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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.
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