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      As I trudged through the dense forest undergrowth, my foot caught on a tree root and I felt my body lurch forward. I quickly thrust the butt of my spear into the ground. My shoulder bashed into the thick tree trunk, but at least I kept myself upright.


      The unfamiliar weight of the leather armor was heavy on my shoulders, while the clothes I wore underneath were drenched in sweat and clinging unpleasantly to my body. The smell of sweat, leather, and damp greenery all mixed together was enough to make my head spin.


      The little old man who walked ahead of me was bald (but only on the top of his head) and bundled up in a cloak that had been mended so often it was now just a mismatched patchwork of rags. He seemed like he was used to navigating the rough terrain, taking steps with confidence and ease while wielding a kukri to cut down any branches blocking the way.


      I didn’t trust him. But I followed him anyway, even though I was getting more tired with every step and more convinced that I was being duped with every moment. This was all just a big joke. He was making a total fool of me, and any minute now he’d turn around with that unmistakable laugh of his. But still, I kept going. I had no other choice. If this didn’t work out, I was finished. I had nowhere left to turn. I would simply waste away, forgotten... The thought sat as heavy and cold as a lump of iron in my chest.


      Should I have just stayed in the village after all? What would everyone say if they could see me now?


      The forest gradually grew denser, the shades of green darker and richer, and the ground more uneven and dangerous. The little old man continued like he hadn’t noticed any of it. He was definitely leading me on a wild-goose chase. I’d given up hope already. A thick and chilly fog had settled over my heart. And yet, for some reason, I kept on walking.


      The old man turned to face me. The trees gave way to a clearing that opened up before us, and I fell to my knees.


      The view before me was something I’d never, ever forget for the rest of my days. Glimmering like jewels under the sunlight, thousands and thousands of purple blooms swayed in the breeze like a gentle sea of petals carpeting the forest floor.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: A Child at the Adventurer’s Guild


      My older big brother married a pretty girl and took over our house and fields. My younger big brother became a hunter and built a hunting lodge up in the mountains. And my big sister was going to marry the fellow from two doors down in a few years. As for me...


      My older big brother had told me he’d give me some of his fields when I grew up. But the village priest had explained that it was a bad idea to split up the fields, because that would just make everyone even poorer than we already were. So I’d told my brother I didn’t need them.


      Then the priest had asked me if I wanted to become the next priest, but I turned him down. I liked talking to him, but I never really understood the idea of praying to the Earth Mother and how prayers even worked. He’d explained that questioning the gods is part of being a good servant, and that a lot of priests can’t actually hear the voices of the gods, but that didn’t make much sense to me either. Anyway, the idea of becoming a priest just didn’t sit right with me.


      “I’m sure it didn’t, Kiri, but that’s no reason to run off to town without a single clue about what you’ll do when you get there. Foolishness is what that is,” Uncle Lehmar said with a sigh.


      He gave the donkey pulling the cart a couple of taps on the back. The animal clearly understood the signal and came to a gentle stop before folding its legs under itself to rest for a while.


      “That’s why I’m so glad you came along, Uncle Lehmar!” I replied happily. “Even my older big brother didn’t mind me going if you were the one taking me.”


      I patted the donkey. What a clever animal it was, stopping slowly to avoid jostling the goods loaded on the cart. Its coat felt coarser and tougher than the animals’ coats back home in the village. This donkey must have been used to weathering the elements on its long journeys.


      “Goddess save us...” Uncle Lehmar muttered. “I’m just gonna ask a merchant friend of mine for a favor. I’m not promising you anything, understand? If it doesn’t work out, you’re going straight back to the village.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      Uncle Lehmar was a traveling merchant who passed through our village every now and then—maybe a couple of times a year. He’d bring things like salt, iron farm tools, and pots and pans, then trade with us for wheat and animal skins, mostly. Our village hardly ever had any visitors, so it really cheered people up when he came by. It was almost like a festival. Even the priest would come rushing out to see if Uncle Lehmar had managed to get ahold of the books he’d asked for.


      My older big brother and his wife were getting ready to welcome their new baby, so I’d been thinking about going to town by myself. But then Uncle Lehmar had shown up at our village to trade with us at just the right time, so I’d asked him to take me. Maybe the goddess was smiling on me after all.


