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      This is something I only learned much later.


      Some people say magic spells are either a reproduction or an imitation of words once spoken by the gods. Or they’re fragments of those divine words that were analyzed and reconstructed. Apparently, the gods used words to define the principles of the world and magic to create it. Mages, in turn, mimic that process by manipulating the omnipresent magical energy in accordance with the world’s laws to produce something useful.


      In other words, this world was created by magic, and the spells mages use are derived from the very words and power used in the act of creation. This means magic naturally has the potential to destroy the world.


      Near the peak of a lush, green mountain, a small girl stood before the formation she had just drawn on the ground—two concentric circles with inscriptions filling the space between them. Her lustrous, cherry-red hair rustled in the gentle spring breeze.


      She positioned a gnarled oak branch at the center of the circles, steadying it with the tip of her middle finger. From her well-formed lips, a spell began to flow. The words, carried by the wind, melted into the trees around her. I didn’t know what the words meant, but her voice was high and clear with a quiet strength at its core like a proud, noble flame. I watched in awe until, before I knew it, the spell had been completed.


      Magic was unleashed.


      With a soft thud, the oak branch toppled over. There was no sudden flash of light, no booming explosion, no tingling sensation of pressure. None of that. The girl simply nodded once as she looked at the branch, then pointed where it had fallen.


      “That way,” she said.


      It was a simple detection spell for revealing the direction of a lost object. It looked like nothing more than a stick falling over, but it was definitely magic. And that was exactly why I thought maybe even I could use it.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: A Lively Newcomer Appears


      Adventurers often took on dangerous requests, so the faces in this line of work often changed. Some left after suffering injuries too severe to recover from. Some, paralyzed by fear, could no longer bring themselves to go on adventures. Some threw their hands up and declared, “I can’t take this anymore!” then found another line of work. And some...simply died. There were many reasons, but seeing familiar faces disappear was just part of reality.


      Even so, it was different after Old Badger died. His absence left the usually rowdy guild quiet for a few days. Though nobody wore black, the atmosphere in the guild felt like a wake, dampened and heavy with loss. But the life of an adventurer moves ever forward. Because when some leave, others arrive.


      Anyone could become an adventurer. I mean, even I did it. If someone really wanted to take up the mantle, there was nothing stopping them.


      Old Badger had only just passed, and the guild was still wrapped in an unusual quiet. That was when a newcomer arrived, like a small storm sweeping into the guild with energy that disrupted the heavy air.


      ***


      It was a bright, moonlit night. I was behind the adventurer’s guild with a warrior whose dark brown hair was streaked with a single lock of white. He had called me out here after dinner.


      “Here, just wrap this around your head,” Waine said, and he handed me something without explaining what or why.


      I had no idea what was going on, but he offered it so naturally that I took it without thinking. That was probably a mistake.


      It was wrapped in cloth. I could feel something hard inside, and the whole thing was surprisingly hefty. Curious, I tilted my head and unwrapped it—a thick iron plate shaped like a slightly curved rectangle, with a dull surface that didn’t reflect light. Looking closer, I noticed the plate was sewn directly onto the cloth, making them a single piece.


      “Uh... What is this?” I asked.


      “A browplate,” Waine answered without hesitation.


      A what now? “What’s a browplate?”


      “Oh, right. I guess you wouldn’t know.” The warrior crossed his arms and thought for a moment before explaining. “A browplate is a piece of protective gear you wrap around your forehead. It’s not much, but sometimes it can save your life. It’s cheap, so I figured I’d give it to you.”


      With that, I understood. The browplate was basically a substitute for a helmet, though it didn’t seem all that reliable in comparison. It was just a piece of iron plate that only protected the forehead. My face would be completely exposed, and the top, sides, and back of my head would all be vulnerable. It really did feel like a better than nothing kind of thing.


