


1/10 Experience, Wouldn't Isekai Again



Dying twice in one day, quite unfortunate, but Edol's misfortune wasn't over yet.

The man opened his eyes once again, the same dim red landscape greeting him. A few meters away the demon who had just murdered him looked up in surprise.

Edol stood still for a second before collapsing. The pain from being stabbed was gone, but the memory of it still lingered.

That horrible, gut-wrenching feeling of the sword.

The pain shooting all the way through his soul.

Those eyes, looking down at him.

Ahead of him, just a few meters away, the demon who had taken his life seemed to be smiling.

'This bastard!'

Edol struggled to his feet, staring the demon in the eye.

"What the hell is wrong with you?!"

It grinned, then raised its sword once more.

Rage began to well up within the young Englishman. He forgot the pain he'd just experienced and prepared to attack his newfound foe.

"You're going to die, ugly demon! Even if it takes me a hundred tries… I'm going to kill you!"

Edol dashed at the still-standing demon, a plan forming in his eyes.

'Feign left hook, then dodge right and punch him in the head! I can then put him in a chokehold or something… yea, this'll work!'

The demon watched him approach without making a move. Mild interest showed in its eyes, but it still didn't view Edol as an opponent.

Edol reached it, throwing a punch with his left arm.

'Shit! I can't pull this back!'

Edol wasn't trained in martial arts, and he was never a big fighter. He had put all his weight on his left leg as he went to feign, and now lost his balance.

The demon didn't even need to pull out his sword this time. It brought its spiked gauntlet down onto his head, killing him for the third time that day.

The pain was just as unbearable as before, but Edol recovered a few seconds after respawning. The pain only lasted a moment each time, his death and respawn keeping him from feeling too intense of a pain.

It was as if something possessed Edol, amplifying his feelings toward this demon. He had to avenge himself, had to make this thing stop looking at him like that.

The fear in Edol's eyes disappeared, and his sense of pain dulled.

Edol charged at the demon again, but the outcome didn't change.

'You must have a weakness, demon, and it seems I have multiple lives. You might be stronger than me, but let's see if you don't make an error!'

Edol charged again, meeting a swift doom, but he didn't give up. A haze of blood hovered around the man's eyes, blocking out any hesitation.

"Die!"

After spending just a moment each time recovering, he ran back crazedly, trying to reach his enemy.

Charging straight at the demon?

Decapitation.

Feigning left?

Impalation.

Diving under it and trying to tackle the demon?

A crushed skull. If the demon had known what had sent Edol here in the first place, it might have aimed for his head every fight, just to please itself.

A smile grew on the man's face despite the intense pain and repeated deaths. He didn't look sane, and when the demon caught sight of Edol's smile, it took its first step backward.

"Hihihih... You must have a weakness!"

After trying over twenty times with no success, Edol stopped charging at his nemesis after respawning, hunching over from the stimulation of dying twenty consecutive times. He tried to calm himself and began trying to add strategy to his reckless attacks.

'This thing… I can't even touch it! It's like playing dark souls without a weapon! I just get insta killed every time!'

His brows furrowed as he struggled to think of a decent plan.

'Ugly here is strong, fast, armed with two swords, and might be a god… and I can respawn, hopefully many times. It would really suck if I just died for good one of these times, killed by this demon that keeps looking down at me.'

'In general, my only advantage is that any damage trade is good for me since I just revive every time I die anyways.'

As he sat back and thought, the blood rage that'd previously overtaken the man started to die down, and for a moment, he realized just how messed up the current situation was.

'This thing has killed me so many times, but I'm the one still charging back in?'

Edol looked back at his foe. It was still grinning as it looked down at him.

'Well, I can't stop now! This ugly bastard is dying today!'

The demon standing in front of him was an opponent that had to be defeated, and there was no stopping before he achieved success.

A cruel thought began to form in Edol's head.

'If I just disregard my own safety, I can probably land a hit or two on this monster!'

Edol turned to the demon, who seemed to be amused while watching him scheme. Edol took in a deep breath, as if preparing for the incoming pain, then charged once again.

Disinterested, the demon raised up his sword once again pointing it directly at Edol, waiting for the man to dodge left or right, and then slash him in two.

A look of determination enveloped Edol's eyes as he launched himself at the demon- right onto the sword.

The massive bastard sword tore a hole right through Edol as the demon watched him in shock.

Had this weakly, hairless goblin given up on life, and decided to give itself to his blade?

A grimace covered Edol's face as the pain spread through his body. He was sure nothing back home could have hurt this much, not even being impaled in such a manner. He wasn't wrong. Injuries to the soul would certainly hurt much more than to a simple physical body.

Nevertheless, he endured the pain, looking into the demon's eyes.

"Screw you, Ugly."

Before his consciousness fled, Edol thrust his hand forward, punching the demon squarely in the cheek.

It was his first victory. Sure, perhaps it didn't really hurt the demon, but this was the greatest victory he could hope for at the moment.

The first in a long line of victories, hopefully ending with him finally putting this demon down for good.



Danu



In another world, on a momentous day in the past.

A light breeze swept over the coast, carrying with it the signature scent of the ocean. Waves crashed against the rocky shore, wetting the beach with droplets of water.

'Right on time…'

The girl's deep ocean-blue eyes were fixed on the horizon, scanning for any sign of movement. Her smooth black hair flowed to the wind's whims, revealing her face as she finally caught sight of the ship she'd been expecting.

She nibbled on her lip nervously, her face a mess of anticipation, reluctance, and fear.

'This is necessary. If I don't do this, everyone could be harmed.'

The girl stood up from where she'd been seated on a small boulder. She wore a dress unlike anything one might find back on Earth. It was made from tanned deer leather but was still somehow thin and flexible enough to move like cloth, and had been dyed the same blue color as her eyes.

She made for an enchanting figure.

"Danu, do you see them?"

The excited voice of a young man called out from behind the girl, and she turned to look at her companion. Dressed like a young squire, the man's clothes looked quite formal, and combined with his short, well-groomed beard, he looked quite knowledgable.

Her head slowly nodded as she answered his question.

"Finally! We've been here for a week already!"

A short way from the beach, a small campsite had served as their home over the past few days. It wasn't just the two of them present- there was a small trade caravan that'd come with.

"Go fetch the others, and a horse for me. You need to remember not to come close once the ship is here. It will be dangerous."

At Danu's words, the young man ran back toward the camp. After watching his back disappear from the beach, the girl returned to watching the slowly approaching boat.

Carried upon its decks were adventurers and pioneers. People who set out into the unknown, hoping to find evidence of a new continent. They weren't the first, and likely wouldn't be the last.

A year ago, almost to the day, another ship had appeared on this same horizon. There had been no one here to greet it, and the boat's inhabitants made their way inland, eventually encountering a small village.

It was one of a few small towns nestled deep in the northern woods, safe from the continent's conflicts. No one expected that the place they'd gone to find peace would be the site of the next great change.

The world of Suvia only knew two continents, labeled as East and West.

Outside these two continents, there was only the ocean. Violent winds and waves threatened to sink any ships and the powerful storms that ripped past the coasts brought fear to the hearts of sailors.

It was intransverable. For hundreds of years, many explorers made attempts at discovering new lands, but none ever returned alive. Eventually, the idea of there being more land somewhere out there diminished and was eventually forgotten.

The boat continued to move closer, and soon Danu could make out an emblem threaded through the ship's sturdy sails. The emblem depicted a poofy, black bird- a turkey.

It wasn't an animal that could be found here on the Eastern Continent, and would also go unrecognized in the West.

This boat… was from somewhere else. Another continent, lying somewhere beyond the ocean's raging waves and deadly storms.

"Danu, I'm back!"

The young lad from before shouted out, interrupting Danu's thoughts. He was now atop a horse, and his hand held a rope to guide along a second mount. Following behind the man was a group of merchants. Just from a glance at their faces, anyone would be able to see the resemblance between the man and the group following him.

An older woman urged her horse ahead, stepping out from the group.

"Danu, are you sure you want to do this alone?"

"Yes, you've already helped enough. I can handle my part."

Danu crouched down, sticking the tips of her fingers into the water. It was cold- frigid, almost, but still felt comforting to the girl.

Withdrawing her hand, she looked back up at the group of merchants.

"All of you should stay back when the ship arrives. The same situation as before could repeat, if we're not careful."

A small orb of water jumped from the water below the girl, flying up until it hovered in the air just above her palm. A tiny blue inscription appeared on her palm, and after a moment, the water began bubbling. Bits of salt and dust began to fall from the orb, cleaning it of any impurities.

After a few seconds, the water calmed once more and Danu shook her hand, letting the salt fall to the ground. She then leaned her head forward, swallowing the now clean orb of water.

"Watching you now, it's almost hard to believe our plan worked."

The older merchant woman's hand slapped against her own forehead, trying to block her vision of Danu. The girl's cheeks bulged from all the water in her mouth, making her somewhat resemble a chipmunk.

Swallowing down the cool water, Danu grinned.

"It's all thanks to your genius!"

The woman snorted.

"Hmph, mine? I don't think you should be the one saying that, given your accomplishments."

Danu shrugged, then turned back to gaze at the ship. It had drifted further down the horizon as it approached and now was within shouting distance. The faint sound of cheers could be heard from its decks, the passengers excited to finally see land once more.

"Looks like it'll land a bit south of here. I'll head over right now."

Danu patted the shoulder of the horse that the young man brought, then hefted herself up onto its saddle.

"I'll say it one more time. Stay far back, and let me handle this."

After giving those few last words, she urged the horse to begin along the beach. Emotions swirled within her as she rode, amplified by the rapidly decreasing distance to the boat. The vessel had already stopped moving, and now its passengers could be seen bustling along its sides, preparing smaller paddle boats. Crews of men hopped into their landing crafts and began making their way toward the shore.

"Hey! There's a person! A girl on a horse!"

A shout echoed from the main ship as someone spotted Danu, attracting the attention of all the sailors.

The leading landing boat had already nearly reached shore, and after seeing the girl, they put more effort into their paddling. Just as their boat reached shore, Danu arrived in front of them and hopped off her horse.

Speaking in a different language than what she'd used with the merchants earlier, she addressed the sailors.

"Hello. Do you have enough food for back?"

Her words were heavily accented and difficult to understand.

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"You go back. Do you have the resources?"

"Are you trying to tell us to go back? Like hell! We've been on that damn ocean for over a moon! I'd rather die here!"

Danu's eyes swept over the leading man's face. His eyes were determined.

'He's never going to agree… he probably knows they won't make it back home anyways. I guess it really comes to this.'

Danu raised her arm, pointing to the ocean behind the man.

"Sorry."

"Huh- AAAH!!"

A cylinder of water shot from the shallows behind the man, its surface glittering as it turned to ice mid-air. The trajectory headed perfectly toward the man's neck, and in less than a second, it met its target.

"Orien!"

The rest of the sailors watched on in shock as their leader was impaled through the throat, the ice spike's sharpness so lethal that it nearly separated the man's head from the rest of his body.

"You bitch, you killed him!"

Danu waved her hand at the water once more.

"Sorry."

Five more ice spikes shot from the water, and within a matter of seconds, the entire landing crew had been wiped out.

After shoving their bodies from their small landing boat, Danu took their place and began making her way out to the main ship.

'I have to kill them all… until they stop coming back.'

A large wave formed under the girl's boat, launching it toward the large ship and giving the rest of the sailors no time to prepare a defense. Huge amounts of water spilled over the deck, as Danu lept aboard, giving her plenty of resources to work with.

Even while seeing their doom, the sailors couldn't help but be entranced by her as they watched Danu control the massive amounts of water.

'She looks like a goddess… The goddess of water.'



More Than Just Swords



~

A young woman stood on the deck of a ship, her once blue deerskin dress now stained a dark shade of red. There were many puddles of water on the ship's deck, now discolored and saltier than seawater.

Spikes of ice rose from some of the murky red pools, many of their tips still burdened with the dead weight of their targets.

"Sorry... I'm sorry."

The silence was broken by a murmur from the girl's lips, and she began walking toward the captain's quarters.

After taking a few steps, her feet paused.

'There are three more in the cabin.'

The faint motions of the last remaining sailors' breaths betrayed them. It was unnoticeable to human ears or eyes, but not to the Danu's sense of the nearby water.

'I still have a lot of mana left... I should make it quick and painless.'

Huge amounts of mana flowed from the girl's feet, reaching down to the ocean water beneath the ship.

'Hopefully, if I'm not around next time, this can serve as a warning for any future sailors to turn back.'

Danu clenched her hands, and a massive pillar of water began rising under the boat. Terrible screeching could be heard as the boat's wooden underbelly failed to withstand the water and ice rising up.

The screams of the tearing wood were echoed by the men who were hiding within the captain's cabin, their voices raised as a huge spike of ice burst through the floor.

The entire ship began to surge up, carried from the ocean surface by the force of the massive spike. It burst through the top of the cabin, a trail of blood running down its side announcing the passing of the last of the crew.

Danu's heart twisted as she observed all the carnage around her. Over a hundred innocents, slaughtered by her hands.

'It had to be done. My entire village was wiped out by their illnesses... '

The previous group of sailors hadn't been hostile. Even still, their presence had still spelled the end of almost all of Danu's family members.

'And even without the illnesses... They would still bring chaos to this continent.'

Danu recalled the journal she'd received from the captain of the last group. Within it were interesting and new looks at spell theory. Just the random knowledge within it could be compared with the East's knowledge of spellcrafting to advance the field.

That wasn't Danu's biggest worry, though.

'Summoning...'

A half-completed spell aiming to call other creatures to serve as companions. Much of Danu's last year had been spent trying to understand the spell, and she was close to developing a working version of it.

'If that spell was released... wars would change forever.'

~

Back in the dark red realm.

Edol felt like jumping for joy. Sure, it took him twenty-one horrible, painful deaths, but he had finally landed a hit on this damn demon!

"Ha! Stupid demon, there's a lot mor-"

He looked at his enemy, who was rubbing its cheek with a look of anger. It raised its head, staring directly into Edol's eyes.

The horrible red eyes that had seemed to look down on him before were no longer filled with disdain. Anger, shame… and even a bit of admiration stood within its crimson gaze.

'And now this thing is mad at me. Ha, looking at it right now, it almost seems like one of those tsunderes I've read about. It would almost be cute if it wasn't a two-meter-tall demon thing that is probably about to kill me.'

Edol's assessment wasn't incorrect. Well, at least the last bit of it.

The demon expressed its rage in a pretty simple manner- sprinting up, then smashing its spiked hand into Edol's head.

A second later, Edol revived again.

"Hey Ugly, did that punch really rattle you that badly? Come over here again, I think I see a loose tooth!"

The demon obliged, smashing into him hard enough to turn him to meat paste.

Edol revived again.

"Psh. You hit like my little sister. Ugly demon, keep coming at me!"

Slice!

"Oh, did Ugly go back to using his sword?"

This time, Edol died the second after respawning. The demon, despite not understanding a word he said, seemed to know it was being mocked and whipped its sword at the respawning Edol.

Edol spawned once again, this time right next to the sword that was now laying on the ground.

"Foolish Ugly, you've made your last mistake! Now that I have a weapon, you're doomed!"

Edol hefted the bastard sword up off the ground. The sword was heavy, but not unmanageable, and the grip felt cool against his palm.

'Holding this feels so cool! If I'm careful, I can probably take out Ugly here and now!'

Edol charged towards the demon, swinging the sword just as he had seen in samurai movies.

Unfortunately for him, an untrained college student couldn't stand a chance against a strong demon in a one versus one fight.

Just as soon as he'd gained a weapon, he lost it.

'Damn it! That was my chance!'

He turned towards the demon that had killed him nearly forty times now, only to see it turning around… and squatting down?

The demon seemed focused, cupping its hands around something on the ground. After a moment of concentration, the demon's hands started to glow.

Edol was too taken aback by the developments to remember to assault his enemy in its time of distraction.

'What is Ugly doing now? Is this magic? Speaking of which, where even am I? I thought this was supposed to be some kind of congratulations ceremony, but instead I've just been fighting this demon.'

Edol looked around, but aside from the demon he'd been fighting, there seemed to be nothing else in this world.

The demon stood back up, drawing Edol's attention. It was indeed some sort of magic that the demon had been using- A small plant sprouted from the lifeless red dirt, then summarily started on fire. A delicious scent wafted up from the burning plant- it smelled like a potato.

'Food! It looks so good… but I'm not even hungry? I've been fighting Ugly for quite a while, but I still don't feel hungry or thirsty. Maybe because I keep dying before I have a chance to run out of energy?'

Edol unconsciously began wandering towards the campfire, attracting the attention of the demon once again. It stomped on the ground, and an earthen dome rose from the ground, forming an igloo shape.

'This thing is just going to relax and ignore me now? After killing me forty times? Like hell!'

Edol walked up to the dome and started pounding on it.

"Hey, Ugly! I'm not done with you yet! Get back out here, you coward! Before you used weapons, and now you are even hiding from me? Disgraceful!"

Promptly, a spike shot up from the dome, impaling Edol through the throat.

A second later, Edol respawned.

'Damn this thing, it can even attack me with magic from inside there? How am I supposed to beat it?'

Edol walked back to the dome, but this time its appearance was a bit different. A ton of tiny spikes were growing all along the dome, seemingly telling Edol to bug off.

'This thing is really just going to hide in here, huh? Well, it has to come out eventually, right?'

Edol's eyes drifted to the sealed entrance of the spiked hut as an evil plan began to form in his mind.

His mouth widened in a smile, but it wasn't one of those ones you make for school pictures. It looked like the smile of a demented killer about to take out another victim.



Exploring A Vast Realm... Or Not



Back in the hazy red realm.

After spending a few minutes setting up a special… "treat" for the demon, Edol decided it was time to figure out just what was going on.

'So, I am hit by a school bus, then the driver thinks I am suicidal. Alright, nothing here that would result in me being thrown into hell, or wherever this is. What else… right, I heard a crashing noise! Did something else happen?'

'Maybe there was another car, and it hit the crazy bus driver? Then maybe some idiot angel was watching, thought I was somehow the reason for the driver dying, and decided to punish me by sending me here to fight this demon? Ah whatever, it's not worth worrying about. I'm here now, so I need to focus on the present. I have to kill this demon, then escape this place!'

Edol cast another glance back at the dirt igloo, then decided to explore this foggy red realm. Perhaps there would be potential allies or weapons somewhere hidden in the mist.

Everywhere the two had fought had a perfectly flat, hard dirt floor with no signs of grass or other life, but there could be something more elsewhere.

Edol put his back to the dirt igloo, then picked a random direction and started walking. The mist behind him swallowed up the earthen dome, and only emptiness stood in front of him.

'Fifteen, sixteen, seventeen..'

Edol counted his steps, trying to keep track of how far he was from the demon's dome, and to keep himself from getting lost. The ground was solid, and he left no footsteps, so it was important not to go too far and lose his way. An outside observer of his actions might be concerned for him.

Why would someone want to find their way back to a demon that had killed them forty times?

Was this the first sign of Stockholm Syndrome?

Edol looked up after he counted to fifty. The landscape in front of him was the same- dim red mist.

'Looks like there isn't anything yet, I should probably turn around. I can probably escape from here after I kill the demon, so tha-'

The ground in front of Edol disappeared in front of him, forming the jagged edge of a cliff. Craning his head over the edge, Edol could barely see the bottom of the cliff through the mist. The drop was at least five meters down, and the cliff was nearly vertical. There was no way to descend, at least for now.

Now with his only other escape idea cut off, the only thing left was to take down this demon.

'Ugly is probably sleeping right now, if demons need to sleep. It was eating earlier too, so I'm guessing that if something here isn't dying constantly, they probably retain their basic needs. There is no sun or moon here, so who knows how long Ugly will sleep for.'

Edol decided to rest while waiting for Ugly to awaken from his slumber.

What would happen if Ugly awoke first, and Edol lost his best chance for an ambush, when Ugly was still drowsy from sleep?

This wasn't a concern of Edol's. His present to the demon was a sort of… alarm clock. He wasn't worried about waking in the morning, and he would still have a great chance of ambushing the demon as long as he was ready to attack the moment he awoke.

Edol lay down on the hard earth a few meters away from the demon's dome. The dirt was hard and solid, preventing him from moving it around to get a bit more comfortable.

'Damn, I wish I had a jacket on before I got sucked in here. I could really do with a pillow right about now.'

Midterms back in Bristol were around the beginning of fall, so sometimes the weather would dip below what most people were comfortable with.

Unfortunately, the past week had been a warm one, and the only clothes Edol had were his t-shirt and jeans. As for shoes, he was wearing a pair of steel-toed boots. It wasn't his normal footwear, but he had gotten his sneakers wet and switched to the boots the morning of the bus accident. The boots made him less agile, but the steel toes might prove useful in fighting the demon.

The only blessing of this place was that it wasn't cold or hot. The temperature seemed to be a perfect room temperature.

Edol rolled onto his back, staring up into the foggy darkness that was the sky. He had yet to see even a spark of light from the heavens that had been filled with stars in his past world.

Confusion welled up in his mind as he watched the still and blank sky.

'Where am I? Why am I here… fighting against some demon? I don't think I did anything that deserves being sent to hell… I tried to be a good brother to my little sis, studied hard, and didn't fight with anyone… Maybe it's because I never worshiped any deities? That or that bus driver really did get hit by a car and I got blamed for it, but that would hardly be my fault! Why would I get thrown into hell if he got hit?''

His questions were only met with silence. If there was a god that put him here, it didn't seem to care about his thoughts.

Eventually, Edol drifted off into sleep. It wasn't a peaceful, calming one- he constantly fidgeted and rolled around, unable to get comfortable on the hard floor.

Hours passed before he woke again, but there was nothing in this dull realm to measure that time.

As for what woke him… it seemed that he had done quite a good job installing that alarm clock.



Effective Alarm Clock



A terrible scream ripped through the silent realm, something akin to the scream of a dying pig.

The sound tore Edol from his sleep, and an evil smile formed on his face as he bolted to his feet.

The so-called "alarm clock" he had made for Ugly wasn't too difficult to make… just a few spikes on the ground in front of the dome's exit.

The previous day he had discovered that the spikes covering the dome were hard, but quite brittle. It wasn't difficult to snap a few of them off, and it was apparent that Ugly hadn't noticed his actions.

