..."

"Surely you have not forgotten. ...Well, no matter. You there, bring it here."

At the Queen's command, servants who looked like saintesses brought in an expensive-looking box. It was opened gracefully, and a sword I had never seen before was revealed.

Sword of Angel: Amatsurugi

Rank: S

Attribute: Holy

Ability: Can summon a heavenly being and host it within oneself. A supreme sacred sword capable of connecting the present world with the heavenly realm.

What is this? Its beauty was so dazzling. It was like a sword that was the embodiment of a saintess's prayer. I wouldn't be surprised if someone told me it was brought from the heavens... But it was broken clean in two.

"It is damaged for certain reasons, but it has been designated a national treasure. Is this not the sword you forged?"

"Eh..."

The Queen told me the history of this sword. The sword I made evolved? No way, again?

"I can't believe such a thing..."

"You created such a sacred sword without even realizing it! You are an interesting man! Hahahahahaha!"

The Queen threw her head back and laughed loudly. But in the next moment, her expression returned to a terrifyingly serious one.

"Our business is none other than the matter of Amatsurugi's damage."

"Y, yes..."

Is she going to scold me for making a sword that breaks so easily? How am I supposed to explain myself?

"You there, bring him in."

""As you wish.""

But contrary to my expectations, I wasn't blamed. This time, some brawny men came from the corner of the room, carrying someone.

"This fool destroyed it. Even though he was incapable, it seems he forced the repairs upon himself because he was the guild master."

"Eh...? Shion?"

The person they brought in was the wannabe-intellectual guild master who was supposed to be in Rieten. His usual high-mindedness was nowhere to be seen, and he just looked limp. Wh, what's wrong? And what does she mean, Shion destroyed it? What happened?

"This fool lied, claiming he could repair a national treasure, and deceived our envoy. Even though he has never so much as held a hammer."

"I, I am sorry... Your Majest... aaah!"

"If you're going to apologize, don't do it in the first place!"

Shion was struck with a whip, paan! Her Majesty the Queen is terrifying. He was beaten mercilessly for a while, and by the end, Shion was a wreck.

"So, Dareth. We have a favor to ask of you."

"Yes! What is it!"

Being asked a favor, I immediately knelt before the Queen. The slightest rude gesture and my life would be forfeit.

"Will you take this man as your apprentice?"

"...Eh? Take Shion as my apprentice...?"

Are you serious? It was a request so unexpected it was extreme.

"We have decided to have him learn through smithing just how foolish a life he has led. ...Will you cooperate?"

"I, I understand. I have no problem with that."

So Shion really was incompetent at his job.

"Please wait, Your Majesty!"

Suddenly, the limp Shion shouted.

"Please do not give this incompetent fool the initiative! My consensus has not been obtained... aaaah!"

"Silence! You are the incompetent one! First, fix the way you speak! I can't understand a word of it!"

He was beaten mercilessly with the whip again. You'd think he'd know better... The high-minded Shion was still high-minded, even at a time like this. What in the world is he doing?

"And to supervise Shion, we will assign this man. Our subordinate, Senji."

"My name is Senji. It is a pleasure to meet you."

"Ah, the pleasure is all mine."

A man dressed like a textbook envoy emerged quietly from behind the throne. He looked at me and bowed politely. Or so I thought, but then he glared at Shion with an extremely harsh look.

"If he does anything rude, I will discipline him myself, so please rest assured. I will not cause you the slightest trouble, Dareth-dono."

"Y, yes."

And so, our dear Shion was to train under me.
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			...An Apprentice? (Side: Shion ③)

			"Hey, let go of me! Who do you think I am! If I make full use of my connections, I could have you all thrown in jail in an instant!"

"I don't know anything about your connections! Now walk!"

After being shoved into a carriage in Rieten, I had been brought to the Royal Palace. Now, I was being half-carried, half-dragged along by Senji and the others. It seemed they were taking me directly to Her Majesty the Queen.

"Listen up! You think you can get away with treating me like this! You're all garbage for not responding to negotiation!"

"Like I said, I don't know what you're talking about!"

Thanks to these bastards, my clothes were all wrinkled. Just you wait, I'll sue you later. Eventually, we arrived before a heavy, stately door. Hmph, so this is the Throne Room. The doors slowly opened, zuzuzu... Keh, what's a queen to me? I am the great guild master of Rieten. It would be no exaggeration to say that I am the greater one.

"Your Majesty, pardon the intrusion!"

"I've grown tired of waiting, Senji. ...Hm? Who is that man?"

"This is Shion, of the Rieten Blacksmith Guild. Hey! Get up front!"

I was pushed forward and brought before the throne. To treat me like this... I'll beat you to a pulp later. But first, the Queen. Kneel before the dignity of the guild master. The moment I looked at the Queen to shout at her, I froze.

Wh... what a beautiful woman...

Her long, silver-white hair shone fantastically, and her matching silver eyes drew in all who looked upon them. Her face, too, was unforgettable. She was truly my fated person... It's true what they say, when you meet the person you're tied to by the red string of fate, your breathing gets heavy.

"Hah... hah..."

"...Senji. State your reason for bringing this creepy man before us. Depending on the reason, we may have to punish you."

"Yes! When I went to Rieten in search of Dareth-dono, this man broke the Amatsurugi!"

...What? Hey, envoy. What are you talking about? I told you, that was an accident! If you put it like that, it makes me sound like the bad guy. Senji presented the Amatsurugi, broken due to an unforeseen accident. Seeing it, the Queen's face turned terrifying.

"...Explain in detail."

See, the Queen is angry too! Of course she is. The man who is to be her partner was spoken of ill. Now, let's have a proper explanation.

"Dareth-dono was not in Rieten, and I was in a state of confusion. It was then that this Shion appeared. I was deceived by this man's sweet words that, as the guild master, he could fix it immediately. I am truly sorry."

Senji reported with his head hung low. Whoa, whoa, whoa, what are you saying?

"From what I heard, he has worked at the guild for thirty years and never once held a hammer. It is my responsibility for not seeing through his incompetence..."

I, I told you not to say that! When I was being held down by the guards, I let it slip.

"Hmm... Senji. You are competent, but in this matter alone, you were incompetent."

"My apologies, Your Majesty. I am prepared for what is to come."

The Queen received something from another servant. A whip. And then, Senji got on all fours. Wha, what?

"You know I despise incompetence!"

"Aaaah!"

Paan! Senji was struck with the whip. Then, zupapapapa! he was whipped repeatedly, mainly on his backside. Wh, what is happening? And for some reason, Senji looks happy. W, what in the world is this man...

"Now then, Shion. I have never seen such a braggart as you."

The Queen turned her gaze to me, suuu... The earlier feeling of her beauty vanished, replaced by nothing but terror.

"I have never heard of a guild master who breaks a national treasure! You fool!"

"Aaaah!"

My entire body was struck with the whip. The intense pain was driving me insane. H, how did it come to this... No matter how much I think, I don't understand.

"As it happens, I have summoned Dareth today. He should be arriving shortly."

"De, Dareth is...?"

I muttered, barely able to breathe. Why that incompetent fool? I can't believe it.

"Just the other day, I appointed Dareth as the exclusive blacksmith for the Grossa Army. There are not many who can forge weapons of this level."

"............Eh?"

Unbelievable words came from the Queen's mouth. The army's exclusive blacksmith is the highest position in the country. A guild master in Rieten can't even compare...

"Furthermore, you are dismissed as the guild master of Rieten. Reflect on your own powerlessness."

What she said next was that I was fired. Dismissed as guild master...? After I worked so hard laying the groundwork to get promoted? It all went to waste? My most precious position was taken from me, and a large crack formed in my psyche.

"Whyyyyy!"

"Hey, silence this big fool!"

""Hey! You are before Her Majesty!""

"Guaaaah!"

Immediately, strong guards piled on top of me and pinned me down. My lungs were being crushed. Th, this hurts, you know.

"It seems Dareth has arrived. Place this fool in the corner of the room."

At the Queen's word, I was dragged away, zuruzuru. Damn it, damn it! Not knowing where to direct my anger, all I could do was curse. As my mind was a mess, Dareth walked in.

"You have come, Militar. And you, Dareth. We are pleased to meet you both."

"Yes! It is good to see Your Majesty is well!"

"I, I am Dareth!"

Hey, who's that beauty! Dareth is with a young, beautiful woman. Her smooth blond hair, sapphire-like blue eyes, and slender figure were captivating. I've never seen a beauty like that. On the other hand, next to me are these grimy men. What's with this difference!

"Dareth, the Kamina you forged is truly magnificent. We were deeply moved. We acknowledge you as the finest blacksmith in the kingdom."

"I, I am most grateful!"

What?! Dareth is the finest blacksmith in the kingdom?! You've got to be kidding me! The guy I looked down on was being praised right in front of me, and a fierce anger welled up inside me. In a complete change from how she treated me, the Queen was exceedingly gentle. The difference in her reaction was so stark, I thought the blood in my body would boil. After that, Dareth continued to be praised, while I was berated. And in front of a fairy-like beauty, no less. I have never felt so humiliated.

"Will you take this man as your apprentice?"

"...Eh? Take Shion as my apprentice...?"

And at the Queen's next words, I thought I was going to faint.

I... I am to be Dareth's apprentice...? And by order of the Queen?

Don't mess with me! I will never accept that!

"Please wait, Your Majesty! Please do not give this incompetent fool the initiative! My consensus has not been obtained... aaaah!"

"Silence! You are the incompetent one! First, fix the way you speak! I can't understand a word of it!"

I was beaten mercilessly with the whip, and my mind and body were torn to shreds.

To train under the man I had always looked down on...

The incredible humiliation made my head feel like it was going to split open. But thinking about being whipped again, I was too terrified to say anything. All I could do was desperately suppress the mind-shattering rage I felt.
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			To the Inn for Now

			"Well then, Dareth. I look forward to your future endeavors."

"Th, thank you very much. I will take my leave."

The audience was over, and we came out of the Throne Room. Next to me were Militar, Senji-san, and Shion. We had more members than when we first came here.

"Well, I guess I'll head back to my inn. Shion, do you have a place to stay yet?"

"Of course I don't! I was brought here without any notice!"

Shion had been pouting this whole time. Don't show it on your face so much. You're forty, after all. And Militar was standing by my side, acting as if he wasn't even there.

"Hey, what's with that tone toward Dareth-dono! And what does 'notice' even mean! Speak properly!"

"H, hey now, stop it!"

Senji-san slapped Shion hard. He seemed like a polite person, but he was actually very strict. Or so I thought, but then he turned to me with a very kind expression.

"Where are you staying, Dareth-dono?"

"I've taken a room at an inn in the lower town."

"I see, then we shall accompany you part of the way."

We left the Royal Palace and after a short walk, we arrived at Teru-san's inn. I was still staying here. Because Militar said, "Shion's stare is creepy," Shion was made to walk at the very front.

"Well, I'll be going in here."

"I shall also be staying here tonight."

"Understood. Please have a good night."

So Militar's staying at the same inn again today. She sometimes stayed here. I wonder if we'll be made to sleep in the same room again. I swear, absolutely nothing has happened between us.

"Ah, Dareth-san! Welcome back! You're late, I was worried about you."

"Sorry, sorry, some things came up."

When I opened the door with a click, gachatto, Teru-san came out. She smiled and pulled my hand, guigui. I'm grateful that she's happy to see me, but I wish she'd stop pressing her chest against me. It's bound to cause misunderstandings. And it makes Militar grumpy. ...Hmm? I feel like I hear a strange grinding sound, girigirigiri... coming from behind me. I turned around to see what it was, and Shion was grinding his teeth with an incredibly frustrated look on his face.

"Why are you the only one with beautiful women!"

"H, huh? What's with you all of a sudden?"

Shion suddenly snapped. The veins on his forehead were popping out so much I thought they'd burst. H, hey, calm down.

"Let me stay here too!"

"Eh... well, but..."

"There's no way you're staying at a nice inn like this! Your inn is the stable across the river!"

"We don't accept dirty old men like you either."

Before I could say anything, Senji-san and Teru-san rejected him completely. Hearing that, Shion got even more angry.

"A stable?! Are you kidding me! I'm a guild master!"

"'Was,' you mean! Stop lying! Now walk! Don't make me waste my time!"

"D, don't hit me!"

Shion was hauled away by Senji-san. He was still yelling something the entire time he was being taken away.

"The lodging fee is free, of course!"

"Of course it's not free, you bastard! It's one silver coin a night!"

Our dear guild master (former) was made to wade across the river, jabujabu, while being slapped by Senji-san.

◆◆◆ (Side: Shion ④)

"Here! This is your inn, you bastard!"

"Guaaah!"

I was kicked by Senji and fell hard onto the ground. It was smelly and wet, and I scraped my knees. It was the absolute worst.

"Try to get along with the horses. Now hurry up and give me the lodging fee."

"W, wait. Are you really going to take my money? For a cramped, filthy stable like this?"

Of course, this wasn't a place for people to stay. There were only horses around. The stench of animals and their waste was choking.

I was deeply envious of Dareth's inn.

"My orders are to take you to Tamon Forest if you can't pay. Want to be coddled by the monsters?"

"I, I get it! I'll pay, so just don't do that!"

This was still better than a forest swarming with monsters. I paid him my last few silver coins.

"I'll be watching all night to make sure you don't run away."

Senji spat out the words and left the stable. I was left all alone. There's no way I could sleep in a place this smelly and dirty. The horses around me had expressions of utter annoyance. Are you guys making fun of me too... Unforgivable. I'll show you the difference in status between humans and animals.

"Hey! You guys, move over there! I'm an important person!"

I yelled at them, but the horses didn't even twitch. And in the next moment, they kicked dung at me.

"Ugh! It's disgusting! H, hey, stop it!"

There was nowhere to run in the cramped space, and in no time, I was covered in horse manure. Dareth was under one roof with beautiful women (two of them!) flirting until morning. Meanwhile, I was covered in manure. ......

"Why is this only happening to meeeeeeeeeeeeee!!!"
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			Let's Fix the National Treasure Sword

			"You’re Dareth-san, right. Wow, it’s an honor to meet you."

"Please, teach us everything you know. We’ll do our absolute best."

"To be able to work under a man like you, it’s the highest honor for a blacksmith."

The next day, I went to the national army’s headquarters and found myself surrounded by a crowd of blacksmiths. It seemed the people Nanahikari had driven out had returned. They were all cheerful and pleasant, and I could tell they were skilled blacksmiths just by shaking their hands. Their palms were covered in calluses. In any case, I was glad they welcomed me. I was relieved they all seemed like good people. Militar, who had come by during a break from her work, was smiling as well.

"Just as I thought, everyone is so happy you’re here, Sensei. I’m happy, too."

"This is more than I deserve."

And then there was Shion, over in the corner of the room. It seemed he was not welcome at all.

"Hey, that’s him, right. The fake guild master who destroyed the national treasure."

"I heard he was in the Blacksmith Guild for thirty years and never even picked up a hammer. What a joke."

"I wonder what he was doing all that time."

The fact that he had broken the national treasure sword was already common knowledge. Senji-san introduced Shion with a look of annoyance.

"This man is Shion. He is the one responsible for breaking the national treasure, the Amatsurugi. Now, hurry up and greet him, you piece of trash."

"...Nice to meet you."

He offered a perfectly normal greeting, with not a shred of self-importance. But for some reason, Shion smelled absolutely terrible. His whole body was brown. What happened to him. Come to think of it, he did say he was staying in the stables. Which means… horse manure. That’s what you get for sleeping in a stable. As expected, the blacksmiths and the soldiers who had come to have their equipment repaired were completely put off. The women, in particular, looked as if they had bitten into a bitter bug.

"What is with… that old man. He smells bad enough to kill someone."

"Now that’s a literal piece of shit. Let’s call him Outhouse."

"Dareth-san has it tough, having to look after a pile of excrement…"

Shion looked down, trembling. Because of the smell, his seat was designated in front of a large, open window.

"Well then, Sensei. If you would, please begin the repairs on the Amatsurugi."

"Ah, right. Let’s get this over with."

I took the broken Amatsurugi from Militar. The more I looked at it, the more beautiful a sword it was. Did I really make something like this. My past self was amazing. I sat down on a stool while arranging my tools. For a moment, a faint unease crossed my mind.

Could I surpass my past self.

It wasn't that I'd been slacking off, but I couldn't help but wonder if I could still create a masterpiece like this. In the next instant, however, a single, strong feeling washed over me.

No, I will surpass it.