      But after that last battle with the goblins, I had learned firsthand just how important armor was. I’d visited the armorer’s shop after getting back to town, but unfortunately a new helmet and metal armor were way too expensive for me. Right now, the only protection I had was the halfling-sized leather armor from Chikka. So, honestly, even this was a welcome addition. It was my first piece of head protection, after all.


      I did as I was told and placed the iron plate against my forehead, wrapped the cloth around my head, and tied it at the back. I struggled a little because tying something behind my head wasn’t exactly my strong suit, but I finally got it on right. Then, I rotated my neck to test it out.


      Huh? This is actually better than I expected.


      The plate was thick, but it didn’t feel that heavy because it only covered my forehead. Plus, it didn’t obstruct my vision at all.


      I wasn’t sure about this at first, but now... It’s not half bad.


      “All right, you’ve got it on. Now, take this.” Waine handed me a wooden stick. It looked like a small piece of construction lumber—a long, skinny rectangle about the same thickness and length as my spear. Then, he walked over to a nearby shrub and snapped off a short, thin twig. “As for me... Hmm, that should do.” The twig was so short that, in Waine’s grip, only a little bit about the length of my index finger stuck out. He held it up under the bright moonlight and gave it a few light flicks in the air.


      “Well, kiddo,” said Waine, “that goblin fight was pretty sloppy. It was your first battle, so I get it. But from now on, I’m gonna teach you how to fight.”


      “How to fight?” I repeated.


      “Yeah. I’m talking about a mock battle.”


      A mock battle. I understood that much. It meant I’d be fighting Waine.


      The thing is, I never asked him to do this. Since he’s offering, though, it would be a waste to turn him down.


      Honestly, the idea of fighting still scared me. But it was obvious that learning now would be for the best, in case I ever ran into another dangerous monster. That said, was it really fair for me to use a stick as long as my spear, while Waine only had a twig? He couldn’t even block an attack with that thing.


      “Of course, I’ll give you a handicap,” Waine said. “Hit me anywhere with that stick, and you win. That’s all you have to do. I’m only gonna aim for your browplate. If I hit it hard enough to break this twig, I win. Then we’ll call it a night.”


      I already had an advantage with my stick, and this felt like it tipped the scales in my favor even more. Waine was, without a doubt, a skilled warrior. And as an adult, he was bigger than me and had longer arms. That alone gave him the upper hand. But with my longer weapon, I had a much greater reach. Since all I had to do was land a hit, having a longer range gave me a pretty significant edge. And if he was only aiming for my forehead, I just had to keep an eye on that and dodge when necessary.


      This might not be so bad after all.


      In fact, I couldn’t see myself losing this. He was clearly underestimating me just because I was a kid. The thought irritated me a little. Waine grinned lazily under the moonlight like he was trying to prove me right. His expression said it all: Even with these conditions, I still have it in the bag. He was looking down on me like this was just a game.


      I had taken down a goblin, though. Sure, Sheya’s magic had helped, and I would’ve been in trouble without Chikka’s armor. But I’d still fought and won.


      I rolled my right shoulder in a slow circle. The goblin’s dagger had struck my armor’s shoulder guard, leaving me with only a bruise. It had been sore yesterday, but not enough to stop me from moving. And now, even that pain was gone. I was fine. I could do this.


      “Got it. All I have to do is land a hit, right?” I asked.


      “That’s right,” Waine replied. “Come at me whenever you’re ready.”


      So, no starting signal, just straight into it, huh?


      I gripped my stick, holding it like a spear. Slowly, I stepped forward to close the distance. My target: his stomach. It was the center of his body and the hardest place to dodge. If all I needed to do was make contact, I didn’t need power—just speed.


      “Hah!” From the very edge of my range, I thrust forward. I kept my step light, making sure not to overcommit, and prepared to react if he dodged—


      “Hm.” Waine stepped in as he evaded my attack and closed the gap between us instantly.


      “Ah!” In that moment, I realized two things at once. My attack wouldn’t land, and I had no way to avoid his counter.


