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  Prologue:
The Law of the Frontier


   


  SEVERAL SENTIENT SPECIES other than humanity existed on the continent, some of which saw humans as prey. These species were divided into two kinds. First, the wildlings—humanoid, bipedal races such as the goblins, lizardmen, and orcs. Second, the bestial monsters, whose special traits and impressive strength made them more dangerous than any ordinary animal. 


  Humanity banded together to rise against these threats. Little by little, they reclaimed the lands inhabited by the wildlings and monsters. The areas still overshadowed by the creatures were known as the wilds. Those that had been partially developed, though not completely scoured of all dangerous species, were called the frontier.


  The territory of Frontier Count Raine, situated in the southwest region of the Kingdom of Sylvester, was one such area. Less than 50 years had passed since humans first settled around the Shipley Mountains, and the residents still frequently suffered wildling and monster attacks. To the south lay nothing but unconquered wilds.


  The people of the region never forgot the threat of the monsters and wildlings outside their walls. Any who did were doomed to fall prey to the creatures. Such was the law of the frontier.


   


  ***


   


  It was a sunny day in mid-May in the 160th year of the Sylvesterian calendar. Two children walked hand-in-hand down an overgrown forest path under the afternoon sun, singing together in high spirits. Everything about them, from the soft blond hair that fell in waves, their blue eyes, and the roundness of their reddened cheeks, was nearly identical. Even their clothing matched. Each was wearing a pale green tunic, and each carried a small basket in their hands.


  Their names were Alfred and Ingrid, and they were twins who had just turned three that year. They were, respectively, the third son and second daughter of Sir Nelson, the knight who governed the village of Channing, which lay at the foot of one of the mountains in the Shipley Range.


  A woman in her thirties walked behind them, wearing a light-navy apron and carrying a basket of her own. She was Mia, the wife of Myron, a man who served as a squire to Sir Nelson.


  “Mia, are we there yet?” Ingrid asked, slowing to a stop, perhaps a little tired.


  “It should be soon,” Mia said, gently smoothing Ingrid’s somewhat mussed hair and looking around. “I’m sure Morris will be back any minute now to tell us he’s found some delicious wild strawberries. You just need to be patient and walk a little further.”


  Morris was another of Sir Nelson’s servants. He was originally a hunter and knew the mountains well. Since he knew the children would be coming along that day, he had run ahead to scout out some spots where they could quickly fill their baskets with wild strawberries.


  “Okay, we’ll keep going.”


  “Yeah!”


  The twins responded in good spirits to Mia’s encouragement.


  “We’ll get a lot of berries, so Mama can eat them,” Ingrid said with a big smile.


  Mia smiled at Ingrid’s words. Their mother was pregnant, and the intense morning sickness had left her unable to eat most things. The children were sure, however, that she would be able to enjoy the sweet-and-sour wild strawberries. 


  Alfred noticed something in the shadow of a tree ahead of them. They looked like a person, and stood about 120 centimeters tall, though they were terribly thin. Their skin was green and smudged with dirt, and the only clothing they wore was a bit of cloth draped around their waist. The figure held what looked like a club in its hand.


  “Hey, somebody’s over there. They look strange...”


  When Mia’s gaze followed Alfred’s pointing finger, her eyes went wide with shock.


  “Goblin!” she screamed.


  Neither Alfred nor Ingrid had seen a goblin before, but the twins knew they were scary wildlings who ate humans. The goblin must have heard Alfred and Mia’s exchange, for it turned to face the three of them. When their gazes met, the goblin’s eyes widened, and it opened a mouth so wide it seemed to stretch from ear to ear.


  “Gyagyagyagyagya!” it cackled, showing them the rows of jagged teeth that filled its mouth.


  It wasn’t alone, either. One after another, five or so goblins stepped out from the shadows of the trees.


  “Run!”


  At Mia’s scream, Ingrid dropped her basket and seized Alfred’s hand. Alfred was frozen in shock, unsure of what to do.


  “Ingy?”


  Ingy was Alfred’s nickname for Ingrid. The children would attempt to match the adults’ nicknames for them: Al and Grid. However, at just three years old, their pronunciation wasn’t quite perfect yet, so they instead called each other Aly and Ingy.


  “Let’s run, Aly!”


  “But what about Mia?”


  Mia showed no sign of running with the children. Instead, she picked up a branch at her feet with trembling hands and faced the goblins.


  “Lord Al, Lady Grid, you go ahead! Hurry!”


  The twins met each other’s eyes. With every moment, the goblins were getting closer. Faces stiff with fear, the children nodded to each other. If they stayed, they would just be in the way. They knew how terrifying goblins were. They even knew some people in the village who had lost family members to goblin attacks.


  Fighting back tears, the two gripped each other's hands tightly and ran back down the mountain path where they came. They weren’t too far from the cart that had brought them here. If they could make it to the cart, they would be safe. If they could just meet up with Morris... 


  He used to be a skilled hunter. The children were sure the goblins would be no match for him.


  Behind them, the twins could hear the cries of the goblins. Then came loud thumps, as though something heavy had hit the ground and was being pummeled, but the children were too terrified to look back. All they could do was bite back their screams and run.


  “Ah!”


  Ingrid let out a small cry as her hand suddenly slipped from Alfred’s. Alfred looked back in a panic. Ingrid had caught her foot on a root and fallen to the ground. The goblins had somehow already caught up to them.


  Alfred hurriedly tried to grab Ingrid’s hand, but the goblins were already on top of them. One swung its club high and brought it down on Alfred’s head. There was a painful impact, and everything went black.


   


  ***


   


  Alfred awoke to a cramped feeling, a dryness in his throat, and a horrible smell. He had no idea how much time had passed. His hands and feet were bound by rope, and he was laid out on the floor. The bindings were tight enough that he could barely move. Everything was dark, which meant that night had fallen.


  He was able to move his neck around enough to get a look at his surroundings. The walls and roof of the room he was in were made of wood, while the door was nothing more than a cloth draped over an opening. Alfred guessed it was some sort of hut.


  The entrance to the hut was dark. Alfred couldn’t see any scary goblins lurking in the room with him. He couldn’t even hear a sound. His head was splitting with pain, and his rapidly increasing heart rate was making it hard to breathe. Lonely and frightened, he began to cry.


  “Ingy... Mia...” Unable to hold back, Alfred whimpered their names between sobs. He wondered what had happened to them.


  He tried to squirm, but the ropes were too tight. As his eyes slowly grew used to the darkness, he spotted a black lump of some kind lying near him on the floor. He thought it might be a bug or a rat. In a panic, he swept his eyes around the room. There were countless other lumps all around him.


  When he focused on them, however, they didn’t seem to move. When he looked away, he felt like he could just barely see movement in the corner of his eye. So he went back to staring at them. A few moments of this back and forth kept his terror growing. He was sure the black lumps were gathering to attack him.


  “Ingy... Mia...” he moaned again.


  “Gi! Gigi!”


  A goblin’s face suddenly appeared at the entrance, looking around the inside of the room.


  “Ahh...” Alfred fought back the urge to scream.


  “Giggigi,” the goblin chittered, stepping into the room.


  It was coming toward Alfred. Its hands stank and were covered in some sticky black liquid. Slowly, it crouched down to look at Alfred.


  “Help... Help me...” Alfred whispered over and over as he squeezed his eyes shut, turning his face away from the goblin. The goblin kept inching its face closer until he could smell its rotten breath.


  “Nooo, don’t eat me...”


  The goblin scratched Alfred’s cheek with one of its fingers. The pain made Alfred open his eyes slightly to look at the goblin.


  “Gigigigi,” it chittered, twisting its face into what Alfred thought was a cruel grin. He could see all its jagged teeth peeking through that smile.


  “Nooo...”


  A moan escaped Alfred’s lips. He tried desperately to escape, struggling against the ropes binding his hands and feet, but they were too thick and tight for him to shake loose, and the effort only made them dig painfully into his skin. At the same time, he thought he saw the little black lumps moving closer.


  “Help me...”


  Alfred felt some sort of liquid running down his cheek, but his hands were bound to his feet, leaving him helpless to wipe it away.


  “Al! Al!”


  He heard someone yelling from far away in a voice he recognized. He knew who it was. It was... 


  But when he tried to remember, his head hurt.


  “Al! Grid! Where are you?”


  It was his grandpa’s voice. Their grandfather was always so kind to Alfred and Ingrid. Alfred had never heard him yell like that, though. He had never heard so much anger in his voice.


  “Gigigi.” The goblin that had stroked Alfred’s cheek with a twisted grin suddenly stood upright. It must have heard the voice. It looked around in confusion for a moment, then rushed out of the room.


  Alfred tried to call for help, but all that came out was a hoarse croak. Soon after, he heard footsteps coming toward him. He kept trying to yell. He saw a light pass beyond the door. It didn’t flicker like a lamp or torch, and seemed to carry a gentle warmth.


  “Grandpa!”


  He found his voice at last. The light came even closer. As it did, he looked around and saw that the lumps of darkness were nothing but filthy rags and rusted tools. The light changed the terrifying unknown into the ordinary. Alfred was stunned by how wonderful his grandfather’s light was.


  “Al?”


  “Grandpa!” Alfred screamed.


  A small, middle-aged man wielding a rod with a glowing tip peered into the room where Alfred was kept. His hair was the same shade of blond as Alfred’s, although some strands were white, and he was wearing a green robe over a set of leather armor. 


  It was Dean, Alfred’s grandfather.


  “Al!”


  Upon seeing his grandson, Dean tore aside the cloth blocking the entrance to the room.


  “Al, are you all right? Ohhh, you’re alive! Oh Luud, Goddess of Luck, I give thanks for the blessing you’ve granted us this day. Ahh, your poor head—what a nasty wound. It must hurt. Oh, my poor child. Poor, poor boy!”


  Alfred’s grandfather held him close, rubbing his cheek against him countless times.


  “Grandpa! Grandpa!” Alfred couldn’t stop himself repeating the word over and over.


  “I’ll have you free in a blink.”


  Dean drew a knife from his waist and reached down to cut the rope binding Alfred’s hands and feet. As he did, Alfred heard footsteps coming from the door.


  “Gyagyagyagyagya!”


  Alfred saw it was the goblin from earlier. It had brought reinforcements—now there were three instead of one and they looked ready for a fight.


  “Grandpa, behind you!”


  “Magic Missile!”


  Alfred’s grandfather whirled the moment he heard his grandson’s warning. In a single motion, he thrust out his hand and chanted an incantation. Shining bars of blue-white light flew from his palm, each striking one of the three goblins square in the chest and blowing them away by the impact.


  “Amazing, Grandpa!”


  Alfred had heard his grandfather was a mage, but he had never actually seen him using magic in battle. The goblins he’d been so terrified of were knocked away easily by the rods of blue-white light from his grandfather’s hand. All three of them at once! Alfred had never known magic could be so powerful.


  “I think that should do it,” his grandfather said, finally freeing Alfred from the ropes. His hands and feet throbbed from being bound so tightly. His grandfather picked him up.


  “Where are Ingy and Mia?” Alfred asked.


  Dean’s expression grew dark.


  “They got Mia good, but she’ll live. Grid... We still haven’t found her. But we will. Now hold on tight.”


  “Okay.”


  Alfred held tight to his grandfather’s neck with tingling hands. He heard rushed footsteps coming to the door.


  “Father! We’ve dealt with the goblins over here. There were fourteen of them, but we didn’t see any of the greater species.”


  Alfred recognized the voice of Nelson, his father. He also heard two others. They belonged to Myron and Osbert, his father’s squires. As a poor knight household, Nelson could only afford to keep two squires. The weapons and metal armor they wore were spattered with green goblin blood.


  “Oh, Al, you’re alive! Grace be to the Sun Goddess Piros. Thank her favor!”


  The three men shouted with joy when they saw Alfred in his grandfather’s arms.


  “Where’s Grid?” Nelson asked.


  “Al was the only one I found here. Let’s keep looking.”


  Nelson bit his lip. “Dammit! When did they have time to set up a camp this large? There hasn’t been a single sign of them until today.”


  “I thought we had chased the goblins back beyond the Muriel River.”


  Myron and Osbert’s voices were raised with anger. An older man with stiff, graying hair walked up from behind them and hugged Alfred tight. It was the servant, Morris.


  “Lord Al, thank goodness you’re all right. Forgive me. This never would’ve happened if I hadn’t overlooked their tracks.” He apologized to Alfred over and over, tears running down his cheeks.


  “You’re not solely to blame, Morris,” Nelson said, patting the weeping man on his shoulder. “I’ve been out here patrolling every week, but I managed to miss an entire goblin encampment forming. If anyone is at fault, it’s me.”


  “Save that talk for after, the both of you,” Dean said. “Right now, we need to focus on finding Grid and slaying the rest of these goblins. Leave a single goblin alive and we’ll have a hundred more in no time. We need to be thorough. Nelson, you take Osbert and sweep the area where the children were attacked. Grid’s a smart girl. Odds are, she found a good hiding spot. Myron, you take another look around the camp. Morris, you stay here and see to Al.”


  Dean passed Alfred to Morris, then straightened and raised his face slightly toward the sky.


  “Fly.”


  He rose slowly into the air until he was floating about three meters off the ground.


  “I’ll see what I can see from up here. Morris, take care of Al.”


  “Understood!”


  Nelson and his squires undertook their assignments with enthusiasm, calling out to each other as they moved. Alfred, cradled in Morris’s arms, watched his grandfather fly away for as long as he could, until consciousness left him and he slumped into a deep sleep.


   


  ***


   


  It had been ten days since Alfred and Ingrid were attacked. The day after the incident, a squad of soldiers from a nearby city were dispatched to investigate the area where the attack had occurred, as well as the goblin camp from which Alfred had been rescued. After days of searching, Alfred heard they were heading back to the city where they were stationed. However, the bed beside his—Ingrid’s bed—was still empty.


  That night, Dean poked his head into Alfred’s room as he lay down to sleep.


  “How are you feeling, Al? That bump on your head still hurting?” 


  There were deep creases under his eyes. Everyone had been working tirelessly, but Dean in particularly seemed like he hadn’t slept a wink while continuing to search for Ingrid.


  Alfred, on the other hand, spent the entire time in bed. His head still stung, of course, but what tormented him more was how terrifying the dark had become. Whenever he saw a shadow, he couldn’t help but imagine a green-skinned goblin twisting its big mouth into an evil grin.


  He would leave his lamp lit throughout the night, but even that would cast shadows, hinting at something lurking in the corners. Beyond his door, the dark hallway was even more frightening. He couldn’t stand going to the toilet by himself and would always call someone to go with him.


  His grandfather, father, mother, brothers, and sister had all come countless times to cheer him up, but nothing could drive the fear from his heart.


  “You’ve been through so much for one so young,” Dean said, gently stroking Alfred’s head.


  “Grandpa, make it light with your spell.” His grandpa’s Light spell was the only thing that could drive away the terror the goblins brought him.


  “Of course,” Dean said. He made the tip of his staff glow, filling the room with light. 


  Alfred let out a relieved sigh. “Your light is different from other peoples’, Grandpa.”


  “Hm? Other peoples’?”


  Alfred had asked some of the mages who came with the soldiers to slay the local wildlings to cast Light for him as well, but it felt like there was some kind of difference between their spells and his grandfather’s.


  “Hmm, I’ve never noticed. I wonder why?” Dean mused, sitting down on the bed beside Alfred.


  “Umm... I think Grandpa’s light is softer and warmer.”


  “Soft and warm, huh...”


  Dean tilted his head in thought as he continued to stroke his grandson’s hair. Alfred leaned over, resting his head against his grandpa’s chest. He remained that way for a while, before raising his head again to look into his grandfather’s eyes.


  “Grandpa, I’m so scared of the dark. So scared. What should I do?”


  “You know what? I’m scared of the dark too. No telling what’s hiding in there, after all. But we can’t live our whole lives with our eyes closed, being scared. We just have to do the best we can. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  Alfred thought hard about his grandfather’s words. After a moment, he attempted to answer.


  “We have to do the best we can, even when we’re scared?” 


  “That’s right,” Dean smiled. “But you’re just three years old, Al. No need to do it all at once. You can do your best a little at a time, and that’ll be just fine.”


  “Okay... Um...”


  Alfred wanted to ask about Ingrid, but the words wouldn’t come. He felt like it would be bad to ask. He knew the knights from the nearby town were going back, meaning they were giving up on finding Ingrid.


  They were quiet for a while, until Alfred noticed the pendant hanging from his grandfather’s neck. The stone was the same clear blue as Ingrid’s eyes, about two centimeters in diameter and shaped like a flattened oval. It was held in a silvery metallic frame, which hung around his grandfather’s neck on a hempen cord.


  “Um, Grandpa, what’s this pendant?”


  “Oh, this?” Dean took the dangling blue gem in his fingers. “This is an artifact I picked up in my younger days as an adventurer. Pretty as pure crystal, isn’t it?”
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  An artifact! Alfred’s eyes shone. He had heard about these mysterious objects in the stories his mom would tell to put the twins to sleep. There were things like cloaks that would make you invisible, a map that would show you a person’s location, or a stick that would let you do magic. The heroes in the stories would use these to defeat bad guys. Alfred and Ingrid had often played at being heroes with their own artifacts.


  “What does it do, Grandpa?” Alfred asked excitedly.


  “Sadly, I have no idea. All I know is it reacts to Detect Magic and Sense Magic, so it must be an artifact of some sort.”


  “Wow, a real artifact.”


  Alfred gazed at the blue crystalline stone. His grandfather took it off, adjusted the length of the hemp cord with some gentle movements, and placed it around Alfred’s neck.


  “You can have it, Al. Take good care of it.”


  “Huh? Really?” Alfred asked, eyes wide with surprise.


  He took the clear blue stone now hanging on his chest in his hand. Holding it up to the light of his grandfather’s spell, he watched it sparkle.


  “Thank you, Grandpa.”


  “Of course. I know it’ll help keep you safe.”


  Alfred continued to stare at the blue gem. The clear blue reminded him so much of Ingrid’s eyes. It also looked like the blue-white bars of light his grandfather had used to defeat the goblins.


  “Tell me about when you found this, Grandpa.”


  Dean smiled, hearing a little energy returning to Alfred’s voice. “Of course. You’ve heard of ancient ruins, right, Al?”


  “Anshent roons?”


  “Yes. There was an era called the ancient times before the one we live in now. Folks say it was hundreds of years ago, but no one really knows for sure. What we do know is sometimes we find these old ruins where the people from that ancient era used to live. Those are what we call ancient ruins.”


  Alfred watched his grandfather speak, eyes shining. “Are there lots of artifacts in the anshent roons?”


  “Of course. Not just artifacts, either. There’s piles of gold and silver coins, gemstones, and even some books that’ll teach you some incredible magic.”


  “Are there monsters and wildlings too?” Alfred asked, his face uneasy.


  “There certainly are. Those and plenty of other dangers. The ancient ruin I explored was in the middle of a plain of ice... You’ve seen ice, haven’t you?”


  Dean continued to tell Alfred of his adventures exploring ancient ruins when he was younger. He explained that ice was hard as a rock, white and cold, and would melt into water when you touched it. In the depths of a dark cave within the ice, he found a stairway that led even deeper down. He went down, lighting his way with magic. There were wildlings inside, but they were no match for his magic. Finally, he came across a stone statue that may have been of some goddess or other. On the statue’s chest was the blue stone, set in its silvery, metallic frame.


  Alfred listened, eyes still radiant with excitement and curiosity, until his grandfather reached the part where he retrieved the blue stone. As though hearing this relieved his tension, he drifted off to a peaceful sleep in his grandfather’s arms.


   


  ***


   


  From that day on, Alfred worked on getting out of bed a little longer each day. However, he still often saw shapes in the shadows and cried whenever he thought of Ingrid. At night, he couldn’t fall asleep without listening to Dean’s adventuring stories while clutching the magic pendant tight in his hands.


  His favorite of his grandfather’s stories was his exploration of the ancient ruin. He would ask every night how Dean lit the darkness, defeated the wildlings, and finally found the artifact.


  This continued until one day, Dean came into Alfred’s room to tell his grandson his usual bedtime story and found Alfred sitting up in his bed. Alfred looked up at Dean with a serious expression on his face.


  “Grandpa, I want to use magic like you do.”


  Hearing this, Dean fixed his grandson with an equally serious gaze. Learning the incantations for magic was quite difficult. When Dean graduated from his junior academy schooling at ten, he had asked his father—Alfred’s great-grandfather, who was a thane at the time—to allow him to study magic under a tutor. He put everything he had into his studies, but it took him a full five years before he could even use Light, and that was considered fast by everyone’s standards. Many would-be mages could study for ten years and never master it. Plenty gave up before they even got that far. Less than one in ten of those who studied magic, even under a proper master, would ever be able to cast it.


  “It’s harder than you can imagine, using spells. Beyond that, it’s one of those things you could work as hard as you could and never actually learn. Happens all the time. Still want to give it a try?” Dean asked.


  At his grandfather’s question, Alfred squeezed the pendant hanging from his neck and steadily met the old man’s gaze.


  “I’ll try my hardest, even if it’s really hard to do. First, I’ll learn to use the Light spell. Then, I won’t be afraid of the dark anymore. Then, maybe I can be better, even though Ingy’s not here. Then I’ll work even harder and go to anshent roons like you did.”


  The serious expression on Alfred’s young face made his grandfather give his declaration some serious thought. If this was how he could get Alfred to set his eyes on the future again, so be it. Besides, he also had a strong desire to support his grandson choosing the same path—the path of a mage—that he himself had walked. He wanted to help the boy however he could. His own body was past its prime. He wouldn’t be able to protect Alfred forever.


  “All right, my boy. In that case, I’ll teach you magic. But it’ll take more than knowing a few spells before you’re ready to go exploring any ancient ruins.”


  As the boy’s grandfather, Dean was worried Alfred would focus solely on learning spells. He remembered his own days as an adventurer, and how much he wished he had worked more to train his physical strength when he was in the ancient ruins. Mages needed to be able to use their bodies just as much as anyone else.


  Besides, there was always the possibility the boy would never be able to use spells. It wasn’t the most likely outcome, but as a grandfather, Dean had to prepare for the chance.


  “Spells aren’t enough?” Alfred asked.


  “Not at all. Ancient ruins are no walk down a country lane. They’re in places where folks don’t normally go, like the tops of tall mountains or deep, deep in a forest,” Dean explained.


  “Oh, that makes sense!” Alfred said, nodding.


  “At night, I’ll teach you magic. During the day, I’ll have Morris teach you hunting. You’re the third son, so there’s no need to learn the sword and spear like your brothers. I’ll talk things over with your dad.”


  Morris was a skilled hunter. Dean was sure Alfred would get plenty of physical training under his guidance, and he also knew that Morris had been brooding ever since the incident. Even after the soldiers gave up, Morris continued to spend every spare minute he had out in the woods, continuing to search. Some time with Alfred would probably do the man some good as well.


   


  ***


   


  From that day on, Alfred began learning from his two tutors. He worked hard to overcome the memory of how useless he’d felt when he faced the goblins, tied up in their camp, as well as his sorrow at losing Ingrid, and his fear of the dark. Every afternoon, he would be up in the mountains with Morris, learning to hunt. His nights were spent in his room, learning magic from his grandfather.


  Even as the years went by and a disease swept through the village, taking both his grandfather and Morris, Alfred continued to study. He sat in a little cottage in the mountains, still feeling a powerful draw to the ancient ruins from his grandfather’s stories, and used the tools and spellbooks the two men had left him to grow stronger, day by day.


   


  ***


   


  On a warm day in the middle of April of the 172nd year of the Sylvesterian calendar, a young man walked down the long road that ran south, along the water, from the port town of Milton to the west of the Shipley Mountain range. The range, in turn, lay in the southwestern part of the territory of Frontier Count Lane. 


  The young man was none other than Alfred Channing—the same Alfred who was attacked by goblins as a child, now fifteen years old. His father was the knight who governed the village of Channing, which made their family nobility. However, as a third son, Alfred had no choice but to journey and make his fortune out in the world. 


  He had chosen the path of an adventurer without hesitation. His sights were set on the ancient ruins he had heard about so many times from his grandfather. He had never stopped practicing magic and the hunting skills his grandfather and Morris had taught him.


  Upon graduating from his intermediary academy, he headed toward Frontier City Leicester, which sat on the southern border between the frontier and the wilds. Rumors had it that some ancient ruins had been found in the region, years ago. He was sure there would be plenty more to find in the parts of the frontier and wilds that remained untouched by civilization. His heart burned with the thought of finally fulfilling his dream of exploring an ancient ruin. 


  His very first step down the road to adventure was discarding his family name—the name that marked him as a child of nobility. Instead, he would go by Al the Adventurer.


  Al was about 150 centimeters tall. Despite being well into his teens, he still had the lanky build and round face of a child. His dull blond hair, which he clearly didn’t spend much time on, had grown long and was tied into a haphazard, bushy ponytail behind his head. He wore a light-brown leather breastplate over light-brown clothes, all covered by a dark-green cloak. A necklace with a blue gemstone pendant hung around his neck. At his hip, he had a large knife and a somewhat full pouch. On his back, he carried a more-than-slightly bulging backpack.


  It had been two hours since he passed through the large port of Milton. The skies were cloudy and dark, with a clear risk of rain, though the air was still cold from the spring season. Despite this, there was a light sheen of sweat on Al’s forehead.


  From what Al had heard in Milton, heading south for around three hours would bring him to a river. One ferry ride later and he would arrive at Frontier City Leicester. Unfortunately, the road to the river was poorly maintained and full of boulders. These gave monsters and thieves plenty of places to hide and surprise unsuspecting travelers.


  Tired of being sweaty, Al stopped and had a look around. He caught the faint sounds of fighting drifting over from a ways away. As he listened more intently, the fighting showed no sign of slowing or stopping. 


  Al had started working as an adventurer while studying at the intermediate academy, so he had some experience exterminating wildlings and bandits. He wasn’t very confident in his combat skills but, as someone aiming to earn his living as an adventurer, he couldn’t ignore a fight. Even if he couldn’t help directly, he could always report the incident to a soldier so they could maintain the safety of the region. With this decision, Al went to see what was happening.


  The closer he got, the louder the sounds of combat became. He even started to hear voices amid the chaos. It sounded like a few people were fighting. Despite how close it sounded, with the boulders blocking his view Al had no choice but to creep nearer to see what was going on. 


  Hiding in the shadows of a boulder, he dropped to one knee, removed the leather glove from his left hand, and touched the ground.


  “Sensory Boost. Boost Touch.”


  Sensory Boost was a spell that allowed the user to slightly increase the strength of their five senses. However, it took so much training to actually be useful that most people didn’t cast it. Only a handful of mages bothered to learn it, such as those who worked as scouts for knightly orders. 


  Al, however, used it a bit differently. By limiting the effect to a single sense, he could boost its efficacy. He also supplemented the spell by adding in his knowledge of animals and their habits. For example, he knew there were creatures that could sense distant threats by detecting vibrations through their feet. This was exactly what he was trying to do with his Sensory Boost.


  These were the kinds of workarounds Al had taught himself, as a child born in a frontier town in the mountains, which didn’t have the abundant coffers of a lord to draw from. Without the funds to purchase expensive magic scrolls, he was forced to rely on the less popular scrolls in the library the Mages’ Guild had created for advanced and intermediate academy students. It had been hard work turning these often-overlooked spells into something useful.


  Based on what he could hear, combined with the knowledge he gained through his boosted sense, Al guessed that the attackers were around 20 bandits. As for who they were attacking, it was hard to tell, as there were some onboard a horse-drawn carriage. From the footsteps, he calculated there were about eight fighters. Despite the numbers advantage, it seemed like the robbers were running around chaotically, and did not clearly have the upper hand. If things continued as they were going, the defenders would likely be able to repel the attack.


  Al was about to conclude that the defenders should be fine when he noticed that something seemed off. Would bandits normally assail an opponent this capable? They usually preferred weaker prey. To put it more plainly, they wouldn’t attack unless they thought the target was defenseless—but here, they were up against around eight bodyguards. Eight trained professional fighters. A group of twenty bandits would never have tried to rob a carriage under such heavy guard.


  It was possible these bandits were either overconfident in their abilities or desperate. Al couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling, though, so he expanded his sensing range.


  It was just as he suspected.


  There was another group of twenty sneaking up on the defenders. With their numbers, it was impossible to be completely silent, but the sounds of combat covered their approach, meaning the guards most likely had no idea they were coming.


  Al, deciding this was clearly not going to end well for the defenders, sprang into action. Slipping off his heavy backpack, which would just get in the way, he stuffed it into the shadow of a boulder to hide it and quickly moved toward the group of reinforcements. Climbing up a nearby rock, he was able to see that the attackers wore mismatched armor over dust-stained clothes. They were clearly bandits. Using another Sensory Boost spell to enhance his hearing, he listened in on what they were saying.


  According to what he heard, the group already attacking the caravan were the Skull Bandits, while the ones going around to catch the defenders in a pincer attack were the Bloody Bandits. These two factions were on good enough terms to cooperate on occasion, and this time, they had teamed up to bring down the caravan.


  Al understood the situation, now—but there wasn’t much a recently graduated intermediate academy student could do against a group of that size. He gripped the clear, crystalline blue pendant hanging from his neck. Though he didn’t know what the artifact his grandfather had given him was, he did know that it always filled him with courage when he held it in times of fear or doubt. He calmly thought over what he should do.


  If he could at least alert the caravan guards when the other group prepared to attack and supported them from the sidelines, he could swing the odds a little in their favor. If he just shouted, though, he would just be placing himself in danger. Instead, after looking around to check all the nearby escape routes, Al chanted a spell.


  “Illusion. Vocal.”


  “There are bandits coming from this way too!” he shouted. “Watch out!” 


  He created the illusion of shout that seemed to stem from another location. Like with his Sensory Boost spell, he was able to adjust its volume by limiting the illusion to just sound, making it more than loud enough for the defenders to hear.


  “They found us?!”


  “What’re the scouts doing?!”


  “They heard us cuz’ you couldn’t keep your voice down!”


  “Not me, they must’ve heard you!”


  The Bloody Bandits began to argue loudly, until the man who was most likely their leader ordered them to split up and run. Half rushed toward where the shout had come from, and the other half continued to head for the caravan. Al snuck away from the group going to investigate his spell and followed the party going for the caravan. They weren’t too far from where the Skull Bandits were already fighting the defenders, so it only took a few minutes to get close enough to hear the sounds of battle. 


  When there was just one large boulder left between the Bloody Bandits and the caravan, they froze.


  “You’re not getting past me!”


  Al was just as surprised by the declaration that caused the bandits to halt them. He recognized the speaker. It sounded a lot like the slightly high-pitched voice of Naresh, a fellow student at the intermediate academy who had graduated with Al just a month before.


  Quickly climbing up a nearby boulder, Al tried to get a look at the speaker. It was a young man with cropped blonde hair, donned in elegantly tailored clothing, guards in leather armor standing to either side of him. It was, without a doubt, Naresh.


  Naresh was the second son of the viscount who ruled over Frontier City Leicester, Al’s destination. As one would expect from someone of his birth, Naresh had excelled in both academic and practical skills, graduating from the intermediate academy at the top of his class. As far as Al knew, he intended to enroll in an advanced academy next. As they had graduated together and were apparently both heading for Leicester, it wasn’t too surprising for Al to bump into him on the road.


  Al thought Naresh must be confident in his abilities, as he and his two guards stood ready to fend off all twenty bandits at the chokepoint between some nearby boulders. 


  The Bloody Bandits descended upon the defenders, but the twenty or so robbers couldn’t break through the combined defense of Naresh and his guards. Al noticed, however, that the leader of the bandits who had ordered them forward was hanging back and seemed to be chanting a spell.


  “Magic Missile!”


  The head of the Bloody Bandits thrust out his hand. Three arrows of light, each about thirty centimeters long, shot from his palm toward Naresh and the two guards. The guards were wearing metal chest plates that let them shrug off the blows. Naresh, however, had no armor. A magic missile pierced deep into his chest, leaving a wound that began to ooze blood. He let out a cry of pain and fell to his knees. One of the guards quickly stepped in front of Naresh to cover for him, but the bandits saw their chance and rushed to surround the three, whooping with delight at their imminent victory. 


  “Wahaha! Surprised? The head of the Bloody Bandits can use magic. We’re more than a match for a rich little boy hiding behind his guards! Just wait’ll we get our hands on you. We’ll make you regret showing your face here today, then we’ll trade you for a fat ransom!”


  “Yeah!” The bandits surrounding Naresh and his guards cheered. They closed in as one, swinging whatever weapons they had as the guards fought desperately to fend them off. With each moment, the circle of bandits shrank in tighter, and Al could tell it was only a matter of time before the guards fell to the onslaught.


  Hiding himself nearer to the closing ring of bandits, Al gripped the pendant around his neck and focused his attention on the bandit leader. At first, he had been prepared to run from the conflict. Now, he felt he couldn’t leave a classmate he’d known for five years while he was in danger.


  “Sensory Boost. Enhance Sight. Longsight.”


  The bandit leader’s armor was simple, protecting only his chest region. In his enhanced vision, every tremble of Al’s fingers was magnified, but he steadied himself by propping his knee on a nearby rock. This was the moment he had the best chance at a clean shot, while the bandit leader hadn’t yet noticed him. 


  He focused on the leader’s neck. “Magic Missile. Converge.”


  A bolt of light, thirty centimeters long and resembling the ones fired by the bandit leader, shot from Al’s fingertips. While the bandit fired several, there was only one of Al’s, and it flew straight and true across the thirty or so meters between them, piercing straight through the bandit leader’s neck.


  “Ahh! What’s going on?!”


  The leader screamed in panic, the sudden spray of blood causing the others to cry out as well. Red spurted through the air like a fountain. Unable to grasp what was happening, the leader tried to stem the flow with his hand, but blood kept pouring out.


  “What got him?! Magic? An arrow?”


  The man beside the leader, who had been helping him give orders, looked in the direction the spell had come from. In other words, right at Al. Al quickly hid in the shadow of a nearby rock.


  “Illusion. A mage and his guards.”


  Al created the illusion of a mage in black robes with a wide-brimmed hat on top of the boulder where he was hiding behind. On either side of the mage were some guards. The sudden appearance of these three figures made the bandits cry out in panic.


  “Damn, what’s going on here? Where’d those guys in armor come from?!”


  In the meantime, their leader was on all fours, vomiting blood. He let out one choked, final cry and collapsed.


  “Boss! Ahhh, dammit, they got the boss. We’re done for. Let’s get outta here!”


  “Don’t you dare run!”


  The man who had been ordering them around in accompaniment with the leader tried to rally them to stand their ground, but the other bandits had lost their nerve at the sight of a foe as powerful as a mage being backed by knights.


  “This is our chance. We can take them!” Naresh said, shakily pushing himself to his feet. One of his guards seized the opportunity left by the panicking bandits and rushed forward, slashing at the man trying to rally the others. With his attention divided, the man couldn’t properly defend himself. A single blow from Naresh brought him down with a groan of pain.


  “We’re done for! Run!”


  With both their leader and his right-hand man taken out in front of them, the bandits ran. One of Naresh’s guards gave chase and was able to cut down a few more before they scattered.


  “No need to give chase. Let us sound our victory cry and bind the fallen bandits. Whoever you are, unknown mage, you have our thanks.” Naresh gave his guards instructions before turning to address the illusion. 


  Seeing this, Al hopped off the boulder he had been using to hide and let out a little shout as made his way over to Naresh. As he did, the illusion faded away.


  “Huh? A-Alfred?” Naresh exclaimed in surprise at Al’s sudden appearance.


  It had only been a little while since their graduation, but Al still got a kick of nostalgia from hearing Naresh call his name.


  “Hey, Naresh, glad that worked out! It’s been a while. Gotta say, I wasn’t expecting to meet up again in a place like this.”


  “I, um... What happened to the mage and knights who were just here?” Naresh asked, glancing several times between Al and the boulder where the illusions had vanished.


  “Haha, I’m so glad to hear you say that. Did they look real? All three of them were my illusions.”


  “They were? Oh, I see,” Naresh stumbled over his words. His two guards, however, had nothing but praise after hearing Al’s explanation.


  “I’m still practicing,” Al added, venting a little dissatisfaction. “If you look at them up close you can tell right away that they’re fake.”


  Naresh sheathed his sword, then clutched his chest with his left hand, likely still in pain from his wound. His shirt was stained red, and Al couldn’t tell if the bleeding had stopped yet. One of the guards offered Naresh his shoulder for support.


  “Are you okay?” Al asked, rushing to Naresh’s side. “You look like you’re losing a lot of blood.”


  “Yes. I’m a bit unsteady, but I can walk. Let’s get back to the cart,” Naresh said, his breathing labored. “Thanks, again. You’ll have to fill me in on the details later.” 


  Hearing Naresh’s reassurance, Al let out a relieved sigh.


  The guard who wasn’t helping Naresh grabbed the bandit leader’s body as they left. By the time they got back to the carriage where Al had first seen the fighting, the guards there had already fought off the other group of bandits. More than half of the thieves were either on the ground or had surrendered, and five of the caravan guards had been about to head over to help Naresh.


  Chapter 1:
Investigation Request


   


  “LORD NARESH, ARE you wounded?” 


  A man in his early thirties with a sword in his hand, who had been at the head of the caravan guards, rushed over when he noticed Naresh’s injury. He wore leather splinted armor and a metal helmet that hid his short-cropped brown hair. Hearing him refer to Naresh as Lord made Al wonder if it was a mistake to drop the honorifics, like he had during their school days.


  “I’m afraid so, Sir Desmond. I let my guard down,” Naresh replied, still leaning heavily on his guard’s shoulder to stand. “Sorry for the inconvenience, but if there’s a healing magic user free, I could use their assistance. We handled the bandits at the other side with the help of Alfred here.”


  “I’m sorry our strength alone wasn’t up to the task. Please return to the carriage for now,” Desmond said. He began issuing orders to one of his subordinates. “Hey! Call Barbara and have her send our best healer over.” He guided Naresh back to the carriage, leaving Al standing by his lonesome.


  On his return, Desmond fixed Al with a steady look.


  “Lord Alfred, I believe it was? Are you one of Lord Naresh’s acquaintances?” he asked, his voice hesitant. It was clear he didn’t know Al’s rank and was unsure of how to address him.


  “My name is Alfred, yes. My father is a knight, and I studied at the same academy as Lord Naresh. But I’m only a third son, not an heir. At the moment, I’m nothing but an ordinary adventurer. Other adventurers just call me Al. I’d appreciate it if you just talked to me like a normal guy.”


  Hearing that, Desmond relaxed a little.


  “I see. Well, if you say so, I’m happy to address you that way. I’m Desmond, an adventurer with the Levi Company. Nice to meet you.”


  Al nodded with a smile.


  “I was just on my way to Frontier City Leicester when I stumbled upon the bandits attacking your carriage,” he explained. “I didn’t even know you had Lord Naresh with you at first.”


  “I see. Judging by your outfit, you have at least a little experience as an adventurer,” Desmond said. “Though you don’t have the look of a fighter. More of a scout, then?”


  “Yes, I’ve done some work as a scout. I’m also a mage, though I’m still in training.”


  Desmond gave a small nod at Al’s response. Al figured he was most likely thinking it was his magic that had helped Naresh.


  “Got it. So, what happened over there?”


  Al described how Naresh and his men took down the bandit while he had kept the others at bay with his magic. When Desmond heard the name “the Bloody Bandits,” his eyes widened in surprise. Apparently, no one had been able to find their headquarters. Even the local soldiers had been having trouble dealing with them.


  “That’s a job well done. Their leader had a bounty on his head, if memory serves. I’ll have to talk it over with Lord Naresh and the others, but I think we can arrange for you to get a cut of that,” Desmond said. “Still, knowing not just Magic Missile, but other spells as well, at your age? Not bad.”


  As Desmond continued to express his admiration, several other people came walking toward them. Al recognized some of them.


  “Thanks, Alfred. I heard from Lord Naresh what you did. Sounds like you really helped,” a young woman in a light purple dress said. She had chestnut-colored hair that hung down her back and an energetic smile. This was one of the people Al recognized. Her name was Luella, and she had been another classmate of Naresh and Al at the academy. She was the eldest daughter of the head of the Levi Company, one of the most famous mercantile businesses in Frontier City Leicester.


  Standing next to her was a man named Cain, another of their classmates. He had a small build, glasses, and somewhat long, wavy red hair. Overall, Al thought he looked like the nice, quiet type. His father was a minister of domestic affairs in Leicester. Apparently the three classmates had all been traveling by carriage together.


  “Hey, Alfred! Is that really you? Back at school, you were always staring at the ground as you walked around,” Cain said, running a hand lightly through his wavy hair and fixing Al with a doubtful gaze. “No one ever knew what you were doing.” 


  He seemed shaken up. Al guessed Cain had never been involved in a bandit raid before.


  “Hah, well, I actually started doing jobs for the Adventurers’ Guild while I was still in school,” Al said, shyly tugging at his ponytail. “I’ve dealt with stuff like bandits and goblins before.”


  “I heard you made yourself pretty useful back there,” said an older, well-dressed man next to Luella. Al had never seen him before, but considering his hair color matched Luella’s and there were plenty of other resemblances between them, Al guessed he was her father, the head of the Levi Company. “I heard a little about it from Lord Naresh. His guards were in awe of your magic, too.”


  Al gave a polite bow in thanks. The man nodded as though he was used to people bowing to him.


  “As you may have guessed, I am Levi, Luella’s father and head of this company.”


  It was just as Al thought. This was the man who had made the Levi Company a massive enterprise within a single generation, managing to become one of the richest men in Frontier City Leicester. Even an adventurer like Al knew his name.


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Alfred. How are Lord Naresh’s wounds?”


  Levi nodded again.


  “He’s received healing magic and is doing well. He lost some blood, though, so we’re having him drink some medicine and get some rest. Even the healer was surprised he could move with a wound that bad. From what the guards said, that other group of bandits were part of a fairly large band. He must have been pushing himself to stand and face them.”


  “I’m sure he was,” Al agreed. “The head of the bandits had magic. It would be hard for anyone to shrug that off.”


  “That’s what I heard, too,” Levi said, narrowing his eyes slightly in admiration. “I’m sure the count will be quite understanding, and Lord Naresh will put in a good word for us as well. I know you won’t be blamed for what happened, and believe there’s a good chance we won’t, either.”


  Al had been worried, indeed. Naresh was the second son of a count. His father would have been well within his rights to place the blame for his son being grievously wounded on his escorts and Levi, the one responsible for his caravan. However, Levi’s reassurances helped banish those worries. Apparently, he was quite close with both Naresh and his father.


  “I heard the details from the guards,” Levi went on. “According to them, you warned them about the Bloody Bandits, defeated their leader when he was about to kill Lord Naresh, and created the illusion that drove them away. Is all of that correct?”


  Al tilted his head slightly. He was sure Naresh would have been able to pull through and gain the upper hand, so saying the bandit leader had been about to kill him was probably an exaggeration. He did, however, agree that Levi was correct. Desmond, who had heard things a little differently, tilted his own head in confusion, but Levi waved away his concerns with his hand.


  “I see. I assume that since you’re here, you were on your way to Leicester. Do you already know where you’ll be staying when you arrive?” he asked.


  Al had never been to Frontier City Leicester before, so he had no idea where he was going to stay. Hearing Al say so, Levi nodded.


  “Very well,” he said. “I wish to show our appreciation, though our carriage was damaged in the attack. It will be some time before it’s ready to move again. Aside from that, with Lord Naresh and the others wounded, we’re in a bit of a rough state at the moment. For now, please take this and come visit us again in Leicester. I’ll let the people at my store know. Oh, and I’ll be reporting what happened to the soldiers, of course.”


  Levi took a small leather pouch from an assistant standing behind him and offered it to Al. From the clinking sounds, Al could tell it was full of coins.


  “Thank you,” he said, accepting it. The bag was quite heavy for its size. The money was nice, but beyond that, having a merchant of Levi’s status remember the third son of poor lord from the sticks was a significant reward in itself. Al bowed low in thanks. 


  Levi seemed to get lost in thought for a moment before raising his head and looking around.


  “That reminds me, Alfred, I do actually have something for an adventurer such as yourself to help with, if you’re agreeable,” he said.


  Al, of course, nodded.


  “There’s something I’d like to look into regarding the bandits who attacked us. It may just be my imagination, but I’m the cautious type. I don’t think we have enough members for this investigation, though,” Levi explained. “From what I’ve heard, you know your way around a mission. Would you mind helping?” 


  “There were a lot of bandits who got away after the fight,” Al said, flatly. “I’m not sure how much help I can be.”


  Levi gave a wry smile.


  “I understand. You’re still not quite sure of yourself when it comes to fighting,” he said. “You’ve also only had a little experience as an adventurer. I’d urge you to have more faith in yourself, though. Besides, all I’m asking for is your assistance in an investigation. There’s no need to exterminate the bandits. I’ll leave it up to your judgment once you see the situation. All I ask is that you do as much as you can without placing yourself in danger. No need for any heroics. Does that sound acceptable?”


  “Understood,” Al replied. “In that case, I accept.”


  “Glad to hear it. We’ll be launching the investigation shortly, so you can stay here and chat with Luella and Cain for a bit if you’d like,” Levi said before turning and leaving.


   


  Having agreed to aid in the investigation, Al stood with Luella and Cain, chatting about their days at the academy. Unlike junior academies, which were held in village churches and attended by basically all the local children, only students who were deemed especially gifted and given an endorsement by their teachers could move on to an intermediate academy. 


  Since it was usually those who’d had some extra help with their studies that tended to be seen as exceptional, this meant the children of knights and powerful merchants were the most likely to attend the intermediate academies. These students would focus on making friends at school who would be beneficial social connections in the future. Al, on the other hand, had spent most of his free time studying magic rather than making friends. Despite living relatively close to Luella and Cain, he didn’t think he had actually spoken with them before today. 


  According to Luella, her friends had always thought of Al as a weird kid, always by himself muttering under his breath.


  “I wasn’t talking to myself,” Al grumbled. “I was practicing spells.”


  Luella laughed at his expression.


  “How were we to know that?” she asked. “I’m sorry. I know it’s rude, but I always thought you were bad at talking to others, too. That’s why I was so shocked when you chatted with my father like that.”


  “I had no idea,” Al said, his shoulders drooping. “I was just trying hard to memorize spells.”


  Cain stared at him and chuckled.


  “How many spells did you even learn?” he asked. “Sounds like you can use Magic Missile and Illusion, right? Our magic teacher said mages start by training Light and Sense Magic. Those plus the two you know...so four?”


  Luella peered at Al’s face. She was close enough that he took a step backward shyly and began scratching his head in embarrassment.


  “Um, actually I know eight,” he said sheepishly.


  “Wow! That many? Some of the mages my father hires don’t even know that many. What else can you use? Fly?” Luella asked.


  “Oh no, no way!” Al said. “You need magic scrolls to learn spells, and they’re all really expensive. I think Fly scrolls go for around thirty gold.”


  “Thirty gold?!” Cain exclaimed in shock. “A skilled worker would take a year to make that much. You said they were expensive, but are they all that bad?”


  “The cheapest ones are about five gold,” Al replied. “I worked all through my time at the academy, but I only managed to save up for one scroll. I also asked a teacher to let me use the magic scroll library the school had for intermediate and advanced students. I was able to borrow some scrolls from there. Of course, advanced students and kids with good connections got first pick of the scrolls they could borrow, so the popular ones were always gone. All that was left for me were the less popular scrolls. Still, the more spells you know, the better. I could only use the library until I graduated, so I did as much as I could.”


  Students aiming to become mages were expected to graduate from intermediate school knowing three spells: Light, Sense Magic, and Magic Missile. Al, however, felt that that wouldn’t be enough for him to chase the legacy of his grandfather. His terror of the dark might awaken again, so he felt that he needed to memorize as many spells as possible to overcome it when the time came. Driven by this, he spent his time studying and working as an adventurer to afford more scrolls, leaving him no time to enjoy his life as a student. Even Al had to admit, looking back, it would be hard not to see him as a strange loner, thanks to all of that.


  “Huh, I had no idea being a mage cost so much,” Cain said, nodding in appreciation. “I always figured you were just staying in the academy dorms to save on room and board while you had fun padding your bank account as an adventurer. I was wrong.”


  Al completely understood how someone could have seen him that way. There were, in fact, plenty of other students who had done exactly that.


  As the three of them were talking, a woman with dark brown skin and a stocky build walked over. She was around 180 centimeters tall, with chestnut hair cropped short and neat. Her eyes were sky-blue and sharp, and she wore leather armor reinforced with strips of metal. A longsword that Al thought might be over a meter long hung from her hip, along with a massive knife. Aside from her backpack, she had a short bow and quiver of arrows slung across her back. A buckler was belted to her left arm. She looked to be in her late twenties. Al could tell just from how she looked and walked that she was quite skilled.


  Luella and Cain apparently knew her. As soon as she approached, the two of them promised to meet up with Al again in Frontier City Leicester and headed back for the carriage.


  “You Alfred? Huh, I heard you were Lord Naresh’s classmate, so I was expecting someone a bit more high-class, but you look like you actually know your way around. I’m Barbara. As you can see, I’m a warrior. Scouting’s my specialty. About this investigation, we want to make sure Lady Luella and Lord Naresh are safe, so it’ll just be me going with you. Put ’er there.” 


  The woman offered Al her hand and he shook it.


  “Nice to meet you. Alfred’s too long, so you can call me Al. I mainly scout, but I can also use some magic. I’ll try not to get in your way.”


  Up until that point, Al had only been able to work between classes, meaning his schedule hadn’t lined up for him to spend much time with actual professional adventurers. He thought this might be a great chance to learn from a pro.


  “Huh, I hear ya. I also heard you took out the leader of those bandits. You used to killing?” Barbara asked.


  “Killing?” Al remembered the sight of the bandit leader’s neck spraying blood as he fell. “I’ve done some bandit exterminations.” He felt like Barbara was testing him, so he shook his head. Seeing that, she seemed to think for a moment before shrugging and giving him a wicked grin.


  “Hehe, that’s a good answer. Okay, sorry for putting you on the spot,” she said. “So, Al it is, then. It’s impressive that you can take a guy out with one spell at your age. Damn impressive. Sorry I kept you waiting. Looks like it’s gonna rain here in a bit, so let’s get going. It’d be nice if we caught up to the guys who ran before it got dark.”


  Chapter 2:
Bandit Subjugation


   


  THE TWO OF them first headed back to the spot where Al and Naresh had fought the other group of bandits. They checked the footprints in the area to determine how many escaped and the direction they headed. The bandits had no time to hide their tracks, so their trail was easy enough to find.


  Barbara seemed interested in how Al thought and fought so, while they tracked the bandits, she asked detailed questions about how he discovered them and how he pierced his target’s neck with magic. Despite introducing herself as a warrior-scout, Barbara seemed to know some things about magic and was surprised by how Al used his spells.


  “I’ve never heard of anyone aiming for a vital spot with Magic Missile,” she said, sounding mystified. “Hard to believe you can pull that off.”


  According to her, she knew it was possible to increase the number of missiles you could fire with practice, but hadn’t been aware you could make the projectiles more accurate.


  “Not many people believe it,” Al agreed, “but it’s possible. In the Magic Missile scroll, it says to aim at your target and stick out your palm, then imagine a line connecting your hand to them. But it doesn’t tell you what area at which you want to aim. When I was practicing with the scroll my grandfather left me, I just imagined myself using a bow and arrow, so aiming it became natural. Once I got to the academy, I heard that the magic teacher would tell students to stick out their hands and imagine lines connecting their palms to the middle of their targets. Every teacher said the same thing. I never understood why they all thought of aiming that way.”