It seemed Ugly had been preparing for a good day, putting his right foot forwards as he headed out for the morning. Now, his right foot had three hardened earth spikes jutting out through it.

"Hey, Ugly! Do you like your present?"

The demon snapped its glare towards Edol, but now the college student stood a solid chance in a fight. Ugly had lost one of its biggest advantages- its superior, trained movement. Now it was just a still target for Edol.

"You might be good at fighting, but you can't match up against a human's mind! This'll teach you to look down at me!"

Edol lifted his hand, revealing another of the earth spikes clutched between his fingers.

He charged at the demon, sidestepping its sword swing. Before he had a chance to strike at the demon, it pivoted on its left foot and swang its second sword, ending Edol's life once again.

Ugly seemed to forget about his foot injury for a moment, trying to charge at Edol the second he respawned. The demon stumbled after taking just two steps, an unbearable pain flooring its face. The increased pain didn't just affect Edol, but also the demon. Even for the battle-hardened demon, the pain from its foot was nearly unbearable.

"Not so tough, are you now, Ugly? This is what you've been doing to me!"

Edol tried to hit the demon once again, but met another swift end.

"Look, do you see me hunched over from the pain?"

Another failed attempt later, Edol respawned again, still taunting the demon as he charged back at it instantly. It was almost as if the pain didn't affect him at all.

"Wimpy demon, you can't even move after getting stabbed in the foot!"

Edol died again, but kept running at the demon each respawn, trying to find an opening in its defenses.

"Look how many times you kill me, but you act like this from a little poke?"

Edol died again, but this time he had managed to dodge three of the demon's attacks before going down, almost landing a hit on it.

"You're outclassed, demon! You looked down on me, but you're actually just a coward!"

The demon couldn't understand a word the hairless ape in front of him was saying, and it didn't really care.

The demon's eyes were red with rage. It wanted nothing more than to kill this scheming rat in front of it, but no matter what it did, the ape just kept coming back to life.

Edol charged again, his eyes focused on the demon's chest. He had played football (soccer) when he was a child, and he hadn't forgotten what he learned there.

The easiest way to read someone's movement was by watching their chest. If they were going to turn left, their torso would give away their intentions a moment before they made their move.

Edol feigned left, and the demon bought it. For the first time, Edol had an opportunity to land a solid strike on the demon.

He wasn't one to waste an opportunity.

He had already speculated on the weak points of the demon, and they were, for the most part, pretty similar to that of a human. The head, neck, and eyes would be good targets, but Edol didn't target any of these.

Since pain seems to be increased, why not make use of it and end this fight for good?

The demon's eyes changed from anger to horror as he saw what Edol was aiming for… but he had no way to defend.

The demon let out an odd grunt, seemingly begging for mercy, but Edol wasn't going to give up on his attack.

The steel toe of Edol's boot made contact with the poor demon's family jewels, sending it crumpling to the floor like a broken doll. Even Edol felt a tingle of danger as he watched the demon fall. The amplified pain plus that strike… Edol could only thank the heavens that the demon hadn't happened to strike him in this weak point.

"Fifty-three times you killed me, Demon. This is a fitting way for you to die."

Edol scooped up one of the earth spikes from the ground and made his way back over to the demon.

He looked down at the beast that had killed him repetitively, it was now scrunched up in the fetal position, looking as if it had lost its soul.

"Farewell, Ugly!"

Without any hesitation, Edol plunged the earthen spike into the demon's head.

The demon's body shook once, then faded away, almost as if it had never existed in the first place.

Edol stood up, letting out a deep breath.

After being killed over fifty times, the demon had finally fallen thanks to his trap.

A wonderful feeling washed over Edol. He had never felt more accomplished before in his entire life. Even despite his massive disadvantages, he had managed to defeat this powerful demon. The saying: "The greater the lows, the greater the highs" definitely applied here.

Now that he had finally won, it was time for Edol to leave this dim realm.

"Hello, Edol to whatever put me in here. I've beaten the demon, so can you let me out now, please? I still have midterms to do, and my family will be worried if I disappear for too long. Hello? Anyone there?"

No answer.

"Come on, I just killed that demon! That has to be worth something!"

This time, there was an answer. A footstep sounded somewhere behind Edol, relieving his worries. It seemed he wasn't really tossed here and forgotten, left to sit in this dim prison for eternity.

Edol turned to meet the newcomer.

"Awesome, you didn't forget about me! Hey, that was pretty coo-... No. No! Please no!!!"

The "newcomer" that had come to release Edol wasn't some mysterious new being. It wasn't even a new face.

"Please, if there is any god in this world, get me out of here! I promise I'll be your devout follower, just get me out of here!"

Unfortunately for Edol, there was no god here to save him. There was nothing here that could save him.

Ugly, the same demon he had just kicked in the balls and killed, walked out from the dim red mist. Its face was twisted in a whole new kind of fury.



Battle Partners



~Four weeks later~

A dark blade swept over Edol's head as he ducked, a few unlucky strands of hair disappearing from the strike. His opponent was still the same as the one he had been fighting the day he arrived here, but a lot had changed in the last four weeks.

Immediately after dying, the demon had fallen into a rage, repeatedly attacking Edol with some sort of magic.

Perhaps because of how the demon had died, it seemed to love summoning earth spikes to impale Edol from below.

Edol couldn't remember how many times he'd died to those spikes… just thinking about the pain made his whole body shiver.

After a few hours of attacking him with only magic, the demon seemed to run out of steam, and went back to fighting hand to hand. This was the only time Edol stood a chance at landing a hit on his foe.

Over the days, his fighting abilities advanced. He started to see patterns in the demon's movement, and capitalized on them to approach his enemy.

As such, he had managed to triumph over the demon a number of times.

Each time the demon revived, it recovered back to full condition, and this seemed to include its magic power. The first few times the demon died it went on a rampage with magic, but after dying five times, it stopped using magic to fight. The look in its eyes… It seemed to enjoy fighting Edol, and fighting with magic made the battle too easy.

There was no real way to tell time in this dim, sunless world, and Edol's estimation of how long he had been in here- four weeks- was based purely on instinct.

The demon had been angry enough to forfeit sleeping for the first two days after its first death, killing Edol non-stop.

One might wonder how Edol hadn't gone insane by now.

Repeatedly dying in terrible ways, with the pain multiplied, how could an ordinary college student remain sane?

Well… maybe he wasn't quite sane now.

Edol tried to side-step another swing from the demon, but his reaction was a bit too slow. A sickening, meaty noise sounded through the air as his left arm was cleaved off, but his reaction to it was a bit too off-putting.

A happy smile covered Edol's face as he lunged forwards, raising his one remaining arm towards the demon's head. Another earthen spike was clenched tightly between his digits.

The demon tried to escape his reach, but Edol followed it without giving up any ground. Kicking against a random spike sticking up from the ground, Edol's hand finally reached the demon's head, and he thrust the spike in.

"Hahh… Edol 12, Ugly 3,286."

Edol smiled proudly. His ratio of winning battles was only increasing over time, and he was sure that he would eventually overtake the demon in combat ability.

Fighting this demon was just like overcoming a tough video game boss. Sure, there was a bit of pain that came with each loss, but the sensation of improving to overcome a powerful enemy was slowly taking control of Edol. The fighting was almost… fun.

Edol still died nearly three hundred times for each time he managed to take down the demon, but that only made each victory even sweeter.

This time when the demon respawned, its eyes were filled with an excited light.

"Grokak?"

It spat out a weird grunting sound. This was the second time it had tried to communicate with Edol, the first being just before its first death.

"Gahrak rohak?"

It fixed its eyes on Edol, seemingly waiting for an answer.

"No Ugly, I won't accept your surrender. You can't escape from the fight until my score catches up to yours!"

The score he referred to was the kill count- Edol wanted to avenge himself for all his countless deaths.

"Garak!"

The demon approached Edol at a quick rate, but didn't draw its sword.

"The hell is with that look in your eyes, Ugly? Hey! Back off, demon! I don't swing that way!"

The demon reached out its arms, seemingly trying to cup Edol's head between its hands.

Edol reacted in the way anyone might in the face of an unwanted advancement.

His steel toed boot repeated the same sequence that had taken the demon down the first time.

A second later, the demon respawned once again.

The excited look in its eyes was now a mix of three emotions- a bit of excitement from whatever plan it had, anger, and trauma. The feeling of those steel toed boots was the stuff of nightmares…

Ugly charged at Edol, covering the distance between the two in under a second. Edol was tackled to the ground before he had a chance to react, pinned under the weight of the demon.

Without giving Edol a chance to spit out any more misleading lines, it smashed its own forehead against Edol's.

The world swam in front of Edol's eyes after the impact, and he temporarily gave up resisting the demon.

A rough hand covered his forehead, and through his shaky vision, Edol could see that the demon had put its other hand on its own forehead.

Sinister red light began emanating from both of its hands, forming little whirlpools that looked almost like crimson blood.

"Ack, No! Get off me you demon!"

Edol tried to push the demon off, but with only one arm, he was unable to escape. A moment later, the red light from the demon's hands disappeared, and it moved its hands away. On the demon's forehead now lay a crimson mark, in the shape of a whirlpool. A single unfamiliar character lay in the center of the whirlpool, one that Edol had never seen in his time on earth.

If he could see himself, Edol would have seen a matching symbol on his own forehead.

The demon, now looking a bit drained, swayed a bit as it let out a deep breath.

Ugly leaned back, seemingly winding up for something.

"Demon! What did you just do to me?"

Ugly offered no answer, pausing for a moment, then bringing his head forward quickly.

The demon's head collided with Edol's, the first point of contact being the two whirlpool tattoos it had just created. The force of the collision was too much for both of their skulls, and both of them died on the spot.



Last Stand



Moments later, both the demon and the human respawned, but this time, their states were different.

For the previous 3,298 combined deaths between them, they always revived in a perfectly healthy, painless state.

This time, both of them got to experience the worst migraines of their lives.

Edol rolled on the ground, screaming and clutching his head.

The demon wasn't doing much better, a bit of blood leaked from its forehead as it smashed its head into the ground repeatedly.

As Edol rolled, trying to suppress the agony, he saw the demon's pain reduction strategy.

'Smashing your head against the ground? As if you can keep your pain reduction method from me!'

Edol promptly followed the demon's actions, smashing his own head against the hardened dirt.

The demon, still slamming its head, let out a cry of pain.

There was something different this time, however. Now, Edol could understand its cries.

"AAAARGH MY HEAD!!! I thought this would only kill me!"

The shock from understanding the convoluted cries produced by the demon almost managed to dispel the pain raging in Edol's skull.

The demon didn't notice Edol's shock, it had found a new way to remove the pain.

Have you ever had a headache so bad that you wanted to reach into your head and rip out the part of your brain that was producing this pain?

Well, the demon decided that this strategy might solve its problem.

Ugly snatched an earth spike that was lying on the ground randomly, clutching it like it was the holy grail.

Without a moment of hesitation, the demon slammed his head against the spike.

A second later, the demon respawned. The pain in its head was still excruciating, but it wasn't quite as intense as before.

"Ahh! I've found the way!"

Ugly snatched up another earth spike and proceeded on with its new pain reduction strategy.

"He knows the way!" Edol followed the demon's actions, temporarily putting the mystery of his sudden demon language knowledge aside.

And thus, the disturbing scene of the two repeatedly… "reducing pain" played out in the dim red landscape.



Meanwhile, in another realm.

Joff looked up, gaining comfort from the grizzled face looking back at him. It was the face of his father, the man he looked up to the most.

Han's shoulders trembled as he patted his son on the back, betraying his confident facade.

"Son, even if we don't make it through this today, our enemies will face hell. We've done all we can. All that's left is to pray to Goddess Danu."

The man nodded his head, turning his attention back to the bloody scene that lay before him.

All of his village's precious livestock had been gutted for this last, desperate attempt. Among the livestock were a few unusual animals, along with a few humans, mixed in. The animals were summons bound to a few lucky, magically inclined residents of the small village.

These summons could be anything from a small mouse to a powerful bear, possibly equipt with their own legacy. They were valued just like family members, and many of them possessed at least a basic level of intelligence.

The villagers would never kill their summons for any reason, not even to stave off their own deaths. Heck, some of the villagers would probably give their own lives to protect their animal partners.

Something they viewed to be worse than death led them to take these drastic actions.

A scream echoed from the distance, accompanied by the clang of metal.

"Shit! Those damn traitors are here."

Han stood up, facing toward where the shouts had sounded. The father-son duo was currently at the tiny temple the townsfolk had made in worship of Danu, situated at the north end of the town.

Their enemies were approaching from the south, leaving a trail of blood and death behind them. Of the original two hundred fifty residents, only a few remained alive- the ones who were holding off their enemies currently.

Joff and his father were the only two left who hadn't joined the fight.

"Joff… you were the best son I could've ever asked for. If there is anything else after this life, I hope you can be my son once again."

Han took one last look at his son, a few tears welling up in his eyes. He had already lost so much in this fight… and he still didn't know why. The people that the villagers had thought of as allies had suddenly turned their backs on their former friends, starting a massacre of unprecedented size.

Now, the only hope of revenge the people of this village had was Joff. The only member of the village who had the ability to summon a companion, but had not yet attempted a summoning ritual.

That was why the townsfolk were giving their lives to stall their enemies as long as possible. It was why all of the summons were lying dead, gutted for a ritual.

The blood from the magic-imbued creatures would help to summon a hopefully powerful entity, one that would help the villagers avenge themselves.

Han began moving toward the fighting, missing the familiar weight on his shoulder. He was also a summoner, one whose partner was now lying in the heap of bodies behind him.

'Ghost… I hope to see you in the next life, too.'

His partner had been a Sichuan eagle, one of the most intelligent of all the summons at the village.

'I wish you could have stayed with me to the end, old friend.'

His partner was intelligent, but he wasn't strong. Their foes weren't stupid, both Ghost and Han knew that with such a small body, there wasn't much he could do to hold off the enemies.

Ghost made the decision to sacrifice himself in the ritual, the same decision the other weaker summons had made.

Han had now nearly reached the fighting, in a daze of memories the entire time.

The few remaining villagers were hiding among debris thrown across the main road. Carriages had been toppled, woodwork smashed, and rocks towed out into the road, forming a makeshift blockade. The scattered trash seemed to have been built up into a bunker at one point but it had been knocked clean over already.

Blood ran down the sides of the road, foretelling the death that lay ahead.

Thirty meters down the road, a troop of thirty men slowly advanced. The warriors looked dead tired but continued on forward. They clearly hadn't expected so much resistance from the villagers; even now their foes hadn't surrendered.

The villagers lay on the ground behind broken pieces of wood, waiting for the soldiers to approach. If one of the enemies got too close without spotting a hidden villager, the sneak attack could be deadly.

Han ducked behind a building, drawing his own weapon from his back. The brilliant wooden longbow that had been his companion for years looked ready. Ready for a fight, ready to kill.

Drawing an arrow, Han envisioned his enemies. Where they stood, where the gaps in their armor were… which one was the leader.

"Haaa…"

Letting out a deep breath, Han stepped out of cover. An instant later, the arrow he had readied flew from his bow, a faint streak of light chasing after the arrow.

The soldiers immediately noticed the attack, erecting a translucent barrier to block the projectile. It was all that they could do with their little remaining mana.

The arrow reached the barrier and paused in the air. All of the arrow's momentum had been halted and it would soon fall to the ground… if it was a normal arrow.

The faint light caught up with the bolt, shattering through the shield in an instant and propelling the arrow forth once more, this time at a much greater speed.

A man in the center of the squad fell, the arrow protruding from his throat.

Perhaps the villagers would still be able to hold off for some time, giving Joff a chance to avenge their fallen brethren.



A Failed Summoning?



Back at the shrine.

Joff's hands trembled, the thin line of elementless magic emitted from them almost swaying off path. He had practiced for this for a long time- this summoning spell, that was. Summoning was the village's greatest secret, kept hidden from all outsiders.

The only visitors who traveled this deep into the northern woods were traders who came to do business with the villages scattered deep in the forest, so there was no one to take notice of the abundance of odd pets in the village.

Even with his nervousness and fear, his muscle memory was able to keep his hands on track.

The summoning formation in front of him wasn't the same as the one he had seen before. A few parts of the originally gentle and beautiful formation had been tweaked, giving off a sinister feeling.

This summoning formation's diagram had come in a letter, detailing everything needed for the ritual. It was the same letter that had warned them of their allies' betrayal, allowing the village to prepare defenses and hold off their foes.

Originally, the townsfolk had been furious, a natural reaction: A random letter with unknown origins, claiming that their allies were going to betray them, and detailing that the only way to survive was to sacrifice their own summons was sure to provoke the villagers' ire.

They wanted to ignore it… but then they noticed strange movements in the nearby city of Edain. Easthill soldiers were gathering slowly, trying to stay hidden from the villagers' eyes in order to launch a sneak attack.

The only logical conclusion was that the letter had to be from a traitor somewhere in the Easthill military.

The tweaked part of the formation in front of Joff began glowing, completing the first step of the modified summoning ritual.

The corpses of the livestock and summons began to fade, their energy being absorbed by the summoning formation. Soon, there was nothing left of the formation other than a dim red circle of runes glowing on the ground.

The second part of the summoning was finding an entity to bond with. With the original summoning formation, the summoner might ask for "a companion for traveling" or "a reliable friend," but the letter had instructed Joff to use more specific requests.

'Something specific… that can kill all these damn traitors.'

A memory ran through Joff's head, a memory of a story his father had told him as a child. A powerful, bloodthirsty species that lived for war. The story spoke of how they were humankind's long-term enemy, even today.

None of the villagers had ever seen one of these enemies, and it was unlikely any of the Easthill warriors had either.

The enemies Joff had thought of were the Western demons.

'I-If they're real… a demon can definitely kill these traitors.'

Joff's voice sounded in front of the summoning formation, not caring what he was about to bring into the world.

"I, Joff Hanson, summon a powerful demon."

Nothing happened. Joff thought for a moment, recalling the letter's instruction to be as specific as possible.

'I can't summon a weak demon. The summoning might consider a 'strong demon' to be one that is a good strategist, but I need something that can fight.'

"I summon the demon who has killed the most humans, by hand."

The summoning formation shook, locking into a target. A single demon had managed to surpass all others, killing over three thousand times physically with its own hands.

In a realm distant from Joff, a realm eternally covered in a dim red fog.

A red circle began forming under the figure of a demon, introducing a more vibrant light to the dim world.

Edol's eyes caught notice of the light, his eyes straining to focus despite the intense pain in his head.

The duo trapped in the red realm were still following Ugly's method of reducing pain- a quite unfortunate thing, as Ugly failed to notice the red circle in time.

Another earth spike pierced through Ugly's head, extinguishing the life from its eyes.

The red circle beneath it, having lost its target, began fading away into the ground, leaving the realm filled with death and earth spikes quiet once more.

The same happened in front of Joff. The summoning circle, after having locked onto its target… just disappeared.

"What?!? What is going on?"

It was unheard of for the summoning to fail after having locked onto a target.

"No! It can't fail now! Call summon! Call summon!"

Seemingly reacting to the man's shouts, the red circle once again appeared below Ugly, but once again, the demon died before the summoning could be completed.

Tears welled up in Joff's eyes. Everyone he cared about, everything he had had been sacrificed for this summon… just for it to fail.

The man crumpled to the ground, overtaken by despair. All that was left was death, and it was because of his own failure.



To the south, in the center of the destroyed village.

Another of Han's arrows cut through the air, finding a gap in the Easthill troop's defenses. Han had managed to whittle the original thirty men down to just sixteen remaining, dodging between the houses to avoid the enemy spells.

The soldiers were unable to approach Han, each that tried had been taken down by one of the three remaining villagers.

Kormac, the village blacksmith, was the main reason Han was still breathing. The mountain of a man had spent his whole life around weapons, and it was clear that he wasn't just good at crafting them.

A burst of fire spurted out from the ground beneath one of the enemies as the soldier advanced forwards, scorching the poor soldier's skin into an unrecognizable state.

The villagers had set up many traps, some in the form of fire magic land mines. Kormac's brother was the only fire legacy holder proficient enough to make these traps… but now he was dead, just like the rest of the villagers.

Kormac stepped forwards, swinging a massive ax as his eyes ignited with rage. The already severely injured, scorched soldier didn't have a chance to defend, and was cleaved in half by Kormac's weapon.

"Good work, brother. Step back, and get ready to take down another of these filth…"

A sorrowful whisper escaped from Kormac's mouth, a few tears escaping from his eyes.

A bit of terror shone in the remaining fifteen soldiers' eyes. Their original troop of one hundred men had been reduced to just fifteen by these untrained and meagerly armed villagers.

The villagers hadn't even given them a chance to stop and take a break- after the soldiers had defeated the village's main defenses using a barrage of magic, they tried to rest and recover.

Their lax attitude after having easily destroyed the villager's defense at the village gates had proven to be deadly, and they had lost more than fifteen warriors to a sneak attack by the remaining villagers.

The soldiers' legacies were long since exhausted, and every muscle in their bodies screamed at them to stop and take a break.

After a moment of hesitation, the current leader of the attackers held his hand upright.

This soldier was originally third in command of the squad, but after Han shot down the previous two, he was left in command.

"Retreat! Pull back and wait for reinforcements!"

The soldiers turned around, finding new energy as they retreated from the battlefield. The last day had been hell to them, watching as their companions were killed in all sorts of disgraceful ambushes by these cultist villagers.

Letting loose one last arrow at the fleeing men, a smile couldn't help but creep onto Han's face. He had lost almost everything- his friends, home, and even his summon, but they had defeated their enemy.

Now, there was a chance to escape and to rebuild. Sometime in the future, there would be a chance to take revenge for everything they lost.



Chatting With a Demon



Back in the misty red realm.

Edol watched Ugly warily. The pain in his head had finally diminished, but now he was faced with just as big of a problem.

What had his enemy done to him to cause this pain?

A gravelly voice emanated from his counterpart, the language felt both familiar and unheard at the same time.

"Magicless goblin. Where are we?"

'Goblin? What? Is Ugly here calling me a goblin?'

"Hey Ugly, what did you just call me? Check yourself before you try insulting me, demon."