      I saw the tip of his twig coming straight for me. My eyes squeezed shut on their own. A solid impact struck my forehead—the force knocked me off-balance, and I landed hard on my backside.


      “A thrust to the stomach from the edge of your range. Not bad,” said Waine. “But you were staring at my midsection the entire time. Way too obvious. If I know where you’re aiming, countering is easy.”


      “Damn it,” I grumbled.


      I felt my face heat up in embarrassment, and frustration welled up inside me. Waine was right, but I hadn’t expected him to counter my attack so effortlessly. He really was strong, and he wasn’t mocking me either. I’d been beaten in an instant and deserved to be treated like a kid. On top of that, he was still holding back.


      At least the browplate had done its job. My forehead didn’t hurt at all. My butt, on the other hand, was another story.


      “That aside, you closed your eyes, didn’t you,” Waine said. It wasn’t really a question.


      “Huh? Yeah...” I’d definitely gotten scared and shut my eyes.


      “Yeah, don’t do that. From now on, even if you’re about to get hit, keep your eyes open.”


      Wait, what?


      Waine said it so casually, but anyone would shut their eyes if something sharp was flying straight at them. Even if it was just a twig. Right? I knew Waine was only aiming for my forehead, but fear was still fear. There was always a chance he could miscalculate and hit somewhere else.


      “Listen, closing your eyes in a fight doesn’t help you in any way. Even if you’re about to get hit, even if you can’t dodge, keeping your eyes open gives you a chance to react if something happens,” Waine explained.


      “Something like what?”


      “Like an ally stepping in to help, making the enemy’s attack miss.”


      “I’m solo, though.”


      The word solo was something I had only learned after coming to town. It referred to adventurers who worked alone without forming a party.


      I had teamed up with Waine, Sheya, and Chikka for the goblin hunt, but that had been a temporary arrangement. That party had long since disbanded, since I couldn’t really go on the kinds of adventures those three did. All I could do was gather herbs.


      In other words, right now, I was a solo adventurer.


      “Or maybe your opponent trips on a rock,” Waine continued, “or they accidentally hit a wall with their weapon. Stuff like that happens all the time in battle. But if you close your eyes, you’ll miss your chance to take advantage of it. That’d be a waste, right?”


      “Well, I guess that makes sense,” I replied. “But keeping my eyes open when a weapon is coming straight at me? That just seems impossible.”


      “It’s not impossible. I can do it, and any vanguard fighter can too.” He said it so matter-of-factly that I couldn’t help letting out a small gasp. That was amazing. And it wasn’t just Waine—every warrior who fought on the front lines was capable of something that seemed so absurdly difficult. If that was the case, it only confirmed I wasn’t cut out for the vanguard.


      “Well, no amateur would be able to do it. Even I couldn’t at first,” Waine admitted. “So it’s not exactly surprising that you can’t either.”


      “Really?”


      “Yeah, that’s why we’re doing this browplate-smashing training.”


      Can’t you think of a better name?


      “By smacking your forehead over and over and over and over again, you’ll eventually get used to the fear of being hit. All right, let’s continue.”


      Uh, wait. Wait a minute. Isn’t this one of those really brutal kinds of training?


      Waine had said he’d teach me how to fight, but instead of teaching my brain, he was about to drill it into my body.


      “Wait, didn’t you say this ends when the twig breaks?” I asked.


      “It’s not broken yet,” he said.


      I glanced at the twig in Waine’s hand. Sure enough, it was still perfectly intact.


      How?


      He had hit me hard enough to knock me on my butt, but the twig still hadn’t snapped. Wouldn’t it actually be harder to hit me without breaking it? Most likely, he had carefully controlled his strength and pressed the branch against my browplate instead of striking outright, which meant he had that much room to hold back. The difference in skill between us was massive.


      At that moment, I realized something. Winning was impossible. Even with a longer weapon. Even with a rule that let me hit anywhere while he could only aim for my forehead. I still had no chance.


      And I was right.


      “Get up already, kiddo!”