  Al let a mischievous grin of pride spread on his face.


  “The first time I realized it was thanks to the Light spell,” he continued. “When I was younger, I used to ask my grandpa to use his Light spell all the time. That’s when I noticed. For some reason, my grandpa’s Light looked different from anyone else’s. Did you know each person’s Light spell could be different?”


  Al glanced at Barbara. She tilted her head in confusion, as if to say Light was Light. Al continued with his explanation.


  “My grandfather was born in the northern country,” he said. “Snow doesn’t fall too often around these parts, right? Well, when folks in the north think of the sun, they think of the gentle, warm sun that melts the snow in the spring.” 


  To Al, his grandfather’s Light had been a source of salvation that swept aside the darkness where the goblins and other wildlings lurked. He had worked hard to recreate that exact glow. The answer he finally arrived at was that it all depended on how the user interpreted the instructions in the Light scroll to imagine the sun when casting the spell. In other words, the radiance created by Light was not universal, but instead could change depending on the mental image in the caster’s mind.


  “Huh, interesting,” Barbara said. “So, Light can be different depending on who uses it. You’d think folks would talk about that more.” 


  “I explained this quite a few times to other students at the academy and the mages I met at the Adventurers’ Guild,” Al said. “They all agreed that the color and strength of Light was different from person to person, but oddly, no one could change their own Light. No one knew why. It could be that you already have such a strong image in your mind the first time you use the spell that it can never change after that. There’s no way for me to test that myself, though. I did ask the teachers at the academy to try it out with new students when they start studying magic.”


  “Hmm, could be useful if they figure something out,” Barbara said. She paused for a moment. “Oh, looks like they took a little break here.”


  The two of them stopped to investigate the signs left by their quarry. It was clear several people had sat down, and there were traces of blood sprinkled here and there.


  “Looks like they split up. Five and eight, I think,” Al observed. 


  Barbara nodded in agreement.


  “That’s what I see, too,” she said. “They probably sat here and talked about what to do next while doing some first-aid. Four or five of them headed northwest, while the rest went northeast. Looks like they were walking fast, so maybe there was a falling out of some kind. It’s a strange split, but I guess we should chase down the bigger group.” 


  The two of them glanced at the trails leading to the northwest and northeast. Their eyes met and they nodded to each other.


   


  Near sundown the two stood on top of a slightly elevated lookout point, looking down over a small village that appeared to be nearly in ruins. A light drizzle of rain fell, making the evening chilly. All the tracks they had been following pointed to the village.


  “Looks like they slipped into this ghost town,” Barbara said. “If the rain had started up an hour earlier, we probably never would have found them. Good thing we were able to find their little hideout.”


  Al nodded. The deserted village was eight kilometers north of where the bandits had attacked, bordering the deep forest and wilderness. The fields all around it were left in disarray and, at a glance, it seemed that no one was living there. There were always a few villages that were abandoned when they failed to reclaim a piece of the frontier. This seemed to be one of those. Once the two looked closer, though, it was clear the fences to keep monsters out had been cleverly camouflaged. And the most extravagant building—most likely the mayor’s residence—as well as the church, which was the largest building, had their doors and windows covered, making it clear the two locations were still in use.


  “Should we get closer to get a better look?” Al asked. “It’d be nice if there weren’t that many of them left.”


  Barbara nodded as though the answer was obvious. Careful to watch for lookouts, the two cautiously crept closer to the village. When they drew near, Al once again took off one of his gloves and placed his hand on the ground.


  “Sensory Boost. Boost Touch.”


  He then calculated the number of bandits in the area through vibrations in the ground.


  “There’s quite a few of them in the nicer house,” he said. “There’s a lot of reverberations indoors, so it’s hard to count. Maybe more than ten. They seem to be looking for something, since they’re all walking around. There are only two in the church, and they’re standing still.”


  “Huh... Can you make out what they’re saying with that sense boosting spell?” Barbara asked.


  Al shook his head.


  “Footstep vibrations reverberate pretty far,” he explained. “Voices get caught up in the wind noise and become scattered, so it’ll be hard to hear them unless I get even closer. It’d be easier if I could cast Floating Eye, but I haven’t mastered that one yet.”


  “It’s no problem. The sun’s about to go down,” Barbara said. “No matter where they’re thinking of going, they’re not gonna move until morning. Let’s just keep watching for now.”


  Barbara found a spot where she could keep her eyes on the village and knelt in the shadows of the foliage. Al didn’t hesitate before hiding himself by her side.


  “You move well for one so young,” Barbara said, her tone showing that she was apparently impressed. “You said you did scouting for the Adventurers’ Guilds around the big city, yeah? Are all the kids there as skilled as you?”


  “I had someone training me in tracking since I was young,” Al said. “When I started junior academy, I could already hunt animals alone on the mountain and bring the meat back for my family. Honestly, most of the jobs I did in the capital were solo, so I don’t know much about the other scouts from there.”


  That said, Al put his hand on the ground and cast Sensory Boost again. Morris had always taught him that checking once could give him an unclear result, and that it was always best to be thorough and cast twice or more. This time, however, the result was the same. It didn’t seem as though their targets were trying to lead them astray.


  “Gotcha. So, you already knew your way around as a scout. Besides that, I heard you saying you know a few spells. Not bad. If you want to make money, being a mage’s the way to go. Of course, now I’m wondering why you decided to go to the academy when you could have just found yourself a mentor?” Barbara asked.


  Al gave a pained smile.


  “I looked into finding a mentor, but they tend to expect their disciples to spend a few years as servants. I would’ve been stuck doing odd jobs around their house instead of studying spells,” Al explained. “I had already learned a few spells on my own, so I figured I could just keep doing that. Then I got the idea to go to the academy so I could borrow their spell scrolls for free.”


  What Al wasn’t aware of was that the entire system of junior, intermediate, and advanced academies in the area was the creation of the first Count Lane, who had been at his wits end due to the high infant mortality rates robbing him of skilled workers. It was a structure unique to the count’s Frontier domain. The junior academies were free for all citizens, and aside from providing free lunches to improve student health, they taught the children their letters, simple arithmetic, and practical work skills. The system also allowed teachers to pick out particularly gifted students who could ascend the ranks and have intermediate and advanced schooling to further develop the realm. It was thanks to this system that Al was able to borrow spell scrolls for free.


  “Makes sense,” Barbara said with a nod. “I guess you figured adventuring would help you save up some money, huh?” 


  A scout who could use spells would be a popular addition to any party from the Adventurers’ Guild, though there were also plenty of people in the world who would try to make use of a boy like Al for their own benefit.


  “Yeah,” Al agreed. “My dream is to find some ancient ruins. My grandpa found a small one when he was younger, but he said his body wasn’t quite up to it at the time. That’s why I figured I’d better work on my body along with my magic.”


  “Looking to score it big with an ancient ruin, hm? Not a bad dream for a lad of your age,” Barbara said. “Just make sure you don’t get tricked by any shady types.”


  She gave Al a small smile before turning her gaze back to the village ruins. Al guessed they would probably be on stakeout for a while, so he took out some insect repelling salve from his belt pouch and offered it to Barbara. After he explained what it was and how to use it, she nodded gratefully and applied it to her neck and limbs.


   


  After a while, the sun set, and the area was plunged into darkness. The light leaking out of the nicer house also eventually went out and the bandits went quiet, signaling to Al that they had most likely gone to sleep. The cloudy sky covered the moon and most of the stars, leaving it dark enough that Al and Barbara could only just about make each other out.


  “We should be good,” Barbara said. “Let’s go, Al.”


  “Huh?”


  Al was so surprised by Barbara’s words that he let out a silly yelp of disbelief. There were more than a dozen bandits in the village. He wondered what she could possibly mean by ‘go’. As Al struggled to wrap his head around the idea, Barbara unsheathed and inspected her weapons. She then pulled something out of her belt pouch and flicked her wrist lightly. When she did, the egg-sized object she held began to glow faintly.


  “This is an artifact that lights up,” she explained. “Much more convenient than a lantern or torch. Plus, you can use a cover to control how much light gets out and which direction it shines in. Anyone can pick out a torch coming from a ways away. Hey, you done shivering over there? Let’s go deal with some bandits. You know any spells that can put them to sleep or paralyze them? How many of them can you get with one shot?”


  Al finally understood what she intended to do. He slowly climbed to his feet.


  “You really want to take them all on? First and foremost, we don’t even know if everyone here is a bandit. Some folks may have just let them stay in their home without knowing they were bandits. Are you really going to kill everyone in there without making sure?” he asked.


  “Oh, I’d love to be sure,” Barbara replied with a pained smile. “If we were near the capital, we’d definitely want to check. But this is the frontier. We don’t have that kind of luxury. If we hold back, some bandits might slip away and hurt even more innocent people. You may not find that convincing, but it’s what I’ve decided.”


  Alfred let out a long sigh at her response. He had heard the fighting with wildlings in the frontier was so fierce that no one had time to even worry about those who were kidnapped and taken away. What Barbara was saying was similarly harsh.


  “I understand,” he said. “If that’s what we’re doing, I do have a spell called Slow. It varies from target to target, but it usually slows their movements and reactions by about 30 percent. I can target up to three people at once. Also, if we’re going to raid the place, Sensory Boost might be better than Light.”


  He placed his hand over his eye and blinked a few times as though to demonstrate.


  “Sensory Boost? That one you’ve been using to feel the vibrations when they walk? How much can you boost, exactly? I thought that kind of magic only worked on the caster,” Barbara said, tilting her head in confusion.


  Al shook his head.


  “Here, why don’t you give it a try?” he asked. “If you don’t resist, it should work on you just fine. Okay?” 


  Barbara twisted her mouth with uncertainty, but upon Al’s insistence, she nodded reluctantly.


  “Sensory Boost. Enhance Sight. Darkvision. Touch Transfer.”


  Al chanted the spell and touched Barbara’s face. As soon as he did, her vision brightened. She looked around, disbelief clear on her face. Despite the dark, everything looked as if a bright, full moon was shining down.


  “What’s going on?” she asked. “Everything’s so bright. No, wait. Is this your magic?”


  “That’s right,” Al said. “You can extinguish your artifact. You shouldn’t need the light from that anymore.”


  She did as he said and shut off the light from the artifact. Everything should have returned to inky blackness, but she was still able to see her surroundings as though there was a decent amount of moonlight.


  “This is incredible,” she said, clearly impressed. “If I can see this well on a dark night or inside a building, I’ll be able to take enemies out before they can lay a finger on me.”


  Inside the bandit’s hideout, there would most likely only be light from whatever fire was left in the hearth. Even with just that, it would be even brighter than the darkness they were standing in at that moment. Al guessed Barbara would be able to take out her targets before they knew what was happening.


  “Nice, right?” Al asked. “It does have one weak point, though. If you come upon a bright light too suddenly, it’ll blind you for a bit. Just be careful what you look at, especially if there are mages with the enemy.”


  Al spoke from experience. He had used the Flash spell while he had Darkvision on, fired it off and seen the burst of light. It had left him unable to see for nearly an hour.


  “Got it. How long will the spell last?” Barbara asked.


  “I think it should be about an hour,” Al replied.


  “Sounds good,” Barbara said. “So, I can see them, but they won’t be able to see me. Couldn’t ask for an easier job. Let’s get it done.” 


  With a big grin on her face, she drew her knife. She signaled to Al for them to move. Al gave a resigned shrug and nodded in acknowledgment.


   


  They headed for the church first. Since there were most likely only two bandits inside, they figured it would be easy to take them out quickly and quietly. Between the two entrances, they chose the rear one and sneaked around toward it silently.


  The door wasn’t locked. They both listened but even Al, with enhanced hearing, couldn’t make out anything else but snores. Barbara took point, pushed open the door, and stepped inside.


  The rear entrance led into a sprawling room that seemed to be a storage place for empty boxes and other junk. Their senses were assailed immediately by the sour stench of what they thought were wild animals.


  Looking around, it didn’t take them long to find the source of the smell. In one corner of the room was a cage-like structure made of wood. Within it, two human figures lay half-buried in straw, huddled together and deep asleep.


  Al doubted the bandits would cage their own comrades. He guessed the people in the cage must be prisoners the bandits were hoping to trade for a ransom. The sight made it abundantly clear that the people hiding out in the abandoned village were no upstanding citizens. 


  Al wanted to save them but, at that point, they would most likely just get in the way. Barbara seemed to agree with him. Their eyes met and they nodded before slowly going out the way they had come, quietly closing the door behind them.


  They both let out sighs before steeling themselves again. All they had left to deal with was the other building full of a dozen or so bandits.


  The house was by far the most extravagant in the village. It was two stories tall and made entirely of stone. There were plenty of windows on both floors, but each was behind closed wooden shutters.


  Al thought back to the house he grew up in, which had belonged to his father, the regional lord. It hadn’t looked too different from the one before them, and the village wasn’t too far from his father’s territory. He was certain the interior layout was probably the same as well. There would be a front door that led to the entryway and another door used by servants. Inside, the main floor would have a large open space dominated by a hearth used for heating and cooking. There would also be a place for washing dishes and storing food and the staff quarters. The second floor would have a study, the master bedroom, and a space for meeting guests. There could also be a basement for additional food storage.


  Barbara first headed for the front door and secured it with a rope so it would be difficult for anyone inside to leave. She then moved to the servant entrance and placed a hand on Al’s shoulder so she could whisper in his ear.


  “With how well I can see in the dark now, I can handle this alone,” she said. “You’ll be fine staying out here and keeping watch. Deal with anyone who comes running out. You can just fire off Slow or whatever that spell was if you get a chance. Or whatever other spell you want. Sound good?”


  Apparently, after ensuring that none of them could escape easily, she intended to deal with all of them herself, fighting them inside the narrow space of the house. Al figured in a situation like that, one awkward move from him could throw her off. On the other hand, if he waited outside for them to come fleeing out one at a time, he could most likely handle them with Magic Missile.


  He nodded. Barbara shot him a smirk, then turned back to the service door. Taking a deep breath, she raised her leg and kicked the door with all her might. It let out a loud crack as it snapped, the wood seeming to provide no resistance before collapsing inward. 


  Through the cloud of dust, Al could make out what looked like a dark storage room. There were doors straight ahead and to their right, with a stairway heading down on their left. Barbara went for the door in front of them without a moment’s hesitation.


  That led to the living area. Immediately on Barbara’s right was a hearth, with embers still glowing red. In front of the hearth was a table, around which four drunk men were passed out in chairs and on the floor. To her left was a stairway leading up, while the front entrance was straight ahead. Despite all the noise Barbara made, none of the four men showed any sign of waking up.


  Barbara casually went around and killed each of them in turn.


  Al remained in the storeroom, listening, having added hearing to his Sensory Boost. Aside from the ruckus Barbara was making, he could hear snoring and other movements from the room to her right and the floor above them.


  “Illusion. Vocal.”


  “The remaining bandits are split on the second floor, two in one room, three in the other,” Al whispered. “Plus, another five in the room to your right. Everyone seems to be awake.”


  His voice was clear in Barbara’s ear. It wasn’t his actual voice, but a copy created by his Illusion spell. He was able to adjust the positioning and volume of the spell enough to control who could hear it.


  Barbara glanced in his direction and nodded. She had gotten the message and turned toward the stairs leading to the second floor. Seeing that, Al let out a sigh. Barbara was most likely guessing that the bandits on the second floor would be stronger. What was he supposed to do if the five in the room to the right came pouring out?


  He moved a wooden box in front of that door, hoping it would at least hamper the bandits inside. To give himself as much space to work with as possible, he moved to stand near the front entrance.


  Hoping and praying that the bandits wouldn’t come out of the room to the right, Al squeezed the pendant at his neck as he stood silent and waited. All he could hear from that room was the bandits talking among themselves. In the meantime, he heard fighting and movement on the second floor followed by men crying out and screaming, then silence. There was another round of shouting before Barbara came back down the stairs, generously spattered with blood. None of it was her own.


  “All done upstairs,” she said. “How’s things down here?”


  Her tone was light, while Al remained tense with caution. He responded by jerking his chin at the box he had placed in front of the door.


  “You really did just keep watch, didn’t ya?” Barbara asked, sounding genuinely surprised. Al wondered if she really expected him to bust into a room with five bandits and take them all down by himself.


  “I’m a mage,” he replied, flatly. “I’ll leave the close combat to you.”


  Shrugging in resignation, Barbara kicked the wooden box out of the way and opened the door. As she did, several voices, sounding like they were on the verge of tears, rang out from the room.


  “We surrender!”


  “Don’t kill us!”


   


  ***


   


  After they tied up the bandits who surrendered, Al and Barbara went to free the two men who were imprisoned in the makeshift cage inside the church. One appeared to be in his fifties, while the other was most likely in his early twenties. They had the same short-cropped brown hair and similar faces, so Al guessed they were father and son.


  They had apparently only received water during captivity, and were both horribly thin. When they were released from their cage, they could barely stand.


  “Thank you. You saved us.”


  After drinking some fresh water and resting for a moment, the two men thanked Al and Barbara countless times. They introduced themselves as Russ, the father, and Tully, the son. They ran an inn and eatery in Frontier City Leicester. A week before, they had been bringing back a shipment of food from Milton by horse cart when they were attacked and kidnapped near the same area Naresh and his party had faced the bandits. 


  Neither man knew why they were assaulted, but they assumed the bandits had noticed they were merchants and figured they could get a good ransom for them.


  “Our shop isn’t big or anything,” one of them said. “We have no money to pay them a ransom. They would definitely have killed us after a few days. We were lucky you two came along to rescue us.”


  Barbara stood to one side, completely uninterested in the praise being heaped on her by the men.


  “Al, you mind looking after those two?” she said. “There’s something I want to check.” 


  At Al’s nod, she left the church and didn’t return for some time. Al figured she must be investigating whether the bandits had ulterior motives for attacking Naresh’s group. Al made some porridge from his rations and fed it to the two men, who wept tears of gratitude. Barbara returned right as they were finishing the meal.


  She called Al over to the back entrance and asked him in a low voice, “How are they?” When Al replied that they were weak but seemed okay, she gave a quick nod. 


  “Sorry to ask this, but I need you to stay here with them for the night. I need to hurry back to the ferry landing and fetch some soldiers. I wouldn’t be able to move with two sick guys and a bunch of tied-up bandits slowing me down. I’ll be back with a carriage or something by tomorrow afternoon at the latest.”


  If it was just a question of travel, Al’s Darkvision would allow him to move faster—but it was true that Barbara was most likely familiar with the soldiers in the area. Al, agreeing that her plan was probably the easiest, replied that he was fine with that.


  “I don’t think there should be many wildlings or monsters showing up around this area,” she said. “But I can’t promise that some of the surviving bandits won’t come back, so don’t let your guard down. I’m pretty sure I’ve seen those two guys from the cage before, in Leicester, so I don’t think this place is a trap or anything. Oh, here, is this anything?”


  She offered Al a vellum scroll that looked very much like a spell scroll. Al’s eyes widened in surprise when he saw it.


  “May I see it?” he asked.


  “Of course,” Barbara replied. “One of the dead bandits had it. Might’ve belonged to that chief guy you took out. There’s no problem picking up a thing or two from bandits you take down as long as you don’t get greedy.”


  It was customary for adventurers who exterminated bandits to help themselves to the bandits’ stolen treasures, aside from anything that obviously belonged to nobility. This custom was obviously abused at times, but without it, there would be little incentive for anyone to volunteer for bandit extermination duty. Al and Barbara hadn’t discussed how they wanted to split things beforehand, but it seemed that Barbara was going to offer him some of the spoils anyway. 


  Al accepted the vellum scroll and then stared hard at the title written on it.


  “I don’t have this spell,” he said. “Is it really okay for me to keep this?”


  Barbara looked confused by his obvious excitement.


  “I just told you why you could,” she replied. “Why? Is that something a noble’s gonna come after you for?”


  “No, nothing like that,” Al said.


  The spells Barbara was talking about—ones that would make nobles chase down Al to acquire—would be things like Teleport, Meteor, or golem summoning spells. Essentially, anything that could shift the course of an entire war. These spells had various casting requirements, such as time, space, and methodology, and were collectively (despite some specific differences) referred to as Fourth-level spells. Each of them was monopolized as a special right of various royal or noble houses. Scrolls containing such spells were sometimes found in ancient ruins, which caused a political uproar each time. All spells were sorted from First through Fourth level, but Fourth-level spell scrolls were basically on a whole different plane of existence from the others.


  Obviously, the scroll Al was holding wasn’t something that magnificent. It was, however, one of a special class known as forbidden spells. Each forbidden spell was, regardless of level, recognized as something that could easily be used to commit crimes. Therefore, they were banned for general use. The Mages’ Guild would not sell scrolls with these spells.


  “Hehe, from the look on your face I’d guess that’s Open Lock, right?” Barbara determined from Al’s expression and the fact that she’d pulled it off a bandit that the spell was forbidden. “Nice find, yeah? Don’t worry, I won’t say a word of it to anyone. If you want to explore ruins someday, that’s a handy one to have. Go ahead and take it.”


  Open Lock was indeed one of the most common examples of a forbidden spell. As the name suggested, it allowed the user to magically open locks. Ruins often have their treasures hidden within locked chests, so knowing this spell was a sort of a status symbol among some mages, and its use was acknowledged by adventurers. Despite it being a forbidden spell, society at large tended to look the other way if a mage learned it.


  “Um, right,” Al stammered. “Okay, I’ll take it.”


  It was true that what he held was a forbidden spell. However, it was not the common Open Lock spell Barbara had guessed—it was Conceal. Compared to Open Lock, scrolls of Conceal were much more difficult to find, and the spell was not as well-known. Al himself had only ever heard rumors of its existence. With Conceal, a mage could slip right past guards and enter a building. It left any home open to being burgled. If the rumors were true, Al could use it to walk through a wildling-infested ancient ruin without being noticed.


  For Al, who couldn’t fight wildlings like a knight, it was exactly the kind of spell he wanted. He didn’t correct Barbara’s mistake and tried to hide the delight on his face.


  “You wanted it that bad?” Barbara asked. “That grin on your face is starting to scare me. Well, whatever. Take care of things while I’m gone.”


  She cast one last glance at the two freed prisoners. Seeing that they seemed to be doing well, she gave Al a simple goodbye and left.


   


  ***


   


  Around noon the next day, while keeping watch from the church belltower, Al saw a small squad of around twelve soldiers approaching, escorting two horse carts. Barbara was leading them.


  Al used a rope to quickly descend, then called out to the father and son. Both were much livelier after recovering.


  “The soldiers are here,” he said. “Barbara was right on time. Russ, Tully, looks like everything’s going to be okay.”


  “Al, thank you so much for everything,” Russ, the father and owner of the inn and eatery said, bowing his head over and over. “Come by our place any time and we’ll see to it you get a proper thanks. We can introduce you to the family, too.”


  Tully stood beside him and nodded in agreement with his father. 


  As they spoke, Barbara and the soldiers entered the village. The soldiers seemed well-trained, marching in clean ranks. Al stepped out of the rotting church to greet them. Barbara took one of the soldiers with her and jogged over to him.


  “There weren’t any attacks, Barbara,” Al reported. “The five prisoners are still tied up.”


  “Good to hear. There just happened to be some guys I knew at the ferry, so we headed out as soon as it was light,” Barbara replied. “Ives, this is Al. Al, this is Section Commander Ives.”


  Al and Ives shook hands. Ives had the same tall, muscular build as Barbara and had silvery hair. His deep blue eyes, full of spirit, left an instant impression on Al.


  “Good work, Al,” he said. “Barbara told me all about it. According to her, you’ve got some useful spells. I’d be happy if you shared some with my squad. There’ll be some reward money for taking out the Bloody Bandits and for saving Russ and Tully. Anything you get from the bandits’ spoils, aside from what was reported as stolen, all goes to you and Barbara. You’ll get it all from the station at the ferry. Besides that, I heard from President Levi that you’ve got more rewards coming from slaying the head of the Bloody Bandits. Not bad. From rags to riches in a single night, huh? Where are the two you freed and those bandits?”


  Barbara and Al showed the soldiers around the bandits’ base. Russ and Tully still couldn’t walk, so they were placed on one of the horse carts that also held the stolen goods. As for the captured bandits, Al heard they would be forced to help bury their own slain comrades before being dragged behind the squad, forced to march while still bound.


  “Al, President Levi and Lord Naresh are apparently in great spirits,” Barbara whispered in Al’s ear, a huge grin on her face. “No need to rush, but you should pop into the company when you get to Leicester. No doubt, they’ve got a juicy reward waiting for you. Plus, all the loot is going to be divided up at the ferry’s office. You and me are going to go right there with them. Can’t wait to see what our cut’s gonna be. We’re drinking tonight, right? I want to hear more about all these spells of yours.”


  Chapter 3:
Welcome to the Red-Faced Ram


   


  THEY ARRIVED AT the ferry and Al stayed until the following afternoon. The clouds that had been threatening rain for days finally dispersed, and the clear, sunny skies lifted Al’s spirits. It was warm enough that it made him wonder if summer had come early.


  On the road to Frontier City Leicester, Al walked at an easy pace beside the small donkey cart that carried Russ and Tully. Barbara had left early that morning, and Al was sure she’d already probably arrived in Frontier City Leicester before they even left.


  Al’s destination, Frontier City Leicester, was a city built on rolling hills. Rather than having walls, like one might expect from a city of its size, it was surrounded by earthen embankments that took advantage of the terrain’s height. There were also plenty of watchtowers where lookouts could keep an eye on the surrounding area and ensure that no wildlings or monsters approached.


  Leicester was the smallest of the six major cities within the territory of Frontier Count Lane, but still had a population of over six thousand. It had been established as a major foothold for expansion into the frontier. The road to Leicester from the ferry was also better maintained than the boulder-strewn path on the other side of the river.


  “Sorry for the trouble, Al,” Russ said. He had been apologizing nonstop throughout the trip. “You’ve done so much for us. Thank you.”


  His son sat by his side with a smile of chagrin on his face, idly watching the scenery flow by. They were both still too unsteady on their feet to walk, but a night at the inn had brought some vitality back to their bodies.


  “I’ve told you there’s no reason to be so formal,” Al said. “You can just talk to me normally. I’m way younger than either of you.” 


  “How could we do anything but bow to the man who saved our lives?” Russ sounded incredulous. “You even went to the trouble of getting a cart for us, and so many other things.”


  “I couldn’t expect you to walk yourselves after being tied up with nothing but filthy water to drink for a week,” Al protested. “Besides, you said you’d give me a discount once we got to Leicester, right? I’d say let’s call it even and stop making such a big deal out of it.”


  Ever since Al rescued them, Russ had been constantly, persistently thanking him. As soon as Russ heard that Al had never been to Leicester but planned to work as an adventurer there, he had insisted on giving Al a free room at their inn. From Russ’s perspective, a free stay was worth far more than their lives. Tully, on the other hand, had seen enough people taking advantage of kindness that he was worried that Al might become a parasite at their store. 


  Al was quick to reject the offer and insist that Russ come up with a discount that would still allow them to make a profit from him. He also rented the cart, since they still couldn’t move the day after their rescue and told them he would escort them right to their inn. In the end, Tully concluded that Al was a real nice guy.


  At last, they saw the gates and embankments of Leicester, as well as its lookout towers. On the other side of the gates was an open city square lined with shops. The inn owned by the two men wasn’t too far beyond that.


  As the cart drew close to the city, Al noticed two women standing near the gates. One was an older woman in her forties, while the other seemed to be in her teens. When they saw the cart bearing Russ and Tully, they both rushed over with exclamations of joy.


  “Honey! Tully!”


  “Dad! Tully!”


  Russ and Tully descended from the cart, leaning heavily on Al’s arm and embraced the two women tightly. Al guessed from what they said that they were Russ’s wife and daughter. He also guessed they had been informed by the soldiers that Russ and Tully were alive and well. They were both thin, possibly from worry, though not nearly to the extent of the father and son. Russ’s wife had black hair, while his daughter shared his light brown hair. Al could see the strong resemblance between mother and daughter—they were a pair of beauties.


  “Sorry to have you so worried,” Russ said.


  “I’m just so glad you’re okay,” his wife replied. “I didn’t know what to do when we got that horrible letter saying you’d been taken.”


  “Damn those rotten bandits,” Tully swore. “I can’t believe they’d stoop to scaring you like that. Sorry you had to go through that.”


  “It was terrible,” Russ’s daughter said. “Mom showed me the letter, and it said they’d kill you both if we went to the soldiers. We didn’t know what to do. Thank goodness you got rescued.”


  The four of them finally let out all the stress that they had been holding and celebrated their reunion. From what Al caught of their conversation, Russ’s wife was named Loraine, while their daughter, Tully’s little sister, was named Iris.


  A few days ago, a letter demanding a ransom was sent to the shop, where the two of them were running things in Russ’ stead. They had spent days in anguish, worrying about what to do. 


  As Al half-listened to the family, he noticed two men watching them from the shadows of a nearby building. Both men were around 170 centimeters tall and wore ragged clothes over their thin frames. They kept glancing at Russ and his family and then talking to each other in low voices. The whole scene rubbed Al the wrong way.


  “Russ, Tully, something just came up,” Al said. “Do you mind going on ahead?”


  “Huh? What? Hold on a min—” Tully began, but Al stopped him with a gesture.


  “I’ll explain later,” Al said. “Yours is the inn with the windmill on the roof, right? I’ll come as soon as I’m done.” 


  The two men were already walking away. Al unceremoniously shoved his backpack into Tully’s hands and started to tail them. He wasn’t sure, but he had the feeling these two men might be the ones who had been keeping an eye on Russ’s family—the same ones who had sent them the threatening letter.


  Al knew the Bloody Bandits had been exterminated, but he felt it would be a bad idea to leave those two alone. Of course, in a city like Leicester, he couldn’t exactly accuse them of anything without proof, so he figured he could at least follow them to their hideout and then report them to the local guards.


  With that thought, he continued to tail them for a while until the two men suddenly made a sharp turn around a corner. Al was regretting trying to tail anyone through a city he didn’t really know. Afraid he had been noticed, he hurried to the same corner and made the same turn.


  The two men were waiting there for Al.


  “Ah...”


  Al let out a sigh and looked around. He had been so focused on tracking the two men that he hadn’t noticed the three of them were completely alone. They were in a back alley where the walls were crumbling and trash covered the ground.


  “Haven’t seen you around before,” one of the men, who was wearing a black shirt, said. “What’s a little brat like you want with us?”


  The other man—who wore a brown shirt—appeared to be keeping an eye on their surroundings. Both had their hands on the knives at their hips.


  “Oh, uh, I was a little lost. I figured if I followed someone, I’d get back to the main street eventually. Sorry for following you without saying any—”


  Before Al could finish, the man in the black shirt slashed at him.


  “Flash!”


  Al leaped backward while thrusting his palm toward the men. A blinding light shone from Al’s palm, causing both men to shield their eyes. With the chance it gave him, Al ran to a gap in the walls.


  “Illusion. Wall.”


  By the time the men regained their sight, Al was nowhere to be seen. In reality, he was pressed up against a ruined wall nearby, using the wall illusion to camouflage himself. The two men had no idea, and began to search the area for him.


  “Where’d he go? You see him over there?”


  “Not here. How about over there?”


  The men looked through the alley thoroughly, most likely thinking he had hidden behind something. They couldn’t find him, though, and were left tilting their heads in confusion.


  “Dammit, that little punk must’ve used a spell or something. You think he used that hiding spell the chief has?”


  “We haven’t heard anything in days and those two just showed up. It’s looking bad. The others must’ve screwed up.”


  The two continued to curse their misfortune for a few moments before giving up on the hunt.


  “Nothing else we can do here.”


  “Yeah.”


  With a glance at each other, they both left.


   


  ***


   


  The inn owned by Russ, the Red-Faced Ram, was a three-story building that stood slightly northwest of the square near the eastern gate of Frontier City Leicester. The family had told Al to look for the four-bladed windmill on the roof earlier, so Al had no trouble finding it. The first floor had a restaurant that also served alcohol, while the second and third floors, as well as the attic, were dedicated to rooms for guests, the family, and their employees. The building also had a garden and a stable.


  After fleeing from the two men, Al arrived at the Red-Faced Ram. It had been about two hours since he originally parted from the family at the east gate because he took extra time to ensure he wasn’t being followed. When he arrived, he could see a small crowd gathered in the eatery on the first floor. Looking around once or twice to be absolutely sure there were no shady types watching him from the shadows, he opened the door to the eatery.


  “Al, where’d you go running off to?” Tully immediately noticed Al coming in and rushed over to clasp his hand. He had apparently been drinking and was in high spirits. Still grasping Al’s hand, he dragged him over to stand in front of a massive hearth, mumbling all the while about his hero finally arriving.


  At a nearby table, Al saw Loraine, Russ’s wife, who had embraced her husband so passionately at the gate, as well as their daughter, Iris. The family was watching Al and Tully with broad grins, enjoying the sight. Al also saw several adventurers at the other tables, as well as older folks who were most likely inn employees.


  “Everyone, this is the guy I was telling you about, Al.” Tully made the introductions. “It’s thanks to him we were able to come back alive. He’s hoping to be an adventurer, so he’ll be staying here for a while. Make sure to help him with anything he needs. How about it, Al? Why don’t you say hello?”


  Al took a moment to look over everyone seated in the eatery. Feeling every single pair of eyes on him, he scratched his head shyly. 


  Just as he opened his mouth to greet them, Loraine stood up and rushed to his side.


  “Al, thank you so much,” she said, taking both of his hands in hers. “I’m terribly sorry I didn’t thank you earlier. I’m so, so grateful. Thank you so much for saving my boys.”


  There were tears glistening in her eyes.


  “Thanks for saving my dad and brother.” Iris stood beside her mother and bowed her head deeply. Al guessed she was about his age. She was around the same height as him, and had a bright, energetic voice.


  “It was nothing, really,” Al said. “It was Barbara who took out the bandits. I just sort of helped.”


  “You went so far as to cook Russ and Tully warm soup, and then escorted them all the way back to town,” Loraine protested. “I heard you were the one who slew the chief of those bandits. Everyone’s saying you’re a great mage!”


  “Um, well, that is...”


  Al allowed himself to be led to a table. Apparently, in the two hours he had been tailing the bandits, Russ and Tully had been singing his praises to their family and everyone else in the inn. Al tried to protest that he hadn’t done much but help Naresh and Barbara, but no one seemed to buy it.


  “Well, Russ ’n’ the others are all full of thanks. Might as well accept it,” Orson, one of the long-term residents of the inn, reassured Al with a pat on the shoulder and a smile. He was in his mid-thirties and about 170 centimeters tall. He had slicked-back hair, and seemed like a relaxed soul. Judging from the toned muscles, Al guessed the man was an adventurer.


  “So glad we got the old man and Tully back.”


  “Yep, all’s well that ends well.”


  The two nodding to either side of Orson were Murdock and Nigella. They were nineteen and eighteen respectively and had been friends since childhood. Murdock was over 190 centimeters tall with a large, muscular build. Al hadn’t seen many men as large as him in the region. Nigella was quite toned as well, though not as much as her companion. Like Orson, they were both long-term residents at the inn.


  According to the three of them, they were all registered with the local Adventurers’ Guild as warriors and were slowly building up their bank accounts by taking wildling extermination jobs.


  “Anyway, we’re celebrating everyone making it back alive. It’s nothing special but there’s a lot of it. Dig in, Al. Eat and drink as much as you like.”


  The meat piled high on the table did look a little tough, but there certainly was plenty of it. An elderly female server handed Al a fork, plate, and tankard full of what he assumed was watered-down ale. 


  Seeing Al hesitate, Loraine explained apologetically that the local water wasn’t safe to drink, and the monsters in the area provided lots of cheap meat. Unfortunately, grains, vegetables, and livestock weren’t in ready supply, so most meals were like the one Al was looking at.


  “That’s the whole reason we went to trade in Milton in the first place,” Russ said, with a bitter smile. “Those bandits really cost us.”


  As a port, Milton enjoyed a steady flow of commerce. There, one could buy not only grains but fruits, vegetables, meat, and other sundries for a good price. The journey from Leicester to Milton and back took two days, but Russ and his son were only able to travel once a month or so to procure food for the restaurant.


  “Next time you go, we’ll go with you,” Murdock said, his face serious. “Soup always tastes better with potatoes and other chunky bits.”


  Nigella teased Murdock for always thinking with his stomach. Russ, in the meantime, tried to refuse his offer until Loraine stepped in and bowed, saying they would gladly accept the help.


  “There was actually something I wanted to ask. Does anyone recognize these two men?”


  Since the conversation had moved on, Al brought up the two men he tailed earlier. When he got the part about following them into a lonely part of town and being attacked, Iris was the only one who looked surprised.


  “You were south of the fourth block,” Orson said. “Gotta be careful of that place. You’re new here, so you probably didn’t know, but everything between the eastern main street near here and the southern main street have been unsafe for years. You see someone stumbling out of there in pieces after a nasty fight just about every day. Wake up in the morning and you’re bound to see a fresh corpse laying in the street down there. Plus, let’s be honest, you don’t exactly look tough.”


  “Yeah...” Al scratched his head out of habit.


  He had heard Leicester wasn’t the safest town, but hadn’t realized it was this bad. The two men may have just been some opportunistic crooks, unrelated to the Bloody Bandits. He may have jumped to conclusions. No one else seems to have noticed them hanging around before.


  “Oh, I just had a great idea. You’re a mage, right? Why not dress like one? There aren’t a lot of robbers out there who would take on a mage,” Orson suggested, his face lighting up at his own idea.


  Al considered this for a moment before shaking his head, his face pensive.


  “That might help, yeah, but dressing like a mage would mean robes and a staff, right? I’ve been working as a scout for so long that I don’t like wearing anything that hard to move in,” he replied. “Besides, I’m still not that great a mage. I don’t like flaunting my magic.”


  Al’s explanation seemed to confuse Orson. Apparently, all the other mages he knew were huge braggarts. This young mage in front of him was different. There was nothing to do but to accept that there were all types of mages in the world. Orson shrugged.


  “Well, it’s up to you,” he said. “You do whatever feels best.”


  “Thanks,” Al said. “For now, I guess I may have been mistaken about those two men, but they still could be survivors from the Bloody Bandits. I just want you all to be careful.”


  At Al’s words, everyone in the inn nodded in complete agreement.


   


  ***


   


  As an inn that catered to long-term adventurer residents, the Red-Faced Ram had nothing but single or double-occupancy rooms. The attic was even used as storage room for residents to stash their belongings when they were out working as bodyguards or any other long-term job. Al was given one of the single-occupancy rooms to stay in, which he was grateful for due to his tendency to stay up late into the night reading spell scrolls and practicing magic.


  He finished supper and rushed to his room, barely pausing to express gratitude for the meal. Then, he carefully took out the scroll of Conceal. 


  Just having the scroll did not automatically grant him use of the spell. First, he would need to learn the incantation, which could take some time. The more difficult the spell, the longer it would take to memorize. Even then, learning the incantation alone wasn’t enough to master the spell. He would need to practice it countless times before he could cast it consistently. After that, the more he used it, the more his familiarity with the spell would grow, which would in turn increase its effectiveness.


  Barely containing his excitement, Al gently unrolled the spell scroll on the table. The vellum scroll was thirty centimeters wide and two meters long and was covered in complex symbols, circular formulae, and text. Each circle and symbol indicated some component to the spell. Judging by the amount and complexity of the components, Al guessed Conceal was a Third-level spell.


  [image: ]


  One could judge the level of a spell by the difficulty and number of the components. Spells that could only be used by touch and had simple components were First-level, while those that could be used at range but still had simple requirements were Second-level. Once more complicated components were introduced, the spell would be classed as Third-level regardless of range, and the Fourth-level covered everything that didn’t fall within the other categories.


  The time required to memorize each generally was three months for a First-level spell, half a year for a Second-level spell, and a full year for a Third-level spell. Fourth-level spells were in a league of their own, so there was no set standard for their length of study.


  Of course, those times could vary, depending on the student. They were also calculated with the assumption that a mage would study a spell for an hour a day, twenty days a month. This was due to the extreme concentration required to study spells and the capabilities of an average learner.


  Al, however, was no average learner. He had been exposed to magic from a very young age and could spend five or six hours studying without tiring. He also loved reading spell scrolls and had memorized the symbols and diagrams from all the spells he had learned in the past. This allowed him to compare new spell scrolls with the information in his head and make educated guesses at the meaning of their components, increasing his efficiency. Thanks to all of this, he’d been able to learn Slow, another Third-level spell, in just twenty days. In just a month, he familiarized himself with it until he could use it without fail.


  “Now then, let’s see what kind of spell you are,” he said, humming as he smoothed out the scroll. It was densely packed with the special letters, diagrams, and magic circles that represented components of the spell. Al leaned in close, reading each one in turn. He then pulled out a stack of vellum full of diagrams he had extracted from other spell scrolls. Each had his personal annotations. Comparing the contents of his notes with the Conceal scroll, he began to mutter to himself about things being like this and that being like that.


  Time passed.


  After consulting his notes and the Conceal scroll countless times, Al finally raised his head. Massaging his shoulders, he looked around. The sun had already started to rise. When he saw the sunlight flooding through his window, Al twisted his face in chagrin as he stretched.


  “Morning already, huh?” he said. “Looks like I did it again. This always happens when I get a new one.”


  He was sure it was already late enough in the morning that anyone with a job would have already left their homes. He hurriedly gathered up the vellum scrolls scattered on the desk and extinguished his light spell, leaving only the dim light of dawn in his room. Exhausted, he collapsed onto bed.


  “I’d better sleep a bit,” he muttered. “It feels sort of similar to Illusion, but the target selection is a little different. Unlike Illusion, though, I don’t need to keep as tight a handle on the image...”


  He continued to murmur his random thoughts even while lying down, his words soon turning to snores as exhaustion caught up with him.


   


  ***


   


  The day after Al arrived at the Red-Faced Ram, Russ’s wife, Loraine, and his daughter, Iris, were out in the garden washing and drying laundry. It was already around the time when the sun sat at its zenith in the sky.


  “Hey, Mom, is that guy still sleeping?” Iris asked her mother.


  The guy she was talking about was none other than the one who had brought her father and brother home the day before, the one they owed their lives to—Al. He didn’t seem that much older than Iris, but based on how he talked with Orson and the others, he was apparently already an experienced adventurer. Despite that and his magical abilities, he didn’t condescend to anyone. The fact that he didn’t talk as roughly as the other adventurers, and even treated her kindly, made Iris happy.


  “Hmm, seems to be,” her mother replied. “I’m sure he was exhausted from traveling all that way, but this seems a little long even for that. Would you go knock on his door and see how he’s doing? You’re not a child anymore, so don’t go walking into his room.”


  “I know, Mom.”


  Iris stopped washing and stood up, straightening the hem of the faded apron and dress that had been a hand-me-down from her mother. She entered the inn from the garden door and was climbing the stairs when she heard a noise from the second floor. It sounded like someone running back and forth and doors opening and closing.


  “Oh! Does this mean he’s awake?”


  The moment she asked her question aloud, Al appeared on the second-floor landing, looking harried.


  “Good morning,” he said, hurrying down the stairs. “Man, I really overslept!”


  He had done up all the buttons on his clothing, but his long blond hair had been left to run wild down his back. Seeing Iris’s face, he guiltily twisted at his hair.


  “Um, I’ll take care of cleaning my room, so would you mind not going in there?” he asked. “Also, can I use the well in your garden?” 


  Iris grinned at seeing Al so flustered.


  “Of course, I promise not to go in your room. Just make sure you don’t leave any valuables around. We won’t be held responsible if things get stolen,” she explained. “You’re free to use the well and the bucket next to it. Just don’t drink too much water, or you may have stomach problems. If you’ve got dirty clothes, we offer a washing service for thirty copper per piece of clothing, although we may charge extra based on how dirty something is or what it’s made of. Also, um, your hair is certainly in a state this morning.”


  “Huh?”


  Al unconsciously jerked a hand to his hair. Seeing this, Iris couldn’t hold back a quiet chuckle.


  “Aww, man,” Al sighed. “When I was a kid, I always had my sister cut it. Ever since I started living in the dorm, it’s been too much trouble. I guess it’s about time I got it cut.”


  “Oh, so you have a sister?” Iris asked. “Also, what dorm were you living at?”


  “Yep, I actually have two older brothers, one older and one younger sister,” Al replied. “The dorm was the one for students at the intermediate academy in the capital. I just graduated this year.”


  As he spoke, Al used his fingers to try to comb some order back into his hair. After a few moments, he was finally able to gather it into a single ponytail, which he bound tightly with some cord.


  “I could cut it for you if you like,” Iris offered. “I’m no master stylist, but I do all the haircuts for my family.”


  “Oh, nice, that would be a big help,” Al replied. “But I’ve got a bunch to do today, so could I get you to do it some other time?”


  “Of course, ask me anytime,” Iris said with a big smile.


  “Great, thanks. I’d better get going,” Al said. He paused. “Oh, actually, could you tell me where I can find the Levi Company and Adventurers’ Guild?”


  “Sure,” Iris said. “This city was built on hills, so the Lord’s manor is at the very highest point. The big main roads go out straight from there to the north, south, east, and west. Those connect with what we call the loop roads that are arranged in concentric circles going down the hill. Starting from the one closest to the Lord’s manor, they’re called First Loop, Second Loop, and so on. Our inn is closest to the Third Loop and East Main, so we call this neighborhood Third East. Inside Third East, anything north of East Main is fairly safe, but anywhere south of Main can be dangerous, so please be careful. The main store of Levi Company is in North First, and the Adventurers’ Guild is in West Second. Both are big buildings, and they’re at the Main crossroads, so you can’t miss them once you’re close.”


  Al nodded, following Iris’s detailed explanation. Leicester was a city built with clear intention, so the layout of the major streets was easy to grasp.


  Hearing their conversation, Loraine walked over and offered Al a slice of black bread.


  “Sorry, but we’ve already cleared away the stew,” she said. “This is all I’ve got to offer for breakfast. We serve breakfast from the second bell to the third in the morning, and we’ve got a rule for dinner that you’ve got to be at the table within an hour of the sunset bell or no supper for you. We’ve got to have some limits, or we’d never finish cleaning up.”


  “The school dorm had rules like that, so that’s absolutely fine by me,” Al said, accepting the bread and putting it in his mouth. As he chewed, he checked the pouches and knife hanging on his belt. “Okay, I’ll be heading out for a bit. I’ll be back before the sunset bell. You be careful here. Those shady guys I spotted yesterday might still be skulking around.”


  “Of course,” Loraine said. “Thank you for the warning.” 


  “You be careful too, Al,” Iris added.


  With a light wave, Al took his leave.


  Chapter 4:
The Temptation of Spell Scrolls


   


  AL FIRST HEADED for the Levi Company. The First North neighborhood, where the main shop was located, was lined with ornate buildings, including extravagant manors and large shops. The entrance to almost every store was decorated with displays of what they sold along with boards proclaiming the shop’s name. Al spotted the Levi Company board among them, but his eyes were drawn to another shop next to it. According to the signboard, that shop dealt in magic scrolls.


  “How could I resist?” Al asked himself.


  In his breast pocket, Al had the money he’d been saving up, along with the reward he received for helping the Levi caravan during the bandit raid, the bounty he earned for killing the head of the Bloody Bandits, and the split of the spoils that Barbara had given him from their extermination mission. All in all, he had around twenty gold coins.


  The shop apparently also handled artifacts. The interior was a bit cramped, with only space for a single set of sofas and a table. As soon as Al walked in, the man he assumed was the owner came out of the back to greet him.


  “Welcome.”


  “Hello,” Al said. “I’m looking for some spell scrolls.”


  The owner tilted his head ever so slightly. It was no surprise—spell scrolls weren’t cheap, and most guys Al’s age didn’t have that kind of money. The doubt in his eyes only lasted a moment before he returned to being a polite salesman. He offered Al a seat on the sofa. Al sat, but couldn’t relax. The owner didn’t seem to notice as he sat on the sofa kitty-corner to Al.


  “I deal in all sorts of spell scrolls,” the owner said. “My shop has a partnership with the Mages’ Guild and each of our scrolls comes with a certificate of authenticity signed by them. What sort of spells were you looking for? Anything in particular?”


  Spell scrolls were documents used in mastering spells, with each having unique terms and symbols that explained the specific components and overall image a caster would need to understand to use it. While some were found in ancient ruins, there were also special techniques that allowed mages to write their own. Both types had poor-quality knockoffs and fakes made by scammers, so it was customary for the actual scrolls to come with certificates of authenticity signed by the Mages’ Guild.


  “Would you happen to have any copies of Sleep or Paralyze?” Al asked. “Oh, or Fly?” 


  Each of the scrolls he named were popular spells that were always sold out in the capital. On the rare occasion one did show up in the shops, there was always a huge scramble to see who would snatch it first. From what Al could remember, Sleep and Paralyze were twenty gold a piece, while Fly would go for thirty. His hope was, since there were plenty of adventurers in Leicester, the prices might be a bit cheaper. That hope quickly turned to despair when the shop owner replied that he did have copies, but Sleep and Paralyze went for twenty-five gold while Fly went for forty.


  Seeing Al’s eyes narrow at the inflated prices, the owner gave a sympathetic smile and explained that it wasn’t just magic that was expensive. Anything adventurers used, such as weapons or armor, would go for 20 or 30 percent more in Leicester than in the capital. When Al asked why, the shop owner replied that the bounties adventurers could get for slaying wildlings like goblins and lizardmen or monsters like the bigmouth lizards were higher than elsewhere. Since the adventurers were making more money, the prices of the things they used naturally went up as well.


  Al was devastated. If the prices were that bad, he figured he’d better pass trying to pick up any scrolls for the moment. He’d probably have an opportunity to travel back to the capital where things were cheaper, and it would still be some weeks before he was able to use Conceal. He could always buy some scrolls after that.


  “Magic Shockwave and Magic Tornado are very popular,” the owner suggested. “They’re thirty-five gold apiece.”


  Both were attack spells. Magic Shockwave would send an attack in a cone from the caster’s palm, while Magic Tornado created a spherical attack wherever the caster pointed. They were popular since they could both hit several targets at once, but they were out of Al’s price range.


  “In that case, how about Carrier?” the owner said with a gleam in his eye. “It’s a Second-level spell you won’t see in many other cities. Only eighteen gold. It’s a popular pick in these parts.” 


  Al had never heard of a spell called Carrier, so he asked what it did. According to the owner, it created a black circular platform that would follow the caster around. The caster could use it for carrying whatever they wished, which was where the title of Carrier had come from. When Al asked further how that was any different from the Telekinesis spell, the owner replied that Carrier would remain in effect for three hours without any concentration needed.


  “Couldn’t I just rent a donkey if I need stuff carried?” Al asked, but the owner shook his head gravely.


  “Try loading a donkey up with wildling or monster corpses,” he said. “It’s a mess trying to clean them after. Besides, you’ve got to bring food and water for a donkey, and they’ll slow you down, or you end up stranded if the path gets rough. Beyond that, there’s always the danger that your donkey will get attacked by something. This spell addresses every single downside to a pack beast. Carrier will also keep your baggage in place, no matter how roughly you stack it up. I’ve even heard the caster can do a handstand on the Carrier and not lose their balance.”


  The owner was clearly a pro at showing the advantages of the spell scrolls he sold, rattling off a steady flow of the benefits of being able to cast Carrier.


  “The only time I’d be hauling corpses is if I had been hunting for meat,” Al mused. “Second-level means it’d take me half a year to study before I could cast it. Is it really that popular? Exactly how big is the black disc, and how much weight can it take?”


