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“So, you’re always doing this alone?” Said the girl.

Layns walked ahead of her.

Through the grass. It was nearly midday but the breeze was strong. So the sun didn’t feel that hot. Yet. 

“Yeah.”

So warm, so tranquil. “So technically I’m your first party member?”

“You are, yes. We’re not an official party yet though. We’d need to find another member before we could call ourselves a party.”

“But you don’t want to go through the trouble, right?” A smile.

Some wild porcupine passed them by, not quite even attempting to acknowledge the two as a threat. 

Layns shrugged- “Not really.”

They walked. There wasn’t much to talk about. Layns was a novice. Elaine was also a novice but had more experience than Layns.

She sometimes thought the young man was probably from a noble background and only decided to become an adventurer after failing a power struggle over succession... a typical thing. But that probably wasn’t the case. After all, why would a noble act so nice?

However, if layns really was a noble then...“So, that undead you dealt with that night-” She’d been meaning to ask.

But she thought it was better to when no one was around. The topic seemed sensitive enough. 

“Oh yeah, her...” A sigh. “We hit a truce. She finds what I’m looking for and I give her some meat. That’s about it.”

“I, I see.... Yes, I’ve heard stories about sentient undead. But that was the first time I’ve seen such a thing.”

Layns sighed. “Let’s just get this over with...”

The two were out here on a mission. Collect certain fruits.

The same old. The same old. 

“By the way,” Elaine paused.

“What?”

She walked on ahead, looked back, smiled- “Thanks for choosing me.” She ran ahead.

“You’ll get tired you know,” Layns chuckled, mumbling.

*** 
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Layns had to collect some fruits and get back before midnight. The two fruit quests would fetch enough money for him to laze around for almost a week. But now that the girl was in his unofficial party and was helping him with the quest, he had to give her some money too. Meaning, he could only laze around for three maybe four days and then he’ll have to do this again.

Naturally Layns didn’t want to. But he had to. Not just to survive but also to actually grow. However, grow how? What was he even growing into? Could he really call this growing up? Going out, finding things, fighting monsters, paying rent. Yeah, he could do them but- but did he want to? Would he ever want to? Was this really growing up?

Sigh.

“You’ve been sighing a lot,” Elaine said.

“How are you so carefree? You basically have nowhere to go. Yet-”

At the literal edge of the forest. 

A sudden shift. Just behind, no trees, and in front, lots of trees. 

“I’m not. I do care. It’s just that, worrying, caring too much- isn’t going to do anything. At the same time, being completely careless would just put me back in the streets. So, I try to balance the two sides. Obviously, it’s not easy and I fail and end up miserable but yeah, I try.” 

Layns didn’t get his answer. Or was it that he wasn’t seeking one? Perhaps he just wanted validation. Perhaps not. He wasn’t sure.

But- “Well, you tackle that side, I’ll tackle this one,” he said. “We shouldn’t have to go in deep.”

“Yell for me, if you get lost.”

Layns wanted to shrug but- but he knew he’d get lost anyway. So he decided not to. “Alright.”

He went into the forest. They had plenty of time till sundown. Which was good cause Layns had only brought enough food for himself and the girl. Definitely not enough for the undead, so he didn’t want to meet that lich. 

Rustling. The leaves swayed. Damn decaying smell lingered.  There wasn’t anything in sight but Layns knew this forest was alive. Not just the animals, or the monsters or even the undead. 

The forest itself, alive.

Something in here- something.... Just always put Layns on edge. He wasn’t sure. He didn’t want to be sure.

He didn’t want to know. Let’s just get this over with.

At this point, Layns had pretty much the whole outer area mapped and knew where the fruit trees were. He still occasionally got lost but luckily, he found some good Oraph trees today with mature fruits. 

The fruits in this forest were strangely delicious. Some really sweet, others tart and fragrant and sweet. Some berries were so sought after that nobles would literally pay gold for just the berries. Restaurants would often pay handsomely too. 

And that meant a lot of adventurers were willing to take on these jobs despite the forest being too dangerous. Most of them traveled in packs and foraged for weeks on end and then went on long vacations. 

Layns was stronger than typical adventurers. However- even so, his hair was standing up, his heart racing, sweat pouring; suffice to say, he was almost always on edge whenever he was in the forest...

The last one...