      “Stop staring at your target! Watch your opponent as a whole and look for openings!”


      “Your timing is way too obvious! You’re practically asking to be countered!”


      “I told you to keep your eyes open! Even if someone gouges them out, you better keep them open!”


      “Your spear swings are too sluggish! Just because you’re moving doesn’t mean you should rely on your arms alone!”


      “Don’t run away! The twig’s still not broken!”


      In the end, Waine’s little twig never did break. Not even after my body gave out and I collapsed from exhaustion.


      ***


      “Ugh...”


      I woke up to the morning sunlight streaming through the stable window. Even after sleeping through the night, my exhaustion hadn’t faded. That wasn’t really surprising, because Waine had worked me until I’d literally dropped. I really didn’t feel like moving. Slowly, I reached up and placed a hand on my forehead. It stung from being hit so many times, even though I’d had that browplate on.


      Where had I even collapsed last night? My memory of the end was hazy, but one thing was clear: I had been put through hell. What had started as a mock battle supposedly in my favor ended up being a brutal endurance drill. It’d been a training session designed to keep my eyes open while an opponent hit me over and over again.


      Basically, I had just stood there and let myself get smacked endlessly. Unbelievable.


      Being a warrior is tough. Being a vanguard fighter is even tougher. No matter what, it’s impossible not to flinch and shut your eyes.


      “How did I even get back here?” I asked myself, and I let out a heavy sigh. I couldn’t remember coming back to the stable at all. I was exhausted, my entire body ached, and my muscles were sore in places I didn’t even know could be sore. But morning had come, which meant I had to get up.


      Waking up early had been my routine since my days in the village. The moment I woke up, I would fetch water. That had been my daily chore. I pushed myself upright. Despite the fatigue, nothing hurt too much aside from the lingering sting on my forehead.


      After a brief stretch, I picked up the leather armor Chikka had given me and slipped it over my head. I tightened the leather straps on the sides to make sure it wouldn’t shift around. By now, I was so used to wearing the armor that I could put it on even while still half asleep. Next, I grabbed my spear, its tip covered with a leather pouch, and slung it over my back. Then I picked up the basket I used for gathering herbs and strapped that on too.


      “Hmm.”


      Normally, I’d be ready to go at this point. But there was one more thing today. After a moment of hesitation, I reached for the browplate lying on the straw-covered floor. I dusted off a few stray pieces of hay, then wrapped it around my forehead. I fumbled twice while tying it behind my head, but on the third try, I got it right. I gave my head a small shake to check the fit.


      Not bad. I had been worried about a headache after last night’s training, but surprisingly, I was feeling better by the moment.


      “All right, I’m off,” I told the occupant of the neighboring stall. But, as always, the thick-skinned horse was still fast asleep. After it had eaten my valenwort the other day, I had secretly started calling it Valenwort in my head.


      ***


      As I stepped into the adventurer’s guild, I immediately sensed a buzz of activity. A loud voice rang out from the center of the commotion, with a group of onlookers gathered around.


      This feels different from usual, I thought. But then I reconsidered. No, this is how it normally is.


      Things had just been unusually quiet lately because of Old Badger’s passing. He had been the oldest veteran among the adventurers, and his absence had left the place feeling somber. But the guild was usually loud and lively like this.


      Scanning the room, I spotted the source of the argument near the space between the reception desk and the dining area. There were three people, including the warrior who had put me through hell last night with that brutal combat training.


      “Waine and... Who are those two?” I wondered out loud.


      One stood out with her loose, flowing white robe and an oversized hat. The other was small in stature, dressed in an elegant springtime outfit that looked breezy and high-quality too. I thought the smaller one might be a halfling at first, but since she didn’t have pointed ears, they were probably both human women.


      “Why do I have to listen to some total stranger tell me what to do?!” The small one—the girl who was only slightly taller than me—snapped at Waine.


      Meanwhile, the girl in the big hat just stood behind her, looking flustered.