  Al had his doubts. A donkey with a cart could handle up to fifty kilograms of weight. The salesman was correct that donkeys weren’t much use in wild terrain, but they also only cost five gold. Al wondered if there was enough merit in this spell to justify the eighteen-gold price tag plus the time it would take to master it. 


  “I take it you haven’t been here for very long,” the owner replied. “Give it a try, and I guarantee you’ll see the value straight away. I’ve heard the disc is about one meter in diameter and can handle up to thirty kilograms. You should be able to increase the weight tolerance through training, though.”


  The shop owner was fully confident in his pitch. After giving it some thought, Al decided to buy the spell scroll. He doubted a shop in this prestigious location would rip off its customers. The owner nodded with a smile and went to fetch the spell scroll from the back. The scroll itself came with an extravagant box, and Al paid his eighteen gold.


  “Thank you for your business,” the owner said, seeing Al out.


  As he put his purchase into his backpack, Al had to work hard to hide the grin spreading on his face at the thought of owning a new spell scroll. He then patted himself down to make sure he wasn’t dirty before heading to the Levi Company store next door.


  “Hello, my name is Al,” he introduced himself to the worker inside. “I was involved with one of your caravans the day before yesterday. I’d like to speak with President Levi or Luella if that’s possible.”


  The worker nodded right away, seeming to understand immediately what he was talking about. Telling Al they had been awaiting his arrival, the worker escorted him to a parlor at the back of the store.


  The interior of the Levi Company store was much more vibrant than the spell shop next door. The parlor was decorated with flowers, and they clearly paid attention to the overall aesthetics.


  Al only waited for a short while before President Levi and a man who introduced himself as Desmond, head of the company guards, entered the parlor. Al quickly jumped to his feet.


  “Thank you so much for coming, Al,” President Levi said, gesturing for Al to sit before sitting in the chair across from him. “It sounds like you did a great job with Lord Naresh’s request. Barbara was singing your praises.” 


  Al looked around nervously before slowly sitting down.


  “I’m just glad it turned out okay,” he said. “I came at your generous request.”


  “Turned out ‘okay,’ hm? From what Barbara told me, you’re quite the skilled mage. According to her, she feels like she could take on anything with your magic backing her up.”


  Al turned down the compliment with a wry smile. “I’d say that’s more thanks to Barbara’s skills than my own. I’m still an amateur.” 


  Desmond, who was standing nearby, rolled his eyes at the ceiling. President Levi, though, fixed Al with a steady gaze.


  “I see, I think I understand you a little more,” he said. “Listen. I think you’re lacking in ambition. When I was your age, I was quite greedy. Have a bit more confidence in yourself. Objectively, I’d say you performed marvelously. Barbara told me you’d been rewarded for exterminating the bandits. I take it there was no trouble, there?”


  “Um, no, I was paid generously at the guard station,” Al replied. 


  President Levi nodded.


  “Good, glad to hear it. In that case, I have another question for you. How would you like to work for me? The fact that you attended the same intermediate school as Luella is more than enough of a recommendation for me. You’ll be given lodgings at the company and a monthly salary of two gold. If you have any doubts about your own skills, you’ll be free to train with my guards. Not a bad deal, wouldn’t you say?”


  Al sat shocked by President Levi’s offer. Those weren’t the sort of conditions normally offered to a fifteen-year-old fresh out of school. Housing also meant meals would be provided. On top of that, salary for someone his age would normally be nothing but pocket change. Two gold a month was an incredible amount. 


  Al took a few minutes to think it over, but finally he drew his lips tight and shook his head.


  “It’s an extremely generous offer,” he said. “Thank you so much, but I’m afraid I’ll have to decline. I’d really like to continue focusing on my magic studies.”


  Both President Levi and Desmond appeared stunned by his response. They shared a glance before looking back at Al. There was no hesitation on his face. Seeing that, President Levi was unable to hold back a loud bark of laughter.


  “I see, I see. Luella said you were an odd one, and it seems she was right on the money. That’s too bad. Well, you’re welcome to come back anytime if you change your mind,” President Levi said. “By the way, I seem to recall you saying you’d be working as an adventurer here in Leicester for a while. Do you already know where you’ll be staying?”


  “I’m staying at the Red-Faced Ram for now,” Al replied.


  President Levi glanced at Desmond, who nodded as if to acknowledge that he knew the place.


  “I see. I believe Lord Naresh expressed that he wanted to meet with you,” President Levi said. “I’ll tell him to dispatch a messenger to the inn. They should come within the next few days, so try to be back at the inn by the evening as much as possible.” 


  “Thank you, I will,” Al said with a smile. “And thank you again for your invitation.”


  Chapter 5:
The Adventurers’ Guild


   


  AL’S NEXT STOP was the Adventurers’ Guild. It was a two-story building made of stone and surrounded by several bars. The interior was open and dominated by a long counter opposite the entrance. Behind the counter, twenty or so men and women working for the guild were acting as receptionists and handling paperwork. Since it was already around noon, the place wasn’t busy. Looking around, Al saw countless palm-sized wooden tags hanging off the walls to either side. Apparently just like in the capital, jobs were placed on wooden tags in Leicester.


  Al looked at the wooden tags hanging closest to the entrance where they would stand out the most. The ones nailed down so they couldn’t be removed would be the standing requests. These indicated that slaying goblins would return a bounty of three silver per head, while lizardmen were seven silver a head, with a note to the side that undamaged lizardman gills would fetch an additional five silver. In the capital, goblins paid one silver a head while lizardmen were three silver. Apparently, bounties in Leicester were over twice what they were in the capital. 


  Just as Al was thinking that it made sense that spell scrolls would go for a little more in Leicester, he sensed someone coming up behind him.


  “Well, if it isn’t Al. Have things settled down a bit?”


  It was Barbara. She still had a sword slung over her shoulder but wasn’t wearing armor. This didn’t mean she was in a dress, or anything like that—she was garbed like a man, in clothing that was easy to move in. Her voice was loud and reverberated off the walls, but the receptionists and other adventurers seemed to be used to it, as none of them spared them a glance at her.


  “Hello Barbara. I thought I’d come to register so I can start getting work,” Al said. “I heard the rates for exterminating wildlings and monsters were higher here, but they really are generous, aren’t they?” 


  “They sure are,” Barbara agreed. “But everywhere else you can just lop off what you need for the bounty and bury the rest. Here, you’ve gotta haul the whole corpse to the gates or they won’t pay out. Better take that into account.”


  Al stood shocked again. Hauling wildling corpses took quite some effort. Goblins were one thing, but a single lizardman would weigh as much as a grown human and would be just as hard to transport. He wondered why Leicester had such a rule.


  “Around when this city was first established, there were some adventurers who would dump their kills into the Holden River to the south. Well, those corpses made for good eating for lizardmen. A whole bunch of them showed up and the city had it rough for a while,” Barbara explained, understanding Al’s confusion. “That’s where the rule comes from. If you’re going out to exterminate monsters, you’ll find all sorts of folks at the east and south gates in the mornings renting out carts and offering hauling services. There’re even some folks that’ll offer to pull the carts themselves. No one likes hauling their own corpses, especially when they’re killing goblins. That smell will stick to you for days. It’s the worst.”


  Al finally understood why the Carrier spell was so popular and why the salesman highly recommended it.


  “There are a few pioneer villages around Leicester,” Al said. “What about if I’m doing exterminations for them?”


  He had seen on the request tags that these villages were to the south of Frontier City Leicester.


  “Nah, no need to haul the corpses all the way to the city if you’re working for the villages,” Barbara replied. “Just take ’em there and you’ll get your bounty. Just know that the pay’ll be a little worse.”


  “Thanks,” Al said. “I’ll be careful. By the way, I don’t see any jobs involving ruins.”


  Barbara tilted her head a little at Al’s unspoken question.


  “Ruins, huh?” she said. “Folks stumble on smaller ruins now and then, but I haven’t heard of any jobs for looking into them. Honestly, I’d say most people would keep it quiet and investigate it themselves if they found a new ruin.” 


  Barbara seemed to be a well-established adventurer in Leicester. Al wondered if she knew something about any ancient ruins in the area.


  “You wouldn’t happen to know of any ancient ruins around here, would you?” he asked, leaning a little closer conspiratorially.


  Barbara tilted her head again at his question. She thought for a minute, but shook her head with an apologetic frown.


  “I’ve always been working for Levi Company, which means guard work,” she said. “I’ve never stuck my nose into that sort of thing. Sorry, I don’t have info you could use.” 


  A little disappointed, Al nodded.


  “I understand,” he said. “For now, I’ll just get myself registered and keep an eye out for ruins while I work.”


  “Sounds like a plan. Go get ’em,” Barbara said. She waved to him and walked out of the Guild.


  Watching Barbara leave, Al then stepped up to one of the empty counters. The forty-something woman sitting behind it gave him a welcoming smile.


  “Hello, my name is Al. I just moved here so I’d like to register,” Al said. “I have three years of experience as a scout at the Adventurers’ Guild in the capital. I’ve got a letter of introduction, and here’s my registration tag.”


  The woman accepted the rolled-up vellum and the tag that had been strung around Al’s neck. Confirming their contents, she gave a quick nod.


  “Welcome,” she said. “Thank you for providing your identification. I see that you prefer to be registered as Al rather than your full name, Alfred Channing. It seems you have a very trustworthy reputation in the capital. I’ll need to hold on to these for a week to complete your registration. Oh, and it says here you can use magic. Would you prefer to register as a mage or as a scout?”


  “I’ll go with scout until I’m more familiar with the region,” Al replied.


  The Adventurers’ Guild didn’t just handle combat jobs for warriors and scouts. There were also plenty of requests from small shops and restaurants for workers and transportation, as well as those for construction jobs and other manual labor. The Guild acted as mediator, recommending workers for positions. While the Merchants’ Guild and Workers’ Guild were focused on maintaining the profits of their members, the Adventurers’ Guild was more focused on upholding the pay of its registered workers. Al mainly wanted to join them in case he needed mediation of some sort. Plus, it was always good to get his name out there. It would make it easier to find work.


  “Understood,” the receptionist said. “Are you able to take jobs right away?”


  “Yes, though I may have something coming up in the next week, so no long-term or overnight jobs for now, please,” Al replied.


  “Sounds good. My name is Quinta, by the way. Feel free to ask me if you need anything. I saw you talking with Barbara. You know her?” the receptionist asked, peering closely at Al’s face.


  “I met her on my way to Leicester,” Al replied with a smile.


  “On the way, huh...” The receptionist murmured something under her breath before her eyes widened in realization. “You mean that thing with the Bloody Bandits? Oh, I heard all about that, no need to be coy.”


  It wasn’t so much talking about the Bloody Bandits Al wanted to avoid, but the attack on Naresh, second son of the local Lord. He wondered if Quinta was fishing for information. Al figured it was best to play dumb until he understood the situation better.


  “I don’t really know all the details, but I helped out a bit,” he said, giving Quinta another smile.


  Quinta returned his smile with a wry one of her own before switching the topic to something more friendly.


  “I see. It’s good to be careful about what you say to who. I won’t press you. I’ll get the details from Barbara later,” she said. “As for jobs, I’m afraid there’s nothing good at the moment. There’s standing requests for wildling extermination and ordinary jobs on the wooden tags on the wall. I guess that’s probably the same as you were used to in the capital, right? If you’re really hurting for money, I could set you up working at the grinding grounds. Interested?”


  “I’ve heard the grinding grounds can be rough,” Al said.


  Quinta looked disappointed that Al already knew about the grinding grounds. He was lucky. If he hadn’t heard about the corpse disposal methods in Leicester, he might have signed up as soon as he heard the pay was good.


  “True. It’s a very important job, turning goblin corpses and other such things into cattle feed and fertilizer,” Quinta said. “Now, it does stink to high heaven, but it’s also the safest job around and the pay is steady. Not a bad deal.” 


  From the way she was pushing it, Al assumed they were really hurting for workers. His focus, though, was polishing his skills as an adventurer and following in his grandfather’s footsteps exploring ancient ruins. He was sure they would be full of incredible spell scrolls and artifacts. Grinding up corpses was too many steps too far from that goal.


  “Sounds like they might need to improve conditions if they want more workers,” he observed dryly. “I’ll save it for when I really need the money. That aside, could I ask you about some ancient ruins? I heard some were found around here a few years ago. Are there still expeditions exploring them?”


  Al was so interested in this question that he unconsciously leaned over the counter. Unfortunately, Quinta shook her head coldly.


  “There were some ancient ruins discovered a bit south of here, but that was two years ago,” she replied. “All the expeditions ended a long time ago, and anything worth a copper has already been looted. The ruins discovered before that are all picked clean, too. Development to the south is at a standstill right now, so I haven’t heard of anything new being uncovered.”


  At her response, Al hung his head in disappointment.


  “Oh, okay,” he said. “I guess I’ll go check the wood tags, then.”


  Quinta gave a little laugh at seeing him so down.


  “Best to start there, yes,” she said. “You’re still young. Focus on training up your skills for the time being. Al the Adventurer, welcome to Leicester. We look forward to your accomplishments.”


   


  ***


   


  Parting ways with Quinta, Al walked over to the wooden tags with requests hanging from one of the walls. As he did, a woman approached him. She was pretty, about as tall as Al and had long, blonde hair. He guessed she was in her late twenties. Her makeup was a bit thick, her perfume strong. What really drew Al’s eyes, though, was the wide-open neck of her shirt.


  “Well, hello there, Al,” she said without preamble, drawing closer.


  Al made a puzzled face at suddenly being greeted by name by a person he couldn’t remember speaking to.


  “Sorry to surprise you,” she said. “Barbara told me all about this incredible new kid in town, and I thought it’d be worth making friends. Would that be a bother?”


  As she spoke, she forced him to link arms with her and leaned her face close to his. Al was sure she was pressing his arm into her soft chest on purpose.


  “Um, who are you?” he asked, somewhat flustered.


  “I’m Camilla, an old friend of Barbara’s,” she replied. “We used to be in the same party.”


  “Oh, I see. Same party as Barbara, huh...” he said. As he did, he reached into his pocket and grabbed her wrist. Her fingers were wrapped around the leather bag he used as a wallet.


  [image: ]


  “I’m not a fan of pranks,” Al said, pushing her away.


  Camille met his accusation with a wide grin.


  “Oh my,” she purred. “That’s not what I was aiming to take hold of at all.”


  Al didn’t know how to react to that, so he plastered on a weak smile. He thought back to his days working as a scout in the capital. Morris had taught him all sorts of outdoor skills, but as an adventurer, Al realized he needed indoor skills as well if he wanted to explore ancient ruins.


  Using the Adventurers’ Guild as an intermediary, he’d entered a mentorship to learn those skills. His mentor’s training included things like pickpocketing and lockpicking. He wasn’t too good at them himself, but he understood how they worked and how to defend himself when they were used against him.


  He assumed Camilla had learned somehow that Barbara had landed a juicy reward from her last job, then marked him as a target when he had mentioned working with her earlier. No matter how it happened, he had the feeling this wasn’t the first time the woman had done something like this. In that case...


  “Should I call for someone?” he asked.


  Camilla let out a sigh and untangled her fingers from the strings on Al’s money pouch, pushing it back into his hands.


  “Fine. What a real man we’ve got here,” Camilla spat bitterly. “What’s with that reaction, anyway? What, are you going to turn me in? No, right? Then let’s all just keep our voices down, hm? I’d prefer not to get thrown out of here again. As an apology, why don’t you come with me for a drink? Not every day you can drink with a pretty woman, and who knows what might happen after?”


  Al looked around. There weren’t many people in the Adventurers’ Guild, and no one seemed to be paying attention to the two of them. Of course, if he raised his voice, he was sure he would cause a scene. As he debated on it, he felt Camilla wrap herself around him seductively, her thick perfume assaulting his nose. Based on her reaction, Al guessed she was used to these kinds of situations. In that case, he knew how to handle it.


  Returning Camilla’s fawning smile, Al shook his head.


  “No, I like being alive,” he said. “How about I have you do something for me, and we’ll pretend this whole thing didn’t happen?”


  “You are the most boring man alive,” Camilla said, clearly disappointed. She let go of Al and slumped against the wall. 


  Feeling that things were getting out of hand, Al plastered on a smile and switched to a more polite tone.


  “I’d really like to know where I can find trash scrolls in this town,” he said. “I assume there’s a place like that, here?”


  “Trash scrolls?” Camilla asked. “Oh, those things. You’re interested in those?”


  Trash scrolls were spell scrolls that didn’t have certificates of authenticity from the Mages’ Guild. Normally, scrolls were brought to the Mages’ Guild to be appraised and assigned a value before sale. Some sellers, however, refused to wait the several weeks required for appraisal, or weren’t satisfied with the results. Most towns had merchants who were willing to deal with these adventurers. They often traded in forbidden and shady spells and were seen as an enemy of the Mages’ Guild.


  “Don’t worry about that,” he replied.


  “Haha, well, try heading to Fourth South and ask for Old Lady Lara,” Camilla said.


  It was a clue, at least. Though Al wasn’t sure how much he could trust it. He still had a spell to learn, but he could always try visiting the shop once he was done. He nodded and gave Camilla a smile to thank her for the information. Then, to signal that the conversation was over, he turned back to reading the wooden tags on the wall.


  “Hmph, you’re a cold one,” Camilla said. “Here I thought you were just a kid, but it looks like there’s more to you than that. Interesting, I think I like you. See you again!”


  Al had no idea what about him that interested her. However, with those words, Camilla blew him a kiss and left.


   


  Leaving the Adventurers’ Guild, Al followed West Main until he came to signs signaling the fourth loop. The street beneath him was packed with countless steps, and the further he went down, the more his surroundings stunk like something rotten. The stench seemed to be coming from various large holes dug here and there beside the street, each surrounded by a fence. Al guessed that the area was already considered outside of the city limits, as there were almost no buildings aside from a few roofed watchtowers. Small walls divided the area, possibly for defense.


  When Al arrived at the corner of South Main and the Fourth Ring, he found a simple fort built on top of a raised earthwork. Al figured it was probably the main defensive point for the southern part of the city. Since it was already past noon, Al saw several groups of what looked like adventurers lined up, most likely back from hunting. The line extended to one side of the fort, so Al assumed that was where they turned in the corpses of the wildlings and monsters they had slain and received their bounties.


  “Hey, coming to see how things work?”


  The one who called out to Al was Orson, the veteran adventurer he met at the Red-Faced Ram the night before. Al hadn’t noticed that time, but now he saw that Orson walked with a pronounced limp.


  “Hello, Orson,” he greeted. “I assume that over there is the grinding grounds?”


  “That it is, lad. That’s where they take the corpses from the adventurers,” Orson replied. “Then they split it up into the ones that can be used for feed and those that can’t. The feed bits get sent to the farms, and everything else gets tossed into those holes by the side of the road. Once a hole is all full, they seal it and dig a new hole. After a while, the stuff they buried turns into good fertilizer. It all contributes to spreading humanity’s territory further, or so the big talkers at the Adventurers’ Guild say.”


  “I see. It honestly doesn’t sound like a bad deal,” Al said.


  “Oh sure, but a single day working with those corpses and the stink will cling to you for life,” Orson said. “Nobody’ll even get near you. Restaurants and inns will turn you away. I’ve heard it’s a hard life.”


  Seeing Al’s repulsed look, Orson let out a loud laugh.


  “Hahaha, oh, don’t you worry, lad,” he said. “Nobody’s gonna make a mage who took out a bandit chief with one magic arrow do a job like that.” 


  “I keep telling you that was just a fluke,” Al protested. “Sure, I did some adventurer work in the capital, but I had to fit it in around my studies so I can count the jobs I took on one hand. I’m still not sure I’ll be able to make a living here in Leicester.”


  At first Orson looked suspicious of Al’s humility, but as he listened, he seemed to understand that Al was telling the truth.


  “Gotcha,” he said. “So, what was your plan for making money, anyway?”


  “Oh, well, I checked the jobs at the Adventurers’ Guild and saw one for collecting some giant red ants,” Al replied. “I thought I might take a look and see what I thought.” 


  Giant red ants were, as the name suggested, ants that could grow up to twenty millimeters in length. From what Al heard, they secreted a white liquid from their rear that could be used in medicines. Orson apparently knew the request and told Al he didn’t recommend taking it on.


  “That one that looked like a great payout? Lotta newbies probably think it’s a good deal,” he said, shaking his head. “Truth is, that’s just because they don’t know this area. The swamps out west are crawling with monsters, and the worst of them are the red ogre ants. They look just like the giant red ants, but one bite from them has enough venom to paralyze your whole body. No shame in waiting to take on collection jobs like that until you’re a bit more used to the area. Why not partner up with me for some wildling hunting instead? I can throw in some information on how things work around here.”


  According to Orson, he had been seriously injured about a year ago and had a limp ever since, which made it rough to hunt for jobs. Partnering with Al would open a lot of doors for him. Al considered the offer while observing Orson’s face. The man seemed extremely trustworthy and quite knowledgeable. Russ and his son seemed to have faith in him, so learning from an adventurer like him didn’t sound like a bad deal.


  “Okay, Orson,” he replied. “I’ll take you up on that.” 


  “Oh, that’s a good lad, then. Thank you,” Orson said. “Let’s get to know each other a little better. That’ll help us figure out which of the hunting grounds I know would be best.”


  The two proceeded to discuss their fighting and magical skills, as well as the range of Al’s spells.


   


  By the time the two of them returned to the Red-Faced Ram, it was already getting dark, though both were in high spirits. Their partnership had gone smoothly, with Al flushing out their quarry and Orson halting them in their tracks before both worked together to finish off each wildling. They started a little after noon but managed to collect thirty silver coins for the day. If they kept up at that pace, they would make enough to cover a month’s worth of living expenses in a single week.


  After changing, the two went out into the garden to clean their weapons and equipment, still chatting amicably. Hearing them, Iris peeked outside and called out that there was a guest for Al. When she said it was a slender boy their age with glasses, Al hurried to the restaurant where she said he was waiting.


  “Hey, Alfred! Glad to see you made it. How’s Leicester treating you?”


  As Al had expected, the one waiting for him in the restaurant was his old classmate Cain. He greeted Al as he rushed over with a firm handshake.


  “Yeah, I’m still learning my way around,” Al replied. “I’ve met a few people, though, and the town seems nice. Today, I even went hunting with an adventurer named Orson who is staying here too. He’s a nice guy, been giving me a lot of good tips.”


  Cain looked surprised. He had the impression Al was the type of person who couldn’t hold a normal conversation with others.


  There was food on the table in front of Cain, so Al figured he must have been eating while he waited. Al asked Loraine, who was waiting on tables, to bring his own dinner over as well.


  “Glad to hear it’s going well,” Cain said. “As a son of Leicester, I’m always happy when folks settle here. Still, the ones here at the inn already seem to really like you. You just got here yesterday, didn’t you? What’s going on there?”


  “Oh, well, actually...” Al began.


  He explained that after Cain left, he had teamed up with Barbara and saved Russ, the owner of the inn. At first, Cain nodded along, until Al got to the part where he and Barbara took on a whole hideout full of bandits by themselves. His eyes grew very wide.


  “No wonder they’re singing your praises!” he said. “You really are doing the whole adventurer thing right, aren’t you? And with you just out of intermediate school, same as me.”


  Cain was clearly in shock, although Al just shrugged. The conversation was interrupted, however, by Iris bringing Al’s dinner on a tray. The menu for the day was rye bread, soup full of meat, and some boiled beans.


  “Thanks, Iris,” Al said.


  Iris gave a happy little bow and walked away. Seeing their exchange, Cain gave Al another wide-eyed look.


  “Don’t tell me you’ve already got yourself a girlfriend?” he asked. “Even though you’re shorter than me?” 


  Al shook his head quickly. He decided not to point out that their height looked the same to him. Cain was quite in a state of mental shock as he went back to eating, muttering darkly to himself. Al also dug into his meal as he listened to Cain’s murmurs.


  Once their bellies were full and the restaurant started to fill with drunk customers, Cain suddenly seemed to remember something. His head snapped up.


  “Oh, right. You hit me with so many surprises, I forgot what I came here for,” he said apologetically. He pulled a wrapped parcel out of his pack. “Lord Naresh asked me to give this to you. He wanted to give it to you himself, but his schedule has been full, and he couldn’t find a minute to slip away. So, he asked me to go in his stead. This is in thanks for your help. Lord Naresh seemed reluctant to part with it, so take good care of it.”


  Al took the parcel in his hands. It was a long, narrow box. Whatever was inside felt light.


  “Can I open it?” he asked.


  “I don’t even know what’s in there,” Cain replied. “Go ahead.”


  Al carefully peeled off the wrapping and was surprised to find a spell scroll inside. He couldn’t keep the excitement out of his eyes.


  “What is that?” Cain asked. “It looks old and valuable, but is there anything written on it?”


  Apparently, Cain didn’t know a spell scroll when he saw one. Al looked at the title. It was Physical Boost, a spell beloved by nobles and their knights who could use magic. They held it in such high regard that they monopolized it, refusing to release any copies to the markets. Al’s amazement was written plain on his face.


  “He’s giving me this?” he asked. “Yes, this is very valuable. Did Lord Naresh say anything else?”


  “Yeah, I guess. From his tone, it felt like he didn’t think this was enough to pay you back for saving his life,” Cain replied. “I told him if that’s the case, he should slip out tonight and see you himself, but he said there’s no way he was allowed. He’s heading off to the entrance ceremony for his advanced school the day after tomorrow, apparently. Oh, and I think he may have said something about it being fine for me to hand this over, since I don’t have any magical abilities.”


  Al thought it was a little early to give up on magic at just fifteen, but he figured Naresh was just thinking of him. He decided the best thing to do was put as much effort into learning the spell as quickly as possible, so he could return the scroll to Naresh.


  “Okay, thanks,” he said. “Tell Lord Naresh I’m very grateful and will use it with care.”


  Cain nodded.


  “If you need anything, you can find me at the government affairs buildings,” he said. “I’m working there as an apprentice Minister of the Interior.” 


  “Sounds good,” Al replied.


  The two shared one last toast with the ale left in their glasses.


  Chapter 6:
Hunting Bigmouth Lizards


   


  TO THE SOUTH of Frontier City Leicester was a large river known as the Holden River. The part of the river nearest to Leicester could swell to over one hundred meters in width during the rainy season. The river flowed from the wildling territory to the southwest straight up to the city, where it made a nearly ninety-degree turn at the hills and veered off toward the sea to the southeast.


  The area around the river was full of low trees and weeds where wildlings and monsters lay in wait, and muddy pits could suck unwary travelers down into their depths. It was dangerous to the unprepared and unfamiliar. Aside from goblins, the area was also popular with lizardmen who enjoyed the humid atmosphere. The creatures the adventurers most feared, though, were the bigmouth lizards. 


  Bigmouth lizards were generally around five meters long, with giant mouths and eyes set on the sides of their head. They had elongated torsos with six legs, and a long tail. Essentially, they were monsters that looked like giant alligators with an extra pair of legs. Their mouths could open to nearly a meter wide, which was both their special trait and the source of their name.


   


  Al and Orson were following a road southeast of the city on a certain day in June. Behind them, a mule pulled a cart. A boy of about twelve or thirteen held the reins. His name was Lippi, and he was a carter whom Orson rented on the regular. His red, wavy hair and big eyes made him stand out in a crowd, and he always seemed to be talking. In the cart behind him was a bundle of jointed poles and a single goblin corpse. Some of the poles had strings attached to their ends.


  They were on a dirt road just barely wide enough to accommodate the single cart. It wound back and forth around the hills and had plenty of muddy spots for the cart to get stuck in, which made travel difficult. At last, the party reached a clear spot that overlooked the river.


  Orson stopped and raised his hand, signaling to the others. Lippi saw the signal and pulled on the reins to stop the cart, then climbed up to stand on top of the driver’s seat. Holding one hand over his eyes as a visor against the sun, he looked down at the river.


  “Do you see any?” Lippi asked.


  “Not yet,” Orson replied. “But this’ll be the first place we look. You stay with the mule. If a goblin or anything shows up, give us a blast on your flute.”


  They were there to hunt the dangerous bigmouth lizards. A large specimen, however, could easily weigh over a ton, more than a single mule cart could carry. That’s why they were searching for smaller ones in the three-meter range. Even at that size, the hide of a bigmouth lizard could fetch a high price. The meat, skull, and fangs could also be sold, and depending on the overall quality of the pieces, the lot could fetch them up to three gold coins. 


  Orson knew from experience that the population of bigmouth lizards at the size they were looking for would be at its highest right before the rainy season started. 


  “If this hunt goes good, you mind tossing me a coin or two?” Lippi asked.


  Orson responded that he would give Lippi a cut, of course, with a thumbs-up. He then grabbed one of the long poles from the cart.


  “Orson, what are these poles for?” Al asked.


  “Hm? These? We’re gonna fish for bigmouth lizards with these,” Orson replied.


  To demonstrate, Orson used his knife to cut a chunk of meat from the goblin corpse. He tied that with a wooden floater to the end of the string attached to the pole, and handed the pole to Al. He then took one of the legs off the goblin corpse, tied a rope to it, and stepped down from the cart.


  “You use the rod to toss the meat on the floater to a spot where you think the bigmouth lizards will pop out. They’ve got powerful eyes and noses. As soon as they sense blood in the water, they’ll surface and start swimming right toward it. Once you see that, pull on the pole to drag the meat back toward us. They can jump right outta the water, so you need to be careful they don’t eat the meat.”


  “Okay,” Al said as he connected a few poles to make them longer and tested their flexibility with one hand. “What happens if the meat gets eaten?”


  “That’s a failure,” Orson replied. “They’ll drag the whole thing into the water with them, so let go of the pole as soon as you feel the bite. Don’t try to fight back. If you get pulled into the water, you’ll be as good as dead.”


  Al was surprised at Orson’s grim explanation but one look at the man’s face told Al he wasn’t joking. Al nodded gravely. Seeing Al understood, Orson continued his explanation.


  “We’ll stick what’s left of the goblin meat about twenty meters up the riverbank,” he instructed. “Al, you use the meat on your pole to lure them up there. I’ll keep an eye out for danger while you do that and then move over between the bigmouth lizard and the river so it can’t run. Once the lizard nabs the goblin meat, I’ll finish it off. If we get to that point, you can help with your magic.” 


  Al nodded. He figured the extra poles they had were in case the plan failed a few times.


  “The bigmouth lizards are monsters though, right?” he asked. “Won’t they want to attack me as soon as they see me?”


  “True, monsters hate humans more than anything,” Orson agreed. “But even they can’t ignore a tasty piece of meat dangling right in front of their noses, so no need to worry. It’s once they’ve eaten the meat that things can get dicey. Those things can swim fast, sure, but they can also keep pace with humans on land if we’re not running for our lives. Oh, and they can apparently see behind them, so don’t let your guard down. Whatever you do, don’t stand in front of them or you’ll get bit.”


  “Got it,” Al said.


  “Can I watch with you guys?” Lippi cut in to ask.


  Orson tilted his head and thought for a bit, eyebrows drawn as he stared at Lippi’s face. He finally shook his head, though, saying that Lippi couldn’t.


  “If you’re watching the action, who’s looking after the cart?” he said. “You’ll get no pity from us if your precious mule gets eaten by a goblin while you’re distracted.” 


  “Rocinante is smart, he’ll be okay,” Lippi replied. “He’ll tell me if anything nasty comes along. I want to be an adventurer too, once I’m as old as Al. Then I’m gonna make a bunch of money. Gotta see how things work as much as I can before then.” 


  Rocinante was, apparently, the mule’s name. 


  Orson folded his arms and once again considered it, but finally shook his head again.


  “Even with that, it’s a no, sorry,” he said. “Al’s still not used to hunting these guys either, so it’s too dangerous. You’ll have to give it up for today. Just stay with the cart and watch from there. If there’s a next time, I’ll give it another think.”


  Lippi tried to push the issue several times after that, but Orson shook his head every time. Finally, Lippi reluctantly gave up.


  “Just look forward to the tip, okay?” Al said, patting Lippi lightly on the shoulder.


  He then took the poles and dashed to the riverside. Orson watched him go and followed suit, taking the rest of the poles in his right hand while dragging the remains of the goblin corpse behind them in his left. Lippi watched them go with a sigh of resignation.


  Al slid down a steep embankment and moved closer to the water’s edge before flicking the pole to send the bait as far out into the river as he could. Moving the meat as it floated on the surface of the water, he waited for the bigmouth lizards to appear.


  It wasn’t quite the rainy season yet, so the river was still only about forty meters wide. On the opposite shore was a wide swamp, where Al could see plenty of waterfowl.


  Al continued to move the bait. He didn’t see any bigmouth lizards, but he saw a school of fish swarming around the meat. Each was between ten and twenty centimeters long. He recognized them as pirahs, carnivorous fish with sharp teeth. They were probably lured by the smell of blood. Afraid they would gobble up the bait, Al quickly moved the pole. The pirahs chased the bait as it moved. Al moved it faster. This back and forth went on for a few moments, until the school of pirahs suddenly vanished.


  Looking over the surface of the water, Al immediately picked out a snout and eyes that he was sure belonged to a bigmouth lizard. He let out a sharp whistle to let Orson know, then moved his pole to pull the bait away from the lizard. The lizard reacted, chasing the bait, and Al continued to maneuver it while beginning to walk backward up the slope.


  There came two quick whistles. It was Orson’s response to Al, letting him know everything was ready. Al spun the rod to reel in the line while moving more quickly up the slope. The lizard swam to match pace with the moving bait and climbed up onto shore just as Al was reaching the top of the slope. Al was about ten meters away from the lizard. The thing was about four meters long, more grown than the ones Orson had intended to fish out, but there was no way they could stop at that point.


  Al figured he had lured the monster enough and took off running toward the goblin corpse. The lizard chased him almost at the same speed, running almost cat-like with its legs kicking off the ground. It didn’t take long, though, for the lizard to give up on chasing Al, perhaps because it had noticed the goblin corpse. Everything was going exactly as Orson had planned.


  The lizard cautiously approached the corpse. As it did, Orson moved around between it and the river, hefting a spear in one hand. He closed in on the monster from behind, while Al hid in the shadows and got ready for the next step. 


  The bigmouth lizard chomped down on the corpse. Orson raised his left hand and Al stood from his hiding place, carefully taking aim.


  “Magic Missile.”


  Despite still chomping on the meat, the bigmouth lizard flicked its head to the side, deflecting the three magic arrows aimed at its eyes with its thick hide. It turned its attention to Al, glaring at him aggressively. However, it neglected to watch its back.


  “Spear Combat Technique—Deep Thrust: Armor Piercing!”


  Orson didn’t let the opening slip. He dragged his foot, nearly tumbling forward, but he managed to close in on the lizard’s tail. Taking his spear in both hands, he thrust it right into the spot where the lizard’s legs joined its body—the one place where the hide was thinnest.


  Deep Thrust was a skill known as a combat technique. It was developed by knights and warriors who specialized in spears. Since Deep Thrust was a technique that required a lance or similar, it was sometimes also referred to as simply the spear combat technique. It allowed the user to pierce the hardest shells or armors. Unlike magic, it couldn’t be learned by memorizing a spell scroll. 


  Instead, one needed to have enough experience in using a spear during actual combat to learn it. As someone who only ever trained in magic, Al was shocked by the power of the technique. With Orson’s weight behind it, the spear bit deep into the lizard’s body. The creature let out a loud, strangled cry.


  “That’s got it!” Orson’s cry echoed through the trees.


  The bigmouth lizard tried to lash Orson with its tail, but Al could see its strength was already draining. Its thrashing couldn’t shake Orson out of his solid stance. It kept trying, twisting and writhing, but finally, the last of its strength was spent and it stopped moving. Orson placed a boot on its body and yanked his spear free. Blood flowed freely from the wound.


  “We did it, Orson!” Al said.


  “That we did, lad,” Orson agreed.


  Singing each other’s praises, they exchanged a high-five.


  [image: ]


  “That spear attack was incredible, Orson,” Al said. “That was my first time seeing a combat technique.”


  Combat techniques were essentially special attacks that made use of a weapon. From what Al understood, repeating the same movements over and over would allow a fighter to learn the powerful effects of a combat technique.


  “Is that so, lad?” Orson said. “It was all thanks to you pulling the lizard’s attention that I could pull it off. That’s the only reason it went so well.” 


  Despite his humble words, Al could tell he was pleased by the praise.


  “It’s huge, isn’t it?” The words slipped out as Al glanced back at the bigmouth lizard’s corpse.


  It was over four meters long, its plump form looking like it easily weighed over four hundred kilograms. Al ran his fingers over the hide that had so easily deflected his magic arrows. It was rough to the touch and felt as tough as he imagined.


  “That’s that, lad,” Orson agreed. “I hope we can carry it. Let’s give it a try. If we can at least get it to the cart, it looks like it’ll just fit.”


  Orson tried to pick the corpse up to get a rope around it, but the bigmouth lizard refused to budge.


  “Wait a second,” Al said. “Why don’t I try some enhancement magic?”


  “Good idea,” Orson replied.


  “Physical Boost. Enhance Muscles. Touch Application.”


  “Hey, I know that spell. Isn’t that the one all the knights use?” Orson asked.


  After chanting the spell, Al placed his hand on Orson’s body, but nothing happened.


  “Hm? Something wrong?” 


  “Oh, I’m still training this one,” Al replied. “It’s not very reliable yet.”


  “Physical Boost. Enhance Muscles. Touch Application.”


  “Physical Boost. Enhance Muscles. Touch Application.”


  “Physical Boost. Enhance Muscles. Touch Application.”


  Al chanted the spell a few more times. Finally, on the third attempt, he felt power flowing into Orson’s body.


  “Oho, that’s a treat,” Orson said. “My body feels lighter.”


  “Is that going to work?” Al asked.


  In response, Orson bent down to pick up the bigmouth lizard again. The corpse that hadn’t moved at all was now just light enough for him to lift.


  “Looks good to me,” Orson said.


  “Physical Boost. Enhance Muscles. Touch Application.”


  “Physical Boost. Enhance Muscles. Touch Application.”


  Al chanted the same spell, targeting himself. This time it only took him two attempts.


  “Okay, Orson, go ahead and pick up your end. First let’s get a rope around it. We should be able to haul it like this, right?” Al asked.


  “Yeah, we should be able to drag it to the cart, at least,” Orson replied. “If we can get it to the butcher in one piece like this it’ll fetch us a good penny.”


  “Let’s not forget to give Lippi that nice tip we promised him,” Al said.


  The two grinned at each other and shared a firm handshake.


  Chapter 7:
Loot


   


  IT WAS WELL after noon when Al and Orson made it back to the fort guarding the southern parts of Leicester.


  “Man, this thing’s gonna break the cart,” Lippi grumbled, walking beside his mule Rocinante and stroking the beast, encouraging it. “Just a little further, Rocinante. Hang in there.”


  Al and Orson, who were also walking beside the cart, were covered in mud. Hunting the bigmouth lizard and dragging its corpse to the cart had gone smoothly. On the way back, though, the cart had gotten its wheels stuck in muddy spots, forcing the two men to push it from behind each time.


  “It’s a big one, sure enough, but that just means a bigger tip for you,” Orson said, trying to placate Lippi as they walked. “Keep at it.”


  Once they got past the fort, the road became better-maintained, allowing for the cart to move more smoothly.


  “Hm? Aren’t the grinding grounds over that way?” Al asked, pointing as they turned down a different road from the one they always took. Orson gave him a quick shake of his head.


  “Today our main income is gonna be from the parts, so we’re headed straight to the butcher,” he replied.


  “Oh, so we’re heading straight there?” Al asked.


  Up until then, they had always butchered wildling and monster corpses themselves if they were looking to sell the meat, or sold the corpses directly to the grinding grounds with the assumption that the butchering would happen there. He was aware there were shops that offered monster corpse services but had never paid much attention to them since he thought of the job as something adventurers did themselves.


  “Yep,” Orson replied. “For high-class monster materials, you want to take the corpse to a specialist instead of the grinding grounds. The grinding grounds do a rush job, so there’s a lot of waste. What we want is to get the meat, hide, and other materials divided up all neat and tidy. While we’re at it, why don’t we get you some nicer leather armor?”


  Al looked down at the leather armor he was wearing. He had bought it in the capital back when he first started as an adventurer, so it wasn’t a very expensive set. Still, aside from a few split seams, it suited him fine. He hadn’t felt the need to upgrade it.


  “Do you think I need a new set?” he asked.


  “If you’re teaming up with guys like me as a mage, I’d say what you have on is fine, but you’re also looking to do some solo jobs, right?” Orson replied. “In that case, you gotta make sure to have some proper armor. Honestly, for solo adventurers I’d recommend steel armor like what I’ve got, but I doubt you’ve got the strength to move around like you’re used to in steel. Something like a suit made of bigmouth lizard leather would be perfect.” 


  “Hmm...” Al mused while brushing the dust off his current armor.


  “Lemme guess, you’re thinking you’d rather spend your coin on a new spell scroll, right?” Orson said, laughing and clapping Al on the shoulder. “That can wait, lad. Your life comes first.”


  Al finally gave a reluctant nod.


  “Hey, Al, if you’re gonna buy new armor that means you won’t need the stuff you’ve got on now, right?” Lippi asked. “Why don’t you give me that instead of a tip?”


  “Hmm, I get that I should think about upgrading, but I’m not making any decisions until I see how much a set of bigmouth lizard leather armor goes for,” Al replied. “Besides, even if I bought one right now, they’d still have to make it. Either way, that’s not happening today.”


  As Al continued to chat with his companions, a group of five or six men approached. The three in front wore metal-reinforced armor and wielded spears and clubs. From their equipment, Al judged they were most likely other adventurers rather than guards. Just like Al, they were followed by two carts, much like the one behind Al and Orson.


  “Oh, Orson.” The man in front raised his voice in greeting. Al guessed from his tone that he and Orson were acquaintances. “Taking the young ones out to hunt a bigmouth lizard of your own, I see.”


  The bigmouth lizard in Lippi’s cart was covered by a sheet so they could take it through the city, but its tail and other limbs peeking out had probably clued the man in.


  “Afternoon, Blair. That’s right,” Orson replied. “Thanks to the lads I can hunt even with this leg of mine.”


  “Hahaha, that’s about the only way for a man like you to pay the bills, eh?” Blair sneered. “Scrabbling around in the mud. Well, keep up the good work.” 


  “I’ll do that,” Orson said.


  Despite the ridicule clear in Blair’s voice, Orson responded politely and walked on.


  “Hey, Orson, who was that Blair guy?” Lippi asked. “Are you really okay with that stuff he said?”


  “Just someone I used to adventure with, back in the day,” Orson said. “Nothing he said was untrue. Let him run his mouth.”


  Al shrugged. Lippi had his mouth twisted in frustration at what had unfolded, but he calmed down and nodded when Orson ruffled his hair.


  The row of buildings Orson led them to were clearly used for butchering both monsters and livestock. Al was surprised at how little they smelled.


  “I take most of my business to Cody; she’s in that shop over there by the corner,” Orson said. “The one with the three crossed knives on its sign.” 


  Following where Orson was pointing, Al picked out the shop with the sign. Lippi had apparently been there before, as he simply nodded.


  “’Scuse us,” Orson said.


  Leaving the cart at the entrance, Orson took Al inside one of the large buildings. The walls were divided into segments, with each sporting a large hook hanging by a rope. The floor was smooth stone with some grooves at the very center of the room to direct the flow of water.


  “Welcome!” A woman in her late twenties appeared to greet them. She wore a white apron over her black clothing, her long blonde hair tied behind her. She was about 170 centimeters tall, taller than most women, though Al saw she also had a very delicate build. “Hey, Orson. Long time no see.”


  “Afternoon, Cody. I brought you a bigmouth lizard today. Mind butchering it?” Orson asked.


  “I was expecting that,” Cody said. “Sounds good. If it’s one of your kills I know it’ll be clean, but I’ll take a look just in case.”


  “You were expecting it?” Orson asked. “Oh, I take it Blair brought one by as well.”


  “Yeah, he did,” Cody replied. “But the corpse he brought was stabbed and beat all to pieces, just absolutely chewed up. I’m having some of my workers take it apart, but I can tell you now, there’s no way it’ll fetch a good price. I thought it was strange that he’d bring back trash like that if he was with you, but I guess you two don’t team up anymore.”


  “Yeah, we parted ways when I got injured,” Orson said.


  “So, that’s what happened. I noticed you weren’t bringing in as many kills lately, but I didn’t think it could all be just because of your injury. So, he split with you, huh? After all the time you spent showing him the ropes. What an ice-cold bastard,” Cody spat.


  “Can’t exactly guard a caravan with a leg like this,” Orson said. “I don’t blame him.”


  He nodded, as if to signal that the discussion was over, then escorted Cody out the door to the waiting cart. He pulled off the old cloth covering the lizard, allowing Cody to give it a look. After carefully examining the wound in its side, its eyes, and various other areas, she gave several satisfied nods.


  “Well, another fine kill, Orson,” she said. “Just the one wound in its side. No crushing damage to the head, so the skull should come out clean. I’d say it’s been about three hours since it died? I don’t see too many this size, either. Want to sell the lot?”


  “Nah, I’d like to keep the hide so we can make this lad some armor,” Orson replied. “Sell off the rest.”


  Cody turned to look closely at Al, as if she had just noticed he was there. Taking his hands in hers, she carefully examined the muscles in his arms.


  “Huh, so you’re Orson’s new partner?” she observed. “You don’t look like a warrior. I’d say a scout? No, not enough meat for that either.” 


  “I am a scout, but I can also use some magic,” Al replied.


  “Gotcha. So that’s why you’ll be wanting the bigmouth lizard armor,” Cody said. “Orson, who’re you getting to make it?”


  “I was thinking of asking Dennis,” Orson replied. “You know if he’s free?”


  “Yeah, Dennis should be in a perfect spot for a new job. He’s still got a lot on his plate, but go ahead and give it to him. I take it you’ll get Dennis to size him out and let me know how much hide he’ll need?” Cody asked.


  Having been completely left out of the conversation, Al felt he had to jump in.


  “How about, before all that, we talk about how much it’s going to cost?” 


   


  ***


   


  “Well, well, what a beauty, what an absolute beauty! This size, and barely a scratch on her.”


  Orson and Cody had told Al it’d be quicker to see how things play out rather than standing around talking, so he waited at the butcher shop until a man in his late thirties came in. He was a bit plump and about as tall as Al. One glance at the bigmouth lizard corpse on the butcher’s table seemed to fill him with awe.


  “Is he Dennis?” Al asked, keeping his voice low, since he felt a little intimidated by the man’s demeanor. Orson and Cody both nodded.


  “So,” Dennis said. “Who’s wanting the suit of bigmouth lizard armor, hm? I’d love it if it were a sexy lady. Don’t tell me it’s for Orson. A musclehead in a black leather suit... Wait. Actually, that might be something. You’d have to lose the gut, of course. It’d never look good with that potbelly...”


  Dennis fired off question after question and rambled at an almost frantic pace. He didn’t even seem to notice that Al and Lippi were there.


  “Nah, it’s for this lad,” Orson said. He pushed Al, who had been trying to hide behind his back, to the fore. 


  Finally noticing Al, Dennis looked him over critically.


  “This boy?” he asked. “Still a child, isn’t he?”


  Al had completely settled into his role as an adventurer and had grown a good five centimeters over the past three months, but he still had a face that had him at the threshold between a child and an adult. Orson pulled a wry face at Dennis’s question.


  “My name is Al,” Al said stiffly. “I am actually working as an adventurer right now. Orson told me I could use some new armor.”


  “Oh? Well, excuse me,” Dennis said. “Now, um, Orson, exactly why are you telling this boy he should be wearing bigmouth lizard leather?”


  It was clear he was unconvinced with Orson’s suggestion.


  “The lad’s been pairing up with me lately, but he’s also a mage who’s looking to do solo work as well,” Orson explained. “He’s young, sure, but I think he’s got a bright future ahead. That’s why I thought he could use the armor.”


  Dennis looked surprised to hear that Al was a mage. He turned back to Al and looked him up and down with a more serious expression on his face.


  “In other words, he’s some noble’s heir, then?” he asked.


  Spell scrolls weren’t the only thing one needed to become a mage. Al was used to people assuming he came from money. He hurriedly shook his head to dispel Dennis of the notion.


  “Definitely not an heir,” he said. “I’m the third son of a poor knight, and I’m quite poor myself.”


  Dennis folded his arms at Al’s response.


  “Honestly, it feels like a bit of a waste to have a greenhorn like you walking around in quality leather like this,” he said. “But if Orson sees a bright future for you, I suppose I’ll have to trust that. I doubt you’ll be wanting anything too flashy. Plus, I guess you’ll be doing some growing still. How are we going to handle that? Hm...”


  “I trust you to take care of all that,” Orson said flatly. “How much is it going to cost? You can have the whole hide. Once we pay Cody her butchering fee, do you think the rest of the lizard will cover the cost of the armor? If we could pay for that and a little extra for Lippi’s services, I’d be happy.”


  Dennis began to measure the various parts of the bigmouth lizard and determine how each part could be used. Al assumed he was also running some price calculations in his head, as he occasionally leaned over to whisper something to Cody and exchange some hasty hand signs with her. Al had several questions he wanted to ask but didn’t feel like it was his place to interrupt.


  After a few moments, Cody and Dennis turned to Orson.


  “My price for a full bigmouth lizard is eight gold,” Cody said. “This one’s in great condition and fairly large. Taking all that into account, eight is the absolute most I can do. Does that work for you? If so, I’ll leave the rest to Dennis.”


  Orson nodded at Cody’s offer. He seemed surprised, considering he had originally told Al it would be around three gold. Al also felt it sounded like a fair offer.


  Dennis, seeing they had no objections, picked up from there.


  “I have two proposals,” he said. “First, I could do as you ask and make a set of armor out of this hide. In that case, I’d use the best cuts and make something about as sturdy as what you’ve got on now, Orson. The problem with that plan is the eight gold from selling the corpse won’t cover it. I’d have to dig down into the details to get you a complete rundown, but I’d say be prepared to pay at least another four gold. It’d also take me a month to make.” 


  Al stole a glance at Orson’s face. He was nodding as though what Dennis was saying was perfectly reasonable, despite them not having the money for it. His dream of buying a new spell scroll seemed to grow more distant by the moment. It wasn’t a feeling that Al liked having.


  “The other option is: I take this whole hide and trim up one of my other suits of bigmouth lizard armor to fit Al,” Dennis continued. “Obviously, it’s made by me, so it will be a cut above any of the suits you’d find anywhere else. It’s just not quite as nice as the suit you’d get with option one. This option will run you seven gold, leaving you one gold coin in the end.”


  “Obviously, I want the second option.”


  “Obviously, he wants the first option.”


  Al and Orson spoke at the same time, then looked at each other. At their expressions, both Cody and Dennis gave a snort of laughter.


  “What are you saying, Orson?” Al asked. “If we split what we’re going to make from this evenly, after we take out Lippi’s pay, that gives me three gold at the most. If I put that together with everything I have saved up, that gives me seven gold at the most.”


  “Get your head on straight, lad,” Orson said with a sigh. “My armor’s made of metal. Getting a set of leather armor that’s just as tough would be incredible. A set of armor like that could last your whole lifetime. All that for twelve gold? You should be thanking Dennis for the incredible discount.”


  “But—”


  Orson waved away Al’s further objections.


  “Today won’t be our last bigmouth lizard hunt,” he said. “We’ll keep doing it for about a week. We might not get as big a one as today, but with all of it, you should be able to pull together at least ten gold. You should be able to build up your savings again in no time, and it’s not like lizard hunting is the only way to make money.”