Just as the sword evolved, I must evolve too. For a blacksmith, growth stops the moment you do. First, I needed to organize the materials. The materials had returned along with the original blacksmiths. It seemed they had protected them so Nanahikari wouldn't use them.

Steel Ore. Rank A. Attribute, None. Description, Naturally occurring steel. Its high purity allows for the creation of strong weapons without special processing.

Hard Insect Fossil. Rank B. Attribute, None. Description, The fossil of an insect called a Hard Insect, which possessed a tough exoskeleton. It changes color due to light refraction.

Aqua Stone. Rank A. Attribute, Water. Description, An ore with water magic sealed inside. When broken, it releases water.

Lava Rock. Rank A. Attribute, Fire. Description, Ore formed from solidified lava from the Barfi Mountains. It is packed with the power of a volcanic eruption.

Harden Magic Stone. Rank S. Attribute, None. Description, An incredibly sturdy ore. It becomes harder the more severe the impact it receives, making it extremely difficult to process.

There were more than enough good materials here. I had the blacksmiths to thank for that.

""Dareth-san, would it be alright if we observed the repairs.""

"Hm. Oh, of course. Go ahead."

Before I knew it, soldiers and blacksmiths had gathered around me. They all looked intrigued. I was grateful for all the attention. With a feeling of gratitude, I began my work. First, I removed the blade from the hilt. Since this was a good opportunity, I decided to teach as I worked.

"Basically, you can’t glue a broken sword back together. Even if you insert another metal in between, heating it changes the composition. So, it’s better to just reforge it from scratch."

""I see…""

Everyone was taking notes with serious expressions, but I was sure they already knew this much. Maybe I didn't need to say it. This wasn't good. Maybe it was because I was getting older, but I couldn't help but sound preachy. I had to make a conscious effort to convey only the necessary information.

"For strength, using Steel Ore and Harden Magic Stone should be sufficient. An alloy made from these two should be quite sturdy."

""Yes, sir.""

First, I melted the Steel Ore and Harden Magic Stone until they were bubbling. I mixed them to create an alloy. So far, it felt the same as when I made the Kamina.

"Now, I’m about to start processing it, but this alloy is mixed with Harden Magic Stone. Simply hammering it normally won’t work. So, you gently swing the hammer along the diagonal."

""Along the diagonal…""

Kotsu kotsu kotsu, I tapped gently at an angle. I’d read in a text that the Harden Magic Stone was easiest to stretch when struck in this direction, and it was true. I was glad I’d studied.

Once the base of the blade was complete, I moved on to processing the remaining ores.

"Using the Aqua Stone and Lava Rock, I’ll imbue it with the magic that will become the basis for its holy attribute. The Aqua Stone, after being crushed and cooled, will fuse with the sword, and the Lava Rock will do the same when heated as is."

""This is very educational.""

I was forging at a good pace. As I worked in silence, one of the blacksmiths asked me a question.

"Um, excuse me. How exactly do you bestow the holy attribute."

"...Hm."

A holy attribute. That was a tough question. My thoughts came to a halt.

Come to think of it, how do I bestow a holy attribute.

Looking back, it was the same with the Shinma, but I was so unaware of what I was doing that I couldn't explain it. I mean, I wasn't even using any holy attribute materials. The only thing I could think of was… passion.

"I guess the trick is to pour your earnest feelings into it."

""I see…""

The blacksmiths furiously scribbled in their notepads. I felt a little bad, but that was honestly the only thing I could say.

"Finally, I’ll crush the Hard Insect Fossil into a powder. Polishing with this should restore its beauty."

After polishing, a magnificent sacred sword emerged.

Sword of Angel: Amatsurugi Kai. Rank S. Attribute, Holy. Ability, Can summon beings from the heavenly realm and house them within itself. A supreme sacred sword capable of connecting the present world with the heavenly realm.

I’d made a sword nearly identical to the original Amatsurugi. With that, the repairs were successfully completed.

"Amazing. He fixed it in no time."

"As expected of the legendary blacksmith, Dareth-san. A world of difference from Outhouse over there."

"Please teach me how to forge, too. Every last detail."

I was surrounded by the excited chatter of the soldiers and blacksmiths. I placed the Amatsurugi on the workbench, and everyone erupted in cheers and praise. Militar leaned in and whispered in my ear.

"You really are a once-in-a-generation genius blacksmith, Sensei. I am so proud to have my weapons made by someone like you."

"You’re exaggerating, Militar. I’m really just an ordinary blacksmith."

"Please stay with me forever."

Militar casually took my hand. It reminded me of the old days. Thanks to her, I had found a new place to belong. I had to thank her. Oh, right, speaking of which, where was Shion… I looked behind me and saw him glaring at us with eyes full of hatred. Yikes, that was scary. Still, I had to teach him how to forge. It was an order from Her Majesty the Queen.

"Shion, let’s start by learning how to swing a hammer. As it happens, there’s a spare metal plate right here. You’re going to hammer this flat."

"Don’t order me around so arrogantly… Gwaaah."

"Dareth-dono is teaching you. You should be grateful."

The moment he tried to talk back, Shion was struck by Senji-san. Man, he was strict. But if we were thinking of what was best for him, we had to be tough.

"Be careful not to hit your own fingers."

"Keh…"

Muttering a curse so Senji-san couldn't hear, Shion raised the hammer. The instant he brought it down with force, he struck his own thumb hard.

"Uwaaaaaaah."

A scream echoed through the room. Shion writhed on the floor. Even I started to worry.

"H, hey, are you alright. Let’s get a healing potion right away…"

"Stay away from me. I don’t need your sympathy."

"Ugh."

Shion swung his hand and attacked me. Some kind of fluid flew out, and it was filthy, so I hurriedly dodged.

"Hey, hey, Outhouse, you hit your own finger. You really have never swung a hammer before, have you."

"Dareth-san is giving him one-on-one instruction, and that’s his attitude. I wish he’d just die already."

"It brings a tear to my eye thinking of all the trouble Dareth-san is going through. He’s such a kind person."

The soldiers and blacksmiths repeatedly praised me while cursing Shion. Even Shion must have found it unbearable.

"I’m fine, so please, that’s enough…"

"D, don’t make fun of meeee. I was the Guild Master. Take this, Shion Typhoon."

""Uwah. That’s disgusting.""

Just as he did with me, Shion flailed his hands, splattering fluid everywhere. W, what on earth was this guy trying to do. Acting like that would only make his own situation worse.

"Hey, what do you think you’re doing. My apologies, everyone. I’ll go educate him for a moment. Stop causing trouble, you bastard."

"Guaaaah."

Shion was dragged away by Senji-san, getting beaten along the way. This was… looking to be more difficult than I had imagined. Would he ever have a change of heart. I wondered about that as I cleaned the barracks.
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			The Second Child

			"Don’t cause trouble for Dareth-dono. It’s not every day you get to be taught by such a wonderful blacksmith."

"I told you, I am taking it seriously. Gwaaah."

After that, my days consisted of repairing and manufacturing weapons for the soldiers, and watching over Shion’s training. Perhaps thanks to my diligent teaching, Shion had somehow managed to learn how to swing a hammer without injuring himself.

"It’s all thanks to you, Dareth-dono, that this piece of shit is starting to resemble a human again."

"Ah, no, I think Shion is trying his best, too…"

Senji-san said with a smile. If anything, this guy was just too strict. In fact, he had asked me to teach him my wonderful techniques as well, so I had been teaching Senji-san blacksmithing. He had a real knack for it. He even instructed Shion in my place at times.

"You are too kind, Dareth-dono."

"No, that’s really not true."

"Is Dareth-sama here."

As I was talking with Senji-san, a crisp, firm voice came from the entrance of the barracks. Someone was standing there, but they were backlit and I couldn't see them clearly. The silhouette looked like a woman.

"Ah, yeah, I’m Dareth."

"Thank goodness… I am relieved to have finally met you."

The woman entered the barracks. She had long, elegant black hair and eyes as black as calm obsidian. She held a long staff in her right hand and was dressed like a high-ranking mage. She was an incredible beauty, the very picture of grace. Maybe she was a mage. Just as I thought that, Militar emerged from behind her.

"Dareth-dono. This is Iz-dono, the Chief Instructor of the Magic Department at Grossa Magic Academy in Jikka City."

"So you’re a teacher at the Magic Academy. And a Chief Instructor, at that."

"Yes. Thanks to you, I was able to become someone who guides others in the magical arts."

The black-haired woman approached with quiet steps. She was so demure it made me nervous. And wait, was I acquainted with someone this important. I had no memory of it at all. Feeling nervous for a different reason, I looked at the woman’s face and a flood of past memories came rushing back.

"Could you be… that Iz. The one I used to play with…"

"You remember me. Yes, I am the Iz who was in your care."

"So it was you. You’ve become so distinguished…"

Iz. She was one of the neighborhood children I used to make toys for fifteen years ago. If I remembered correctly, I made a staff for this girl.

"It was because of the staff you made for me, Dareth-sama, that I was able to become the Chief Instructor."

"The staff I made…?"

At my words, Iz showed me the staff she was holding.

Archmage's Staff: Daiwand. Rank S. Attribute, Holy. Ability, By spending a long time with its owner, it amplifies their magic many times over. All spells cast by the wielder are imbued with the holy attribute, and it enables incantation-less magic.

What was this. The main part of the staff was a branch from Yggdrasil. The entire thing was entwined with intricate decorations, like something you'd see in a church. At the tip of the staff was a whitish gemstone. Iz said I made it, but I had never seen a staff like this before.

"Just being an acquaintance of the Magic Academy's Chief Instructor is amazing. And you even made her staff. Dareth-san, you truly are an incredible blacksmith."

"Starting with swords and armor, and now even staves. Your flawless skill is wonderful."

"A world of difference from some outhouse guy."

Leaving me behind, unable to process it all, the barracks erupted with exclamations of "Ooooh." Surprisingly, it wasn't that rare for a blacksmith to make a mage's staff. The quality of magic could be altered not only by high-quality wood, but also by metal ornamentation. As I stared in disbelief, Iz spoke with a bashful look.

"The staff you gave me long ago evolved. I have kept it with me always, treasuring it."

"I see…?"

Seriously. Evolved again. Was this the same as what happened with Militar. Why did the toys I made evolve.

"Why…"

As we were all talking happily, Shion suddenly muttered.

"Hm. What is it, Shion."

"Why… Why do all the beautiful women flock to you."

"H, huh."

Just like before, he suddenly lost his temper. Everyone was taken aback. W, what on earth was with this guy.

"Be quiet. My apologies, Dareth-dono. I’ll silence him immediately. Hey, get over here."

"Why don’t I ever get to meet any girls."

"Because you’re the outhouse guy."

Wailing and crying, Shion was dragged away somewhere by Senji-san. Watching the scene unfold, Iz at my side was dumbfounded. It seemed the spectacle was a bit too much for her ladylike sensibilities.

"S, sorry for the commotion."

"N, no, I was just surprised… Oh, that’s right. I came here today to ask for your advice, Dareth-sama."

"Advice. Then, shall we find somewhere else to talk."

And so, Iz, Militar, and I moved to a conference room in the barracks. As the door closed with a click, Iz immediately began to speak.

"You are admired by so many people, Dareth-sama. I am relieved to see you haven't changed since long ago."

"No, it’s just that the people around me are kind. I only became an exclusive blacksmith thanks to Militar."

"Your humility is another thing that hasn’t changed, Sensei."

Talking with Militar and Iz really brought back memories. Even though fifteen years had passed since we last saw each other, they were talking with me again. I was truly blessed with good people in my life. If there was anything I could do for them, I would gladly lend my strength.

"So, Iz. What did you want to discuss."

"Yes…"

At my words, Iz straightened her posture. Her demure atmosphere vanished, replaced by the appearance of a calm and collected mage.

"You are the only one I can ask this of, Dareth-sama. I need you to save the Magic Academy from a creeping crisis."

Iz said this with an utterly serious expression.
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			"A creeping crisis. You mean the Magic Academy is in danger. Tell me the details."

"Tell me too, Iz."

Her words, a crisis at the academy, echoed in my ears. Moreover, her choice of the word "creeping" left an eerie feeling. When we asked her to explain, Iz began to speak with a quiet smile.

"...Thank you. First, let me tell you about the academy. As you know, only those with a talent for magic can enter Grossa Magic Academy. The instructors, of course, and the students are all exceptional people."

"I don’t have any connection to a place like that, but I’ve heard of it. They say it’s full of people who could lead the country."

"There are many graduates from the academy within the national army as well."

There are several magic academies in the country, but this one is apparently the best. It made me appreciate anew just how amazing Iz was to serve as its Chief Instructor. Iz continued her explanation.

"One’s talent for magic can be enhanced many times over by possessing a compatible staff. As such, it’s inevitable that many of the students come from noble families. I was the daughter of a commoner with no power or money, but thanks to this staff, I was able to become an instructor."

"Is that so… I’m sorry, this is the first I’m hearing of this."

"To think that you too benefited from Sensei’s wonderful power, Iz. As I thought, the weapons Sensei creates have incredible performance."

The staff she held… it was originally a toy, right. I had no idea why it evolved into an S-rank weapon, but I was relieved that it seemed to be helping people.

"And now, for the main topic… The crisis is about a certain kind of staff that has been spreading throughout the academy."

""A staff.""

We questioned her in unison.

"Recently, there have been frequent incidents of students at the academy being ensnared by dark magic… Upon investigation, we found that they all possessed similar staves."

"Dark magic… That sounds like a pretty serious incident."

"The last time I saw it might have been when we fought one of the Demon Lord's Four Heavenly Kings."

Dark magic is said to be magic used only by the Demon Race. It’s not that humans can’t use it, but it apparently takes a heavy toll on the body and mind. After using it, one might be unable to move for a while or feel unwell.

"Do you know where the staves are coming from."

"When we asked the students, they all said they bought them from a black-hooded figure. However, it seems they are under a curse that prevents them from speaking about it to others, so further investigation has been difficult. We can’t find any clues by examining the staves with magic, and we are swamped with healing the students…"

"I see, what a mess."

"So even you can’t solve it easily, Iz."

If even the students were exceptionally talented, then instructors like Iz must be even more so. The fact that their response was still lagging behind showed the gravity of the situation.

"And to make matters even worse, there is no end to the number of students buying these staves."

"Seriously, why… Can’t the academy forbid them."

"Grossa Magic Academy is a wonderful educational institution, but because of that, the competition among students is fierce. As a result, they desperately seek powerful staves… I believe that is why these tragic incidents are occurring."

"The person selling the staves is surely taking advantage of the academy’s situation."

After that, Iz explained the academy's internal affairs in detail. The students feel constant pressure because of the high expectations placed on them. Tuition is expensive for everyone except scholarship students, so they are terrified of failing. The relationships between students are tense, with an atmosphere where they are constantly trying to undermine each other. It was clear that someone was exploiting this environment.

"I suspect there is a large organization behind this. …And so, I have a request for you, Dareth-sama."

Iz straightened her posture and looked at me with a serious expression.

"Could you examine the staves from a blacksmith’s perspective and see if you can find any clues."

"...I see, a blacksmith’s perspective."

"With your excellent powers of observation, Dareth-sama, I believe you will be able to find something."

If the problem can’t be found from a magical perspective, then look for it from a weapon-making perspective. A clever way of thinking, just like the Iz I knew from my childhood.

"Yeah, if I can help, of course I will. To think of something like that, you really are smart, Iz."

"I’ll go too. Fortunately, the kingdom is stable and there’s no threat of invasion."

"Thank you… both of you. Your kindness is another thing that hasn’t changed since long ago."

Iz replied with a quiet smile. Her eyes were faintly glistening with tears.

"Don’t mention it, it’s only natural to help someone in need. Especially when it’s someone important from my past."

"It’s for an important friend. I’ll do my best to help."

"Thank… you. I’m so glad I was able to see you both again… so glad I met you, Dareth-sama."

We all joined hands, none of us initiating it more than the other. Iz’s hand, which I held tightly, was trembling slightly. That alone conveyed how much she cared for her students. I had to do my best, too. I made a firm resolve in my heart.

"Everyone, listen up for a moment. I’ll be going to Grossa Magic Academy for a while. I’m counting on you to look after the forge in my absence."

""Understood. Please be careful.""

I returned to the forge and finished my preparations. I would be gone for a few days, maybe a few weeks, but the blacksmiths here were skilled. They would be fine without me. Besides, I had already finished all the urgent work. All that was left was him.

"Senji-san, I’m leaving Shion in your care. As for his forging, please have him work on shaping metal plates."

"Understood. You can count on me."