      Of course, everyone tried to tell me I should wait until my coming-of-age ceremony. They said nine was too young to be going out into the world. I did want to stay and meet the new baby and see my big sister get married too. But I knew our family was only just making ends meet. In a town, even a nine-year-old could become a merchant’s assistant or a craftsperson’s apprentice. Like I’d told everyone, there were plenty of stories of kids moving in with a different family and working for room and board. Besides, people who’d worked since they were young were respected and valued. At least, that’s what I’d heard somewhere or another, so it had to be true.


      And so here I was, on the long road toward town. Having come a little way, I looked back just once.


      “I’ve never left the village before,” I whispered to no one but the breeze. I’d be a liar if I said I wasn’t a little anxious, but I was twice—no, ten times as excited.




      The first day of our journey went by peacefully, and we continued making our way to town the next day.


      “So, what is there in Hiriyenka?” I asked Uncle Lehmar.


      “It’s a port town,” he replied. “You’ll see the sea and plenty of big ships.”


      “I’ve never seen the sea before. Not once. It’s huge, right?”


      “That it is. So big you can’t see the other side.”


      “And the ships are really big too?”


      “Yep. Gotta stretch your neck to see the tops of the biggest ones. That’s how big ships have to be to sail the wide, wild sea.”


      That night, we made camp for the second time in the shadow of a large boulder, gathering up as much kindling as we could carry and lighting it with a flint before laying out animal skins to sleep on. Uncle Lehmar had his own, and he was nice enough to lend me one of the ones he meant to sell.


      But I couldn’t go to sleep just yet. “I’ll see all kinds of interesting things in town, right?” I asked.


      “No doubt,” Uncle Lehmar replied. “Lively dances, beautiful songs, the best wine you’ll— Ah, you’re still a little young for that. I’m sure you’ll find some fun new toys too, and... Oh, by the way, they were putting on some kind of play last time.”


      “A play? Like the one with the warrior?”


      “Couldn’t say for sure. I was in a hurry at the time. But there was a dashing young lad with a sword cutting down enemies left and right, so it might’ve been the tale of the warrior.”


      Uncle Lehmar patiently entertained my questions as he threw a few more branches onto the fire. The warm light of the flames made his round, ruddy nose look redder than ever, like a rosy apple stuck in the middle of his face. He’d warned me that we must never, ever let the fire go out while we were at camp because it kept wild beasts away. Even monsters, like slimes, wouldn’t approach.


      I thought about what Uncle Lehmar had just said. “If it was just someone fighting enemies with a sword, it might not have been about the warrior.”


      “Oh?” Uncle Lehmar prompted.


      “Yeah, I mean, the play could have been about a hero or an adventurer.”


      “Hmm, a hero I could see, but an adventurer?” Uncle Lehmar paused for a moment. “They’re not really the kinds of people who get plays written about them.”


      “They’re not?”


      “I’ve hired them a few times, see, and they’re not these grand, impressive characters like warriors or heroes of legend. They’re just...” Uncle Lehmar hesitated. “How can I put it? Useful sorts, I suppose. Then again, some adventurers did become heroes, so maybe there are some plays about them after all.”


      Wow. So Uncle Lehmar has even done business with adventurers! I could hardly believe my ears.


      When I was still just a baby, adventurers had come to our village to kill some goblins. Of course, I didn’t remember anything about it, but I’d grown up hearing from my younger big brother about how amazing they were. Still, I’d never seen an adventurer with my own eyes.


      “Now, don’t you go getting all starry-eyed over them,” Uncle Lehmar chided. “Look, next time I’ll tell you some of the dullest stories I know about adventurers. Just go to sleep now. We’ll have to be off before dawn if we don’t want to spend another night under the stars.”


      That was easier said than done, since my mind was buzzing with swashbuckling thoughts long into the night.




      It was around noon, and the sun was shining down from right over our heads. The trees started to thin out, and the road merged with another. I felt the ground become firmer under my shoes, a clear sign that more people traveled here. Like he’d promised last night, Uncle Lehmar was telling me about the adventurers he’d met on his travels.


      “Let’s see now,” Uncle Lehmar began. “I’ll start with the story about the letter delivery. Someone in town had asked me to take a letter to one of the far-off villages. And I fully intended to deliver it myself, but then another job suddenly came in that I just couldn’t turn down. So, I hired an adventurer to deliver it for me.”


      “Delivering letters... Huh.” It was a bit of a letdown. The adventurers I imagined slew monsters or explored labyrinths.


      Uncle Lehmar continued. “I employed them as bodyguards once too. There was a spot I had to head to on business. But I’d heard that goblins sometimes showed up along the road, so I hired a couple for protection.”