      The smaller girl reminded me of fire. Was this color called cherry red? Her wavy hair was so vivid, so strikingly beautiful, that it was almost mesmerizing. It swayed with every sharp movement she made, almost like it reflected the intensity of her emotions. But what stood out even more were her eyes. They were deep jade green and filled with an unmistakable strength of will.
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      “Look, I’m telling you, just drop it.” Waine looked troubled, and his voice carried an exasperated edge. “I’m saying this for your own good.”


      Well, I could pretty much guess what was happening. He had probably said something unnecessary again. The girl had gotten mad and started shouting. That seemed like the most likely scenario.


      I brought a hand to my chin and considered the situation for a moment. Then I took a wide detour around the commotion and went straight to the dining counter to order breakfast.


      “Excuse me, could I get some oatmeal and some cooled water?”


      Even though I hadn’t been coming to the guild for long, I’d already seen plenty of scenes like this. It wasn’t anything special. The people around them weren’t trying to break it up either. They were just watching, amused. There was no reason to get involved. If anything, butting in would only delay my own plans for the day. Besides, Waine had probably brought this on himself.


      Breakfast arrived quickly, and I thanked the staff before picking up my bowl and cup. I looked around and spotted two familiar faces. There were still open seats at their table.


      “Morning, you two. Mind if I sit here?” I asked.


      “Morning, tiny. Go ahead.” The first to reply was Chikka, the halfling scout with fiery-red hair and dandelion-colored eyes.


      Beside her sat Sheya, the mage with shimmering, bluish-silver hair. “Please, join us,” she added.


      The three of them, Waine, Chikka, and Sheya, had formed a peculiar morning routine. Ever since our goblin hunt, they would meet here every day, laze around for a bit, then part ways without taking on any new quests. Apparently, they had made a decent amount of money from a sewer-cleaning job a while back, so they were now on an extended break.


      “Oh yeah, tiny! Wanna go fishing today?” Chikka asked. “I found a great spot.”


      “Sorry,” I told her. “I’m heading out to gather herbs.”


      “So serious...” Chikka groaned, slumping against the table. She popped a roughly peeled piece of fruit into her mouth.


      I mean, I am broke... Sure, fishing could provide food, and I could even sell some if I caught a lot. But gathering herbs was the more reliable way to make money. Besides, I was looking for something specific.


      “Being diligent is a good thing,” Sheya commented as she ate her grilled fish. She was always sparing with her words. Apparently, everything was too much effort for her, including talking, so she only spoke when necessary.


      At first, it had thrown me off, but I eventually realized she wasn’t being cold or unfriendly. She would always communicate what was important. When she felt like it, she’d even make small talk, like now. Though sometimes, her brevity could be really confusing.


      “Oh yeah, I heard your adventurer rank is going up, Sheya. Congrats,” I said.


      “Thanks,” Sheya replied.


      “I heard Waine’s rank is rising too. What about you, Chikka?”


      “I’ve been Rank C from the start. I’m not quite ready for Rank B yet.”


      If I remembered correctly, Waine was also Rank C, and Sheya was moving up to Rank D. The three of them had taken on multiple guild quests together, and since their performance met a certain threshold, they had applied for rank promotions.


      As for me...


      “Tiny, you still don’t have your license, right? Keep at it.”


      “Yeah, I will.”


      I was still stuck at Rank F.


      To reach Rank E, you had to make a meaningful contribution to a successful quest involving monsters at least as dangerous as goblins. But I hadn’t been in the guild for long, and I had relied entirely on Waine, Sheya, and Chikka during my last adventure. So I didn’t qualify for a promotion.


      Not that it really mattered. Even if my rank went up, all I could really do was gather herbs. It wasn’t like I would become a powerful adventurer all of a sudden.


      “I don’t accept this! I won’t!” The angry voice from earlier cut through the background noise. “You think you’re so superior just because you’re taller!”


      I turned toward the source. Yep, that same girl was still arguing with Waine.