  Al hated making plans that relied on money he didn’t have yet, but he had to agree that Orson wasn’t wrong. Urged by Orson’s argument, he ended up acquiescing.


  “Good, go ahead and give Dennis all the money you’ve got now,” Orson said. “I’ll pay Lippi.” 


  “Okay, let’s take some measurements,” Dennis said.


  From there, things just kept moving faster and faster. Swept along, Al couldn’t help but feel uneasy about the whole deal.


   


  ***


   


  The next day, there was a downpour. Al was itching to get out and make more gold, but there was nothing he could do about the weather.


  “No use getting worked up about it,” Orson said, voice nonchalant. “There’s plenty of other ways to make money.”


  Al and Orson were sitting under the eaves in the garden, tending to their weapons and equipment. Nearby, Loraine and Iris were washing clothes. Al was polishing his knife feverishly while Orson wiped oil off his blade with an old rag.


  “Thanks, I know,” Al said. “I’m still not happy about it.”


  “It’s good to take a day off now and then. That means you can drink right in the middle of the day. How about it? Throw down a cup or two with me? I don’t mind buying you a few if you haven’t got the coin,” Orson offered, miming draining a cup with one hand. 


  Al ignored the gesture and continued to polish his knife. Seeing his reaction, Orson gave a wry smile.


  “By the way, that Physical Boost spell you threw on me yesterday was something else,” he said. “I always thought that was something you could only cast on yourself.”


  Orson was trying to get Al in a more conversational mood by switching the subject to magic. It worked, as Al immediately became more talkative.


  “It usually is,” he said. “It just takes a lot of adjustment to use on someone else. Boosting their ability to do physical work or run or whatever is easy enough, but for combat you’d have to balance out a bunch of different traits, so you’d only ever be able to use it on yourself. Since it can’t be used in combat that way, most people don’t think of casting it on others.”


  “So that’s how it is. Do you think that spell could help with...” Orson trailed and tapped on his immobile left ankle. 


  From what he told Al, he had been injured by a monster. The wound itself had healed, but the broken bone had set in an unnatural position, making it impossible to move his ankle.


  “Sorry, it doesn’t work that way,” Al said, shaking his head.


  “I figured. Just thought I’d ask,” Orson said. “Gotta look into any possibility, no matter how slim, you know.”


  “Healing magic can’t help?” Al asked.


  “Not unless it’s some high-level restoration is what they told me.” Orson replied. “Something strong enough to grow back a torn off arm. Only a saint up in the capital would have the magic to do that.”


  “That’s too bad,” Al said, testing the edge of his knife on his thumb. It was in good shape. He wiped it down with an old, oily rag and returned it to its sheath.


  “You said you were working on another spell right now. What sort of spell is it?” Orson asked.


  “Oh, right. Carrier. The merchant told me it’s really popular around these parts, but I’ve only seen two people using it so far,” Al replied.


  “What’s it do?”


  “Carrier.”


  In response to Orson’s question, Al chanted the spell. A semi-transparent black circle appeared in the air in front of him.


  “What’s this circle?” Orson asked, reaching out to touch it lightly. Reacting to his touch, the circle drifted a little ways away.


  “You can load things onto it,” Al explained. “If anyone but me touches it, it tries to get away from them.”


  Al placed his knife on top of the circle. Orson reached out to test it again and as Al had said, it seemed to flee his touch.


  “Huh,” Orson said.


  He moved his hand quickly. Before the circle could react, Orson had already snatched the knife from it.


  “It doesn’t move too fast,” he observed. “Seems pretty easy to grab stuff from it.”


  Al nodded several times in agreement.


  “Right?” he said. “Besides that, it gets stuck if you try to get it to follow you through a crowd. If you don’t go back right away, you get out of its range and the whole thing just vanishes. I can see it having uses out in the field, but it feels useless in a crowded town.”


  “Makes sense. How much can it carry?” Orson asked.


  “I was told it could handle up to fifty kilograms, but I haven’t been able to test it,” Al replied.


  “Fifty kilograms, huh?” Orson said. “I’m a bit over that, but do you think I could ride it?”


  Orson was, Al thought, well over fifty kilograms. Factoring his armor, he was probably double that. Still, Al figured it might be interesting to see if someone could ride the circle.


  “Huh, sure, let’s give it a try,” he said. “Wait just a second.”


  “Carrier.”


  Al erased the floating disc he had already summoned and chanted the spell again. This time the circle was brown and looked a lot like a chair without legs. It even had a back and armrests. Using his hands, Al was able to alter the shape of the Carrier spell.


  “Oh, so you can change the shape and color,” Orson observed.


  “Yeah, I tried it out and was able to change things around,” Al replied. “I can’t do anything too complicated with it, but I was able to get it into all sorts of shapes. Try sitting on it but take it easy.”


  Orson took one of the armrests of the floating chair and used it to pull himself up. As soon as he sat down, though, the chair floated to the ground where it sat, unmoving.


  “Hehe, guess you’re too heavy!" Al said, unable to stifle a laugh at the chair’s failed flight. Loraine and Iris, watching out of the corners of their eyes, joined in his laughter.


  “Hey, it could just be these things weren’t meant to carry people,” Orson shot back, clicking his tongue in disappointment.


  “Oh, true,” Al agreed, nodding at the observation. “That could be it. Hey, Loraine, Iris, would one of you like to try riding it?”


  “Huh? Oh, um, no, well...”


  Loraine hesitated, although Iris energetically raised her hand.


  “I’d like to ride it.”


  “Okay, give it a try,” Al said cheerfully, approaching Iris. 


  He pulled the carrier behind with one hand and offered the other to Iris. Iris took his hand and cautiously sat on the floating chair. The chair shook a little but, unlike with Orson, it did not sink to the ground. Instead, it continued to float lightly in the air.
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  “Wow, you’re floating! Incredible!” Al unconsciously gripped Iris’s hands in his own and shouted. Iris nodded, blushing a little. Orson and Loraine looked shocked at the sight.


  “Okay Iris, hold on tight!” Al said. He leaped back and forth, then ran around the garden under the eaves a few times. Wherever he went, the floating chair chased after him with Iris on it.


  “Waaah! It’s moving!” Iris yelped, clinging to the armrest. “This is kind of fun!”


  She and Al spent a few minutes enjoying the floating disc.


  “Doesn’t seem to shake too much. I’d say there are plenty of ways to make use of it,” Orson observed in a slightly jealous tone.


  “True,” Al agreed. “I was thinking it was a dud spell, but it might be more useful than I thought.”


  Al’s mind was already full of possibilities.


  Chapter 8:
An Unexpected Result


   


  THE DOWNPOUR CONTINUED for a few more days. With no money to spend on anything, Al chose to spend the time practicing his magic. The rain finally let up three days later.


  After Al rushed through breakfast, he began packing for the day. Nearby, two other people were slinging on large packs and preparing to leave. They were Murdock and Nigella, two other long-term residents at the inn.


  “Those are some big packs. Where are you headed?” Al asked.


  Murdock walked over before responding.


  “Morning, Al. The skies finally cleared up, huh?” he said. “We’re heading to Parker.”


  Parker was a town just northwest of Leicester, right on the boundary with the neighboring kingdom. Walking there took about a week. West of Leicester was the neighboring kingdom of Tempest. Al had heard the area was known for its frequent political squabbles.


  “Oh, do you have a lead on a good job?” Al asked.


  “We heard a big war broke out in the Tempest Kingdom. We won’t know the details until we get there, but we figure they have plenty of work for mercenaries,” Murdock replied. “We’re more suited for fighting than exploring, so we’re planning to make some good money over there.”


  “So that’s where you’re headed,” Orson said as he walked over, dragging his leg behind him. “I’ve heard some mercenary jobs can be extra dangerous. If the pay sounds too good to be true, it probably is. Be careful.”


  “Thanks, we’ll take care,” Murdock said. “I’ve got Nigella with me, and we’ll watch out for each other. See ya around.” 


  Adjusting his large pack, he waved to Al and Orson before heading out with Nigella. They headed east, toward the ferry outside of town. Once they saw Murdock and Nigella off, Al and Orson met up with Lippi and headed south to resume their bigmouth lizard hunting.


  “Well, would you look at the state of that.” 


  The comment slipped out of Orson’s mouth when they were close enough to see the Holden River. The river had swollen considerably since they last came to hunt lizards four days earlier. Muddy water sloshed around loudly in the rapid current. The shore where they stood was a little lower than it had been, but parts of the wetlands further beyond had completely sunk under the water. The river had grown at least ten meters wider.


  “Will we need to push the hunt back?” Al asked. “We even rented out a second cart.”


  Beside him, Lippi looked like he was about to cry. Expecting as good a return as they had from the last hunt, he had brought his little sister Pippi, along with another mule cart.


  “I’d like to see if it’s this bad upstream,” Orson replied, folding his arms and looking pensive. “But it looks like the rainy season came early this year.”


  The current was so powerful in the river, Al was sure their bait would be swept away in an instant if they tried to fish for lizards.


  “I’ll take a look,” he said.


  Leaving the others, he ran off on his own. With light steps, he ran up a nearby hill and climbed a tree.


  “Sensory Boost. Enhance Sight.”


  Al slowly swept his gaze over the river. Bigmouth lizards would normally float in the water with just their eyes and noses showing, waiting for prey. With the river flowing as rapidly as it was, Al thought they might have been swept downstream. If there were any to be found, he figured they’d be where the current was gentler.


  “See any bigmouth lizards?” Orson called out, clearly impatient. Al shot him a gesture to wait just a bit more and continued searching.


  A few more moments and he found what he was looking for. Where the river bent and became more sluggish, he saw a large group of bigmouth lizards that didn’t appear to be moving.


  “What should we do?” he asked, after quickly descending from the tree and explaining to Orson what he saw. “Do you think I could pick one of the stragglers off with Magic Missiles?”


  “So, there was a bunch of them together? Best leave it, then,” Orson said. “Attack one and the whole lot will come after you. Our only bet would be to try to lure one away with bait, but the river’s moving too fast. I think we’ll need to give up for—” 


  “Wait,” Al said, quickly stopping him. “Mind if I try something?”


  With the debt for his armor hanging over his head, he wasn’t going to give up that easily.


  “Try what? Strengthening the rod?” Orson said. “If you do that, it’ll be too hard to move the bait around.” 


  “No, I’d like to try with magic,” Al replied. “I want to see if I can fool them with Illusion.”


  Orson looked unconvinced, but Al explained that Illusion could fool not just the eyes, but also the nose and ears of the target. It was usable on more than just humans. Rather than using real meat as bait, he would create the illusion of a floating piece of meat to lure one of the bigmouth lizards over. With that, he would have full control over the baiting of the creature. He proposed that they at least try it with one lizard.


  “Wow, so you can fool monsters with illusions!” Lippi and Pippi raised their voices in admiration, but Orson remained skeptical.


  “Honestly, if I could use Telekinesis, I could just float a real piece of meat around and wouldn’t have to mess with illusions,” Al said in a disappointed tone.


  “Well, let’s at least give it a try,” Orson said, shaking his head lightly. “If we set things up right it should work the same. Everything rides on that.”


  Al smiled at his response.


   


  The group moved closer quietly to where Al had seen the group of lizards floating so they could get a better look. There were easily over thirty monsters, with bodies ranging in size from under a meter to a full six meters in length. The largest would be too difficult to kill, but the bigger they were, the better the payment would be. Based on the other day, Al knew that a lizard between three and four meters long would be best. Since bigmouth lizards usually hid under rocks or weeds, being able to pick one from a crowd like that was a rare and valuable opportunity.


  It would be difficult for Al to drag one out from the middle of the group, and his magic had a limited range. However, he found plenty of lizards that were just the right size and well within his reach. After plotting which way he would lure the various targets, he returned to where Orson was waiting.


  “Orson, I found a few that look good,” he said. “They’re a little over three meters long. Does that work?”


  “What’s the plan?” Orson asked.


  The two discussed details, such as the best route to lead the lizards down and where Orson would hide. Aside from swapping the bait and rod out for an illusion, the plan wasn’t too different from the one they used four days earlier.


  “Gotcha, let’s go with that,” Al said, finally. “Lippi, Pippi, you two go and hide.”


  Lippi had a disappointed look on his face but when Orson explained that one wrong move could have the entire group of lizards coming after them, he reluctantly agreed.


  Al placed the goblin corpse they’d brought as bait in the spot they’d selected for the killing blow and began to chant.


  “Sensory Boost. Longsight.”


  “Illusion. Meat.”


  An exact copy of the goblin corpse appeared, floating in the air about a meter from Al’s hand. Al kept his eyes fixed on it and moved his hand up and down. As he did, the floating meat followed his movements.


  “Huh, it really looks like a corpse is floating around,” Orson said, clearly impressed. “Strange.” 


  He leaned in and sniffed, clearly wanting to check if the illusory meat had the right rotten smell. Seeing this, Al slid the floating meat right up to Orson’s nose. Orson let out a surprised yelp. It was, apparently, accurately pungent.


  “Okay, let’s do it,” Al said.


  He began to walk back toward the group of bigmouth lizards, the floating meat following him. Lippi and Pippi moved their carts to a hiding spot, while Orson glanced back and forth between the lizards and the floating meat, watching to make sure the monsters didn’t make any unexpected moves. Guided by Al, the meat drifted over to float near the lizard he had picked out.


  The lizard glanced at the bait. Al could see the moment the meat caught the lizard’s interest thanks to his enhanced eyesight. It clearly sensed that something was floating nearby. The other bigmouth lizards around it didn’t seem to notice.


  Al carefully floated the meat closer to the lizard. It followed the meat with its eyes. Al moved the meat back toward himself and the lizard began paddling lightly through the water after it.


  Got him.


  Al couldn’t hold back the smile on his face. He gave a sharp whistle, a signal to Orson, who was still watching his back. Orson immediately responded with two short whistles. Al began to slowly move backward, still controlling the illusory meat and luring the lizard. The bigmouth lizard picked up speed. As they had planned, it was the only one that was moving.


  As he had done those few days ago, Al enticed the lizard to go further up onto the bank. Unlike the last time, though, this lizard was a bit over their target of three meters. Once it pulled itself up onto the bank, it noticed the real goblin corpse that had been left there and immediately ran over. It sank its teeth into the corpse.


  “Deep Thrust: Armor Piercing.”


  Orson snuck up behind the lizard and finished it off with a single, powerful thrust. Al unconsciously let out a cheer. Orson glanced at him and flashed a proud grin. Having heard Al’s cheer, Lippi and Pippi peeked out of their hiding place and looked at the slain lizard. The children let out their own shouts of joy.


  “That was beautifully done, Orson!” Al said, nodding in appreciation.


  Orson shyly scratched at his head, then planted a foot on the bigmouth lizard to pull his spear free.


  “No, no, it was all on you and the great job you did luring it over, lad,” Orson said. “Unlike with real bait, we don’t have to wait for them to notice it. It’s much easier this way. Let’s keep it going.”


  Al, Lippi and Pippi nodded at Orson’s words. They loaded the corpse onto one of the mule carts—they could now fit a total of three lizards of the same size per cart.


  Al headed back for the group of lizards, already looking for his next target.


   


  ***


   


  “I’m afraid I’m going to need to cut you off,” Cody the butcher said, as she looked at the contents of Lippi and Pippi’s carts. “I can’t buy any more of these.”


  Orson, standing to the side of the carts, nodded with a wry smile. It wasn’t exactly a surprise. It was the third day in a row Al and company had hauled lizard corpses to Cody. They had brought four lizards around three meters in length, two lizards around two meters, and three of around one meter. It was about the same haul they had brought in the previous two days.


  “I’m dying to know how you’re bringing in this many in such a short time,” Cody said, comical exasperation on her face. “Last year you hunted bigmouth lizards for half a month and didn’t get anywhere near this many.”


  “Trade secret I’m afraid,” Orson said. “Well, let’s just say we got lucky.”


  “I figured some luck was involved,” Cody said. “Still, if you toss this many at me at once, some of them are gonna rot before I can get to them. I’m grateful you’re keeping us busy, but I’ve only got so many workers. If you’re gonna hunt like this next year, please try to pace it out a little better.” 


  “I hear ya,” Orson said with a shrug.


  They had only been able to bring in the haul thanks to the early rain. The next year, they would most likely go back to the old method of hunting.


  “Setting that aside,” Cody said. “Orson, I’m sorry, but I’ve got a request for your ears alone.”


  “For me?” Orson asked. For a moment he looked puzzled but then, as if remembering something, he muttered, “Ah. Got it. Is it something you need in a hurry?


  He glanced meaningfully at his leg. Cody nodded.


  “You’ve got about a month,” she said. “That should be plenty of time. Can I count on you?”


  “You can,” Orson replied. “I should be able to do it with a month.”


  It appeared Orson had gotten himself some new work. Al thought of asking him about it later but figured he probably wouldn’t tell him. Some requests came with a vow of secrecy from the client. Al was a little disappointed Cody didn’t trust him enough, but they had only met a handful of times. It was understandable.


  “You heard the lady, Al,” Orson said. “You’re on your own for a bit. We pocketed quite a bit of cash from these hunts, though, so you could always just have some fun for a while.”


  Thanks to their three back-to-back hunting trips, Al had earned enough to pay for his armor plus about fifteen gold. Forget one month, it was enough to live on for half a year if he was careful with his spending. It still wasn’t quite enough to purchase a new spell scroll, though.


  “I know,” Al replied. “I’ll go see if I can find something at the Adventurer’s Guild.”


  “Yeah, sounds good,” Orson said.


  The two of them paid a generous reward to Lippi and his sister—who were still waiting for their carts to be emptied—and headed out. The sun was on its way down, but it was still too early to go back to the inn for dinner. As Al and Orson discussed how they should spend their time, they ran into another group with their own cart. It was Blair, the man they had encountered before, and his party.


  “Well, if it isn’t Orson,” Blair said. “How’s the hunting?”


  Blair seemed to be in a bad mood. A few members of his party were dragging their feet and showing nasty wounds. Their cart had two tiny bigmouth lizard corpses, both under a meter, with torn and ruined hides.


  “Well, with the river that swollen, we couldn’t hunt a thing,” Orson replied in a disappointed tone.


  Al was shocked, but figured Orson must have his own reasons, so he kept his mouth shut.


  “Huh, I see,” Blair said, looking satisfied. “I figured.”


  “Well, see you around,” Orson said curtly, walking past Blair and his party.


  Al waited until they were a ways away from the others before asking Orson why he lied.


  “One look and you could tell they had all been knocked around something terrible,” Orson replied. “No need to brag about our success to a crowd like that. From their wounds, I’d say they accidentally lured too many bigmouth lizards over and it turned into a scuffle before they finally ran away. I taught Blair better than that, but I suppose that’s just his nature. Their numbers haven’t gone down, so at least no one died. It’s just good manners to not kick a guy when he’s down.”


  He grinned a bit as he spoke.


  “I see,” Al said, nodding. “If you say so.”


  Chapter 9:
The Spell Scroll Merchant


   


  “IS THERE SOMEONE around here named Old Lady Lara?”


  Cody’s butcher shop was in Third South but after parting with Orson, Al made his way to the fringes of the city toward Fourth South. According to Camilla, the strange woman he had met before, there should be someone running an unauthorized trash scroll shop in that area. What he actually encountered, though, was a neighborhood of rough houses and tents made of sun-dried bricks, wooden branches, and bits of cloth. There were no drainage canals, and Al could see piles of trash on the sides of the road, which made the whole area smell awful.


  He could also see vendors with their goods lined up on the street corners and shops selling food from boiling pots that gave off strange scents. Al called out to one such shop.


  “Old Lady Lara?” an old man asked, sitting on a tattered blanket where he had laid out old hats and scratched-up staves. “Never heard of her. What’s she sell?”


  Al was looking for spell scrolls, but what with how tightly the Mages’ Guild held control over the market, he doubted the trash scroll shop was public knowledge.


  “If you don’t know her, that’s fine,” he said. “Goodbye.”


  Since he had no idea what the woman looked like, there was nothing else for him to ask. He paused for a moment, looking at the old man’s wares as he thought of what to do next. 


  A sudden thought struck him. The old woman would probably also deal in artifacts. Artifacts were items that drew magical energy from small black gems called magestones to create a magical effect. Specialized mages could create new ones, but like spell scrolls, the majority came from ruins. Among those artifacts found in the ruins were some that no one knew how to use. Al had heard that trash scroll shops would often sell them along with their unauthorized scrolls. The best part was that these artifacts would glow light blue while using a magic-sensing spell.


  “Sense Magic.”


  “Sensory Boost. Enhance Sight.”


  Praying he would find something, Al walked around and peered into each shop that seemed to have unusual items. At last, he found a merchant under a square black cloth about a meter wide, her wares laid out. Among various bits of rubbish, he saw a black sphere a little smaller than his fist that glowed with a faint blue light.


  “Hello,” he said.


  “Welcome,” the owner, a portly woman in her forties, answered.


  Camilla told Al the merchant he was looking for was an old lady named Lara, but this woman didn’t seem old enough to be called old. Of course, this might have been a different woman entirely.


  “Um, what is this?” Al asked, pointing at the black ball that glowed under his Sense Magic spell, careful not to actually touch it.


  Some artifacts were cursed and even touching one could be dangerous.


  [image: ]


  “This? Oh, this is an artifact.” The woman was very nonchalant as she picked up the black sphere without hesitation and held it out for Al to see. “First time seeing one?”


  The sphere was perfect, without any blemishes or cracks aside from two vertical slits.


  “Oh, no, I know it’s an artifact,” Al replied. “I’m wondering what it does.”


  “Oho, you already knew, eh? I take it you can use Sense Magic? You don’t look like a mage to me...” The woman looked surprised before staring intently at Al’s face, her head tilted curiously. She smiled and gave a satisfied nod. “So, you want to know what this tool is for? You’re in luck. I’m still researching what exactly it does, but I can tell you it was found in a giant treasure vault. No doubt it’ll have an incredible effect. I can let it go for ten gold coins. How about it? I doubt you’ll get another chance like this.”


  Al gave a pained smile and shook his head when he heard the woman’s explanation. There was no way something worth ten gold would be sold like that. Seeing his reaction, the woman shrugged.


  “Okay, okay, enough joking,” she said. “Anyone who tells you an artifact like this was found recently is pulling your leg. It’s a real artifact, though, that’s for sure. No idea what it’s for but if you’d like to figure that out yourself, why not buy it for ten silver?”


  It was clear she had no idea what the tool could do. Al tried not to think too much about how quickly she changed the price and pressed forward with his actual goal. It was still possible the woman dealt in trash scrolls.


  “If you’d be willing to tell me a bit about some trash scrolls, I might consider taking that artifact off your hands,” he said.


  As soon as she heard the words trash scrolls, the woman shop owner tilted her head, then glanced around to see if anyone was listening. She looked back at Al’s face and held out the black orb in one hand and an open palm in the other, clearly demanding payment.


  Al guessed she was expecting him to buy the thing as payment for information. He reluctantly pulled one large silver coin out from his wallet and showed it to her. A large silver coin was worth ten silver. The woman plucked the coin from Al’s hand and thrust the black orb at him.


  “Okay,” she said. “What trash scrolls are you looking for, exactly?”


  “Anything, as long as it’s a spell I don’t know yet,” Al replied. “It depends on the contents and price, of course.” 


  “Sounds good to me,” the woman said. “Magic Missile? You know that one?”


  Al nodded at her question. The woman let out an impressed murmur.


  “If you already know Magic Missile, how about Open Lock?” she asked.


  Al figured the woman would assume he was looking for forbidden spells. He shook his head in response.


  “I already know that one too,” he said. “What about Sleep, Paralyze or Fly?”


  This time the woman shook her head.


  “None that are in a state I’d recommend buying,” she replied. “Oh, how about Spray? I’d let that go for one gold coin. Consider it a discount for a first-time buyer.”


  Al was familiar with Spray, having heard about it from the scroll shops in the capital. From what he remembered, it was a Second-level spell that would shoot out a jet of ink, though the user would have to prepare the ink themselves. At the time, he had wondered if he could replace the ink with lemon juice and spray it onto enemy’s faces to make their eyes sting. Of course, he wouldn’t know without trying it out himself. It wasn’t a particularly popular spell—while he couldn’t remember the exact price, he thought it had been three gold coins at least. He wasn’t sure if one gold for a copy with no certification of quality was cheap or expensive. From the way the woman was talking, he figured she wanted to start with a cheap sale so she could build up to the bigger ones.


  “Okay.” After thinking it over for a bit, Al nodded deeply and handed over a gold coin. “But remember, this is an investment for the future.”


  The woman smiled and pulled the spell scroll out of somewhere. Al didn’t even register her putting it in her hand. It just seemed to appear in her palm in the blink of an eye.


  “Oh, of course,” she said. “I’m always looking to make good sales. I’ll keep an eye out for the spells you want, but they’re all popular ones. Best not to get your hopes up.”


  She took his gold and handed over the scroll. Al unrolled the scroll right then and there to check its contents. From what he could tell, it really was the Spray spell. The woman didn’t appear to have scammed him.


  “Of course. I look forward to buying more scrolls from you,” he said. “By the way, may I ask your name? Also, will I always be able to find you here?”


  “My name is Lara,” she replied. “I’m not always around here, but if you ask around about Lara the Artifact Merchant, someone’ll point you in the right direction. Now, there are some idiots who go around calling me Old Lady Lara, but you’d better not copy them.”


  Al remembered Camilla’s twisted smile and finally understood what her aim had been. He was sure the two must be acquaintances at least. He wasn’t sure if Camilla had just been messing around with the old lady thing, but at least she hadn’t been lying about the shop. Lara’s shop seemed like a place Al could rely on.


  Spray, though...


  Al carefully slid the scroll into his pack.


  Chapter 10:
The Caravan Security Job


   


  ONE EVENING, A few days after he had seen Orson off, Al was checking the wooden tags at the Adventurers’ Guild, having finished his work for the day. He had been making a bit of money, but nowhere near enough to buy new spell scrolls. He hadn’t found a single clue to point him toward his true goal of exploring ancient ruins either. He was hoping to find something at the Guild to break him out of this situation.


  “Al, wasn’t it?” the clerk behind the counter greeted him. She just so happened to be Quinta, the same woman who had first welcomed him there. “What brings you in today?”


  Though the Guild could get crowded with adventurers in the morning, it was mostly empty at that time.


  “Oh, just looking for a good job,” Al replied.


  Quinta flashed him with a confused look. She had heard the talk about Al as this newcomer who was doing some great work in the area. She didn’t know exactly how much he was making, but she doubted he was really that lacking in tasks to do.


  “I thought you were making a steady income?” she asked.


  “Hm, well, thanks to everything Orson taught me, I’ve got enough...” Al replied, still scanning the wooden tags.


  “I see,” Quinta said. “I heard Orson had been partnering with a younger guy lately and folks are saying he seems a lot happier. I take it that was you? It makes me happy to hear that. Thanks. We were all a little worried about him. But, if you’re doing work with him, why look for more?”


  She was pensive until that question occurred to her, whereupon she tilted her head in confusion. Orson was an experienced adventurer. If Al was paired with him, there was no way he wasn’t making good money.


  “Orson’s out for a few days on another job,” Al replied. “So, I’m on my own for a bit. Besides, I came to this city because I heard there were still a lot of ancient ruins around here. I’d like to take jobs that have me exploring the area.”


  Quinta finally understood what he needed. She started to help him look, possibly wishing to show her gratitude for him cheering up Orson by finding him a good job.


  “If you’re up for taking a job as a mage, I might have a good one for you,” she said. “There’s a caravan making the rounds to the frontier villages that needs some guards. It’s going to head to the new towns pushing back the edge of the wilds. You want to explore some ancient ruins, right? I’ve heard they found some near one of the frontier towns. That’s just the sort of place you’d want to go, isn’t it?”


  Al skipped over to the counter, eyes shining with delight.


  “Yes, that!” he exclaimed. “That’s exactly what I want! Though, you said I’d have to go as a mage? They don’t need a scout?”


  Al carried a worried expression on his face. He still wasn’t confident in working as a mage.


  “We’ve got plenty of warrior and scout candidates,” Quinta replied. “You’d need a bit more local experience before the Guild could back you as a scout prospect. Mages, though, we’re short of. You know Sense Magic, right? If so, we can recommend you as an apprentice, at least. There will be other mages there, so you can watch and learn from them. Just don’t expect that big of a payout.”


  Al relaxed at the news that he could just be there as an apprentice. Despite all the times Orson and others had praised his magic, he never had an actual teacher and still wasn’t confident in his abilities. With other mages around, he could also learn what was expected of them on escort duty. It sounded like a perfect fit.


  “Absolutely,” he replied. “Sign me up.”


  “Okay. Could you come by tomorrow, then?” Quinta said. “You can wait until after you’ve finished your work for the day. You can consider this a trial period. After you’ve had a taste, you can decide whether you want to try for a long-term contract.” 


  Al nodded enthusiastically. It would be his first job as a mage, and he couldn’t wait.


   


  The following evening, Al quickly finished work and made his way over to the Adventurers’ Guild. Quinta told him to go to First North, to the mansion of a mage named Erik. According to her, while his actual contract for the escort job would be the Trade Guild, Erik would be his direct supervisor. If Erik didn’t judge Al to be useful enough, the caravan would never employ him.


  It wasn’t difficult for Al to find Erik’s mansion. It had that splendor a noble would live in, and was completely walled in. There was a guardhouse in front of the large metal gates where Al found an old man who must have been a house servant sitting there.


  “Hello, is this the residence of a Lord Erik?” Al asked.


  “It sure is,” the old man replied. “What’s your business? Looking to apprentice? We’re not taking any, so get lost.”


  The man’s voice was so gravelly Al had a hard time making out some of the words.


  “Um, my name is Al,” he said. “I’m here from the Adventurers’ Guild. I was told to come here to inquire about a caravan escort job?”


  The old man looked Al up and down slowly as if he was appraising an item at the market.


  “So, that’s you, eh?” the old man growled murkily. “They said to look for a young man but you’re greener than I’d have thought. You sure you can use magic? Lord Erik’s a busy man. If you’re lying, best to turn tail and run before you waste his time.” 


  Al kept his bright smile in place as he reassured the man that he really could use magic. The old man continued to stare at him suspiciously before giving a sigh of resignation and opening the metal gates to usher Al inside.


   


  Al waited in the foyer and a man appeared from down one of the halls deeper in the mansion. He looked to be around thirty and was dressed in expensive-looking clothes. Even the way he walked looked dignified and stately. Al assumed this must be Erik and bowed.


  “You must be Al from the Adventurers’ Guild,” Erik said, walking over to Al with quick steps. “They said you were hoping to apprentice as a mage. How many spells do you know?”


  “My name is Al, yes,” Al replied. “I know Light, Sense Magic, Magic Missile, and a few others.”


  “‘A few others,’ hm? What a convenient turn of phrase,” Erik said. “Well, no matter. You appear to at least know enough to call yourself a mage.”


  Al thought it was common sense for an adventurer to not reveal every single spell he knew but apparently the man wasn’t completely satisfied with his answer. He decided to hold his tongue. After a moment, the man went on.


  “For now, I’ll just have you show me those three,” he said. “Follow me.”


  The man led Al into the inner garden. There were three youths already there and they all looked at Al and the man as soon as they walked in. The man ignored their gazes and headed to the middle of the garden. He pointed to one of the walls where Al saw a shield hanging down. It was covered in countless scratches and dents.


  “Hit that with a Magic Missile,” he instructed.


  “Oh, okay,” Al said.


  They were standing about five meters from the shield. 


  Al raised one hand. “Magic Missile. Converge.”


  Since he had been asked to show off, he raised his voice so the chant was louder than how he would normally say it. A single glowing arrow of light shot from his palm. It struck the shield, causing a high-pitched ringing, and vanished.


  “Hm? What was that command word you used?” the man asked. “Also, I’ve never heard the shield make a noise like that before.”


  He seemed to have doubts but finally shook his head lightly.


  “No matter,” he said. “It was a Magic Missile, sure enough, though it seems you’ve still got some training to do if you can only fire off one. It went where you wanted it to, at least. Next, show me your Light. Go ahead and cast it on that same shield.” 


  Al silently screamed inside his head. Since he was aiming at a single target, he had automatically fired off just one Magic Missile. This man, presumably Erik, seemed to be using the number of arrows to gauge how familiar Al was with the spell. If he failed for that, Al thought he should immediately demand another try. He tucked that away since they had already moved on to the next challenge. Right now, he needed to switch his focus to casting Light.


  The only measure of a mage’s familiarity with Light was how long they could keep the effect going. Al almost always cast it with optional commands to increase the brilliance or some other effect, so it had been a while since he had cast the default version.


  “Light.”


  The face of the shield began to glow. Al’s examiner looked at it closely.


  “The light seems powerful enough,” he said. “Can you keep it up for three hours?”


  Al tilted his head a bit at the question. When he first learned the spell, he needed to wake up in the middle of the night to cast it again. In recent years, though, he always woke up and extinguished it in the morning before the effect had time to expire. He didn’t actually know how many hours it could go for.


  “It should last until morning,” he replied.


  Al wasn’t trying to brag, but the man shot him a suspicious look. It did make sense that knowing how long a Light spell could last was important for a campsite at night. Al wished he had measured his ability properly.


  “Very well. We’ll make our own calculations, if you don’t mind,” the man said. “The evening bell just rang. Leda!”


  He seemed to be calling for the only girl among the three youths in the garden. Al assumed they were practicing magic. The girl had blue eyes that seemed ice-cold to Al, and silver hair cut short. She appeared to be a little older than Al.


  “Yes, Lord Fisch?” she said.


  “Take note of when this light fades,” the man ordered. “Also, have the other two help you bring out the box.”


  The girl bowed to the man then called to the two boys. The three of them rushed through the door on the other side of the garden. 


  The man was named Fisch and was not Lord Erik, as Al had assumed. Al waited with the man before the three apprentices returned, carrying a lidded wooden box about the size of a grown man’s arm. They set the box in front of Al and Fisch before bowing again and returning to their original places in the garden.


  “Next, I’ll test your Sense Magic spell. Find the artifact in this box,” Fisch ordered, opening the lid of the box.


  Inside, Al saw countless small objects of metal and wood jumbled together. He couldn’t tell at a cursory glance what any of them might be used for. There were so many that he was afraid an object glowing faintly with Sense Magic would be hidden in the shadows.


  “Sense Magic.”


  “Sensory Boost. Enhance Sight.”


  As Al began to search through the box, Fisch warned him not to be too rough with handling the items. Al acknowledged the command, then began to pull out anything giving off a light blue glow under his Sense Magic gaze. After ten minutes, he had removed thirteen small items of various shapes.


  “These are the ones I sensed,” he said.


  Fisch gave him a bewildered look, then cast his own Sense Magic spell and began checking the items Al had laid out.


  “What, did you get frustrated and start guessing?” he grumbled, only to answer his own question. “No, you got too many of these right for that. Did you ask someone beforehand?”


  Fisch looked around until his eyes fell on the three apprentices. His face lit up.


  “You bribed one of the apprentices, didn’t you?” he accused.


  Al had no idea what was going on and could do nothing but continue to stare at Fisch. The apprentices seemed equally confused. Fisch, though, was working himself up into a rage.


  “How else could you search through over a hundred items that quickly?” he demanded. “Three of the ones you presented so proudly weren’t even artifacts, either. Tell me, did you use some kind of mark? How else would you explain this situation, hm? Who was it, then? Who took money from this boy Al and told him which were the artifacts?” 


  “All thirteen of those are artifacts.” Al spoke before thinking, clearly not intimidated by Fisch’s attitude.


  “How is this an artifact?” Fisch asked, jabbing his finger at one of the items. 


  It was a small leather accessory case, the kind one would wear on their belt. It looked ordinary, but to Al, it faintly but clearly gave off the blue glow of Sense Magic. From Al’s perspective, it was odd of Fisch to insist that it wasn’t magical.


  The argument went on for a while until several people came out of the mansion.


  “Fisch, what’s all this noise?”


  The man who called out to Fisch was older. Elderly, in fact. He wore an expensive robe in a calming navy blue color, and stood about 160 centimeters tall. Al found his tone and demeanor gentle.


  “Forgive me, Lord Erik. This child insists this is an artifact,” Fisch explained.


  Al assumed the man being addressed as Lord Erik was his employer. Erik immediately cast Sense Magic and took another look at the item Fisch was indicating. Just as Fisch had, he tilted his head.


  “What makes you say this is an artifact?” he asked quietly, taking the item from Fisch.


  “Is it okay if I show you?” Al asked. “It might break, but if I take it apart, you’ll be able to see that it’s an artifact.”


  Fisch began to shout that Al should watch how he addressed Lord Erik, but the latter held up a hand to stop him and passed the accessory case to Al.


  “Show me,” he said.


  Al took the item and sat down on the ground. Taking a small knife from his waist pouch, he sliced through the string holding the spine of the object together.


  “From its shape, it should be around here...” he murmured.


  “What are you doing?!” Fisch grumbled in anger, but Erik quietly shushed him. Unable to disobey his master, he could do nothing but watch as Al worked.


  After a few moments, Al removed the binding and freed about half of the hard leather portion of the accessory case, the part that would normally be passed through a belt. It was peeled back halfway, and Al removed the rest. Under the leather was a small plate of metal marked with the same complicated circles and figures he might normally see on a spell scroll.


  “What is that?” Fisch asked.


  “I’ve never trained under a master, so I’m not completely sure, but I know it’s something you see in artifacts,” Al replied. “I may be able to figure out what kind of artifact this is by studying it a bit more but, for now, here you go.”


  He handed the accessory case to Erik. Erik looked at the small metal place with great interest.


  “What do you say, Fisch?” he asked. “As soon as he pulled the leather away, I could see the blue light. Aside from that, these are clearly magic circuits.”


  “Yes, I suddenly started seeing it too,” Fisch agreed. “How could this be?”


  Al didn’t know it yet, but magic circuits were special groups of magical symbols used to create artifacts. Erik and Fisch spent a few moments looking at the magic circuits from various angles before apparently giving up on understanding them. Erik asked one of the other men there to find out where the accessory case had come from, then turned his attention back to Al.


  “Fisch, who is this boy?” he asked.


  “He was recommended by the Adventurers’ Guild for the caravan escort job as an apprentice,” Fisch replied. “I was just testing his familiarity with his spells.”


  “My name is Al,” Al added, standing hastily and bowing.


  Erik returned his bow with a generous nod.


  “I see. Al, then. What just happened has me very interested,” Erik said. “Normally, you can’t see the light of an artifact inside a solid box with Sense Magic. This wasn’t exactly a box, but it was close enough. One shouldn’t be able to use an artifact without removing it from whatever it’s in, but you were able to find this by digging it right out of the spine of the accessory box.” 


  Al tilted his head, then shook it. He understood what Erik was saying but wasn’t sure why he was able to find the tool. The only thing he had done differently was use Sensory Boost. That didn’t seem to be enough to allow him to find something an established mage with his own apprentices couldn’t.


  “I see, so you don’t know either,” Erik said. “For now, I’ll have my people investigate this artifact.”


  “Lord Erik, he also said he was able to find artifacts that had run out of magic power with his Sense Magic.” Fisch twisted his neck to look at Al suspiciously while holding out two spherical objects for Erik to examine.


  The two items were among what Al said were artifacts despite them not lighting up for Fisch’s Sense Magic. Erik cast Sense Magic and took one of the spheres from Fisch. He looked it over for a moment.


  “Fisch, as you know, artifacts that have run out of energy will not react to Sense Magic,” he said. “My Sense Magic sees nothing in these.” 


  “Just as I thought,” Fisch said. “In that case, we should—” 


  Erik cut off Fisch’s gleeful response.


  “What we should do is not make our standards too unreasonable,” he said. “This examination is only meant to evaluate what an applicant can do and based on that, what role they would be best at. We’re short-handed as it is. We can finish his evaluation by seeing how he performs on the job. He came with a recommendation from the Adventurers’ Guild, did he not?”


  “He did,” Fisch replied. “From Lady Quinta. She gave him a Level B—No Issues—recommendation.”


  Hearing that, Erik smiled and turned to Al.


  “Al, Fisch takes this caravan escort job very seriously,” he said. “Please don’t hold that against him. Gauging how well you handle your spells helps him decide a proper role for you. There’s also been an increase in thieves trying to weasel their way into the caravan guards lately, so we can’t be too careful. Although, that said, I sincerely doubt there are any thieves that can use magic.” 


  Al decided it wouldn’t be a good time to tell Erik there actually were bandits who could use magic. Erik, having said his piece, turned his gaze to Fisch. Under his stare, Fisch gave a light nod.


  “Fisch has agreed to take you on,” Erik said to Al. “The next escort job will begin in three days. The plan is for the caravan to make a circuit of the nearby frontier villages. It should all take about two weeks. I’m afraid the specific route and the order of the stops will be kept secret as a countermeasure against thieves. Payment for two weeks as an apprentice mage will be thirty gold, including meals. I realize it’s a bit cheap for mage pay, but you’ll need to go on at least five caravans before you can be hired as a full-fledged mage. If there’s an attack during the trip you may receive additional pay for the bounties. There may also be opportunities to make extra pay by doing specialized tasks. How does that sound? Will you accept?”


  Thirty gold coins for two weeks of work sounded cheap compared to the jobs Al did with Orson, where he could earn that much in two days. However, the fact that he wouldn’t have to pay for food and lodging while traveling, made the deal a bit better. It was considerably nicer than what he made back in the capital. The possible extra bounty money just sweetened the pot.


  “Understood,” Al replied. “I’d be happy to accept.”


  Erik nodded graciously at his response.


  “You can ask Fisch for the details,” he said. “I may also want to ask you about this Sense Magic business. I hope you’ll help me when that time comes.”


  Al nodded and replied cheerfully that he would be happy to lend a hand.


   


  ***


   


  Three days later, the day of departure, rain was sprinkling on and off and making the path muddy. As he was instructed, Al headed out early toward the southern gate. The gate was right where the fourth ring road met South Main. It had the barracks for the guards who watched the southern border, as well as the grinding grounds where monster and wildling corpses were disposed of. When Al arrived, there was already a line of horse-carts, merchants, and their guards.


  As Al looked around for Erik, he was greeted by a familiar voice. 


  “Morning, Alfred. It’s been a while. You actually look like an adventurer, standing there like that.”


  It was Cain. Al had thought Cain was apprenticed to the Minister of the Interior in Frontier City Leicester? He wondered why he was out there so early in the morning.


  “Good morning, Cain,” Al replied. “Or should I say Lord Cain?”


  Cain looked pensive before shaking his head in disappointment.


  “Hm, better not. Best not to start any rumors about me having anyone call me Lord. Go ahead and call me Cain. In exchange, I’ll refrain from calling you Sir Alfred.”


  Al laughed at how serious the other boy was being.


  “Works for me, I’ll call you Cain, then,” he said. “For me, how about just call me Al?”


  “Very well,” Cain agreed. “What brings you out here this morning? Heading out hunting again?”


  Al explained that he had been hired by Erik to escort the caravan. Cain was surprised and told Al that he was also part of the escort. According to him, the caravan was sponsored by Frontier Count Leicester, who ruled over that part of the frontier. The person directly in charge of the caravan was Baron Hawthorne, Minister of the Interior and Cain’s boss.


  “These days the caravans mainly bring the merchants out to the frontier villages,” Cain explained. “But originally, they were inspection tours of the new villages being established to develop the frontier. It all started with Baron Hawthorne, who’s responsible for the expansion, taking the other ministers and an escort around to see how development was going once every three months or so. Merchants started adding their carts to the group with each trip until it grew into what it is today. It was the Minister of the Interior who hired Lord Erik, too.”


  “Huh...” Al nodded and hummed in understanding.


  Normally, merchants would travel on their own with their carts to try to monopolize more of the profits. It appeared the Frontier was too dangerous for that. When Al asked Cain if this was true, Cain tilted his head in thought but nodded.


  “This is my first time going with the caravan,” he admitted. “I’ve heard wildlings will often attack it at night. There’s also raids and sometimes groups of two or three bandits at a time will slip in to steal things from the carts. I’d guess Lord Erik got hired because the merchants were complaining about the attacks. Even two or three goblins can be a threat to some of the smaller merchants. Those wildlings can see in the dark. You mages can light up the whole area, though, which should keep a lot of the danger away. Oh, here comes a new cart. Doesn’t look like the minister, though.”


  Cain pointed at a single horse-cart rolling down South Main. It was a magnificent, four-wheeled vehicle pulled by two steeds. A coachman sat in the driver's seat, and Al recognized a woman who sat beside him. Al remembered her name was Leda. The cart was rolling right toward Al and Cain.


  “That looks like Lord Erik’s cart,” Al said. “See you on the road, Cain.”


  He waved and headed over to Erik’s cart.


   


  “Good morning, Leda,” Al said cheerily to the woman in the passenger’s seat on the cart.


  Leda said nothing but bowed politely in response. The cart stopped. Erik, Fisch, and the two young men who had been with Leda in the garden three nights before all stepped down. Al greeted each of them.


  “Looks like you came on time,” Fisch said placidly, returning Al’s nod of greeting. “Very good. Lord Erik and I will go and greet Baron Hawthorne and the other leaders of the caravan. You stay here. Leda will explain the work of an apprentice to you.”


  Fisch and Erik walked quickly toward the other carts, leaving Al, Leda, and the two young men. The others were all taller than Al and seemed to be at least a few years older.


  “Good morning, Al,” Leda greeted him. “We met the other night. My name is Leda, and I’m in charge of coordinating Lord Erik’s apprentices. While you may be more skilled at magic than me, Lord Fisch has placed me in charge of you as well. I will need you to obey my orders as long as you are working here as an apprentice. Please refer to me as Lady Leda.”


  Her voice trembled; Al could tell she was feeling nervous. From his point of view, he had no intention of rocking the boat as long as he got paid. He nodded at Leda’s instructions.


  “I’m Marcus.”


  “I’m Lucas.”


  The two young men to either side of Leda introduced themselves in turn. Al wondered if they were brothers, since they looked so alike.


  “We’re also Lord Erik’s apprentices, and we’ve been at it for longer than you, so you’ll need to obey our orders as well,” one of them said.


  “Okay, I’m fine with that,” Al replied with a smile.


  The two young men looked disappointed at his response but couldn’t find anything specific to complain about.


  “Let’s talk about the work,” Leda began.


  According to her, aside from seeing to Erik and Fisch’s needs, the apprentices were expected to use Light to make the campgrounds bright at night and use Sense Magic to ensure no suspicious artifacts were brought into the caravan. At night, they would take turns casting Light based on how long they could keep the spell up and accompany the guards on a patrol of the camp. Al would take the first shift every night, apparently.


  “Understood,” he said. “By the way, what will Lord Erik and Lord Fisch be doing?”


  He was curious as to what kind of work a full-fledged mage would do on the caravan.


  “Their biggest role is helping if there’s a fight,” Leda replied. “Other than that, they cast Floating Eye regularly to keep an eye on our route from the sky. Until recently, Lord Fisch would join us in the night patrol rotation and keep an eye on us but, now that there’s four of us, he won’t be.”


  Floating Eye was a spell that created a small, clear, floating sphere that the caster could use like their own eyes. Since they were hard to spot, it was useful for spying on enemy encampments. As Leda explained, it could also be used to get a bird’s-eye-view of the caravan. It seemed like a spell that would be useful for escort work. 


  Seeing Al nod in understanding, Leda instructed him to put his luggage on the back of the horse cart.


  “We should get right to it,” she said. “We’ll split up and use Sense Magic to check if anyone is trying to bring anything suspicious into the caravan. Obviously, it’s not against the rules to bring any artifacts, but there have been times some thieves have snuck listening devices or those that pinpoint locations to try to track where the caravan is. If you see something suspicious, don’t go and cause a scene right there. Come back and report it to me. You have thirty minutes. We’ll meet up back here when we’re done.”


  Leda then outlined which area each of them would search. The other two young men seemed very familiar with the process and nodded immediately. Al noticed, however, that all three of them had to cast Sense Magic a few times before it took effect. He tried not to stare while he cast his own Sense Magic, followed by Sensory Boost. Then, he started his search.


  The rain, which had stopped for a while, started again. There were quite a few carts and people in the caravan, including the escorts. However, with the four of them working in their own area, the search didn’t take long. Al gave it his all, even stooping to look under carts, but the only thing that glowed under his Sense Magic was a hidden something in the belt pouch of an experienced caravan guard. He figured a warrior acting as escort wouldn’t be handling contraband, remembering that Barbara had kept a light-making artifact with her on her guard duty. The guard probably had something similar in his pouch.


  Al came across Cain at one point, but the other boy was dashing after a middle-aged man in fancy clothes who carried himself with great import, and he couldn’t find a good opportunity to call out to him. 


  By the time Al made it back to the cart, Leda and the others had already returned. Leda was standing straight and stiff, surveying the area, while Marcus and Lucas were huddled together, chatting about something with an occasional snicker.


  “Lady Leda, I’m back from my search,” Al reported. “I didn’t find anything.”


  “Understood,” Leda replied, in her usual hard tone.


  Her short-cropped silvery hair was wet and clung to her head. Al walked over to stand beside her and looked where she was surveying. She appeared to be looking at the cart bearing the mark of the Minister of the Interior. Nearby, Al saw the man Cain had been chasing, speaking with Erik and Fisch. The three men were laughing. Al assumed the man must be the Baron Hawthorne, whom Cain had told him about.


  “Have you been an apprentice for long, Lady Leda?” he asked.


  “No small talk, if you please,” she bluntly replied.


  Al shrugged and gave up on trying to talk to her. With nothing else to do, he fell back on his old habit of practicing magic while keeping an eye on things.


   


  Erik and Fisch returned after a while.


  “We found no suspicious objects in the caravan,” Leda reported.


  Erik gave a light nod. To most observers, the exchange would seem mundane, but Al felt like the two were unusually on-guard. It felt much more tense than anything he had experienced around the capital, at least. He wondered if the Frontier was just that much more dangerous.


  “As usual, the caravan looks to have quite a few followers,” Erik said. “Leda, Al will be doing the checking in my stead this time. The guards from the city will be the Sixth Unit, led by Sir Jonas. I believe you know him, correct? Please go to report your search results to him directly. Marcus, Lucas, you two get on the cart.”


  When Leda heard Sir Jonas’s name, a shadow seemed to pass over her face, but Al was the only one who seemed to notice. Erik and Fisch gave a few last orders before removing their robes and stepping into the cart. Marcus and Lucas followed them.


  “If those two are riding now, does that mean we’ll get to take a turn riding too?” Al asked Leda when the two of them had been left alone. He wasn’t sure if escorts were allowed to ride on the carts.


  “We’ll ride starting from the next rest stop,” Leda replied. “We aren’t soldiers, after all. We’re mages.”


  “Oh, huh,” Al said, surprised.


  Leda shot him a glare.


  “Speaking of being a mage, is that how a mage should talk?” she asked.


  “I’m a mage, yes, but I’ve been working as a scout for a while,” he replied, surprised by her reaction, stumbling over his words. He had no idea what he had done wrong. “I was just trying to say I was surprised, is all.”


  Leda let out a short sigh and nodded.


  “I understand,” she said. “You need to have some pride in your position, though, and think a bit more before you speak.”


  Al had no idea where the talk of pride was coming from, and he tilted his head. He was afraid she’d glare at him even more, though, so he decided not to ask any more questions. After a few moments, the church rang the morning bell.