      “Wow, goblins?!” I exclaimed.


      “Mm-hmm. In the end, we never did see any, though.”


      “Oh...” I was glad it’d been a safe journey, of course, but I was hoping for a more exciting story.


      “What else? Oh, I’ve hired them to search for missing people once or twice. I knew this dwarf—fine craftsman, very good with his hands, but a bit of an odd duck. Anyway, one day he just threw down his tools and disappeared to who-knows-where. Came back of his own accord after three days, though.”


      The adventurers Uncle Lehmar described to me didn’t match up with the ones in my imagination at all. After all, none of them did any adventuring! But I was starting to understand what he’d meant by “useful.” Rather than sticking to one type of work like farmers or hunters, adventurers did any odd jobs people needed.


      “So that’s what adventurers are really like. If things don’t work out at the shop you’re taking me to, maybe I could become one.”


      If adventurers do all kinds of work, then there must be something that even I can handle. Or so I thought, but the reality wasn’t so simple.


      “I’m afraid not.” Uncle Lehmar shook his head. “You’re still nine, aren’t you? Most guilds don’t take applications from anyone younger than twelve. I don’t think the adventurer’s guild is any different.”


      Why can’t I just be grown-up already?


      “Well, the first thing is to get yourself trained up at the shop. You’re a good lad, Kiri,” Uncle Lehmar reassured me. “I’m sure they’ll take you on. Anyway, aren’t you getting tired? We can rest if you’d like.”


      “No, I’m fine,” I insisted. “I can keep going.”


      According to Uncle Lehmar, if conditions were good, he’d normally arrive in town on the morning of the third day after leaving my village. But this time, he’d slowed down so I could keep up. He still seemed sure that we’d make it before sundown, but I felt a little guilty all the same. Ah, why couldn’t I just be grown-up already? Or at least old enough to walk a little faster.


      “This shop we’re going to, what do they sell there?” I asked.


      “Hmm? Ah, well...” Uncle Lehmar stroked his chin thoughtfully and glanced up at the sky. “Take a guess. See if you can get it right.”


      “Oh. Um...”


      I began to think it over. The owner of the shop knows Uncle Lehmar, so maybe the shop sells the same kinds of things Uncle Lehmar brings to the village. Tools and pots and such would probably come from a smith rather than a shop, though, so that leaves...


      “I got it! Salt! They sell salt, right?”


      Uncle Lehmar nodded with a broad smile as I gave my answer. “Oh, well done, Kiri. Got it on your first try.”


      Well, it had to be salt. Still, I was happy I got it right. So, I’m going to work at a salt shop. I felt my chest tighten a little with emotion at the thought. Then I noticed a faint but odd smell wafting by on the breeze. One I’d never smelled before. I sniffed at the warm air. There it was again. It wasn’t a bad smell, but it wasn’t pleasant either.


      “That’s the smell of the sea. Not far now,” Uncle Lehmar remarked.


      My eyes grew wide with wonder at his words. Until that moment, the sea had been something I’d only heard of.


      “Really?! I wanna see it!” I was so excited, I could have leaped into the air. Well, actually, I did just that.


      “Just a little farther,” replied Uncle Lehmar. “You’ll get a look at it on our way into town.”


      I couldn’t wait. “C’mon, let’s hurry!” I urged.


      “You really are still full of energy, aren’t you?”


      Once I had set my eyes on the sea for the first time, it took me a while before I could look away. It was so wide and so perfectly flat across the horizon. Uncle Lehmar was saying something to me, but all I could do was plod along silently with my eyes glued to the water. I was just so amazed it left me speechless.


      Before I knew it, we’d reached the town. Uncle Lehmar had grabbed my hand at some point to keep us from getting separated, but I didn’t even notice until I could no longer see the sea past all the buildings now blocking my view. That was when I realized there were people all around us. I’d never seen so many people in my life. Voices shouted back and forth from every direction. And it was evening now—the sky above us had turned crimson, and shops were getting ready to close up for the day. Vendors were cutting prices to try to clear out the last of their stock, Uncle Lehmar explained, but his voice sounded like it was coming from far away and his words were just vaguely drifting into my head.


      The sea had been amazing. This town was amazing too. Amazing and scary.


      “So this is a town,” I murmured.


      There were so many people. Too many to count. And I didn’t recognize a single one of them.