Edol spoke in his native English, and it seemed the demon could understand him as well. It recoiled from his words, horrified.

"D-Did you just call me an ugly demon?!? I'm the most handsome Suvian alive!"

Ugly charged at Edol, attempting to skewer him for his words, but Edol wasn't nearly as slow as he had been weeks ago.

Edol sidestepped the demon's charge, backing away from his foe and grabbing an earthen spike from the ground.

"What else could you be? This place is probably hell, so you must be a demon!"

The demon stopped, shocked at his words.

"Hell…? But... I'm dead?"

A look of desolation and despair surfaced in the demon's eyes as its head slumped.

"What's up, Ugly? Giving up already? I think it's pretty obvious you're dead, I already killed you a few times!" Edol's opponent was now slumped on the ground as if it had lost his soul.

The demon's voice sounded again, its voice breaking off as if it was about to cry.

"If I'm dead… then all of my brothers too…"

The demon turned to Edol, tears shining on its face as it clenched its sword in rage.

"YOU GOBLINS! Your kind are the scummiest creatures on Suvia! Everyone is dead because of you filthy goblins!"

'Suvia? What is this demon talking about?'

"What, did you lose to humans in your last life too? Ha! You really are weak!"

Edol dodged the demon's wild charge once again, wincing as its sword cut against his arm.

"You're all the same! You would probably do the same as the goblins back on Suvia! My whole family! Your kind killed my whole family, just for your greed!"

Tears streamed from the demon's eyes, clouding its vision.

"Yea, they probably deserved it! You killed me the second I came here, for no reason at all! If your family was anything similar to you, then they deserved painful deaths!"

"YOU BASTARD!!!"

The demon ran at Edol, completely disregarding its defenses. It wanted nothing more than to rip this filthy trash in front of it to pieces.

A smile covered Edol's face as he watched his foe charge recklessly.

"Ha. Just keep coming at me, Ugly. Just a little closer…"

Once the demon was just a few steps away, Edol attempted another side-step, revealing a particularly large earth spike angled towards the charging demon.

"Idiot demon! You're just going to ki- AHHH!!"

The demon's arms wrapped around Edol, preventing him from dodging away from its charge. The demon's remaining energy carried both of their bodies onto the spike, and moments later, the duo respawned.

"Damn, I almost got you! This would be so much easier if I could use magic too!"

The demon's eyes shined with fury as a cruel thought formed in its mind.

The greatest difference between humans and demons was their magical abilities.

Demons were known as the jack-of-all-trades race. On the planet of Suvia, magic was commonly known as "Legacy". Passed down through families or from teachers, anyone with enough luck could acquire useful abilities.

The so-called "demons" held an advantage in terms of inheritance- Initially, their magical abilities were the same as any other humans, until a great genius was born nearly a thousand years ago.

He developed a formation that could allow one to practice using multiple legacies. It could've been a great boon for all, but even at that time, there was still conflict ongoing between the so-called "Western Demons" and humans in the East, so the genius added countless traps within the formation.

If anyone not of the demon race tried to use the formation, they would quickly perish. Despite the formation being common knowledge, no one had managed to unravel all of the traps hidden within the formation, and the race limit of the spell held on to the present.

As a result, if a demon was given multiple legacies, they would be able to use each of them. On the side of the unlucky eastern humans, they were locked into using just the first legacy they acquired.

As such, demons typically held the advantage in one-on-one fights. Their superior arsenal of magic gave them much more flexibility.

If demons held the advantage in every fight, humans wouldn't be tough opponents for them. The problem came in group fights. Magic… didn't hold nearly as much sway as one might expect.

The range of magic was quite short, much shorter than the range of even a simple crossbow. As a result, most wars centered around equipment rather than magical ability.

The amount of magic one could wield was largely determined when one received a legacy, but control over mana was only learned through practice.

Seeing as how Edol had never touched magic before, if he made it to Suvia, he would be able to acquire any element of magic with enough luck.

'Heh, ugly goblin. You wanted magic… don't forget to thank me!'

The demon charged at Edol, covering the distance between the two quickly.

The demon's plan was simple: Use a modified version of legacy bestowal to gift trash-level earth magic to Edol. Soon the man would be able to cast giant earth spikes, just like the demon!

Earthen spikes ripped out from the ground under Edol, spearing through his knees and securing him in place.

The man didn't even have a chance to scream as the demon slammed its hand into his chest.

"Iduol isna olka muon!"

A strange, distorted language rang out from the demon's mouth, sweat dripping down its face as a small brown orb of magic formed around its hand.

After spending the last few hours in agony after the demon's last experiment, Edol wanted nothing to do with whatever his foe was doing now.

"AAAAGH! Get away, demon!"

Edol flailed his hands at the demon, one of his hands passing through the ball of magic that had formed in its hand.

The brown orb's energy began spinning around wildly, drawing a confused look from the demon's face.

'How did the goblin's hand interact with the legacy core?!'

The demon watched the orb nervously.

Despite his hatred for the goblin in front of him, he didn't want to do something that would kill it for good. Neither of them knew how long they would be trapped in this hell, or if they would ever escape.

Even if they fought for an eternity, it was still better than being alone here, with nothing to interact with.

As the demon hesitated, the swirling orb's energy seemed to settle down a bit, forming a whirlpool. The energy moved around the core of the orb at a steady yet rapid pace, drawing in the eyes of any observers.

'Ah, whatever. Who cares if this ugly goblin dies from this.'

Having made up its mind, the demon shoved the swirling orb into Edol's chest.



Humanity's Mastery of Magic



After pushing the magic core into Edol's chest, the demon stepped back to observe his enemy.

Acquiring magic was… a bit anticlimactic.

There were no cinematic lightning bolts snaking around Edol, and there was no intense magical aura indicating the advent of a protagonist.

Edol hunched over, a simultaneously painful yet comfortable feeling spreading out from the slowly spinning magic core.

'This is… magic? Just like from those books back on earth? But why? Why would Ugly give me magic?'

A smile crept onto the demon's face as he observed the goblin in front of him.

"Ha! It worked! Serves you right for insulting my family, damn goblin! Now, you'll never be anyone important!"

'What… what is Ugly talking about?'

A deep, earthy feeling emanated from the orb, seemingly urging Edol to put its powers to use.

He instinctively felt that he could use the orb's energy to manipulate the ground, just as how the demon had been while fighting him.

'Isn't this awesome for me? I think this demon suffered brain damage from its last experiment...'

Edol glared at the demon, focusing on drawing the energy from his magic core, and directing it towards the ground.

"Ha! Prepare to feel pain! This is humanity's mastery of magic!"

Edol's control of the energy drained and disappeared as soon as it entered the ground, and he lost sight of the energy as soon as it left his feet.

The energy surged up, the first magic Edol had ever managed to cast! There was only one… no, two problems.

The earth spike summoned wasn't anything like what the demon had created. Despite having exhausted all the energy in his core, the spike made by Edol was only around twenty-five centimeters long.

The second problem-

"AAAGH! My foot!!!"

Edol had successfully impaled his own foot with the spike, not the demon's.

"Pfft! Karma's a bitch, ugly goblin! Grats on getting that 'mastery of magic,' now you can impale yourself in the foot! This is even better than I imagined!"



After watching Edol struggle to walk around with a hole in his foot, the demon eventually decided it was time to sleep again. With just the stomp of its foot, an earthen igloo rose from the ground.

Watching the demon flaunt its magic, Edol finally understood the demon's intentions.

Ugly had given him magic, sure, but it was too weak to be useful. Given how happy the demon was with the results of its experiment, there were probably more negatives than just having trash-level earth magic.

Seeing as how the demon was done fighting for the day, Edol made his way back to his makeshift hut- a pile of earthen spikes roughly collected into a dome shape.

Over the past few weeks, the demon had been relatively consistent in resting at regular intervals, giving Edol a rest from continuously dying to his nemesis.

Now, Edol had something more interesting to do than making a rough dirt hut.

Sprawled on the hard ground of the hut, Edol ran his hands over the dirt slowly.

The magic core within him felt connected to the ground, and his curiosity urged him to try using magic again.

Edol placed his index finger on the ground, slowly pulling some of the energy from his core. Despite never having any similar abilities in the past, Edol found it relatively easy to manipulate the energy in his body. Wherever he urged it, the energy would crawl through his body towards the desired location.

After roughly five seconds, the energy reached the tip of his finger, and Edol nervously pushed it into the ground.

'Ugly can make spikes and a dome shape, so there must be a way to control the ground more precisely.'

The energy seemed to act as an extension of his own body, even after entering the ground. There was a lot more resistance in moving in the ground as opposed to moving it around his body, and Edol's control of the energy seemed to deteriorate the further the energy got from him.

After moving it a quarter meter away, Edol felt the last bit of his control over the mana dissipating.

'Looks like this is as far as I can go… this really is… AMAZING! I HAVE MAGIC! Cool! This is so cool!'

Edol wasn't at all dispirited by the lack of power from his trash-level earth legacy. After living for the last nineteen years on magicless earth, the feeling of having any magic at all was incredible!

'Even if this isn't all that useful for fighting, I'll still be able to make some pretty cool stuff with this! Ooo! I'll make a cool little fox statue for Sophie! She'll love it…'

Sadness began to overtake Edol's face as he thought of his little sister. Back on earth, his family had always been extremely close. Every night of his childhood had been filled with joyful family dinners and game nights.

Two years ago Edol had moved to Bristol to go to university, but he still had his phone to chat with his family daily, along with coming home to visit them regularly.

Unfortunately, there were no phone calls back home in hell, nor were there holiday weekends to make a trip back home.

"Mom, Dad, Sophie… Will I ever get to see you again?"

A few tears began traveling down his cheeks as he thought of his family, but it didn't take long for him to pull himself together.

"Eh! No more being sad, I'll see them again after I find a way out of this place! Besides, I've only just learned this magic stuff! I have to be able to make perfect little sculptures for them before I get back home!"

Refocusing his will, Edol resumed his practice. The more he channeled his magic, the more natural it felt, and soon his quarter-meter control expanded to nearly a meter. It was still unfortunate that the amount of earth he could move didn't change, but he was still happy with the progress.



Teach Me



One week later, Edol's control over his new earthen ability had increased greatly. After consistently practicing every night, he had managed to come up with a battle style that fits this weak earth magic.

With a single thought, a small knob shot up from the ground two meters away. At this distance, it seemed impossible to control the shape of the displaced earth, but that didn't phase him.

A few meters out of his attack range stood Ugly. In the last week, Edol had been subject to constant verbal attacks from the demon.

"Oi goblin, how do you like that gift? Are you going to use your "Humanity's mastery of magic" on me today, or is it still just as useless as you?"

The demon spit a wad of phlegm from the side of his mouth, then wielded his sword and advanced on Edol. Despite all his mocking, Ugly knew he needed to be wary of his foe. After fighting constantly for over a month, Edol could no longer be considered a rookie.

Edol brandished an earthen spike of his own creation, shaped into the form of a dagger. It was much easier to grip and use than the randomly shaped earth spike remnants from Ugly's past magic.

A light sigh fell from the human's mouth as his focus topped out, every bit of his being was focused on this incoming nemesis.

Five meters…

Three meters…

Almost there…

The instant Ugly stepped into the two-meter radius around Edol, the young man sprang into action. All of his mana rushed out from where it had been waiting in his left foot, shooting to the ground left of where Ugly's next step would land. Edol lunged towards the demon's right shoulder, and his enemy quickly sidestepped left. Edol's left side was entirely open, but a triumphant grin covered his face.

Ugly's foot landed on the ground, preparing to pivot his weight into a slash at Edol… but there was no friction. The once firm dirt had turned to slick mud, and even Ugly's rough feet stood no chance of gripping onto the soil. The demon felt something tear as his legs spread apart in an unexpected splits.

"AAAAAH!!! My crotch! Sadistic bastard, I will kill you!"

A moment later, the demon respawned.

"48."

Ugly glared at Edol but then shifted his gaze toward the ground warily. It wasn't hard for him to figure out what had happened- Edol's magic had softened up the ground beneath his foot, resulting in his unfortunate demise.

"I'm not sure why you look so joyful, goblin. With that trash legacy, you only have one shot at tripping me up each time you die. You will never catch up to my score!"

The demon charged back at Edol, not paying any attention to the ground. After all, he had given Edol a small portion of his own legacy. Ugly naturally knew how much mana Edol possessed, and knew that his last attack had to have used up all of his energy.

"Die, gobli- Ack!!!"

A small knob had appeared right as the demon stepped down, and the uneven ground caused him to trip, twisting his ankle. With Edol's new experience fighting, there was no way he would let his injured foe fight on any longer.

"49."

"What the hell is going on?!? Tell me how you're doing that, goblin!"

Inside Edol, the tiny whirlpool circled vigorously, pulling in what little mana resided in the dim red realm. Thanks to its tiny capacity, Edol's energy was completely refilled in just a moment.

'Now that I think about it, Ugly here always seems to run out of steam after using mana. Even after a night of rest, he hardly recovers any mana at all.'

In the past week of practicing and learning magic alone, it had completely enchanted him. All of his past mathematics and science courses knowledge floated to the top of his brain as he tried to define what exactly this mana was.

For the most part, it seemed to act as energy, almost like electricity. When directing it mentally, it was able to move through his body smoothly but faced much greater resistance when pushed through the ground.

Similarly, copper is a great conductor of electricity. Edol's body was copper to the mana, allowing it to flow around freely. The earth still conducted the energy, but with much more resistance, while the air stopped the mana nearly in its place, acting as an insulator.

'So then other elements can be conducted by different materials? Ugly has even made fire from nothing, so I don't think it is as simple as this.'

A spark of curiosity had already been lit inside Edol, and he needed to learn more.

"Oi Ugly!" Edol lifted up his foot, showing off his sturdy steel-toed boot, eliciting a shiver of fear from the demon, "Teach me more about magic."



Spider Demon



Edol glared at his counterpart, knowing that it wouldn't be so easy as just asking.

"If you don't… I'll just have to use my stee- ?!"

Just as Edol began talking, the demon… exploded into a cloud of blood?

'Huh? I just have to ask it for help, and this demon will self-destruct? What kind of broken cheat is this?'

Just as Edol looked around, trying to figure out what was going on, a figure emerged from the mist in front of him. This time, it wasn't the demon. After having been trapped for weeks with the demon, Edol had figured that no matter what else came, he would be happy with the new company.

This is unless said new company had eight legs and was as tall as a cow.

"Spider!! I hate spiders!"

Memories of a childhood trauma surfaced as the demonic-looking mega-spider charged forward toward Edol.

It happened back in eighth grade.

Somehow, Sophie had become aware of Edol's irrational fear of all things eight-legged, and there was no way she wasn't going to capitalize on her nosey brother's weakness.

Apparently, while his tutoring had a positive effect on his sister's grades, pulling her away from her beloved gaming sessions also resulted in a hatred that could only be sated with blood.

Edol could still remember her demented laughter as she had propped the bathroom door closed after tossing in a massive spider.

She had only let him out after making him promise not to help her with homework for two whole weeks.

Distracted by memories that had given him countless nightmares over the past few years, Edol didn't even have a chance to dodge as the spider cut through him, killing him instantly.

A moment later, Edol respawned. A few meters away, Ugly was glaring at the confused spider creature. The beast's head snapped back and forth, trying to figure out how its victims were still alive, even after it had clearly just killed them.

Even more enraging was the disappearance of their corpses the moment they respawned- all of its freshly hunted food was gone!

Deciding that the enemies must have pulled some sort of trick, the spider quickly came up with a solution- just kill them again.

The spider charged back toward Edol, eliciting an uncharacteristically high-pitched squeal from him. Compared to Ugly, the spider demon was on a whole other level. It dashed forwards at a speed easily over 10 meters per second, closing the gap between it and Edol in just a moment.

Ugly chuckled, amused at his enemy's apparent fear of their newfound enemy, but when the spider turned back towards him, a chill ran down his spine.

The spider was too fast.

The dueling duo began dying at a rate much faster than before. The instant either of them respawned, the spider would charge over, finishing them off swiftly.

Nevertheless, after months of fighting, Edol and Ugly were no pushovers. After dying 5 times to the spider, Edol's initial fear of the beast began to fall to his rage of being killed repeatedly.

The spider was charging back toward Ugly, who had unsheathed his sword and was speedily casting earth magic, causing a spike to drive up from the ground, targeting the spider.

'If I trip it, and it falls on Ugly's sword… does it count as my kill, or his?'

Just before the spike impacted the spider's underbelly, it propelled itself out of the path of the attack, circling Ugly. Just as it was about to lunge forward to kill him, the ground beneath its front two legs shifted, throwing it off balance and giving Ugly an opening.

Ugly's flame-enwreathed sword sunk deeply in between the spider's eyes, and a moment later, its body faded away.

"Psht, I didn't need your help, goblin. I'm surprised you even managed to do that, it looked like you were about to piss yourself in fear!"

Edol's face reddened as he struggled to conjure an appropriate response.

"A- as if! I wasn't afraid! I- I was just making the spider lower its guard! And the spider only died because of me tripping it, so that kill goes to me! 50 to 3,971!"

"Bullshit! That was my kill! I stabbed it, so I get the kill!"

"Fine, we'll split the kill. Let's both just add one to our scores." A triumphant smile covered Edol's face. His ratio of wins-to-losses was still not looking good, so going 1 for 1 on the spider kill was in his favor. "Now that that's settled, what was that thing?"

"Hell if I know!" Ugly threw his hands up in anger.

"First, I get killed by some filthy goblins, and I get trapped with you after death? Now, there is even a giant murder spider, which given how its body disappeared just like ours, it'll probably be back to kill us again pretty soon!"

"Oh, is Ugly sad again? Poor Ugly…" Edol smirked as his enemy vented.

"And my name isn't Ugly!!!! Summer Ghost! The coolest, most handsome Suvian alive-"

"Dead, you mean."

"Screw off!"

A comforting smile covered Edol's face as he tried to hide his grin.

"There there, Ugly. There's no need to be mad. I actually quite like spending time with you, don't tell me you don't think of me as a friend too! Whenever I talk to you, I feel… better about myself! Don't you feel the same?"

"I'm going to let that spider demon keep killing you next time."

A shiver ran down Edol's spine as he imagined the spider's countless legs tearing into his flesh. Just the thought of facing that spider alone would surely keep him from sleeping later.

"Uh, buddy Ugl- wait, buddy Ghost! That spider demon will probably come back here at some point, so let's take it down together! Teamwork makes the dream work!"

"The only dream that'll be working is your nightmares of Mr. Spider! Ooo, I wonder if he has any friends! Just imagine, all those legs going pitter-patter on the ground…"

"NO!! I beg you, please help me!"

"I would, but I'm getting a bit hungry. Ah, what to eat today… meat potato, barbeque potato… hm, maybe sweet potato. Well, looks like it might take me a while to decide. I'm going to take a rest now, so good luck out here! Let me know in the morning how it goes with Mr. Spider!"

Ugly entered his sturdy dirt igloo, firmly sealing off the entrance. Edol looked despairingly over to his own ramshackle hut, fear building up within him. Ugly's home might be able to stand up to the spider's assault, but there was no way his own hut would stand a chance.

"Please, mister spider, please forget about me!"



Special



Note: Special chapter inspired by Reili's special edition chapters, enjoy!

In a bland gray room.

Edol looked around, confused.

'Is this a dream?'

A figure materialized in front of him, cheerfully waving one of its hands.

OakFlame: Yo, Oak here. How's it goin, Edol?

Edol: … Who are you, and where am I?

Oak: I'm the author. It seemed like you were getting a bit tired of fighting that cringy guy, so I brought you here to chat.

Edol: So in other words… you are the one who made me die on Earth? Then sent me to hell, despite me never doing anything wrong?

Oak: I suppose. But hey, aren't you having fun? You even have magic now! Oi! Why are you getting closer?!

Edol: My steel-toed boots want to have a word with you~

Oak: No! Summon! Ghost, save me!

Ghost: Oi, where am I? I was just about to eat a potato…

Edol: Ugly, stand back. This bastard is mine.

Ghost: Filthy Goblin, I thought I told you to stop calling me that!

Oak: Yea, beat this rude guy up, Ghost!

Edol: Ugly… this guy is the author. He's the one who killed us and threw us in hell… so that means…

Ghost: He also killed all my family…

Oak: This doesn't look good. Summon Danu!

Danu: What's going on here? I thought I was supposed to be a historical goddess or something!

Ghost: I'm going to kill you…

Danu: Wha- ah! Those are some scary eyes!

Oak: What? Danu, you were supposed to protect me! Don't leave me here!

Edol: Ghost, hold up. Don't kill this guy-

Oak: Yes! I knew I could rely on you!

Edol: -Because death is too good for him! Help me hold him down!

Oak: Wait! I'll summon your family here! Mercy!

Sophie: Eh? Where am I- Bro! You're alive!

Ugly: Ooo, a cutie! What's your name?

Edol: Back off, fiend! That's my little sister you're talking to!

Sophie: Wow, your armor is so... hot! You look like a demon lord!

Ugly: I know, right?! This armor was my luckiest find! Also… don't think I didn't notice you changing my tag, Oak.

Oak: Wait! I'll make it something cool! Don't hit me!

Super Cool Demon Lord Summer Ghost Of The Crimson Ghost Relic Team: Hmph, much better. I guess I'll let you go this time.

Edol: Sophie… I thought you liked playing those games for the adventure… but it turns out that these are your preferences…

Sophie: Well it's not like I asked you to play with me! You weren't any good at them anyway, I'd bet that this cool demon guy is way better!

(Edol looking horrified and spiritually lost)

Super Cool Demon Lord Summer Ghost Of The Crimson Ghost Relic Team: Yea, you heard right, goblin.

???: Hmm. What's going on here?

Oak: Eh? Who's that?

???: Bleh, looks boring in here. I thought it might be something worthy of the protagonist's presence, but looks like it is just a bunch of weirdos meeting up. Cya.

Oak:???

Edol:???

Super Cool Demon Lord Ghost:???

Hell Crawler:???

Edol: I thought I was the protagonist…

Oak: You are. I don't even know who that might have been.

Demon Lord Ghost: Aren't you the author? How can you not know who that guy is?