      “What’s going on with them?” I asked out of curiosity.


      “Apparently, Waine thought she came in looking to hire someone for a quest, so he treated her as a potential client. Turns out she’s actually here to join the guild,” Chikka answered while casually tying the stem of her fruit into a knot using only her tongue. It was a useless trick, but it was impressive too.


      That actually looks kind of fun, I thought. I’ll have to try it later.


      “Looks like he gave some unnecessary advice,” Sheya added, clarifying the situation.


      Ah. Yeah, that wasn’t going to end well. I could fill in the blanks from the bits of their conversation I overheard. Waine had noticed how small the girl was and, out of concern, told her not to become an adventurer. To be fair, that made sense. Adventuring was dangerous. But judging by how she was still loudly arguing with him in front of everyone, it had clearly not gone over well.


      “Even a little girl like that wants to be an adventurer, huh?” I muttered, glancing at the commotion while spooning oatmeal into my mouth. Oatmeal had become my go-to breakfast lately. It was cheaper than bread and kept me full longer.


      “You’re one to talk.”


      “You’re even shorter than her.”


      I grumbled in protest at Chikka’s and Sheya’s remarks. I mean, they weren’t wrong. But I was pretty sure that girl and I were completely different.


      “Both of those girls are wearing nice clothes,” I pointed out. “Doesn’t seem like they’re struggling for money.”


      “That’s probably why Waine told them to quit while they’re ahead.” Chikka nodded before taking a small sip of water. “Those two aren’t cut out for this. It’s obvious,” she added, like she couldn’t care less.


      “Aren’t cut out for this,” Chikka had said. Could seasoned adventurers really tell someone’s potential just by looking at them? Had Waine given that unnecessary advice because he’d already judged that she wasn’t a good fit for this life?


      I looked at the two girls again, but I still had no clue whether they were cut out for adventuring or not.


      “Huh...” Something nagged at me. If experienced adventurers could tell whether someone had potential at a glance, then what about me? Since the day I arrived at the guild, not a single person had told me to give up. Not even once.


      Sheya’s quiet voice cut through my thoughts. “Everyone has their own circumstances.”


      Right. Different people had different reasons for becoming adventurers. There were even rumors that Sheya had joined just to get out of magic training.


      “Adventurers live freely. Just leave them be,” she added.


      I understood what Sheya was trying to say. Even if those two weren’t cut out for adventuring, it wasn’t our place to stop them. At most, we could offer a warning. But we couldn’t interfere. It was their decision, and we couldn’t get in the way. If we didn’t let them choose their own path, adventuring would no longer be about freedom. Even I could understand that much.


      “Besides! There are even smaller kids than me! What about him?!” The girl’s voice rang out louder than before.


      I glanced toward her, purely out of reflex. That was my mistake.


      Our eyes met.


      So when she’d said there were kids even smaller than her, she’d been talking about me. For a brief moment, I wondered if maybe she’d meant Chikka instead. But halflings were naturally small, so that wouldn’t count.


      Chikka, meanwhile, just flicked her pointed ears. There was something smug about that gesture, like she was telling everyone she wasn’t involved. The fiery-haired girl was focused on me now.


      Why? I hadn’t done anything wrong. I had noticed the commotion at the entrance, decided not to get involved on the spot, and even went out of my way to avoid Waine.


      Unlike the other adventurers, I hadn’t been gawking at them like it was some kind of entertaining spectacle. I was just eating my breakfast. I just wanted to hurry and go gather herbs. This was definitely Waine’s fault.


      “A-Ah.” Waine fumbled for a response. “That kid’s okay.”


      I could guess what had happened. He had said something to her about her height, and now that she had found someone even smaller, she was throwing it right back at him.


      Waine, you idiot, I thought. You need to try harder. Maybe act more like some villain from the first chapter of a story, the kind of goon who exists just to get beaten early on. Draw everyone’s focus onto yourself. Because right now, as someone who wasn’t even supposed to be involved, being the center of attention felt really uncomfortable.