      I think that was when I finally understood why everyone in the village had been worried about me. No, I’d understood before, but now I really felt it. There were no strangers in my village. I knew not just everyone’s faces, but their names and where they all lived too. I’d greet every person I met, because that was just what you did. There were a few grumps who never replied, but most always said hello back. But here? There was a whole sea of faces around me, but I knew no one. I’d never been in a situation like this before, and it felt scary and horribly, horribly lonely. I gripped Uncle Lehmar’s hand tighter. With my other hand, I stroked the donkey’s fur. Its ears twitched, and it looked back at me with kind eyes.


      Once, a long time ago, I’d gotten lost in the forest. Back then, I’d cried because I was all alone. Now I wanted to cry because there were so many people all around me. But leaving the village had been my decision. I’d convinced my family, turned down the priest’s kindness—everyone in the village had come out to see me off. I can’t get cold feet now. I’m going to get a job and live here from now on. That’s what I came here to do.


      “Well, here we are, Kiri. This is where you’re going to work from now on.”


      When I heard Uncle Lehmar’s voice, I suddenly realized I’d just been staring down at the ground. There must have been interesting new sights all around me, but I spent all this time looking at paving stones. To be fair, there were no paving stones in my village, so they were interesting enough in their own way.


      I looked up. A building many times the size of the village chief’s house loomed over me, almost like it had been waiting...


      “Right, in we go. Be a good lad and keep quiet while I talk to the owner, will you?” Uncle Lehmar smiled and gently pulled my hand.


      At the same time, something else caught my attention. It was the tiny shop sign—much too tiny for a building this size, almost as if it weren’t supposed to be seen. If I was reading it right, it said...Zelmar Slavers.


      “This shop we’re going to, what do they sell there?”


      “Hmm? Ah, well...”


      A chill ran down my spine. I hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but there was something very strange about the way Uncle Lehmar had dodged my question back then. Terror surged through me as I felt his large, firm hand gripping mine, and I wrenched my hand free. Something wasn’t right. This was no salt shop.


      “Kiri? What’s the matter?” Uncle Lehmar looked at me in surprise as I leaped away from him. He was the same old merchant I’d always known, and yet I suddenly felt like I was looking at a complete stranger. “Something frighten you?” he asked, this time with a puzzled expression. After a few moments, he seemed to notice what I was looking at. He tilted his head as he turned around to face the little shop sign. “Don’t tell me you can—”


      I ran.


      Into the dark streets of that town where I knew no one, I ran. I had to get away from that man. I ran as fast and as far as my legs would carry me, without a clue where I was going, until I found myself in a pitch-black alley. I crouched down, trembling like a leaf, even though the nights were still warm this time of year. That was when I realized a kid like me had only gotten away from Uncle Lehmar because of the donkey and the load of merchandise it pulled. He couldn’t risk leaving them behind to chase me. My heart was still pounding, I couldn’t stop shaking, and my teeth chattered so loudly I was terrified that he’d find me by the sound.


      The priest had taught me how to read. He had me copy some faded scriptures, which were so faded the letters were almost invisible, and then he bought the copies from me and kept them in the village church. Everyone back home knew I could read, but Uncle Lehmar was an outsider. The possibility probably never even crossed his mind. After all, no one else in the village knew how. Some people even made fun of me for my “useless” skill. Well, who’s laughing now? It’s a darn good thing I know how to read, isn’t it?


      I sat huddled in the dark alleyway with my teeth still clacking together and let out an odd little birdlike squeak. It was supposed to be a laugh, but my voice had hitched and it had come out funny. In the darkness and quiet of the alley, the sounds of my own trembling seemed ridiculously loud, and I was starting to feel cold from all the sweat I was covered in after my desperate run. I was so scared, and I had no idea what I was going to do next. For now, all I could do was curl my body up small and tight so that no one would find me before sunrise.


      ***


      “Congratulations!” My throat was so dry, it felt like my voice would quit on me before I could squeeze the word out.


      Not good. Can’t keep being like this. Not today. I can’t stand here looking miserable when they’re about to start their new life together. Right? Journeys should begin with a smile. That’s how it’s done.


      I gripped the handle of the basket filled with yellow petals. I’m sure this is the goddess’s will. After all, I’m not the first man who’s ever been snubbed by a woman, and I won’t be the last. It happens every day! Just laugh it off and be happy for the lucky bastard she picked instead. I can do that much, right?


      “Blessings to the both of you! Congratulations!” I emptied the basket of petals over the man and woman beaming with joy under the bright sunshine.