Oak: Odd…

Demon Ghost: Wait, I think there was an extra line above. Someone called "Hell Crawler"? What's that about?

Oak: That spider demon thing that attacked y'all! It's pretty cool, right?

(Hell Crawler charges over, prompting Edol to grab Soph and run).

Oak: Eh? What are you running for? You can't die anyways, and we are in my realm right now. This little guy is friendly here!

(Hell Crawler stops in front of Oak and starts dancing).

???:Ugh, that spider thing is fortnite dancing! My eyes! I'm really leaving this time!

Oak: ?!? Who is this guy?

Danu: Nevermind that, why did you call us in here?

Oak: You really dare to come back now, after abandoning me earlier? Do you really think I don't have the ability to write you out of the story?

Denu: Well, I wasn't going to be an active character anyway. It's pretty peaceful, really. No fighting, politics, or worries…

Oak: Hmph, we'll see about that! As punishment for abandoning me earlier, you are now my writing assistant! Ha! Now you have to edit all my many grammatical mistakes…

Danu: I would complain, but seeing as how you misspelled my name three sentences ago, you definitely need the help.

Oak: Alright readers, if there are any spelling errors from here on, it isn't on me. Blame Danu!

Danu: Ugh. Well, if you are going to be shameless, so will I. Dear readers, thank you for this far! If you are enjoying, please add this novel to your collections and vote for it!

Oak: That's right! Thank you for reading, and have a good day!



We Messed Up



A young man sat before a decorated wooden desk, furiously scratching his short blonde hair. His clothing was clean and sharp- a deep blue overcoat adorned with a smooth golden crest in the shape of a hawk. The man's complexion was a stark contrast to his well-maintained military uniform.

His hands trembled as he reread the letter for the fifth time.

"Eighty-six fatalities… and they didn't even wipe out the villagers?!? I'm so screwed. Even if no one finds out about what I did… I'm still screwed."

Make sure none of the villagers escaped alive.

That was the mission Luke had been given.

It was the same mission given to all of his peers as well- wipe out six villages deep in the woods to the north.

Any traders who had interacted with the villagers would also be quietly disposed of by other soldiers.

No details had been given- they were expected to follow the orders, without asking any questions.

"Damnit! Why did I have to pull this shit on my first mission? 'It'll be a great merit if I improve this formation' 'I'll probably get a promotion and pass up the others' Idiot!!!!"

Luke's gaze fell back down to his desk.

'Well, I'm guessing Nick and the others probably succeeded. That asshole is pretty annoying, always bragging about his fiancé… but he isn't stupid enough to pull something like what I tried.

Luke looked back in the letter between his palms, knowing that his chances of living to tomorrow were slim.

Footsteps echoed out from behind the door, causing Luke's hands to clench up.

'They already know. There must be officials here to arrest me right now-"

The door burst open, revealing the haggard face of Nick.

"Luke! Please, brother, take care of Amber for me!"

"... huh?"

Tears flowed down Nick's face as he held up a letter- his own battle report.

"My men failed! They were nearly completely wiped out! Luke, buddy, I need you to take care of Amber… I think this might be the end for me."

Luke's eye twitched.

This dude failed too?!

"Please buddy, you're the only one I can ask for help! All the others failed too- well, Tori's soldiers never reported back, so we think they probably were wiped out, but-"

"What?!?"

"I know, right? How can they turn over responsibility for such an impossible mission to us newbies? Clearly, having 100 soldiers for each village was nowhere near enough! We would've needed double those numbers!"

Luke's eye twitched once more. Given the number of able-bodied villagers in each village, there was no way their men should've lost. Heck, it would've made more sense if their men returned with no casualties! On the positive side... If the others failed as well, less suspicion would fall on Luke.

Furthermore, all of the others should've had an opportunity to launch a sneak attack, unlike Luke's men.

"Everyone's reports said that our soldiers were ambushed! My group lost more than half of our men, and Sam's was nearly wiped out entirely!"

'Shit. Those villagers had summoned animals… summoned birds too. They probably spread word of the attack before the others attacked! If anyone finds out what I did, I'm definitely screwed!'

"Uuh, yea I wonder how they knew our men were coming. Must've seen our men coming or something… yea. Also, my men failed too."

Nick's head drooped further, the last glimmer of hope leaving his eyes. Thoughts of his fiance surfaced in his mind… her smile as they looked over the river, her cheerful laughter as they ate breakfast together… and her intense love of fondant potatoes, found only in Easthill.

'Yea, if she has to pick… she will definitely pick those damn potatoes over me.'

Luke cleared his throat, feeling a bit better about himself as he looked at Nick.

"Well, the best we can hope for is being kicked out of the military, and worse is execution. Assuming the first, it shouldn't be too difficult for educated folks like us to find decent jobs-"

"Let's form a relic team."

"... huh? What are you on, bro? Don't you have a fiance? Why would you want to run around looking for old legacies?"

Nick wiped away his tears, a determined expression taking over his face.

"We probably won't be very welcomed here in Easthill after this, and there isn't the slightest chance in hell that Amber will leave this city. If we've already got to give up everything we've worked for so far and start over in a new city… why not go on some adventures?"

Relic hunting.

In the past thousand years, wars have raged across all of Suvia. As such, countless rulers have risen and fallen over the years. A common practice across the world was to create tombs for the dead. Most often, they were small graves with nothing of value. Most legacies are passed down through families, so raiding a common person's grave would be a waste of time and effort.

That said, finding the tomb of anyone with a bit of wealth could be a great boon. Most people are buried with a number of their personal possessions, oftentimes including jewelry and powerful legacies.

Digging up these treasures wasn't seen as taboo, and the people who made a career out of it were even given a title.

Relic hunters- people who ventured into the tombs of great people of the past, all with the goal of making a profit.

The people working in the field often stared death in the face and made it away with their lives, avoiding traps set up in the tombs of ancient figures.

They were also great candidates to hire as mercenaries or guards- most relic hunters had at least some experience fighting, so even when they weren't out looking for tombs, a team with a solid reputation wouldn't have much trouble finding work.

'If we go out adventuring as a relic team, it will be a lot harder for Easthill to track me down, in the event that they find out I'm the reason our mission failed. This might be the best option if I want to hold on to my life.'

"Alright. Let's form a team, and head west! I've heard that there are some tombs no one has been able to explore yet over there, so let's go try our hand at them!"



Northern Villages' Survivors



Two weeks later, in the furthest north city in Miaan, west of Easthill.

Han's eyes scanned through the crowd around him, a bit of sorrow surfacing in his gaze as his eyes swept over a crying child. All the survivors of the northern villages had fled from Easthill, finding refuge in Miaan. Han's village had the least number of survivors- Only Joff, Kormac, and Han had survived as they fled, the other two villagers who'd lived to see the soldiers repelled eventually succumbed to the wounds left by the battle.

Thanks to the warnings sent by their village, the other villages secluded in the north had managed to prepare for the incoming attacks, and now just over 100 survivors had traveled to Miaan.

Staying in Easthill wasn't an option- the eastern power's military had a reputation- calculating, powerful, and precise.

The botched attacks on the northern villages didn't measure up to the country's reputation, but even so, sticking around any longer would surely lead to doom.

Even with the benefit of surprise on the villagers' sides, whoever was commanding the soldiers had made countless mistakes. Having the soldiers attack the villages at different times was a big one, as it could allow for the other villages to be alerted in time to escape.

A large man from one of the other villages stepped to the front of the crowd and began addressing them.

"Everyone, listen up! Easthill has been our ally for over three hundred years, even before our ancestors were forced to flee north. They have always been open to trading with us and protected us from any possible enemies. Now… they have stabbed us in the back, and killed our family members!"

Shouts of anger echoed from the crowd, accompanied by the despairing cries of those who lost their loved ones in the attack.

"They didn't even need a reason to attack us! What have we ever done to them?"

The man's voice cracked as a few tears slid down his face, drawing even more emotions from the crowd of villagers.

"Those traitorous cowards sit up there in their little city, thinking that they are invincible! Should we just let them murder our people and get away with it?! "

"Kill them!"

"Tear them down!"

The crowd grew rowdier as many of the younger men in the crowd called for the fall of Easthill.

The faces of fallen friends and family surfaced in Joff's mind, and soon he had joined in with the chanting.

Han let out a sigh, stepping to the front of the crowd.

"Easthill is full of traitorous scum, and I agree that we need to get revenge on them… but we don't have the resources or manpower to fight them. They didn't show it in their attacks on our villages, but their reputation of being the best-trained military in the world isn't baseless bragging."

Angry shouts rang through the crowd, clearly disagreeing with this viewpoint.

"You want us to just take this lying down? My son is dead! I won't rest until their traitorous heads roll!"

The large man from before stepped up, raising his hand to quiet the crowd.

"Han brings up an important point, we don't stand a chance at toppling Easthill's military. So why try? Their capital city's perch on a plateau might make it impenetrable to any army, but what of a small group of warriors sneaking into the city?"

The man turned to Han.

"You once traveled, correct? Surely you know someone who could supply us with weapons and smuggle us into the city."

Han's gaze swept back over the crowd, his eyes noticing the fanatical expression on his son's face.

'This big guy, Goerg was his name? He looks a bit crude but is frighteningly intelligent. The crowd is following his every word.'

"I do know a few merchants who might be willing to help us out, but I think we have a better option. The so-called Immortal Emperor leading the Empire hasn't advanced east yet, instead continuing the ages-old war against the Western continent. That said, he hasn't hidden his aspirations of conquering the entire world. I'm sure he'd be overjoyed by the idea of chaos in Easthill's capital city.

Han stepped forward, attempting to imitate Goerg's speech.

"Let's find a place to rest and rebuild our strength. A group of us will head west to request assistance from the Empire, and the rest of us train and prepare to take revenge. Attacking too swiftly will only result in failure. If we are well prepared, we can do much more damage to Easthill, and we might even stand a chance at toppling the entire country!"

A frown covered Goerg's face, showing his displeasure with the idea of sitting idle for months and delaying their revenge.

Han quickly moved to Goerg's side. Getting revenge was important, but attacking now would just bring more death to the villagers.

"Goerg. I heard your son died in Easthill's attacks. I want revenge just as much as you, but if we want to put those traitorous scum in their graves, we need to be patient. Look at the crowd. Many people are still injured, and if we try to fight now, many more will die."

A bit of rationality crept back into Goerg's eyes, and he grit his teeth.

"We will follow Han's plan. Hold on to your rage. We are injured and on the run. Right now, we need to recover. We've been uprooted and we've lost our loved ones. We will return the favor to the traitors! Let us prepare to burn their precious capital city to the ground!"



Best Buddies



Two men sat across from each other in a cramped earthen hut, smiling and chatting happily as they munched on potatoes.

One of them sported short blonde hair and a light blue t-shirt, while the other rested his hand on a demonic-looking helmet.

The two mortal enemies… were now happily sharing food and shelter?

"Ghost, these potatoes are amazing! This potato tastes like barbequed meat! Is all food in your world like this?"

The man clad in demonic armor nodded, his flamboyant maroon hair bobbing about.

"It's only natural that the food created by us Suvians would be greater than anything you under-developed goblins could think of."

Edol rolled his eyes, responding in his native tongue of English.

"Under-developed? Says the dude who dresses up in heavy armor and swings around a sword like it's the middle ages! And if your words are to be trusted, you're on par with even the best warriors from your world! If your weakling army tried to catch hands with even the weakest country on Earth, you'd still get rolled!"

The demon- no, the man clad in demonic armor scoffed, but couldn't think of a comeback.

Ghost's prediction that the spider wasn't dead for good was correct, and the bloodthirsty creature returned every few hours to kill the duo.

At first, the sounds of Edol being dismembered didn't sound so bad to Ghost, but the blonde's wrenching screams made it impossible to sleep, so Ghost finally decided to let Edol into his dirt hut during his rest times.

Edol smacked his lips as he finished off his potato, retreating to the side of the hut that housed his makeshift dirt bed. The faint pitter-patter of spider legs could be heard through the earthen walls, but the spider seemed to lack the intelligence to find the resting duo.

"Ghost, your family was killed in your last life, right? What happened?"

The demon grimaced as he recalled the events that led to his death in his previous life.

"My buddies and I traveled all around the western continent, searching the most dangerous and hidden tombs for treasures to help the Union hold off against the goblins' crazy new Emperor. Ever since that self-proclaimed immortal took control of Glory 11 years ago, the assault on the Union has increased twofold."

"Wait, an immortal?!"

"He's just some cocky nutjob hellbent on conquering the world, there's no such thing as immortality, so-"

"You and I seem to be immortal, so why not this dude?"

"And so is Mr. Spider, so stop interrupting me, or I'll throw you out there to ask him about life."

Edol shivered in response, and Ghost continued his story.

"Glory's soldiers pushed all the way to Dread's End, our last and strongest island base standing between the mainland and the goblins' forces, and even snuck some soldiers around our forces to launch raids on the mainland. My parents… were caught up in one of these raids. After we got the news, my relic team decided to join the fight in a more direct manner. We'd already snuck past enemy lines and were approaching the eastern mainland when I woke up one day to find myself here…"

"But if the eastern continent is populated by goblins, wouldn't you be easily spotted anytime you went to any settlement?"

"Ha… luckily not. Those eastern goblins have rotten hearts, but their outside appearances are nearly the same as ours. Even further east of Glory lay a few other countries, some of which are said to have similar moral systems to ours."

Ghost used an earth spike to draw a rough outline on the ground, outlining the two continents.

A few volcanic islands lay between the two continents, and Ghost pointed out the furthest west one as Dread's End.

"On the eastern continent, the furthest west country is Glory. A country of greedy warmongerers… the total lives lost from their endless warring is countless."

"A bit further east is the religious kingdom of Miaan. The country is wreathed with rivers, and it's said they have a monopoly on much of the continent's trade industry. Anything that goes through anyone's hands makes its way through one of Miaan's rivers at some point. Their trade sector is strong, but they don't have much in terms of military might, so they wouldn't stand a chance against Glory."

"To the south is Birka… there's lots of fish and wheat, I guess? I really don't know much about this country."

Ghost moved the spike to the eastern end of the continent.

"This… was our goal. The only country Glory doesn't dare to mess with. They haven't even turned their greedy hands to the neighboring countries out of fear of angering the renowned military. The country we hoped to ally with to crush Glory once and for all."

"Easthill."



Chunni Ghost



Two days later, in a makeshift arena just outside the dirt hut.

The ground surrounding the hut had been endlessly marred by earth-based attacks, to the point that hand-to-hand combat had become impossible, lest one end up with a spike through their foot.

Between fights with the bloodthirsty spider monster, Edol and the demonic armor-clad Ghost had cleared out a small arena of flat earth to duel in.

"Ready to die again, Ghosty man?"

Edol's eyes scanned over his enemy's armor, despite him already having memorized every last gap in the steel plates.

Speaking of steel plates, Edol hadn't forgotten to ask the demon why he wore such ridiculous armor.

"Don't I look awesome?! All the ladies back home drooled over my dreamy face and amazing armor- ah, and don't forget how much kids look up to me! As soon as I start shouting out some cool moves, the little ones begin worshiping me!"

Edol scrunched his nose as his opponent began moving erratically.

"The Black Dragon in my right arm trembles…"

A hollow crimson flame covered the outside of Ghost's armor, and the imposing figure advanced toward Edol.

"My powers are awakening… Rise, Crimso- AHHH! IT BURNS!!! HELP!"

Edol facepalmed as he watched his nemesis jump around in pain.

"Oi, have you never heard of 'Stop, drop, and roll?' And didn't you mention earlier that you can use water magic? Just make some water, idiot!"

"You honestly think I didn't try that? 'Learn water magic' they said, 'It'll be useful!'"

After rolling around on the ground for a few seconds, the fire went out, and Ghost let out a sigh of relief.

"Ever since the Water Goddess Danu made the cleansing spell, it's been the least useful element. You can only use it to manipulate water, not make it, so no one bothers with it anymore."

"Danu… why does that name sound familiar? Eh, never mind. Let's fight!"

A knob rose from the ground in front of Edol, then was promptly kicked towards the incoming demon. The small ball of dirt burst apart mid-air, sending sand-like particles catapulting towards the demon's eyes.

Ghost swept his hand through the dust cloud, congealing it back into a ball and swiping it aside before lunging at his foe. Earthen spears shot forth from the ground at the same time as Ghost's lunge, denying Edol from dodging backward.

Edol jumped vertically, barring his twin earthen daggers to block his charging enemy while simultaneously pumping his mana into the earth 2 meters behind himself, making a small pillar. Thanks to his heavy armor and steel sword, Ghost's build which was originally similar to Edol's gained a lot of mass- his charge wasn't something Edol could stop forcefully.

The weapons collided, and a burst of flame erupted from Ghost's sword, prompting Edol to shift his hands away as he avoided the steaming blade.

The earth beneath Ghost surged, giving him the extra foothold he needed to pressure Edol even further.

Weakened by his loosened grip, the blonde's guard gave out, sending the searing blade towards Edol's chest.

"Shit- AAH!"

In a last-ditch effort to save the fight, Edol shifted his forearm to block the sword, and a hissing noise arose as he pushed against the sword's guard.

Edol flew backward from the impact, barely managing to keep his balance as he landed on the pillar he had created for his retreat.

He glanced down at his arm- it was still there. He had gotten lucky- instead of taking on the blade with his bare flesh, his arm had impacted right on the guard of the sword.

In this manner, he had avoided losing a limb, but the burning hot sword had seared the emblem engraved on the sword into Edol's skin.

'A maple leaf? Why does that demonic-looking sword have that engraved on it?'

Three more earth spikes shot up from the ground, but Edol's elevated perch gave him plenty of time to avoid the attack.

'He should be just about out of mana now… it's an even fight!'

Edol quickly slipped out of his heavy boots, opting to give up the fearsome weapons in favor of higher mobility.

It was a necessary sacrifice- Edol was limited to using short earthen daggers, and his only way of inflicting serious damage was through hitting the small gaps in the joints of Ghost's armor.

A dangerous dance of death began.

Any misstep on Edol's part would mean instant death.

However, Edol had found a solution to this.

Just don't mess up.

Each time Edol took a step, the earth beneath his bare feet move subtly, propelling him forward just slightly faster than he could have managed without the boost.

Edol's newest advancement in earth magic fighting techniques- a movement-focused technique that not only propelled him forward but also ensured maximum grip on the ground with each step.

Ghost's next swing bore down toward Edol, but was quickly dodged with a sidestep.

'An opening!'

Edol lunged forward, preparing to trip his foe and take him down to the ground. Just as he approached the off-balance demon, his instincts screamed that there was danger.

Aborting the attack, Edol rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding the short spike that had jutted up right where he at been attacking.

'He was holding back some mana to land a sneak attack on me! Sneaky bastard!'

Seemingly forgetting his actions when he took down the demon for the first time, Edol cursed his enemy.

'But that's definitely the last of his mana. This is my fight now!'

Edol went on the assault, alternating between his newly developed movement buff and trying to trip up his enemy by manipulating the ground beneath Ghost's feet.

If any warrior from Suvia was to witness the battle and hear that Edol had only been practicing with his legacy for only a short time, they would surely faint from shock!

The level of magic control to not only control the ground beneath one's own feet to buff their movement but also to trip up the enemy at the same time, all while in combat should take decades to perfect to this level!

The issue mainly stemmed from the slow rate of mana recovery- even on Suvia, an entire day's worth of rest would only let Ghost regen enough mana to make a large earth spike or two.

It was only thanks to Edol's swirling core and the mana regen with deaths that both Edol and Ghost had improved so much over the past few months.

Seeing a second opportunity, Edol dashed forward, tackling his enemy to the ground. Ghost's sword was flung away, and the two furiously grappled for control over Edol's daggers when a change occurred.

The red summoning circle that had appeared shortly after Ghost's first 'experiment' glowed to life beneath the wrestling duo, and the next instant, both of them disappeared.



2/10 Experience, Wouldn't Isekai Again



The dull red wasteland vanished from the duo's vision as the summoning spell activated, and a greenish red aura surrounded the duo. Their bodies that had been respawning without fail finally disappeared from the hellish realm.

'What's going on?!'

Edol felt a pulling force try to rip Ghost away from him, and the blonde desperately held on to his frenemy.

Well… held on?

Both of their bodies had disappeared, leaving two round balls of light. Within one ball was a tiny, swirling brown orb; within the other lay a cluster of larger balls: Brown, green, blue, orange… and hidden between the other four was a light yellow core.

Without arms, Edol couldn't physically grab onto Ghost, but he could somehow instinctively still control himself to stick to the demon.

The red magic circle beneath the duo surged, and suddenly the duo's surroundings changed.

"I see trees of green, red roses, too,

I see them bloom, for me and you

And I think to myse-"

"... Squawk?"

Seeing how wonderful the new surroundings were, Edol couldn't help but break out into song, but was interrupted by the sound of a confused bird.

Edol's frenemy was no longer wearing heavy demonic armor, and his signature wavy maroon hair was no where to be found.

"... Ghost?"

The large bird of prey turned to look at Edol, panic surfacing in its eyes.

A voice echoed out in Edol's mind, and Edol felt some sort of connection with the bird.

"Bro, wtf is going on?! How can I be a bird? I'm the most handsome Suvian…"

Edol looked around, taking in the beautiful scenery (A destroyed town being reconquered by nature) while ignoring his panicking bird counterpart.

"Finally! We're out of that damn red hell!"

"Squawk! No! My beautiful armor! I don't have my armor!"

"Hush, bird. I'm taking in the scenery."

Ghost turned and began pecking at Edol, eliciting a shout of pain from the man. Standing right next to Edol, the bird's head reached all the way up to the man's waist. Ghost was grey in color, with a small tuft of maroon-ish brown feathers sticking up on the top of his head. With a slightly curved beak and fearsome talons made for hunting, paired with the feather tuft atop his head, Ghost's new appearance reminded Edol of a certain bird back on Earth.

The majestic animal known as…

"Oi asshole, stop trying to eat me!"

The angry harpy eagle-looking bird continued its assault on the man, shouting out into his mind all the meanwhile.

"My precious armor! And my swords!! I- I can't live without them!"

"You got turned into a bird, and you're still worried about your stupid armor? You can't even wear your armor as a bird."