  “We’ll be leaving soon,” Leda said. “There’re always a few rogues who follow the caravan without hiring any of their own guards. You and I will be keeping an eye on them. You’ll need to be extra careful.”


  Al pulled a wry face at Leda calling those people rogues. While it was true they could have thieves looking to track the caravan among them, people were free to use the road however they wanted. It would always feel safer for someone to walk behind a big caravan rather than making the trip themselves. He didn’t think Leda needed to be that judgmental.


  Erik’s, the minister’s, and a few others’ carts passed by them. Through a small opening in the line, they were followed by four or five walking peddlers and several more horse carts. Al and Leda stuck to the side of the road to stay out of their way and watched carefully as each went by. The people following at the rear of the caravan wore clothes that must have seen countless years, huge packs on their backs. Their carts were smaller ones pulled by one or two horses, as well as some pulled by mules. Like the clothing on the merchants, the carts were well-used and stained. They reminded Al of the cart Lippi used to haul the bigmouth lizard corpses.


  So far, Al’s inspection job had been uneventful. The very last cart to roll out behind the caravan, however, caught his eye. Aside from a small pile of straw, the cart had a wooden box that glowed under his Sense Magic. It was a meter wide and sixty centimeters deep. It had a hinged lid, and Al could tell it was heavily used. There was some spell cast on the entire box, since the whole thing was glowing. The driver of the cart was an old man with a friendly smile, lazily guiding his cart behind the caravan.


  “Lady Leda, there’s something about that last cart,” he murmured quietly to Leda.


  Leda stared hard at the cart but apparently didn’t notice anything. She turned back to Al.


  “What’s the matter with it?” she asked. “It looks like a normal cart to me. Oh, are you worried because it’s not carrying anything? We get that sometimes. If the guards kill monsters or wildlings on the route, they get a bounty for it, but they don’t want to bother with hauling the corpses. Folks with empty carts will take those corpses to the grinding grounds for a small fee.”


  Not carrying anything? Al guessed she couldn’t see the wooden box. He looked back at it. Staring hard, he saw that it looked strangely transparent. Dropping Sense Magic, he looked again. The box was gone. He figured it must have Conceal cast on it and wondered if the driver of the cart was a mage.


  Al paused to think. This same thing happened during his application test. For some reason, he could see things with his Sense Magic that other mages couldn’t. He had spent some time wondering why.


  One theory was that his familiarity with Sense Magic let him see more than others. Spell familiarity was hard to gauge, though, and it was hard to believe he would be more familiar with it than Erik, his employer. Another theory was that his use of Sensory Boost improved his ability to pick out things with Sense Magic, supplementing his familiarity. That was the best theory that seemed to explain things up to that point. This situation, however, brought another possibility to light.


  The key could be Conceal. Al had finished training with Conceal and could, at that point, cast it without any problems. It was possible his training allowed him to see the spell cast by other mages. That would explain the current situation but could also clarify what happened during his test. If he had cut through a magic circle of Conceal that was worked into the accessory case, it would explain why the others were suddenly able to see the artifact when he pulled it out. If the theory were true, though, it would present its own problems.


  Conceal was a forbidden spell. Al once heard of a mage who reported to the Adventurer’s Guild that he could use Open Lock. He had been hoping, apparently, that this would get him more jobs. Instead, he found himself blacklisted from any guard work by the big merchants in the area. If people found out Al could use Conceal, he might be treated the same way.


  It could still be that the Conceal spell had been cast on the box by someone who wasn’t as familiar with it, allowing Al’s higher-familiarity Sense Magic to see through it. In fact, the more Al thought about it, the more likely it seemed to be that way. However, now that he had recognized the possibility that his own mastery of Conceal was behind it, he no longer felt like he could easily say that he had seen through it.


  “I see,” he said, pretending to be satisfied with Leda’s explanation. “So that’s how some folks make their money.”


  He decided to say nothing about the box with Conceal on it. It was obviously being used for some sort of crime but until he knew more about what the user was plotting, he decided to wait and see how things played out.


  “It doesn’t look like there are any irregularities,” Leda said. “We need to report to Sir Jonas. He’ll most likely be at the head of the caravan, so we need to move quickly if we want to catch up to him.”


  “Understood, Lady Leda,” Al replied.


  The two of them took off running toward the front of the convoy.


  Beyond the southern gate lay wetlands full of small hills and valleys. Al was very familiar with the region, due to hunting bigmouth lizards there daily. The two-meter-tall trees were budding to welcome the rainy season, filling the surroundings with vivid green. To their left, the Holden River was still swollen from the continuous rain that had only stopped a few days before. 


  “Oh, good, looks like he’s not too far ahead,” Al murmured, then looked beside him.


  To his surprise, he found Leda bent over with her hands on her legs, trying to catch her breath. Al didn’t think they had traveled that far but apparently she felt differently.


  “Lady Leda, are you all right?” he asked. “Would you like me to cast a spell that will help you breathe easier?”


  Leda had a suspicious expression at his question but nodded.


  “Physical Boost. Enhance Stamina. Touch Application.”


  When Al touched Leda’s shoulder, she looked at him in surprise.


  “Was that Physical Boost?” she asked. “You can use it? It’s so rare.”


  Al smiled and nodded.


  “Not just for strength, either,” he replied. “I’ve got it to work for stamina, too. It’s not too strong, so the effect shouldn’t feel too strange. How is it? A little easier?”


  Leda was clearly still reeling with shock, but she nodded, her surprised expression unchanging.


  “Let’s push ahead, then,” Al said. “We’ve almost caught up to him.”


  He started running again. Leda took a deep breath. Al was relieved to hear that she was no longer gasping for air.


  “Very well,” she replied, and began to run behind him.


  Her tone was softer than it had been, and Al could tell her stride was lighter. After a few moments, the two were able to catch up to the merchants walking beside the tail of the caravan. The adventurers acting as rear guards must have known Leda, since they raised their hands in greeting as the two passed. Al returned the gesture.


  Passing the merchants, they arrived at the main body of the caravan, which consisted of the minister and Erik’s carts as well as their escort. There were two men who appeared to be directing the guards, both riding horses.


  “The one in front is Lord Jonas, captain of the escort,” Leda explained, indicating the man riding a horse at the vanguard. “He’s a knight baron, but he gets very upset if anyone calls him Sir.”


  Jonas was around 180 centimeters tall, sun-kissed, and muscular. He wore black-stained leather armor and a helmet with the visor down so his face was hidden from view.


  The title of knight baron was a noble designation generally passed down from generation to generation. Many were lords of small towns, like Al’s father. Some, however, were used by higher-ranked peers and were considered nobles of the robe. Al guessed that this Jonas was one of the latter. Normally, a knight baron would be referred to as Sir. Al wondered why this man took such an offense to it.


  “Lord Jonas, I am Leda, working under Lord Erik!” Leda called out to him as soon as the two of them got close enough. “We’ve finished checking the caravan followers.” 


  Jonas raised his visor and looked back at them without slowing the pace of his horse. His narrow eyes swept over Al and Leda as they continued to dash toward him.


  “The young man behind you must be the new addition Lord Erik mentioned,” he said. “Hm, I see. It appears you’ve started to take your duties more seriously at least, young lady. Praiseworthy. Quite praiseworthy.”


  His tone was clearly mocking, but Leda didn’t react. Al felt like he now understood Leda’s original reaction when she first heard Jonas’s name. Leda continued her report, telling him they hadn’t found anything unusual.


  “Very well,” Jonas said. “Let Lord Erik know I’ve acknowledged the report.”


  Al and Leda said their thanks and were about to fall back, when a loud flapping and squawking filled the air—nearly a hundred waterfowl burst into flight on the other side of the Holden River.


  “What’s going on?” Jonas scanned the area.


  The cart horses whinnied in surprise at the loud flapping and the drivers quickly halted the carts. The escorts and merchants with the caravan all looked around anxiously. Al also searched for the source of the commotion, but he couldn’t see very far in the rain.


  “Sensory Boost. Enhance Sight. Longsight.”


  Al focused his gaze on the pea-sized objects moving about the area, trying to determine what they were. He saw a few sparrows and fleeing waterfowl, but nothing that seemed like a threat. Waterfowl were cowardly birds; the smallest thing could have set them off. Still, he kept searching. 


  Finally, he found it.


  It was a sheepeater hawk.


  Sheepeaters were hawk monsters with a wingspan of over five meters that could make off with a sheep, their favorite meal, clutched in their talons. The characteristic white markings on their head and the tips of their brown feathers gave them an extremely menacing appearance that made them popular among nobles as house emblems. This one was flying from the southeast, crossing the river and heading right toward the caravan.


  “There’s a sheepeater hawk in the air to the southeast!” Al shouted. “One kilometer out!”


  At his call, several people turned to look in that direction. Since the hawk was still approaching as he said his warning, it was soon visible to the naked eye.


  “Mac and Noelle, you intercept it!” Jonas snapped orders as the captain of the guards. “The rest of you, see to the horses!” 


  Horses were easily spooked. If the sheepeater hawk swooped down nearby, they would panic. Al guessed Jonas found that possibility more dangerous than a direct attack from the monster. Most of the guards ran to tend to the horses, following Jonas’s command.


  The sheepeater hawk moved fast and was within five hundred meters of the caravan in seconds. Al could clearly make out the white markings on its brown feathers. It was flying straight at them, almost like it was aiming for something specific. Its wingspan looked to be over seven meters, larger than normal for its species. Leda was standing stiff as a board by Al’s side. He grabbed her hand and pulled her over to hide in the shadow of the cart he thought belonged to Erik before also hiding himself.


  In the time it took them to hide, the hawk was already within one hundred meters. It let out a wild shriek, causing the horses to panic. The guard horses managed to shake it off, but the cart horses lost control. Al heard terrified whinnies and the sound of things slamming into each other. The sheepeater hawk flew over the cart where Al and Leda were hiding and angled toward the panicking horses.


  “Now! Fire!” Jonas shouted, timing the attack as the hawk lowered its speed to turn.


  The two archers fired their arrows.


  “Magic Missile.”


  Al added his own Magic Missiles to their shots. Erik and Fisch, who had come out of the cart, also had their palms extended. Their shining arrows joined Al’s.


  The sheepeater hawk let out a squawk that sounded like a screech as both magical and physical arrows pierced its body. It twisted, trying to fly higher to escape the attack. Droplets of blood scattered, reaching even the cart where Al was hiding.


  As it tried to climb higher, it lost its balance in the air and began to spiral. Finally, it lost speed and paused for a moment in midair. It then lost the last of its strength and plummeted toward the ground, landing in the Holden River.


  “They did it!” 


  “Ohhh!” 


  “Yeah!” 


  Al heard cries of joy from the merchants at the back of the caravan.


  Some of them were also lamenting the loss of some good materials. There was no way to retrieve the corpse, as the Holden River was full of bigmouth lizards and lizardmen. Al watched the dead hawk drift down the river and breathed a sigh of relief that no one was hurt by the attack.


  Chapter 11:
The Campsite


   


  AFTER THE ATTACK, it thankfully only took about thirty minutes to get the terrified cart horses to calm down. There was no major damage to any of the carts, so the journey got back underway. Al and Leda were able to ride in Erik’s cart as things started moving again.


  Erik’s carriage was large, with a roof overhead and three rows of forward-facing benches that could seat two people each. It was surrounded with wooden planks to ward off the arrows from thieves and stones thrown by wildlings. Erik and Fisch were seated at the back bench while Marcus and Lucas occupied the front. That left the middle bench for Al and Leda to share.


  At regular intervals in the trip, either Erik or Fisch would mutter an incantation and shut their eyes, sitting very still. Al didn’t know exactly what they were doing but assumed they were scanning the area for enemies from above using Floating Eye like Leda had told him. He wondered why they weren’t reporting their findings to anyone.


  “They’re using Telepathy to report anything they find directly to Lord Jonas,” Leda explained quietly when she saw Al straining to hear the spells the two men were casting.


  “Oh, wow. So that’s what it takes to be a guard mage, huh,” Al said.


  Leda smiled and nodded, like he was praising her directly.


  “So, what do we do while we’re riding like this?” he asked.


  Leda shook her head slightly.


  “We sometimes run out to fetch our masters some water,” she said. “But watching and learning from what they do is also an important part of our job.”


  Al scratched his head. Leda was watching Erik and Fisch, nervous and stiff as a board. Marcus and Lucas, though, were quietly chatting about something. Al watched them all for a bit before falling back into his usual spell practice.


  The cart kept going for some time. When the sun was on its way down, Fisch finally looked at the apprentices. Though he had been taking turns with Erik, he looked completely exhausted from his repeated use of Floating Eye and Telepathy.


  “As always, we’ll be arriving at the campsite by sunset,” he said. “The plan is to break camp a little before sunrise. We’ll be at the campsite for about eleven hours. Taking out one hour for arrival and one hour for breaking camp, you’ll spend the remaining nine hours assisting the guards in patrolling the site. Since there are six of us this time, we’ll be splitting into three groups of two. Leda, you’ll be with Al. I’ll be with Marcus. Lord Erik will be with Lucas. Each group will take a three-hour shift.”


  The apprentices nodded, and Fisch continued to give instructions.


  “Aside from the patrol work, Al will assist with camp construction with Light,” he said. “You’ll need to light up the whole campsite, ensuring there are no blind spots. That Light you cast during the examination ended up lasting until the next afternoon. If we’re just talking about Light mastery, you may have surpassed even me. How many of those Lights can you keep up at the same time?” 


  Casting spells took a toll on one’s mental health. Using spells one after another would cause exhaustion and drain the user’s ability to focus, eventually causing their spells to fail. Al had taken what he had learned from his examination to heart, and thoroughly tested how long he could keep a Light spell going as well as how many times he could cast it in a row. He discovered he could maintain a single Light spell for twenty hours and could cast the spell twenty times without failing. After hitting those limits, his success rate would drop drastically.


  “I can make twenty lights that last for twenty hours,” Al replied. “More than that and I can’t guarantee my success.”


  Fisch nodded deeply, clearly impressed.


  “Incredible, that many?” he said. “Counting ours, there are eleven carts in the main caravan. That gives us more than enough for one light per cart. Leda, you show Al where to put the lights. Marcus, Lucas, you’ve got some studying to do, so you will also accompany Al and pay attention to how he casts his spells.”


  Al and Leda nodded. Marcus, who was sitting in the front row, looked at Al and shook his head in admiration.


  “Twenty hours? That’s amazing. Are you really an apprentice?” he asked. “I can only manage three lights, and they barely last an hour.”


  Lucas, sitting beside Marcus, nodded in agreement.


  “Are you making them too bright?” Al asked. “That can shorten their time limit.”


  At those words, all five faces in the cart turned to him with looks of confusion. Al let out a small sound of understanding and gave a wry smile. He always got that kind of reaction whenever he explained this to other mages. Though he hadn’t planned to give the same old lecture, he began the explanation.


  “Look at the difference between these,” he said, casting Light twice.


  The light in his right hand was as bright as a single candle, while the one in his left was equal to a torch. The five mages looked at the two completely different lights, eyes wide with surprise. Lucas even unconsciously grabbed Al’s arms to look closely at each hand.


  “Lord Fisch, during my examination, you said, ‘The brightness looks fine,’ right?” Al asked.


  Fisch was caught off guard at suddenly being pulled into the conversation. He stammered and swallowed once before finally replying.


  “Now that you mention it, I did indeed say something to that effect,” he said. “I’ve been watching over apprentices for so many years, I occasionally see a kid whose Light is too dark to use. What does that have to do with anything?” 


  Al smiled.


  “You’ve probably noticed, subconsciously at least, that the brightness of Light spells can vary from person to person,” he replied.


  At this, Fisch looked over at Erik. Their eyes met, and both gave a light nod.


  “Vary? Yes. Yes, I suppose they do,” Fisch said, clearly unable to see where Al was going, but still following. “But what has that got to do with you casting two completely different Light spells at the same time? Get to the explanation of how you’re doing that.” 


  Erik was staring intently at Al, listening to every word. Leda, Marcus, and Lucas were exchanging glances, tilting their heads in confusion.


  “I’ll try to explain things in order,” Al said. “Do you remember the Light spell scroll? The very first symbol you see at the start is the one for complete darkness. This gives way steadily to the round, white symbols of shining light. Finally, you see the symbols for all the colorful things illuminated by the light. I’ve always thought of that as representing the sun coming up. When I ask other mages, they generally tell me they picture the same thing. I assume you all do as well?”


  Al paused for a bit and everyone, Erik included, either nodded or tilted their heads in confusion. Satisfied, Al continued his explanation.


  “The image we have in our minds when we read the spell becomes the inspiration for the spell itself,” he said. “So to create different lights, you just need a different mental image when you cast. When I practice Light, I focus my thoughts on what I’m basing the light on. Thanks to that, I’m able to adjust the brightness of the light using different mental images. I can do that with other spells, too. I call these different images ‘options.’ For Light, the options are how bright to make it, which in turn changes how long I can keep it going.”


  “That’s impossible,” Fisch said, looking at Al like he was some sort of odd creature.


  “I’ve explained the same thing to many other mages, but not a single one of them could ever change the light of their spells,” Al said, shrugging with a wry smile. “My teacher back in junior academy tried it countless times but could never do it. Since it doesn’t seem possible for anyone else to duplicate the effect, you’ll just have to trust what I say. I can adjust the brightness of my Light spells, which allows me to use them for longer periods of time. That’s why I thought Marcus’s Light might be too bright.”


  “No, but, that’s—” Fisch sputtered another protest, but Erik cut him off.


  “It seems an impossible concept, but Al is clearly able to adjust the brightness of his Light spells,” he said. “We must accept that. From there it’s clear that we, especially as teachers of magic, must reexamine our understanding of the Light spell and consider the possibilities that it can be adjusted. Testing how that affects the time the spell can be maintained comes after that. I also feel that my questions regarding Al’s use of Sense Magic remain unanswered, but I can see how that may also be thanks to this ability he has.”


  Fisch reluctantly nodded at Erik’s words.


  “Al, I’m afraid I trained my Light spell with a very solid image in mind, and I can’t remember the basis for that image from the spell scroll. It seems I’ll need to reexamine the scroll and consider how to use it as the basis for my inspiration,” Erik said. “Once we’ve returned from this job, I wonder if you’ll assist me in that research. I will, of course, compensate you for the help.”


  Al considered Erik’s offer. He had explained his method countless times, and watched many mages attempt it. Not a single one of them, though, had ever managed it. Saying that out loud would most likely sound like he was doubting Erik’s capabilities, however.


  “I’d love to see someone else accomplish it,” Al said, carefully. “And I’d be happy to assist. However...”


  He searched for a diplomatic way to phrase his thoughts and failed. Erik understood and nodded.


  “However, you can’t guarantee success, and it would be hard to pin down payment for that kind of thing,” Erik finished for him. “Let’s think of some other method, then. Of course, this is all talk for after we’ve returned from this job. First and foremost, let’s focus on having a safe journey. After that, I hope you’ll allow me to present you with a proposal. Sound good?”


  Fisch and Leda nodded along with Al. As they talked, the sun had come to rest above the mountain range extending west from Mount Shipley. They had arrived at the foot of a large hill. Al assumed they would set up camp as soon as they reached the crest. It would give them a good view of the surroundings, making it impossible for monsters or wildlings to approach unnoticed. 


  “We’ll be at the campsite soon. Once we arrive, you’ll need to start casting those Light spells, Al. Just follow Leda’s directions,” Fisch instructed.


  Al and Leda both nodded in response.


   


  Following Leda’s directions, Al ran a circuit around the campsite, setting up his Light spells. Leda had apparently accompanied this caravan several times since she was familiar not only with the escort guards, but also with many of the merchants. She was also experienced at laying out the Light spells, so deciding where each one went on their circuit went smoothly. As they finished and headed to Erik’s cart, Jonas, the captain of the guard, called out to them.


  “Well, young lady, looks like your new boy is pulling his weight!” he said.


  “Yes, we’ve completed the lighting of the camp,” Leda responded with a stony expression.


  Al fell to one knee by her side. That was how you were supposed to greet knight barons, or at least that’s what he was taught. He had spent some time regretting how he had greeted Naresh when he first came to Leicester. That had been in the middle of battle, so everyone had let it slide, but right now, they were settled in at a campsite. Jonas, however, shot him a stern look and shook his head.


  “Save that kind of thing for Baron Hawthorne, new boy,” he said. “This is the frontier. You never know when an attack might come.” 


  Al stood up, giving Jonas a brief bob of his head before looking up at him.


  “Good. That will do,” Jonas said. “There are three more locations I’d like you to place your lights. Since you have more mages this time, there should be no problem, correct?”


  Leda glanced at Al’s face. He had placed fifteen lights already, but he was still doing fine. Al nodded. Leda could fill in if needed, of course, though her lights wouldn’t last as long as Al’s.


  “Of course,” she replied. “Where would you like the lights?”


  In response, Jonas pointed to a location around one-hundred meters down the gentle, sloping path down the side of the hill they were camping on.


  “Place them around there,” he said. “With lights there, it’ll be far easier to see attacks coming. I’ll lend you some escorts when you need to recast them during the night.”


  Hearing this, Al took another look at their campsite and realized that aside from the side of the hill with the path they had taken up, every other side was a dangerous cliff or drop.


  “I was wondering if it would be dangerous lighting up the top of the hill like this but, was that the plan?” Al asked.


  Jonas gave a deep nod.


  “Just so, lad. Well spotted,” he said, his tone perfectly natural. “This area is still swarming with wildlings and monsters. If we draw them in with the lights, we can exterminate them. No need to upset the merchants by letting them know, of course. No need to worry, either; my guards would never be so sloppy as to let anything through our defenses.” 


  Al couldn’t believe the man was using non-combatant merchants as bait in his wildling hunt. He was shocked, but still nodded in understanding. This was what it took to expand into the frontier, apparently. Al was sure Fisch was aware of the plan, because he had asked how long he could keep his Light spells going. 


  While listening to Jonas talk about the effective range of the arrows fired from the top of the hill, Al confirmed where he needed to put the lights and went to place them. He explained that they would last until morning.


  “You’re quick on the uptake, lad,” Jonas said. “You spotted that sheepeater hawk before anyone else, too. I’ll have to let Baron Hawthorne know that our new mage apprentice knows his stuff. You’d better put some more effort in, young lady, or the new boy will overtake you.”


  Al bowed in thanks while Leda, beside him, still bore a stony expression. The two of them then left Jonas and headed back to Erik’s cart.


  When they arrived, dinner was being served. Normally, adventurers outside the walls of the frontier cities wouldn’t cook any food for fear of drawing in wildlings. Under the tents of the caravan, though, there were fires and hot soup available. There was also dried meat, soft white bread, and even dried fruit.


  “Wow, raisins!” Al said. “They’re so sweet. The bread is so soft, too!” 


  Accepting a plate of food from Lucas, he sat with his back against Erik’s cart and began to eat. To him, white bread and dried fruits were a luxury. He had them a few times at the intermediate school dorms but as a child, if he managed to have a taste at a festival, that could be considered a good year. That gave him the impression that they were a rare, expensive treat.


  “We’re mages,” Leda said, sitting on a wooden box hanging off the cart. “This is how we should eat.”


  Marcus and Lucas, who had already finished eating and were drinking water from their canteens, gave Al mystified looks.


  “I’m from a poor noble family from the sticks,” Al said with a wry smile. “This kind of stuff wasn’t really available.”


  Al’s father was a knight, but the village he ruled over was set deep in the mountains, and the harvests were never very good. 


  As they ate, the three apprentices chatted about where they each came from. Marcus and Lucas looked similar enough to be brothers, but it turned out their mothers were sisters, making them cousins. All three of the other apprentices had fathers who were quasi-knight barons serving the viscount of Frontier City Leicester. Each also had older brothers or sisters, which meant, like Al, they were not the heirs to their families.


  After graduating from junior academy, they were all immediately apprenticed to Erik. When they first entered service, there was a much larger group of students, but most gave up after realizing they didn’t have the talent for magic. Leda was the eldest, having been Erik’s disciple for seven years at that point, while Marcus and Lucas had both been studying under him for six years.


  “That means I’m one year younger than Lady Leda, and the same age as Lord Marcus and Lord Lucas, huh? I’d love to grow a bit more,” Al said, looking at the three of them. They were all around ten centimeters taller than him.


  “Well, just eat a bunch and try your best,” Lucas said, patting Al’s shoulder with a wry grin.


  Al slumped in disappointment, while Leda, who had finished her meal, stood up.


  “Al, we have first watch,” she said. “We should get going. The guards should be getting their orders near Baron Hawthorne’s cart.”


  Al realized it had already been about an hour since they arrived. He had been so caught up with talking to everyone he hadn’t noticed the time passing. Wiping up the remnants of his soup with the rest of the bread, he stuffed it in his mouth and dashed to catch up with Leda, who was already walking away.


  “What exactly are we helping the guards with?” he asked.


  “Patrolling,” Leda replied. “Also, we provide them support with our Magic Missiles. You and I can both only fire single shots, so we’re not that powerful in a fight, but it’s more than enough to take out a goblin.”


  Al was about to correct her misconception about his ability to fire more than one Magic Missile but decided against it.


  “Understood,” Al said. “I need to use the latrine, but I’ll catch up to you as fast as I can.”


  “Do hurry,” Leda said, already walking off, leaving Al behind.


   


  As soon as he watched Leda leave, Al ran—not toward the latrine but the darkest part of the campsite. It was where the merchants and others who insisted they ‘just happened’ to be traveling in the same way as the official caravan had set up for the night.


  They were on a flat part of the same hill where Al and the others were camped. Since they were not part of the official caravan, they kept their carts some distance away from the others and had to rely on their own lanterns and campfires for light. Of course, that was how most encampments had to be at night. With the protection of the caravan guards nearby, it was very safe.


  Al’s aim was to check on the man who had been hauling the wooden box with Conceal cast on it. He didn’t want it getting out that he knew how to cast Conceal, but he also couldn’t just leave the matter unsettled and place the caravan in possible danger.


  The carts that weren’t part of the official caravan weren’t assembled in a single place, and instead were stopped wherever the individual drivers wanted. The cart of the man Al was looking for was parked next to a similar one. Three men, including the driver of the cart in question, were sitting around a campfire nearby. All they had over their heads was a cloth to ward off the rain. Al used the shadows of nearby trees to sneak his way closer. With the sprinkling rain covering his footsteps, he was able to easily get within thirty meters of them. Once he was close, he enhanced his hearing to see if he could make out what they were saying.


  “Sensory Boost. Hearing.”


  He began to pick up the conversation between the three, though it was in bits and pieces.


  “...Oakley is the last on the route.”


  “Yeah... no need to work too hard...”


  “...Gotta at least look like we’re working... That kid...”


  “...Conceal, yeah? No one can find... even Detect Magic.”


  “...lasts about three hours...”


  “...keeps the stuff we need safe...”


  “...if there weren’t an escort...”


  “...must give thanks to our gracious escort.”


  During the conversation, the men all burst into laughter. Al crouched closer to the ground in a panic. Based on their conversation, their aim wasn’t to attack the caravan, but rather to use it for smuggling. Al figured if they were planning an attack, they would have discussed the timing and other details. Oakley must be the destination for the smuggled package, while the three-hour time limit would have been the effective period of the Conceal spell.


  Al wanted to keep listening, but the conversation ended as the men began to toss dirt on the fire. He decided to just take note of their faces and changed his spell.


  “Sensory Boost. Enhance Sight. Darkvision. Longsight.”


  When Al saw their faces, he tilted his head in realization. He had seen the other two men before. He couldn’t remember if it was in the capital or right after he arrived at Frontier City Leicester. He crouched in thought, but he couldn’t remember. It was past time for him to be back with the patrol. He was concerned about the men’s plan, but it didn’t seem like they needed to be apprehended right then and there. Using the shadows of the trees to withdraw, he ran toward Baron Hawthorne’s cart.


   


  By the time Al made it to Baron Hawthorne’s cart, the guards had already received their orders and moved out, leaving Leda waiting for him with folded arms.


  “You’re late,” she said. “What took you so long?”


  “I’m sorry, Lady Leda. I was having some stomach troubles, but I’m feeling much better now,” Al lied, scratching his head.


  Leda muttered something about taking better care of his health while on a job but nonetheless accepted his apology. As Al had guessed, she was very serious about her work.


  “The guards have split up into a group watching the path up the hill which acts as the entrance to the camp, and a group that will patrol the interior of the camp,” Leda explained. “We’ll do our own patrol, separate from the guards.”


  Al nodded at her instructions. One circuit around the outer perimeter of the campsite was probably around one kilometer. Taking spots with poor visibility or footing into account, it would most likely take them thirty minutes to complete each loop.


  “Let’s go,” Leda said and chanted her Light spell to illuminate the tip of her staff.


  Al still had his Darkvision spell on, so he followed behind her.


  “I wasn’t expecting this many wildlings to attack us,” Al said. “We took out ten or so in the afternoon. I wonder if we’ll get that many at night.”


  “We exterminated twelve of them in transit,” Leda corrected. “Last caravan, back in April, it was eleven, so not too different. We were attacked by twenty-six wildlings while we were at this campsite and took down nine during our watch. You should expect the same tonight. Don’t let your guard down.”


  Al’s eyes widened in surprise when Leda corrected his count. He was even more shocked when she remembered the exact numbers from a trip three months prior.


  “I note it all down to report to Lord Erik,” she explained, “and I review the records from each previous trip, so it’s not that difficult to remember the numbers.” 


  Al only shrugged.


  As they talked about the previous caravan, they arrived at the cliff on the northernmost point of the campsite. It was almost directly opposite the slope that formed the entrance to the camp. The two stopped there.


  “Wait,” Al said. “A goblin. It’s about seventy meters down the hill.”


  With his vision enhanced by Sensory Boost, Al could clearly see a skinny goblin around 120 centimeters tall moving through the shadows of the low shrubs. Its figure was dimly lit by the extra light Jonas had ordered.


  Al still vividly recalled his encounter with the goblins as a child. He had slain them countless times working as an adventurer, but he still hadn’t gotten over the terror he felt whenever he saw one. Taking a deep breath, he squeezed the pendant hanging around his neck and glared at the goblin.


  “I’ll take care of it,” he said.


  “What?”


  “Magic Missile. Converge. Enhance Range.”


  Leda could only vaguely make out what Al was pointing at, and made a confused sound beside him. Al paid her no mind as he chanted his spell. As usual, he used the incantation that would converge all his shots into a single arrow. A blue-white shining bolt burst from his palm and flew into the darkness down the hill. There was a shriek, followed by the sound of something slumping to the ground. Al confirmed that his Magic Missile had struck true, and the goblin had collapsed.


  “Wait, was that really a goblin?” Leda asked, her face frozen in shock. “How could you possibly hit it at that distance?”


  “Remember how I talked about options for my spells?” Al asked. “The higher your mastery of Magic Missile, the more shots you can fire at once. But with an option, I can converge all my shots into one bolt. By combining them, I can raise the power of a single bolt or adjust the range. It’s hard to gauge exactly how much more power a single bolt gets, but for range, if I combine two bolts into one it can fly one-point-four times as far, if I combine three into one it can go one-point-seven times as far. I can actually fire nine bolts at once right now, so combining them all into one gives me three times the range. I can hit something ninety meters away.”


  “What?” Leda shook her head as Al explained this with a smile. “Impossible.”


  “But you just watched me do it,” Al pointed out.


  “But... But extending the range of Magic Missile is incredible,” Leda said. “That would upend everything we know about normal magical tactics!”


  “Oh, I don’t think it’s anywhere near that incredible,” Al said with a light chuckle.


  Leda, however, continued to stare at him with wide eyes and an expression stiff with shock. She shook her head and continued.


  “Besides that, did you say nine bolts? How can your mastery be that high? That’s just as impossible!”


  Magic Missile was an attack spell, which made practicing it dangerous. Leda had trained as much as possible at Erik’s mansion and had taken on as many wildling hunts as she could, but she could only produce a single shot.


  “Oh, that’s actually the same thing,” Al explained. “I can use an option to split them up and reduce their power. That lets me practice the spell wherever I want. If I fire off too many in a row, I get a headache but if I give it a rest for a bit, I can go right back to training. Thanks to that, I can train pretty much any time I have a free minute.”


  “You can train whenever you want,” Leda said, her mouth open in shock.


  “Um, Lady Leda, this area looks okay so let’s keep moving,” Al said, giving her the same smile as always.


   


  Leda, awed by how Al used his magic, asked him questions ceaselessly while they patrolled. Despite following his directions, she was unable to produce the same effects. They continued their rounds, stopping now and then for Al to blast goblins or lizardmen just as he had the first. Al’s ability to snipe wildlings in the darkness with Magic Missile apparently astounded the guards as well, as they watched him with open surprise.


  When their patrol time was up and they went to report and change with the next team, one of the guards called out to Al.


  “You’re amazing, kid,” the man said. “Weren’t you that mage that teamed up with Barbara to take out the Bloody Bandits three months ago?”


  “Huh? Where did you hear about that?” Al asked.


  The man’s name was Placida and, as he explained, he had been one of the guards who took charge of the captured bandits when he and Barbara had exterminated the Bloody Bandits and rescued Russ and his son.


  “You may not remember, but I was there with Captain Ives,” he said. “On our way back from the ruins, Barbara wouldn’t stop talking about how amazing you were. I wasn’t sure of it back then, but seeing you today, it turns out it was all true. You really are something else.”


  Al scratched his head in embarrassment. He didn’t feel like he had done anything that incredible.


  “That time it was Barbara who was the incredible one,” he said. “Tonight, too. You guards set things up perfectly. Shooting wildlings from the top of a hill when they don’t know what’s coming isn’t anything special.”


  “I don’t think that’s all you’ve been doing,” Placida said. “I was wondering what you got up to after taking out the Bloody Bandits. You went to the same school as Lord Naresh, right? I assumed you’d start working for the viscount with Lord Naresh’s recommendation, and the next time we’d see you you’d be our superior officer or something.”


  “Oh, no, I’m nowhere near that—” Al began, then was struck by a sudden realization.


  He finally remembered where he had seen those two men earlier that night. They were the two who had been keeping an eye on Russ’s wife, Loraine, when they had arrived back in Frontier City Leicester.


  “Placida, um, what happened with the members of the Bloody Bandits who were taken as prisoners?” he asked hurriedly.


  “The ones we brought in are on a chain-gang doing forced labor in the wildling grinding grounds,” he replied. “Some of them got away, though, and we still haven’t found them.”


  Al quickly explained what had happened as soon as he arrived at Frontier City Leicester. He told her how the Bloody Bandits had taken Russ and his son hostage, how the two men had demanded a ransom from the family and then kept an eye on them. He also told Placida how he had followed the men when he spotted them and how they had turned and attacked him. Finally, Al told him that two others who looked very similar to those two were with another man among the caravan followers.


  “Huh. That’s a bit concerning, but it doesn’t sound like you have any evidence,” Placida said. “If a noble wants to nab someone, they can do it without evidence, but that doesn’t work for folks like us.”


  Al shook his head in frustration. He didn’t have anything he could clearly present as evidence. Of course, there was probably plenty of evidence in the box with Conceal cast on it, but he couldn’t say he knew it existed. Hearing that he had no proof, Placida contemplated for a moment.


  “Understood,” he said, finally. “I’ll report to Lord Jonas that there’s a man with the followers who may be a thief. I’m perfectly willing to take your word on it, Al, but the final decision will be up to him.”


  Al nodded, the weight of not being able to report his doubts lifting from his shoulders. He had started to think he would need to drop an anonymous tip to get the word out. This way, the guards would be keeping an eye on the men and Al wouldn’t look too suspicious spying on them either.


  “Okay,” he said. “I’ll be turning in, now.”


  “Of course,” Placida replied. “Rest well.”


  Al waved to Placida and turned to head back to Erik’s cart. Leda was already there giving her report to Fisch, who was going to oversee the next watch.


  “Al, I’ve got a bit more to discuss with Lord Fisch, so you can go in ahead of me,” she said. “You may use one of the benches in the cart to sleep.”


  Al had no reason to protest, so he just nodded. Knowing Leda, she was probably giving an incredibly detailed report. She also knew how important sleep was on the road, so she most likely didn’t want to make him stay up and listen to the whole thing. He took her up on her offer and slipped inside the cart, pulling a blanket from his pack and wrapping it around himself. With the rain making the ground damp, Al was grateful to have a dry place to lay down.


  “His magic is strange...”


  Al thought he heard Leda, talking to Fisch outside by the campfire, say something along those lines. However, he was so exhausted from his first day on escort duty that he paid it no mind and quickly fell asleep.


  Chapter 12:
The Contents of the Chest


   


  THE NEXT MORNING, Cain, escorted by Placida, came to see Al while the caravan was breaking camp. Erik gave Cain a polite bow. The power dynamic seemed a little strange, but Al didn’t say that out loud.


  “Good morning, Alfred... I mean Al,” Cain said. “Sorry, I’m still not used to that.” 


  “Good morning, Lord Cain,” Al replied.


  “No, listen, I told you the Lord thing would have people looking at me weird,” Cain said, shaking his head. “So enough of that. Lord Erik may call me Sir Cain and act polite around me, even though I’m just an apprentice Minister of the Interior, but he does that with all the apprentices, so it’s fine. If people hear you calling me Lord, though, they’ll start thinking there’s some reason behind it. Anyway...”


  Cain was quick to change the subject. During the morning report, both Al’s activities and his report that there might be thieves among the caravan followers had apparently come up. As the person responsible for the caravan, Baron Hawthorne had ordered Cain to talk to Al.


  “Lord Hawthorne is a bit haughty, but he really is one of the most powerful members of the cabinet,” Cain said. “He’s also good friends with Lord Naresh. He’s placed a lot of faith in me as another one of Lord Naresh’s friends.”


  “I see,” Al said, giving a small nod.


  He wondered if there was a faction of Naresh’s supporters inside the household of the viscount ruling over Frontier City Leicester. That’s what Cain’s words seemed to suggest. Naresh was the second son of the viscount, not the heir. Al remembered hearing from Naresh when they were at intermediate school together that he wanted to become a proud knight who could support his older brother.


  “I told Lord Hawthorne that you attended intermediate school with Lord Naresh, and he said I should ask for your and Placida’s assistance in investigating the three men you reported,” Cain finished.


  It wasn’t a bad situation, but Al felt like he had stuck his nose in some trouble. Still, he was intending to investigate the three men himself anyway, so he had no reason not to agree.


  “Understood,” Al said. “Um, did you discuss it with Lord Erik?”


  “Yes, I explained that I’d like to borrow you for a special investigation,” Cain said. “I will say, Lord Fisch didn’t look particularly pleased with it. Anyway, I’d like you and Sir Placida to discuss the best course of action, then tell me what you’d like to do. I’ll take your proposal and explain the situation to Lord Erik and Captain Jonas of the guards. Sound good?” 


  Al could do nothing but nod. He then turned his gaze to Placida. He motioned to him with his closed fist in a gesture of encouragement. Al figured the guardsman saw this as an opportunity to move up in the world. Things were spiraling out of control so fast it was making Al’s head hurt.


  “First of all, why don’t we go talk to the man directly?” Placida proposed.


  Placida was around 190 centimeters tall, with a muscular build and intense features. Most people on the street would start shaking in their boots if he randomly started talking to them. The men they were dealing with, though, were most likely thieves. Al doubted they would willingly confess to what they were plotting. He lightly shook his head.


  “If things go badly and he raises a fuss, it might delay the caravan,” Al said. “Let’s not approach him just yet.”


  Placida nodded, agreeing that it would be a mess. According to him, the caravan would arrive at its first destination that afternoon; a small developing village called Roland. There was a wildling hideout nearby that the guards would be eliminating.


  “I have the baron’s orders to handle, so I probably won’t get pulled into the extermination,” Placida murmured pensively.


  Al would need to check his own workload with Leda. The day before, there hadn’t been much for the apprentices to do while in transit and since they were staying at a village rather than camping that night, there probably wouldn’t be much to do once they arrived. Al tried to think of the best approach they could take.


  What he wanted to check most of all was the wooden chest with Conceal cast on it. From what he could tell from his brief experience with the caravans, it was quite dangerous for a horse cart to make its way to one of the developing villages alone. Al figured the thieves were using the caravan for safe passage for the thing they were hauling.


  Since they had to haul it in a cart, Al thought whatever was inside the chest must be heavy or unwieldy. At the very least, it wasn’t something they could just carry in a backpack. He didn’t know what the contents could be but if they were clearly tied up with criminal activity, it could be enough to arrest them.


  “What kind of facilities does Roland have?” he asked.


  Placida had apparently been to the developing villages several times and explained that there weren’t enough travelers going to Roland for it to have a regular inn. Baron Hawthorne and the mages would stay in the mayor and vice-mayor’s houses, while the guards would use the training grounds in front of the guard post as a campground. Some of the merchants had branch stores in the village where they could stay. The remaining majority of the caravan would camp in the village square.


  “Okay, I’ll keep an eye on the man until the evening,” Al said. “Placida, please don’t speak with him until I’ve finished taking a look. Could I ask that you act like everything is normal while you do your work, so we don’t make him too suspicious?”


  Placida frowned in disappointment but nodded. Cain, who stood beside him, gave a sharp nod. Al was surprised at how ready Cain was to get involved in the investigation. To Al’s eyes, his impression of the young man just went up.


   


  ***


   


  Roland, one of the various developing villages in the frontier, was large for a village. It had around five hundred residents. There were watch towers scattered about the recently harvested fields, and people Al assumed were part of the local watch waved when they saw the caravan approaching. The guards at the front of the caravan waved back. 


  Al watched the exchange from near the tail of the caravan. He had been keeping a hidden watch on the three suspicious men while they moved throughout the day. The man who drove the cart carrying the chest was named Vashel. The two Al thought were from the Bloody Bandits were Van and Varden—or at least that’s what he heard them calling each other. Al was also able to confirm that they were indeed the men he had tailed when he arrived at Leicester, how they attacked him, as well as the fact that they didn’t seem to have any other comrades hiding among the caravan followers.


  There was one other thing he noticed. At regular intervals, Vashel would reach out and lay his hand on the wooden chest. He did it at around three-hour intervals. While eavesdropping on them Al heard that the Conceal spell could hold up for three hours, but seeing Vashel’s actions confirmed it. It was a much shorter duration than Al was capable of, but it was probably close to the time limit he hit when he first started training the spell. It also confirmed to Al that Vashel was a mage.


  When he realized they were getting near the village, Al quickened his pace while trying to remain inconspicuous. He dashed past the caravan, heading for where Placida was marching near the head of the convoy. By the time he caught up, the front of the caravan had already passed into the main part of the village, which was protected by a ring of earthworks and fencing. Al figured the most prominent building was the mayor’s home. He also saw a church to Iysha, the Earth Mother, facing the square, which was a normal sight in Frontier settlements.


  As soon as he entered the village, Al blended in with some worshippers and headed into the church. Offering a quick prayer to the goddess statue at the center of the building, he quickly climbed up to the belfry by himself. The tower was around fifteen meters tall and gave Al an excellent view of the village square, just as he had anticipated.


  “Sensory Boost. Enhance Sight. Longsight.”


  Hiding within the belltower, Al swept his gaze across everyone setting up camp in the square. The cart being led by Vashel, Van, and Varden had already dropped a load of wildling corpses at the grinding grounds outside the village, so it should have been completely empty.


  “Sense Magic.”


  The wooden chest, looking transparent while glowing a light blue, was still nestled inside the cart. Based on Al’s calculations from that afternoon, Vashel would need to recast Conceal in an hour.


  Al felt conflicted. He could always have Placida catch Vashel right when the time was up. That way, the chest would appear as soon as the Conceal spell ran out. Not knowing exactly what was inside the chest made that plan risky, though. Aside from that, Al hadn’t been able to confirm how the thieves handled the chest while Vashel slept. It was possible there was something Al hadn’t considered about the spell’s duration. He decided to keep watching for the time being.


  The three men parked their cart a little ways away from the others in the square. It was a deserted area, but it also meant they wouldn’t stand out. They also took care to place the cart with the hidden chest at the very back of the space, another cart in front of it. Al guessed it would be impossible to see the entire vehicle once the men had their tent set up in the middle.


  It seemed like they were taking extra care with their cargo, though it gave Al hope they might not be planning on using Conceal on the chest while they were in the village.


  After a while, Vashel and the other men gathered around the wooden chest. As Al focused his senses to see what they were doing, the chest popped into view. The Conceal spell had been dropped. Spell durations could always be cut off whenever the caster wanted.


  The chest appeared to be locked, and Al watched Vashel pull a key out of a belt pouch. The three men then glanced furtively around as they opened the lid.


  Inside, Al could make out a large and dirty hempen sack. He also saw what looked like a human leg poking out of it. From how thin the leg was and how he glimpsed that it wore a long, dark navy-blue skirt, he guessed it belonged to a girl. The leg didn’t move, which made him think it might have been a corpse, especially since a mage couldn’t cast Conceal on an unwilling target. He continued to watch the men closely.


  The three men picked up the sack, which was fastened at the top, and loosened it, revealing the figure inside. As Al had guessed, it was a young woman. When he saw her face, his blood froze. He recognized her—she had been in his class at the intermediate academy. It was Luella, eldest daughter of President Levi.
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  Al gripped the pendant at his chest tighter as he stared at the scene below. He hadn’t been particularly close to Luella, but she wasn’t a complete stranger either. The thought that the three men had killed her shook Al to the core.


  Her clothes were wrinkled, but not to the extent he would expect if they had undressed and redressed her—more like they had been bunched up when the men pulled her out of the sack. Al guessed they had grabbed her in Leicester and immediately stuffed her in the box to take her away. He didn’t want to believe she was dead, so he kept watching closely. He thought he could just make out her chest moving shallowly, and her skin wasn’t as pale as he would expect from a corpse. He still couldn’t grasp the situation, so he increased the power of his vision boost and kept watching.


   


  Luella was alive. The fact that she seemed to be completely limp and making no effort to escape made Al think she had most likely been knocked out with a spell or drug. That was what he determined, at least. He was extremely surprised it was possible to cast Conceal on someone in those circumstances. He sighed in relief, realizing that she was most likely alive.


  He had to save her. Al made to stand, thinking about immediately contacting Placida, then stopped. He had heard something once about a woman who had been saved after some orcs kidnapped her. After she was saved, people spread nasty rumors about her and the orc attack, eventually causing her fiancé to sever ties with her. Luella was engaged to Naresh, and Al hated to think about what might happen if stories about her being kidnapped by the thieves got around.


  There was also the fact that Vashel was a mage and Al had no idea what spells he had at his disposal. Luella might be a hostage, rather than just a prisoner. Al decided he couldn’t just attack the men. He needed a plan. But what could he do? How much could he tell Placida? Wrestling with those questions, he continued to watch the three men. They forced Luella to drink something from a wooden bowl, then put her back in the chest, closing and locking it. Finally, Vashel once again cast Conceal, hiding the chest from sight.


  Al quickly descended from the belltower, still taking care to keep out of sight. He headed for the mayor’s house, eager to talk to Cain. Al had no idea who in the caravan he could trust—Cain was the only one he could think of to report about Luella. When he found him, the other young man seemed very busy. However, Al forced him to listen to what he had to say.


  “Please, I’m busy!” Cain protested, frowning as Al tried to draw him away. “Baron Hawthorne hates to be kept waiting.”


  “Luella’s life and future depend on this,” Al whispered near Cain’s ear.


  Cain shot him with a confused look. Al pulled the other man to a deserted corner of the house and explained everything he had seen. He left out that he knew about the wooden chest during the trip, instead saying it had suddenly appeared while he was watching.


  “Huh? That doesn’t make sense,” Cain said. “The Levi Company has carts in this caravan too, you know? They haven’t said a word about her being missing.”


  Cain looked doubtful, but as Al continued to insist that he knew what he had seen, he looked around and started muttering to himself.


  “Al, you said they had to cast Conceal once every three hours, but could you break the spell somehow?” he asked.


  Al shook his head. There was a spell called Dispel Magic, but he hadn’t learned it.


  “Lord Erik or Lord Fisch might have a spell that could do it, but it depends on their mastery of both spells,” he explained.


  Cain nodded in understanding and resumed thinking. Twisting his head this way and that a few times, he finally let out a big sigh.


  “It’s no use,” he said. “I can’t see a way through this. I’m a minister, not a soldier. We need to bring someone else into this conversation. Lord Jonas would be a good pick. He’s captain of the guard and Viscount Leicester places a lot of trust in him. I’m sure he’ll do whatever it takes to defend Lady Luella’s good name.”


  Al hesitated. He didn’t want to bring another person in on this. But then, he realized that he no longer had to worry about anyone finding out that he knew Conceal. There was no reason for him to try to resolve the whole situation by himself. Cain was right. Somewhat embarrassed, Al gave a firm nod. 


  The two headed for the Roland guard station, where they found Jonas discussing something with the local guards. Cain called him over, insisting it was urgent.


  “I see. I understand the situation,” Jonas said, after Al and Cain explained the situation. “So, you realized they were hiding a chest with Conceal while you were keeping an eye on them because they aroused your suspicions. Once they opened the chest, you saw a young lady trapped inside.”


  He already knew Al was watching the two men he thought might have been remnants of the Bloody Bandits, so he had no trouble following their report.


  “We’d like to be considerate of the lady,” Cain said. “We think it would be best to limit the people who know about the kidnapping or the victim. If we could keep it to just us three...?”


  At first, Jonas had a dubious expression on his face, but he finally agreed after giving it some thought.


  “I won’t keep things quiet when criminal activity is involved, but I can understand if there’s a maiden’s good name in the balance,” he said. “Still, it would be difficult for just the three of us to defeat the three men while also rescuing the young lady. I’ll get a few more of the guards involved in the arrest, but only us three will be there when we open the chest. How does that sound?”


  Cain looked pensive, shooting Al a quick glance. It was true they were up against three opponents, which might make it difficult if not impossible for them to restrain them. Al nodded. Seeing this, Jonas continued.


  “Incidentally, all this would mean that that young lady has been drugged for two whole days inside that box. Are you sure you don’t want a doctor to give her a look?” he asked.


  Al and Cain exchanged a look. The fact that it occurred to neither of them was clear on their faces.


  “I take it you hadn’t considered that,” Jonas said. “I’ll find us a doctor who can keep a secret, so you can relax on that count. If there’s a mage who can cast Conceal among those three, we’ll also need Sir Erik’s help. I’ll leave that to you, Assistant Minister Cain. You’ll need to handle things skillfully to keep Baron Hawthorne from sticking his nose into this business.”


  Cain nodded. Beside him, Al wrestled with the fact that there were so many things he wasn’t aware of and that he couldn’t do. His shoulders drooped.


  “Chin up, lad,” Jonas said. “You’re still young. It stands to reason there are things you can’t do yet. I’ve been working as a soldier for years.”


  Jonas reached out to ruffle Al’s hair. He had the rugged hands that Al expected from a knight who was never without his weapon.


  “Very well, let’s go deal with this matter,” Jonas ordered. “Cain, I want you to make your arrangements and bring Lord Erik within thirty minutes. We’ll meet in front of the church, at the edge of the square. Al, you keep an eye on the three men to make sure they don’t go anywhere. Let me know immediately if anything comes up.” 


  “Yes, sir!”


  Cain and Al gave ready replies and ran off to their respective tasks.


  “Now to see to my end of things,” Jonas muttered to himself. “Those two certainly seem full of potential.” 


  He then headed quickly toward the guard station.


   


  “I heard you found a wooden chest being hidden with Conceal?” Erik asked. “How?”


  Cain had brought him over on the trot where Al was keeping watch—half-hidden—beside the church of the Earth Mother.