      The happy couple, who had exchanged their battle-worn armor and weapons for wedding clothes that didn’t suit them quite so well, stared at me in surprise with their eyes wide and mouths hanging open.


      “Wha— Waine! Enough with the horseplay!” shouted Miguel, still high-strung with nerves.


      Ranna just laughed as she always did. “Ha ha ha! Don’t we make a pretty bouquet?”


      With that, everyone burst into laughter and applause. Even the priest was in stitches. Yeah, this is how it’s meant to be. The ceremony was a bit unorthodox by most folks’ standards, but who’d decided these things had to be stuffy affairs anyway? We were doing things our way.


      “Yeesh, what a darn mess... But thanks, Waine. You’re the reason we’re standing here today.”


      “Ha, that’s not like you, Miguel. Well, there’s probably not a man alive who wouldn’t be nervous on his wedding day. Come on, drink up. The groom’s gotta finish every drop that’s poured for him—that’s the tradition here in Hiriyenka!”


      “Funny how I’ve never heard that one before...”


      I gave Miguel’s outstretched right hand a firm shake and slapped him on the shoulder before topping up his still half-full wooden cup with liquor.


      “Look after yourself, Ranna. Make sure to kick Miguel’s ass if he slacks off on the farm.” I greeted the new bride too, but I didn’t pour for her. There was a tiny life growing within her belly. It was a shame that we couldn’t drink together, but even I knew that alcohol was no good for babies.


      “Heh, oh, I will,” she replied with a grin. “You take care too, Waine. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.”


      This was a blessed day.


      An old veteran had once told me: When adventurers part ways, and all of them are still alive, you celebrate. Even a falling-out or a betrayal. A happy day like today, then, was truly special. Festive yellow flowers bloomed everywhere I looked. Even the fluffy clouds in the sky seemed like they were filled with cheer. Across the water, a group of dancers were waving fluttering lengths of fabric for some reason and taking swigs from a bottle.


      “A toast to the bride and groom! May the blessings of the goddess Amana be upon them!”


      I raised my cup to meet the others’ before bringing it to my lips. A fine, expensive brew, much smoother than our usual fare. I emptied the cup with a satisfied gasp. And then...




      Thud! I slammed my cup of cheap liquor down on the wood. Having cried myself to sleep, slumped over the table, I’d woken up with a pounding headache and a wobbly stomach too. The dregs of the alcohol I’d drowned myself in last night to escape reality tasted about as good as you’d expect. I wanted to die.


      I let out a hiccup and then a sob. It had been two days already, and I still couldn’t squash those dreams. Each time the alcohol got to me and turned on the waterworks, the corners of my eyes stung.


      “You held up well, Waine.”


      The comforting words came from a wild-haired mage who suddenly appeared in the seat across from me. Actually, she was probably just here to make sure I hadn’t drunk myself to death.


      “Ugh... Listen, Sheya, I... I...”


      “You loved Ranna. But Miguel beat you to her, and by the time you found out, she was already pregnant.” Sheya took the words right out of my mouth.


      Actually, I might’ve told her that half a dozen times already. I hung my head, feeling dejected.


      The battle had ended before it had ever begun. I had no magic that could turn back time. Still slumped over the table, I let out a heavy sigh. I groped around, without lifting my head, until I found some leftover rye bread from last night. The sight of the small lump almost made my stomach lurch. My head was throbbing, and I was nauseous with heartburn. But my sluggish brain thought it’d be a waste to throw the bread away, so I made myself take a nibble. Miguel didn’t like the stuff—said it was hard and sour—but I liked the texture. Plus, rye bread was filling and cheap. Ranna liked it too and ate it often.


      “Wish I could get married...” I mumbled.


      “Who’d be your bride?”


      “Sheya... I know, why don’t you—”


      “Get to Rank B and I’ll think about it.”


      It was a harsh system, the hierarchy of adventurers. My position in Rank D hung around my neck like a boulder. Low-ranked adventurers didn’t even get a shot at the high-paying jobs. But then again, bigger reward means more complicated work. Too complicated for me, anyway.


      But come on, Sheya... Rank B? Give a guy a chance. There were only two parties of Rank B adventurers in Hiriyenka, and not a single Rank A. There were no unexplored dungeons or big bounties around here. All the heavy hitters ended up in the capital.


      “Hmm. The capital, huh...?” I murmured, thinking idly that maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea to strike out on a journey to somewhere new, until I remembered the state of my finances. I’d spent almost every last coin on the wedding celebrations. Paying for tomorrow’s lunch was already gonna be a problem, let alone some journey to who-knows-where.