Ghost stopped in shock, a lost expression on his feathered face.

"My… my opposable thumbs…"

Edol glanced down at the widowmakers that were Ghost's new feet before backing away to a safe distance.

"Opposable thumbs? You've got opposable knives now! Look at the size of those bad boys!"

Ghost flexed his talons a few times before deciding that maybe his new arsenal wasn't so bad. Somehow reinvigorated by his new grabbers, Ghost instantly forgot about the loss of his precious armor and turned to Edol.

"Oi. Goblin. I'm just as beautiful as I was before, no?"

The man glanced down at the talons, which were flexing threateningly.

"Y- yes… much more so, actually."

Perhaps Edol would have to add scary talons to his list of fears- they forced him to miss an opportunity to mess with his frenenemy, forcing him to tell the truth. Compared the the cringy armor and overly flamboyant maroon hairstyle of the past, bird Ghost looked much better. He even got to keep his maroon hair/featherstyle, but now it looked much more natural.

"Hrmph. I guess I'll be a bird for now."

Now that Ghost had calmed down, Edol was finally able to examine the new environment. The trees were similar to ones he'd seen in forests near Bristol.

Shade was cast over the budding undergrowth by an ancient-looking oak tree, standing just behind the ruins of what appeared to be a shrine. Chunks of marble littered the ground beneath Edol's feet- he could just make out the shape of an eye from within the shattered fragments.

A few scorch marks scarred a fallen wooden pillar to the side, accompanied by cuts from an axe, the blade having dug deep into the once beautiful wood.

In the opposite direction of the towering oak were two patches of budding undergrowth, split in two by an uneven paved pathway. Ten meters from the shrine, the paving of the pathway ended, but dirt packed by countless footsteps still held out against nature's reclaiming grasp.

Edol looked around in amazement.

'No buildings… Didn't elves in most stories live out in the wild? Perhaps this is one of their villages! A destroyed shrine, and a road surrounded by nothing but nature. It's a shame my little sis isn't here, I'm sure she'd love to explore this place!'

Edol stepped down from the remains of the shrine, peering his head into the undergrowth to the side of the path. Among the shrubs and weeds were signs of the ravages of a fire. The ashes of buildings that had once stood tall now fueled the quick growth of the forest, allowing the woods to quickly retake the land.

'Looks like this might not be an elf village, just a destroyed regular one. Awesome! Sorry to the folks who lived here, but this place is a hell of a lot better than, well, hell!'

Edol turned back, returning to the shrine where Ghost was strutting around pompously.

"Goblin. Bow before me and I shall grace you with knowledge and power fitting for a king!"

Ghost raised his head nearly vertically, attempting to look down at Edol. Unfortunately from the bird, he was now less than half Edol's height, and he looked more like a puppy begging for a snack.

"You want a treat? Sit! Be a good man and roll over!"

Ghost's face turned ugly as he quickly retracted his neck.

"Go choke on a potato, Goblin!"

"Ah, potatoes, your favorite food! You know, I'm pretty sure eagles can't eat potatoes. Ah, what a tragedy. First you've lost your precious armor and sword, but now you are even without the comfort of your precious potatoes! I truly pity you, Ghost."

A mixture of despair and anger flooded over Ghost's face.

"Not potatoes too… Asshole goblin, you must've stolen my body! I bet you're supposed to be the bird, while I conquer hearts and countries as the world's most handsome man, v2!"

Edol's mocking laughter sounded out, drawing even more anger from Ghost.

"W- well then, if you think it's so funny, let's see how you do on your own! My genius has already discovered where we are, while you are walking around like an idiot! You'll probably die in minutes, but I won't be there to watch. It's time for me to take to the skies! Later, loser!"



Flightless Bird



Ghost leaped from the shrine, spreading his massive wings impressively.

"Later, loser!"

With a running start, Ghost beat his wings, throwing up a small gust of wind. His body soared forwards, gaining speed quickly.

Speed? It's not the only thing needed when flying.

"Ah, Shit!! How do I go up?!"

The undergrowth around the shrine wasn't tall, but Ghost was only a meter off the ground. He flapped his wings in a panic, hoping to clear the bushes. Unfortunately, the random movements only had the opposite effect, sending the bird tumbling into the forest.

Edol chuckled as he listened to the pained screeches of his friend.

"Hey buddy, need some help? Pretty sure I saw some bramble bushes pretty close to where you crashed. They looked pretty spikey!"

Edol wanted to keep making fun of his counterpart but knew that what the bird had said was probably true. His best bet at gaining knowledge of his surroundings was through Ghost- while the bird was still flightless, making him useless for scouting, he'd clearly recognized something in the shrine.

Sighing, Edol pulled a bramble to the side, carefully avoiding the nasty-looking spikes. Even after tunneling two meters into the undergrowth, Edol still couldn't see anything more than the fallen feathers of his friend.

The angry screeches of his friend had ceased, replaced by angry snapping noises. A few moments later, Edol was finally greeted with the sight of his friend.

Ghost had apparently decided to take out the anger of his failed flight on the surrounding bushes, cleaving away at their stems with his fierce talons.

Edol stepped back nervously, watching as Ghost's poor anger management got the bird tangled up in even more plants.

"Oi Ugly, let's make a trade. I'll get you out of your tangle, you tell me about where we're at. Sound good?"

A defeated Ghost thrashed out at the surrounding plants one last time before finally realizing he needed help.

"Fine then. We'll travel together for the time being."

"...huh?"

Edol shook his head in confusion, wondering how an information trade had turned into becoming travel buddies.

Ghost continued with his proposal, failing in his attempts to look majestic while tangled in the weeds.

"We'll set up some rules. First off, Don't call me ugly! Ghost, Master, or 'Your Magnificence' are all fine. Second! You have to talk for me. I'm pretty sure you're the only one who can hear me, since we seem to be talking into each other's minds. Third, You must always listen to me if there's danger."

"Listen to you? Why would I listen to an idiot chunni bird? Also, I'm calling you Ugly as long as you keep calling me goblin!"

Ghost surprisingly wasn't angered by Edol's words, and was serious for once.

"From what you've shared about your past world, you lived a life of peace. Clearly my beautiful armor somehow gave you the idea that I'm a fool, but if you go around like a peace-loving idiot around here, you might get killed! Sure, I died early in the war, but before that, I was an experienced relic hunter. I've stared down death countless times, and was rewarded with a legendary set of armor! Even if you're annoying, Gob- no, Edol, I'll keep you from doing anything that'll get you killed."

Realizing that this was probably a good idea, Edol decided to join Ghost in setting aside their differences and teaming up. It wouldn't be more than a few moments later that he quickly came to regret his decision, as an apparently unmentioned part of the agreement was Edol's shoulder serving as a seat for the massive bird. Edol's new fear of talons would surely be reaffirmed repeatedly in the following weeks.

~

To the southeast, in the north of the country of Miaan.

Four months had passed since the destruction of the northern villages, and the remaining villagers had begun spreading out through Miaan. Many of them had worked simple jobs in the villages- Fishing, hunting, and maintaining the gardens provided all the resources the villages needed, as pelts from hunted game could be sold at high prices to the few visiting merchants.

These merchants had been the cornerstone of the villagers' plans for revenge, plans that had quickly been scrambled when they discovered the disappearance of said merchants.

It refreshed their feelings of fear and hatred towards Easthill. Even after destroying their everything, Easthill was even extending their influence into neighboring countries in attempts to hunt them down.

However, determination was a scary thing. With Han's planning combined with Goerg's charisma, the duo managed to gather the more spirited villagers into an efficient organization.

Northell.

The remnants of the north would rain hell onto the betrayers, repaying the sudden attack on their homes.

The people of Northell quickly spread through Miaan, utilizing any of Han's contacts who'd managed to avoid the East's purge.

Now, only a few elders and a few children were left in the north. Regardless of gender or profession, everyone from the fallen villages was partaking in preparing their revenge.

In the river port city of Thorby, situated at the intersection of Miaan, Eashill, and Birka, a drunk Joff was chatting with a group of adventurers he'd encountered in a bar.

"So y'all are heading down to -hic- Birka for Relic hunting?"

Joff drunkenly pointed at one of the men, motioning at his light blonde hair.

"All of you look like you're from the east, I hear there're many unexplored tombs there too. Why head south?"

The group looked around nervously, trying to come up with a reason for their departure.

"We, ah, we just wanted an adventure! We've always wanted to see the beaches in the south, and since the borders are tightening, we figured we should take the trip while we still can!"

Joff's eyes subtly narrowed, and his drunkenness seemed to fade for a moment. The topic of conversation changed, but the young Northerner continued his chat with the traveling adventurers, his observing eyes disguised by his drunken actions.



Beginnings of a Journey



It had been two days since Edol and Ghost had been summoned to this new world, and the duo had spent the entire time wandering southwards.

Ghost had quickly reaffirmed his claims of being an experienced relic hunter and traveler by identifying nearly all of the surrounding plants and wildlife, allowing him to estimate their current location.

"That broken statue in the shrine we started at looked like the water goddess, Danu. From the information we gathered during the war, the country of Miaan is under the control of the Church of Danu, as well as several merchants. Along with that, are a lot of pine trees and oaks around here, so I'm guessing we're in the north somewhere near Miaan!"

Knowing that there was a great, largely uninhabited forest in the north of the eastern continent, Ghost speculated that their best shot at finding civilization was to head south.

Unfortunately, even after a day of travel, the duo had failed to find any hints of human life. It didn't quite make sense. The shattered statue back at the shrine had been fashioned from high-quality marble, something that likely couldn't be found in the area. It was a sign that trade had occurred here- and with how recently it looked that the village had been destroyed, it was likely that trade had still been occurring up until recently.

How could there be no roads for merchants to bring their goods?

It wasn't only the lack of roads that troubled the new traveling duo. Ghost's life magic made it easy for him to grow potatoes, but thanks to him becoming an eagle, this wasn't much of a help.

Ghost had to grow a delicious, fragrant, succulent potato, then cry as he watched Edol chow down.

"Yo, Asshole. Stop making faces as you eat and go find me some food!"

Edol waved him off, chewing as he responded.

"You're the eagle, go catch some food for yourself! You were so cocky before, but now you can't even catch a rabbit. Disappointing."

Edol turned away mockingly, seeming to have forgotten that the food currently gracing his mouth had been provided by his traveling companion.

Ghost was (still) a flightless bird. After leaving the surroundings of the destroyed village the forest opened up a bit, populated by old-growth trees instead of the bushy undergrowth.

It gave Ghost plenty of room to practice taking off, but he'd still failed to take flight. All his muscles were in different positions and his limbs were completely different. One might wonder how Ghost had managed to walk about immediately after being summoned, while in a completely unfamiliar body.

This said, Ghost's efforts in the past day hadn't been fruitless. Leaping up and batting his massive wings once, the giant bird of prey catapulted himself directly into Edol's face.

"Disgraceful creature! I feed and give you directions, yet you act like this?!"

The massive claws swept passed Edol's face, knocking away the potato he'd been munching on but luckily missing his cheek by a few centimeters.

A chill ran down Edol's spine as he fell back, unable to stop himself from imagining what his face would've looked like had that claw been even a little closer.

"Y- you nearly killed me!"

"Unfortunate about the nearly part. Let me try again!"

Before Ghost could lunge again, Edol hurriedly yanked a line of string from his pocket.

"Chill, chill! I'm already working on a fishing line for you! Birds like fish, right? Jeez, I can't joke around here without some rabid beast trying to rip my throat out!"

Edol glanced down at the fallen potato, now stained with mud off the forest floor. The brit leaned down the grab the potato, avoiding the mud with his grip.

"Luckily, I think I can hear a river nearby. Gather up some small branches and kindling, I'll head to the river to try for some fish."

Ghost finally squawked in agreement, and began hopping toward a white-coloured tree while Edol made his way toward the sound of running water.

The traveling frenemies were very lucky.

This far north, the temperature would fall below freezing and snow would begin to pile up in the winter. The duo might have frozen to death had they found themselves stranded in the winter wilderness- the current late-summer weather was truly a blessing.

The weather had also been perfect. The moist trees and muddy spots on the ground hinted that it had rained fairly recently, most likely shortly before the duo had arrived in this world.

The clouds, having spent their moisture, had disappeared, allowing the sun to shine down on the northern forest.

In front of Edol, a decently sized stream split the forest in two. Sparkles of silvery fish flickered in the water, occasionally breaking the smooth surface with a light splash. The flowing water was just between what one might recognize as a stream and a river. Narrow enough to be bridged by a fallen tree, but not shallow enough to wade across.

Peering over the edge, Edol caught sight of his own appearance.

Light blonde hair bordering on white crowned his punchable-looking face.

'Damn… Why do I look like the type of guy who thinks he's going pro in football, but everyone knows he'll never make it? I've become the bargain brand version of Aaron Ramsay!'

Edol stroked the similarly light-coloured stubble growing on his chin, and he took a moment to admire his lean muscles.

'Eh, still a lot better than before. Sis'll never be able to call me a twig again!'

"Oi Twig, what're ya looking at yourself in the water for? You're supposed to be catchin me some fish!"

Edol's self-examination was cut short as Ghost tossed down a pile of sticks enwreathed in white bark. The massive bird then nodded his head once, and the pile of firewood burst into flames.

Clenching his teeth, Edol watched Ghost with envy.

"That's going to be so broken if you ever learn to fly."

Ghost spread his wings, tutting happily.

"They'll call me the Angel of Fire! Oh, the praises I'll receive as I burn the enemy's cities to the ground effortlessly! It's really a shame about earth magic though, not being able to use it from the air. Oh well, I guess I'll just use it for elementless casting."

Edol's ears perked up, and he turned to Ghost.

"Elementless casting?"



Danu's Spell of Cleansing



"Elementless casting?

Ghost nodded, switching into teacher mode. He gestured wildly with his feathers as he spoke, punctuating his speech with random squawks.

"Yes, an inferior form of using a legacy, often used by goblins, probably other easterners as well. Converting elemental magic to elementless wastes a lot of energy, so it's better to stick with the original most of the time. Goblins run into an issue here- It's essential for the majority of the populace to use life legacies, and since they're limited to just one element of legacy, this forces them to rely on elementless casting."

Edol nodded, acknowledging how useful Ghost's ability to grow potatoes was. Still, surely there weren't that many people stranded in the woods. The idea of a powerful magic-wielding military force rolled over any potato-growing makeshift army in Edol's mind, and the economic advantages of magic would surely be far superior to a few potatoes.

Seeing the doubt on Edol's face, Ghost continued.

"All of my legacies are quite powerful, much more than a mere commoner could come to possess. They also don't regenerate endlessly like yours- though most will have at least triple the energy. On average… they can probably grow a potato every day or two?"

"Okay, but shouldn't something like a wind legacy be even more useful? Come to think of it, I don't think I've ever seen you use wind magic. It should be able to help you fly!"

Ghost's head shrank back into his body in fear, and he glanced around to make sure no one was listening- forgetting that the duo was speaking directly into each other's minds.

"Are you crazy?! I don't want to be hunted down like those psychos from the Cult! Wind legacies are a death sentence, throw them to the ocean or turn them into a government somewhere. Hell, even having possession of one is reason enough for someone to torture you!"

"Huh? Why?"

Ghost shrugged, still glancing around nervously.

"I don't know, they cause famines or something. Why would I go out in search of info that might get me killed? Having a wind legacy means death, end of story."

"A- alrighty then. Still, why not use earth or some other element?"

Edol reached down to the ground, a small, and a small, hard, hook-shaped chunk of earth rose to meet his hand. It was a suitable size to use as a fishing hook for the silvery fish swimming meters away in the river.

"With their extremely limited mana pools, most common folk use all their energy on Danu's spell of cleansing. Being able to grow potatoes in a pinch is much better than having some weak earth magic that'll never be used. As for why the spell of cleansing-"

Ghost stretched his beak towards the river, and a small ball of water followed it back out, hovering in the air above his head.

"Dirty water, with a bit of water magic, becomes clean water. It's incredibly useful, and it was once essential for there to be at least one water legacy holder for every five people. After the popularization of Danu's cleansing spell almost 140 years ago, though…"

Ghost let the ball of water drop to the ground, and little droplets splashed against his talons. The giant bird then leaned back to the river, pulling out another ball of water. This time, instead of using water magic to cleanse it, Ghost began scratching an intricate yet simple-looking formation into the dirt.

"A miracle of spellcraft. How Danu managed to create such a complicated yet easily performed spell will likely remain a mystery forever. Unlike almost every other spell, you can put any element of mana into this one and achieve the same result, with nearly no loss in the transition. It's no wonder she's still worshiped as a goddess around the world."

After he'd finished scratching away at the dirt, Ghost pumped a small amount of his water legacy into the spell, and the water bubbled for a moment before settling.

"Clean drinking water, available to anyone who can memorize this simple spell diagram. Must have sucked to be a water legacy holder when Danu's church started spreading this spell shortly after her death."

Edol watched in amazement, silently memorizing the outline of the spell's diagram structure on the ground. Something about the idea of this spell formation entranced the ex-mathematics student. He could imagine that the hastily scribbled marks on the ground had once been beautifully drawn, sharp angles with mathematical precision.

'So cool… I want to try!'

"Yo Ghost, how I can make my own spells like this? Can you teach me?"

Ghost spluttered out the water he'd been drinking, chuckling.

"Me? I might be pretty cool, but I'm no legendary mage. If you manage to make something amazing like this, I'll worship you as my master! The only way to get better at understanding spell diagrams is to venture into relic tombs- or to go to a spell college, I suppose. Heh, you should try studying the tomb spell. Been around for longer than history itself, but no one has even the slightest idea of how it works. Probably 'cause you gotta die to use it, but I think that's fine. More loot for me!"

Ghost hopped away from the river, turning back to Edol.

"Enough chatter, where are my fish?! You've been sitting there with a spaced-out look on your face for the last minute, probably dreaming of something stupid. Fish, now!"

Edol sighed, mourning that the info-dump was over. He now was able to solidify a few new goals.

Improve magic for ease of beating up Ghost. (Not to overcome his fear of talons, of course).

Learn about creating spell diagrams- journeying to relic tombs or a spell college was a must.

Survive until the day he could see his family again.

Edol smiled at his mental list, ignoring that survival was only ranked third. Perhaps dying repeatedly had damaged his perception. The duo had already discussed their theories on death now that they'd been summoned.

Their conclusion?

"Yea, we'll probably be sent back to hang out with Mr. Spider if we die. Anything but that, please!"



First Contact



A short time before dawn, in a small town in the north of Easthill.

Hearth, populated nearly entirely by trappers and their families, was situated at the side of Edelweiss River, a tributary to the great Crimson River stretching across the entirety of the eastern continent.

A place with nothing to attract tourists- anyone wanting to visit the north, either for to see the grand forests or to explore relic tombs would stop in Edain, a nearly two day horse ride south.

But this dawn, there was an unfamiliar face preparing to head even further north. The newcomer wasn't the only one up before the sun, and a small horde of middle-aged hunters gathered to try and guess the stranger's identity.

"I think I saw her coming from old Nes's place, maybe a relative of his?"

"Nes? Thought he's been single since Olga passed back when we were kids. Who knew he was hiding a granddaughter away from us this whole time!"

"Hey, doesn't she look a bit like that dark-haired merchant? Haven't seen him around yet this year, maybe his kid is taking over the family business?"

"Bah, then she's half a month late! Poor girl must be having trouble, I'll head over to see if she needs help."

A woman, looking to be in her late thirties, split off from the group of gossiping hunters and walked over to the newcomer.

"Girl, are you Eddie's kid?"

The girl nodded, "Willow."

"Ah, so you must be Eddie's oldest. What brings you up here?"

The woman glanced behind Willow, noting that the girl's supplies didn't consist of more than a few bags thrown over her horse.

Willow fidgeted nervously, her gaze cast toward the ground.

"Dad… hasn't come back. He was heading up this way a few months ago, but old Nes said he never made it here."

The woman's eyes narrowed, and she pulled Willow in closer.

"Did you try asking around in Edain? A few months ago… I have a bad feeling about this. There were a bunch of Easthill soldiers moving around- had the uniforms, at least. Didn't act like you see them do in the cities though. Hopefully, your pops didn't get caught up with them. My name's Weiss, by the way."

"It wasn't them. My father arrived in Edain about a week after everyone said the soldiers left, and there's no way he would've gotten lost around here!"

Weiss nodded. The Longgrass family had been traveling through the north for longer than anyone could remember, buying up all the pelts gathered in the northern hunting towns. Even among all the hunters in Hearth, no one would dare claim to know the land better than Eddie or any of his ancestors.

"Maybe he just skipped over our town for some reason? There should be some villages further in the north, way back in the woods somewhere. Refugees from the wars that made Easthill what it is today. Maybe Eddie was worried about the folks up there are rushed past us in the night?"

Willow walked back to her horse, double-checking that she had all the supplies needed to survive alone in the forest.

"That's what I'm hoping, and where I'm heading right now. I'll make sure to stop back here on my way back south, please keep an eye out for any clues about my father!"

~

It was midday, and an odd duo were sleeping contentedly, soaking up the last of summer's warmth. Copious amounts of fish bones lay scattered around a makeshift camp- if it could be called that.

A hastily arranged circle of stones made for a campfire, the nearby grass blackened by once-uncontained flames. A few fish were still hanging over the extinguished fire pit, having been forgotten at some point in the night.

An overweight eagle- hell, it looked more like a fattened chicken now- wobbled to its feet.

"Mmm… there's still more. Is it time for breakfast?"

Edol awoke to the sounds of chewing- it was a sound that he thought might haunt him until his deathbed.

"Gluttonous demon, how are you still eating more food? Just because there is food here doesn't mean you need to keep eating!"

It turned out the fishing in the stream had been much easier than expected. Even without finding any bait, a fish had still gulped down the hook within seconds of Edol dropping it into the river! What seemed like good a good outcome had quickly turned into a nightmare for the young brit.

"More! More fish for your king!"

Can fish make someone drunk?

Probably not, and definitely not when unseasoned and cooked over a campfire.

Still, after watching his clearly intoxicated friend, Edol had developed some doubts. This was a different world, after all. Perhaps there were mysterious beer fish, the favorite snack of drunkards everywhere?

"Mor-hic- more fish!"