  “I’m not completely sure it’s Conceal...” Al said slowly. He’d had the other two hide themselves in the shadow of the church before explaining to Erik how he had seen the chest appear and disappear again.


  “I see,” Erik said. “From what you said, I’d say the caster removed the spell when you saw the box appear. There are countless spells that can hide things from sight, like Conceal and Invisibility. They’re all very difficult to detect with Sense Magic. You’d need a high level of mastery. Sense Magic has its flaws. Thankfully, I have a countermeasure.” He began to chant. “Detect Invisibility.”


  He looked around, clearly searching for something. Finally, he fixed his gaze on the spot where the three men had erected their tent.


  “There is, indeed, something there they’ve made invisible,” he said.


  “You can tell?” Al asked, surprised.


  “Detect Invisibility has a radius of fifty meters,” Erik explained. “It lets me detect the presence of anything or anyone using spells like Invisibility or Conceal, as well as monsters that can turn invisible. Once I’ve detected it, I can target it with Dispel Magic, though I can’t guarantee the spell will work. Whether or not I can Dispel something comes down to a contest between my mastery and that of the other caster.”


  Al nodded in understanding.


  “At any rate, we’ve confirmed that a hidden something exists,” Erik said. “If I have enough chances to attempt it, I’m sure I’ll be able to break the spell. I’ve heard that the caster is one of three men. That part will be for Lord Jonas to resolve. Ah, speak of the devil.”


  Al saw Jonas and Placida approaching from the other side of the road. They both wore heavy armor that made them look out of place in the village. Al wondered what kind of fight they were expecting, and if there was anything he could do to help. All he wanted was for the whole thing to be solved without anyone getting hurt.


   


  “I can’t say whether it’s a chest from here, but there’s definitely something invisible over there,” Erik said. “I searched at the start of the journey, but they must have been outside my range, the sly dogs. I let my guard down.”


  Jonas inclined his head at Erik’s report.


  “No sense crying over spilt milk,” he said. “I’ve heard of such things but never encountered them myself. I understand you can find the thing with Detect Invisibility and break the spell with Dispel Magic. May we ask for your assistance with this, Sir Erik?”


  This time, it was Erik who nodded.


  “It’s possible,” he said. “Though my success will depend on the strength of my opponent. My attempt may fail.”


  “If you can’t do it, Sir Erik, it may be difficult for us to capture those men,” Jonas said. “If it comes to that, we’ll need to consider other options. How confident are you in a fight, Cain?” 


  Cain shook his head countless times, insisting that he would be useless.


  “You stay here, then,” Jonas said. “The woman doctor should be here shortly. You can explain the situation to her. The remaining four of us will proceed with the capture. Al, we’ll need you to put in some work. If they resist, I’ll take on the mage while Placida handles the other two. They’re just common thieves, so I doubt they’ll put up much of a fight. But we can’t let our guard down. Sir Erik, we’ll need your aid if the mage goes invisible. Al, you will support Sir Erik.”


  “Sir! Yes sir!” Placida was quite energetic in his response.


  Erik and Al also nodded. Leaving Cain (who wished them all luck) at the church, the four made their way to where the three men had parked their cart.


  The square was diamond-shaped, with each side being around forty meters long. The village had been built against a slope to the northwest, so the northern and western sides of the square were surrounded by piled earthworks. The main road ran alongside the south and east parts. The church where Al and the others came from was at the southwestern corner. 


  As they walked across the square, villagers and merchants standing by their carts stopped to stare curiously at the sight of two fully armored guardsmen and Al and Erik accompanying them. Everyone then turned their gaze in the direction the group was heading. In the northwestern corner of the square, two carts were parked. Due to the tent the three men had set up, the cart at the back was completely hidden from view. The men sat around a fire in front of their tent.


  Seeing the group heading their way, the three men jumped to their feet and quickly began talking among themselves. At this, Jonas and the others picked up the pace.


  “Can we help you?” one of the three men asked, addressing Jonas who had taken the lead.


  It was Vashel, the coachman and mage. He had a warm smile plastered on his face, but Al could see that he was shaking. Van and Varden stood on either side of him. The remnants of the bandit gang stood ready to draw their blades, clearly on edge.


  “I’m Jonas, captain of the guard,” Jonas said. “I’m here to inspect your carts.” 


  He and Placida pushed forward without another word, drawing closer to the vehicles. Van and Varden protested, asking why he needed to search their cart and trying to stand in their way. Jonas and Placida shook their heads and did not reply.


  “Forget them, Van, Varden,” Vashel said. He jerked his chin toward Erik with a grim look on his face. “See to him first.”


  He thrust his hand toward Jonas and Placida.


  “Paralyze.”


  Jonas and Placida suddenly went still, their eyes gaping wide. Paralyze, as its name suggested, would incapacitate the body of its target. It was a popular spell thanks to its clear applications, but it had the downside of only working around once in every two castings. You could raise the rate with mastery, of course, but the fact that it would never be a sure thing meant that mages were divided in their opinions of it. Vashel had managed to land it on both soldiers.


  Their opponents had seized the initiative. Erik quickly tried to break the spell, but Van and Varden slipped right by the paralyzed guards and ran straight for him. 


  “Flash!”


  “Dispel Magic!”


  Al fired off a blinding spell at the same moment Erik broke the Paralyze spell on Jonas and Placida. Van and Varden faltered, but they immediately blinked away the flash and glared at Al. The effect had been too weak.


  “Tch. That’s the damn brat who threw that spell in our eyes last time!”


  The two of them muttered darkly and swung their shortswords at Al.


  “Twice is more than enough for me!”


  Al managed to dodge the attacks and fell back. Erik, however, was struggling, clearly not used to firing off spells so rapidly. Al shielded him with his body, pushing the man back while he tried to retreat from their attackers.


  “Shield.”


  The spell Erik chanted created a hexagonal bulwark of light that flashed in the air in front of Al for a moment. At the same time, one of the attackers slashed at Al. He couldn’t quite dodge the attack but just as the blade was about to sever his left arm, the hexagonal shield of light flashed into view again and deflected the blade with a high-pitched, metallic clang.


  “That was one,” Erik said. “It should deflect two more.”


  “Thank you, Lord Erik,” Al said, desperately pulling his knife from his belt and standing in front of Erik. “Be careful.”


  As the two bandits rushed at them again, one of them suddenly let out a wild shriek.


  “Sorry, are you wounded?”


  It was Jonas and Placida, who were finally able to move again. In an instant, the tide of the battle was reversed. Jonas and Placida easily knocked down the two bandits.


  “Phew...” Al let out a sigh of relief, then looked around in a panic. “The mage is gone!” 


  The mage named Vashel had completely vanished. Al had been so caught up trying to fend off Van and Varden he had completely lost track of him.


  “Did he turn invisible? Sir Erik!” Jonas barked.


  “Detect Invisibility.”


  Erik immediately cast the spell and searched the area. It wasn’t long before he shook his head.


  “I only sense the one in the cart,” he said.


  Beside him, Al quickly and quietly cast Sense Magic, hoping no one noticed. He ran to the cart at the back of the tent. The chest was transparent but shining with a light blue glow, just as it had when he saw it from the belltower. Al let out a long sigh of relief. At the very least, they had rescued Luella.


  Just then, Al noticed there was a stake driven inconspicuously into the ground, with a rope tied to it. He quickly followed the rope to the edge of the earthen embankment. It dangled all the way to the bottom of the bank and into a small thicket about five meters down. Beyond the trees, Al could see one of the residential areas of Roland.


  “Lord Jonas! Lord Erik!” he shouted. “There’s a rope over here!”


  The three other men rushed to his side.


  “Sensory Boost. Enhance Sight. Longsight.”


  Al looked to the settlement from the square, catching sight of a man standing about two hundred meters away.


  “There’s a man over there!” he said, pointing.


  As soon as he did, the man glinted light blue and became transparent. Al guessed he had cast either Conceal or Invisibility on himself.


  “He’s gone...” he said.


  He could still see the man, but he wasn’t sure if that was thanks to his mastery of Sense Magic or his ability to cast Conceal. He had to act like he had lost sight of the mage.


   


  Watching the glowing blue figure run away, Al tried desperately to think of something he could do. Erik’s Detect Invisibility was only good for up to fifty meters. The man was already well beyond that, beyond even Al’s Magic Missile range. If Erik was somehow nearer it would help, but judging from how he had handled the fight, Al doubted he would be able to chase the man down.


  “Where did he vanish to?” Jonas asked.


  He and Placida were standing near Al, gazing in the same direction.


  “Near that tree with the three branches sticking out,” Al said. “About two hundred meters from here.” 


  At his response, Jonas twisted his face in anger. Erik shook his head.


  “He’s outside my range,” he said.


  The mage was going to get away. Al looked back at Erik and suddenly had a thought. Erik certainly wasn’t as light as Iris, but he wasn’t as heavy as Orson. He wasn’t wearing any heavy equipment, either. There was a possibility...


  “Lord Erik, please sit on this chair,” Al instructed. “Carrier.”


  Al created a floating chair that glowed a bright white in the air before him. It was the same form he had shaped the floating disc into when he was playing with Iris.


  “What is this?” Erik asked.


  “I changed the form of the Carrier disc,” Al explained. “There are armrests, so please hold on tight.”


  Erik, caught up in Al’s urgency, sat down on the chair. The Carrier didn’t sink to the ground, continuing to float in the air.


  “Lord Erik, I know it may be difficult to do while moving, but would you be able to cast Detect Invisibility and Telepathy?” Al said, desperation clear in his voice. “If you can, I can pull you where you need to go.” 


  The longer they stood talking, the further away their quarry got.


  Erik seemed unsure and was holding tight to the armrests.


  “D-Detect Invisibility.”


  His voice trembled with nerves as he chanted the spell. After looking around, he gave a short nod.


  “Yes, it seems it will work,” he said. “I can still sense the wooden chest.” 


  Al nodded, his face serious. Erik, still completely unaware what the plan was, stared at Al’s face.


  “Lord Jonas, we need to chase the mage,” Al explained. “No matter how far or fast he runs, if we can get within fifty meters of him, we should be able to sense his position. Once we do, Lord Erik will use Telepathy to inform you.” 


  Jonas finally seemed to glean his intent and shouted a command. “Understood. We’ll be right behind you. Run!”


  “Yes sir!”


  “Physical Boost! Enhance Speed!”
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  Al ran straight down the five-meter earthwork. As expected, the floating chair with Erik came zooming after him.


  “Woooah!” Erik cried, clinging desperately to the armrests.


  Al was a mage but was also quite skilled as a scout. His speed was on par with trained soldiers, and he had boosted it even further with his spell. He ran as fast as a horse at full gallop.


  “How are you doing?” Al asked. “If you sense him, let me know!” 


  They had crossed two hundred meters in an instant. Al stopped where he had last seen the man, hearing Erik breathing heavily behind him. It would be bad if Vashel popped out of the shadows and threw a Paralyze or Magic Missile at them, so Al kept a keen eye out while maneuvering Erik behind him into the relative safety of a nearby tree.


  “Now, now hold on a moment,” Erik stammered out. “You need to explain the plan before just rushing off.”


  The path kept going north. Al could see the light blue glow of their target at the edge of a wide, freshly harvested field to the east. 


  “I don’t think the bandit would run in a straight line,” Al said, coming up with an excuse on the fly. “He may have split off left or right from here... Let’s try right.”


  He ran after the glowing figure.


  “There he is! A little to the right,” Erik finally said, after a little while. His voice still sounded a bit high-pitched, but his Detect Invisibility spell had found its mark.


  Al glanced back at where they had come down from the village. Jonas was barely reaching the bottom of the earthwork with the rope.


  “They’re a bit far but, once they’re in range, I’ll contact Lord Jonas with Telepathy!” Erik said, desperately trying to still give orders as they moved. “Keep going straight.” 


  Al could, of course, still see the man they were chasing, and didn’t actually need the directions, but he obviously couldn’t say that. He shouted, “Where is he?” and “Over here!” to be subtle, all while steadily closing the distance. Vashel didn’t seem to know whether or not they knew where he was, so Al saw him hesitate as he ran across the wide wheatfield. Once Jonas and Placida were close enough, Al made a beeline straight for the mage. When they were within thirty meters, Erik cast Dispel Magic.


  Vashel popped into view. As soon as they saw him, Jonas and Placida sprinted right toward him. He tried to cast a spell but, before he could finish the incantation, the two sent him hurling to the ground with a joint tackle. He was down before he could do anything.


  “Oh, very nicely done,” Erik said, sounding relieved as he continued to float, seated in the chair. “Much appreciated.”


   


  After restraining Vashel, Al, Erik, Jonas, and Placida returned to the village. They headed for the northwestern edge of the square where they found Cain and three clearly upset guards standing to either side of the two bandits. Both were still out cold on the ground. A woman in her early thirties, who Al guessed was the doctor, was hiding behind Cain.


  “Captain Jonas, was there some kind of fight?” one of the guards called out to Jonas when they approached. “What’s going on? Minister Assistant Cain refuses to tell us anything.”


  Jonas waved his hand dismissively.


  “Just uncovering a bit of a conspiracy,” Jonas explained. “We feared there may be more accomplices hidden in the caravan, so we kept the operation to the minimum number possible. I’ll call you if we need any assistance, and I’ll explain the situation when everything is over. For now, please return to camp.”


  The three guards let out small sighs, then shrugged and nodded. They turned and headed back toward the guard station. Cain let out a relieved sigh of his own as they watched them leave.


  “I had hoped to clear this up more quietly,” Jonas said. “Looks like we drew more attention than anticipated. No matter, it’s my mess to clean up. Sir Erik, would you mind dispelling the magic on this wooden chest? The contents are tied to the conspiracy I just mentioned to those three guards, so only myself, Al, and Cain will be inspecting them. I will take full responsibility.”


  Though Jonas didn’t say so in many words, it was clear that Erik was only to dispel the magic and then leave. Erik nodded and approached the cart hidden at the back of the tent. Cain followed him, as did Al after he pulled up the tent cloth he had knocked down earlier to hide them from view. Placida stayed by the front cart, stuffing a gag into the mage’s mouth so he wouldn’t try casting anything, and moved on to tie up the two other bandits. The woman Al assumed was the doctor stayed with Placida.


  “Dispel Magic.”


  The Conceal spell dissipated and the wooden chest popped into view. Erik gave them all a smile and took his leave with a polite goodbye. Jonas watched him go before using the hilt of his short sword to smash the lock on the chest and open the lid. Inside, just as Al saw from the belltower, was Luella with her arms and legs folded to fit. Her face was pale, but she looked like she was simply asleep. Jonas quickly placed his fingers to her throat.


  “It’s weak, but she’s breathing,” he said. “Al, Cain, I’ll leave her to you. I will be expecting you two to help me with the inquiry after this is all done. Just ask the woman outside where to carry the young lady to.”


  Al and Cain nodded. Wrapping Luella in a sheet so no one would see her face, they both lifted her out of the chest. The warmth Al felt from her body reassured him she was still alive.


  “Placida and I have a few last things to see to,” Jonas continued. “Cain, I take it you’ve contacted Leicester about the situation with the young lady?”


  Since Placida or the doctor might have been near enough to overhear them, he left Luella’s name out and simply referred to Leicester as the point of contact. Al also figured it would be best for them to not learn the doctor’s name.


  “Yes. I’ve already dispatched the first messenger,” Cain replied with a nod. “I’ll send a second once we’re sure she’s okay.”


  “Very well. In that case, they should be in time for our departure the day after tomorrow,” Jonas said. “Make sure to let the second messenger know they will also need to make a report to Baron Bancroft.” 


  Baron Bancroft was the man responsible for the safety of the entire region of Frontier City Leicester and was in charge of all the guards of the realm. Cain’s face stiffened slightly, but managed a slow nod. With that, Jonas pulled the tent cloth aside and escorted the two out.


  “Placida, once you’re done tying those three up, come help me!” he ordered.


   


  It was evening of that day when Luella finally regained consciousness. They had brought her to a small house at the edge of town. Cain had minister duties to do so, aside from the doctor, Al was the only one there with her.


  Rushing over when the doctor called for him, he stood beside Luella’s bed.


  “Thank goodness!” Al raised his voice in relief.


  “Huh? Alfred? What are you doing here?” Luella sounded dazed as she tried to grasp where she was. “Wait, where am I?”


  Al assumed she was still groggy.


  “You’re in Roland, one of the pioneer villages,” he said. “How do you feel? Are you hurt anywhere?”


  Luella sat up with a start, pushing aside the sheets. She was wearing plain, light beige, linen clothes. Al guessed the doctor had changed her. Finding herself dressed in strange garments seemed to send her into a panic, as she began desperately checking herself all over.


  “Be at ease,” the doctor said, clearly sensing Luella’s anxiety. “I swear on my honor that you are in good hands and have nothing to worry about. You are with the village doctor. Calm yourself and take a drink.”


  Luella turned her frightened gaze to the doctor.


  “Who are you? Why is Alfred here? Where is Roland Village?”


  Al and the doctor did their best to soothe Luella, who seemed to be on the verge of a full breakdown. Luella slowly calmed down as they spoke. Once she was at ease, Al explained how he had found her and how they pulled off the rescue.


  “I see...” Luella said. “Thank you, Alfred. And you, doctor.”


  Pausing to reflect for a moment, Luella accepted the wooden bowl the doctor offered her and slowly drained the herbal brew inside. The doctor smiled at her before standing and turning toward the door.


  “I’ll fetch Lord Jonas and Lord Cain,” she said, and left promptly.


  Al looked to confirm she was gone before pulling up a chair to sit by Luella’s bedside.


  “I tried to make sure as few people as possible know what happened, so you don’t need to worry about that,” he said.


  Luella gave him a look like she didn’t understand what he was saying. Once she realized what he was talking about, she stared at his face in shock.


  “What? But you both said I had nothing to worry about!” she shouted, hugging her own body defensively and shaking her head.


  “Oh, no, sorry, I didn’t mean anything like that!” Al quickly replied. “I just thought you wouldn’t want any strange rumors going around, is all. I think it’ll be fine, but we just wanted to make sure.”


  Hearing that, Luella let out a long sigh of relief. She closed her eyes and nodded slowly.


  “True enough,” she said. “There’s always the worry of that sort of thing. Thank you, truly.” 


  Al smiled. He let her know that Cain had contacted the Levi Company, so they would probably receive a response before the caravan started moving again the day after next. The news brought a deeply relieved expression to Luella’s face.


  “You both thought of so many things on my behalf,” she said.


  She handed the empty wooden bowl back to Al then laid back, clearly exhausted.


  “If you’re up for it, could you tell me how exactly you ended up bound in a wooden chest?” Al asked. “What you can remember, at least.”


  “Let’s see...” she began.


  She put together the bits and pieces of what she remembered. According to her, she had been attacked the day before the caravan left. She had been out shopping with one of her servants when an old man had stopped her to ask for directions. Offering to show him the way, she ended up walking with him into a deserted part of the city. When they got there, she suddenly lost control of her body. She tried to struggle, but someone placed a sack over her from behind. The next thing she knew, she was being stuffed into a cramped space. At no point had she seen the faces of her attackers.


  For a while, she could feel herself being moved somewhere while still inside the tight space. She was finally freed from the sack once they were outside the city walls. There, two men had threatened her and forced her to drink a strange, syrupy liquid. It had a cloying taste that left a spicy feeling on her tongue. Almost immediately after, her memory became fuzzy, and she was unaware of anything that happened from then on.


  “I was attacked in a part of town where several knights live and where some high-class merchants have shops,” she added in a frustrated tone. “In the middle of the day, too. I let my guard down.”


  Al asked her if she remembered anything about the two men who forced her to drink the drug. Her description matched Van and Varden. He also asked about the old man she had given directions to, just in case.


  “I’m glad you’re okay,” Al said. “Honestly, if you had resisted too much, they may have harmed you.”


  Luella weakly shook her head at Al’s words.


  “Please don’t say such frightening things.”


  “Oh, right, sorry,” Al said apologetically. “Why don’t you get some rest? Lord Jonas, captain of the guard for this caravan, will want to hear about all this. Do you mind if I tell him what you told me?” 


  “Go ahead, please do. I’m going to sleep for a bit,” Luella said. She closed her eyes and drifted off on the spot.


  Al saw that some of the color had returned to her face.


  After a few moments, the doctor returned. According to her, Jonas was too busy to come right at that moment. Al left Luella in the doctor’s care and stepped out.


   


  ***


   


  Early the next day, Al—who had slept on a sofa in the doctor’s home where Luella was staying—awoke at the sound of footsteps approaching. He was instantly on guard until he saw a face he knew through the window shutters.


  “Good morning, Barbara,” he said.


  Barbara was one of the adventurers working for the Levi Company, and had accompanied him in chasing down the Bloody Bandits. He saw another face he recognized among the other three people with her, and knew they were all trustworthy.


  “Morning, Al,” she said. “We got a message from Assistant Minister Cain and hopped on some horses to come out here.” 


  According to her, they were the vanguard and had ridden through the night to arrive there. Al was impressed they had gotten here so quickly and without any problems.


  “Nothing we couldn’t handle,” Barbara said. “Easy, really. So, where’s Lady Luella?”


  Al led Barbara and her companions inside. Barbara peeked into the room in the back where Luella was sleeping peacefully. She let out a relieved sigh and proceeded to give Al information. According to her, there had been a huge commotion inside the Levi Company when Luella didn’t return from her shopping trip. Since she was engaged to Naresh, second son of Viscount Leicester, they couldn’t publicly announce her disappearance.


  “You really did us a favor. Thanks,” she said. “Just saving Lady Luella’s life was more than enough, obviously, but the young lady’s also at a difficult age, you know? No one really knows what she’s up to. I’m sure the President will be so relieved when he hears how you all handled this.”


  She gave Al a big nod of gratitude. Al was just relieved his insistence on privacy had been worth it.


  “Cain and I were Lady Luella’s classmates at school,” Al said. “I’m glad we were able to keep her safe. What’s the plan from here on?”


  “We brought along someone who can see to Lady Luella’s treatment, and we’ll be taking turns guarding her, so no need to worry about that anymore,” Barbara replied. “I’m planning to go talk to Lord Jonas next. I’m sure those three men you and the others caught had accomplices, which we’d like to drag out and deal with.”


  Al was impressed with the Levi Company’s efficiency. Barbara had said they were just the vanguard, so he was sure they would see many more employees showing up eventually. It might have been that he and the others hadn’t needed to rescue Luella themselves. Then again, considering the possibility that the mage would have slipped away, he was sure what they did had been valuable.


  “I think two of those guys were the ones who demanded ransom money from the family of the men kidnapped from the Red-Faced Ram, so make sure to really press them for details,” Al said. “Also, I forgot to let Lord Jonas know, but I think their destination was Oakley. They were saying something about how it was the last stop.”


  He told Barbara everything he knew, hoping it would be useful.


  “Thanks for the information,” she replied. “I’ll make sure to confirm it all. I heard you’re with the caravan as an escort working under Lord Erik. Is that right?”


  Al nodded. Things had taken a chaotic turn ever since he overheard the two bandits talking. Now that they were caught, he would probably need to return to his initial job. He just hoped another monster like the sheepeater hawk didn’t attack them on the road.


  “For now, I’ll make sure to write in a report that you did a great service for the Levi Company,” Barbara said. “We should be able to add a little compensation on top of your pay for the escort work. Come see me once you’re back in Leicester, too. I’ll talk things over with the President and make sure you’re rewarded handsomely.”


  Al was grateful for that. As an apprentice, he would only make three gold as an escort, so any addition was welcome. Even one more gold on top of his normal pay would make him very happy.


   


  “Good work out there, Al,” Erik said. “Here’s your pay.”


  It had been ten days since Al had left Luella in the care of Barbara’s group. The caravan had safely made its way back to Frontier City Leicester. As the cart arrived at the southern gate and Al stepped down, Erik stopped him and handed him a small leather pouch.


  “Thank you,” Al replied, accepting the payment.


  Inside, he found five gold coins, much more than his most generous predictions.


  “Huh? Um, I think you gave me too much...” he stammered.


  Erik shook his head.


  “Not at all,” he said. “I’ve included the pay for your help slaying the sheepeater hawk as well as the various wildlings you took down on the trip. I also may have rounded up a little, but I think you more than earned it.” 


  Al couldn’t keep a broad smile off his face at the man’s words.


  “Also, Al, you’re not planning on moving your base of operations away from Frontier City Leicester, are you?” Erik asked.


  Al tilted his head in confusion and replied that he had no such plans. Erik then asked him if he would like to train in magic alongside Leda. According to him, he wanted to know more about Al’s magic options, and compare how Al and Leda cast the same spells.


  “You told us that changing your mental image for the spell allows you to add these options to your magic,” he said. “I’m thinking of having you and Leda learn the same spells. Just spells that Fisch and I already know, of course. I think that will allow me to make a proper comparison of these options of yours. How does that sound?” 


  Al nodded. Erik’s plan might help him better understand what was different between himself and others. Plus, it meant he could read some new spell scrolls. If Al was being honest with himself, that alone would make the whole thing worth it.


  “I’d very much like that,” he replied.


  Erik asked which of three spells—Telepathy, Floating Eye, and Shield—he would like to try. The first two were used by escorts while the caravan was on the road. Al experienced the latter in the fight against the bandits and knew its value in combat. After wrestling with his choices for a few moments, Al settled on Floating Eye.


  “Very well. Come by when you have time and you can begin learning it,” Erik said. “However, don’t put it off too long. Floating Eye is a Third-level spell, so it would normally take a year to learn. Besides that, unlike my disciples, you have your own work to do in addition to studying spells, so it might take several times that long. I’ll set the expected period to two years. During that time, I’d also like to study these magic options you mentioned. This may require me to run various tests with you. Is that acceptable?”


  Learning magic did, indeed, take a long time. Two years was almost too short for a normal student attempting to master a Third-level spell. For Al, though, it would be more than enough. Adding to that Erik was studying the options with him, and it all suited Al perfectly. He cheerfully replied that he would gladly accept.


  “In that case, this means you’ll be learning a new spell too, Leda,” Erik said. “Give it your best.” 


  Inside the cart, Leda pursed her lips and nodded, face serious. Al was sure she felt she couldn’t fall behind him, as Erik’s student.


  “In that case, I’ll be coming to visit again soon, Lord Erik,” Al said, taking his belongings down from the cart and slinging them on his back. “I look forward to continuing to work with you.” 


  He gave Erik a deep bow and saw the cart off. Barbara mentioned she wanted him to stop by as soon as he was back in town, but he figured she probably wasn’t back yet. He was about to return to the inn when he suddenly remembered that Lara’s artifact shop wasn’t that far from the south gate. He hadn’t mastered the Spray spell he bought from her earlier, but the quality seemed perfectly fine. It had been three weeks since he first visited her shop, so it was possible she had some new goods. He had just gotten paid and had some leftover cash from his previous jobs. He wasn’t sure she would be open yet, but he wanted to check if she had any new spell scrolls.


  There weren’t many merchants like Lara, who dealt in junk scrolls or those that weren’t officially recognized by the Mages’ Guild. Not only did most merchants want to avoid their wrath, but it was also difficult to sell something they couldn’t guarantee the quality of. Al himself had tried junk scrolls five times at this point and had only learned spells from two of them. Once he learned Spray, though, that total would go up to three.


   


  “Hello, Lara,” he greeted.


  It took quick work to find her shop—he merely asked around for Lara the artifact merchant. This time, she had set up her stall near the south gate.


  “Oh, you’re that boy from the other day who bought that Spray spell as a sample,” she said. “It’s too soon for you to have mastered it. What brings you here today?” 


  It seemed she remembered him. Al told her the quality of the Spray scroll was perfectly fine, so he was there to see what else she might have.


  “It hasn’t even been a month,” she replied, “but I suppose it’s fine. I’m just happy you’re pleased with the quality of my scrolls. I’m afraid I haven’t found the Sleep, Paralyze, or Fly that you were looking for.”


  She told him she had three scrolls she could sell: Haste, Analyze, and Magic Power Control. Haste was eight gold while the other two were four. Haste allowed the caster to not only swing their sword faster, but also move much faster, so it was popular among mages. Analyze was used for seeing the composition of objects, while Magic Power Control let the caster recharge the power in magic stones. Neither of the latter were useful in combat, instead being more favored by crafters.


  Al hesitated. The price was more than reasonable if he was sure he could learn those spells from the junk scrolls. His purse, however, only amounted to twenty gold coins when he added what he had just been paid. All three scrolls would run him sixteen gold together, leaving him with just four gold to his name.


  “No need to force yourself to buy them,” Lara cut in. “By the way, are you interested in selling your old spell scrolls? If they’re usable, I’ll give you a good price.”


  Learning a spell from a scroll required constant reading and use, usually causing them to get at least a little dirty. A little smudge in the wrong place could obscure bits of the important diagrams, making it impossible for the reader to gain the necessary insight for the spell. Al had gained plenty of experience with that during his days borrowing scrolls at the intermediate academy.


  Spell scrolls were delicate. If Al hadn’t had his teacher at the school to help him figure out the obscured sections, he never would have learned those spells. Dirty scrolls were useless except to those who already had a solid grasp on the spell construction.


  Al frowned. He was still working on all the scrolls he currently owned, and it would still take some time to finish them. He knew how long it could take to finally master the spells, as he had been pressed into helping others learn them each time he had returned one of the rental scrolls at school.


  “How much would you pay for them?” he asked.


  The Mages’ Guild also bought used scrolls, but they only paid around 3 percent of the value. The Guild would evaluate whether the contents could be used to learn the spell and—after checking the contents—would slap their certificate of authenticity on it, reselling it for the original value. According to them, it took some time and several rounds of testing to confirm the contents were still good, as well as casting a Packing spell to maintain the scroll quality. All these processes made the price fair in their eyes.


  “Well, let’s see,” she said. “I’ll give you about one-tenth the market price for the scroll. I sell ’em for around one-third, so I’d say that’s a good deal, right? I only buy scrolls I can confirm you’ve learned though, hear?”


  Al nodded. The Carrier spell he owned had been sold with the Mages’ Guild certificate for eighteen gold. Going by the usual market price, selling it back to the Guild would only get him sixty silver coins, while Lara would give him one gold and eighty silvers. She would then sell it for around six gold. With that kind of exchange rate, Al could use his old scrolls to buy more new ones. He was sure it would be a profitable deal for Lara as well.


  When he discussed this with Lara, he was surprised to learn that business was poor. There weren’t many mages in the market for junk scrolls, and those who did buy them thought her prices were too high because they couldn’t fully trust that the scrolls could actually be used to learn spells. Again, Al hesitated. Three new spells to learn. He definitely wanted them. If he ended up hurting for money, he could always sell her the scrolls he finished learning.


  “Okay,” he said. “For now, I’ll take those three scrolls you’re selling off your hands. Let me think some more about selling the other ones I have, though.”


  In the end, the siren song of new scrolls won him over. Al used almost everything in his pouch to buy them all. Gingerly taking his bundle of purchases from Lara, who had a broad smile on her face, he cradled them carefully to his chest and dashed back for his first visit to the Red-Faced Ram in over a week.


  Chapter 13:
A Clue to Ancient Ruins?


   


  ABOUT A MONTH after the rainy season began, the temperatures around Leicester began to climb, leaving residents drenched in sweat even if they sat around doing nothing. It was after the second bell the church rang that morning, and most shops and businesses had already started their day.


  “Good morning,” Al said.


  He looked exhausted as he opened the door to the inn’s eatery. The six tables for customers were deserted, and Loraine, the wife of the inn owner, and her daughter Iris were cleaning the dirty dishes in the kitchen.


  “Morning!”


  “Good morning!”


  Al listened to their greetings as he walked over to the kitchen and poured himself a bowl of stew. He grabbed a bit of black bread from the basket by the front counter and sat down to eat.


  “Thanks for always taking care of yourself,” Loraine said with a smile, never pausing her washing.


  The sweet aroma of the stew tickled Al’s appetite. Having a spoonful, he gave Loraine a deep nod.


  “Delicious as usual,” he said. “What’s the special ingredient?”


  “It’s methi,” Loraine replied. “You know the fenugreek plants? It’s the fruit that comes from those. Their harvest season started recently, and they’ve been around in the market, so I thought I’d use some. Tasty, isn’t it?”


  Al tilted his head. He knew fenugreek as a medicinal plant used for tonics and healing stomach ailments. It was supposed to be incredibly bitter, but apparently, if cooked right, it could produce the sweet flavors of the stew. Al was impressed.


  “Honestly,” Loraine started, a little shyly, “it’s thanks to you that my cooking can taste this good.”


  Again, Al tilted his head in confusion. Loraine explained that thanks to Al letting them use his Light spell to save on the cost of lamp oil, they were able to taste everything more clearly. Al then understood. The beast fat used in the lamp oil gave off a gamey stench when burned. The family tried to use the best oil for the lamps in the eatery, but the difference was still clear. Al sniffed the air and agreed that it was better.


  “I'm sorry it’s only available while I’m here,” he said. “But I can also adjust the timing of the lights now.”


  Al was in good spirits. Thanks to his newly acquired spell, Magic Power Control, he could not only charge the magic stones used to power artifacts, but could also adjust the amount of magical power he put into each of his spells. 


  For example, until then, the length of a Light spell without any of Al’s options would be determined directly by the level of mastery. Once Al knew when exactly his spells would run out, he could plan around and recast it just in time to keep the effect constantly active. With Al’s options, he could also adjust the length of the spell by dimming or increasing the brightness of the light, though he was only able to do so on the first cast.


  With Magic Power Control, however, he was able to add extra magical energy to spells he had already cast, which allowed him to readjust the brightness and time limit. The sole drawback was that it only worked for spells he had cast himself. Thanks to his new ability, he could add magic power to the Light spell whenever he wanted to extend it and not worry about its original time limit or not making it in time before it went out.


  “By the way, Al, you’ve been cooped up in the inn for three weeks now. Are you okay not going out to work?” Iris asked as she finished up the washing and brought Al a cup of water.


  Al made a noncommittal noise, his expression switching from eager to dark. He was so entranced by the new scrolls he bought that he hadn’t bothered to leave his room to work while he studied. His wallet was nearly empty.


  “I-I think I’ll be heading out to work soon,” he stammered. “Barbara should be back by now, and that armor I ordered should be ready.”


  “Just because you have some money in your pocket doesn’t mean you can spend all day playing around,” Loraine said, holding out her hand.


  Al handed her the empty wooden bowl and spoon. He didn’t think learning magic could be considered playing around, but had to admit it probably was in his case. In a desperate attempt to change the subject, Al showed the pendant he was wearing to Iris, who was wiping down the counter nearby.


  “I’m not... exactly playing around,” he said. “I’m learning new spells and trying things out. Like, here, look at this.” 


  The pendant was a flat, blue, oval-shaped crystal around two centimeters wide. There was a silvery frame around the gem, with a hempen cord attached to it to go around the wearer’s neck.


  “Oh wow, how pretty!” Iris said, unconsciously pausing her cleaning to stare at the clear blue gem. “But isn’t that the one you’ve always had on? I don’t remember it shining like that before, though.”


  The very heart of the gem was giving off a small glow that pulsed in waves. Al blushed at how close Iris’s face was as she gazed transfixed at the pendant. He hastily pulled the pendant off and thrust it into her hands.


  “This is an artifact my grandfather gave me,” Al explained. “Up to now, it’s always reacted to Sense Magic, but I had no idea what it actually did. All I could see was a tiny bit of a glow at the very center of the gem. I even tried putting some magic stones up to it, in case it had run out of magic power, but nothing happened. Now, though, with Magic Power Control, I was able to make it shine like this. That’s all thanks to my magic training.”


  Impressed, Iris took the pendant and held it up to the lamp light and then the bright sunlight streaming through the windows.


  “This is probably worth a lot of money,” Iris said.


  Al grinned at her declaration. The general understanding of artifacts was that they were extremely useful items. However, according to Al’s grandfather who had delved into ancient ruins, nobody knew what most of them did. Still, as he told Al, they were items people pinned their dreams and wishes on. Al thought the blue of the pendant was the same color as the eyes of his lost twin, Ingrid. To him, the pendant was the symbol of a protector and a source of courage and strength. Seeing it shining brighter made him feel like something in his life was about to change. He knew it in his heart.


  “Anyway, I know I’m getting a late start today, but I’ll be heading out,” he said.


  He took the pendant back from Iris and stood, invigorated and ready to face the day.


   


  Al’s first destination was the Levi Company’s main store. He didn’t have any money that day, so he walked past the scroll shop next to it. When he told the shopkeeper at the Levi shop his purpose, the man immediately ushered him into a lounge in the back. Rather than flowers, the room was decorated with tree branches bearing tender buds that gave the room a fresh feel. Al enjoyed the sight and was examining a fragrant branch of what he thought might be cinnamon when someone knocked at the door. Al politely invited them to come in, and the door swung open.


  “Thank you so much for coming, Alfred.”


  President Levi and his daughter, Luella, stepped into the room. Luella was in a blue one-piece dress and looked like she was in good spirits. When Al told her he was glad she was doing well, she flashed him a smile.


  “You really did me a favor back there,” she said. “Thanks to you, not only did I make it out safely, but there also haven’t been any nasty rumors about me, either.”


  President Levi nodded several times, as though emphasizing his daughter’s words.


  “To think they’d have a mage with them...” President Levi muttered, frustration clear in his voice. “We were keeping such a tight watch, too.”


  Al was aware the Mages’ Guild had increased restrictions on certain spells and made their registration requirements stricter as a countermeasure, but no action taken at that point could undo a crime that had already been committed. As someone who was in possession of some spells the Mages’ Guild had tried to quash use of, Al felt like a bit of a hypocrite. Still, he murmured vague agreements with President Levi that rogue mages were a problem.


  “If it’s okay for me to ask, were you able to find the other members of the conspiracy?” Al asked.


  President Levi shook his head. According to him, they had found some of the bandits’ comrades waiting in Oakley and caught them. However, there was still more of the conspiracy to be uncovered. Barbara was still hunting for answers, and Luella had been given a guard escort for the time being.


  “I’ve prepared something for you today to show my thanks for your help,” President Levi said. “According to Luella, spell scrolls are the best present for you. I asked around at the spell scroll shop and picked out one they said was particularly popular.”


  They had been talking about various topics for a bit before President Levi brought up the present and pulled out an ornate wooden box. He handed it to Al, and he could make out the words Magic Tornado embossed onto the wood. Magic Tornado was a spell that created a spherical blast of wind in an area around where it was targeted, magically attacking any enemy within range. Since it allowed the user to hit multiple targets at once, it was extremely popular. When Al had checked the price a few months ago, it had gone for thirty-five gold.


  “I’m always happy to get a new spell,” Al said. “But this is so valuable. Are you sure?”


  He hesitated to take the gift, but President Levi urged him to accept.


  “It just shows how much you helped,” he insisted. “I’d also be happy if you continued to lend your aid to Luella and Lord Naresh. I’ve also sent Cain his own reward, though I’ll admit it wasn’t as extravagant as this. Barbara also said she had something to discuss with you, so please help her out with whatever it is.”


  Al finally agreed with President Levi’s reasoning and accepted the wooden box. He was incredibly pleased with the continuous flow of new spell scrolls he had been receiving. Of course, he did need to actually work, so he vowed to slow his magic studies down a little.


  With countless words of thanks, he left the lounge.


   


  Barbara was in the guard station behind the Levi Company’s main store and had a group of other strong-looking men and women with her. Despite the city guards looking after the safety of Leicester, Al knew big-name merchants still needed guards like Barbara to look after their interests.


  “Sorry to drag you all the way out here,” Barbara said. “I kept meaning to go talk to you, but I haven’t been able to find the time.”


  Inside the guard house, Al was shown into a small room. It was like the lounge in the shop, though not nearly as well-decorated. It did have sofas and a table with a bowl of fruit in the middle of the room. Barbara pointed Al to one of the sofas before sitting down across from him. Al thought she looked extremely tired. When he sat, Barbara took an apricot from the bowl on the table and offered it to him.


  “Nobody to fetch us tea in here,” she said, apologetically. “But here’s a little something. It’s nice and sweet.”


  She took another for herself and took a bite, skin and all. Al did as she suggested and took a bite of his own, filling his mouth with the sweet and sour juice of the fruit. It had been a while since he last tasted a fruit this sweet, and a smile crept up his cheeks. He finished it quickly and looked around for what he was supposed to do with the pit remaining in his hand.


  Barbara spoke, her hesitant tone making it clear she wasn’t happy about what she had to say.


  “Sorry, but there’s something I need to check with you,” she said. “It’s about when you and I took out those Bloody Bandits at their base...” 


  It had been four months since the two of them had raided the bandit hideout. Barbara had done most of the slaying and looting while Al provided her with magical support. Other than that, he had taken care of Russ and Tully, the owners of the inn he was staying at.


  “Remember that spell scroll I handed you and told you to do whatever you wanted with it?” Barbara continued. “Was the spell on that scroll...?”


  She let the question hang in the air, unspoken, while she stared steadily at Al. He knew she was asking about the Conceal scroll and unconsciously avoided her gaze.


  “I thought so,” she said. “I wasn’t sure at first, but now I know. Don’t worry, I made sure no one would walk in while we’re talking. I’m sorry, but I need you to give me back that scroll. I know it’s only been four months, so you probably haven’t mastered it yet. Honestly, it’s probably better that way. It was my mistake to hand it over to you without giving it any thought, so I don’t plan to get you in trouble or anything. What I’m thinking is, if you give it back to me, I’ll pretend I found it at the next hideout of theirs we raid. That way your name never has to come up when folks ask about the scroll.”


  She was under the impression Al hadn’t had time to learn the spell. Normally, a Third-level spell like Conceal would take a year to study. Since he had, though, he didn’t see the issue in giving the scroll back. 


  Another possibility tickled his mind.


  Barbara saw that Al was taking his time to think, so she kept speaking.


  “I’m not asking you to hand it over for free, either,” she said. “I could trade you for one of the other scrolls we took off that mage, or for stuff we’ve seized in other raids. Let’s just make a deal, yeah? Will that work? If I don’t get that scroll back and turn it in, everyone’s gonna be walking on pins and needles waiting for the next Conceal incident. If we can’t tell everyone we found it and handed it over to the Mages’ Guild, we can’t call this whole thing over and done with.”


  Al looked down at the floor for a moment before lifting his head, a resigned expression on his face. He needed to go along with her plan—the risk was just too great if he kept the scroll. Decision made, he told Barbara he agreed. She gave him a small nod, looking glad at his choice.


  “Thanks, that really helps me out,” she said. “You know that Detect Invisibility spell or whatever? Turns out, not many mages can even use that. There’s only two in all of Leicester. We ordered a few artifacts that are supposed to help, but we’ve been running around trying to figure out how to tighten our defenses.” 


  From what she was saying, Al guessed she meant they were trying to find a way to deal with more incidents that involved the Conceal spell. He was glad he decided to hand it over. It could have been disastrous if he played dumb only for it to be found on him later.


  They decided that Barbara would swing by the inn that evening and retrieve the scroll from Al. Al looked through the spell scrolls that the guards had seized from various criminals and picked Locate Object for the trade. It allowed the user to determine the direction and distance of a specified item. Al couldn’t shake the guilty feeling that he was cheating Barbara by letting her believe he hadn’t already mastered Conceal, but decided he would pay it back by helping her if she ever needed his assistance in the future.


  Al’s next stop was Dennis’s armor workshop. It was close to the southern gate, not too far from Cody’s butcher shop. It had an entire suit of metal armor out front, making it hard to miss. On Orson’s recommendation, Al had commissioned Dennis to make leather armor from some of the nicer bigmouth lizard hides they brought back from their hunt. Dennis had said it would take a month for the preparation of the armor, but it was already well past that time. Al was sure the armor was done.


  “Hello, my name is Al!” Al called from the entrance. “Is Dennis here?”


  A young man stepped out. He was young but still older than Al, looking to be somewhere in his early twenties.


  “No, the boss is out,” the young man replied. “Did you need something?”


  Al explained he was the one who had commissioned the suit of armor through Cody the butcher a month ago. The man nodded in recognition, but his face darkened with a troubled look.


  “I’m sorry, but would you mind waiting for the boss to return?” he asked.


  Since Al’s order had come through Cody, the man explained, there was no one aside from Dennis who knew Al’s face and could confirm his identity. Dennis also hadn’t prepared a receipt, so they couldn’t just hand over such an expensive item to someone claiming to be Al. It would be different if Al was going to pay for the suit right then and there, or if some arrangement had been made beforehand. The man looked apologetic throughout as he explained the situation.


  The leather suit was worth more than ten gold. Al understood the man’s hesitation to hand over such a costly item, but it would be annoying if he had to come back.


  “Could you come with me to Cody’s place and have her confirm it’s me?” Al asked.


  The man nodded. That would work. Al took the man and headed right for Cody’s shop. She was in and quickly confirmed to him that Al was indeed the person who had requested the leather armor from Dennis.


  “Same old Dennis,” Cody said. “He knows his stuff but hates doing any work but the things he enjoys. He leaves running the shop to his apprentices. They’ve asked him for raises but he never gives it a thought. Pretty soon, his apprentices will go off to open their own shops, and his will go bankrupt.”


  At her words, the young man who accompanied Al to her shop gave a pained smile. According to him, they were barely making ends meet doing routine maintenance on armor for some regulars. Al recalled that there hadn’t been any customers at the shop when he was there, which meant that the man’s words were true.


  “By the way, I don’t think Orson has come back yet. Have you heard anything from him?” Cody asked, interrupting Al’s thoughts about his armor.


  It was true Al hadn’t seen Orson ever since he took that mysterious job from Cody a month ago. He hadn’t worried, though, since it hadn’t sounded like that dangerous of a job. When he gave this as his honest reply, Cody looked pensive. Al had only worked with the man for a little while but, from what he knew, it was indeed odd for him to be gone for that long.


  “Sorry to ask this so suddenly, Al, but would you mind taking a job?” Cody asked. “It’s the same one I sent Orson on.” 


  Orson may have run into trouble on the job. Al was about to run out of cash, and he was also concerned about his friend’s disappearance. It wasn’t a bad proposition, all things considered. He had promised to meet Barbara to hand over the scroll that evening, but he could always bring it to her if he needed to. He decided to pick up the leather armor later and turned to face Cody.


  “Okay,” he said. “What exactly does this job entail?”


  Chapter 14:
Clarence Village


   


  TEN DAYS LATER, Al arrived at a village called Clarence. To reach it, he had traveled northeast from Frontier City Leicester until he reached Milton, continued to the northwest to Ortis, then finally turned west for Clarence.


  He had passed through Ortis before while on his way from his hometown of Channing to the capital city, Lane, so he had no trouble traveling there over the course of three days. The road from Ortis to Clarence, though, was much less traveled. It had taken him a week and constant stopping to ask for directions to arrive.


  The steep mountains of the Nash Range stretched west of the village, and the narrow road where Al trekked through continued past Clarence, winding its way around them and going all the way to the neighboring Tempest Kingdom. The actual border crossing point into Tempest was north of there, though most people chose to either use the larger main road broken up by the Nash Range or the river that connected it to the territory of Count Lane. Not many travelers used the narrow path through Clarence. There was, however, a nearby fortress that oversaw the surrounding mountain area and was regularly staffed with soldiers.


  Cody’s job for Orson had been to harvest an ore called arnite, which was found in the caves near Clarence. According to her, arnite was a milky pink crystalline ore that wasn’t quite as valuable as actual crystal. Cody regularly used it in her work and the color and cloudiness of the ore made a big difference in its usefulness. Therefore, only arnite from the Clarence region would do. She had wanted to keep the location of the cave with her ideal arnite a secret, which was why she only hired Orson for the job.


  Al didn’t know how deep the cave was, but he was sure digging up ore wasn’t a job that would take Orson over six weeks to complete. He was sure the man had gotten into some trouble. They hadn’t worked together for long, but they had been partners and Orson had taught him all sorts of things. Al owed him a debt. As he walked through the entrance of the village nearest the cave, he hoped Orson was okay.


   


  The region around Clarence during this season was much hotter than the seaside town of Leicester. It was warm enough that Al started to sweat just from standing around too long. He tried to keep his voice light as he greeted the young man at the gate.


  “Hello. Hot, isn’t it?”


  The boy looked a little younger than Al, though they were at the same height. He had long, unkempt hair that brushed the neck of his baggy clothes. Judging from the sword sheathed at his belt, Al guessed he was an apprentice gate guard.


  “Who’re you?” the boy asked.


  “My name’s Al, I’m a scout,” Al replied. “I’m looking for someone.”


  The boy silently put his hand out. Al guessed he was asking for some money in exchange for information and shook his head slightly.


  “I pay for good information,” he said.


  “What?” the boy growled, his hand going to the hilt of his sword. “You gettin’ uppity with me?”


  Al wasn’t much of a close-range fighter but judging by the boy’s movements, he figured the kid wouldn’t be much of a challenge. He shook his head again. The boy seemed to take offense at this and started to draw his sword.


  “Hey, Gabby, leave it!” someone called from the building next to the gate.


  A man came hurrying out. He looked to be in his early twenties, with a lean build and his silver hair cropped short.


  “Sorry, traveler, we don’t get many visitors up here,” the man said.


  “Huh? This is what they do in Otis—” the boy began. The man clamped a hand over his mouth.


  Al guessed the boy was just mimicking what the folks said was done in a town called Otis. 


  “I’ll give the boy a lecture after this, so please forgive him,” the man said. “My name is Ether, and I’m in charge of security for the village. And you are?”


  Al introduced himself and told the guard who called himself Ether that he was there searching for a man named Orson. Ether seemed to immediately recognize the name.


  “Oh, right, I remember him,” he said. “It’s been a while since he came. He said something about wanting to use the springs in the back for his injured leg. Maybe he’s still there?”


  “The springs in the back?” Al repeated.


  Ether explained that there was a natural hot spring about a half a day’s walk from the village. The villagers referred to it as the springs at “the back” of the village. Apparently, some folks visited to drink the spring water or soak their injuries as a sort of medical treatment. There weren’t inns or hotels in the village, so visitors would take food to a cave near the springs if they planned on staying long. 


  Since the springs were up in the Nash Mountains, there were wildlings and monsters around. Visitors were expected to fend for themselves but according to Ether, there wasn’t anything too dangerous. From Al’s perspective, it was a bit anticlimactic after pushing himself hard to arrive in Clarence as soon as possible.


  “It’s a bit late to set out for the springs right now,” Ether said. “The path is pretty steep, so it can be dangerous in the evening.”


  Al looked pensive before nodding. He asked if there was anywhere to stay in town and Ether replied that there wasn’t an inn or anything, but there was an empty bed at Gabby’s place Al could trade for. Gabby, his mouth still held shut by Ether, pulled a sour face.


  “How many people live in Gabby’s house?” Al asked.


  “Eight,” Gabby barked. “You got a problem with that?”


  Al remembered growing up in a packed house himself, and how often he had gone hungry.


  “Ether, would you mind telling me about the hunting limits around here, and what’s out there?” he said. “I’m pretty good at hunting, and I’d like to do some until it gets dark, so I have something to offer the family for letting me stay.” 


  “Huh. There’s only two hours before the sun goes down, and you’ve never been in this area before,” Ether pointed out. “That’s some confidence.”


  The hunting rights of some forests were closely regulated by the nobles who owned the land, which meant there were places where adventurers were forbidden from hunting. To Al, whose father was the steward of their village, this was common knowledge. Ether was surprised at how confident Al was but explained nonetheless that the hunting rights of the area belonged to the village. There was just a small fee. If he hunted on the side of the Nash Range, however, the area was so steep and unforgiving no one would demand payment for hunting there. In fact, they might even be grateful if Al thinned the population of the deer that kept getting into their fields.