Senji-san puffed out his chest with a thud. With him here, I had nothing to worry about. Or so I thought, but Shion started fuming again.

"I’m asking you, why are you the only one surrounded by beautiful women. Take me with you."

"Like I’d take you with me, you toilet."

"Aaaah."

Shion was beaten, as was to be expected. By now, not a single shred of his self-importance remained. He was then dragged off somewhere. You’d think he would have learned his lesson by now. In any case, right now I needed to focus on Iz’s problem.

"Well, let’s head to the Magic Academy. But it’ll take quite a while on foot."

"Shall I arrange for a carriage from the national army."

"No, that won’t be necessary. Let’s go with my Teleportation Magic."

""Aaaah.""

That was right, she was the Chief Instructor of the Magic Academy. It was a well known fact, throughout all of time and space, that a mage’s preferred method of travel was teleportation magic.

"O great spirits who rule this world. Grant me your power… ."
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			The Magic Academy

			"Thank you for your patience. We have arrived at the Magic Academy."

""...!""

One moment we were enveloped in white light, and the next we were in an unfamiliar land. We were in the center of a wide, garden-like area. Before us stood a large, five-story building that stretched out horizontally. The off-white walls and dark blue roof were stylish. I thought the walls were made of brick, but they were actually solid blocks of magic stone. Amazing… I was simply overwhelmed by the difference in scale.

"Whoa, so this is Grossa Magic Academy. It’s my first time here, but what a magnificent building. I mean, I guess that’s to be expected."

Incidentally, the faint worry I had about my organs floating turned out to be unfounded. I was a little relieved, but I kept that a secret from the other two.

"Even the national army facilities are rarely this grand."

"As expected of the Magic Academy. It truly has an impressive air about it."

As Militar and I sighed in admiration, Iz spoke with a gentle smile.

"The situation may be what it is, but this is a beautiful school. This garden is also a precious place that helps heal our daily fatigue."

"I’m jealous of anyone who gets to study at a school like this. It must really motivate the students."

"I would have liked to attend a school like this at least once."

"As you say, its excellence as an educational institution is a major reason for enrollment, but so is the beauty of the school building. First, I will guide you to the Academy Principal. I have already informed her about you, Dareth-sama."

I followed Iz’s lead. She seemed to be very efficient. I needed to learn from her… We walked between neatly maintained flowerbeds and entered the school's main entrance. The inside was just as beautiful. The dark blue floor, the same color as the roof, was polished to a shine, and golden letters were inscribed along both sides of the hallway. Magic spells, perhaps. As I was thinking that, we arrived in front of an impressive room. I knew without being told. This was the principal’s office.

"Excuse me, Academy Principal."

Iz knocked on the door without a hint of nervousness. I glanced at Militar beside me, but she also had a calm expression. It seemed I was the only one who was nervous.

"Please, come in."

A beautiful voice, like the ringing of a bell, was heard, and the door opened on its own. As expected of a magic academy. Everything was automatic.

"Academy Principal, I have brought Dareth-sama."

"So you are the blacksmith who made Iz’s staff. Oh, Legion Commander Militar-san is here as well. I am Elena Grossa, the principal of this academy. It is a pleasure to meet you."

"Th, the pleasure is all mine."

A large chair swiveled around to face us. Seated gracefully in it was an incredibly beautiful person. She had fluffy, glistening silver hair and silver eyes that matched. Wow, she was just like a spirit. ...Wait, I feel like I've seen her somewhere before… Isn't that Her Majesty the Queen.

"The Academy Principal is Her Majesty the Queen’s younger sister."

"H, her younger sister. Your Grace. This is…"

No wonder they looked so similar. I never would have thought they were twin sisters. ...Hold on a second.

"S, so that means you’re kind to the competent…"

"And I run things strictly for the incompetent."

My tension skyrocketed.

"I am certain Dareth-sama will be able to find a clue from the staff."

"I am expecting good results."

A whip was casually displayed on the wall. I see. This was a bigger job than I could have ever imagined.

"Well then, we shall take our leave."

We bowed and exited the room. I was exhausted just from the greeting.

"It’s a bit sudden, but let’s go to the underground warehouse where the staves in question are stored. Please follow me."

"Yeah, lead the way."

"We must proceed with our wits about us."

We headed towards the stairs at the end of the hallway. Just as we were a few dozen steps away, a high-pitched male voice echoed from behind us.

"Wait a moment, Chief Instructor Iz. And who might that man be."

"V, Vice Principal Byre."

Iz spun around with a start. I looked in the direction of the voice and saw a man of considerable volume. His hair was parted 70-30, and he wore large, round glasses. His right hand was on his hip, while his left hand constantly fiddled with the tip of his mustache. To reiterate, he was a person of considerable volume.

"Bringing a suspicious person into the academy without permission suggests a lack of awareness as a Chief Instructor. Goodness me, it can’t be helped. It seems personal guidance is in order. Now, come to my room."

"This is Dareth-sama, the national army’s exclusive blacksmith. He is here regarding the matter of the staves. The Academy Principal should be aware of this."

"There is no way such a filthy old man could be an exclusive blacksmith. Now, come to my room."

"I, I will not go to your room, Vice Principal."

This guy sure repeated "come to my room" a lot. His ulterior motives were so obvious it was embarrassing for me to watch. And let me tell you, you’re plenty of an old man yourself. I was thinking he had the same vibe as Shion when Militar smoothly stepped forward.

"Vice Principal Byre, I will vouch for Dareth-dono’s skill. I would like you to retract your previous statement."

"Well, well, Legion Commander. You look as beautiful as ever today. I, Byre, am overjoyed to see you."

The moment he saw Militar, Byre switched into full bootlicking mode. It seemed he was the type to change his attitude depending on the person. Well, I wasn't surprised by that sort of thing anymore.

"Nevertheless, Chief Instructor Iz. Since you will not listen to what I say, personal guidance is necessary. Now, come to my room. Come to my room. Come to my room."

"N, no."

Vice Principal Byre grabbed Iz’s hand and tried to forcibly drag her away. So, I grabbed his arm and stopped him.

"Mmm. And what is it, you. Do you intend to defy me, the very embodiment of the collected wisdom of Grossa Magic Academy."

"She clearly doesn’t want to go. Please stop."

"Grr… you…."

Byre’s arm was thick with fat, and my fingers sank into it when I gripped it. His sweat was seeping out, which was disgusting, but I couldn’t let go for fear he would go after Iz again.

"You are being far too tyrannical. Just because you’re the Vice Principal doesn’t mean you can do whatever you want."

"L, let go of me at once. I am the Vice Principal, the very manifestation of Grossa Magic Academy’s status and honor. Have you no shame, you country bumpkin."

"Will you stop harassing Iz."

We weren't getting anywhere, so I squeezed his arm a little harder. The Vice Principal continued to blabber on about this and that, but eventually he spoke as if he had given up.

"...Tch. Fine, I get it, so let go. And don’t say such slanderous things as ‘harassing’. I was merely recommending personal guidance."

When I let go of his hand, the Vice Principal shot a parting glare and walked away. After watching him turn the corner, Iz bowed her head deeply.

"I am sorry for the commotion, Dareth-sama, Militar-san."

"No, don’t worry about it at all. If anything, you were the one who had it rough, Iz."

"It must have been awful to be harassed by such a creepy person."

"...Thank you, both of you. I am fine. Well, I’m used to it."

As Iz said she was used to it, a small, dark shadow crossed her face. She was probably being pestered by him on a daily basis. It would have been good if I could have made him reflect on his actions. Man… guys like that are everywhere, aren't they. I wouldn’t have thought one would be at a distinguished school like Grossa Magic Academy. Just as I was thinking that, Iz deliberately spoke in a bright tone.

"In any case, first I will show you the staves in question. Please follow me."

Guided by her, we headed towards the underground warehouse where the staves were said to be stored.
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			"Tch. That damn blacksmith. Grabbing my noble and beautiful arm with all his might. What if he left a mark. It has the same value as a work of art."

Back in the Vice Principal’s office, I continued to curse the blacksmith Iz had brought with her. He was a shabby, unimpressive man who looked like a country bumpkin. Dareth, I think his name was. To make my right arm turn red… unforgivable. I will absolutely have my revenge. Once gripped by anger, more anger just kept welling up. What’s more, that Dareth was with Legion Commander Militar. That position should rightfully be mine.

"I won’t forgive you for taking my place, Dareth. And Iz is just as bad. To reject my invitation. Nuaaaaaah."

I’d had my eye on that woman ever since she enrolled. Her silky black hair that swayed in the breeze, her jewel-like eyes. She was clearly a cut above the other women. That’s why I had given her special attention. And yet….

"Why won’t she come to my room. A man as wonderful as me. It’s absurd."

In fact, none of the women in this academy paid me any mind. Not the instructors, not the students. The Vice Principal of Grossa Magic Academy should be an object of desire. So why hasn't a single one of them made a pass at me. As I let out a shriek of frustration, I suddenly sensed a presence behind me.

"You seem to be in quite a state, Byre-sama."

"Agen. You’ve come at a good time."

Behind me was another black-haired beauty. It was a bit of a shame that her expression was so blank, but she was a beauty on par with Iz and the others. This woman was Agen. She had recently become my secretary. But she had no connection whatsoever to Grossa Magic Academy. She was originally a complete outsider. The reason I hired her was….

"Those women’s eyes must be clouded not to see your greatness, Byre-sama. There is no other man as wonderful as you."

"You think so too. As expected of you, Agen."

"You are not wrong, Byre-sama. In fact, it is the world that is wrong."

"That’s right. It is the world that is wrong."

This one understands my value. A beautiful and clever woman, perfect for a secretary. Yes, and beautiful at that. I have never met a woman so ideal. I have finally found a woman who understands me.

"Come, to my bed. Come to my bed. Come to my bed."

I tried to grab Agen’s waist, but she dodged me casually. My hands grasped at empty air.

"Please wait a moment, Byre-sama."

"What."

Even though she claims to understand my value, she runs away when it matters most. Enough of this. Being toyed with is irritating.

"When that matter is successfully completed, I will offer my body to you, Byre-sama. Besides, the anticipation will only make the eventual pleasure greater."

"Hoh…"

Certainly, there was some truth to what Agen said. The longer you wait for pleasure, the more it multiplies later on. That was a truth I had discovered. Besides, I could force myself on her whenever I wanted. A delicate woman like her would be no match for my strength.

"Then, let us prioritize that matter for now."

"As expected of the great Vice Principal of Grossa Magic Academy, Byre-sama. You are quick to understand."

Her praise lifted my spirits. Yes, this was the reaction I had been waiting for. It was a shame I couldn’t let Iz and Militar hear it.

"And, Byre-sama. Regarding Dareth…"

"What is it. Are you interested in that man as well."

I had just started to forget about him, but Agen’s words brought him back to mind. An old man a thousand billion times more unimpressive than me, surrounded by beautiful women. Nuuu, unforgivable. Why isn't it me.

"No, that is not it. I am interested only in you, Byre-sama."

"Then you should have said so sooner. You had me worried."

Is that so, is that so. You are interested only in me. What wonderful words. From now on, I shall have you say them every day.

"With that matter, I would like to dispose of Dareth at the same time."

"Ah, an excellent idea. Let’s kill him too."

"His sin of embarrassing my Byre-sama is a heavy one. He shall atone with his death."

Won… wonderful. With just those words, I could feel how much this woman cared for me. Iz should take a lesson from her. This spirit is the minimum requirement to be my woman. I’ll have to drill it into her during personal guidance.

"Then, proceed with the preparations at once."

"Yes, understood."

With those words, Agen vanished as if melting into the shadows. This woman truly comes and goes like a ghost. But that was of no concern.

Dareth. Coming here was your doom. I will have you killed before long.

And then I will make Iz and Militar, the women you parade around so proudly, mine. Well, they should have been mine all along, so their ownership is simply returning to its rightful master.
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			"This is the underground storeroom. There's a magic circle on it to keep people out, so I'll undo it now."

Iz led us to a heavy door, reminiscent of the one to the Throne Room. A purple magic circle was spread across its surface. I don't know much about magic, but I could tell this was quite advanced.

"...Open, door. Openia!"

As Iz chanted the spell, the magic circle vanished, and the door opened on its own. The storeroom was cavernous, large enough to hold dozens of adults.

"It's pretty spacious in here. This is quite an impressive storeroom."

"We sometimes use it for magic training, so they made sure it was large enough."

"Could those be the staves in question?"

Militar pointed to a pedestal in the center of the storeroom. Several staves were placed upon it.

"Yes, those are the staves that have been tormenting the students. There were more, but they seem to be of poor construction, and several broke when the Dark Magic went out of control."

"I see. It's common for things to break when they can't withstand the magic."

"Only these three have kept their shape. I apologize for the small number of samples."

"No, no, it's more than enough."

We approached cautiously. There were three staves in total. At the end of each wooden handle was a metal ornament. One had a geometric design, another looked like a splash of water, and the third was shaped like a coiling dragon. Though the decorative designs were slightly different, their similar artistic sense told me they were likely crafted in the same smithy. Just like Iz's, a large jewel was set within each ornament. But every one of them was transparent, like an empty shell.

"The staves seem to have exhausted their power. I can't feel any trace of Dark Magic. However, please be very careful. I will prepare to deploy a defensive barrier just in case."

"Sensei, just to be safe, I'll also ready myself for immediate combat."

Beside me, Iz and Militar entered a combat stance. It was reassuring to have them here in case the Dark Magic did go wild.

"Alright, let's get started."

"Dareth-sama, we're counting on you."

"Yeah, I'll be sure to find some kind of clue."

These staves had harmed Iz's precious students. We couldn't let there be any more victims. First, I would remove the ornaments one by one. Their intricate designs might hold a trace of the creator's quirks. Holding the ornaments up to the light, I saw a pattern like dragon scales emerge on each one. When I saw that, my heart suddenly went dokiri.

"This is incredible... The ornaments are made with Dragenium Ore."

"What... I can't believe it was such a high-rank material... I'm ashamed to say I couldn't tell."

"They used quite a rare ore, didn't they."

It was no wonder the two of them were surprised. Dragenium Ore possessed the extremely rare and powerful effect of amplifying imbued magic. Armor made from it could repel an S-rank dragon's breath, and a sword could pierce its tough scales with ease. Its rarity combined with its powerful effect naturally made it an S-rank material. However...

"The only mines where this can be found should be in the Demon Race's territory... How did they get their hands on it. And enough to make such large ornaments, no less."

"Even the national army should only have a few pieces under their management."

It was a potent ore, but the means of acquiring it were extremely limited. There were no mines for it on the continent where humans lived. For us to obtain it, we would have to go into the Demon Race's territory to mine it, or happen to retrieve it from a monster carrying it.

Iz murmured under her breath.

"This feels even more sinister now..."

"Indeed..."

"I agree..."

The circulation of staves sealed with Dark Magic powerful enough to harm students. And those staves were made with an ore that should only exist in the Demon Race's territory. Though the full picture was still unclear, it seemed like there was a malevolent organization behind us.

"...Next, let's look at the metalworking technique. A blacksmith's characteristics are most apparent in their technique, after all."

"Please, Sensei (Dareth-sama)."

Before me were three types of ornaments. Geometric, water splash, and dragon... All of them were delicately crafted and showed an extremely high level of skill. Even as a fellow blacksmith, I had to admit the creator had considerable talent. As expected, there was no name engraved.

"...Hm?"

As I compared them, I found a spot that caught my eye.

"What is it, Sensei?"

"Take a look at this, you two."

I showed Militar and Iz the back of the geometric ornament, a part of the water splash, and the base of the dragon's wing.

"Can you see how the surface on each one is a little cloudy?"

"Now that you mention it, yes..."

"But isn't this just a stain?"

Each ornament had a small, swirling blackish mark.

"This black mark is the aftereffect of the blacksmith's magic. The more difficult or concentration-intensive the work, the more magic is naturally released from the body. That aftereffect can sometimes appear on the product as a black mark."

Dragenium Ore in particular won't melt properly unless it's heated while being imbued with magic, and it's difficult to work with. The creator probably knew about the aftereffect, but they likely didn't have the luxury to pay attention to it. There were several other places where it looked like they had tried to remove the marks. They must have forgotten to erase a few of them.

"In that case, Dareth-sama, let's investigate this mark at once. We might be able to identify the blacksmith."

"Yeah... I hate to pour cold water on it, but that'll be tough. It's just an aftereffect, truly nothing more than a faint remnant. Especially one this small."

"I... see."

When I told her, Iz's shoulders slumped. I quickly added an explanation.