Edol cast a glance at one of the fish hanging over the fire pit, wondering if he should give it a taste as well.

Two drunk idiots stranded in a forest would certainly be worse than one drunk and one sober one, but another part of Edol argued back.

'I've gotta eat more than just these potatoes. Surely I'll get scurvy or something if they're all I eat, right?'

'Just a bite, I'll just take one. There's no way my alcohol tolerance is that bad to get drunk off a single bite of fish, right?'

Making up his mind, Edol hesitantly took a bit of the fire-roasted fish.

It was… fish. Unseasoned, salmon-like fish.

'Isn't alcohol supposed to burn on the way down? This just tastes a bit… charred."

Edol looked down at the fish in his hands, a bit of disappointment coursing through him. Easy to catch, hangover-inducing fish! If only these worked on everyone, Edol might've been able to make a fortune selling them!

"Oi, Ghost. Why are you acting drunk? These are just fish!!"

Ghost paused for a second, and rage began bubbling in Edol's chest.

"You bastard! You've been acting drunk this entire time, being a pain in the ass… and it's all been fake?! I'm going to wring your neck and cook you over the fire, little bastard!"

Edol charged at Ghost, forgetting all about his previous fear of talons as he chased the huge bird around the campsite.

A few meters away, a young lady was watching the strange sight in confusion.

"What… what is going on here??"



A Guide



Hearing a noise at the edge of the campfire, Edol paused to glance up.

Beautiful.

Large, soulful eyes stared back into Edol's, drawing him in.

"Wo…"

A small gasp escaped Edol's mouth as he gazed at the figure near the edge of their campsite.

A face more perfect than any he'd seen in any dream before.

Standing next to a tree was a horse.

Its large brown body was covered in a smooth, clean pelt that looked well-maintained. A few bags were slung over the horse's back, accompanied by a leather saddle.

'Dang… that's a cool horse! I've always wanted to see one in person!'

"Ooo, free horse! See, I told you I have a protagonist's luck, Edol! Even after I've been turned into a bird, my luck has remained!"

Ghost's words snapped Edol out of his trance, and his eyes quickly scanned the forest surrounding the horse nervously, looking for any sign of a threat.

"Yea, definitely. A horse just wandered deep into the woods, right to us, on its own. Look! It has a saddle on, there is definitely a person here too!"

Still, Edol couldn't see anyone around even after a minute of looking.

'What if this idiot bird is right?'

"Oi Ghost, can you grow an apple like you do those potatoes? I'll try luring the horse over!"

Somehow unconcerned with the possibility of being ambushed, Ghost turned his back to the horse and started mocking Edol.

"Mm yea, just give me a second. Apple… apple. Oh yea, an apple tree! Heck, while I'm growing one tree, why not two? I've definitely got the mana to do that!"

"My bad, forgot you have snail speed mana regen. Ah, if only you were as great as me. Guess you'll have to grow a carrot instead."

Ghost frowned at the loss of the insult battle, but still reached down the dirt with his beak. A moment later he pulled a pristine orange carrot from the earth, sending a few crumbs of dirt flying at Edol.

"Oops, my bad. I was so busy using my awesome life magic that I forgot you were there. Oh, how sad that you need to rely on someone else for such simple things."

"What happened to listening to you in a crisis, that you'd be responsible? You're just messing around!"

Ghost waved his wing dismissively, shooing away Edol's worries.

"Just relax, bro. I already saw who is with the horse while you were chasing me. It's a young girl, and she's hiding behind that tree to the right. The two of us can easily take her on and steal her horse!"

Edol sighed, silently decreasing his evaluation of Ghost's morals in his mind. Banditry? Really?

"Girl, we know you're hiding behind a tree to the right. Just come out before my idiot bird here does something stupid."

After a moment of hesitation, a head poked out from behind a tree a meter left of the horse.

"-Cough, left, I mean."

Would this stranger believe him if he claimed a talking bird lied about her position? Probably not.

The girl stepped fully out from behind the tree, looking at Edol with hope glimmering in her eyes.

She looked to be in her mid teens, and her dark hair contrasted with her slightly sunburnt arms.

"Your bird! You must be from the northern villages, is my dad there?!"

Edol felt a bit of regret wash over himself as he listened to the girl, realizing that it might not have been farfetched to tell the girl that Ghost was the one who didn't know left from right.

"Well, if he was there, then I hope that the destroyed town I found north of here wasn't said northern village."

The girl dropped to her knees, despair washing over her face as tears started to fall.

'Shit, I think I said the wrong thing.'

"B-but, if you have a summon, then you have to be from the northern villages…"

The girl looked back up at Edol, finally taking note of his light blonde hair. As memories of the few times she'd visited the villages with her father in the past ran through her mind, something jumped out in her mind.

'The people of the northern villages moved there before Easthill's expansion, and no one moved there after the wars… so there should be no one from the villages with blonde hair.'

Luckily, Edol started talking before Willow could finish with her conjecture.

"It's ok, don't cry! I-I'm just a relic hunter, I got lost in the woods, I don't know the area! I'm sure your dad and his villager buddies are fine, I probably just found something else!"

Willow looked up, suspicion and hope blending in her eyes.

"Your bird then, how do you have a summoned bird? Only the people of the northern villages have summons!"

Edol glanced over at Ghost, hoping for an explanation on summons. Unfortunately, it seemed his feathered friend hadn't even heard of the term.

"This, uh… this is Nibbles, my pet! I found him when he was just a chick… but I'm afraid I haven't been a very good father to him. Even now that he's all grown up, he-"

Edol's voice started to crackle a bit, and he tried to mask it as nearly breaking into tears.

"He still can't fly! I'm sorry, little Nibbles! I'm sorry I failed you as a father!!"

Ghost, of course, none too please by his newfound backstory, rushed Edol, pecking with a vengeance.

"This… this is why I named him Nibbles. He does this whenever he's happy, but- but it just breaks my heart! Even after I've failed him, he still loves me so much!"

Willow watched Edol's poor acting, a slight smile breaking onto her face, thinking the brit was trying to cheer her up to ease the news of her father's probable passing. The faint memory of Edol calling Ghost an idiot just minutes before narrowly escaped her memory, and she motioned for Ghost to stop his assault.

"Can you show me where you found the destroyed town in the north? You said you are lost, after you show me the way there, I can guide you back to Edain."

Edol quickly agreed, scooping up the forgotten carrot from earlier as he bolted away from the still-pissed bird.

'Please, protect me, horse! I bring a carrot as tribute!'



Returning North



'This is so dumb.'

Edol wanted to bend down and massage his sore legs, but his new traveling companion had clearly already grown tired with his slow pace.

'Urg… curse you, Pepper, for not having a larger back!'

Edol looked balefully at the horse walking beside him, but tried to keep his eyes from veering to the horse's back. After meeting the girl- who had introduced herself as Willow and her horse as Pepper, the crew began wandering back northwards as Edol tried to recall what way they'd walked.

Unfortunately, Edol wasn't a character from a video game, walking or running all day without pausing for so much as a drink. Even after arriving in this world and gaining a more fit body, walking at a consistent pace for hours on end was sure to grow tiring.

His legs weren't even the most annoying thing about the journey, though.

"Yo, how's it goin down there, Edol? Enjoying the walk?"

After hearing Edol's sob story about 'Nibbles', Willow had quickly taken a liking to the massive predatory bird. How she could genuinely think the giant talons were cute was beyond Edol, but it had led to Ghost changing his ride.

Ghost, never wanting to miss an opportunity to mess with Edol, quickly morphed to fit the character of a happy yet poorly raised bird.

Even now, he lightly pecked at Willow's hand as she stroked his feathers, showing his affection.

'Well, at least that's a weight off my shoulder. Having that fat bird on me would make this walk all the worse!'

Perhaps Willow was a mind reader and wanted to ruin Edol's day, because she soon came up with a torturous idea. She patted Ghost's head, then smiled as she decided to be the mother Ghost never had.

"Nibbles, let's teach you how to fly! I'm sure you can do it with some practice!"

It wasn't even a bad proposition, considering how useful it would be for Ghost to be able to fly. They wouldn't even need Willow's help in finding a town or traveling south, and hunting for food would become a breeze.

"Alright, Nibbles! We'll start with learning to land. Try jumping down to Edol's shoulder as he walks!"

Before Edol could even react, a heavy weight dropped onto his right shoulder, nearly causing him to fall.

'Damn, I think this bird gained five pounds!'

Edol tried to keep a straight face as he ignored Willow's excited cheering, glancing over and making eye contact with Pepper.

The look in the horse's eyes… it was the first time Edol felt truly understood. Ghost hadn't been sitting on Willow- sparing her from the full horror of the giant talons on her shoulder. Instead, it had been Pepper's neck that Ghost was standing on.

"Alright, Nibbles! Try jumping back up onto Pepper! Good bird!"

A bit more annoyance seeped into Pepper's eyes as Ghost jumped back up, while the bird's actions elicited more cheers from Willow.

"Hey, Willow. Nibbles is actually pretty smart… maybe about half as smart as your average human? He's probably trying to take advantage of you."

Willow quickly shook her head, snatching a piece of jerky from one of the bags on Pepper's back and inserting it into Ghost's waiting beak.

"He's a good bird! If he was smart enough to trick me, he'd be flying already. It's ok, Nibbles! It's ok if your intelligence is a little lacking! With hard work, I'm sure you'll be able to fly!"

An irritated voice broke into Edol's mind, annoyed with the repeated insults to his intelligence.

"We might need to add this girl to the game, she's a menace with words!"

After being summoned, Edol and Ghost had chosen a new medium of battle to increase their so-called scores.

Verbal warfare.

If the other combatant was unable to come up with an acceptable response to an insult, the victor could add a point to their score.

This was a good part of the reason the two were constantly giving each other shit.

For the remaining two hours the group spent traveling back to the destroyed village, Ghost continuously hopped back and forth between Pepper's neck and Edol's shoulder. By the time they finally arrived, Edol felt that he'd gained a new brother in the horse, and gained a new pain in his shoulder.

'Finally! While she's exploring the village, I should look for a chance to take Pepper and run. Ghost and Willow are perfect for each other, they can find their own way back! Banditry isn't so bad if you're stealing from someone who's a worse person than you!"

Deciding to take a break before enacting his plan, Edol walked to the remains of the shrine before taking a seat on one of the fallen wooden beams. Willow was walking around the village, chopping through the budding underbrush with a machete-looking knife, despair mounting on her face as she recognized more and more of the village's layout.

Edol turned his attention away from the girl and began examining the chunks of marble he'd seen scattered on the ground a few days ago when he was here. It looked to have once been a statue of a young woman with long flowing hair and kind eyes.

"You said you wanted to make incredible spells someday, right? Even though she's only known to have made a single spell and died young, Danu still managed to go down in history as one of a select few world-changing legendary mages- the most recent one, too."

Ghost's voice interrupted Edol's thoughts, and after a moment's pause, the bird continued talking.

"I- I'll do my best. To make you a legendary mage, too. That psychotic goblin emperor fashions himself as the next one, even claiming to be the greatest one of all. Even if he was to die tomorrow, he'd probably still go down in history as a legend, even if it was just for taking control of Glory from his start as a commoner. "

Edol looked over at his friend, wondering how his own goal to research magic could impact the emperor's fame.

"If someone outshines him, though… his name could be washed from history. That murderous bastard should spend an eternity in hell for how many lives he's ended. He doesn't deserve to be remembered. If you could become a legendary mage… that would definitely help."

After listening to Ghost's words, Edol decided to abandon his plan of running away with Pepper. Sure, the bird was annoying most of the time, but even he had a soft side.

"It'll be hard, though, with your intelligence. Bah, you as a legendary mage? It'll only be because of me carrying you through enough relic tombs that you won't be able to fail no matter how hard you try to!"

Cancel that, Ghost was annoying all the time. At least, though, Edol knew he'd found a trustworthy friend.



First Relic Tomb (1)



After touring around the entire destroyed village looking for clues of her father, Willow led Pepper over to the shrine.

"It looks like the village was destroyed around the same time people in Edain saw the Easthill soldiers gathering around here… so my father shouldn't have been up here when they attacked! Dad must be ok, and is probably helping the villagers who managed to escape from this attack!"

Edol nodded, hoping that the girl was correct, for her sake. Neither he nor Ghost knew anything about the situation of the area or the motivations behind the attack, but being caught up in a massacre didn't sound like anything good.

"Willow, what is all this attacking stuff about? I kinda just wandered up here looking for relic tombs, I don't know anything about the area. Why would Easthill attack some random villagers?"

The girl frowned, her dark eyebrows knitting as she tried to think of why they would attack.

"I don't think they would. The people from the villages were refugees who fled north to escape from the Gate War a few hundred years ago, and decided to stay in the woods even after their ally Easthill managed to pull a reverse sweep and took control of the entire eastern half of the continent."

Ghost nodded, confirming that this was among the history he'd learned while fighting in the West.

"They are really good leaders- any attempts of corruption or slavery are quickly struck down, their track record the past two hundred years is nearly flawless. Rather than their soldiers attacking the villagers, what if they were sent here to protect them from something?"

Ghost's voice broke into Edol's mind, and the Brit then repeated it to Willow.

"Could it be the Cult of Gale? If Easthill caught wind of a pending attack on these villages, surely they would send reinforcements, right?"

Willow grit her teeth, cursing the cult in her mind.

"If Easthill's reinforcements made it here in time, then the villagers probably managed to evacuate. I already traveled to the capital to look for Dad, so they must've been forced to flee west to Miaan!"

Willow thanked Edol for showing her to the village, then walked back to her horse.

"Alright, I'll show you back to Edain before I head west!"

Just as she was about to mount Pepper, a glimmer of light near the giant oak tree caught Edol's eye.

'Hm? What's that?'

A greenish pool of light expanded from beneath the tree, and Ghost started jumping in excitement.

"Relic tomb! How lucky, we found it just as it's being revealed!"

After a moment, the green light stopped expanding and stood still, a meter-wide pool of dull light.

"Ghost I thought you said it was a tomb! What is that, a magic portal?!"

The bird hopped a few times, the possibility of adventuring through the green light clearing sparking his excitement.

"Yep, relic tomb! A miracle of the first legendary mage, the tomb spell dude! As I said before, it's useless to question how it works. If someone inscribes the tomb spell over a grave containing a legacy, eventually a relic tomb will pop up! A lot of rich people like to bury cool stuff, and the tomb spell can give rise to some pretty neat items too."

'This… just sounds like a dungeon from video games back on Earth…'

"Mm, but relic tombs aren't all fun and games! They normally form around the ex-legacy holder's worst fears. It's better to scout out a tomb before committing to exploring it fully, as some people's personal fears can be pretty freaky. It's better to aim for tombs that were created in times of war, at least you can deal with them through violence!"

Edol nodded, acknowledging the unimaginable terror whoever decided to explore his own relic tomb would experience.

A dark room, eerie screeches in the distance.

A faint clitter-clatter of countless legs getting closer, and the wooshing of wings cutting through the air. Just as the explorer's nerves reached a breaking point, Mr. Spider's terrifying form would emerge from the darkness.

It would just be the beginning of the explorer's nightmare. Soon, all of Mr. Spider's friends would join the party, accompanied by unrecognizable shapes swooping down from the air to tear into their face with fearsome talons.

Edol shivered, second-thinking his plan to explore relic tombs with Ghost.

"Don't worry about it, I can handle anything that comes our way! If we run into anything too bad, we can always just back out. Let's take on this tomb right now!"

Edol looked over to Willow, who had also taken notice of the budding relic tomb.

"Edol, are you an experienced relic hunter?"

Edol wanted to say no, but a scathing glare from Ghost cut into his back. The bird didn't want their guide trying to keep the duo from entering to explore their first tomb together.

"Ah, yea. You could say I have a bit of experience."

"Then if you're going in there, can I follow you in? I promise I won't make it ruckus- I've been in a few tombs before with some of my father's friends. I still don't know a lot about these villages, they like to keep their secrets and Dad agreed to only share what he knows with whichever of my siblings decides to take over his northern trade route when he grows old. If I can join you in there, I might get some clues about how to find my father and the rest of the villagers!"

Edol paused for a moment before accepting Willow's proposition. If she'd been in a tomb before, then she was already more experienced than himself. Even with Ghost's instructions in his ear, he knew he would still feel better with another experienced adventurer along for the ride.

"Alright, Pepper, you watch over our stuff! We'll be back in no time!"

Waving to the horse that probably couldn't understand a word he was saying, Edol, along with Willow and Ghost, stepped into the green portal and disappeared from the world.
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Darkness spread out in front of the group, and a quiet breeze silently rustling what sounded like leaves. The portal had been sitting flat on the ground, and Edol had expected to appear in an underground cavern or similar dungeon-like space, reminiscent of the games back on Earth.

Instead, they found themselves in what seemed to be nighttime in the woods.

Edol immediately tossed all his mana into the ground, pushing around his feet in preparation to bolt at the first sign of danger.

Looking around, he started getting a better idea of his surroundings.

There were trees in every direction, big strong oaks and poplars, their fallen leaves and the forest's shade choking out any chance undergrowth had at surviving. Edol's sight faded away into the darkness after a few meters, the faint light of the moon's sliver failing to penetrate the canopy. The wind swept past, and the slightly fishy scent of a river accompanied the breeze.

"Probably an isolation, darkness, or forest tomb."

Ghost's unusually calm voice broke into Edol's mind, analyzing what type of dungeon they'd walked into.

"Since it's up here in the north, this tomb was probably created by an ancestor of one of the villagers. If it's one of the original settlers, then it could also be fear of a sneak attack or finding a new home."

Hearing Ghost's analysis, Edol realized that their entering of the dungeon without first discussing it was quite stupid.

"Willow, what do you know about the villagers? This tomb is probably from one of them."

The dark-haired girl nodded, rubbing her nose while searching her memories for the East's history.

"Most of the villagers were wealthier people from the city-state of Edain, they fled up here when the war started looking like a lost cause. I don't know a lot of what happened for the first few generations of the villages…"

Ghost nodded to himself, adding starvation to the list of possible tomb themes.

"By the way, Edol, we should be safe here. The entrances of tombs are normally pretty tame, it'll only get dangerous as we head further in."

Reassured, Edol nodded to their new companion to continue talking.

Willow glanced around nervously before continuing.

"Please don't tell anyone else this. I'm not even supposed to know this yet, but I overheard it on a trip up here. You know the Goddess, Danu? 163 years ago, she was born in one of the villages."

Ghost instantly became more guarded, the idea of this tomb belonging to a legendary mage suddenly becoming a possibility. If this was the case, he would advocate for the group quickly evacuating and abandoning this adventure.

"Also, she didn't just create the cleansing spell. Before her death, her genius managed to craft a much, much more advanced and dangerous spell. Summoning. Somehow, the spell can let someone summon and contract with a wild animal, pairing the duo and letting them communicate and form a bond. Even before her sudden passing, the villagers had already decided to keep the spell locked within their communities. The practical applications for it in a war would result in thousands of lives lost…"

Edol and Ghost finally had their first hint at how they had arrived in this world, as well as an incredible piece of information.

'Danu became a legendary mage to the point of being revered as a goddess... And her strongest spell was never even revealed to the public?!'

It also provided a possible motive for whoever had decided to attack the villages.

"So this is an important secret to them, one that could potentially start a war, right?"

Willow nodded, failing to process just how stupid she was.

"And you just go around telling strangers?! We've known each other for half a day!"

Willow jumped back in fright before her expression suddenly darkened.

"Oh lord- don't tell me you told other people too!"

Tears started to form at the edges of the girl's eyes as she nodded her head slowly.

'Hanging out with this girl definitely is a terrible idea! She finds out a war-causing secret by chance, then travels the country telling it to anyone who'll listen!'

"J-just my uncle…"

Judging by the look on Willow's face, it seemed that she'd just realized her uncle probably had a similarly loose mouth.

"He- he also went missing. A few months ago, right before when all the soldiers were gathered in Edain…"

Willow fell to the ground, crying. The realization that she'd doomed not only the villages but also her own family members' lives to being hunted by an unknown enemy was too much for her to process.

Edol was too dumbfounded by the girl's stupidity to even try and comfort her for a few minutes.

"Bro, this girl might be the dumbest creature I've met in my entire life. I regret even thinking of inviting her to our competition."

After multiple slightly awkward minutes of listening to Willow's quiet balling, Edol finally decided it was time to move. He turned around, facing the exit of the tomb.

"Well, we're in no shape to explore the tomb now. I guess we should head out and be more prepared next time."

'And not bring an idiot like this with us, next time. We could just send her out and explore with just the two of us, but it would be nice to have another experienced relic hunter with for my first time in one of these.'

Willow, still collapsed on the ground crying, shook her head.

"N-no. I can still help, I'll stop crying."

'As if I want your help! I'd be better off trusting Pepper to watch my back in here!'

Before Edol could deny her, Ghost's voice rang out in his head.

"I agree that she's probably just a burden, but I think we should still go in a little further, with her. If Danu really lived and died here… this could be her relic tomb. Let's just go a little way in and see if blabbermouth here can recognize anything related to the Goddess."
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After deciding to venture into the tomb, Edol turned to Willow.

"Alright, you can come with us. Keep an eye out for anything related to Danu or the summoning spell. Also, what is your legacy? It could be helpful in here."

Collecting herself, Willow proclaimed that she had a life-element legacy and had also been trained in combat.

"My legacy is pretty good, I can grow a wood spear with it! I don't even need to carry around a weapon!"

Ghost face-palmed internally. Sure, growing a weapon was great for decreasing travel weight and always having something to defend yourself with on hand, but having to waste nearly all of your energy to procure said weapon definitely wasn't worth it. Heck, what if she'd already spent her mana growing potatoes? Her spear might be more of a sharp stick instead.

After listing his theories on what this tomb could be themed around, Ghost hopped over to Willow's shoulder.

"The only chance we have of being separated is if one of the themes of this tomb is isolation. Even then, if we're separated, we shouldn't have too much trouble finding each other. Starvation shouldn't be an issue, and you should be able to take on a sneak attack."

Ghost completely failed to mention his other theories of what fears the legacy holder might've held in their lifetimes- namely the potential fear of the dark, and the forest. He even looked forward to the potential of Edol pissing his pants in fear of whatever lurked in the forest.