      I let out another long, sad sigh. Heartbroken or not, I couldn’t sit moping here forever. It was another luxury I couldn’t afford. Being idle was a hobby for those with much fatter coin purses than mine. It was depressing, being forced to face this harsh reality, but not enough to bring me to tears. Sadly, my heart was too hard for that.


      I stuffed the last of the rye bread into my mouth, washed it down with the cheap swill, and sighed again. I glanced at the wall where requests were pinned and saw that there were a few posted. If only I could get a nice one-way escort mission that’d take me toward the capital, I’d kill two birds with one stone. But there was a problem.


      Work, huh? This is gonna be tricky.


      Sluggishly, I pushed myself up off the table and, with a hand pressed to my aching forehead, stared at the requests wall. By the looks of it, the morning people had already scattered for the day, so there was nobody to block my view. My hangover and however many tears I’d cried over the last two days weren’t exactly helping me see any better, but eventually I managed to squint my eyes into focus. My sharp vision was one of my few points of pride. From where I sat, I could make out not only the headings but also the shapes of the small letters written below them.


      The only problem was, I couldn’t understand a single word.


      At that moment, the guild’s door slowly opened with a soft creak.


      ***


      “Oh...”


      I opened my eyes. An earthy smell filled my nose. I slowly sat up and saw a wall in front of me. Its bricks were faded with age and cracked all over. I didn’t think anyone would call this a fine building, even if they were trying to be nice.


      The sun had already climbed high in the sky. My head felt like it was filled with fog. When I rubbed my cheek with my sleeve, I felt bits of grit scratch against my skin.


      “Guess I fell asleep.”


      Right... We came to this port town yesterday. Uncle Lehmar had taken me to a slaver’s, and I’d run away and hidden in this alleyway before falling asleep on the spot. If only it’d all been a dream.


      My mind was blank. I sat there, with my back resting against the old brick wall, and stared up at the sky. I felt weak and unsteady, and I didn’t want to move. Not a single finger. What would I do, anyway? I didn’t want to think about it.


      “Uncle Lehmar... He’s not looking for me anymore, is he?”


      Hours had gone by. I didn’t have to worry anymore, right? I felt relieved for a few moments, but then anxiety washed over me. I was truly alone now. What was I going to do?


      As I looked up at the bright sky, tears stung my eyes. But before any could fall, my stomach growled.


      “I’m starving...”


      I hadn’t eaten a single thing since lunch yesterday. Now that I knew I was hungry, I realized my throat was dry too. It left me feeling even more hopeless than before. I didn’t want to do anything, but I knew I couldn’t just sit there. So I tried to stand up—I managed to. Then I tried walking—I could. Still, my mind was as blank as a sheet of paper. I didn’t want to think.


      I found myself on a wide road all of a sudden. Nothing bad happened, but I shrank back and hid against the wall anyway. After a few moments, I gathered up enough courage to peer up and down the road. Rows of two-story buildings lined each side. None of the buildings in my village had an upstairs. I’d only ever heard of buildings with upper floors from the priest’s stories. But these buildings were everywhere, here. This town was really something.


      There was something scary about walking down the middle of the road, so I stayed off to one side. I wasn’t alone on the street. A handful of people walked by me, and there was a flower seller working at a stall, but not a single person even seemed to notice me. I kept going, glancing up anxiously at the tall buildings as if one of them might topple over at any moment and squash me flat.


      A bookstore. A locksmith. An apothecary. I tried to read every shop sign I saw on the way. Does this one sell pots? And this one sells stone? Is that a cloth shop? I couldn’t read all of the words, but a peek inside soon told me what they sold. An inn. A blacksmith. A leather goods store. A restaurant.


      “Can’t get anything without money, though, huh...” I murmured. All I had was the clothes on my back.


      I smelled something tasty from inside the restaurant and paused for just a few moments in front of the sign before moving on. I was hungry, but they’d have nothing for a kid who couldn’t pay.


      I held my growling stomach and looked up at the next sign: Adventurer’s Guild.


      I stopped and stared. The guild’s name was written underneath, but I couldn’t read the scrawly letters. Probably characters I didn’t know. I looked the building up and down. It was large, like the others I’d seen, with an upstairs and downstairs. Pieces of sturdy iron strengthened the wooden window frames, and a symbol of a horse with a fish’s tail instead of back legs was painted on the front of the building.