"D, don't look so down, Iz. There's still plenty of hope."

"...Hope?"

"Yeah. The shape and color of the magic's aftereffect reveal a blacksmith's characteristics. Black isn't that uncommon, but a spiral shape is something you don't see often."

"Th, then..."

"If there's a shop selling products with a spiral mark, there's a good chance they're connected."

Brightness returned to Iz's face.

"My guess is that the same smithy made these staves. Gathering this much Dragenium Ore must be incredibly difficult, even with a private route."

"I agree with Sensei. At the very least, it feels like a group is involved."

"What's more, a facility capable of processing Dragenium Ore... would have to be quite well-established."

"Thank you... Dareth-sama. I can see a glimmer of hope now."

Iz squeezed my hand, a relieved smile on her face.

"It's nothing special. The blacksmith who made these staves is a veteran. They've probably been smithing for many years. Let's start by checking the blacksmiths in the area."

""Yes!""

It was a small lead, but we'd managed to find a clue. However, what happened next depended on our efforts.

Don't let your guard down, Dareth.

With that renewed determination, we left the underground storeroom.
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			Investigation

			"Are you two ready?"

"Yes, I'm fine."

"I am also ready."

Afterward, we made our way to a square in the middle of Jikka City to investigate the blacksmiths. Since Militar and Iz would stand out, they were disguised with hats and hoods.

"If I remember correctly, there are three blacksmith shops in Jikka City, right?"

"Yes, they are all venerable shops that have been here for a long time. They have dealings with the academy for things like staff repairs."

"I want to believe they're all good people... but there's a very real possibility the blacksmith who made the staves is among them."

One of the shops was right across the square from us. It was small enough to be a one-person operation. However, it seemed popular with the residents, as a family had just gone inside.

"Alright, let's go investigate. I'll check for the aftereffect mark, so you two pretend to be customers."

""Understood.""

We entered the shop nervously. A bell chimed, *karan*, and the shopkeeper immediately noticed us. She was a plump woman with curly, reddish-brown hair.

"Welcome!"

"Excuse us. We'd like to look at your wares."

"Of course, take as much time as you like."

Her voice and expression were as cheerful as her appearance. The shop's inventory seemed to consist mainly of daily goods. Pots, tableware, and similar items made up the majority of the products. A quick glance told me they were all made from low-rank materials like C or D. It was unlikely they'd have any magic aftereffects. What about swords or staves? I looked around and found one of each in a corner of the shop.

"Ma'am, could I take a look at those weapons?"

"Of course, you can. No need to ask me every time."

"Thanks. You have a lot of items here. Do you make them all by yourself?"

"That's right. When my husband was alive, we ran it together. But it's been just me for decades now."

"I see," I replied, turning my attention to the weapons. It really did seem to be a one-person shop. The sword was a standard longsword, and the staff was the kind a beginner would use.

[Many Sword] Rank: B / Attribute: None / Ability: A double-edged longsword. Its weight and length are manageable for an adult male.

[Beginner Rod] Rank: C / Attribute: None / Ability: A staff for beginners. Converts the owner's magic directly into spells.

"...What do you think, Sensei?"

"Are there any spiral patterns...?"

"Take a look."

I casually showed them the sword and staff. The magic aftereffect on both appeared as a black, circular shape in a corner. A very common shape.

"It's not a spiral."

"Does that mean this isn't the place?"

"But there's also the possibility that she's lying..."

"Did you find what you were looking for?"

Startled by a voice from behind, we whipped around. The shopkeeper was standing right behind us. I put the sword and staff back and picked up a spoon from a nearby shelf.

"Ah, uh, yeah. I think I'll take this spoon."

"Right you are, thank you for your business."

We paid and left the shop. We walked to the opposite side of the square, out of the shopkeeper's sight. Sitting down on a bench, a wave of exhaustion washed over me.

"...Phew, that was pretty tiring. Are you two okay?"

"I'm fine. I'm used to this from infiltration missions."

"I am also fine. I may not look it, but I have a surprising amount of stamina."

...Seriously? It seemed the old man was the only one who was tired. The reality of their youth was a painful thing to witness.

"But Sensei, did you really need to buy something?"

"Well, it's better not to arouse suspicion. Besides, hearing about her situation made me want to buy something."

"Dareth-sama, you truly are a kind person."

There was a chance the shopkeeper was lying, but perhaps it's human nature to want to believe people in times like these.

"Alright, let's head to the next blacksmith."

We walked through the city, following a map. The second shop was a large Blacksmith Guild on the outskirts of town. It was about the same size as the one in Rieten.

"Dareth-sama, this is the largest blacksmith's in Jikka City."

"It certainly is impressive. Looks like it's doing well."

"Shall we go in, Sensei?"

"Yeah, let's go."

We stepped inside. The place was already packed with what looked like residents and adventurers. The smiths were busy and paid us no mind. Iz whispered to me from the side.

"It seems we can investigate thoroughly here."

"You're right. But let's be careful."

Being a Blacksmith Guild, it had far more weapons than the last shop. Longswords, daggers, axes, shields, staves... you could take your pick. We made our way toward the weapons made from expensive materials.

[Gaia Shield] Rank: A / Attribute: Earth / Ability: A greatshield that can gather surrounding earth to its surface to block enemy attacks.

[Wind Axe] Rank: S / Attribute: Wind / Ability: An axe imbued with wind-attribute magic. It creates blades of air that can easily fell any powerful foe.

From the looks of it, these two items seemed to have required the most difficult forging. We examined them from top to bottom, just like the other customers. Everyone was choosing their gear with great focus, so we probably didn't look suspicious.

"H, how is it, Sensei?"

"Are there any spiral marks?"

"No..."

The marks were square or star-shaped, but not spiral. Just to be sure, we split up and checked all the other weapons. But we found no spiral-shaped black marks. This time, we left without buying anything and retreated to an outside bench. The lack of clues cast a gloomy mood over us.

"You two, let's take a little break before we go to the last blacksmith. Look, there's an ice cream stand right over there."

Conveniently enough, there was a cart selling ice cream right in front of the bench.

"That's a great idea. I'm starting to feel tired myself."

"I would like some as well. ...Ah, but I forgot my wallet."

"It's fine, I'll treat you."

I led the two of them to the ice cream stand. If I wasn't going to act like a grown man now, when would I?

"Welcome, we've got all kinds."

...This is pretty expensive. One scoop of ice cream cost about 1.5 times as much as my lunch... But I'd already offered to pay, so I couldn't back down now.

"I'll have the chocolate."

"I would like the orange, please."

"A, and I'll have vanilla."

Though I winced at the price, I somehow managed to buy three ice creams. I still had a decent amount of money left in my wallet. ...What a relief. We returned to the bench and ate together.

""Let's eat... Delicious!""

The sweetness seeped into my old bones. To think a simple ice cream could be this soothing... I felt my age, whether I liked it or not. After eating for a while, Militar spoke up.

"Sensei, if the blacksmith in Jikka isn't involved, we'll be back to square one. Or maybe they're just completely hidden."

"If that's the case, what should we do?"

Iz's voice was listless as she responded. It was true, our situation hadn't changed at all. But there had to be something more we could do.

"Well, just thinking about it won't get us anywhere. Let's start by doing everything we can. The third shop is in the opposite direction."

As I said that, their spirits gradually began to lift.

"...You're right. Moping around is the worst thing we can do."

"Somehow, I'm starting to feel more energetic too."

We stood up briskly and made our way to the final blacksmith's shop.
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			The Third Blacksmith's Shop

			"So this is the third shop. It looks like a perfectly normal blacksmith's."

"But Sensei, there don't seem to be any customers."

"Perhaps we've just come during a quiet time."

After a five-minute walk, we reached our destination. It had a similar atmosphere to the first shop, looking like a one-person operation. If we didn't find any clues here, we really would be back to square one.

"In any case, let's go inside."

There were no customers in the shop. It was just us. Trying not to show our vigilance, I carefully called out.

"Can we take a look at your goods?"

"We~llco~me, welcome~. Please, go right ahead~."

A woman with a gentle air and a bright smile came out from behind the counter. She had brown hair and brown eyes. The shop was about the same size as the first one, but it had more weapons than daily goods. Swords, shields, axes, and knives were lined up on the walls.

"We'll take a look at the weapons, then."

"Please do, please do~."

As the three of us went to the wall, I suddenly noticed something odd about the shop. Well, maybe not odd. It was just that it was dirty everywhere. The inside of the shop was vaguely grimy, and a thin layer of dust covered the products and shelves. Was it just a case of poor cleaning? I thought, but it seemed too dirty for that. Militar and the others beside me seemed to have noticed the same thing.

"...Sensei, this shop is rather dirty. I wonder if it isn't doing well."

"And we're the only customers here..."

"But it looks like the smith's skill is good."

The shelves held everything from low-rank to high-rank items, and all of them were clearly a cut above the rest.

[Sea Rapier] Rank: S / Attribute: Water / Ability: Its slashes transform into sharp water blades that assault the enemy.

[Flaming Knife] Rank: A / Attribute: Fire / Ability: When imbued with magic, it converts it to the fire attribute, granting the blade powerful flames.

[Dragoon Lance] Rank: S / Attribute: None / Ability: Imbued with the power of a dragon's breath, delivering wave-like impact shocks with each thrust.

These three in particular were quite the masterpieces. To create items of this level, one would need a commensurate amount of concentration and magic. Was the crucial black mark there? I looked at the surfaces of the weapons with bated breath. The swirling black mark was... there. It was proudly displayed on the surfaces of the weapons.

"...It's here! It's here, you two!"

"We did it, Sensei!"

"I'm so glad we didn't give up!"

We celebrated in hushed voices. We had finally found a clue that would lead us to the source of those staves. The black marks could be polished away, but they showed no sign of trying to hide them. In fact, they seemed to wear them with pride. I had a feeling there was some intention behind that posture... but maybe I was just imagining things.

"Were you looking for a la~nce?"

"...!"

A voice from behind my back made me jump. Without me noticing, the female clerk was right behind me. She was still looking at us with a beaming smile.

"Ah, yeah. I was thinking of becoming an adventurer, so I was looking for a strong weapon."

"In that case, a knife or a one-handed sword would be easier to handle than a long weapon like a la~nce. How about this one~?"

As she spoke, the clerk took a rather large knife from the shelf.

[Dagger Knife] Rank: C / Attribute: None / Ability: A knife with enough strength to defeat monsters of the same rank or lower. Also suitable for daily use like preparing meals.

Of course, this one also had the swirling black mark. Did she not know about the ones on the staves, or did she simply have no intention of hiding it? While I wondered about this, the clerk continued her explanation, unconcerned.

"Some monsters can absorb attribute magic and power themselves u~p. So, I recommend a non-attribute weapon until you get used to thing~s."

"I, I see. Thanks for the advice."

I couldn't feel a hint of malice from the clerk. On the contrary, she seemed to be genuinely trying to be helpful.

"But these are all wonderful items. Are you the one who makes everything here?"

"Oh no, that's not me~. I'm just a cle~rk. There's a blacksmith who makes them~."

The clerk pointed toward the counter. Come to think of it, I could hear the metallic sound of a hammer striking from the back. The smith was probably forging a weapon right now.

"Could I meet the blacksmith who made these weapons?"

"I'm sorry~, but I can't allow that~."

I thought this clerk might let us, but surprisingly, she refused. I decided to press a little more.

"Is it absolutely impossible? I'd like to know what kind of person makes these."

"No, I'm afraid not~."

But she refused again. She had a gentle demeanor, but she seemed to be a person of strong will. As I wondered what to do, Militar tugged on my sleeve. Her eyes, and Iz's, were asking me what our next move was.

...If we push too hard, we might seem suspicious. Let's just back down gracefully here.

"I understand. Sorry for being pushy. In that case, I'll just buy this knife."

"Thank you very much~."

I paid a few silver coins for the Dagger Knife and left the shop. On my way out, I casually glanced at the sign and checked the closing time. Once we were far enough away from the shop, the three of us began to plan.

"For now, it seems certain that shop holds a clue."

"But we couldn't meet the blacksmith."

"We heard the sounds, so they must have been there..."

We didn't want them to know we were investigating just yet. If they ran, it would be a huge loss.

"Let's come back when the shop is closing. We'll follow the blacksmith. Discreetly."

"Tailing them, I see. That's my specialty. Leave it to me."

"I will do my utmost to help as well."

We decided to return to the academy for the time being. It may have been a small clue, but we couldn't let it go to waste.
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			At the End of the Tail

			"It should be about time..."

"Yes..."

"I'm getting nervous..."

That evening, we returned to the vicinity of that blacksmith's shop. There were few people on the streets, a clear sign that the day was coming to a close. We held our breath for several minutes.

He's coming out...!

The man who appeared to be the proprietor emerged from the shop. It was getting dark and hard to see, but he was probably an elderly man. He was carrying a long rod in his hands.

"Dareth-sama...!"

"Yeah, that must be a staff. I wonder where he's taking it."

"Let's follow him..."

We began to walk quietly. The man seemed to be alone. The female clerk from daytime was nowhere to be seen, but we followed with great caution, just in case. He headed toward the outskirts of town and eventually entered a forest. We followed carefully, making sure not to make a sound. The further we went, the denser the woods became.

This feels like the perfect setup...

We continued on and came out into a wide-open, plaza-like space. The moonlight streamed in, illuminating the area. We could see a gathering of figures and hid ourselves in the shadow of a tree. We could hear voices...

"Hey... you brought enough for everyone, right..."

""I, is that... Vice Principal Byre!?""

In the center of the students stood Byre. He was taking staves from the blacksmith and handing them out to the students. They all looked just like the ones in the academy's underground storeroom. And in the jewel at the tip of each staff, a small black haze was writhing.

"There's something inside that orb. What is it?"

"It is likely a jewel containing the power of Dark Magic. I recall a similar haze swelling up when the staves the students were using went out of control."

"Then there's no doubt those are the staves in question."

"It seems we'd better confirm this directly."

I looked at Militar and Iz, and they both nodded silently. We stepped out from the trees and walked toward them. Iz was the first to speak.

"Vice Principal Byre, what are you doing here?"

"I, Iz-shuseki-kyoukan! Why are you here! And Militar-dono and that damn blacksmith, too!?"

Byre looked at us with a stunned expression. He apparently had no idea he was being followed. Well, with a professional on our side, that was only natural.

"We have been investigating the matter of the staves. In the process, Dareth-sama found the blacksmith's shop that we believe to be the source."

"We followed the blacksmith from there. That's how we got here."

"...What? You! I told you to be careful about being followed!"

Byre glared at the blacksmith. But the man himself was completely unfazed.

"I just brought the staves I was told to bring. I don't remember every little thing you say."

"What did you say!?"

It seemed the two of them were not on good terms. Iz watched them carefully as she continued.

"Vice Principal Byre, were you the one distributing the Dark Magic staves?"

"Yeah, I was. You can see that for yourself. Kukuku, it seems the magic to silence the students worked perfectly."

"Why did you do this. Several students have been suffering because of it."

Iz was speaking calmly, but a quiet rage emanated from her words. Byre, for his part, was smirking knowingly.

"I can't tell you so easily. That's right, I'll tell you if you come to my room. Come to my room, come to my room, come to my room."

"That's enough. It's clear I cannot have a proper conversation with you. We'll hear all about it after we've apprehended you."

"Hmph, try it if you can! You lot! Attack Iz-shuseki-kyoukan! Whoever defeats her will be awarded points!"

At his words, tension filled the air. There were five or six students, by the looks of it. If they all used Dark Magic, it might be tough for even Iz to handle. Militar also drew her sword, her expression hardening as she watched them. But none of the students moved. They just looked down, looking guilty.

"Hey, what's wrong! Don't you want the points!"

""W, we can't hurt Iz-sensei. We could never hurt a teacher who cares so much about her students...""

"Everyone..."

It seemed he couldn't corrupt the students' hearts with darkness. Byre trembled with frustration that things weren't going as planned.

"Fine, if you won't do it, then I will!"

"Stop it! Byre!"

Suddenly, Byre snatched a staff from a student. He aimed the jewel at us.

"O, dark spirits that pervade this world. Lend me your power... 
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			Punishment (Side: Byre 2)

			"Now then, Vice Principal Byre. Explain yourself in detail."

"Ugh..."

Afterward, I was brought before the Academy Principal. A peerless beauty, just like Her Majesty the Queen... but from that beautiful face, an anger like a raging fire was pouring out. To make matters worse, there was a whip in her right hand...