  “Deer, huh?” Al said. “Okay, I’ll go with deer if I can. Gabby, I promise to bring something nice for you all to eat, so do you mind if I stay with you? Could you ask your family for me?”


  “No way you can get a deer without a bow,” Gabby sneered. “You might get a rabbit if you’re lucky. We’re not letting you in if you show up empty-handed. You can sleep in the square for all I care.”


  Despite Gabby’s barbed words, Al nodded confidently. He asked Ether to point him toward the hunting grounds that were within the Nash Range. Adjusting his pack, Al headed in that direction.


   


  ***


   


  When Al arrived at the edge of the Nash Range territory Ether indicated, he paused to look around. It was a wilderness with dirt showing through the sparse trees scattered here and there. The only path he could see was at best a game trail that made it a rough climb for humans. He didn’t see a single animal, much less the deer he was looking for.


  Al first laid his pack—containing various tools and changes of clothing—onto a circular platform he created with Carrier so it wouldn’t get in the way. He then cast Conceal over all of it. He had realized in the recent weeks that doing so would hide the scent and small noises his pack made when he wore it, as well as preventing it from getting caught on branches and other things when he moved. It was frustrating that he couldn’t ask anyone about the uses of Conceal and had to figure them out on his own.


  He checked the belt of his practically new leather armor, which still barely had any scratches on it. He had received the armor right before leaving on his search for Orson, so he wasn’t used to it yet. Unlike the clothes he had used up to that point, which was made of hardened leather, this set covered important areas such as his neck, chest, and stomach. It also protected areas that saw a lot of use—like his shoulders—with the rough, gleaming black hide taken from the backs of the bigmouth lizards.


  Al was sure it was an amazing suit of armor if used correctly, but he was still untrained in defensive fighting with armor. It felt great to wear, though, and hardly made noise when he moved. It suited Al’s needs perfectly. He just couldn’t shake the feeling that he wasn’t making the most of it and resolved to ask Orson once he found him.


  Once he was done with his preparations and was traveling light, Al cast Sensory Boost to enhance his sense of smell. He took another look around, paying close attention to the direction the wind was blowing. There were several scents mixed in with the overall aroma of brush drying in the summer sun. The second most common smell was that of insects. Then came the scents of gophers, rabbits, and of course, deer. Since they were numerous enough to be a threat to the village farms, it made sense that they would pass through this hunting area. Al also caught faint whiffs of wolves and wildlings like goblins and orcs, but they were too far away for him to worry.


   


  Al tracked the scent of a deer. The closest one he could smell seemed to be a young buck. At this time of the year, male deer would bulk up on fat in preparation for the mating season. Al imagined the meat around the shoulder would be especially delicious as a roast. He caught sight of the buck running along the bumpy ground, weaving through the sparse trees. A normal human would have found it difficult to chase due to the terrain, but Al used Physical Boost to enhance his legs so he could leap lightly across the ground in pursuit.


  After about twenty minutes of tailing the deer, Al saw it stop to nibble at some tree buds. The buck was a large one—about two meters long and weighed about one hundred and fifty kilograms. Its sharp antlers were around fifty centimeters long. Al guessed it was too young and wasn’t very aggressive yet, but he still approached with caution.


  Though Al was still over five meters away, the deer immediately noticed him and froze, staring in his direction. Their eyes met and Al held his breath unconsciously as he stared back. Three seconds passed. The buck sprang away.


  “Magic Missile. Converge. Enhance Range.”


  Al, who had been waiting for the deer to move, fired a shining arrow of light from his right hand. Since he had been hunting since he was very young, he knew how to read deer movement patterns. His Magic Missile buried itself deep in the deer’s neck.


  “Got him!” Al cheered, unable to contain his excitement.


  He walked over to where the deer was shakily trying to flee, blood pouring from the wound on its neck. Al grabbed its antlers from behind and quickly sliced through the thick blood vessel in its neck with his belt knife. The deer twitched, its neck spraying copious amounts of blood in a few breaths. It was always easiest to drain the blood out of a corpse while the heart was still pumping. Al hurriedly dispelled his Conceal and Carrier spells and set his backpack on the ground. He then recast Carrier and placed the deer on it, making sure its wound was pointed downward. The corpse was heavy, but Al’s mastery of Carrier was even better now than when he used it to carry Erik, so it handled the deer without much difficulty.


  Looking up, Al saw that there was still some time before sunset. He started looking around for some water. In the hot season, it was better to perform not just the bloodletting but dressing the rest of the carcass as quickly as possible. Luckily, he found a river nearby. It was three meters wide and around a meter deep, which meant it held more than enough water for his needs.


  Al walked down to the riverside and sank the carrier with the deer corpse into the river to chill while he removed the innards and pelt with quick, well-practiced movements before butchering the meat. He worked fast enough that he finished not only the hunt but also the butchering before the sun went down.


   


  ***


   


  “Woah. Woah! What’s that? There’s a tray floating in the air with a bunch of meat!”


  Though he had been suspicious of Al at the start, Gabby let out a shout with wide-eyed wonderment when he saw the Carrier piled high with deer meat floating behind Al. When Al explained that he could use magic, Gabby’s attitude shifted completely. The boy almost seemed to worship Al from that moment on. 


  There was more than enough deer meat to feed Gabby’s family and have plenty to spare, so Al asked Ether, who also came out to greet him, what he should do to split the remainder with the other villagers as thanks for letting him stay. Ether managed to quickly get over his surprise that Al had hunted down a deer during his first hunt in the region and told him it would be best to speak with the mayor. He offered to guide him to the latter’s house.


  Al asked if Ether could show him somewhere to store the deer meat first, and he led him to what looked like a kitchen attached to the mayor’s house. By that point, word about Al and his hunt had apparently spread around the village, as ten or so women were waiting for him there.


  “Hello. I’m Al, a scout,” he introduced himself. “You probably heard from Ether, but I’m here looking for someone.”


  A somewhat plump man standing to the side of the crowd greeted Al. Al assumed he was the mayor. He had close-cropped light brown hair and a big smile on his face.


  “Yes, I’ve heard,” the mayor said. “The man with the injured leg did, indeed, come to the village around a month ago. I’m afraid he hasn’t come down to the village since he left, so he must still be up at the springs in the back. I understand you’ll be staying with Gabby tonight. I’ll have him show you the way to the springs in the morning.”


  According to the mayor, there was a cave near the springs. It was a cool, relaxing place so travelers often set up beds and used it as a sort of natural inn. Al wondered if it was the cave Orson had told Cody about. From what she said, it was Orson who had first brought the arnite from there to sell to her, so only he knew its location.


  “I heard there was something bad going on in Tempest Kingdom. Has anything from that spilled over to here?” Al asked.


  He was curious about what Murdock had said about the neighboring country being at war. Murdock and his companions headed for Border City Parker, but Clarence was near the border as well.


  “Oh, yes, we’ve been fine, here,” the mayor answered. “That was all about two months ago. We heard something about a war and were told to tighten our defenses. I was worried myself, so I went to the nearby fort. They told me the Tempest Kingdom over the mountains had a war between the royal family and the house of Marquis Prentice, who had served as the Prime Ministers of Tempest for generations. All sorts of rumors about both sides have been flying around, so it’s been impossible to pin down the truth. Up north in Border Town Parker, they were getting plenty of refugees, and it was causing a fuss. But we’ve been peaceful down here the whole time. The paths here are steep and hard to travel for anyone not used to dealing with the mountain terrain. No matter how things go over there, no one is expecting the fighting to spread to our kingdom, at least.”


  Al assumed the fort the mayor mentioned was the one he had seen keeping guard over the nearby mountains when he was approaching the village. He had initially worried Orson might have been caught up in the fighting from the Tempest Kingdom, but it seemed that wasn’t the case. He was apparently just taking an extended trip to the hot springs. Of course, knowing Orson, it didn’t seem likely he would miss a deadline for something like that. There was no sense thinking about it too much, though. Al made up his mind that he’d get as early a start as possible the next morning.


  “Thank you for the information,” he said. “And thank you for opening your village to me for the night.”


  Al bowed. The women in the kitchen finished dividing up the deer meat and he saw Gabby and a woman he assumed was the boy’s mother carrying a board heaped with cuts.


  “Thank you so much, Lord Al,” the woman said. “I’ll use the meat you gifted us to prepare a feast for tonight.” 


  “Thanks, Lord Al!” Gabby repeated.


  The boy had suddenly taken to calling him a lord. The change in demeanor brought a wry smile to Al’s face. Hearing him, though, made Al think of the times back when he was in junior academy, bringing his catches back home. His smile turned to one of nostalgia.


  Chapter 15:
Beyond the Rift


   


  “HEY, LORD AL, show us some magic,” Gabby begged.


  After the lively family of eight enjoyed a feast of deer meat, the boy urged Al into showing them Light over and over. He never got tired of it. Each time Al cast the spell, the boy would let out a shout of excitement and stare at the light, transfixed.


  “Wow, how did you learn magic, Lord Al?” Gabby asked.


  “My grandpa was a mage, so I learned from him,” Al explained, leaving out most of the details.


  He had decided to study magic when he and his twin, Ingrid, were attacked by goblins. There weren’t too many wildlings around the Clarence area, despite it being in the frontier. Al saw no reason to frighten the kid.


  “Must be nice,” Gabby muttered jealously.


  Al knew that it took a lot of specialized knowledge to become a mage. For example, the spell scrolls were written in ancient script, so a student couldn’t even learn magic until they could read and write in it. There were plenty more factors, and none of them could be learned without the guidance of a private tutor, a teacher at an intermediate school, or by apprenticing yourself to a mage, like Leda and her fellow students. All the options were nearly impossible for someone born to a normal farming family.


  Hiring a tutor took money and connections, attending an intermediate school required someone with political power in the area providing a recommendation, and being an apprentice could take years, a decade even, of acting as a servant for the mage. There were cases like Al’s where a child was taught by one of their direct family members, but nine out of ten times those children never managed to cast a spell before adulthood. Learning magic required both a strong desire from the student as well as knowledge of the fundamentals.


  On the other hand, becoming a mage gave one access to immense power and respect. There were plenty of people who dreamed of becoming mages despite the hurdles. For most, though, it simply took too long to learn their first spell. Al’s grandfather had taken five years to learn his. However, Al started studying around the same time he was learning to read and write, so it was six years before he learned his very first spell, Light. He had been nine. The strong will he felt since he was three years old had pushed him. Everyone around him had been amazed at the nine-year-old casting spells, but all he felt were the six years it had taken him.


  Al took the pendant from around his chest, which was still giving off a faint glow. It was the same artifact his grandpa had given him back then, and he still didn’t know what it was for. Whenever he looked into its deep blue crystal, he thought of the blue eyes of his twin sister, Ingrid. She would always hold his gaze with those eyes, the same way the crystal did.


  Gabby, sitting beside Al, asked what the pendant was. Al told him his grandfather had found it hanging around the neck of a goddess statue, although he wasn’t sure how truthful those stories were. Still, seeing Gabby’s interest in magic, Al continued to enthrall the kid with those of his grandpa’s tales that he could remember.


   


  ***


   


  Early the next morning, Al headed to the hot springs behind the village. Gabby, who had been pushed into being his guide, was with him. There wasn’t really a path to their destination, so instead they traveled over the same rugged landscape where Al chased the deer the day before. Without a guide, he would have been completely lost in the ups and downs of the terrain. After a while, Al began to see steam rising from the earth here and there, the whiffs of a stench like rotten eggs filling the air. According to Gabby, the actual spring was a well of hot water about the size of a small pond. There was also a river flowing nearby filled with the same hot water where visitors could enjoy a warm soak.


  They heard strange grinding and sliding sounds from around them. Al even noticed the ground sliding a little beneath his feet. Gabby told him not to worry, and that there were often small earthquakes in the area. The month before, they even had a few big ones. Al only knew of earthquakes by name and had never experienced one himself. He tried to fight back his anxiety as he continued climbing the mountain slope.


  It was a little before noon when they arrived at what the villagers referred to as “the springs in the back.” The steaming pond was exactly as Gabby had described. Al also saw a small clearing nearby with a covered area for cooking. Gabby, however, took one look at the nearby mountain face and pointed, shock plain on his face.


  “It collapsed!” he yelled.


  The entrance to the cave the mayor had mentioned was covered by a giant boulder. It must have fallen during a landslide or some other natural disaster. Al and Gabby rushed over to investigate. There were gaps between the boulder and cave entrance that the two boys could barely slip through on all fours.


  “I’m going to take a look inside,” Al said. “You stay here.”


  He took off his pack and hung it on a small, hook-shaped Carrier, before casting a spell to improve his vision in the dark.


  “Be careful,” Gabby said.


  “I will, don’t worry,” Al replied. “There might be goblins around, so you be careful too. If I’m not back by the afternoon, you go straight back to the village and talk to the mayor, okay?”


  “Okay,” Gabby agreed.


  Al smiled and waved to alleviate the boy’s anxiety as he took off. He put on a serious face and pushed his way through the small opening.


   


  The collapsed portion of the cave went on about two meters from the entrance. Once Al crawled his way through, the passage opened up, and the rest of his surroundings looked untouched. There was no light, but Al had no trouble seeing thanks to his vision enhancing spell. The interior of the cave was silent, he couldn’t see anyone near the entrance. He spotted some shelf-like wooden structures on the walls with curtains separating them. Al guessed the visitors to the spring used them as beds. One of them looked like it had been used recently, and he found a pack he recognized as Orson’s lying nearby.


  Al quickly returned to the collapsed entrance.


  “Gabby, it’s just the very entrance that collapsed!” he said. “I found Orson’s things, but I don’t see him anywhere. I’m going to go deeper into the cave to look. It might take me a while.”


  Gabby replied that the cave got really bendy toward the end and the entire system was about 100 meters deep. Orson hadn’t responded to Al’s calls—it was possible the man had left during the landslide and went somewhere else, leaving his pack behind. Putting that into consideration, Al figured it might take some time to find him.


  Al also remembered that Gabby had told him that there were still goblins in the area. He wasn’t worried about himself, of course, but he couldn’t guarantee Gabby’s safety while he waited for him outside the cave. Since he already knew where the cave was, he no longer needed a guide, so he sent Gabby home.


  After watching the boy leave, Al returned to the cave. Orson still hadn’t responded to Al calling out to him. He had to consider the worst case and make sure Orson wasn’t still inside the cave before he could move on to other possibilities. On his first search, he saw several white stones scattered around. At a glance they looked like ordinary pebbles but when Al took a better look, he realized they were shards of arnite. They were about twenty meters from the mouth of the cave. Al was impressed Orson had found them the first time he came here.


  As he ventured deeper, his eyes were immediately drawn to a large rift in the cave ceiling. Rushing over, he saw that it was not just the ceiling. The floor also had a massive hole.


  Al was sure Gabby would have told him about the hole if it had been there before. The earthquake may have caused the ground to collapse, and Orson might have fallen in. Al peered down and saw that the chasm went down about ten meters before ending in a pile of debris. There was also an open space around the rubble. 


  Tying a rope to a nearby boulder to secure it, Al descended into the rift.


  Al lowered himself slowly down into the chasm, relying on the single dangling rope to support him. There were walls on either side for him to kick off for about two meters before they abruptly ended, revealing a massive open space. Al, still dangling from the rope tied around his waist, looked down below.


  He was hanging in a square chamber about ten meters wide. There were two human figures in the room, each about three meters tall. Their torsos were made of rock that glistened in the darkness, their faces from their noses up hidden by white porcelain masks that gave Al the impression that their heads were floating in the shadows. Each of the figures held a staff-like object in their hands, both of which were pointed at Al.


  Al had a very bad feeling from the figures. He loosened the rope around him and dropped about five meters. As he did, bolts of light blue burst from the tips of both staves, creating a shower of sparks when they met, and struck the ceiling where Al had just been.


  The spell that the figures fired looked like Magic Missile. He loosened the rope again, this time freefalling the rest of the way to the ground. From the ground, he was able to catch sight of something he hadn’t seen from above—Orson’s walking stick laying discarded near a pile of rubble. Other than that, the floor was littered with dust and small stones. The chamber had two entrances, though one of them was blocked by a door.


  Al scrambled to his feet and dashed toward the open entrance. He didn’t know where he was or why the figures were attacking him, but there wasn’t any time to stand around and figure anything out. What he did know was the entrance he was running for was smaller than the figures, so he should be safe when he passed through it.


  Each of the figures fired off another bolt of blue light, but neither struck Al as he raced with all his might. He dove through the open entrance and found five meters of hallway and a stairway going up. Al didn’t slow down, dashing up the stairs. Two more bolts of blue light struck the ground behind him, exploding into sparks. As soon as he reached the top of the stairs, Al tumbled to the ground.


  Letting out a huge sigh of relief, Al looked around. He appeared to be in the corridor of a temple or fortress made of stone, with a door at the end. The floor and ceiling were made of smooth, cream-colored stones that fitted together perfectly. Each was polished to a shine and appeared to be wet with dew. Al’s eyes traveled up the walls, tracing the complex fretwork near the ceiling.


  Al strained his ears but didn’t hear any movement. Since no more bolts of blue light came flying his way, he assumed he had successfully escaped his attackers. He pushed himself to his feet, careful to make as little noise as possible. He couldn’t help but wonder if he was in an ancient ruin. That meant the figures that attacked him were golems—creatures that were often left behind as guardians. Al couldn’t keep a smile from creeping up his cheeks. He had been dreaming of this day for years. Looking around, he wondered if the ancient ruin he was in looked like the one his grandfather found all those years ago.


  After a few moments of studying the walls and ceiling, his face close enough to rub his cheeks against them, Al snapped back to reality. He had recognized the walking stick that had been abandoned in the first room. That meant Orson was most likely somewhere in the ruin. He doubted the man was uninjured after a fall from that height.


  Al couldn’t go back without risking another round of attacks from the figures. He decided to try the door at the end of the corridor instead. Slowly, cautiously, he walked down the passage, though he couldn’t see any obvious traps. What he thought was a door turned out to be an intricately carved stone. He couldn’t find any handles on it.


  He tilted his head, wondering how the door worked. However, when he was within three meters of it, the door-like stone slid to the side on its own.


  Surprised, Al staggered back two or three steps, prepared for a fight. What he saw on the other side was a room about six meters wide with lights on the walls. The walls were the same creamy white stone as the corridor, and there was an object that looked like a stone sarcophagus in front of an altar. Laying near Al’s side of the crypt, with a polished silvery canteen on his chest and his arms and legs stretched out to either side, was Orson.


  Al rushed to Orson’s side. The man was breathing. His cheeks looked hollow, but his pallor wasn’t too sickly. For some reason, his breath stank of alcohol.


  “Orson, Orson!” Al yelled, slapping Orson’s cheek gently.


  Orson slowly opened his eyes.


  “Hm? Al? Nah, not a chance,” Orson said “Must be hallucinating. Not good. I’m already that far gone...” His words were slurred like he was drunk.


  “Hey, Orson, what are you talking about? Are you okay? Pull yourself together!” Al kept calling out to Orson until the man opened his closed eyes again.


  “Best hallucination I’ve ever seen,” the man muttered. “Looks just like the real thing. My brain’s gone if I’m seeing things like this...”


  Orson stared at Al, his eyes not quite focused. Finally, with Al continuing to knock sense into him, Orson seemed to realize that what he was seeing was real. His eyes flew wide with amazement.


  “Wait, it’s really you?” he asked, his voice rising with excitement. “You came to help me?” 


  Slowly, painfully, he pushed himself upright and extended a hand toward Al, his face full of emotion. Al could see his hand was shaking horribly. He took it. It felt very warm, like Orson had a fever. Al asked what was wrong, and Orson responded by holding up the metallic canteen in his other hand.


  “I’m still alive thanks to this artifact,” he said. “Found it on the altar. It makes you as much booze as you want.”


  He explained how he had been caught in an earthquake while searching for arnite. The ground had collapsed beneath his feet, dropping him into the chamber where Al had descended earlier via rappelling. The golems immediately attacked him, so he retreated while fending off their magic, finally managing to escape into this room where Al eventually found him. There, he stumbled upon the canteen.


  “Please don’t tell me you survived on nothing but alcohol for a month,” Al said.


  “A month? It’s been a month? I guess so,” Orson replied with a wry grin. “Well, yeah. Couldn’t fight those golems, couldn’t find another way out, and my pack and waterskin are back at the cave entrance. Nothing else I could do but live off the booze.” 


  He tried to stand, but his legs were too shaky and he gave up. Al was impressed the man had even managed to survive after drinking nothing but alcohol for a month.


  “Damn. Too drunk. Can’t even stand,” Orson cursed.


  “Here, just drink some water for now,” Al said. “And have some of this. Chew it very slowly. Did you find anything else down here?”


  Al handed him the canteen attached to his belt and some raisins from his pack. Orson gulped down the water before letting out a long sigh, then popped two or three raisins into his mouth and chewed them slowly, savoring the flavor.


  “Ahh, now that hits the spot,” he breathed.


  Orson leaned back and looked up at the ceiling. Al could tell even doing that took every shred of willpower he could muster. He helped Orson shift so he could rest against the wall of the chamber, then looked around. He found a shining silver goblet sitting empty on the altar in front of the stone coffin.


  “Sense Magic.”


  He swept his gaze around to see if anything reacted to his spell. The door that opened on its own when he got close enough and Orson’s canteen of alcohol were the only things that lit up. He asked Orson to show what he had on him, just in case, and found two glowing items in Orson’s belt pouch. However, they were both out of magical power. Through his drunken stupor, Orson explained that they were for casting Light and Falling Control, and that he had them with him from the start. Falling Control allowed the user to float to the ground like a feather, and Al guessed it was thanks to that Orson had survived his fall during the earthquake.


  “Sensory Boost. Enhance Sight.”


  Al went around the room again, checking every nook and cranny. He examined the areas around the altar, the ceiling, and the hallway leading to the stairs, hoping to find at least one hidden door. However, he found nothing.


  “Darn,” he said. “I was hoping there’d be another way out or something, but it doesn’t look like it. No way around it. Hey, Orson...”


  He looked over to see Orson breathing deeply, clearly asleep. Al stared at the man’s face for a few moments before shaking his head.


  “I still don’t know if I should talk to people about this, even Orson,” he murmured to himself. “Best to just try it myself first.” 


  He left the room. Once he confirmed that the door was shut behind him, he walked until he was at the top of the stairs that lead downward.


  “Conceal.”


  Al vanished. He still wasn’t sure he should share the fact that he had mastered the spell, even with Orson. He didn’t feel ready yet. Once he checked his own hand to make sure it was invisible, Al started down the stairs. He continued until he was just outside the first chamber where he had dropped into through the hole. Peeking around the doorway, he saw the golems near the center of the room already turning to face him.


  Al wondered, a chill running down his spine, if the golems could see him. He wondered if the Conceal spell was already failing, but when he checked his hand, he could still see right through it. Despite that, the golems aimed the staves in their hands directly at him. Al quickly leaped backward. Two bolts of blue light shot through the space he had just been occupying and slammed into the walls nearby, bursting into sparks. It was clear the golems had aimed at Al when they fired their spells.


  Turning back, Al dashed up the stairs. Just like the last time, he dove out of the way at the top of the stairs just in time for two more blue bolts to sail by him, exploding when they hit the ceiling.


  Al had heard tales of golems who appeared regularly as guardians of ancient ruins, so he had an image of them in his head. However, he had no idea they were immune to the effects of Conceal. Having successfully escaped the golems a second time, Al slumped against the wall and put his head in his arms.


  “What’s the use of Conceal if the golems see right through it?” he muttered. “The laws are so tight around these forbidden spells, I can’t ask anyone about them. I have to keep doing my own trial and error, but I don’t even know if I’m using it right. I shouldn’t have learned it in the first place.” 


   


  Al sat with his face buried in his arms for a while until the chill of the stone floor started to seep through his clothes. He raised his head. The shock of his spell failing hit him hard, but he knew he couldn’t waste time dwelling on it. He needed to focus on finding a way out.


  Tilting his head up, Al tried to think of anywhere he hadn’t already checked. Bolting upright, he realized he hadn’t looked inside the stone sarcophagus. He was obviously in the tomb of some ancient king or hero. The room opened by the earthquake was some sort of guard chamber right before the tomb and the closed door on the far side of it was most likely the actual entrance. In that case, the sarcophagus might contain goods. 


  On the one hand, Al had heard plenty of stories about ancient kings and heroes placing curses on their tombs to ward off looters. On the other, there was nowhere else left to look and no way out. Al had no choice but to check the tomb.


  Praying to Luud, Goddess of Luck, Al walked over to the sarcophagus. The stone slab covering it was about three and a half meters long, one and a half meter wide, and three centimeters thick. Lifting it would be utterly impossible, but it was a single slab with no lip, which meant Al could most likely slide it sideways. He cast Physical Boost to enhance his strength and carefully pushed.


  It moved slowly to the side with a loud grinding noise. The tomb itself had fairly thick walls, so Al had to slide the lid a good three centimeters before he could peek inside. Within the sarcophagus, he found the corpse of an old man so well-preserved he looked like he could spring back to life at any time. He had a gentle smile on his face and wore a garment Al recognized as a toga from the period plays he had seen. The toga was mostly an ashen gray and showed touches of dull golden embroidery here and there.


  Al kept sliding the stone lid until he could see inside better. Praying to Luud, Goddess of Luck, the entire time, he gently shifted the corpse aside to search around it. Unfortunately, nothing caught his eye. Only one thing reacted to his Sense Magic spell—a blue crystal gem in the shape of a flattened oval about three centimeters in diameter. The corpse was holding it in its hand. Looking closer, Al realized it was a slightly larger version of the gem he wore around his neck.


  Al took out his pendant to compare the two. The gem he found on the corpse also gave off a faint glow, but it was much weaker than what his grandfather had given him. To get a better look, he took the pendant off his neck and held the gem right next to the other. When he did, the new one began to glow brighter. At the same instant, a calm male voice echoed in Al’s ears, as if one of the gods was bestowing him with a revelation.


  “You have my gratitude, young one,” the voice said.


  Chapter 16:
Assistant


   


  THINKING IT WAS Orson pulling a prank on him, Al snapped his head to where he had left the man resting against the wall. Orson’s eyes were still closed, asleep. If it wasn’t Orson, he had no idea where it came from. As he looked around, the voice spoke again.


  “I am Tempest’s Assistant,” it said.


  “Tempest?” Al repeated. “Assistant?”


  Neither of the words made any sense to him. He kept his guard up as he continued the conversation. He finally realized the voice was coming from the gem in the corpse’s hand. 


  The word Tempest brought to mind the neighboring Tempest Kingdom. The voice went on to explain that it was actually the name of the corpse before Al. According to the voice, an Assistant was a personality that lived inside the gem, giving it a kind of intelligence, and provided various services to Tempest when he was alive.


  “This is no gem, though, and this is not the only form I may take,” the voice added as Al tilted his head in clear confusion.


  Apparently, Al was the only one who could hear the voice. The Assistant explained that this was done by sending signals directly to a bone in Al’s ear. Al wasn’t aware of any bones in his ear but also felt that there would be no end to the questions if he started asking about every single thing he didn’t understand.


  “Let’s set that aside for later,” Al said. “What are you doing here, Mr. Assistant? Are you guarding this body?”


  Tired of all the details he couldn’t understand, Al tried to ask a more straightforward question. The voice didn’t sound like it was angry at him, but he still couldn’t grasp what exactly was going on.


  “I was indeed guarding this body,” the Assistant replied. “Normally, I would take issue with anyone disrespecting this tomb, but I sensed no disrespect in your actions. My magic power was so drained, I couldn’t even talk, much less do anything to protect the body. Lord Tempest is already dead, and I am no longer able to make use of his five senses, but your Assistant shared enough magic power with me that I am at least able to speak.”


  He further explained that the blue crystal housed in Al’s pendant was called an Assistant Device. When Al asked why his couldn’t speak, the Assistant explained that, while it was probably using Al’s five senses to get a feel for the world, it was most likely still like a human baby, unable to form words to communicate with him.


  “We just kind of stumbled into this place,” Al said. “We’d like to leave, but the golems are blocking our way out. Can you make them let us pass?”


  Feeling like things were going to go off on a complicated tangent, he quickly brought the topic back to his main question.


  “I wish only to remain here forever with Lord Tempest in silent rest,” the Assistant replied. “Therefore, I would like you to keep the location of this tomb secret from others. If you promise to do so, I will send you home using your Assistant.”


  Al wondered just how many years this voice that called itself an Assistant had been down in this tomb. Still, he nodded.


  “I am currently sharing information with your Assistant, which will allow it to learn many things very quickly,” the Assistant said. “It should soon be able to speak with you. It would appear it has slowly been learning and growing by your side. It... No, she told me you were a good person when she lent me magic power. I am somewhat jealous of her. She reminds me of the days I spent with Lord Tempest.”


  Al glanced at Orson. He was still slumped against the wall, asleep. Al wanted to talk to Orson about what was happening but getting out of the tomb and letting him get some proper rest and nutrition came first, and they needed that to happen quickly.


  “Sorry, but we’d really like to get out of here as fast as possible,” Al said. “Could you send us to the village at the foot of the mountain with magic?”


  The Assistant replied that it was impossible. Though he had been given powers as a guardian of the tomb, he couldn’t use magic. Al wondered how the Assistant was talking to him if not through magic, but the Assistant simply responded that that was a different matter.


  “There were some studies that looked into giving Assistants the ability to cast magic, but I was placed in this tomb before they were completed. I don’t know the results. And I’m curious why the Assistant around your neck is so young. No, actually, from the way you speak it’s almost as though you’ve never heard of an Assistant. Why is that?”


  Al could only respond that he didn’t know. He explained that he had taken history classes at the intermediate academy, but they only went back around two hundred years, just before the Kingdom of Sylvester was founded. Al asked if the Assistant recognized the Kingdom of Sylvester or the neighboring Tempest Kingdom, but the Assistant replied that he hadn’t heard of either realm. The Tempest he served was a great mage, but had neither been a king nor a noble. In the end, they both realized that there was a large gap between the histories they knew.


  “Hm... Well, at any rate, I will place a tag on the Assistant in your device that will prevent the golems from attacking you,” the Assistant said. “That way, they shouldn’t strike you as long as you have it on you. You can return through the ceiling in the guardian chamber. Oh, one last thing, I’m interested in this Tempest Kingdom that bears my master’s name. If you learn anything about it, would you please return here secretly and tell me about it?” 


  Al nodded and created a Carrier in the shape of a chair for Orson to sit on. Since the man was still asleep, Al added a rail on the seat so he wouldn’t slide off.


  “What a clever construction.” The Assistant to the great mage Tempest expressed his honest appreciation at Al’s work.


  Al smiled at the compliment.


  “Well, we’ll be going now,” he said, hesitating since he didn’t know what to call the Assistant. “Good-bye, Assistant to Lord Tempest.”


  “Oh, I do have a name of my own,” the Assistant replied. “I am Malachi. Farewell.”


  Al laid the jewel back with the corpse and pushed the stone lid back onto the coffin. Learning the Assistant’s name made Al feel that they had formed a little bond. He wanted to talk more with Malachi, especially because the Assistant seemed to know all sorts of things. It would be nice to slip back in secret at some point when he had more time to chat. At the moment, though, he was worried about Orson.


   


  ***


   


  When Al ascended the rope through the rift back into the cave, he caught the faint scent of burning meat. Worried there might be someone there, Al cautiously peered around. However, there was no one in the cave, and the smell seemed to be drifting in through the cracks in the rocks blocking the entrance.


  Al had parted with Gabby a little before noon, and he surmised it wasn’t quite evening yet. It was too early for the kid to come back for him, though of course, the boy might have ignored Al’s order and stuck around.


  Al looked through the cracks at the entrance to see what was going on outside. He heard voices and the sound of metal scraping against metal. There was an outdoor cooking area for long-term visitors to the springs, and it looked like there were people occupying it. From the voices, Al guessed there were two people, both young women.


  “Thank you, Joanna, but I’m really not hungry. Could you just fetch me a cup of hot water to drink?”


  “Princess, forgive me, but you really must eat something.”


  Al tilted his head in confusion. Princess? Princess of where? Or was that just a nickname? At the very least, they didn’t sound like bandits, which eased some of Al’s fears. He slowly crawled back through the collapsed entrance, pulling Orson, still slumped on the Carrier, behind him. Staying in the shadows of the cave entrance, he peeked out at the cooking area.


  He saw a knight in her early twenties, her brown hair messily cut short. She was wearing metal armor that was so dirty and dented it seemed like she had run there from a battlefield. Her companion was a girl who looked a little younger than Al, wearing a dress that may have been stunning but had been reduced to little more than rags. Her golden hair was muddy and tied back in a ponytail, probably to keep it out of her face. Al guessed that the knight was Joanna and the younger girl was the princess.


  There was a lump of something burnt beyond recognition sitting on the table of the cooking area. Al guessed it was something one of them had tried, and failed, to cook. The two were drinking water from cups that had been left in the space while asking each other if they had any injuries.


  Al continued to watch them from the shadows, but it was clear the possibility of them being bandits or some other dangerous wanderers was very low. It was a fairly steep path getting to the springs but beyond the cooking area, Al knew the road continued to the border with the Tempest Kingdom on the other side of the Nash Range. He assumed the two were refugees. Besides, he needed to use the cooking area to prepare something for Orson to eat. He hesitated for a moment longer, then called out to them.


  “Hello!” he said.


  At his voice, the two were so surprised they jumped from their seats. Joanna pushed the younger girl behind her and put her hand on the hilt of the sword at her hip. Al stepped out of the shadows and kept his distance, raising both hands to show he meant them no harm.


  “Please don’t be alarmed,” he said. “I’m not a bandit. I’m Al, an adventurer.”


  Joanna just kept staring at him. Al started to wonder if it was a mistake to call out to them and tried to smile while staying perfectly still.


  “Joanna, he doesn’t seem like a bad person,” the young girl hiding behind the knight murmured in a small voice.


  Joanna glanced back at the girl, then gave a curt nod.


  [image: ]


  “Sorry,” the knight said. “I’m Joanna, a knight serving in the Knights of Temp—No, ah, a knight serving the house of Baron Quennell. And this is prin—No, this is my lady, Patricia. We were, um, caught up in the rebellion... I-I mean the fighting in our country, and fled together. Does this outpost belong to you?”


  Joanna’s explanation was patchy at best, but Al decided not to press further. He felt like asking too many questions might get him involved in something dangerous. It was always safest to avoid getting caught up in fights between nobles.


  “This hot spring belongs to Clarence, the village at the foot of this mountain,” Al explained. “My friend was trapped in the cave over there in an earthquake. I just got him out. See? That’s him over there, slumped over. He’s weak because he hasn’t had anything decent to eat in a while. May I use this cooking area to make something for him?”


  “Oh, yes, of course,” Joanna replied.


  There was a tent set up beside the cooking space. Al spread out a blanket and helped Orson lay down so he could continue sleeping. He took the two ladies’ place in the cooking area and started preparing soup with a practiced hand, making sure to put plenty of medicinal herbs in it. He figured Orson wasn’t in any condition to eat solid food. As the pot began to boil, it gave off a delicious aroma. 


  The two ladies left the cooking area to Al and sat at the nearby table, looking awkward with nothing to do. When the smell of the soup hit them, Al saw them glance in his direction and whisper something between themselves. Finally, Joanna seemed to gather her courage and walked over to Al.


  “I’m sorry, but could you spare some of your food for us?” she asked.


  Al had guessed what was coming from the way the two were acting, but her humble request still surprised him. He expected two ladies of high birth like them to simply demand that he feed them.


  “Of course,” he replied. “Would you like some meat, too?”


  “Really?” Joanna asked, a weak smile spreading on her face.


  “I’ll cook up some meat when I return,” Al said. “Until then, have some of this soup. And it’s a little hard, but you’re welcome to this as well.”


  Al pulled some black bread out of his pack. It had been in there for days by that point and was probably as hard as a rock, but the two accepted the bread with grateful smiles.


  “I’m going to feed some of this to my friend, so wait for a bit while it cooks,” Al said.


  Leaving the two women, who exchanged happy glances, he went to where Orson was sleeping and used a Carrier chair to lift him into a sitting position. It struck Al that the ability to adjust someone’s height and position so easily was one of the spell’s benefits. Al waited for a moment while the soup cooled in the ladle before feeding it to him slowly.


  Orson didn’t seem to be quite as drunk, and a little more aware of his surroundings. It was clear he still didn’t know where he was or what was going on.


  “Will he be all right?” Joanna asked.


  “Yes,” Al replied. “There’s a cave over there and he was trapped in it when the entrance collapsed in an earthquake. He didn’t have any food or water, but there was a cask of ale inside that survived the shaking. He apparently managed to keep himself alive on just ale for a month.”


  “A whole month on nothing but ale,” Joanna repeated. “No wonder he’s in such a state.”


  There wasn’t much difference between ale and the wine Orson had actually been drinking. Al felt it was important to keep the crypt below the cave a secret. His lie would be discovered in an instant if anyone went and looked in the cave, but he doubted that was going to happen.


  “Right,” Al agreed. “Anyway, I’m going to roast up some meat.”


  After checking Orson and seeing that he’d gone peacefully back to sleep, Al returned to the cooking area.


   


  “Okay, dig in,” Al said.


  Though they had the bread and soup, it was clear the two ladies still needed more food as they watched Al roast the meat, swallowing hungrily. He guessed it had been a while since their last decent meal.


  “We offer thanks to Eash, Goddess of Plenty,” the two prayed. “And to Sir Al.”


  They began to eat. They were hesitant at first but soon found themselves lost in devouring everything. When Al first eavesdropped on them, Patricia had said she wasn’t hungry, but he guessed that was just so she didn’t draw attention to Joanna’s failure at cooking.


  “There isn’t any more bread, but I have plenty of meat if you’d like more,” Al offered with a smile, seeing the two ladies staring at their empty plates.


  He had brought lots of deer meat, so there was quite a bit left. Delight flashed in the ladies’ eyes for a moment before they grew silent and shook their heads sadly, biting their lips.


  “You’ve offered us so much, but we haven’t a single thing to give you in return,” Patricia said. Tears began to pour from her eyes, and she wiped at them with her sleeve. “Oh, I-I'm sorry...”


  She hung her head. Al quietly cut up the rest of the meat with his knife and sprinkled it with a little salt before putting it on the fire to roast. There were plenty of deer in the area, so he could always hunt more if he needed to.


  “It’s hard to be strong when your stomach is empty,” he said. “Have some more.”


  He split the strips of roast meat between two wooden plates and pushed them before the ladies. Al didn’t want to get caught up in whatever they were involved in, but he also couldn’t just let them starve. He guessed from their clothing that there had to be something going on that he wasn’t aware of. He also guessed that they didn’t have any money, meaning they would have a hard time dealing with their situation. Al wasn’t going to abandon them.


  “Um, I actually had a twin sister. She died when I was little, but we were always close,” he explained. “That’s why I can’t see a younger girl suffering and not try to help. I may not be able to do much for you, but I’m willing to lend an ear if you want to talk about it.”


  At his words, the two ladies looked at each other. Patricia slowly nodded and began to speak.


  “My father is Richard, younger brother of the king of Tempest,” she started, hesitantly.


  As soon as the words left her lips, Al dropped from his chair and kneeled before her. She stopped him with a gesture.


  “Please,” she said. “For now, just listen to what I have to say.”


  Clearly unused to discussing these sorts of things, she hesitantly explained that she was the daughter of Richard, younger brother of the king of Tempest, and Serena, the eldest daughter of Baron Sennett, one of the noble families in the kingdom. In other words, she was the king’s niece. The Barony of Sennett lay just beyond Border Town Parker and always had a tense relationship with Frontier Count Lane. 


  For several generations, she explained, the family of Marquis Prentice, who served as the Prime Minister, had begun to gain more political power in Tempest than the royal family. In recent years the Marquis had even begun publicly criticizing the royal family, creating unrest in the kingdom. Feeling there was danger brewing and aimed at her family, Serena had asked that Patricia return to the Sennett barony.


  Half a year ago, she continued, they received shocking news from the capital. There had been a coup d’état—the current king had been deposed and Marquis Prentice had taken the throne. All the members of the royal bloodline were being rounded up and executed. Patricia’s own father, Richard, was no exception.


  Not too long after, the knights of Tempest descended on the Sennett barony. They negotiated for the family to hand over Serena and Patricia, but Baron Sennett refused. From what the captain of the Sennett family knights had told Joanna, the knights of Tempest probably had no intention of really negotiating from the start. The Sennetts had always supported the royal family, and the knights needed an excuse to eliminate them.


  The Sennett barony was engulfed in war. Patricia and Joanna, her personal guard, were forced to flee without even the chance to pack their belongings. After an arduous trip across the Nash Mountains, they arrived in the territory of Frontier Count Lane. At first, Al doubted they could have crossed the Nash Range with nothing but the clothes on their backs, but Joanna explained she was a knight who could use Physical Boost and made most of the journey while carrying Patricia. Al agreed that made sense.


  “My very existence was a curse on the house of Sennett,” Patricia said. “But I was just so scared... I believed it when my family told me to flee. It was only later while on the journey that I realized how many people had died so I could get away. If I had turned myself in to be executed, my uncle and grandfather might have been spared.”


  “You mustn’t think that way,” Joanna said, trying to soothe Patricia as tears ran down the young girl’s face once more. “You fought hard to survive and make it this far. You’re the one remaining light of hope for your family.” 


  “That’s why I ask you not to kneel to me,” Patricia continued. “There is nothing of the royal family in me that is worthy of your respect.”


  That fact seemed like a sore spot for the girl. Since Patricia didn’t want to be treated like a princess, Al was at a loss on how to behave. From her story, he could tell that she had been through some terrible experiences.


  “Um, is there anyone in this country you can go to for help?” Al asked, unsure if she would be offended by his casual speech.


  Patricia replied that her mother’s younger sister, Tara, was wed to the family of Viscount Leicester, who served the Lanes, to create an alliance with Frontier Count Lane. Patricia seemed certain that her aunt Tara would look after them.


  “Does Lady Tara of the Leicester family have any children?” Al asked.


  “I do believe she had a son named Naresh,” Patricia replied.


  Al realized Patricia was Naresh’s cousin. Thinking back on everything she had said, he also understood just how dangerous a position she was in. The new king of Tempest was trying to weed out and eradicate every single person with the blood of the previous king in their veins. He also wasn’t sure if the family of Viscount Leicester would really choose to take them in. On the other hand, it would be hard to turn his back on her now that she had trusted him with her story. Besides, he wasn’t the one who would decide what her future held.


  “I went to intermediate school with Lord Naresh,” Al said. “So, let’s plan on me taking you to Frontier City Leicester. That’s all I can promise, though. What happens after that is up to Lady Tara. Does that sound okay to you?”


  Patricia was clearly shocked by Al’s words. Murmuring that this must be the blessing of Lord Tempest, she began to cry again. 


  Al was surprised to hear her mention a Lord Tempest. Patricia explained that the royal family who founded the Kingdom of Tempest were said to be descendants of a powerful mage of the same name who was known as a master of golem magic. She then took out a light-blue crystal in a frame. Al recognized the shape immediately—it looked exactly like the crystal that contained Tempest’s Assistant.


  “What is that?” Al asked.


  “It’s an artifact passed down through the royal family,” Patricia replied. “Long ago, the spirit of Lord Tempest dwelt in this artifact and advised the kings of Tempest. Now, it has lost its power. I always loved to hear tales of it, so when I left the capital, my father gave it to me as proof of my royal lineage. There are actually legends that the tomb of Lord Tempest lies somewhere in this region. That’s why we chose to come this way, to the south of the lake, rather than heading for Border Town Parker. We were praying for a miracle.”


  Al asked if he could see the artifact, and Patricia immediately handed it over, telling him to keep it. According to her, she didn’t feel she had any right to hold onto it as proof of her royal blood, and it was the only thing she had to give him as thanks. Al felt like he was stepping into dangerous territory by taking it, but he also thought Malachi should hear about it and he needed the artifact for that. He felt like it might be the key to something.


  “Okay,” he said. “I’ll hold onto it for now, but if you ever want it back, just tell me. For now, take your time and finish eating. Also, I’m sure it’s hard to relax with two men around, so before it gets dark, I’d suggest going down to the river. This is a hot spring, after all, and some of that hot water mixes in with the river water. If you stop by, you could probably find a spot for a nice soak. Oh, but, um, your clothes...”


  The more he spoke about using the hot springs, the more Al regretted bringing it up.


  “Thank you,” Joanna said, jumping in when she recognized the awkwardness Al was feeling. “We haven’t even been able to clean our bodies in a while, so just having some hot water to soak in will be plenty.”


  “If you two and Orson—oh, that’s the guy sleeping over there—anyway, if all three of you are up to it, I’d like to travel to the village at the foot of the mountain tomorrow morning,” Al continued. “You probably saw earlier, but I’m a mage. I can carry Orson, and if Joanna can carry Lady... I mean, Patricia, then we should arrive around noon. Those clothes of yours might raise a ruckus in the village, though, so I’ll have you two wait outside while Orson and I go in to get the food and clothing we’ll need for the rest of the journey. That way, you should be able to stay in inns with us for the rest of the way without any problems.”


  It had taken Al four hours to make the journey with Gabby, and while he wasn’t sure how quickly Patricia could move, he figured they could make it to the village by noon if they left early enough. He would need to gather information in the village to see how safe it would be for the ladies to enter the villages or cities in the region.


  “Of course, thank you,” Patricia said. “Oh, Lord Tempest, thank you for your guidance! Thank you as well, Joanna. Lord Al, I’m sure Lady Tara will reward you handsomely for this. We place ourselves in your care.” 


  She threw herself into Joanna’s arms. Joanna held the girl tight, rubbing her shoulders and whispering that everything would be all right.


   


  ***


   


  After they finished eating, Al saw the two ladies off as they went to the river to bathe. He then quickly ran past Orson, who was still sleeping, and made his way as fast as possible back to the stone sarcophagus where Malachi slept. He pushed the heavy lid off the tomb and touched Malachi’s Assistant Device.


  “What is it?” Malachi asked. “You’ve returned so soon. Wait, what is that Assistant Device you hold? Do you know what that is?” 


  When Al held the Assistant Device that Patricia gave him beside Malachi’s, the Assistant’s voice trembled, as if it was nervous. It was very different from how Malachi had spoken before. Al explained everything he heard from Patricia.


  “I see. So that Assistant acted as Lord Tempest to give advice to his descendants,” Malachi said. “Hm... I’m afraid its magic power is completely spent. If you were to charge it with magic power now, a new Assistant would be born. The Assistant that was in it before will never return.”


  Al was surprised to learn that recharging an Assistant Device that had completely lost its magical power would create a new Assistant. He wondered if that happened with his own Assistant Device. There were too many things he didn’t understand, so he focused on the issue at hand.


  “Who did this Assistant Device originally belong to?” Al asked. “I assume it was someone related to Lord Tempest?”


  “It was indeed. The Assistant in that device belonged to Lord Tempest’s spouse,” Malachi replied. “Oh, I see—if you were able to revive that Assistant, we would learn about the founding of the Kingdom of Tempest as well as why Assistants are no longer used. That said, I’m not sure if it’s possible to revive an Assistant without resetting it. I don’t know if I’ll be capable of it, and if I am, it will almost certainly take some time. Would you mind leaving that device with me?”


  Al thought for a moment and shook his head.


  “It’s not mine to lend,” he replied. “Especially if I don’t know when I might need to give it back to its owner.”


  Al couldn’t bring himself to give the device away, especially when he remembered Patricia’s tears when she told him she didn’t have any right to it as proof of her royal blood. Malachi sounded disappointed and tried to insist, but Al didn’t budge.


  “Still, it’s amazing to hear that my lord’s descendants created a kingdom while I slept.” Malachi said. “It’s a strange feeling. Hearing that his bloodline is facing extermination would surely sadden my master. Is there nothing you can do for this girl? Can you not save her from execution?” 


  “Well, I...” Al hesitated. If he got more involved, he would also need to go on the run.


  “If you require a safe place to flee to, why not my master’s research tower?” Malachi asked. “It should still be usable.”


  “Research tower?” Al asked, shocked. “Wait, still usable?”


  He was about to protest that that was impossible, until he remembered what Malachi had told him. This place would be the research tower of an ancient mage skilled in the use of golems. That would make it one of the ancient ruins his grandfather told him about, the ancient ruins he always dreamed of visiting. More than that, it may all still be functional.


  “Consider this,” Malachi said. “The canteen that produces alcohol is still making alcohol, is it not? That is proof that my master’s magic still functions.”


  According to Malachi, even a mage that could make water from nothing couldn’t create alcohol. It sounded obvious when he said so, but Al had no knowledge on the subject and could only nod his head in agreement. The Assistant explained that the alcohol produced by the magic canteen was actually made by the research tower. In the tower, the grapes were cultivated, harvested, and crushed, and the resulting juice was fermented, pressed, stored, and aged. It was then sent magically into the canteen to ensure that it was always full. Al was amazed that all of that could be done through magic, and Malachi proudly bragged that it was all thanks to Lord Tempest’s genius as a golem user.


  The fact that the canteen was still producing alcohol indicated that the mechanisms had withstood the test of time. Malachi was certain the tower was still usable.


  “Okay, but where... How do I get there?” Al asked.


  “You’re a mage, are you not? It may take you some time, but if you can use Fly you should be able to find it,” Malachi replied. “Once you’re there, you’ll find some spare artifacts for transporting there immediately, which you can use. That way, you can send the descendant of Lord Tempest up there and keep her safe. I’m sure my master’s tower is still functioning perfectly, but it might be good to visit it once and see for yourself if it’s satisfactory before bringing the girl there.”


  If the teleportation artifacts were still there, the tower might hold other things as well, Al thought. He didn’t have Fly but once he did, that meant there was an ancient ruin he could reach.


  “Understood. I’ll work on learning Fly,” Al said. “So, could you tell me where the tower is?”


  Won over by the siren song of an ancient ruin, Al couldn’t help but agree to Malachi’s proposal.


  “Good. However, there are no signposts for you in the sky, and I doubt you would understand if I gave you the coordinates of the tower,” Malachi replied. “Isn’t your own Assistant ready to talk? I’ll give her the coordinates so she can direct you when you fly.”


  “Wait, she can talk already?” Al said. “In that case, yeah, let’s do that.”


  “Give me a moment,” Malachi said. “I’ll awaken her.”


  A few moments passed in silence. Al stared at the light-blue crystal hanging around his neck. The light within it swirled and spun slowly. As he watched, the light focused on a single point and began to glow brighter. Then, a voice echoed in his ears. It sounded like a very young girl, stumbling over her words.


  “Aly...?”


  That fumbled speech, that nickname...


  “Huh?” Al choked out a surprised gasp.


  “Hey. Aly...?”


  The image of a certain young girl came to Al’s mind. A little girl with golden hair. He saw himself holding her hand. He saw them going out together to play in the forest when the rain let up. He saw her gentle smile. 


  But no, he thought, it couldn’t be. Could it? 


  His eyes were wide with shock.


  “Ingy?” he asked.


  The voice from his Assistant was an exact match of Ingrid’s voice, the twin sister he lost all those years ago. It was the same little voice that told him to run when the goblins attacked them. At that time, he had been frozen with panic, not knowing what to do. If he had just decided to run away, he wouldn’t have wasted the time Mia bought for them. They might have escaped being captured by the goblins. Al had lived all these years constantly thinking back to that moment, regretting it. The voice ringing in his ears at that moment sounded just like Ingrid’s as she said her final words to him that day.