But for today, his work was done. Wiping beads of sweat off his forehead, he put the last Oraph fruit in his dimension bag and sighed in relief. 

“You seem to be adapting quite fast...” A lingering voice. Mist poured in. There was some time before the evening.

Yet-

Sigh. “What do you want?”

“You know what I want.” Just the mist.

No visible monster.

“The deal was, I ask something of you and when you give it to me, I give you some meat. That’s it.”

“Yes.”

“And I didn’t ask anything of you.”

“And I didn’t ask meat from you either. I’m just going to take it!”

The voice disappeared.

“Take it? You’re gonna steal from me? Really?” A snort.

But then as the sun slowly set before his eyes. As the forest came alive.

As- Oh no...  He took a deep breath- “ELAINE!??”

He kept on screaming her name, running. But no. No reply.

No response.

“ELAINE!!?”

Nothing. Biting his teeth hard- Layns blasted through the forest. He cut down trees that got in his way, fired off holy bursts that cleared the miasma and monsters. He continued powering through the whole area.

Rustle, rustle!

Monsters.

Undead.

Nothing stood in his way- nothing could. What if something happened to her? What if she got hurt because of him? What if- “ELAINE!?”

“Layns?” Elaine yelled. By a Orapth plant, just staring awkwardly.

“Oh, you alright?” Layns hurried her way, panting, hands on his knees. 

“I’m, I’m fine. What happened to you? Are you alright?”

“Nothing...” He was totally out of breath. “You done?”

“OH yeah, almost. Mostly just unripe Oraphs.”

“Pick them too. We’ll ripen them with bananas.”

“With bananas?”

“Ask questions later.”

“Alright.” A snicker.

She kept on picking while, while Layns looked around.

And. In the distance, found two glaring red eyes, and a big wide, wide smile. And lots of mist. A minor sigh, as he unhooked his sword. “You’ve breached our deal and-” And he wasn’t feeling very good about it. 

“Well, I didn’t touch her. And there’s been no breach.” The undead walked forward, a small army of skeletons behind her. “Let’s just say, bring me meat, and you won’t regret it.”

“And let’s just say, harm people close to me, and you ‘Will’ regret it.”

“Glad we understand each other....”

The undead left, and the mist disappeared.

However, “The hell are you people even doing?” Elaine meanwhile, was just confused.
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Layns and Elaine had some dinner outside the forest. After a light chat and a fast walk, they were back before the midnight with no real monster encounters.

“Sir Layns, we’ve been waiting for you,” A female knight stood at the gate. 

“What?”

“Sir?” Elaine wondered. So, you really were a noble... she thought. 

She knew the man, and she knew how he was.

Yet, yet her heart.... Just from the word noble, all those repressed memories- all that hatred came pouring out. 

“The war Sir.... It’s beginning. You’ve been summoned to fight as one of the ten headliners.”

Layns sighed. “I guess if I have to.”

Yeah, he wasn’t motivated at all.

“Wait, war? Headliner?” Elaine stared. “Who are you? And what war?” Voice shaking a bit, teeth clattering. 

“I’m Layns. Natham Layns, one of the seven heroes.” He spoke frankly. “And this might just be the greatest war in your history... if not the worst...”
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There was one week before the impending war. There was much to do, many things to consider. Armies to raise, and strategies to formulate.

Yet, for some reason the united Human Empire hosted one of the biggest martial arts competition the world had ever seen. 

“Why now?” Maria asked, unable to suppress her dissatisfaction, as she stomped around Castle Armal. She’d just come back this morning.

“I heard they’re trying to help people calm down a little. War is often stressful for the losing people,” Risa said.

“You talk like we’ll lose for sure,” Maria said.

“Well...” Risa laughed self-deprecatingly. “I’m not very hopeful for this one.”

“We agree for once,” Maria shrugged. “But we’re not going down without a fight.”

“Are you sure though?”

“What?”

“You could very well avoid all this and be-”

“No. I’ve already chosen what I want to do.”

“Okay...” Together they walked around the palace with nothing better to do. The martial arts competition would last three days. And then they, with the whole army would teleport to the battlefield with massive teleportation circles. These circles could only be used after pouring decades worth of mana and lots of gold, so it wasn’t very cost effective but this was the only way.