"Can you not hear me? Perhaps you are asleep. I shall wake you up now."

"Aaaah! N, no! I can hear you! I'm awake! I'll talk, so please put the whip away!"

My entire body was beaten mercilessly, and I nearly passed out. In just a few seconds, my stamina reached its limit. Wh, why did the great me have to suffer such a fate...

"To be the Vice Principal of a magic academy and give students staves with dangerous Dark Magic is simply outrageous. Did you not know what would happen?"

"Th, that is..."

"It seems you did not."

"Aaaah!"

The whip struck in an instant. There was no longer a single part of my body left unharmed. The damage from the whip reached my very soul and shattered it with ease. Just kill me already... I don't want to suffer any more than this.

"Furthermore, you hired a suspicious individual as your secretary. And without reporting it to me. Where is she now?"

"I, I don't know... aaaah!"

"Tell me your purpose for distributing the Dark Magic staves."

M, my purpose... That was the one thing I absolutely could not say. There was no telling what terrible fate would befall me if I did. The whip was still better than that. Don't say it, Byre. Yes, hold your will strong!

"If you do not speak, I will have you tortured."

"The reason I gave the staves to the students was to start a rebellion within the academy... aaaah!"

The whip attacked without delay. My body was like a worn-out rag. Please, have mercy... However, the Academy Principal continued to question me while lashing me fiercely with the whip.

"What would you do after starting a rebellion at the academy. Surely that was not the end of it."

"I, I don't know... aaaah!"

"Speak, quickly."

"I, I really don't know... please believe me..."

Even breathing became difficult, and I felt as though I had completely lost my dignity as a human being. The Academy Principal looked exasperated and spoke with a sigh.

"I never thought such a fool would come from our school's administration... If it weren't for Dareth-dono, I wonder what would have become of us by now."

"Kuh..."

I tried to retort, but nothing came to mind.

"Byre, you are sentenced to prison. Spend the rest of your life in a cell, reflecting on what you've done."

"Eh...?"

My mind couldn't catch up to the words she had just spoken. Pris... on... What does that mean? While I was wrapped in confusion, magic ropes began to bind me.

"W, wait! Academy Principal! I won't do it again! I'll never do it again, so please forgive me! I'm so sorry!"

"If you are going to apologize, you shouldn't have done it in the first place."

I was mercilessly bound by the ropes. I, I can't move... At the Academy Principal's signal, several guards entered. They grabbed me roughly and dragged me outside. Waiting there was a carriage used for transporting prisoners. As I was shoved inside, regret welled up within me.

Looking back now, that woman was suspicious from head to toe. I should never have fallen for her smooth talk. I should have just told Dareth and the others everything...

Now, it was too late. I sank ever deeper into a sea of regret, endlessly and to no end.

◆◆◆ (Third-Person Perspective)

'Failure after failure... I can no longer overlook this.'

"...My apologies."

Having realized the failure of her plan, Agen had slipped out of the academy and was now looking into that mirror in an inconspicuous alleyway. The black shadow was already reflected in it. Though its face was not visible, its anger over the failed plan was palpable to her.

'The preparations of our Demon Race army are reaching their final stages. An unexpected setback would cause considerable losses.'

"...Yes, sir."

'Why is it that you always fail.'

Agen could not offer a single word in her defense. It was on the Demon Race army's orders that she had contacted Vice Principal Byre. The goal was to destroy the academy that produced excellent mages and weaken Grossa Kingdom. For that, she had received precious Dragenium Ore from the Demon Race, provided it to a blacksmith, and had Vice Principal Byre give the staves to the students. The plan had been proceeding in secret, but it was thwarted by a single man. The blacksmith, Dareth. On top of that, she had planned to dispose of him in the confusion, but that too had failed.

'You haven't betrayed us and are doing this on purpose, have you?'

"N, not at all! My actions are for the prosperity of the Demon Race! Please, believe me!"

'I wonder about that.'

It seemed she had completely lost the Demon Race's trust, as all her pleas were met with vague replies. Agen bit her lip hard and looked down. Along with her frustration, her hatred for Dareth was growing. If only that man weren't here, I...

Such dark emotions swirled in her heart.

'...Very well. In light of your past contributions, I will grant you one final chance.'

"Thank you! I have already devised a plan!"

Agen explained the details. This plan was not like the previous ones, which were plotted in the shadows. It was a more direct plan, one that would inflict great damage upon the Royal Palace. After listening to the end, the Demon Race's contact spoke only a single line.

'...I am expecting results.'

With those words, the black shadow vanished from the mirror. Left alone, Agen let out a quiet sigh. Not yet... I can still recover. I've failed repeatedly, but if I succeed in the next operation, everything will be fine. It will cancel everything out. After a few deep breaths, she felt her composure return. Making sure she wasn't seen by anyone, she hurried toward the Royal Capital of Grossa Kingdom.
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			Grossa Magic Academy Special Lecturer

			"Dareth-dono, Militar-san, and Iz-shuseki-kyoukan. Thank you for saving the academy from the clutches of evil. You are truly our saviors."

The sound of applause filled the air. After capturing Byre and the blacksmith, we were being honored in the auditorium of the magic academy. Thanks to Iz and the others' dedicated care, all the students who had been affected by the Dark Magic had recovered. The faces around us were bright with smiles.

(It seems Academy Principal Elena received a taste of Her Majesty the Queen's whip for failing to see what was happening under her nose.)

"To discover the creator from the black marks left by magic's aftereffect, you are truly a brilliant blacksmith. It is worthy of praise."

"I am grateful for your kind words. However, I believe it's something any blacksmith could do..."

What I did was nothing special. But I was happy to be recognized for it. I genuinely felt that my hard work had paid off.

"Dareth-dono. I hereby appoint you as a Grossa Magic Academy Special Lecturer. From now on, please lend us your efforts in the handling and maintenance of staves from a blacksmith's perspective."

"Thank you, Elena-sensei. I am honored as a blacksmith."

I had tried to refuse the Special Lecturer position, but in the end, I couldn't. Elena-sensei presented me with what looked like an incredibly valuable trophy. It was shaped like a large crystal, and I had never seen such a beautiful decorative object before. I held it with the utmost care, focusing all my being on not dropping it.

"I truly wanted to hold a more lavish banquet, but the cleanup has been quite a task."

"No, no, we're just happy you held one at all. Thank you so much."

The day before, after the last student had recovered, a grand banquet was held in our honor. The food and drink were incredible, and we had the best time. I was truly grateful. With the presentation of the commemorative gift, the award ceremony concluded. Elena-sensei walked us to the academy gates.

"Well then, Dareth-dono. It is sad to part, but I look forward to seeing you again. A blacksmith such as yourself is a precious asset to Grossa Kingdom. Please take care of yourself."

"I'm sorry for the rush. I need to check on how things are with my work for the national army..."

"Yes, of course. Forgive me for keeping you."

I shook hands with Elena-sensei and Iz. It looked like my life from now on would involve going back and forth between my smithy and the academy. Thankfully, they had given me several teleportation potions, telling me to use them for travel. With these, I could come to the academy anytime.

Militar also seemed reluctant to part as she shook hands with Iz.

"Take care, Iz. I was so happy to see you again too."

"Thank you, Militar-san... I was very happy as well."

"It's sad to leave Iz, but now I'll have Sensei all to myself again... Kukukukukuku."

Militar was happily muttering something under her breath. Seeing this, Iz spoke, looking just as pleased.

"If you'll excuse me, Militar-san, I will be heading to the Royal Capital as well."

""What!""

We were both shocked. The atmosphere had felt so much like a poignant farewell just a moment ago.

"B, but, don't you have work at the magic academy..."

"Do not worry. I have been granted a vacation for a while. The Academy Principal kindly sent me off, telling me to take a short rest. In other words, I will be able to stay with Dareth-sama a little longer."

"Oh... How nice for you."

Why did the air suddenly turn so tense?

"Dareth-sama, I look forward to being in your care."

"Eh? Ah, ah, yeah, right."

Iz wrapped her arms around me with a soft press. Let's not dwell on what exactly felt so soft. Militar's smile was scary enough as it was. And so, the three of us ended up heading back to the Royal Capital together.
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			Praised by Her Majesty the Queen

			"Dareth, you have once again performed a great service."

"Ah, thank you, Your Majesty the Queen."

After returning to the Royal Capital, we had an audience with Her Majesty the Queen. She had graciously summoned us to hear our report on the incident at Grossa Magic Academy and to offer her commendations. However, the words "strict with the incompetent" were stuck in my head, and I was tense the entire time.

"I heard from Elena that you solved the matter from a blacksmith’s unique perspective. It was brilliant of you to notice the magical aftereffects. You have my praise."

"I am most grateful."

I was happy to be praised, I truly was, but I wished she could have toned down the pressure just a little. For Elena-sensei to have a person like this as her older sister was incredible. If I had been born her younger brother, I probably would have regretted it.

"Iz, Militar, you both did well. It must have been difficult to capture the deviant."

"No, I had no problems whatsoever. I simply did what was necessary to protect the kingdom."

"The same is true for myself. I merely did everything in my power to protect our precious students."

The two of them answered with such composure. It was obvious they were more mature than I. I wished I could have become an adult like Militar and the others.

"However, Your Majesty the Queen, it was all thanks to Dareth-dono. If not for him, we still would not know the origin of the staves."

"It was precisely because Dareth-sama put his wonderful knowledge as a blacksmith to use that peace was maintained at the magic academy."

And they were even making me look good. What capable women they were. Her Majesty the Queen nodded in satisfaction. Ah, what a peaceful moment. Just as the warmth of the scene was sinking into my heart, I heard a strange grinding sound, girigiri. What was that?

"Gugigigigi…"

It was Shion, grinding his teeth. He was standing in a corner of the Throne Room, his arms held by Senji-san and a guard. He was glaring at me with eyes full of utter hatred. He was so, so scary.

"Shion. You incompetent fool, learn from Dareth. It is only natural for a disciple to learn from his master’s example."

"I, I absolutely cannot agree! I have never once thought of this man as my master… Gwaaaah!"

"Hey! What is that tone you're using with Dareth-dono! Someone like you wouldn't normally even qualify to be his disciple!"

Senji-san and the guards immediately began to beat him. Shion was forced to nod while crying tears of blood. I thought he might quiet down after that, but he started making a racket again.

"Why are you the only one with such beautiful women! I was the guild master in Rieten, you know! It’s wrong that they’re not by my amazing side! Gaaaaah!"

"How many times do I have to tell you to be quiet! This is why you’re in this mess!"

Shion really was just a bundle of pride. Militar and Iz maintained an attitude of seeing and hearing nothing. Watching Shion get thrashed, Her Majesty the Queen murmured with a sigh.

"Dareth. How goes the training of that incompetent one? Is it proceeding well?"

"Y, yes. Shion is fundamentally a serious person, so he’s working hard every day. His blacksmithing skills are improving, albeit little by little."

"Hmm, is that so. It is surely a testament to your guidance, Dareth."

Her Majesty the Queen nodded, satisfied. Well, it wasn't like Shion’s skills were actually terrible. I was thinking that maybe I'd move him up to the next stage of training after the audience was over when I overheard the surrounding soldiers talking.

"Dareth-san is truly kind. To think he’s looking after that toilet guy despite being so busy."

"If it were me, I’d have lost my temper and been done with it. Taking care of some old guy who’s nothing but a useless, cheeky bastard."

"Dareth-san really is a man of character. I need to follow his example."

I glanced at Shion, and saw veins popping on his forehead, looking as if they were about to burst. I was getting genuinely worried they might actually rupture.

"H, hey, Shion. Let’s just calm down, okay? Take a deep breath and compose yourself…"

"Don't you dare give me orders! I am greater than anyone else in this world… Gyaaaah!"

"That’s enough! You are in the presence of Her Majesty the Queen!"

Senji-san and the others beating Shion down had become a familiar sight. Soon after, our audience with the Queen concluded, and we exited the Royal Palace. The sun had set completely, and it was now dark.

"Well, I guess I’ll head back to my inn."

"Where are you staying, Dareth-sama?"

"I’m staying at an inn in the East District."

"I will stay there as well."

We started heading toward the inn. Iz, also finding Shion's stare unsettling, had him walk ahead of us, held by Senji-san. Militar had been smiling for a while now, but I wondered why her smile seemed a bit strained. After a short walk, we arrived at the inn. I hoped they had a room for Iz.

"Teru-san, I’m back. Um, do you have any vacant rooms…"

"Dareth-san, welcome back! I was so tired of waiting! Sheesh! I’m always telling you to come back sooner, aren’t I!"

The moment I opened the door, Teru-san leaped at me. Militar and Iz’s expressions instantly hardened.

"…Dareth-sama? Who is this woman?"

"Uh, um, this is Teru-san, from the inn."

"I see… I would also like to stay here. Are there any vacant rooms?"

"Yes, there are. Please, come inside."

"I will be staying here tonight as well."

"Understood, Legion Commander."

And just like that, it was decided that Militar and Iz would be staying too. And from behind us, I heard a gugigigi… sound.

"Why…"

It was Shion.

"Why are you the only one having such a good time! It’s not fair! Why does everything good happen only to you!"

"Wh, what’s with you all of a sudden?"

I wasn't quite sure what was going on, but he suddenly flew into a rage. Come to think of it, he’d gotten angry about something similar before.

"I’m obviously the one who’s better with the ladies! Hey! Let me stay here too!"

"We have no vacant rooms, so please be on your way."

Before Senji-san could strike, Teru-san cut him off sharply.

"You just said you had rooms!"

"We are now at full occupancy. Goodbye. In any case, a stinky, dirty old man like you would be a nuisance, so we’d have to refuse."

Teru-san ushered the three of us inside and closed the door without a hint of hesitation. Through the window, I could see Shion and the others left behind.

"Get a move on, Shion! Your lodging is the stable!"

"Get me a better inn!"

"Like I'd do that! Even the stable is too good for you!"

Shion was dragged away while being beaten. Poor guy…

"Dareth-san, dinner is ready."

"Sensei, it will get cold if you do not eat soon."

"Please take your seat at once."

"Ah, yeah, right. Sorry."

I sat down between Militar and Iz, who were for some reason radiating a tense atmosphere. Do they not like something on the menu, I wondered as I took a sip of the warm soup.

◆◆◆ (Side: Shion ⑤)

"Hurry up! You'd better thank the horses again today!"

"I told you to stop pushing me!"

Shoved by Senji, I fell face-first onto the stable floor. In an instant, I was covered in dung and urine.

"Hey! You got my clothes dirty! Pay for them!"

"Like I care! Pay for your lodging!"

To top it off, he even stole what few silver coins I had left. My dignity had hit rock bottom.

"If you try to run, I’ll burn you at the stake."

After spitting out those words, Senji quickly left. I was left all alone. The horses around me seemed to look at me with expressions that said, not this guy again.

"Wh, what’s with that look! Revere me more! I am a human being… h, hey, stop that!"

The horses turned their backs and kicked manure at me with their hooves. And while this was happening, Dareth was probably enjoying himself with three beautiful women. Until morning. I, on the other hand, was covered in crap. The moment I thought that, something inside me snapped.

"…Dareth! You are the only one I will never forgive!"



		
		
		
			Chapter 29: The Third Child
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 29

			The Third Child

			"Hello everyone, it is a pleasure to meet you. My name is Iz, and I am the Chief Instructor at Grossa Magic Academy. Please, make my acquaintance. Dareth-sama crafted a staff for me, and thanks to it, I was able to become Chief Instructor."

As Iz finished her greeting, the barracks erupted in applause and cheers. Shion, due to his foul stench, had been ordered by Senji-san to wash himself outside. The soldiers were delighted when Iz announced she was on vacation and would be staying for a while longer.

"You don't get to meet the Chief Instructor of the magic academy just any day. This is all thanks to Dareth-san. We have to be grateful."

"He even made the Chief Instructor’s staff. Dareth-san really is a blacksmith who can make anything."

"And he doesn't even brag about it, that’s what makes him so admirable. I think he’s a man of great character."

I felt embarrassed by the praise from the soldiers and blacksmiths. I really hadn’t done anything that amazing. Militar leaned in and spoke to me quietly.

"No matter what you do, Sensei, you end up being praised."

"I’m happy, but… this sort of thing is still undeserved for someone like me."

"What are you saying? I was merely stating the facts."

Kuuu… everyone around me is so nice it brings tears to my eyes. I really am blessed.

"Hey! The Musketeer Corps is back!"

Just as I was feeling sentimental, a loud voice came from outside the barracks. The surroundings were instantly filled with a noisy commotion.