  “That device is full of the emotions you’ve invested in it,” Malachi explained. “She tells me she’s constantly been embraced by the warm feelings of your heart. I’ve never heard of anything like this happening before, but apparently your emotions, over a long period of time, have given birth to a brand-new Assistant. Normally, every Assistant is born with a complete personality, like me. I suppose the functions of your device must have been restricted, since it had so little magic power for such a long time.”


  Al was surprised that Malachi, who normally had no problem going into lengthy explanations, seemed at a loss for what to say.


  “Is Ingrid’s soul in here?” Al asked.


  He had heard that souls with powerful grudges could stick around in places or with objects. If they started lashing out and hurting people, they were treated as undead and exterminated, but there were also rare cases where they watched over and protected their families.


  “That device was made after my time, so I don’t know everything about it,” Malachi replied. “However, she was able to download information from me, which tells me she is an Assistant.”


  “Ingy? You’re not Ingy?” This time, Al pulled the pendant off his neck and held it in both hands, speaking his question like a prayer.


  He saw the glowing light at the heart of the crystal swirling gently. The reality of what he held was dawning on him. This was an Assistant Device, an artifact of ancient magic.


  “I...don’t know,” his Assistant replied. “I can only remember things from thirteen days ago. You held me tightly and cast a spell on me. When you did that, I was born again. It was like the world was all foggy, and then it wasn't. Everything before that is fuzzy. I see light times and dark times, all torn up and mixed together. But you’ve always been with me, Aly. You’ve always held me. I always feel warm feelings from you.”


  The voice was one he remembered, but it spoke in a way that no three-year-old could. That said, Al couldn’t clearly remember exactly how Ingrid spoke, so it would be impossible for him to point out specific differences.


  Al pressed his lips into a thin line and fell deep in thought. Closing his eyes, he turned his face toward the ceiling. Finally, he spoke.


  “I’m feeling really conflicted right now,” he said. “I’m wondering if I’m being tricked somehow, but I also can’t stop thinking that Ingy didn’t actually die. I’ve got this faint, maybe foolish bit of hope I’m clinging to. But more than anything, I’m just so glad to hear Ingy’s voice again.”


  Al cut himself off there and took a deep breath. The light in the Assistant Device on his pendant continued to pulse as he watched it.


  “This pendant is important to me,” he said. “I’ve had it on me every day since my grandfather gave it to me. Whenever things were hard, I’d give it a squeeze. I have to believe that that’s why Ingy is talking to me through it now. I don’t know if you’re just an Assistant or if Ingy’s soul is really in there, but I want to accept you, no matter which of those is true. Thank you. It’ll be nice going on adventures with you, Ingy.”


  The light in the Assistant Device glowed a bit brighter.


  “You too, Aly,” she said.


  Al asked Ingrid about the location of the research tower Malachi had given her, and she replied that it would take two full days of using the Fly spell just to reach it, just based on distance. Plus, it was floating high up in the sky. Al worried that just getting his hands on the Fly spell might not be enough to get him there. Still, if he could make it, he was guaranteed an ancient ruin to explore.


  “Malachi, I’m going to take the princess of Mr. Tempest’s line to stay with her aunt for now,” Al said. “After that, I’ll just have to do whatever I can to keep her alive.” 


  He realized he would need to convince Orson of his plan—not that the man was particularly judgmental. Al was sure he would tell him to do whatever he thought was right.


  “Indeed. I leave her in your hands,” Malachi said. “Ingrid, I wish you happiness on your journey as well.”


  Al then returned Malachi to his resting place in Tempest’s tomb.


   


  ***


   


  By the time Al returned from the hole in the cave, the sun had set completely. Patricia and Joanna had built a bonfire near the cooking area and were sitting shoulder-to-shoulder, wrapped in the blanket Al lent them. Orson was nearby, still snoring. Patricia appeared to be fast asleep, but Joanna opened her eyes as soon as she sensed Al approaching.


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you,” Al apologized, keeping his voice as quiet as possible.


  “No, you’re fine,” Patricia replied, fixing the blanket around Patricia and also keeping her voice low. “Sorry, the princess is already out cold.”


  “Good evening,” Ingy murmured, in a voice only Al could hear. “I suppose she can’t hear me, though.”


  It finally clicked in Al’s mind that Ingy was seeing everything he did. According to Malachi, she could use all five of his senses. That meant she was seeing and hearing everything he did. He assumed he could also speak directly to her, like he had in the tomb, but he also knew that doing so would get him strange looks from Joanna. Al considered whether he should tell the latter about Ingy, but ultimately decided against it. He didn’t know her well enough yet to share something like that. He tried giving Ingy a silent response by tapping his knee a few times with one finger, wondering if she would understand.


  “I know. You don’t need to reply,” she said. “That’s how things have been this whole time for the last thirteen days. I’m just happy Lord Malachi made me able to speak like this. Oh, Joanna is giving you a strange look.”


  Thirteen days ago, Al had used the Magic Power Control spell to add magic power to his Assistant Device. However, he didn’t have the time to stew in his thoughts right now. He quickly turned back to Joanna, who was staring, just as Ingy said. Al had been too caught up listening to Ingy to notice.


  “Oh, sorry, I was just spacing out there for a second,” Al said, awkwardly scratching his head.


  “It’s nothing to apologize for,” Joanna replied. “I just wanted to thank you again. Sir Al, thank you. I was so worried about my ability to deliver Lady Patricia to Lady Tara safely by myself in a strange land. We were lucky to meet someone like you.”


  Al nodded, feeling a little relieved.


  “I was honestly worried about speaking to you both so informally,” he said. “You two are so far above my station, you might as well be clouds in the sky. I know Lady Patricia ordered it, but does talking to you two like this rub you the wrong way?”


  “It’s fine,” Joanna replied, shaking her head. “Quite the opposite, really. We need to get around without anyone knowing who we really are. People would think it odd if you were paying too much respect to us. Feel free to be as informal as you can. Of course, once we arrive at Lady Tara’s home, you’ll need to see how she expects you to act around us.”


  Al was well aware of that fact, but it would at least be nice to relax around the two ladies until they reached Frontier City Leicester.


  “I understand,” he said. “In that case, I’ll try to take it easier around you. I’ll take over the watch. You go ahead and sleep, Lady Joanna.”


  “Very well,” Joanna replied with a smile. “I’ll take you up on that and get some rest.”


  That said, she shut her eyes. She must have been very tired, since only a moment passed before Al heard her breathing steadily, asleep. He stood up and walked a little ways away from the bonfire.


  “You’ve had a long day too, Aly,” Ingrid said, immediately talking to him once he broke off from the group.


  “Why do you call me Aly instead of Al, Ingy?” Al asked.


  “Aly is Aly,” she replied. “You always have been.”


  Al wondered if she had been watching over him from within the Assistant Device ever since his grandfather gave it to him.


  “There’ll probably be a lot of times like just now, where I can’t respond right away, sorry,” he said.


  “Yeah. I know,” she replied. “I’ll be happy if you just reply by tapping your fingers like you just did.” 


  Al nodded.


  “I know when you nod, too,” she added. “Your vision goes up and down.”


  “How much are you experiencing through me?” Al asked.


  “Hmm. I see everything you see, hear everything you hear, feel everything you touch, taste everything you eat, smell everything you smell,” she replied. “All of it. I’m your Assistant, after all.” 


  “Does everything go dark if I close my eyes?” Al asked.


  “Hmm. Nope, it doesn’t,” she replied. “But if you focus really hard on something, I can still look at things on the edge of your vision.”


  “Huh. Got it,” Al said.


  That should reduce the risk of ambushes, at least. It was like having two sets of eyes and ears.


  “Oh, why don’t we come up with some kind of signal?” Ingrid suggested. “For when you can’t talk.”


  It made sense, so Al nodded.


  “How about that tapping you did earlier for yes, and rubbing your finger back and forth for no?” Ingrid asked.


  “That sounds good,” Al agreed, nodding again. “So, tapping is affirmative, and rubbing sideways is negative.”


  “Also, I don’t need to sleep like you do,” Ingrid continued. “So, if you fall asleep, I can still hear things with your ears and smell things with your nose. That means I can wake you up if something strange happens. Oh, and I never forget anything. I remember every sound I’ve heard and everything I’ve seen. What do you think? Sounds really helpful, right?”


  “Wow,” Al replied. “Honestly, it sounds incredible.”


  He felt impressed just thinking of all the things Ingy could do.


   


  ***


   


  Early the next morning, the group broke their fast on soup made from the remaining deer meat, some herbs Al had gathered, and dry beans he found at the bottom of his pack. Then, they set out for the foot of the mountain and the village of Clarence. Orson, the one Al was worried about the most, was able to walk, though he was still a bit unsteady on his feet.


  Luckily, thanks to all the weight he had lost over the month, Al was able to fit both him —sans his equipment and bag—and Patricia together on a Carrier seat. He altered the shape of the Carrier to two back-to-back connected chairs and sat them both on there. That made it so the only ones actually walking were Al and Joanna. Using Physical Boost to enhance his strength, Al shouldered Orson’s equipment as well as the arnite he had gathered. It meant his cargo was larger than his own body, but he was able to keep everything balanced.


  “Lord Al, are you really okay with all that?” Patricia asked, eyeing Al’s numerous belongings from where she was seated on the front Carrier seat.


  Joanna had tied Patricia’s hair back, but her expression was still gloomy. She had washed her hair in the springs the night before, so it had gone from a dirty blonde to a beautiful platinum. Combined with her fine features, she was an arresting sight. So much so that they wrapped her face in a scarf to keep her from sticking out too much.


  “It’s not a problem, Lady Patricia,” Al replied. “But I can’t see behind me very well. Orson, you keep an eye behind us.”


  He only turned his head to speak to Orson. If he turned his whole body, the Carrier spell would spin the chairs around and end up behind him. It was like having them tied to a belt on his back. Obviously, he could adjust the Carrier’s position through touch, but that would require actually touching it.


  “Um, Lord Al, you appear to be older than me,” Patricia said. “I’d like to forget for a moment that I’m royalty. At least until we arrive at Aunt Tara’s home. So, until then, could you just call me Patricia? Not Lady.”


  She sounded like she had put a lot of thought into the request. Al shot a quick glance at Joanna, who was doing some warm-up exercises nearby. To be less obvious as a knight, Joanna had ditched her battered armor in favor of some men’s farming clothes left at the hot springs and wrapped her sword in some old fabric. Her outfit, coupled with her short-cropped hair, gave her a look that Al found charming. He felt like she might turn heads in town. Even some ladies would be paying attention. At Patricia’s suggestion, Joanna pulled a wry face before nodding slowly.


  “That girl has been through a lot just to get here,” Ingy said. “I think you should go along with what she says. She deserves to get her way, at least a little.”


  She sounded like she was on Patricia’s side.


  “I understand, Patricia,” Al said. “Shall we?”


  “Yes,” Patricia replied. 


  Al thought her voice sounded a touch more cheerful.


   


  ***


   


  They descended from the mountain and passed through Clarence before continuing their way without incident. As they had planned, only Al and Orson went into Clarence. Al thanked everyone, letting them know that Orson was doing fine, and warned them to avoid the cave beside the springs since it had collapsed within as well. He had, of course, camouflaged the entrance to Tempest’s tomb, but felt it was best to warn folks away just in case. He also used Orson losing his pack and food as an excuse to buy extra supplies and outfits without raising suspicion.


  However, once they were on the road and encountered more fellow travelers, Al noticed a problem. His Carrier spell was pulling too many eyes. At first, he simply used Physical Boost to increase his speed so he could pass people more quickly, but after several times, he started to feel like that wasn’t helping the situation.


  “Already afternoon, huh?” Orson said, looking at Al thoughtfully from his position on the back seat of the Carrier. “Hey, Al, what are we thinking? We should be able to hit Otis while it’s still light at this pace, but we don’t want to stand out too much.”


  At first, Orson had been shocked to discover who exactly they were traveling with, and was also unsure how to speak to the ladies or act around them. Over time, though, he slowly opened up until he was speaking normally, though he only spoke to Al.


  Patricia was used to journeying by horse-drawn carriage, but neither Al nor Orson had the money to rent one. The best they could get would be a donkey and a cart for it to pull. Al thought the shaking from a cart might be too much for Patricia to bear, and traveling off the road also wasn’t an option. No matter how developed an area was, stepping off the main road was a sure way to run into wildlings and monsters.


  “True,” Al said, looking back a bit while still walking forward. “I was hoping we could rent a horse cart at some point. Or maybe we could travel off-road, and Joanna and I will just run as fast as we can.”


  Patricia was sitting all properly and daintily on the floating seat between Al and Orson. When Al’s eyes met hers, she flashed him a smile. Al quickly turned his gaze ahead, scratching his hair.


  “By the way, did Cody tell you about this job?” Orson asked, grinning at Al’s shyness.


  “She was worried, yeah,” Al replied. “It seemed like she really wanted that arnite as fast as possible.”


  It had come up while Al was buying his armor, but the way Cody had immediately asked him to investigate made it clear she felt strongly about it. Al was sure it was important to her. Orson seemed to understand the tone Al heard from Cody and he smiled and nodded.


  “I don’t think we need to sprint all the way back,” he said. “I’m sure there are folks out looking for these two, so we can’t take too much time, either. I’d say let’s get a donkey and cart so we can avoid notice. Ask the ladies if they’ve ridden in a cart before.”


  Despite sitting right behind Patricia, Orson passed the question to Al. Al was born into a knight’s family and knew more or less how to act in noble company, but the highest rank Orson had only ever dealt with was a baron. He didn’t know how to address himself to a royal princess.


  “Please, speak to me as you would anyone else,” Patricia said, turning to look at Orson with a smile. “I don’t know how much a cart might shake, but I’m fine with any vehicle as long as it allows me to continue journeying with Lord Al.”


  Orson still seemed too awed by her presence to speak normally and stammered out an agreement.


  “Oh, I just had a thought!” Al exclaimed. “If we get a cart and I sit in the driver’s seat, we can sit both of you in the back on my Carrier, but it’ll look like you’re just sitting among the baggage. No one will pay us a second glance.”


  “Sounds good to me,” Orson said. “That way’ll save my ass a beating.”


  At the word arse, Patricia went red in the face and shot a glance at Joanna, who was walking beside her. Joanna pulled a wry smile and nodded.


  “Oh, uh, sorry...” Orson stammered. “I mean, uh, forgive me.”


  “Don’t worry about it, Sir Orson,” Joanna said. “The princess has lived her life inside the castle and the count’s estate. She hasn’t had much experience with the conversations of common folk. However, that needs to change. Honestly, I’d ask that you relax as much as possible when speaking with us.”


  Patricia nodded at Joanna’s words.


  “Indeed,” she said, her face flushing bright red again. “I also dislike it when my a-arse hurts.”


  “P-Princess! I didn’t mean you should start talking like that!” Joanna hurriedly jumped in to scold the princess. “I merely wanted you to get more accustomed to common speech.”


  “Ahaha, this princess is funny!” Ingy laughed.


  Al could only imagine how hard this all was for a princess who had lost her kingdom. Still, he saw that she was trying in her own way to make the best of her situation.


  “Lord Al, please erase what I just said from your mind,” Patricia said, tears in the corners of her eyes that showed her deep embarrassment.


  The four of them continued to joke around in this manner as they headed for Frontier City Leicester.


   


  ***


   


  Five days later, Al and company passed through Milton and arrived at the ferry docks in the evening. The next morning, once they crossed the ferry, they would be a stone’s throw from Frontier City Leicester.


  Finishing a meal in their own room, Patricia and Joanna went to the room where Al and Orson were staying. Joanna placed a hand on her chest and gave them a knight’s bow.


  “Tomorrow we’ll be in Leicester at last,” she said. “You’ve helped us so much over these last days. Sir Al, Sir Orson, you have our deepest gratitude.”


  Al slowly stood from where he was sitting and returned her bow.


  “I put you through a lot. I’m just glad we made it in one piece. Um, here, please have a seat,” he said, offering the chair he had just vacated.


  Normally, it should have been on Orson to offer his chair since he was older, but he still wasn’t used to these kinds of niceties. The most he could manage was quickly standing and bowing, watching Al the whole time to see if he was doing it right.


  “I apologize for the formality,” Joanna continued. “We’ll soon be arriving at the estate of Viscountess Tara. It would be best for us all to adjust our mindsets.”


  Al nodded. Joanna was still young herself, probably only in her early twenties. He was sure she was just as nervous about the situation as the rest of them. Her words also reminded him that while Lady Tara was Patricia’s aunt, the rest of them would need to refer to her as the viscountess, since she was the first wife of Viscount Leicester. It was good she reminded them, since Al had been about to refer to her as Lady Tara. The intermediate academy he attended had been lax regarding those sorts of social graces.


  “So, we’ll be arriving soon,” Patricia said.


  She was standing beside Joanna, looking somewhat dejected. Al wondered why. She would soon be among relatives at Viscountess Tara’s estate. Of course, she was still in a precarious situation, but she would soon be eating delicious food and sleeping in a warm bed draped in clean, white sheets.


  “How are you going to get word to Lady Tara?” Orson asked.


  There was no way for an ordinary citizen to get in direct contact with the first wife of Viscount Leicester, of course. Nor could Patricia announce herself without news of it reaching the ears of the new king of Tempest, a situation they all wanted to avoid.


  “Well, Lord Naresh should have just finished a semester at school,” Al said. “He should be home. I’ll send a message to him through Cain.”


  Naresh, who had attended the same intermediate school as Al, had moved on to study at a higher academy. The higher academies used the same calendar as the intermediate schools, meaning there was a month-long break between each semester in the spring and fall. This gave the students who lived far from the schools and who normally stayed in the dorms time to return home over the breaks. At intermediate school, Al’s breaks had been at the end of August, right after exams, so he thought Naresh would most likely be back in Leicester by that time.


  “Cain?” Orson asked, before remembering. “Ah, that unreliable-looking lad.”


  Al had eaten with Cain several times at the eatery in the Red-Faced Ram, which was probably how Orson knew him.


  “Haha, well, don’t judge him too harshly,” Al said. “His father is a Minister of the Interior, and he’s apprenticed to be one himself. I should be able to get a message through him. If that doesn’t work, I could always go through Levi Company.”


  “Sounds good to me,” Orson said. “So, tomorrow, Al will handle that. What will you ladies do?”


  Over the five days of their trip, he had slowly gotten better at speaking to them. At his words, though, Patricia looked surprised and glanced at Al.


  “Tomorrow, I’ll be taking the first ferry of the morning across the river and heading to Leicester to arrange things,” Al said. “While I’m doing that, Orson, you can take it slow and bring Patricia and Joanna over. Then, I’d like you to wait with them at the Red-Faced Ram.”


  “I take it that means you’ll arrange things at the Red-Faced Ram for us beforehand?” Orson asked.


  “Yeah,” Al replied. “Even if we get a message to her, Viscountess Tara may not be able to act immediately. It’ll be best to have a place to lay low until then and I’d rather trust in the Red-Faced Ram than some other inn I don’t know.”


  Orson nodded.


  “Am I correct that, should Aunt Tara come and get me tomorrow, our journey together will end tonight?” Patricia asked, her expression very stiff.


  “Yes. We may be able to see you to Viscountess Tara’s estate, but...” Al trailed off as he saw a tear trickle down Patricia’s cheek. 


  When she noticed he had stopped mid-sentence, she quickly wiped the tear away and looked at the floor.


  “Princess...” Joanna hugged the girl.


  “I’m sorry,” Patricia said, her voice trembling. “I knew it had to end.”


  “Um, have you ever met Viscountess Tara?” Al asked.


  Joanna shook her head. Al was surprised—he had been sure they were handing Patricia over to someone she knew well. Instead, it seemed she had never met her aunt. He couldn’t imagine how difficult it was for the girl to be chased out of her own country and forced to rely on a relative she didn’t even know.


  “Please don’t worry,” Patricia said. “Thanks to the guidance of Lord Tempest, I met a kind soul like you. Because of that, I’ll soon be with my aunt Tara. I’m sorry for causing you any distress.”


  The smile she showed Al was so forced, even he could see through it.


  “Sir Al, I have one last request for you,” Joanna said while still looking at her young charge.


  The words seemed to catch in her throat, but Al gave her a reassuring smile. He knew she wanted to ask if he could continue to help the princess, even after they crossed the river. How could he desert her?


  “I want to request that, too,” Ingy chimed in. “I want you to help the princess. Malachi wanted you to watch over her too, since she’s a descendant of Tempest.”


  Al knew she was right. He had promised Malachi that he would watch over the princess from the shadows. He would keep her safe while he looked for the Fly spell so he could find the ancient ruins. He had no intention of breaking that promise.


  “I understand, and I’ll do it,” Al replied. “I can only imagine how hard this all is for you. I’m just an adventurer, though. If Viscountess Tara allows it, I’ll help in any way I can.”


  Both ladies seemed to understand what Al wanted to say. Joanna nodded, while Patricia’s forced smile became one of honest relief.


  “Let’s see what the Viscountess has to say,” Al added. “I guess you’re stuck with me for a little longer, at least.”


  As sunset drew near, Al sat in the salon of the Levi Company headquarters in Frontier City Leicester with Patricia and Joanna. 


  As Al had laid everything out the night before—he went over to Leicester earlier than the others and headed straight for the government affairs office, where he asked Cain to pass on his message to Naresh. Cain had informed Al that Naresh had only just returned to Leicester a few days ago, and it would probably take another few days for a message to reach him. Despite that, barely an hour passed before Al received a message from Naresh telling him to bring Patricia and Joanna to the Levi Company headquarters. Naresh’s message had also included instructions to avoid drawing attention as much as possible.


  Al followed Naresh’s instructions and took Patricia and Joanna to the salon. There they waited for a few minutes before Naresh entered, accompanied by a woman in her thirties who was attended by two maids. Al saw a strong family resemblance between her face and Naresh’s.


  “Oh, you must be Lady Patricia,” the woman said, looking at Patricia’s face. “I knew it at a glance. You are the mirror image of my sister, Serena.”


  The woman walked over to Patricia before she continued speaking.


  “I am Tara, younger sister of your mother,” she introduced herself. “I understand you’ve been through quite an ordeal. Let your heart be at ease, though. You are safe.’


  “Aunt Tara...” Patricia said.


  The woman was none other than Patricia’s aunt, younger sister to her mother, Serena, as well as the first wife of Viscount Leicester and Naresh’s mother. She was Viscountess Tara. Patricia gazed at her face before tears started to pour down her cheeks. Tara quickly drew closer to the frail girl and drew her into a tight embrace. The hug seemed to have broken the resistance within Patricia, who began to sob loudly in her aunt’s arms. Viscountess Tara stroked her niece’s head, murmuring about how hard everything must have been for her.


  Nearby, Al and Naresh exchanged a handshake, having not seen each other for a while. Although they didn’t have much in common during their school days, Al still felt nostalgic for the academy back in the capital whenever he saw Naresh. It seemed Naresh felt the same.


  “Thank you again, Al,” Naresh said. “You have our gratitude for bringing Lady Patricia safely to us. I know it was probably a strange request to come here in secret, but I’m sure she’s told you a little about what’s going on in Tempest right now.”


  Al nodded, deciding there was nothing to hide. He never would have brought her to Naresh if he didn’t know who she was, so it seemed silly to withhold information from him.


  “I contacted my father at once when I got your message,” Naresh continued. “He confirmed everything. He’s already spoken to his Majesty the Frontier Count about it. Their decision was to keep Lady Patricia’s presence a secret if we were able to take her in, so as not to cause a conflict with Tempest. Please don’t worry, though. She’s a dear cousin, after all. Keeping her a secret doesn’t mean we’ll treat her unkindly.”


  Al gave a short nod.


  “I’ve barely thanked you for saving Luella, or for rescuing me before that, for that matter,” Naresh said. “It seems you’ve done nothing but help me and my family lately. It was a blessing that I studied in the same class as you at school. Speaking of, did you receive the package I sent with Cain?”


  Al assumed this meant the Physical Boost scroll. He was curious why Naresh was already giving up on magic at fifteen, but he didn’t feel like it was a good time to ask. Instead, he assured Naresh that he had indeed received the package, and that it had been extremely useful already.


  “Physical Boost is a must for knights these days,” Naresh said with a hint of regret in his words. “I was hoping I’d be one, someday, but it seems I just don’t have the talent.”


  Al tried to cheer Naresh up by telling him to put his energy into commanding his charges rather than leading them. Besides, Al pointed out, fifteen was too young to decide he didn’t have talent. 


  The two of them continued to converse until they saw that Patricia had calmed down. Al said his farewells to everyone in the room. The sun was setting, and it was getting dark outside, so he figured Naresh and Viscountess Tara would need to make their way back to the viscount’s manor.


  “Well, Lord Naresh, there’s still so much for us to talk about, but I’d better take my leave for today,” Al said. “It was an honor to meet you, Viscountess Tara. Lady Patricia, Lady Joanna, I’m glad I was able to deliver you to the viscountess’s home safely. Please take care of yourselves.”


  When she heard his words, though, Patricia immediately began to tear up again. Al wondered if he had been too blunt or rude, and felt a prickling in his heart.


  “Viscountess Tara, I have a request,” Joanna said.


  Viscountess Tara, who had been absorbed in watching Patricia and Naresh, turned to look at her.


  “Lord Al went to great lengths for us, and I believe the princess has come to rely on him. Would it be possible for her to invite him to call on her, at least while we are here in Leicester?” Joanna asked.


  Viscountess Tara’s eyes flew wide open with surprise.


  “Oh, my! Oh, my my my! What could this be? Lady Patricia is just thirteen, but could it be that she’s already found a suitor? I did hear from Naresh that this boy has a bright future ahead of him...”


  “Wait, what?!” Joanna yelped. She realized what Viscountess Tara was imagining and vehemently denied it. “It’s nothing like that!”


  “Oh? What is it like, then?” the Viscountess asked.


  “It’s...” Joanna, struggling to find the words, shot a glance at Patricia.


  Viscountess Tara considered it all for a moment.


  “Very well,” she said. “Leave it to me. I trust you’ll provide me with all the juicy details later, Lady Joanna?” Joanna nodded in reply. “In that case, Al, thank you for all your hard work. I’ll provide you with a suitable reward for your services by way of the Levi Company. You may expect handsome compensation.”


  “Thank you,” Al said. “I am always at your service.”


  With a final, polite bow, he left the salon.


  Epilogue


   


  BY THE TIME Al got back to the Red-Faced Ram, Orson had already returned from delivering the arnite. Russ, the owner, made a rare appearance outside the kitchen and shared a pint with him in the first-floor eatery. From the mountain of meat piled high on the table, Al guessed they were throwing a little celebration for Orson’s safe return.


  “Thanks, Al,” Orson said. “Here’s your reward. Cody sends her regards.”


  “I’m just glad we made it back,” Al replied. “When I first found you passed out down there, I didn’t even know what to think.”


  He hurried over to join them at the table. There were quite a few other patrons in the eatery—Al could see Tully toiling away in the kitchen trying to keep up, while Loraine and Iris rushed from table to table, taking orders and delivering food and drinks.


  The leather pouch that Orson handed Al when he arrived at the table contained five gold coins. Al was stunned by the amount and quickly tried to return it.


  “Take it, lad,” Orson said gruffly. “That’s the reward from Cody, with a bit of my own thanks on top of it. Also, just getting this out of the way—if you get some kinda reward for that whole thing with the lass, you keep that all to yourself. I didn’t raise a finger to help.”


  Al tried to protest, but Orson wouldn’t budge. Finally, he thanked the man and slipped the pouch into his pocket.


  “By the way, it seems bright in here tonight,” Orson observed, looking around with a mug in his hand. “Did you change out the lamp oil or something? You’ve got tons of customers, too.”


  “That’s actually thanks to Al,” Russ replied. “We’ve been using his Light spell instead of lamps. With the stink of the lamp oil gone, we’ve gotten more popular. We had to switch back to the lamps for a few days, but we’ve still had a full house every night.”


  “The moon’s thin tonight,” Orson said. “Makes sense that the lights of your place would stick out in the darkness.”


  “Al, I talked it over with Tully and we think we should be giving you something in exchange for your help,” Russ said. “Keeping our inn lit up like this has brought us more customers after all.”


  Al tilted his head dubiously. He didn’t mind using the Light spell for Russ, but he didn’t want them to rely on him too much, since he needed to be free to go on long-term missions. Russ seemed to understand by looking at Al’s expression and shook his head.


  “It’s nothing to worry about,” Russ said. “We’re just a small eatery, no need to give us much thought. How about we just waive the fees for your room and meals on days you light up the eatery for us? That should be plenty.”


  “Wow, really?” Al asked, shocked.


  A free room and free meals! And keeping it to just the days he was there and able to provide Light made it convenient. Al smiled and nodded.


  “Great, you’ll be a big help. What a day! We’ve got ourselves a deal and Orson came back to us safe and sound. Here’s to both of you staying at the Red-Faced Ram for many days to come. Loraine, a toast! Bring out the good wine!” Russ called, his voice full of joy.


  Al was a little worried about Patricia, but he also knew Joanna would take care of her. What stuck out the most about their journey were the clues he received that pointed him to an ancient ruin. The dream he had ever since he first heard his grandfather’s tales was finally coming true. 


  Also, he had uncovered the true nature of the mysterious device his grandfather had left him. It was an Assistant Device, used by people in ancient times to make their lives easier. He pulled out the pendant hanging at his chest and stared at the clear, blue gem. It wasn’t just an artifact, but might contain the soul of his sister, Ingrid.


  “Aly, what’s wrong?” Ingy asked.


  “Oh, nothing,” Al replied. “I just want to hurry and find Tempest’s research tower.”


  “Yeah. Lord Malachi told me there might be other modules there that could give me even more knowledge aside from the stuff he let me download from him,” Ingy said. “That could help us learn even more about me.” 


  “Right,” Al agreed. “First and foremost, I need to find a Fly scroll. That’ll take a lot of saving up.”


  “You’ve got this!” Ingy shouted in encouragement.


  “Al, a toast!”


  Everyone was looking at him with their cups in their hands. Al hurriedly stuffed the Assistant Device back under his shirt and grabbed his own mug.


  “Cheers!’


  “Cheers!”


  Their happy voices filled the little inn.
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  Bonus Story:
The Broken Cart 


   


  AL, ORSON, PATRICIA, and Joanna were on the road from Otis to Milton. The party had been able to procure a cart in Otis, so Al sat in the driver’s seat, while Patricia and Orson were seated in the cart, and Joanna walked alongside it.


  Just as the sun was setting, Al spotted something. Though the road was slightly bumpy, it was straight enough that he could see quite a ways further down. Whatever Al saw, it was about two kilometers ahead.


  There were several roads leading from Otis to Milton, but Al and company had chosen the westernmost path. It was the shortest route, but was also close to the Shipley Mountains where wildlings still ran rampant, making it less popular than the other roads. It was the best choice for them to avoid attention while they traveled, but it also meant whatever was ahead of them could very well be a monster or wildling.


  “There’s something ahead!” Al called back to the three, slowing the cart.


  “Sensory Boost. Longsight.”


  Al enhanced his vision and took another look. What he saw was a cart much like the one they were riding, but unmoving and slumped to one side. There were people standing beside it—an adult wearing a straw hat who looked like a farmer and two small figures Al assumed were children. They were all wearing clothing, so Al doubted they were wildlings. He turned his gaze to the surrounding area. There were small clumps of trees here and there, each possibly hiding a threat.


  “It looks like one adult and two children standing by a cart,” he reported. “I think one of their wheels might be broken? There’s a lot of trees around, though, so it could be dangerous.”


  Orson thought for a moment before shaking his head.


  “Might be best to look the other way and pass ’em by,” he said.


  Once a cart stopped, it took time and effort to get it moving again. Broken-down carts were often used by bandits to stop others, so they could ambush them. Orson drew out the short spear he always kept handy. It had been two days since his rescue, and though he had been uncertain on his feet at first, by that point, he was at least able to wield his spear.


  “What?” Patricia raised her voice in surprise at Orson’s suggestion.


  Orson glanced at Joanna.


  “Princess, we need to make it to Frontier City Leicester as quickly as possible while keeping you safe,” Joanna explained. “If we stop to help these people, we won’t make it to Milton today.”


  “But there’s no one pursuing us right this moment,” Patricia said, tears in her eyes. “Are we going to turn our backs on people who are suffering? Again?” 


  Al could tell that this wasn’t the first time Patricia and Joanna had this particular debate. He, Patricia, and Orson exchanged questioning glances, unsure of what to do.


  “Well, it’s true there’s no one after us. Might be okay for us to stop,” Orson suggested.


  Al nodded a few times. Joanna looked pained but nodded as well.


  “Okay, I’ll call out to them,” Al said. “You two, be on guard.”


  Patricia’s face lit up at his words, and she gave him a smile of surprise. Their cart was already quite near. The adult figure was under the cart and appeared to be working on something. The two children, who each seemed to be five or six years old, were watching nearby. They were the first to notice Al’s cart pulling up nearby. He saw them say something to the adult under their cart.


  “Hello. Having some trouble?” Al asked, pulling to a stop about five meters away.


  The adult slid halfway out from under the cart and sat on the ground, looking up at Al. He was a weary-looking man in his early forties. Al guessed he was a farmer.


  “Yeah. Metal bit on the axle came off,” the man replied. “Didn’t even have that heavy a load on it. But, well, she’s an old cart.”


  Al looked at the cart and saw barrels full of lentils, beans, and barley. Since they were stored already, Al assumed they were dried. As the man said, Al doubted the total load was over a hundred kilograms. It was light and should have been easy for a cart. The man appeared to be struggling to fix the damage.


  “We were planning to get to Milton a little after noon and sell this lot off at the market,” the man continued. “But then the cart let out a crack and went down on one side. We tried to flag down some help, but everyone who passed us by today was a merchant in a great rush. I was honestly starting to think I might need to just abandon the cart.”


  The sun was already on its way down, meaning the family had been stuck there since morning.


  “Daddy, I’m hungry.”


  “Daddy, I’m thirsty.”


  The children both raised their voices in complaints. One was a boy and the other a girl. Because their faces were so similar, Al asked if they were twins.


  “Yeah, twins,” the boy replied. “I’m Sam.”


  “I’m Anna,” the girl said.


  They both smiled when Al spoke to them. Each had a head of golden hair, just like Al’s.


  “Just like us?” Ingy asked.


  Al agreed, tapping his finger on his knee. It was the signal they had chosen for yes. He took his canteen from his waist and offered it to the kids.


  “Thanks mister,” the kids said, his smile growing wider.


  “So, it’s looking like you can’t fix it?” Orson asked, stepping down from the cart.


  Al assumed Orson had decided there was no immediate danger. Patricia followed after him.


  “Nah, I tried a few things,” the farmer replied, tilting his head in shame. “No good.”


  “I’m pretty good with these things,” Orson said, getting down to look under the farmer’s cart. “Can’t really see. Al, mind lighting up the bottom of the cart with some magic?”


  Al nodded and cast Light under the cart.


  Joanna stopped them with a sudden, tense shout. “Sir Orson! Sir Al!” 


  They looked up in alarm and saw her pointing to the nearby woods. There, they spied the shapes of goblins among the trees. Six of them, about fifty meters away. Each was around 120 centimeters tall and held a wooden club.


  “Daddy, what are those?” one of the twins asked.


  Their father, who hadn’t caught sight of what everyone else was looking at, casually replied that there must be something in the trees.


  “Goblins,” Al said, his voice a warning. “Patricia, get behind the cart. Sam, Anna, you too.”


  Orson quickly moved to the front of the group. Goblins were known to throw stones, so no distance was truly safe. Patricia grabbed Sam and Anna and hurried to hide with them behind the cart. The farmer didn’t seem to know what to do, so he ended up crouching in the same spot with the children.


  “Goblins!” Ingy exclaimed. “Wildlings!”


  It sounded like it was her first time seeing them, making Al wonder if it really was his twin sister Ingrid’s spirit that dwelled in his Assistant Device. Or could it be that his sister never died at the goblins’ hands? Plenty of questions filled Al’s mind, but he had no time to ask them. Instead, he tightly clutched the Assistant Device hanging around his neck.


  “There are six of them,” he said. “Be careful. I’ll strike first and take one out.”


  “Magic Missile. Converge. Enhance Range.”


  A bolt of light blue shot from Al’s outstretched left palm. It flew straight through a goblin’s chest, the impact knocking it onto its back. Clearly shocked, the other goblins stared at Al and the others, their eyes wide. They opened their mouths and screamed. If they had been goblins from the Frontier City Leicester area, they would have run at that point. These, however, charged toward Al’s group.


  “Here they come,” Joanna said, yanking off the cloth wrapped around her sword.


  Orson gripped his spear in one hand while naturally moving to cover Al. The goblins were on them in an instant.


  “I’ll take three, and you handle the other two,” Al said, thrusting out his left hand again.


  “Magic Missile!”


  Nine bolts of blue light fired from Al’s palm. Each of the goblins took three bolts to the chest and fell back with pained cries.


  Orson and Joanna leaped forward as they watched Al’s shots strike true. Orson was still dragging his injured foot but managed to take three steps before attacking.


  “Deep Thrust: Armor Piercing.”


  Orson’s spear easily pierced straight through one goblin. Next to him, Joanna swung her sword.


  “Straight Sword Combat Technique—Fast Blade: Double Slash.”


  Joanna made a diagonal cut into the final goblin’s shoulder before deftly turning the blade for a horizontal slash. The goblin let out a croak and fell dead.


  “Well, we made that look easy,” Orson said, his tone impressed as he looked at the fallen goblins.


  Al shook his head shyly. Patricia came out from behind the cart and clasped both hands in front of her chest, giving Al a look that told him she had expected no less of him.


  “Wow, those goblins didn’t give you any trouble at all!” Ingy said.


  Al wondered if he could have saved Ingrid if he had these magic powers back then.


  “Thanks, mister,” the twins said, bowing their little heads at him.


  “You’re very welcome,” Al replied.


  If they hadn’t slain those goblins, the twins might have become their prey, just as Ingrid had. Thinking that, Al felt like he was one step closer to becoming as great a man as his grandfather. A small smile played on his lips.


  “Doesn’t look there are any more goblins,” Orson said, looking around.


  Al checked their surroundings as well after casting Sensory Boost. He couldn’t see any other green-skinned wildlings.


  “Now we just need to see about fixing this cart,” Orson continued. “Best if we did it as quickly as possible, so we can all make it to Milton by tonight.”


  He crouched to look under the farmer’s cart again.


  “Hm? Say, Al, could you lift this cart like you did before with the bigmouth lizards?” he asked.


  Al tilted his head curiously but cast the spell.


  “Physical Boost. Enhance Strength.”


  Standing near the axle, Al grabbed the side of the cart and lifted it carefully. Slowly, the cart with all 100 kilograms of cargo rose. Joanna, who could also use Physical Boost, watched with eyes wide. Al could tell she wanted to ask something but chose to wait. He was certain she wanted to know about his spell options.


  “Great, lad! Now just hold it there for a tick,” Orson said. “This nail here is bent and coming out.”


  Taking out his knife, Orson used the hilt to hammer the nail that held the axle back into position. He then told Al to let it down slowly while keeping an eye on how the cart took the weight. The tilted wheel accepted the load without buckling. Even after Al let go, the cart stood straight.


  “Wow!”


  “It’s fixed!”


  The farmer and his twins let out cheers of joy.


  “I bet Patricia is very happy you didn’t abandon them,” Ingy said.


  Al tapped his arm in agreement.


  “Okay, it should be able to move now,” Orson said, a big grin on his face as well. “Let’s move most of the weight onto our cart and take it easy.”


  Bonus Story:
A Day in the Life of a Brand-New Adventurer


   


  THE DAY AFTER Cody the butcher refused to take any more bigmouth lizard corpses due to surplus, Al invited Lippi the carter to join him for hunting. They met at the west gate of Frontier City Leicester before heading out into the woods.


  “Lippi, take a look at that mud over there,” Al said, pointing to an ordinary-looking puddle nearby.


  Lippi tilted his head and leaned his face closely to stare at the puddle. The action seemed to help him notice something, as he raised his head and pointed at one edge of the puddle, an excited expression on his face.


  “Are those some kind of animal tracks?” he asked.


  Two long furrows were imprinted in the mud where he was pointing. In front of them were two more that were slanted slightly.


  “That’s right,” Al said. “These tracks are unique to rabbits. Mice don’t make long, narrow marks like these, and squirrel tracks are more horizontal than angled like these are. Besides, I don’t think there are any squirrels in this area in the first place. All animal tracks have special characteristics. Human and wildling tracks, too. Once you get used to them, you’ll be able to tell the animal’s weight from how deep they are, and by how far apart they are how fast it was moving.”


  As he spoke, he drew a circle around the tracks with a stick.


  “The rabbit that left these should be about this big,” he said. “I’m still new to the area, so I can’t say for certain, but there’s a good chance this is a maned rabbit. Probably not an adult. Based on how dry the mud is, it probably passed through here an hour or so ago. It doesn’t look like it was moving too fast, so it was probably just looking for some food. That’s how much information you can get from a single set of tracks.”


  Lippi listened to Al’s explanation and gave a big nod. Maned rabbits were one of the common fauna in the Frontier City Leicester region. A single maned rabbit would grow to around forty centimeters long and weigh around six kilograms. In the current season, maned rabbits tended to have a lot of fat on them and were a popular meal.


  “Since we found these tracks, let’s try following them for a bit,” Al said. “If it pays off, we might catch ourselves a nice dinner.” 


  Lippi nodded with a big grin.


  He was thirteen, two years younger than Al. He was working as a carter and would often accompany adventurers on their quests to carry the corpses of whatever they hunted—for a fee. His father had been an adventurer but had died on one such mission. Lippi’s family at that point consisted of him, his mother, and Lippi’s three younger siblings. Orson had gone on an escort mission with Lippi’s father and still gave the boy priority for his carter needs, thanks to that bond.


  According to Lippi, his dream was to become an adventurer and make money so his mother and siblings could live easier lives. Some adventurers used that knowledge to get a discount on his cart services in exchange for teaching him the ins and outs of adventuring.


  Al was so focused on his own training as a relatively new adventurer that he had initially refused Lippi’s requests for teaching. However, due to Orson’s advice that teaching someone else could be the best form of training, Al gave in and agreed to a single day teaching Lippi the ways of the scout when they went out hunting. With Orson away on Cody’s request, Al wound up taking Lippi out hunting by himself. The two of them headed to the south of Frontier City Leicester.


  They kept tracking the maned rabbit, Al using the time to teach Lippi all about the lives and habits of the species. Al was both a scout and a mage, but his training in the former had been done under the wing of Morris, an excellent hunter. Thanks to that, the lessons he taught Lippi were closer to those of a hunter than a scout. Still, Lippi enjoyed them either way. He would always have use for hunting tips in his life.


  “There it is. Over there.” Al pointed to a fluffy ball of fur hiding itself in a thicket about ten meters in front of them.


  At first, Lippi couldn’t see it. However, Al gave him some more detailed instructions and he eventually spotted it. They both crouched to hide themselves.


  “Okay, Lippi, you’re up,” Al said, giving the boy encouragement while washing his own hands of responsibility.


  On his own hunts, Al would kill prey with magic. Since Lippi couldn’t use magic, there was nothing Al could teach him about the actual act of killing. He had explained before they set out that he wouldn’t be able to help in that area, and Lippi understood.


  Lippi nodded and reached into the pouch at his hip, taking out a bit of cord with some leather in the middle, as well as a rock a little smaller than his fist. Al recognized the weapon as a sling, probably the best weapon a poor family like Lippi’s could afford. Still, the boy dreamed of being an adventurer, and had apparently been training with the sling every time he had a free minute. His skill was nothing to scoff at.


  Readying his sling, Lippi fixed his gaze on the maned rabbit. Then, with a small exclamation, he let the rock fly.


  The rabbit let out a sharp squeak and collapsed onto the ground. Lippi’s rock had struck true. Al and Lippi jumped to their feet and ran over to where the rabbit had fallen, checking exactly how much damage the rock had done. If the rabbit had only been stunned, they would need to finish it off quickly before it recovered and ran away.


  Thankfully, the maned rabbit lay still, though it wasn’t dead. Lippi stood over it, pinning it down so it couldn’t move. With a big smile on his face, pulled out a rope to begin tying the creature up.


  “Aren’t you going to finish it off?” Al asked.


  Lippi shook his head and explained he wanted to take it home and keep it, since maned rabbits were great at making more maned rabbits. Al remembered that Lippi’s family was raising Rocinante the donkey, so it stood to reason they would be skilled at keeping livestock. Of course, one rabbit wouldn’t be enough to make a family, so Lippi would need to use what Al taught him to catch a few more.


  With Al’s help, Lippi bound the maned rabbit so it couldn’t escape. Lifting it, Al guessed it weighed about four kilograms. A little heavy, but definitely portable.


  “Let’s head back,” Al said. “You won’t be able to do any more hunting while you carry that.”


  Lippi nodded happily. It was just a little before noon, so they would probably have time to hunt at least one more if they made it quick. The two of them headed for Lippi’s home.


   


  ***


   


  On their way, they passed several groups of teens around Lippi’s age that were either hunting or harvesting. Since they were only a few hours from the gate of a large city, there were relatively few wildlings around, making the area prime hunting grounds for youths to train their skills. Al was sure that once they collected enough money, many of them would buy their first weapons and start hunting goblins and lizardmen. 


  Just as the thought crossed Al’s mind, he heard someone scream from somewhere not too far away. He and Lippi both quickly turned to look at the source of the cry. They immediately spotted one lizardman searching through the area while another was climbing out of the river nearby. Near the lizardmen, they saw a boy and a girl, probably tweens just barely out of a junior academy. They sat on the ground, frozen in terror.


  Lizardmen were wildlings with lizard-like heads that could grow up to one-point-eight meters in height. They were covered in green scales and walked on two legs, hunching forward slightly. They had fishlike fins on their heads and halfway down their arms, and had webbing between their clawed fingers, making them as equally mobile in the water as they were on land. Though they were omnivores, their favorite meals were human flesh and carrion.


  The lizardmen let out high-pitched screeches and advanced, one step at a time, toward the two small children.


  “Ahhh!”


  The two couldn’t get back on their feet and instead tried to crawl away as fast as they could. They were fifty meters or so from where Al and Lippi stood. For a moment, the memory of the goblins attacking him as a child flashed in Al’s mind. Orson, who was better at close combat, wasn’t with them, and lizardmen were formidable fighters up close. With two of them, Al wouldn’t stand a chance fighting in melee. Luckily, he had magic. Besides, he wasn’t about to turn his back on a wildling attack.


  “Magic Missile. Converge. Enhance Range.”


  The light blue bolt that shot from Al’s right palm struck the lizardman closest to the children right in the head. Without waiting to see the result of his strike, Al sprinted toward them. Watching him, Lippi swallowed his fear, bit his lip, and ran after Al.


  The lizardman who took Al’s magic missile to the head immediately fell on its side. The other turned to face Al. Behind it, he saw yet another lizardman pulling itself out of the water. There were three of them now.


  With a screeching battle-cry, the two remaining lizardmen rushed at Al, clawed hands outstretched. Al had successfully pulled their attention, but he didn’t think he could escape if he ran. They were fast enough to catch him even if he sprinted at full speed.


  “Lippi, take care of the kids!” he shouted.


  “Slow!”


  His spell caught both lizardmen, visibly slowing them down until they were moving at about the pace of a lightly jogging human. To draw them away from Lippi and the kids and to raise an alarm in the area, Al continued to shout at the lizardmen as he ran toward a nearby hill. Lippi, following Al’s orders, cut around the lizardmen, heading for the kids they had been targeting.


  After a few minutes of keeping within a steady range of the lizardmen, Al watched Lippi reach the two children. He stopped where he was, about five meters away from the wildlings.


  “Magic Missile. Converge. Enhance Range.”


  The second lizardman went down. Its companion, sensing that the tide of battle was shifting, hesitated before turning back toward the river. Its movements, however, were still slowed by Al’s spell.


  “Magic Missile. Converge. Enhance Range.”


  The final lizardman fell to the ground. From a safe distance away, Lippi and the two children cheered.


   


  “Mister, Lippi, thank you!”


  The two children raised their voices in thanks and bowed. According to them, they were childhood friends and had gotten a little too close to the river while harvesting medical herbs. It was rare for three lizardmen to appear in the area, but not impossible. In the rainy season, it was hard to see them hiding in the river.


  “I’m just glad you’re all right,” Al said. “A little carelessness around here can cost you your lives. Be more careful.”


  “Yeah, be careful,” Lippi said, his voice gentle.


  Apparently, the two kids were in the same junior academy class as his own little sister, Pippi. Leicester had a population of over six thousand, but only two junior academies. Kids around the same age were likely to know each other.


  “Al, that was so cool!” Lippi said, eyes shining.


  “It was a close call,” Al said. “I’m just glad I took them down. Still, three lizardmen. They’re in pretty good shape, still have their gills and everything. They should sell for a decent price. Lippi, could you run back and get your cart? I’ll keep watch over the corpses.”


  The price for slaying a single lizardman was seven silver, with an extra five if the gills were still intact. Al calculated he would get thirty-six silver for the three corpses. Not a bad price. He would toss in a good tip for Lippi along with the carting fee.


  “Huh? You did all the rescuing,” Lippi said, “so why do I get anything?”


  “Gotta keep your donkey fed somehow,” Al said. “Oh, could you see those two home before you get your cart? They’re probably still scared after all of that.”


  “Sure, I’ll be back in a bit,” Lippi said.


  He walked away with a smile. The two children gave Al one more bow before following Lippi, clasping each other’s hands tightly.


   


  The life of a young adventurer in the Frontier City was rough. Al thought about how his own choice to become an adventurer had saved two little lives that day, and a proud smile played on his lips as he watched the three figures walk back to town.


  Afterword


   


  THANK YOU FOR picking up this book!


  The fact that I managed to get this first volume published is thanks to the efforts of the editors and proofreaders at the publishing house, to sime-sensei, who provided the incredible artwork, and of course the many fans who left reviews, impressions, and corrections when I was posting the web version.


  Without every single one of these people, this book would never have been finished. I’m so grateful to all of you!


  Did you enjoy Al’s adventure?


  (For those reading the afterword first: Don’t worry, I won’t spoil anything.)


  How would magic affect our lifestyles if it existed in our world? How would mages go about learning new spells, and how hard would it be? I fueled my imagination with these questions and pushed it to its limits to write this book.


  In a world without electric lighting, I think magical light would definitely be used to illuminate the night. Magical light would be brighter, wouldn’t use oil, and wouldn’t give off the stink of oil lamps. Candles are expensive and can only burn for a little while. Neither lamps nor candles seem like something folks would want to use every night.


  I also thought about how magic is often restricted in games with either limited uses or having a limited pool of MP. These constraints add elements of fun strategy. On the other hand, if magic existed, what kind of actual limitations would it have? What kind of logic would it operate on? Obviously, magic wouldn’t be something so simple that just anyone could wield it. These were the kinds of questions that gave birth to this story.


  While considering these things, I concluded that the color and brightness of the Light spell would be different from person to person.


  I would be happy if, through this book, you were able to enjoy the feeling of a fantasy world close to reality where people can use magic as normally as they eat or sleep.


  At the beginning of Volume 1, Al was just getting started. Over the course of half a year, though, he’s already gained plenty of experience and grown quite a lot. I’m sure he’ll continue to flourish as he continues to have new encounters and new adventures. Please continue to support Al and his humble author as the story continues.


  Also, this story will be adapted into a manga by Toko Yamazaki-sensei. If you find it entertaining, please consider supporting it!


  [image: ]


  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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