“How do you plan to deal with her anyway?” Risa said. “The moment she finds out, Cirvena’s not on the battlefield, she would launch an all-out attack on the world. So, the only way to stop her would be to attack her before she does so. Meaning, you’d have to fight her.”

“We’ll use the sword,” Maria said. “The duke’s reluctant but Xerc will convince him.”

“Huh... funny how that man respects you more than me.”

“What makes you say that?”

“My oldest memory of Xerces was when he’d saved me from an incoming arrow while I was playing in my backyard. I was being assassinated by one of my brother’s factions.”

Maria recalled having never met Risa’s brothers. She had one brother, and several half-brothers. All were eyeing for the throne. However, since Risa was the first born and somewhat charismatic, they sought to eliminate her. 

However, Xerc was always there to protect her. If Xerc wasn’t there, she wouldn’t be here. So, she respected and loved Xerc and hoped he felt the same. However, that wasn’t quite true. The moment Maria came into the picture, Xerc paid way more attention to Maria. Was it because of her special lineage or was it something else? She didn’t know. She couldn’t read minds.

“Must have been tough...” Maria said, not really knowing what to say. She didn’t understand royal politics. The worse her step mother did was spell some boiling tea on her. She wasn’t trying to kill her... or so she thought.

“It was. I think he respects you because you stopped the war and stood up against everything he cannot.”

Maria didn’t say anything. She wasn’t going anywhere special and she wasn’t really walking for any special purpose. She was just passing the time because she had nothing better to do.

But so far, her anxiety was only getting worse.

*** 
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Apparently, the martial arts competition was planned roughly a year ago before either of the two wars. And as planned it would take place in Armal’s massive amphitheater. Built to hold at least a hundred thousand people, it should have been enough. It wasn’t.

Not only was it overflowing with people, but even the outskirts of the theater and the roofs were full of people.

Maria wasn’t in the crowded part, rather she with the royals. Risa was with her and although she was somewhat bored, she tried her best to remain neutral.

The crowd cheered as the first wave battle royal begun. The first two days, about 4000 participants would join a massive ring and fight to throw everyone else outside the ring. Surviving 10 people from each round would face each other on the final day. These forty people would duke it out in another battle royal and bring down their numbers to only two. 

The final two would fight till death, or they would have if this wasn’t an international competition. 

People were hitting each other with punches and kicks. Some even brought out armor and spears, claiming this was also martial arts. Then there was some who used magic. No one seemed to be bothered by it. So, Maria didn’t say anything.

She didn’t really enjoy this much. But it wasn’t as boring as she thought it’d be. The crowd meanwhile ate the whole thing up and cheered all the while. It took a literal half a day for the first ten people to emerge. 

“They’re going to keep doing this for two whole days?” She asked.

“Yeah...” Risa said. She had a glassy face the whole time. 

More or less bored, Maria decided to try something. There weren’t many places where she could be alone, so she chose Cirvena’s little garden, her refuge. However, Risa tagged along.

“I’m telling you it could be very dangerous.”

“Anything’s better than rotting here all day,” Risa whined.

Rolling her eyes, Maria grabbed Risa’s hand. “I’ve only done this once and it was the undead queen who pulled it off, not me.” 

Risa gulped but didn’t back out.

Maria focused. Golden particles flew around her, followed by darkness and then... nothing. At least for a few seconds before the world brightened. They were outside, in a familiar place. 

“Still stinks,” Risa said. “But that was wonderful.”

“Kind of,” Maria said. “It worked.”

“Does this mean we can go anywhere?”

“Only places I’ve been in this world.”

“This world?”

“I told you I’m not from this one, remember?”

“No, I remember,” Risa smiled. For some reason she didn’t seem honest. “Does that mean you could go to the other world?”

“Not yet...” Maria said. “Anyway, on the day of war, the queen would probably be around here. We maybe could sneak-” Maria paused, eyed Risa and smiled.

“What?”

“Hmm.... Let’s see... horns here, skin a little crimson, and- voila!” 

“Wh-what?” Risa managed, confused. She took a look at her body, no, her body screamed at her to take a look. “I’m a demon?”

“Disguised as a demon to be specific but yeah. This’ll work!” Maria grinned. “Let’s check the whole place.”

“Why?”

“So I can warp around without screwing up.”

Risa sighed. She kind of wished she hadn’t tagged along. And was it her was Maria a bit too excited?
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