"They said the Musketeer Corps has returned. Did they finish suppressing the Stampede in the north?"

"I heard it was supposed to take three months, but it’s only been one, right?"

"The captain must have been too strong, it’s the usual story. Let’s go see."

The soldiers hurriedly went outside. Militar and Iz remained, so I asked them.

"I wonder what’s going on. More importantly, what’s the Musketeer Corps?"

"You wouldn’t know since you were in Rieten, Sensei. It is a special unit of the national army, newly established in recent years. As the name suggests, it is a corps that uses guns instead of swords."

"Huh, so they made a unit like that. Times have really changed."

I had unintentionally made a comment worthy of a very old man. This is what happens the moment I let my guard down.

"Sensei, Bayonet is the captain."

"She will want to see you too, Dareth-sama. Come, let us go as well."

"…Bayonet?"

Who was that, I wondered. Before I could ask, they took my hands and started walking. Was there someone like that among my acquaintances? No, I felt like I remembered her somehow. The name sounded vaguely familiar. I think that girl was… Just as I was thinking, we arrived in front of a group of soldiers holding guns. It was a unit of about a dozen people.

""Legion Commander! The Grossa Musketeer Corps has returned! The Stampede has been successfully suppressed!""

They held their guns at their right shoulders, lined up with not a single gap in their formation. Whoa, amazing… as expected of the national army. The person standing alone at the front was probably the captain. She was a woman. The moment she saw Militar, her face broke into a wide smile.

"Mili-chan, I’m home! I defeated the monsters!"

"…Captain Bayonet. I believe I have told you to correct your manner of speech, have I not?"

"Aww, who cares about that. We’ve known each other for so long."

The female captain was clinging to Militar. She had a short, dark purple bob and round, cat-like eyes of the same color. Her flipped-out hair gave her an energetic impression, she really was like a cat.

"Huh? Why is Iz-chan here too?"

"I am taking a vacation and visiting. Dareth-sama is here as well."

"…Eh?"

When Iz gestured with her hand, the captain stared at me blankly. Her already large eyes grew even wider. The moment I saw her expression, memories from the past came flooding back into my mind.

"Papa! I missed you! Why didn’t you tell me you were here right away!"

"I, I told you to stop calling me Papa."

This girl was Bayonet. One of the children I used to play with fifteen years ago. I never thought I would see her again in a place like this.

"D, Dareth-san is Captain Bayonet’s father…?"

"Seriously? That’s an amazing connection."

"I’m so jealous he has such a beautiful daughter."

A misunderstanding was spreading among the soldiers. I tried to explain that it wasn't like that, but then Shion arrived. It looked like he was about to lose it again.

"Dareth! Who is that beauty! Why is it always you!"

"Papa! There’s a weird person here!"

Just as I thought, Shion flew into a rage. Seeing Bayonet hide behind me, he grew even more heated.

"I’m telling you, why are you always friendly with beautiful women! It’s not right!"

"No, that’s not what this is. First, let’s calm down and talk…"

"You’re just trying to trick me again! I won’t be fooled! There has to be some kind of trick! …Guaaah!"

"There’s no such thing! The reason you're not popular is because you're the toilet guy!"

Shion received yet another beating from Senji-san. If only he wouldn't get so angry… Why couldn't he learn? As Shion was being dragged away somewhere, Bayonet spoke to me happily.

"The gun you made for me, Papa, is what allowed me to become captain. Thank you so much for making it."

"Eh? Did I make something like that?"

"Look, this."

She held out her gun with a smile.

【Sacred Musket: Shinket】

Attribute: Holy

Rank: S

Ability: A musket that can fire the user’s magic power as magic bullets. The magic bullets deploy a divine realm that instantly purifies evil beings.

What was this. The arm’s length barrel was an elegant black iron color. A magic circle was carved onto the surface of the stock. Despite its size, which should have made it fairly heavy, it was surprisingly light for a gun. I compared it to the guns of the other corps members, and this one was clearly different in appearance.

"B, Bayonet. What is this gun?"

"You know that toy gun you made for me, Papa? It evolved."

"Evolved…"

Again. Thinking back, I did remember making a toy for Bayonet. A toy gun, just as she said. But for it to evolve to this extent… I didn't understand the principle behind it myself.

"But, Papa, it’s been acting up lately. It probably didn’t help that I never had it repaired, since there was no one who could fix it but you."

"You’re right, there are some distortions here and there. The trigger is a little hard to pull too. Well then, I’ll repair it right away."

"Yay! I love you, Papa!"

"I, I told you, don’t cling to me."

For some reason, Militar and Iz’s expressions had been stiff this whole time. Though the people around us were watching with warm eyes. As I dealt with the clingy Bayonet, someone's loud voice suddenly roared.

"Hey, Dareth! I will repair that gun!"

Shion was shouting forcefully.
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			Gun Repair and a Commotion

			"What!? There's no way you could do it! Don't get ahead of yourself! You can't even process a metal plate properly!"

"You'll probably just break it again anyway. What is he even talking about?"

"He should say that after he's trained more. I really don't get him."

In an instant, a storm of criticism erupted. It seemed Shion had completely lost the trust of those around him. The man himself was trembling with hatred.

"Papa, I don't want some old guy like that fixing my gun. It's too important to me."

"Ah, yeah, you're right. Then let me have it."

"Let me repair it! I'm going to show you the difference in our power!"

"Whoa, stop it, Shion."

Shion suddenly lunged at me, trying to forcibly take Bayonet's gun.

"Shion, let go! Don't handle it so roughly!"

"I'm going to repair it! I'll show you the difference in our power!"

""What do you think you're doing! Let go right now!""

The soldiers grabbed him, but Shion resisted fiercely. He forcefully snatched the gun from me and held it high.

"I can fix this without any tools!"

""Ah!""

As Shion squeezed the hammer with all his might, it snapped with a pokiri sound.

"You broke it! Are you kidding me! What was that about fixing it without tools!"

"Why would you even try that? Couldn't you think it through?"

"This is so pathetic I'm at a loss for words. Maybe he should just die and start over."

The whole crowd was utterly disgusted. What did this guy seriously want to achieve? At a word from Senji-san, Shion was restrained.

"Why are you so incompetent!"

"I'm not incompetent! I'm competent!"

Shion was beaten mercilessly. Bayonet walked right past him and hurried over to me.

"Papa! That old guy broke my gun!"

"I'm sorry about that. But it's okay. I'll fix it right away."

"Papa, you're so reliable. A world of difference from that weird-smelling old man."

I thought I could hear the sound of Shion grinding his teeth, but first, I took the gun and returned to the forge. Of course, Militar, Iz, and the soldiers came with me. Shion was also brought along by Senji-san, who told him to study. But looking at it again, it really was a magnificent gun. A slender yet dependable barrel, a stable stock. The formula for the magic circle was incredibly complex too. To think I made this, it was unbelievable.

"Hey, hey, how are you going to fix it?"

"Let's see. First, I'll disassemble it, and while cleaning it, I'll hammer out the distortions."

I broke down the Shinket into three parts, the barrel, the forend, and the action which held the hammer. There was a thin layer of grime accumulated in places. I wiped it off with a cloth and oiled it as I went. Holding up the barrel and looking through it from the back, I saw the tip was slightly warped. I checked it and corrected it with a hammer. Perhaps because magic bullets passed through it, the inside was a bit rough too. I cleaned and polished it using whetstone powder. I decided to forge the hammer from Steel Ore. The work took about an hour.

"...And, well, that should do it."

I had finished. The Shinket was now sparkling clean. The hammer that Shion had broken was restored, and it looked as good as new. Well, not that I'd seen it when it was new.

"Papa, you're amazing! I love you!"

The moment I handed her the gun, Bayonet threw her arms around me. She pressed something soft and yielding against me. The optics weren't great, so I gently pushed her away. Militar and Iz were looking quite stern, after all.

"H, hey, please hold it. And I need you to do a test shot."

"Aww, you don't have to do that."

"We might need to make some fine adjustments."

"Fine."

I pressed the gun into her hands, and she accepted it with a reluctant look. I breathed a sigh of relief, and at the same time, the expressions on Militar and Iz's faces softened.

"Okay, someone get me a target."

""Yes! Right away!""

As Bayonet spoke in a listless tone, her corps members hurried to prepare a target board. It made me realize that despite her demeanor, she was a proper captain. Bayonet dropped to one knee and took aim, and the magic circle on the stock glowed with a purple light. After a breath, she pulled the trigger, and a purple wave of energy shot from the muzzle. I see, so that's a magic bullet. It was my first time seeing one, and it was beautiful… whoa. Wow!

The magic bullet struck the target and exploded violently, blowing the board to smithereens. But the impact was so intense that it gouged out a large chunk of the ground as well. The blast wave gently brushed my face.

"Yaaay, bullseye! Papa, how was it?"

"Th, that's some incredible power. I was shocked."

It had the impact of a cannon. A portable gun with that much power would be a considerable threat to any enemy.

"It's because your gun is amazing, Papa. I just put in a tiny bit of magic, and it gets that powerful."

"Isn't it because of your skill, Bayonet?"

"No, no. It's thanks to Papa's gun."

The soldiers around us were buzzing as they looked at the large hole in the ground.

"The captain's gun really is something else. I got to test-fire it once, and it was seriously insane."

"And what's more, it doesn't tire you out at all. There's definitely no other gun like it."

"I'm gonna have Dareth-san do maintenance on my gun too. It's a huge relief to have the best blacksmith around."

Thankfully, it seemed the members of the Musketeer Corps had accepted me as well. What a relief.

"Papa, I love you!"

Bayonet clung to me, looking very pleased. Let's not do the clinging thing, okay. Militar and Iz are getting twitchy, you see. And over there, Shion was watching the scene with veins popping on his forehead.

"Why does everything good happen to you! I'm a former guild master! I won't forgive you, I won't forgive you, I won't forgive you!"

"Hey, wait! Get back here!"

Shion flew into a rage and ran off somewhere.
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			Finally, a Woman Who Understands! (Side: Shion ⑥)

			"Hey, toilet! Where are you! It's useless to hide!"

I could hear Senji's shouting. After bolting from the forge, I had hidden behind a small storage shed. That irritating man was foolishly searching in the wrong direction. As if I'd let someone like you find me. The forest spread out behind me, so if it came to it, I could just escape into it.

"…Damn it! Where did that bastard go! I'll find you, you'll see!"

I held my breath, and eventually, Senji ran off. From here, I could see the soldiers training. In the slightly distant forge, I could also see the sight of Dareth flirting with a beautiful woman… Watching that, anger, for what felt like the hundredth time, welled up inside me.

"Why do I have to live a life like this! It’s impossible, impossible, impossible!"

Out of sheer rage, I kicked a small stone into the forest with all my might. I am a man who rose to become a guild master in Rieten. And yet, the idea that I have to train under Dareth is something I still cannot comprehend. If anything, he should be the one training under me. The stress I've been bottling up feels like it's about to make my head explode.

"Dareth, you bastard! Don't you dare have a good time without my permission!"

I still don't understand why he's so popular with beautiful women. What's so great about a dull old guy like him? He's unfashionable, worn out, and his conversation is boring. I'm obviously the better man. When we were in Rieten, our positions were the complete opposite. And yet… and yet! Now, by his side are three beautiful women (with one more added at night), and by my side is crap…

"Guaaaah!"

What is this difference! I pounded the wall of the shed over and over. If my hands didn't hurt, I would have smashed it to pieces. But what should I do now? If I stay here, I'll just spend my days training under that irritating Dareth. But if I run away, I'll be defying Her Majesty the Queen's orders and end up in prison. No matter which way I turn, it's nothing but hell.

"Damn you… This is all Dareth's fault. It all started with the fact that he exists."

That's right, it was wrong for Dareth to be in my guild in the first place. I gave him work, and he repaid my kindness with betrayal. Unforgivable, unforgivable, unforgivable…

"You seem to be quite distressed."

As I was nursing my hatred for Dareth, I suddenly heard a voice from behind me. A woman's voice. It had a dignified beauty, yet it sounded as if it were completely devoid of emotional fluctuation. But the forest was dark, and I couldn't see her. Could she be a new acquaintance of Dareth's?

"Wh, who's there?"

"Please do not be so alarmed. My name is Agen."

As I glared into the darkness, a woman emerged from the shadows. She was a beauty with black hair tied up in a bun and matching black eyes. She had the air of a lifeless doll and wore clothes that resembled a maid's uniform. Seeing this woman made me even more irritated. Damn it! Why does he get all the beautiful acquaintances?

"What do you want with me! Dareth is over there! Go over there already!"

"With all due respect, I have come with business for Shion-sama, not Dareth."

"…What?"

I couldn't believe my ears at the words of the woman who called herself Agen. She had business with me, not Dareth? A beauty like this, with me… No, more importantly.

"Shion-sama, you say!?"

When was the last time I was called that? It was a name I hadn't heard in a long time. I thought I'd never be called that again for the rest of my life. Just that alone began to heal the damage to my soul…

"I am aware. I know that Shion-sama is the guild master of guild masters. And that you are a wonderful man who is more capable than anyone."

"Ah… ah…"

"By rights, someone like Dareth is not even worthy of standing at Shion-sama's feet. They do not understand something as simple as that."

…What is this woman? She's wonderful… wonderful! That's right! This is the kind of woman I've been waiting for! Finally, a woman who understands my true value has appeared. The suffering inflicted upon me by Dareth and Senji vanishes in an instant.

"Agen, you understand my worth, don't you!?"

"Yes, I understand it very well. The ones who do not understand Shion-sama's worth are the strange ones. Dareth, especially, is the height of foolishness. That man is the epitome of an idiot."

Ah… to think the day would come when I would hear such words… Tears of happiness stream down my face, my efforts have been rewarded. It was worth the struggle…

"So, what business do you have with me!?"

"I have come today with a request that only Shion-sama can fulfill. But first, please change your clothes. Your beautiful body is being ruined, you see."

Saying so, Agen took clothes out of a bag. A well-tailored jacket, pants, and shirt. She had even prepared socks and leather shoes. What's more, they were all from the brands I wore on heavy rotation.

"Well prepared! Right, I shall make you my secretary! You should be grateful!"

"I have also procured Shion-sama's favorite fragrances."

"Splendid! That's my secretary! You are a woman of endless capability!"

I changed out of the clothes that had been sullied by those bastards Senji and the soldiers. The moment I slipped my arms into the shirt, I felt my soul being filled. Ah, yes. This is it. This texture. I am a noble being who should be wearing such high-class clothes. The likes of Dareth will never understand. After changing, I became dazzlingly beautiful.

"Shion-sama, you are radiant."

"Of course, of course. And this isn't even me at my best. Hahaha."

"And about my request…"

I was about to teach her more about my sublimity, but Agen cut to the chase. Well, fine. I suppose I shall hear her out.

"What is it? You may ask anything of me."

"Yes. I would like Shion-sama to destroy the Sword of Calamity: Calamity."

"Hmm… what?"

Agen's request was far beyond anything I had expected.

"A, are you serious? But, Calamity is…"

"I am perfectly serious."

Sword of Calamity: Calamity, a sword said to be stored under heavy guard in a hidden room of the Royal Palace. It is the sword that is said to seal the evil spirit that attacked the Grossa Kingdom hundreds of years ago. Rumor has it that its durability has weakened over the long years, requiring strict management.

"D, destroy it, you say, but why ask such a thing? If I'm not careful, the evil spirit might attack me…"

"Shion-sama. As things are now, you will never receive the proper evaluation you deserve. I cannot help but worry about that."

"What's that? What do you mean?"

Me not being properly evaluated. That is a critical issue of national importance.

"Please think back. Consider the foolishness of the person who, without considering Shion-sama's potential and with no evidence, decided to assign Dareth as the exclusive blacksmith."

"Potential… evidence… assign…"

"With such a person as queen, the grand design for the future is surely mistaken. I cannot agree with it."

"Grand design… agree…"

I see… Agen was my comrade. That's why we get along so well. Everything clicked into place, and I understood from the bottom of my heart.

"For Shion-sama to receive a just evaluation, the world must first be broken. Let us release the evil spirit and build a correct world now."

"Yes! That's right!"

"I have already secured a route for infiltration. I will take care of the guards, so please follow me."

"Yes, of course! Let us build a correct world together!"

I followed Agen toward the Royal Palace. Dareth, you bastard, now is the time I will plunge you into the depths of despair. Your crime of looking down on me is grave. I will repay you a hundredfold. It's too late even if you grovel on the ground and apologize endlessly. The difference in our existential value is about to be made clear.
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			Prepare Yourself, Dareth (Side: Shion ⑦)

			"Ugh! Who goes there…!"