      “What do you mean he’s okay?! You’re telling me that short, wimpy-looking kid is fine, but I, a trained mage, am not?! I want a proper explanation!” the girl demanded.


      “No, it’s just, y’know...” Waine hesitated and stumbled over his words. “He may not be able to do much, but he does what he can...”


      “That makes no sense!” she yelled.


      The girl had a point. Waine’s explanation was nonsense. No one would be satisfied with that vague reasoning. If he didn’t give a proper answer, nothing would be resolved.


      “Tiny’s different. His eyes aren’t the same,” Chikka chimed in.


      “My eyes?” I asked.


      “Yeah. You and that girl have different eyes.”


      I tilted my head in confusion. What kind of difference could she mean? Obviously, our eye colors were different, but that didn’t seem relevant.


      “Your eyes don’t sparkle,” Chikka added.


      “Are you insulting me?”


      “Of course not. I’m saying you have the perfect qualities to be an adventurer. Basically, you have the potential to be a failure of a human being.”


      “That definitely sounds like an insult!”


      While Chikka and I were having this ridiculous conversation, Waine and the girl were still loudly arguing in the background. Meanwhile, Sheya, who didn’t care about either of them, finished eating her fish and wiped her mouth with a handkerchief.


      “Sleepy,” Sheya murmured.


      That’s all she has to say?


      “Mornings are a formidable foe,” she explained.


      Sheya did look genuinely exhausted. Well, not that it mattered. It wouldn’t be a problem if she decided to just pass out here. Adventurers lived freely. If she was that sleepy, then she might as well sleep. That probably wasn’t the point she was trying to make, but it was close enough.


      I sighed. This entire situation was meaningless from start to finish. Waine had brought this on himself by stepping on a metaphorical cat’s tail. Chikka was just amusing herself with idle chatter. Sheya had long since lost interest.


      Yeah. Time to hurry up and finish eating so I can get to herb gathering.


      “All right, fine! I get it already!” At last, Waine gave in to the girl’s relentless persistence. And then, of course, he said something unnecessary. “Then why don’t you team up with him and follow him around?”


      How did it come to that? I thought about this for a second and figured it out right away: Waine was trying to shove the problem onto me. I was not happy about that. This whole mess was his fault, but he was just tossing it aside like it was someone else’s problem. And now I felt like I had to prove myself somehow, which made everything worse.


      “Are you mocking me?!” The girl’s fury exploded like an inferno. “Why would I ever team up with someone who looks that weak?! Are you saying we’re on the same level?!”


      Honestly? I couldn’t blame her for being angry. Saying we were on the same level was like calling her one of the weakest adventurers in this entire guild.


      “What are you talking about?” Waine asked. “I’m saying you’re below him.”


      Waine.


      Stop.


      Please, just stop. I don’t care about who’s stronger or weaker. Just stop talking.


      I focused on finishing my meal as fast as possible because I needed to escape this nonsense. I shoveled oatmeal into my mouth, gulped water to wash it down, and kept going. Adventurers’ meals were known for their massive portions. I had never eaten anywhere else in town, but I knew that for a fact. No matter how fast I tried to eat, there was still so much left.


      “Two unregistered kids who haven’t even gone on a single quest yet—there’s no way you’re above him. He’s already been on multiple adventures and made it back alive. You’re underestimating both adventurers and him way too much,” said Waine.


      The girl’s expression darkened, and her face contorted with anger. She was about to shout again. But before she could, a voice cut in.


      “O-Oh, my lady! Please, let’s not do this!” The girl in the oversized hat—the one who had been fidgeting behind her companion this whole time—suddenly stepped forward and grabbed the smaller girl’s shoulder, holding her back. She’d looked younger at first glance, but she was probably the older of the two. Her demeanor made her seem far more timid, though. Her long, wavy, chestnut-colored hair rustled as she turned to look at me. Her eyes were slightly teary, like she was pleading for help. “This man is right. Let’s just follow that boy today and see how it goes.”