"I'll stick with Willow as we enter, just in case we get split up. I haven't tried fighting in this form yet, but I'll surely dominate any enemies!"

Finally, after ending their discussion, Willow and Edol began walking into the dark forest. Ghost sat atop the girl's right shoulder, eyes scanning for any danger. Edol had armed himself with twin earthen daggers and had convinced Willow to create her wooden spear.

The duo still had doubts as to whether she could actually use it properly, given her previous shows of "intelligence", but being armed was better than nothing.

As the party walked through the woods, the ground seemed to slope downwards, and soon their steps pushed away a light fog that'd gathered near the forest's floor.

"Hey Ghost, are we even going the right way?"

The massive bird shrugged, then claimed that it didn't matter which way they walked.

"Huh?! Are you saying that we're just wandering around aimlessly?"

Edol shook his head, regretting not just leaving the tomb earlier.

'This idiot bird probably isn't even paying attention to what way we've come from! "Don't worry about the directions, I'll keep track of our escape route" my ass! We're probably lost already!

Edol turned his head, about to question Ghost for his terrible exploration plan.

"Gho- huh? Willow, Ghost, where did you go?"

Emptiness. The spot where Willow had been walking a moment before was now empty, leaving Edol alone in the now knee-high fog.

"Oi, not funny! Stop trying to scare me and come out!"

Edol peered around a tree to his left, seeing only some empty moss and dead leaves.

'M- maybe they headed back? Ghost did say he only wanted us to check inside for hints before backing out…'

A loud screeching noise echoed through the forest, causing the young brit to jump.

'Shit, I should head back! Surely Willow will be thinking the same thing right now!'

Edol turned around to face the direction he'd come in. The man hadn't been paying super close attention to the trees they passed since Ghost had claimed to be a great navigator, but he had noticed the sloping ground.

'Easy, I'll just walk uphill!'

Edol stepped forward slowly, his eyes now darting back and forth through the woods twice as fast as they had been before. After a minute of slowly pacing back through the woods, Edol realized something was wrong. The fog around his knees was now reaching all the way up to his waist.

'Shit, I've been walking downhill this whole time? I was sure this was the right way…'

Edol's heart was now pounding as the darkness around him seemed to loom closer.

'G- Ghost said the themes of this tomb earlier… Isolation! Whoever's tomb this is must've been afraid of being lost, alone in the woods. I don't need to be afraid!'

A new question broke into Edol's mind with this revelation, and Edol's rapidly beating heart failed to slow.

'T-then what am I supposed to do? Should I just wait here until Ghost finds me? Do I shout so he can hear me?'

Edol paused, his head still rapidly swiveling as he watched the darkness warily.

'Maybe I'll make some bird noises! Hopefully that won't attract whatever else is in this woods!'

"Screeaaawk! Gobble gobble gobble! Screeeeaaaaawwwwwk!"

Edol's awful attempts at bird calls echoed through the forest, reaching a terrified Willow, Ghost still sitting on her shoulder.

"Ahh! Nibbles, there's a scary monster out there! I- I'll protect you from it!"

Ghost was already beginning to regret his decision to bring Willow with in the tomb. Without her, he likely wouldn't have been split up with Edol. Furthermore…

"I- it's ok! There are no ghosts. There are no ghosts. Ghosts don't exist, this is just a normal forest!"

The blabbermouth had somehow failed to mention that she was afraid of ghosts before entering a tomb. Just as the giant bird was regretting his previous actions, his eyes caught a bit of movement within the forest behind Willow.

'Damn, looks like this tomb got the full roulette of possible fears. Probably isn't Danu's tomb, but whoever's this is must've had a powerful legacy. That or there are multiple people buried here.'

Whatever was moving through the woods was closing in, and Ghost pecked at Willow's cheek to draw her attention.

"Ah!! Nibbles! Why did you scare me?!"

'This idiot-'

A man came lunging out from behind a tree, his longsword closing the distance to Willow's neck in an instant.
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Just as Willow was jumping in fright from Ghost's warning, a man shot out from behind a nearby tree, his sword instantly closing the distance to her neck. Just as Ghost reached out to block with his talons, Willow's wooden spear shot up into the blade's path.

'Huh?!'

Willow, whom both Ghost and Edol had pegged as an idiot, somehow responded in time to block the sneak attack.

"See? I told you I'd protect you, Nibbles! This guy looks a bit weak though, he probably won't even be fun to fight. Unfortunate."

Ghost could only turn his head to the girl, dumbfounded. Her opponent, revealed now that his sneak attack had failed, probably doubled the girl's body weight. Worn leather armor covered his body, and a lecherous expression was stretched across his face.

"Tombs from times of war are the best!"

Willow, who'd come across as nervous and naive for the entire day now turned her wooden spear to the enemy, a grin spreading across her face.

The enemy lunged forward, piercing his sword forward in a stabbing motion.

Only slightly shifting her head, the sword cut through Willow's hair before a force struck it. Willow's spear rotated, smashing into the man's wrist just as his arm was fully extended. The sword, knocked from his hand, was sent catapulting off into the forest.

"Ah, too bad. You really aren't good at fighting."

The spear then shot up toward the man's forehead. Throughout the entire battle, the expression on the man's face never changed, almost like he wasn't even human.

Just before Willow's spear reached the enemy's head, a faintly glowing blue shield appeared right in front of the man's forehead, right where the spear was heading.

"That sucked. I was hoping this could be fun! Oh well, I guess."

Instantly shifting its trajectory, Willow's stab turned to a slash, ripping through the man's throat in one swift motion. Blood spurted out as the nearly-decapitated man's body collapsed to the ground, spraying onto both Willow and Ghost.

"Ah! Sorry about the blood, Nibbles! I- I'll make sure to find some water to clean you off before we go to find Edol!"

'W- What the hell am I watching?! What's been going on in this world that the first person we meet might've been stronger than me back in my original life?'

Willow, noticing the expression on 'Nibble's' face, thought the bird was terrified.

"It's ok! I think I heard another one moving around in the woods, but I'll protect you from him too! I'll get you back to your papa safely!"

Moments later, five dark figures shot from the woods, sprinting at Willow, weapons drawn. As he watched the demented grin growing on the girl's face, a phrase Edol had once said weeks into their dueling popped into Ghost's mind.

"Blood for the Blood God!!"

~

While various unspeakable acts were being committed against the ambushers on the other side of the forest, Edol's poor bird calls had also attracted a potential foe.

'Shit… is that a f*cking turkey?! What is that doing in a tomb?'

Luckily(?) it didn't seem to be hostile.

"Gobble gobble gobble!"

'How exactly could someone be afraid of a turkey? Those claws might not look friendly, but they're nothing compared to Ghost's knife hands! I guess there might be some sort of suspicion about turkeys here, I'll have to ask Willow and Ghost about it later.'

Suddenly, a wooshing noise cut through the air, startling the poofy bird. An arrow cut through the air, heading straight for Edol's throat.

'Ambushers! Hah, this might be fun! I finally get to fight someone other than Ghost!'

Quickly chasing after the arrow, six men shot out from the surrounding forest, not even bothering to check if their arrow reached its target before attacking.

In his many fights with Ghost, the demon had attempted using dirt spikes as projectiles a number of times, never to much effect. It was probably largely due to dirt not being the greatest projectile that it hadn't been much use in battle, but at least the effects of those attacks could show now. Playing dodge the earth spike had prepared Edol quite well for dodging flying sharp things, and he quickly ducked under the arrow.

'A ground of enemies… let's see if they like choking on dust!'

Edol kicked down at the ground, a small mound of dirt rising from the earth to meet his foot. A plume of dust exploded up from the mound as Edol pushed off from it, making a bit of distance from the approaching enemies.

It cost Edol's entire mana pool just to pull off this meager feat of shooting some dust into the air. Sadly for the attackers, the rapidly spinning whirlpool that was Edol's legacy instantly refilled itself with mana.

As Edol's feet reached for the ground, the leaves where his feet would like skittered to the side as if afraid. Of course, it wasn't the leaves running in fear. Dampened by the waist-high fog, the leaves were slick with moisture. The dirt and mulch left behind by long-since decomposed leaves would provide a much better grip for Edol's shoes.

Using the earth to shift away the leaves before each footstep sounded impossible, but after months of predicting where Ghost's next earth spike would shoot up from, Edol was a master of planning out his footwork in battle.

Reaching his top speed in moments, Edol charged forward, weaving between four of the blinded men before pausing and turning back to face the other two.

Edol's twin earthen daggers glimmered with blood, and all four of the men Edol had run past collapsed to the ground, their throats ripped open by the jagged blades. His movement had been so quick that none of the men had even had the opportunity to use their mana to create a shield.

"Hm, easier than I thought. Why are none of these guys using magic, though? I thought they'd shoot out fireballs or something!"

Edol examined the faces of the two remaining men, noting their dark-colored hair.

'Urg, why are they looking at me like that?!'

The same lecherous faces that Willow had failed to notice were pasted on the men confronting Edol as well. Glancing to the side, the brit noted that all four of the fallen men still maintained a similar expression, even in death. The first arrow shot at Edol had clearly been meant to kill, and as he realized this, the man's face twisted further.

'Disgusting. I've gotta say though, this person was afraid of a lot of mostly valid stuff. Lost, alone in a dark forest, ambushed by a group of necrophiliacs… and turkeys?'

Just as Edol was about to charge the last two men, a dark, turkey-sized shape shot through the air toward the men.

'Huh?! The turkey is an ally?!'

"Blood for the Blood God!"

A pure red bird was revealed to Edol's vision as a familiar voice entered his mind.
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Edol squinted his eyes, trying to identify the large bird latched onto the face of one of the ambushers. The voice shouting out into his mind was clearly recognizable, so it should be Ghost… but wasn't Ghost grey?

The large red bird, having torn the man's face to shreds in a matter of seconds, launched itself from the falling corpse to the last remaining victim.

A slightly panicked shout echoed through the woods where the giant bird had arrived from, calling out to the errant bird.

"Nibbles! Here, Nibbles! I need to wash you off before we find… Oh hi, Edol!"

Turning away from what he now recognized to be the blood-soaked Ghost, Edol's eyes scanned Willow. The girl's face and arms were damp, and her black leather coat smelt a bit more like iron than before.

It was clear the girl had been splashed with blood in her venture through the forest with Ghost, the source of that blood being clear. Just one glance at Ghost made it clear where the source of the blood had been.

'Blood for the Blood God? She might be a bit dumb, but she's still a kid! How can Ghost act like this in front of a child?!'

"A-ah, I'm sorry, Willow! Nibbles must've just been scared and acted out!"

Willow shook her head, motioning that it was fine.

"It's ok, he must just have been excited to find you!"

Ghost had already finished off the last attacker before Willow reached Edol, and now he hopped back over to the two humans. Willow quickly scooped up the bird and began waving her hand around in the fog, gathering moisture onto her fingers. She then began wiping the blood staining Ghost's feathers off with her hands, drawing a sigh from Edol.

'Aye, poor girl must've lost her mind after all that's happened. After watching Ghost butcher all those ambushers, even if they were attacking them, she should be afraid. The guilt from dooming her family members and all the villagers must've been too much for her. If I can, I should lend a hand to help the poor girl out after we leave the tomb. If I meet a therapist while I travel with Ghost, I will refer her to them!'

"It's ok Willow, I can just dunk him in the river after we leave the tomb. Nibbles actually really likes going for swims!"

Ignoring the dirty look he was receiving from Ghost, he turned to the duo to pose the question that'd been sitting atop his mind.

"Turkeys. I saw a turkey here earlier, is the person who's buried here really afraid of turkeys, or how could one be in here?"

Willow tilted her head, and Ghost's confused voice rang in Edol's mind.

"I know what a turkey is because of the knowledge share spell I used on you before… but I don't think they exist here. I guess they must be an eastern thing, I've never seen one before."

Edol's gaze fixed on Willow, hoping the girl would be able to explain someone's irrational fear of large poofy birds.

"What's a turkey? I've never heard of that before, and I've been all over the continent trading with my dad."

Even after describing the bird to Willow, the girl couldn't think of anything resembling the bird aside from chickens.

'Odd, I definitely saw a turkey here earlier. It even sounded like a turkey!'

"Who cares, it's just an uncool bird. It doesn't dare to come back while I'm here!"

Recalling how many fears they had encountered, Ghost continued speaking into Edol's mind.

"Even without counting the turkey, we've already dealt with five different fears in this tomb. Darkness, isolation, getting lost in a forest, ambushes, and necrophiliacs. This's gotta be a layered tomb- something of a mass grave turned relic tomb. That said, everything we've encountered hasn't been too dangerous so far."

Edol agreed, feeling that the tomb hadn't been nearly what Ghost had made it out to be. This was supposed to be a death trap that threatened to claim the lives of all but the most prepared relic hunters, but so far, the most threatening thing had been a few poorly trained ambushers.

"Willow and I fought off six ambushers, so that makes twelve in total. If the tomb sends twelve attackers split up amongst the entrants, it shouldn't be too difficult for most relic teams to clear this tomb. Considering that it sent an equal number at you and Willow, I don't think the tomb recognized me as a hunter. This said… if it sends six ambushers after each member of a team after isolating them, this place would probably wipe most teams. All the non-combat members would get killed in an instant and their ambushers would join in attacking the stronger hunters, mobbing them to death."

Edol nodded. Maybe this tomb wasn't quite as easy as it'd seemed at first glance.

"We probably passed the worst of it already, then. Should we go the rest of the way to see what these people left behind before their deaths?"

Both Ghost and Willow nodded, so Edol took the lead and began walking further into the forest, the fog slowly climbing higher as he walked forward.

Faintly in the distance, through a thick layer of fog, a blue light was hovering just over the ground. It looked similar to the green portal the trio had walked into to enter the tomb. Whisps of ethereal energy floated off from the portal, seeping into the surrounding forest.

If one was to stare at the portal for a long time, they might make out patterns reminiscent of a certain cleansing spell surfacing within the blue waves of energy. Gentle and tranquil. It was out of place in a tomb, somewhere that was supposed to be inhabited by the creator's deepest fears.
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The fog had already reached Edol's shoulders when Ghost suddenly called for the trio to pause their advance.

"There's a light up there, blue. Keep an eye out for danger as we get closer."

The trees began thinning out into a small clearing, and soon the blue portal fell into the vision of the group. The light emitted by the portal combined with the faint light of the moon, allowing Edol to more clearly see his friends.

Even in the darkness earlier, he'd been able to make out the dampness of Willow's clothes and that Ghost was soaked in blood, but now he noticed something he'd missed before. Cloth had been wrapped around one of the girl's arms, and a faint splotch of blood could be seen soaking through the makeshift bandage.

Noticing where Edol was looking, Ghost reassured Edol that he'd sneakily used his water legacy to ensure the bandage was clean.

Before Edol could scold Ghost for letting their new companion be injured or ask Willow if she was ok, the girl pointed to the portal in excitement.

"Look! Doesn't it look a bit like Danu's cleansing spell?"

Edol and Ghost's attention snapped over to examining the portal, but the patterns within it had already changed.

"Wow… I didn't think a tomb within a tomb was possible. I never saw anything like this in my past life. I guess the tomb of a legend is different."

Willow had a similar expression to Ghost. While she hadn't been in nearly as many tombs as Ghost had, She'd traveled all around the continent with her father and had never heard of such a thing.

The girl's eyebrows knit as she thought of a frightening possibility.

"What if this isn't a tomb within a tomb, but is just someone's fear? Maybe someone buried here once ventured into Danu's tomb, and whatever they saw in there scared them enough that it ended up imprinted here?"

Not a bad idea, but the timelines didn't match up. According to what Willow had shared with Ghost and Edol earlier, Danu had been born a good sixty years after refugees moved north into the villages, and the northerners hadn't had to deal with war or attackers since then.

The men who ambushed the group earlier had been identified by Willow to likely be soldiers who'd pushed the northerners out during the Gate War- they could only have been in the memories of someone who'd lived during that time.

"Either way, it's dangerous. If there's something in a tomb that you can't approach, it's better to back off and make a plan."

Ghost motioned towards the flowing blue portal.

"Who knows what'll happen if we try to enter that. Also, we spent most of the day traveling and exploring the forest part of the tomb. We haven't rested for a long while. Remember how I would always take regular breaks back when we were fighting? Rest is imperative to survival."

Edol agreed with Ghost's decision to back out, as he was also growing quite tired. He'd already been forced to walk multiple kilometers through the northern woods before entering the tomb and fighting off ambushers, so taking a break sounded like heaven.

"Willow, let's back out of the tomb for now. It'll probably be getting dark out back outside right about now, we shouldn't leave Pepper alone out there."

A bit of disappointment seeped into Willow's eyes at the idea of not being able to finish their expedition. Her dissatisfaction was doubled by the fact that they'd yet to find any loot in the tomb.

So far, the only things that possibly could've been worth something were the swords and leather armor used by the ambushers- items that were of such low quality that no one among the group had bothered to loot the bodies. No one would care to buy a trashy sword that would probably break from swinging it a bit too hard.

This was one type of loot that could be acquired from tombs- taking items off whatever was conjured up by the tomb maker's fears. In most cases, this stuff was largely worthless. Rusty, worn gear was the norm for most tombs.

Another type of loot was stuff the owners had been buried with. It could be hidden randomly throughout the tomb, or buried all in one place near the deepest part of the tomb- this was likely the case here, as the group had yet to discover anything of value.

The final loot to be gained from tombs were legacies- these always being located at the deepest and hardest-to-reach area within the tomb. Depending on the strength of the legacy, they could be huge sources of profit for relic hunters.

Even after making zero profit from the tomb, most relic hunters wouldn't consider the expedition to have been a total loss. Gaining valuable experience in exploration without losing any members of the team was always positive, and outweighed the loss of potential profit.

'I should get more established here in this world before we return to finish exploring this tomb. I also can't forget that the original goal of coming in here was to learn more about spells and the northern villagers. Wait… how exactly was coming in here supposed to make me better at designing spells?'

The trio was already walking out to the entrance of the tomb, and Ghost began explaining another use of tombs to Edol as they walked. Along with the fears given physical forms, many tombs would contain traps in the form of natural spells. Examining said trap spells could give insights to prospective mages. Many relic teams included at least one member knowledgeable in spells, as someone was needed to unravel some traps.

Finally reaching the exit, the gloominess of the dark forest faded away as the group stepped outside… into another dark forest.

'Ahh, so nice to finally be back out! We were only in there for a few hours at most, but with that nasty atmosphere, it felt like ages.'

Edol ignored that his surroundings had hardly changed while leaving the tomb, and walked over to where a bored-looking Pepper was chewing errantly on some grass.

"Yo, Peps! How's it hangin, broman?"

Receiving a look that conveyed the feeling of "I'm not with this guy" from Pepper, Edol grabbed his heart and staggered away from the horse. Looking around, he saw that Ghost had already burrowed into the undergrowth, making a mini nest for himself a few meters from Pepper.

The sky was still clear and glimmers of moonlight were breaking through the canopy- there wasn't a cloud in sight. After having spent months in 'hell' without a bed, Edol had already grown used to sleeping on a hard dirt floor. After confirming that the weather looked fine, the young Brit quickly picked out a random spot under a bush, curled up, and promptly fell asleep.

Taking a hint from Ghost and Edol, Pepper joined the duo in sleeping on the ground, leaving Willow to question their actions.

"Huh? What is he doing… Oh!"

'Wow… Edol is such a dedicated father to Nibbles. He even forsakes simple bedding and a tent just to sleep closer to his treasured son. Maybe I should try sleeping out in the open too!'

Willow had packed a small tent and blankets to rest in for her trip, but after witnessing Edol's incredible display of fatherhood, she decided to just sleep on the ground beside Pepper instead.

The next morning…

"Ack! Why is everything sore? My neck…"
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Somewhere in a blank gray space, a young man lifted his hands from a wooden desk to massage his brow.

"Oi, Danu, can you not?"

Atop the desk was a laptop open to a document covered in text. Countless words were underlined in red, and a red circle with "41" in bold emblazoned on it sat near the bottom right of the screen. The red circle seemed to vibrate a bit, and words spilled out into the gray space.

Danu: Never! If there's one thing I will never give up on, it is this!

A dark chortling laugh rang out from from one of the underlines in the above text, then the new voice spoke in a mocking tone.

???: Bahaha! This is fun, dead girl. Let's see how you counter this!

More red lines appeared under the line of text that the man had just written, and the error count within the circle jumped to "43".

Oak: Can y'all just stop? I really only need one editor. You two are just making writing harder!

Receiving two resounding "Never!" cries from the editors, Oak began doubting his past decisions.

Living in the states, he'd grown used to many of the American English spellings of words. Seeing as how Edol hailed from Bristol, the writer had a brilliant idea.

'I'll have Danu edit using British English, since I need to approve the changes for her to change anything, I can just approve the ones inside of quotations!'

Unfortunately, this is where the second editor decided to join the party.

System Message: Autocorrect has joined the chat.

???: Yo Oak, are you writing yourself in third person right now? That's pretty cringe, ngl.

One editor in American English, and one in British English. What had seemed like a good idea had become a nightmare filled with red underlines and differing spelling suggestions.

It got even worse after considering the personalities of the two editors.

???, whom Oak still failed to recognize within his book, somehow managed to be even more of an egoist than Ghost. The annoying twerp also loved antagonizing Danu, whom had initially been assumed to be a pretty chill character.

Now, though, almost as if in revenge for having lower editing privileges than the stranger who'd shown up unnamed, she had set out on a warpath. Is there a perfectly fine sentence? How can we break it? An error? Looks fine to me.

Dealing with the faulty editors was too much of a hassle, so Oak turned away from his desk. It had been a while since he'd seen any of his characters in person, and now seemed like a fine time to do so.

Oak: Summon Edol, Ghost, Willow.

Three prone figures appeared in front of the writer, rubbing their eyes drowsily as they looked around in confusion.

Oak: Ghost, Edol, welcome back! Willow, it's your first time here, say hi to everyone!

Danu finally finished bickering with the mystery egoist and decided to join the group meeting.

Willow: W- where am I? Wait! This must be from sleeping on the ground! I knew it, good things really do come to those who sleep in the open!