      My head still felt foggy, and my legs wobbled as I headed for the guild entrance. I reached for the door—then hesitated, pulling my hand away. But I couldn’t turn back either. So I gulped and slowly pushed on the door. The dry, creaky hinges squealed as the door swung open.


      It was dim inside. The first thing I noticed was that meals were served here. A man and woman in strange outfits were eating at a table. That man... He was wearing metal armor. I’d only ever seen something like that gathering dust in the village chief’s house. The woman sitting across from him had a pointy hat, just like the ones mages wore in a book I’d read. There were a handful of other people in the back of the dingy space, all of them wearing some sort of unusual clothing. Nervously, I stepped inside.


      There was a counter in an area separate from where people were eating. A big, muscly man with a grim face sat behind it. He was reading over some kind of document but looked up when he noticed me.


      “Hey. Got a request?” the man asked.


      His eyes were full of doubt as he looked at me. He also had the deepest voice I’d ever heard. I could almost feel it echo in my empty stomach. I was about to turn back and leave, until I remembered that I had nowhere else to go. I clenched my hands. Right now, this was the only way I could think of to make a living in this strange town.


      “I... I want to...become an adventurer,” I said, my voice tiny and trembling.
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      The old but fragrant wooden counter seemed to be the guild’s reception desk. The man had asked me if I had a request, so I guessed this was where people came with all kinds of tasks for the adventurers to do. There were bundles of parchment all piled up, a dull and scruffy quill pen, and an inkpot too.


      The man glowered down at me. He was built like a bear, with chestnut hair and a beard streaked with gray. When I looked more closely at his face, I noticed a huge scar on one cheek. He was just looking back at me, but it almost felt like he was squeezing my throat with his hand.


      “Can you write your name?” he asked.


      Judging from his expression, he still didn’t trust me. And I was too scared to process what he’d said to me at first, but his question eventually sank into my brain. I quickly straightened myself up and tried to answer. My name. Write. Okay.


      “Y-Yes. I can.”


      “Right. Then write it here.”


      The man was definitely not a talker. He took a sheet of parchment from a shelf behind him and put it on the counter in front of me without saying anything else. I tried to sit down, which was a little tricky because the stool was too tall for me. My feet couldn’t even reach the floor, but I wiggled my butt into a comfortable position and then looked down at the parchment. There were blank spaces for my name and some other details too.


      “Um... I don’t have a family name, so what should I put?”


      “Leave it blank.”


      Well, at least he answered the question. He even pushed the quill and inkpot closer to me so they were easier to reach. I still thought he was scary, but he didn’t seem like a mean person. I dipped the tip of the quill into the ink and started to write my name. The quill’s tip was really worn, so the first letter came out a little funny. Even the priest would have replaced a quill this old.


      “Should I fill in the rest too?”


      “Yup,” came the flat reply.


      Wait a minute. Is this a sign-up form for the guild? If it is, does that mean they’re not going to make me leave?


      I worked my way down the form. Race. Place of birth. Gender. The quill ran dry and I dipped it into the pot again, being careful about the amount of ink I added because of the worn tip. That should be good. I adjusted my grip on the quill, moved my hand down to the next item on the form...and stopped.


      Age. I remembered what Uncle Lehmar had said on our way into town.


      “Most guilds don’t take applications from anyone younger than twelve. I don’t think the adventurer’s guild is any different.”


      He was an awful person. He’d lied to me and taken me to a slaver, but I felt like he hadn’t been lying about this. I didn’t like the idea of trusting him about anything. If what he’d said was true, though, the guild would tell me I was too young to become an adventurer and kick me out. And then what would I do? I had no idea, and that really scared me.


      I shut my eyes and apologized to the gods, hoping they’d forgive what I was about to do. It was probably the sincerest prayer I’d ever made. And then, I put the quill’s tip on the parchment and wrote the number twelve.


      I finished filling out the form and handed it back to the menacing man on the other side of the desk. He scowled as he scanned over what I’d written. Honestly, I was petrified. What if he figured out that I’d lied? It reminded me of the time when I had to admit I broke someone’s farm tools while playing with them, except right now it felt twice as hard to breathe. It took everything I had to stay in my seat and not run for the door.


      “Nice handwritin’.”


      “Oh, um... Thank you.”


      I wasn’t expecting that gruff mumble to be a compliment. Maybe he was talking to himself, not to me. Well, I’d gotten lots of writing practice copying those scriptures for the priest. He’d always reminded me to write clearly and carefully.