      “Yune! Are you seriously siding with him?!”


      “E-Even if you don’t like it, he is more experienced. Didn’t we learn that new recruits should at least pretend to listen to the advice and warnings given to them, even if they’re completely ridiculous?”


      Wow. I thought she was timid, but she has a sharp tongue.


      A few of the nearby adventurers watching the scene burst into laughter. Waine’s face twisted like he had just swallowed something extremely bitter.


      The smaller girl, meanwhile, still looked very unhappy. But she seemed to acknowledge Yune’s reasoning, as much as she hated it. She shut her mouth for a moment then crossed her arms and glared at Waine. Finally, with an exaggerated air of reluctance, she spoke.


      “Fine. I’ll do as you suggest. But if I find out you were just spewing nonsense, there will be hell to pay.”


      “That’s your idea of how a newbie should act?” Waine pressed a hand against his forehead and shook his head like he was trying to ward off a headache.


      I, too, held my head in my hands. Even though I’d really tried to finish my meal as fast as I could, there was still a little oatmeal left in my bowl.


      ***


      Deciding whether someone was cut out to be an adventurer just by looking at them... I didn’t think it was that simple. Take Old Badger, for example. He’d never worn armor. His clothes had been tattered, and his only weapon had been a kukri meant for hiking. At a glance, no one would even guess he was an adventurer. If anything, he’d looked more like some wandering mountain hermit. But he had survived longer than anyone else in this business.


      Unlike soldiers, adventurers didn’t have standardized equipment. Adventuring attracted all kinds of specialists who took on very different jobs. Of course, their appearances varied just as much. And since adventurers were free spirits, many were stubborn about their personal styles. So there was absolutely no consistency in what an adventurer should look like. Being big and tall and having expensive weapons and the best armor still didn’t guarantee survival. That was the reality of adventuring.


      Even if people had some kind of innate adventurer’s talent, there was no way you could tell just by looking at them. But if I took Chikka’s words at face value, that every adventurer was fundamentally “a failure of a human being,” then maybe there was something to the idea of having “different” eyes. The fiery girl’s jade-green eyes did shine with fierce determination. Not just for today, not just for tomorrow, or even the next day. It felt like she was looking far, far ahead.


      Having a vision for the future and looking ahead instead of just at the present wasn’t a flaw. If anything, it was admirable. But... When my eyes met hers, I felt something coarse settle deep in my chest—a vague, uneasy feeling.


      “I bought a basket. This one’s fine, right?”


      “This shop really sells everything, huh?”


      The small girl wearing a mage’s robe draped over her frilly red dress and the taller girl in an oversized hat and loose clothing stepped out of the store, each holding a brand-new basket. The armorer’s shop near the adventurer’s guild didn’t just sell armor. It stocked all sorts of useful tools for adventuring. I had bought my own gathering basket there too.


      Must be nice to have money for proper gear from day one. When I first started, I had to make my own basket out of an old jacket and some sticks.


      “This place is like an all-purpose shop for adventurers. You can buy stuff and sell anything valuable you have too. You’ll probably end up coming here a lot.” As I explained, I glanced over the baskets the two girls had bought.


      The girl with the hat had a pack basket just like mine, but the girl in the robe had a shoulder-slung basket instead. Shoulder baskets were smaller and couldn’t carry as much, but they didn’t get in the way when you tried to draw your weapon. Since I carried my spear on my back, a pack basket could be a hassle. But the robed girl only had a short wand hanging from her belt, so it probably didn’t matter that much to her.


      The hat girl was the one with the bigger weapon. It was a rough, solid chunk of iron with a long handle attached. Getting hit by that would probably really hurt. I didn’t know what this weapon was called, but it was like a mace with an extra-long shaft. The whole thing was still shorter than my spear, but if she planted one end on the ground, the other end would reach her chest.
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