The last guard collapsed to the floor with a thud. Guided by Agen, I had made my way to a hidden room in the Royal Palace. I don't know how she knew, but by using what seemed to be hidden passages, we arrived here in no time.

"Now, Shion-sama. Calamity is stored beyond this door."

"Y, yes…"

An extremely advanced magic circle was deployed on the door, but when Agen held up a mysterious magical tool, it vanished in an instant. Just who was this woman? Even the fight with the guards was over in a moment. She was an inscrutable person. A series of events beyond my imagination was making me anxious. No, rather…

— To be favored by such a capable person, I truly am one of the chosen…!

Reaffirming this fact made my spirits soar. Agen quietly took my hand. It felt like silk. I couldn't get enough.

"Shion-sama, the preparations are complete. Please enter."

"Alright, let's go in."

I squeezed Agen's hand tightly and entered the room. It was empty, so plain it was almost disappointing. With one exception.

"The sword floating over there is Calamity."

"S, so it seems."

A single sword was floating above a table placed in the center.

【Sword of Calamity: Calamity】

Attribute: Holy

Rank: SS

Ability: A sword that seals the evil spirit that attacked the Grossa Kingdom hundreds of years ago. Said to have been crafted by a great legendary master.

It was Ca, Calamity. A golden hilt and a pure white blade. It shone on its own, its holy light seeming to pierce the hearts of those who looked upon it. It was truly worthy of the name legendary holy sword.

"Shion-sama, please destroy it. After hundreds of years, it has little power left beyond sealing the evil spirit. It should break easily."

"Y, yes… right…"

Indeed, as Agen said, Calamity was battered and deteriorated. It looked like it would snap easily if I put some force into it. However, now that I was here, I was starting to get a little scared.

"Agen, are you sure the evil spirit won't attack me?"

"Yes, of course. Shion-sama is a person with high consciousness, destined to rule this world. There is no way such a person would be attacked."

From what I'd heard on the way here, the evil spirit had a nature of attacking people with low consciousness. In other words, there was no way it would attack me, who lives a high-consciousness life every day. In fact, the evil spirit might even obey my commands.

"Now is the time to release the evil spirit and bring about the vision of Shion-sama at the top!"

"That's right! I will create a world where I am properly evaluated!"

The moment I placed Calamity on my knee, a certain thought popped into my head.

— Surely, you're not going to tell me that he made this sword too?

Hah, impossible. Calamity was a sword made hundreds of years ago. There's no way he could have been alive back then. Thinking such thoughts, I snapped it with all my might.

【AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!】

"Guaaaah!"

In that instant, a tremendous shockwave erupted from the broken blade, blowing me into the back wall. An incredible shriek, like the first cry of a newborn baby, echoed around me. It felt like my head was going to break, and I clamped my hands over my ears with all my strength.

"Agen! Do something! Agen!"

I couldn't see her. Wh, where did she go. While I was searching, an immense number of black shadows poured out of the blade. They squeezed through the cracks in the room and streamed outside.

"H, hey, Agen! Where did you go! Hey!"

No matter how much I yelled, Agen didn't appear. She had abandoned me and run away. After saying all those nice things.

【A…a…a…】

"…Eh?"

When I came to my senses, an evil spirit was standing right in front of me. It was looking at me with a creepy face that was neither human nor monster. No, it's fine. There's nothing to fear. Only people with low consciousness are attacked. I'll be fine.

【AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!】

"Uwaaaaaah!"

I was told that people with high consciousness would be fine, but the evil spirits attacked me. I just ran and ran. What was happening. Agen had tricked me. And after I, the chosen one, had been so kind as to treat her with respect! You've got to be kidding me! In any case, I had to deal with the evil spirits first. Surely, I just needed to show them my high consciousness.

"Hey! I am a man who served as a guild master! Was this matter on the agenda! No, more importantly, have you gotten consensus from your immediate boss!?"

【AAAAAAAH! AAAAAAAAAAAH!】

As if my words meant nothing, the evil spirits attacked, destroying walls and floors as they came. S, someone, anyone, help me! I desperately ran, and ran, and ran. As I ran all over the place, I managed to escape through a wall that an evil spirit had destroyed. Outside, there were many soldiers. Good, you all shall save me. However, when the soldiers saw the evil spirits, their faces froze in despair.

"Hey, what is that! Is it a monster!? Why is it inside the Royal Palace!"

"I, I don't know! More importantly, inform Her Majesty the Queen immediately!"

"Hurry and evacuate the residents! Quickly, assume battle formation… guaaaah!"

【AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH! AAAAAAAAAAAH! AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!】

The soldiers in front of me were sent flying like insects. The evil spirits indiscriminately attacked people and destroyed buildings. With every passing second, the Royal Palace changed its shape. Blood splattered everywhere, and fierce flames raged in various places. A storm of screams came from all directions. The moment I saw that scene, all the blood drained from my body.

— Could it be that this… is really bad?

While I stood there in a daze, the sound of an alarm bell, a sound that should never be heard in the Royal Capital, rang out endlessly.
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			The Evil Spirits' Assault

			"And then, Papa, I took down the stampede’s boss monster with a magic bullet I fired."

"W, wow, that’s amazing."

"Bayonet, step away a little. You’re troubling Sensei."

"That’s right. Dareth-sama is tired, so let’s not be so clingy."

A few hours after I had repaired the Shinket, we were all taking a break in the forge. We sipped our tea and got lost in stories of the past. Bayonet was clinging to me relentlessly, so Militar and Iz were constantly peeling her off. As we talked, I was struck by how long fifteen years truly is. Their childishness was gone, and they had all grown into adult women. Watching them grow up felt like watching my own children, which made me happy, but also a little lonely.

"Sensei, please listen to my story next."

"No, Militar-san. It is my turn next."

"I want to talk to Papa more too."

Yet, the expressions they showed from time to time were still those of children. Fifteen years had passed since we first met, but they treated me just as they always had. I didn't need to think hard to understand how precious that was.

...I really am a lucky man.

I was sipping my tea, thinking this quietly to myself, when it happened.

"This is terrible! The Royal Palace is under attack! Grab your weapons!"

"Help! There are monsters like black shadows everywhere... Kyaaaah!"

"Put out the fire first! Is there anyone who can use water magic!? At this rate, the whole palace will be engulfed in flames!"

Suddenly, it grew noisy outside. The sounds of angry shouts, screams, and an impact like the rumbling of the earth reached us. A high-pitched metallic clang, likely an alarm bell, was ringing out. Something was clearly wrong.

"W, what is it!?"

"Everyone, let’s go see!"

We hurried outside, and the sight left me speechless. People were fleeing in terror, soldiers lay wounded, and the Royal Palace was in ruins. It was as if a horde of the Demon Race had attacked.

"W, what is this... It’s complete chaos..."

""H, horrible...""

This was a catastrophe. What in the world had happened? Mysterious black shadows floated in the air. Did they do this? The moment I thought that, countless black shadows swooped down to attack.

"Whoa! W, what are these things!?"

"Sensei, please stand back! Shinma, draw!"

The instant Militar drew her sword, the Shinma began to glow. Its blade transformed from a jet black like the depths of darkness to a powerful, pure white reminiscent of the sun. W, what just happened... I see, so that’s what happens when she uses it.

"Dance of Godspeed!"

In the blink of an eye, Militar vanished.

[AAAAAAH!]

And in the next moment, dozens of black shadows burst apart with death cries. Militar hadn't disappeared. She was slicing through the enemy at superhuman speed.
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			Divine Instrument

			"Sensei, Bayonet and I will go retrieve the Calamity."

"Got it. I’ll get things ready here."

"I will have Iz serve as your guard, Sensei. We shall be on our way."

After our conversation with Her Majesty the Queen ended, we immediately sprang into action. Militar and Bayonet went to retrieve the sword. Iz and I would prepare for the repairs in the forge. The building hadn't suffered much damage, perhaps because the girls had defeated the evil spirits in this area. A part of the wall was destroyed, leaving a gaping hole, and there were some small cracks in the floor, but it wouldn't hinder the work. The materials seemed to be safe as well. I lit the furnace, carefully selected my materials, and laid out my tools.

"Sensei! We’ve brought the Calamity."

"It’s broken clean in two!"

Just as the furnace reached the right temperature, Militar and Bayonet returned. They gently placed the sword they were carrying onto the workbench. It was an incredibly beautiful sword, so much so that it captivated my eyes.

[Sword of Calamity's Seal: Calamity]

Attribute: Holy

Rank: SS

Ability: A sword that seals the evil spirits that attacked the Grossa Kingdom several hundred years ago. Said to have been crafted by a legendary master blacksmith.

"So this is the Calamity..."

It was more beautiful than any sword I had ever seen, and it exuded a presence so powerful I couldn't look away. It was as if the soul of its creator dwelled within it.

"Sensei, do you think you can fix it...?"

"Yeah, I’ll manage somehow."

I have plenty of tools and materials here. All that’s left is to repair it. Still... Rank SS, huh. It goes without saying, but I’ve never created, let alone repaired, an item of such high rank. A faint flicker of anxiety sparked within me, but I quickly extinguished it.

Believe in all your hard work, Dareth.

I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths, which calmed my nerves.

"...Alright, let’s begin."

I had already selected the materials.

[Flash Lightning Rock]

Attribute: Lightning

Rank: S

Effect: An ore containing the immense energy of a lightning strike. Requires careful processing, as applying force will cause violent bolts of lightning to erupt.

[Ocean Current Magestone]

Attribute: Water

Rank: S

Effect: An ore that exists only on the deep seabed. It contains a vast amount of water magic sealed within it by the pressure.

[White Gold Adamant]

Attribute: None

Rank: S

Effect: One of the three hardest minerals in the world. Armor made from this material can only be scratched by something made of the same material. It can store magic of various attributes.

[Fire Dragon's Eyestone]

Attribute: Fire

Rank: S

Effect: The eye of a fire dragon said to live in active volcanoes, which turns to stone after its death. It grows hotter each time force is applied.

[Wind God Stone]

Attribute: Wind

Rank: S

Effect: Said to be the same ore as the jewel set in the fan held by the god of wind. Processing it generates gales that can slice the body.

Using high-rank materials would save both time and physical energy. Though they were precious items, I would make full use of them. I would build a base with the four main elemental magics and then imbue it with holy attribute magic. Through my work here, I had gotten the hang of it. But these were all difficult materials to process. I couldn't let my guard down for even a moment. My concentration naturally sharpened.

"Everyone, please stand back a little."

""Y, yes.""

Since the blade was broken, it needed to be completely reforged. I'll use the White Gold Adamant as the base. I heated it at a high temperature to melt it down. Next came the Flash Lightning Rock and the Fire Dragon's Eyestone. I envisioned using the compatible attributes of lightning and fire to create a vessel for the next attribute. I ground them into a fine powder and dissolved them into the alloy.

"S, Sensei, is there anything I can do to help? Just watching feels..."

"Let's see... no, it's alright. I'll handle this myself. If I use a lot of my own magic, I can shorten the work time. Thanks, though."

I could prevent the loss of magic from the Ocean Current Magestone by crushing it in water. I would mix in the Wind God Stone once the base material cooled down to reduce any magical collision. After that, it was just a matter of hammering and polishing. Bursts of magic, sharp as blades, cut at my body. But I didn't care. The future of the kingdom rested in my hands. I swung the hammer with single-minded focus. I intended to leave not even the slightest impurity behind. After several tens of minutes of hammering...

"I, I did it...! It’s repaired!"

"You did it, Sensei!"

"As expected of Dareth-sama!"

"Papa, you’re amazing!"

Before our eyes, the beautiful sacred sword reappeared, its blade restored.

[Sword of Calamity's Seal: Calamity Kai]

Attribute: Holy

Rank: SS

Ability: A sacred sword with the power to seal evil spirits. Only a handful of blacksmiths can repair it.

Both the blade and hilt were perfect.

"It’s repaired, but what do I do next?"

"Please pour your magic into it, Sensei! That should seal the evil spirits!"

"A, alright, got it! O holy sword, seal away the evil spirits!"

As I poured my magic into it, the Calamity shone with a blinding light. It began to absorb fine particles of light that were flying in from all directions.

"I, is this working...?"

"Sensei, look outside!"

I looked out through the destroyed wall. The black, shadow-like evil spirits were bursting apart, turning into particles of light one after another.

"It seems the evil spirits are being properly sealed."

"Yes... It is your victory, Sensei."

"Dareth-sama, I have connected to Her Majesty the Queen."

Iz created that mirror with her magic again. Her Majesty was already on the screen.

"Dareth, well done. Thanks to you, the Royal Palace... no, the kingdom has been saved. On behalf of the Grossa Kingdom, I express my deepest gratitude."

"Thank you, Your Majesty. I am also relieved that the evil spirits are gone."

She told me to remain on alert, and then the communication was cut.

"Thanks for connecting us, Iz."

"Not at all, it was nothing."

"I want Papa to praise me too."

"Bayonet, don’t cling to Sensei."

The evil spirits within my line of sight were disappearing one by one. It looks like everything is alright, I thought with relief, when people from the Royal Palace came rushing over.

"So the evil spirits disappeared thanks to you, Dareth-san! Thank you so much! You truly saved our lives!"

"You are our savior! I thought we were all going to die!"

"It seems not even evil spirits are a match for you, Dareth-san!"

The soldiers and palace staff raised their hands high in the air, shouting, "Banzai! Banzai!" As I watched them, filled with a sense of accomplishment for a job well done, Militar whispered to me.

"Sensei, aren't you going to carve your name into the sword? Your name would be remembered for generations to come."

...My name, huh. Come to think of it, I’ve never once carved my name into anything I’ve made. And this time is no different. Because...

"I won’t carve my name on it. I was able to create something I’m satisfied with. That’s more than enough."
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			I Am a Chosen One

			"Hiiiih, stay back, stay back, stay back..."

I was trembling in a gap between the rubble. No matter how much I tried to calm down, my body wouldn't stop shaking. When will they attack... my mind was dominated by that fear. To make matters worse, while running from the evil spirits, I had lost all sense of where I was.

"W, what in the world are these things! Where did they come from!"

"Focus on the enemy in front of you for now! They’re pretty strong!"

"And they’re not just ordinary monsters! Every single one of them is terrifyingly strong!"

[AAAAAAH! AAAAAAAAAAH!]

The sounds of soldiers fighting, evil spirits rampaging, and people screaming filled the air, sounds that had no place in the peaceful Royal Capital. But aside from the fear, I was growing irritated that the situation wasn’t being resolved. This was the Royal Palace, the headquarters of the national army. There should be plenty of soldiers. Somebody, anybody, hurry up and do something. Don't inconvenience me. It is a grave sin to keep me frightened for so long. Once this commotion is over, I’ll have to give them a good lecture.

""Guaaaaaah!""

"Whoa! W, what was that!?"

With a scream, the rubble I was hiding behind collapsed. W, what, what happened? Was it an evil spirit? An evil spirit attack? Was it an evil spirit attack? Cold sweat poured down my back as my heart pounded violently. No, that’s not it.

""Ugh...""

Several soldiers were lying before me. It seemed they had been sent flying by an evil spirit and crashed into the rubble. Watching them try to get up so pathetically, even I got angry. You've got to be kidding me. You ruined my hiding spot.

"What are you doing! This is where I was hiding! What if the evil spirits find me!"

""Guah!""

I kicked the soldiers’ faces. They didn't resist at all, likely because of the damage from the evil spirits. It was a one-sided fight. After just a few kicks, the good-for-nothings lost consciousness. So weak. Good grief, how pathetic. You should be grateful I didn't kill you. Now then, I need to find a new hiding spot immediately...

[...Huh?]

When I looked up, several evil spirits were looking at me.

"Uwaaaaaaah!"

I took off running in the opposite direction at full speed. If they catch me, it’s over. I’ll be killed. I don't want to die in a place like this. I’m not someone who is supposed to die. But as I ran, another evil spirit blocked my path.

"H, hey! Somebody, anybody, help me!"

I screamed with all my might, but there were no soldiers around. No, there were several lying on the ground. It seemed all the soldiers in this area had been defeated.

"What are you doing, you incompetents! Get up! Protect me! I am the former guild master of Rieten! My value is different from the likes of you rabble!"

It’s a soldier’s duty to protect the people. The moment they fail to fulfill their role, they are no better than trash. To think I’d been paying money for things like this. What an utter waste.

[AAAAAAH]

"Th, this is bad!"