      “All right,” the man said. “You’ll be registered as a Rank F adventurer.”


      “Huh?” I stared at him for a few moments. Yes, I was the one who’d asked to become an adventurer. But I didn’t understand. I mean, it couldn’t be this easy.


      “Th-That’s it...?” I asked. “There’s nothing else?”


      “Nope. If you can read, go look at the requests on the wall and pick one.” With that, he seemed to lose all interest in me and went back to reading the sheet of parchment he’d been looking at when I came in.


      Seriously...? That’s all there is to it? I’m an adventurer now, just like that?


      While I was still just sitting there, dazed by how simple it had been, the man stopped reading again and lifted his scarred face. It seemed like he’d changed his mind.


      “Hold on. Guess I better go over a few points of caution with you,” he grumbled. He locked his eyes on mine, narrowing them as if to threaten me, and I sat up a little straighter.


      “There used to be a fee for registerin’ at the guild.”


      My heart skipped a beat. I didn’t have a single coin on me.


      “But it’s free now. Why d’you think that is?”


      “Why...? Um...” I didn’t really know, but I sure was thankful. I tried thinking of an answer, but it seemed like my time ran out because the man answered for me.


      “It’s ’cause we had an endless parade of thievin’ dogs stealin’ to pay for their registration.”


      Stealing? There were thieves here too?


      “Gives a guild a bad name when you’ve got those types hangin’ around. We gave ’em a good drubbin’ and threw ’em out whenever we caught ’em, but you can’t go investigatin’ every newbie who puts their name down.”


      He heaved a heavy sigh and tutted. Apparently just thinking about the thieves was enough to put him in a bad mood, and I found myself hoping he’d never get mad at me.


      “So we made it free. And now it ain’t thieves we have to deal with, it’s time wasters. I dunno if they’re puttin’ each other up to it or just bored or what. They sign up and then you never hear from ’em again. What a pain in the ass... But there’s a worse type out there—the ones who take on requests and never get the work done.”


      It sounded like running an adventurer’s guild was a tough job. I couldn’t help but feel some sympathy for the bearish man as his face creased into a frown.


      “Well, those types get tied up and thrown to the monsters. Bad for business to leave ’em be.”


      Huh? Did I...hear that right? They feed you to monsters if you don’t do your work right?


      “Now listen up, ’cause this is important.” That voice like tumbling rocks grew even lower than before as the man glared at me. “If you take a request, make damn sure you do a proper job,” he growled.


      “I-I will...” was all I could say. I was leaning back so far I almost toppled off the stool and barely got my balance back in time.


      “If you get it, then get goin’.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      Adventuring was scary. The man behind the desk was scary too.


      Dozens of requests were pinned to the wooden wall he’d mentioned earlier. The sheets of parchment were stuck up in a sloppy mess. Some of the requests covered others up, while parts of the wall were left bare. It was strange. Why couldn’t people put them up nice and neatly? I almost felt sorry for the state the wall was in, with pinholes sprinkled all over. I tried reading some of the request forms at eye level.


      “Ex-ter-mi-na-tion... They want something killed. Some kind of snake monster? It appeared in a cave and they want someone to get rid of it.” I could read most of the letters, but I felt like I was missing something. It didn’t say how big this snake was, and I wouldn’t be able to find it because I didn’t know the name of the place written in the request. Still, I did learn something: The big letters at the top of the forms were headings. I looked up at the wall and read as many of those headings as I could see.


      Extermination. Extermination. Escort. Survey. Missing person. Mining. Extermination. Unloading ship’s cargo. Guarding. Transporting stone. Survey. Escort. Delivery.


      Some of it was just your everyday manual labor, but it seemed like adventurers would take on all of these. They really were jacks-of-all-trades. I read through the requests one by one, struggling with some of the harder words.


      I knew extermination, escort, and guarding jobs were out of the question for me. I’d never even fought with kids my own age and won before. Manual labor was probably out too. I thought maybe a survey job would be doable, but the request details were about researching rare monsters and where they lived and...stuff like that. It sounded really hard. As for the delivery job and searching for a missing person, there was no way I could do those. I didn’t know anything about this town and its streets.


      This wasn’t good. I couldn’t find anything that I could do. Did people even make requests that a kid could handle? Doubt was creeping in, but I kept looking for anything I might be able to take on. I’d helped out lots with farmwork back home. Something like that would be perfect.


      “Hey, kiddo. You a newbie? And you can read, huh?”
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