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An unfamiliar young knight stood in our shop talking to my father, the swordsmith, while I listened and watched from behind the curtain that separated the shop from our living quarters. My father did his best to control his tremors, keeping his arms crossed or holding his hands behind his back as he paced, and I hoped the young knight did not notice my father’s deceptions. If he did, we might not get the commission.

Thick black hair hung to the knight’s broad shoulders and the rough stubble of facial hair not attended to for several days adorned his square jaw. He stood a full head taller than my father but only because age had stooped my forebearer. Thick arms — the right more developed than the left because it was his sword arm — danced in the air between the two men as if to emphasize each important point of their conversation.

They discussed the young knight’s sword, a cheap blade not deserving of his hand, a blunt instrument better used for bashing opponents about the head than actual swordplay. He pointed out how the blade bent ever so slightly near the cross-guard, demonstrated the blade-heavy sword’s lack of proper balance, and ran his thumb along the edge without incident to prove how dull the blade remained even after repeated sharpening.

From my vantage point I could see that a damaged pommel caused some of the sword’s imbalance and I was certain my father would later tell me the blade was forged with inferior metal from the south.

“I have heard tale that the best blades in the North Country began life here,” the young knight said.

“Dare I deny that which is true?” my father replied with appropriate humility. His work and the work of his father and the work of his father’s father hung at the hip of many a knight and nobleman within a three-day ride of our village.

The young knight slammed his sword into the scabbard affixed to the belt riding low on his left hip. “And to replace this piece of shite?”

My father named a price. That the young knight did not haggle suggested my forebearer had once again undervalued our craftsmanship. From a leather pouch tucked inside his belt, the knight retrieved two gold coins and placed them in my father’s palm, down payment for the sword we were to smith. The knight’s eyes narrowed as my father accepted the coins, but he said naught as my father drew back his hand and the coins disappeared into the folds of his clothing.

Six finished swords available for immediate purchase hung in scabbards from the north wall, and my father had the young knight handle each one. Too long, too short, too heavy, too light, too ornate, too plain, each in turn dismissed, as my father knew they would be. From this we learned what it was the young knight desired, and when my father finished measuring the man’s hands to ensure proper fit of the grip, he suggested that the young knight return at the end of three fortnights.
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