While I was pitying them for their incompetence, the evil spirits surrounded me. I was too slow to escape because the soldiers were so useless. If I die, it’s their fault. I was surrounded from the front and back, with nowhere left to run. The evil spirits closed in on me with an eerie slowness. The fact that they weren’t attacking right away was somehow even more terrifying, and my breathing grew ragged with fear.

"Wait, wait, wait, wait! First, let’s brainstorm! After that, we can have a meeting! We'll each raise an agenda and find a solution for this situation!"

That’s right. Now is the time to show off my high level of consciousness.

With my high level of consciousness, I can even purify evil spirits!

Thinking back on my life, I was filled with confidence. Wearing only the finest brand-name goods, working out three times a week, choosing my cologne with women in mind, making Dareth do the blacksmithing because it would get my clothes and body dirty...

What a wonderfully high level of consciousness...

Having lived such a highly conscious life since childhood, purifying some evil spirits should be easy for me! I shouted highly conscious words with all my might.

"Agenda! Reschedule! Evidence! Commit! Priority! Scheme! Alliance!"

[AAAAAAAAAAH!]

"Gah!"

Immediately after, I was sent flying by an evil spirit and slammed into the wall behind me. A tremendous impact shot through my entire body.

W, why...

Shouldn't my high consciousness have been able to purify these things? I forced my eyelids open to see the evil spirits were already right in front of me. W, wait... Before I could get a word out, they raised their sharp, pointed hands and thrust them forward. The premonition of death chilled me to the bone. I'm going to die here...

"Noooo! Stooop! Stop iiiit!"

[Ah...!]

Just before it pierced my throat, the hand stopped. The evil spirit froze solid and didn’t move.

"Wh... what?"

It wasn't just not moving. Its body was gradually turning transparent. What in the world is happening? The moment I wondered, I realized.

I see! It was purified by my high level of consciousness!

As I thought, evil spirits were beings of low consciousness. They couldn't withstand my high consciousness and were purified... There was no other explanation.

"I won! I won!"

I thrust both hands toward the heavens and roared. It was a cry of victory. Ahhh, that feels good. My only regret is that no one is around to see it. As I savored the victory I had grasped with my own power, I saw some soldiers in the distance.

"Hey, you guys! The evil spirits have been purified by my high level of consciousness!"

""There he is! It's Shion!""

As soon as they saw me, several soldiers came running over. They were all sprinting, trying to get to me first. They must want to shake my hand. It’s alright, no need to panic. I will shake every single one of your hands. But... you have to form a line.

""You damn bastard! How dare you show your face!""

"Guaaaaaah!"

The soldiers charged me with the momentum from their run. I was knocked over and pinned down by the sweaty men. A sharp pain shot through my whole body, making me ache all over.

"W, what are you doing! Get off! You’re heavy!"

What are these guys thinking? Weren't they impressed by my high consciousness? But the soldiers didn’t move, keeping me pinned.

""We know you’re the one who broke the Calamity! You felon!""

"Wh... at..."

My heart leaped into my throat. H, how do they know that.

"Th, that's a false accusation! I didn't do it! I don't know anything about a Calamity!"

"Look at this mark!"

A soldier grabbed my arm and thrust it in front of my face. An eerie mark, resembling an evil spirit, was appearing on the back of my hand. W, what is this. It wasn't there a moment ago.

"A mechanism was in place that causes a mark like an evil spirit's to appear on whoever broke the Calamity. It’s just as Her Majesty the Queen said. We're taking you to her!"

"I wasn't told anything about that! That woman didn’t say a thing...!"

The soldiers pressed down on me without any hesitation. My lungs were being crushed, and I couldn't breathe.

C, can't... breathe...

I couldn't draw in even a little air, and my consciousness began to fade. I, I'm not someone who ends in a place like this... I'm a chosen man, one of a kind in this world...

Before I could finish the thought, I passed out.
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			Regret and the End

			"Shion, just how much of a fool are you? To break the sword that sealed the evil spirits... Even I have never met such a fool before."

"Ugh..."

After being captured by the soldiers, I was taken to the Throne Room. My entire body was bound with ropes, making it impossible to move even slightly. No, it was more than just being unable to move, my mind and body were in tatters from the pain. This is all Dareth’s fault. What is he going to do about this? My anger toward that absent man began to boil. Once this is over, I will have my revenge.

"Even with a peerless blacksmith like Dareth as your master, it seems your incompetence could not be cured. I see now that it is something that will never be cured."

"W, what did you say!? I cannot accept that statement! In the first place, I am not incompetent..."

I was about to refute her directly, but I swallowed my words when I saw Her Majesty the Queen’s face. Pity and sorrow... those were the only two emotions there. That expression was far more terrifying than any look of overflowing anger.

"Now then, Shion. Regarding your punishment..."

"Y, yes."

I answered honestly without thinking, but in the next moment, I managed to regain my usual bravado. Hah! Punishment? The guild master of a provincial city won't satisfy me now. At the very least, I'll be the exclusive blacksmith for the national army. I'll take Dareth's precious position. And his women too, for that matter. Yes. As I thought, I am a mentally strong person.

"There is no death penalty in our kingdom. Therefore, you are sentenced to prison."

"...Huh?"

The words Her Majesty the Queen uttered pierced my heart like ice. P, prison...? In the Grossa Kingdom, which has no death penalty, that is the most severe punishment. W, why must someone like me suffer such a fate.

"I do not even wish to see your face anymore. Now, take him away."

"P, please wait, Your Majesty! I am a man who served as a guild master! To send such a capable person to prison would be an immeasurable loss to the nation... Aaaah!"

"That is why you are incompetent! Why can you not realize it!"

The fierce impact of the whip struck my body. P, please, no more. I haven't done anything wrong.

""Alright, come on! Your place isn’t here! It’s the dungeon!""

"Ugh! H, hey, be more gentle!"

The soldiers grabbed me and dragged me to the basement. When we reached the cell, they shoved me inside roughly.

"This is your final home. You won’t see the outside again until you die. Glad you got such a fine house."

"You can tell the walls all about your high consciousness for the rest of your life."

"The Royal Palace is in a real mess because of this guy. But with Dareth-san here, I’m sure we’ll be fine. I’m so glad he’s here."

"W, wait... wait."

I reached my hands through the bars as if to beg, but the soldiers walked away without a second glance. I was left all alone. Water was leaking from somewhere in the cell, and it was constantly damp. Several disgusting bugs were crawling on the walls. A, am I going to spend the rest of my life in a place like this? Absolutely not. I will not accept it.

"Turn back, time! Please, rewind! Time, go back!"

No matter how loud I shouted, nothing happened. Damn it... why. I’m a chosen one. As my knees buckled, I finally understood my own foolishness.

The one who was wrong... the fool was me.

I was in the Blacksmith Guild, but I never held a hammer, only schemed. I made my colleagues do my work for me. The only thing I was interested in was thinking of ways to make myself look good. I spent my days worrying only about what others thought of me. A guild master who couldn't even process a metal plate. The more I thought about it, the more I realized I was an irredeemable fool. The image of one man came to mind. A man who had put up with a scumbag like me for thirty years.

"Dareth... Dareth! Where are you! Please, let me out of here! I’ll train! I’ll work hard at my training, I promise!"

He was truly the greatest master. If I just did as he said, even I, who had never held a hammer, could easily work with metal. His instruction was gentle, and he never once raised his voice. If I had continued to work hard and change my ways then, the soldiers around me would have seen me differently. And yet, I wasted the chance he gave me to start over... The chance to start my life over as a blacksmith... The moment I realized it, my mind went blank, and darkness fell before my eyes.

...The chance I had for a bright future... I threw it all away myself.

Regret, regret, regret... That far-too-late regret of not having taken things seriously shattered my heart into a million pieces.
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			We Are Eternal

			"Curse you, Dareth! How dare you interfere with our plans at every turn!"

Dareth had repaired the Calamity, and the evil spirits were sealed once more. Having witnessed that, I had already left the Royal Capital. My plan was to pass through an inconspicuous forest and head toward the lower town. I had to get away from here as quickly as possible. However...

...What do I do after that.

I have not been in contact with the Demon Race. I have failed three times in a row. No matter how special we humans are, they surely will not let this slide. Only death awaits me. Should I then return to my comrades once? It is not hard to imagine that a difficult situation would await me there as well. I know all too well the fate of a failure. It was while I was walking and pondering this that it happened.

"Stop right there."

Suddenly, a woman descended before me. She had black hair like mine and held a long staff in her hand. A magic user. And she is a pursuer. I can tell by looking at her eyes. But she shouldn't know yet that I am a member of The Order of Truth, nor that I was the one who instigated Shion.

"Yes. How may I help you?"

"Do not play dumb. You are a member of The Order of Truth, are you not? I know everything. You are the one who manipulated Vice Principal Byre into distributing those dangerous staves. We restored his memories."

"I do not understand what you are saying. My apologies, but I am in a hurry..."

"Are you not also involved in this incident with the evil spirits?"

This one is skilled. She looks to be in her mid-twenties, but she seems to be quite powerful. If I am captured here, my memories will be scoured as well. No, more importantly, if Shion is captured, my actions will be revealed one by one. And that incompetent fool has likely already been caught. Which means...

"So what if I am a member of The Order of Truth. That does not matter. Because you are going to die here."

I drew the knife I had hidden. The only way to escape is to kill her.

"...That knife also harbors dark magic. It has a sinister aura."

"So you can tell. If you are cut by this, dark magic will invade your body from the wound."

[Darkness-Invading Knife]

Attribute: Dark

Rank: S

Ability: Sends dark magic into the body through cuts or stab wounds. Those without resistance will have their bodies rot away in an instant.

What I hold is a blade bestowed upon me by the Demon Race. A weapon for pure slaughter. I have eliminated every obstacle with this blade until now.

"You must not commit any more crimes. Surrender."

"..."

I carefully calculate the distance. It doesn't matter how strong she is. Magic users always need to chant their spells. And the more powerful the spell, the longer the chant. No matter how skilled my opponent is, if I can exploit a momentary opening, I have a good chance of winning. I only need to graze her.

"Hah!"

I put power into my legs and closed the distance in a mad dash. It was only three steps away. With my physical abilities, I should be able to dodge even an intermediate-level spell with ease. Yes, because there is an opening during the incantation...

"
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			"Dareth-san! Thank you so much for protecting the country! Thanks to you, peace has been preserved!"

"You’re truly the shining hope for us middle-aged folks! I’m going to aim to be an old guy just like you!"

"You are a legendary master blacksmith! The name Dareth will be passed down for generations to come!"

Right now, I’m on the balcony of the Royal Palace. The restoration of the buildings had progressed since then, and it was back to a state where only a few cracks remained on the walls. Below me were countless soldiers and citizens. They were all praising me for repairing the Calamity. And next to me stood Militar, Iz, and Bayonet.

"Sensei’s proper reputation has finally spread throughout the country. I am truly delighted."

"It seems you will be even busier from now on, Dareth-sama."

"Papa is just as amazing as I thought. I’m going to brag to everyone that you’re my papa."

They too praised me with happy smiles. I thought I would live out my life as a provincial blacksmith. But thanks to them, I had become the number one blacksmith in the kingdom.

"Thank you, all three of you. The reason I’m standing here is all thanks to you."

And so, my honest feelings naturally came out as words.

"W, what are you saying, Sensei, that it’s thanks to us?"

"That’s right. If anything, we are the ones who should be thanking you."

"Papa has always been like this, you know."

I wonder why they're all so bashful. Even after living for forty years, I still don't understand the hearts of women. As I was watching them, Her Majesty the Queen quietly approached. I straightened my posture and turned to face her with a sense of respect.

"Dareth. I hereby award you the Hammer of Grossa, the proof of being the number one blacksmith in the Grossa Kingdom. Continue to devote yourself to your training."

"Thank you, Your Majesty."

What I received was a decorative hammer made of gold. It glinted and shone in the sunlight. Her Majesty the Queen had it prepared in a hurry after the evil spirits were sealed. It's wonderfully beautiful.

"Now, show it to those below."

"Yes, ma’am."

When I raised the golden hammer, the crowd grew even more excited. The entire palace was enveloped in great cheers.

"Dareth, allow me to thank you once again. Thanks to you, the country was saved. I cannot thank you enough."

"You honor me, Your Majesty. I only did what I could..."

"And I am saying that what you did was incredible."

I exchanged a firm handshake with Her Majesty the Queen. Hearing the cheers of the citizens and soldiers, and seeing their smiles, I truly felt that all my hard work had been worth it.

"Dareth, we have prepared a banquet after this. I insist that you attend."

"Thank you. I would be honored to attend."

After the ceremony, a grand banquet was held in the great hall of the Royal Palace. Expensive-looking meat, expensive-looking fish, expensive-looking fruit, and expensive-looking liquor... it was a parade of all things expensive. Maybe I should finally stop my habit of converting everything into how many of my meals it's worth.

"Now then, everyone, raise your cups. In praise of Dareth’s achievements... Cheers!"

""Cheers!""

At Her Majesty’s call, cups clinked together, and a pleasant karan karan sound echoed through the hall. With the meal barely started, numerous soldiers, blacksmiths, and citizens gathered around me.

"Dareth-san! Thank you so much for coming to the Royal Capital!"

"I’ll do my best to catch up to you as soon as possible!"

"Please make a pot for me sometime! It’s my dream to use a tool made by you, Dareth-san!"

Everyone seemed very excited. I suppose it can't be helped with a banquet this lavish. Still, it seems I’m really not good at being the center of attention.

"Ah, no, I’m really just a regular old guy."

""That humility is also wonderful!""

When I tried to be humble, they were only more impressed. And then they would begin to passionately discuss amongst themselves just how amazing I was.

"There seems to be no end to Sensei’s popularity. It is the pride of my life to have had such a wonderful person forge my weapon."

"I too will continue to train diligently, so as not to bring shame upon the staff Dareth-sama has made for me."

"I’ll treasure Papa’s gun for the rest of my life."

"Thank you, everyone. I’m happy too."

To have the things I’ve made be used forever, that is the greatest joy a blacksmith can ask for. I have to keep working hard too. As I thought that and downed my cup, the night quietly deepened.

The next day, as we were repairing the walls, we heard the excited voices of soldiers.

"Hey! Something big is happening!"

When I looked toward the voices, a large crowd had already formed. It didn't seem to be an emergency, though.

"I wonder what happened?"

"Let’s go and see, Sensei."

The four of us headed toward the crowd. When they saw Militar, the soldiers parted to make way. And in the center was...

""E, elves...?""

It was a group of women who had an aura like glass that might break if you touched it. Everyone had pointed ears and exuded the unique aura of elves. As expected of the Grossa Kingdom. To have visitors like these. As I was admiring them in my mind, the elf at the front stepped forward.

"I’ve finally found you, Dere-kun."

"...Huh?"

The elf at the very front was staring at me. W, who is she? I shouldn't have any elf acquaintances...

"Don’t you remember, Dere-kun? I’m Emeral. You made a toy jewel for me a long time ago."

The moment I heard the woman’s name in a voice like a silver bell, the memories of fifteen years ago came rushing back. Right, this girl is Emeral. For a time, a group of elves had visited the area near Rieten. Back then, she used to play with Militar and the others.

"You’ve grown so much, Emeral. I almost didn't recognize you."

"So you remembered me..."

Hearing our conversation, the soldiers grew even more excited.

"Amazing... Dareth-san is acquainted with elves too. He’s so well-connected."

"As expected of the peerless blacksmith. His depths are unknowable."

"There will never be another person like him."

She was just another neighborhood kid, but... how many of them were there again? Vague silhouettes of people floated up in my mind. I think there were at least ten of them...

"The jewel you made for me, Dere-kun, created a barrier that protects my country. But just in case, I would like you to perform some maintenance on it soon. Come, Dere-kun. Let us go to the land of the elves at once."

"Ah, no, wait a sec."

As I was vaguely thinking, Emeral grabbed my arm. She began to pull me along with great force. She was quite strong for her appearance. Of course, there was no way Militar and the others would let that slide.

"Wait. We cannot allow you to take Sensei... ahem, Dareth-dono, away without an explanation. He is a very important blacksmith."

"That’s right, Emeral-san. Please explain first."

"No hogging Papa all to yourself."

Militar and the others held me back. Seeing this, there was no way the palace soldiers wouldn’t get excited.

"Dareth-san is so popular with the ladies. Man, I’m so jealous."

"It’s true that men who are good at their jobs are popular."

"I’m going to aim to be a cool, rugged old guy like Dareth-san too."

Well, no, that