Still rubbing the sleep from their eyes, Ghost and Edol looked over at the girl, confused. During their walk back to the destroyed village, Willow had mentioned that she had camping gear with for the trip, but only enough for one person to rest in. What could have compelled her to sleep on the dirt instead of in comfort?

Willow: Oak! My dad is over in Miaan, right? Please tell him I'm coming to find him!

Oak coughed, accepting the girl's request before quickly changing the subject.

Oak: Edol, I'm actually pretty impressed. Your terrible bird call somehow managed to attract a turkey in the tomb!

Danu, already near the edge of the group, shrank imperceptibly.

Edol: Eh, why are you impressed? I thought that was just a one-off gag jok-

Ghost: Yes!!! My armor!!

The no-longer bird Ghost was jumping up and down, celebrating the return of more than just his opposable thumbs. He was once again kitted out in the demonic armor, flailing around his sword with a grin plastered on his face. The outline of a maple leaf could be seen inscribed on the side of the sword, an image uncharacteristic of the demonic getup.

Willow: Ahh! There's a monster, run!

Startled by Ghost's unfamiliar appearance, Willow took off, sprinting away a few meters before pausing.

Maybe it would be fun to fight that scary-looking figure?

Unfortunately for Willow, Ghost was going to be too busy chatting for the next few minutes to fight her.

Oak: Summon Hell Crawler. Alright little spidey, go play with Willow for a bit! Don't terrorize her too much.

The massive cow-sized spider skittered off with all the speed of an out-of-control vehicle, and the scene of it colliding with the girl left behind remains that looked like said vehicle had met a pedestrian.

Oak: Now that that's taken care of, congrats on your first tomb run! You didn't get much out of it this time, but how did y'all think it went? Was it fun?

Edol: You could've at least given us something of value. I've got nothing but the clothes on my back right now!

Oak rubbed his chin, surveying the brit.

Oak: That reminds me, I don't think I ever described what you are wearing. Here I thought I was getting better at character descriptions, but I left out such an important detail!

Ghost: Getting better at that? Didn't you just describe his face as "punchable"? I don't disagree, but come on, man. You can do better!

Oak: Well then, I guess I'll try to do better with that in the future. It's getting late though, and I want to sleep. It'll be a problem for tomorrow's me!

Edol: Really dude? You're sending us off already?

Oak: Yep! Good luck with tomorrow's adventures!

A moment later, everyone disappeared from the realm, and Oak turned back to his desk.

Leaning over his computer, he typed a few words before getting up and leaving. Just after he walked away, the text changed, and a number of red underlines appeared under the words.

'Av a Jolly E'nin, Folks! ??? rules!
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Dawn graced the forest with the sun's glittering rays, lighting up the campsite of the crew. It was dishonest to call it that- everyone had immediately slept after escaping from the tomb, picking out random patches of grass to nest on for the night.

Edol hopped to his feet and began performing stretches to drive away any lingering soreness from the night's rest. He'd gotten pretty good at sleeping on the ground over the past few months. It sounded quite stupid, but with the help of his earth legacy, the once solid ground was now reminiscent of a memory foam comfort mattress, able to be shifted into any position to facilitate maximum comfort.

It was a trick the brit would've probably figured out on his own eventually, but his learning was expedited by a previous comment from Ghost.

Edol still found his companion to be quite odd. The bird was flippant, overly confident, and just a general ass all around. Yet, even with these traits, he was still diligent in some ways. Back when the duo were trapped in hell, Ghost had stopped at regular intervals, later claiming that rest was important for survival and sanity.

The bird has also clearly paid close attention to the paths they'd took inside the tomb. To Edol, every tree looked the same, escaping would've taken the man hours of randomly guessing which direction to walk in before he could return to the real world.

Even after butchering the ambushers and traumatizing Willow, Ghost had still managed to keep a grasp on the path they'd traveled, successfully leading them out from the tomb without a hitch after they decided to retreat.

Of course, this was only what Edol thought had happened.

"Arrg… My neck is so sore."

Edol glanced over at the noise, seeing Willow waking from her sleeping spot beside Pepper. A misunderstanding formed in the Brit's mind, and his guilty eyes shifted to the horse beside the girl.

'I should've finished off those ambushers and rushed to try and find her. If I could've made it in time, her dreams wouldn't be haunted by whatever she saw Ghost do to those poor men.'

Assuming the girl was sleeping beside Pepper in order to ease the terror of battle, Edol once again felt the need to repay Willow somehow.

Locating his feathered friend waking up underneath a nearby bush, Edol quickly scooped up the bird and walked to the edge of camp.

"You need to show more restraint in the future, the poor girl is traumatized."

"She was the one that killed-"

The still half-asleep bird looked at Edol in confusion, but the Brit interrupted him before he could finish his sentence.

"What's done is done. You just need to do better in the future. Speaking of, what's the plan? You said you wanted to be the one who plots out what we do, but I haven't heard anything from you yet. Aside from looking for more relic tombs to explore, what's the plan?"

Annoyed from being drug away from his sleeping space, Ghost covered his eyes with a wing.

"Arg, it's too early for this. I'll come up with a detailed plan later, but for now, let's just follow Willow back to town."

Remembering that the next few hours would be spent wandering back through the forest to a nearby town, Edol didn't press the issue and let Ghost go. They would have plenty of time to chat while walking.

On the other side of camp, Willow looked over and noticed Edol lifting and carrying Ghost almost like one would carry a baby, even despite the blood still caked on the bird's under-feathers.

She stretched her arms around an annoyed-looking Pepper, then proclaimed her love for the horse was equal to Edol's love for Nibbles. For the next two hours, Willow then proceeded to display her love by having Ghost once again hop back and forth between Edol and Pepper as they traveled.

Apparently, when Ghost took off to kill-steal from Edol in the tomb, his mad dash for the ambushers' faces had looked like he'd flown. The prospect of flight being possible soon for the bird only reinvigorated Willow's enthusiasm for 'Nibbles's' growth.

Even after an hour of walking, a smile still lingered on the girl's face as she watched Ghost's progress, and Edol felt a bit better. It seemed his friend had taken his words in the morning seriously, and was now working hard to cheer up the girl.

Soon the crew was nearing the northern town of Hearth, and a middle-aged woman walked out from the forest. She was wearing what looked to be a deer hide jacket and had a string of rabbits tied to her waist.

"Little Willow! It looks like the northern villagers are fine, you brought one back with you! Were you able to find your father in the villages?"

Willow shook her head, and Edol stepped forward to clear the misunderstanding.

"I'm not from the northern villages, I'm actually just a relic hunter that got lost up in the woods. I got lucky to run into Willow, or I might've ended up freezing to death come winter!"

The woman eyed the eagle sitting atop Edol's shoulder with doubt, but turned back to Willow.

Weiss's eyes narrowed as she noticed the makeshift bandage wrapped around the girl's arm, and her attitude toward Edol turned hostile.

"Willow, you need to be more careful about the people you encounter in the wild. This guy here was probably lying about being a relic hunter. If I had to guess… he's probably an escaped convict, hiding in the woods to escape from his crimes!"

Willow quickly jumped to Edol's defense while Ghost and Edol stood there, wondering when they'd become convicts. Only after multiple minutes of insisting Edol was innocent did Weiss turn back to Edol.

"You. If you try anything with this girl, I'll break your legs. All three of them."

A shiver ran through Edol's… legs. Willow was probably four or five years younger than the Brit, and she reminded him a bit of his younger sister, if his sister had been dropped a few times as a baby. Edol felt no attraction towards the girl, and he got the feeling she felt the same.

"Yes, mam. I never even considered it, you don't need to break anything."

Weiss's gaze lingered on Edol for a few moments before finally shifting back to the forest, and when she spoke, her voice seemed a tad bit less hostile.

"Alright then, I'll show you back to Hearth. I've already finished resetting all my traps in this area anyway, so I'll treat y'all to some hot food!"



Town Hall



Hearth. Situated alongside a small tributary, there were only around twenty buildings in the town. There was a notable absence of any stores- aside from a large town-hall building, small log cabins made up the remaining buildings.

Stacked atop each other and joined together with notches cut into the wood, the cabins looked sturdy. Their steeply sloped roofs- wood planks covered in a tar of some sort- would let snow slide off during the winter.

A plume of smoke rose from the town hall, and as the group approached, an old man stuck his head out from the large wooden door.

"Weiss, Willow! Were you able to find out anything about your father?"

Willow nodded, stepping in through the door and revealing Edol, who'd been following behind.

"I think so! The village was destroyed, and I think my dad escaped to Miaan with the villagers. After a small rest, I'll head over there to search for him!"

The old man smiled, then turned an inquisitive gaze to Edol.

"Old Nes, this guy claims to be a relic hunter who got lost up here, and was rescued by Willow in the forest. He has a bit of a funny accent too, I don't think he's from the area."

'Accent? Right, they do sound a bit different from Ghost. I guess I sound a bit different to them.'

"I suppose I should introduce myself. 'Name's Edol, and this is my pet bird, Nibbles. We're from the west, and came up here looking for different relic tombs to explore."

Nes and Weiss looked up at Edol's blonde hair, a trait signature of the east.

After a moment, Nes muttered something under his breath, then turned and walked to a nearby counter.

"Well, there's no such thing as meeting a new face without taking a drink!"

Reaching over the counter, the old man pulled a glass bottle filled with a semi-transparent liquid out before reaching for a stack of cups.

Weiss stepped forward, pulling a firm hand on the cups before Nes had a chance to snatch them.

"That reminds me, what are you doing here in the town hall, Nes?"

The old man scratched his chin, trying to avoid eye contact.

"I was, uh, just coming over to make sure the fire was kept warm! Don't want it getting cold in here, right?"

Weiss just continued staring at him, and Nes nervously fiddled with the bottle.

"Nes. Are you supposed to be watching the kids right now?"

"They're playing outside, it's fine! Now, let's toast for our new friend, Eblo!"

Edol scrunched his nose hearing the poor attempt at his name, meanwhile Weiss's anger seemed to increase.

"So you are watching the kids today! Useless bum, don't you remember what we did to you last time?"

"No! You can't take my booze again! Toasting to a new arrival is an important and ancient tradition, it can't be forsaken! I'll just have a sip, I promise! Come here, Willow, try some too!"

Weiss quickly stepped between the old man and Willow, disgust surfacing on her face. Not only was this old coot trying to drink while watching over the town's youngsters, but now he was even trying to coerce a young girl into getting drunk too? Despicable.

Weiss snatched the bottle from Nes's hand, then pointed at the old man threateningly.

"You. Go outside and play with the kids. If I find out you've snuck off and had even a drop of alcohol, I'll make you regret it!"

After the reluctant Nes left, Weiss tucked the bottle back behind the counter, in the same spot it'd been before.

"Last time that idiot was watching the kids, he got drunk, then started teaching them how to start fires! Can you believe it? It's even worse considering he has a fire legacy, and can control the flames enough to not burn himself. The kids, on the other hand? We had to deal with burnt hands for weeks!"

After putting away the alcohol, Weiss led the group towards a large stone chimney build into the wall opposite the entrance.

"The hall is used a lot- only permanent residents build their own cabins, everyone who only comes seasonally just sleeps here in the hall. It's also where most folks here will have their meals. Every day, whoever has the fewest traps to check on will come back early to cook up a huge meal for everyone."

It seemed like great idea to Edol, especially for during the winters. He had yet to experience what it was like, but from Willow and Ghost's descriptions, the ground would be covered in up to a half meter of snow for months.

The idea of having a steamy bowl of food waiting back at camp would make trudging through the snow much more manageable, at least in Edol's mind.

"Today I'm on cooking duty, so I need to get to cooking. If the two of you want, you can stick around to watch."

Both Edol and Willow quickly decided that they'd rather stay to learn something rather than witness whatever Nes was doing with the kids, and Weiss quickly got to work.

"I had the fireplace modified in here for cooking. It's much nicer to cook inside during the winter, and with a nice setup, it's way easier to cook big meals."

Weiss unhooked the line of rabbits that she'd picked up from her traps earlier, setting them out onto a food-prep counter.

Today's menu: Roasted rabbit, venison steaks, grilled fish, and rice.

After eating exclusively potatoes for a few months, as well as a few fish the previous day, Edol's mouth was salivating at the idea of eating a bunch of meat.

Looking around, though, Edol couldn't see any deer or fish anywhere.

After asking, Weiss pointed to a hatchframe in the floor.

"Meat will go bad quickly, especially during the summer. We can preserve it for a bit longer by putting it in the cold room, but even then we still have to make it into jerky after a few days."

Weiss pulled open the hatch, and a bit of cool air drifted out from the dark hole in the floor.

"We pack as much ice in down here as we can down here during winters, and it normally lasts all the way through the summer."

Weiss dropped down into the hole, then reappeared a few moments later with a few chunks of meat and a string of fish.

"Alright, time for cooking!"



Dinner Party



After setting the fish and venison down, Weiss turned back to the rabbits.

It'll take about an hour to cook these, twenty minutes for the rice, and only around ten for the venison and fish, so starting with the rabbits and working on the others while they cooked would be most efficient.

"It's still going to be a few hours until the others return, so I'm just going to prep stuff right now. First up, when cooking meals, there is a surefire way to enhance the flavor of anything!"

Willow tilted her head.

"Spices?"

"No, it's marination! Let the delicious flavors seep into the meat before cooking, and everything will suddenly become much tastier!"

Weiss poked her finger at the venison.

"This is meat from the backstraps of a deer, and it's frozen from being stored in the ice room. I moved it to the edge of the room yesterday, so it should be thawed out in time to cook later. The fish is fresh, caught from the river yesterday!"

Weiss then began walking around the kitchen, gathering up various ingredients for the upcoming meal.

"For the rabbit marinade, we'll have olive oil, garlic, rosemary, white wine, salt, and pepper!"

Edol looked at the ingredients Weiss was fetching, a doubting look on his face. Ghost, still standing atop his shoulder, also was a bit dumbfounded by the variety of seasonings.

The olive oil was stored in a murky, off-colored glass bottle, and the other ingredients were stored in similar containers. It made everything look considerably less appetizing than when inside clear containers, but after measuring out portions, Edol could see that the actual seasonings were in good conditions.

"Wow… Edol, all these spices are hella expensive. To even have glass bottles for fresh greens too, how do they have so much money?"

Noticing the look on Edol's face, Weiss took the opportunity to explain.

"Everyone pools in to get good ingredients for food here, and since we have a partnership with most other hunting and trapping towns in the north, we still make good profits on pelts that we sell."

With everyone pooling together resources and donating meat from their hunts, the entire town was able to enjoy delicious meals year-round.

Thinking about the great display of neighbor-ship, Edol suddenly recalled that he hadn't seen any stores on their walk into town. There also hadn't been any mention of money, and it looked like all these expensive ingredients were left out where anyone could easily steal them. With all this, Edol began wondering if the people here even used money.

"Eh, not really in town. If someone needs anything, everyone here is willing to share, it's good to lend a helping hand. Almost everyone here is either a full-time resident or lives primarily in Edain, only two days of riding south."

The type of very small town where everyone knows everyone, to the point that they're all practically family. They even all eat together and combine their wealth for purchases, so money had all but lost its meaning in Hearth.

"Besides, it's just us old folks who live up here. All the kids want to move south, to Edain or further. It's only the folks who fail in their adventures and retreat back up north who stick around here. Only us oldies and some grandkids who come to visit for the summer."

Weiss didn't look all that old to Edol, but he didn't have a chance to comment before Weiss thrusted one of the rabbits at him.

"Either of you kids skin a rabbit before?"

Both Edol and Willow shook their heads, and Weiss snorted in disappointment.

…

Omitted.

…

Willow gleefully patted Edol's shoulder, looking satisfied with her work. Edol, on the other hand, stared down at his hands.

'The cost of cooking is truly great…'

Growing up Edol had always eaten his parents' cooking, and after going to college ate almost exclusively cheap meals and cafeteria food, so it was his first time dealing with a recently-alive animal.

'I shall remember you, unnamed rabbit.'

Completely ignoring Edol's 'shock', Weiss was mixing together the marinade in a pan, humming as she scooped some of the mix to drizzle over the rabbit.

After finishing setting up the marinade, Weiss set it to the side and began setting out plates for the meal. There were roughly forty people in the town at the moment, too many for a single table. Instead, the plates were spread out across a few smaller tables and on the counter Nes had leaned over before. After exploring the town hall, Edol had found that said counter was the storage area for most of the alcohol, and was reminiscent of a bar counter after stools were placed around it.

Time passed, and a short while after Weiss put the rabbit into a compartment of the fireplace, other townsfolks started trickling in. Apparently everyone knew what time they should come back, as old Nes and a group of kids soon entered, their ages ranging from toddlers to early teens.

Anyone coming back with game would stop in the kitchen where Weiss had prepared the rabbits earlier and start cleaning their prey, taking care not to damage the pelts.

After finishing with their own game, most would deposit it in the ice room before returning to help other hunters with their animals.

Soon a festive mood took over the hall, and the once large and empty feeling space now bustled with friendly people.

Many of the hunters came up to greet Edol, amazed by the giant eagle resting on his shoulder. Soon, "Nibbles's" origin story had spread all through camp, and everyone looked at the unfortunate flightless bird with pity.

It wasn't long before everyone who'd gone out hunting that morning made it back to the town, and batches of food began making their way off the fire and onto peoples' plates.

Tears came to Edol's eyes as he tasted something other than potatoes or unseasoned fish for the first time in months. The townsfolk might have spent extravagant amounts of money to acquire all the ingredients for the meal, but after tasting the food, Edol decided that it was definitely worth it.

'So delicious!'

The rabbit, roasted to perfection after being marinated for over an hour had become tender enough that the meat seemed to melt in the brit's mouth with each bite, and the unbeatable flavor of fresh garlic and rosemary only accentuated the meat's perfection.

Venison steaks, after given a light coat of olive oil before grilling along with a light sprinkling of salt and black pepper tasted better than any beef steak Edol'd tried back on earth.

Grilled fish over fried rice, again olive oil paired with fresh greens mixed into the rice made for a wondrous flavor.

'Mom, Dad… I'm sorry. I may have a new favorite cook."



Pitching



After finishing their meals, most of the hunters began filtering back out of the town hall, collecting their bows as they prepared to return to the forest.

The meal had been served a bit too early to be called dinner, but it was also past midday. When Edol inquired about the eating time, he learned that many prey animals such as deer often moved more in the morning or evening as opposed to around noon.

"We're lucky if we get a deer a week, even with how many of them are running around the forest. Wary critters, and the damn things seem to have eyes in the backs of their heads."

While chatting with hunters Edol suddenly wondered about animals with legacies. Ghost could still use all his previous legacies, and if other animals couldn't also use legacies it could be a big problem to hide it in the future.

Luckily for Edol, wild animals could also use legacies, something that was quite unfortunate for the hunters. While they naturally couldn't use any spells, wild critters seemed to have an instinctual idea of how to use their legacies, making them much harder prey for hunters.

This said it was quite rare to encounter a magic-wielding beast, even this far north. Over centuries of human habitation, most legacies around populated areas had been long since claimed by humans, and it was very rare to see an animal utilizing magic in the south.

The far north, however, had yet to be colonized by humans. Aside from the now destroyed northern villages and a few mines to the west, Hearth was one of the furthest north human settlements.

It wasn't just the freezing winters that kept the town's population low.

Back on Earth, Edol recalled that humans had no natural predators aside from polar bears.

Here, any decently sized predator with a legacy might hunt down numerous humans before finally being tracked down.

Numerous townsfolk had died in the forests in the past, their bodies often going unrecovered after being consumed.

It was even worse considering that legacies were typically passed down through families, but after dying deep in the woods, it was rare to recover the important magic source.

Rather than following Weiss out as she left to check the rest of her traps, Edol and Ghost ended up staying back to chat with a few hunters who'd stayed behind. Nes had apparently managed to pawn off the job of watching the kids to someone else, as the old man was sitting at the bar, sipping a glass of a surely alcoholic drink.

Nes started telling the story of a hunt from his youth, and was a surprisingly good storyteller. A few of the surrounding hunters grumbled that they'd heard this story before, but still stuck around as the action progressed.

'This place is actually pretty nice. Maybe I should just stay here instead of traveling around. Willow said Danu was from one of the northern villages, so she probably didn't travel much either! I can research magic in peace up here, all while enjoying delicious food!'

The Brit wanted to bring up the idea to Ghost, but knew his companion wouldn't agree with staying here. Just from the short time they'd spent in this world, Edol could see that the bird's thirst for adventure wouldn't allow him to be cooped up in some northern city.

'It's fine. I doubt they'd let me stick around doing nothing but research anyway, I'd probably have to waste most of my time hunting.'

Edol glanced over at his friend, who was currently being thrown from one of the rafters of the hall.

"... huh?"

"Go, -hic- Birdy! Fly!"

One of the men had somehow become excessively drunk despite it only being slightly past midday, and had climbed up to the top of the town hall, Ghost clutched underneath one of his arms.

After hearing the tragic story of Ghost's inability to fly due to being raised by a human, the drunkard developed the same idea Willow had the previous day.

"YEET!"

Releasing Ghost and letting him glide down to the ground? Nah, this drunkard instead decided to pitch the giant bird directly at one of the walls of the hall.

A terrified squawking filled the air as Ghost shot across the room like an all-star pitcher's fastball, followed by a feathery thump as the bird struck the wall without managing to regain any semblance of control in the air.

"Again! I'll teach Birdy to fly today, go again!"

The idiot in the rafters cheered joyously, and a second, nearly identical idiot swayed over to the disgruntled pile of feathers that was Ghost.

Watching as the second drunk tossed Ghost back up to the first idiot, Edol pondered for half a second.

'Should I help him? Hm… Nah. He really should learn to fly, this is good for him! On a side note, that drunk idiot has one hell of an arm. And did he say "yeet"?'

Every few minutes, terrified bird noises echoed through the hall, followed by a dull crunching noise as Ghost slammed into a wall. Nes and the other less-drunk hunters were clearly disturbed by what the twin idiots were doing to Edol's pet, but seeing the Brit's inaction, decided not to step forward themselves.

The day slowly turned to night, and after the twin drunkards eventually tired of throwing Ghost and passed out, the disheveled bird limped back to where Edol was still listening to one of Nes's stories.

"Asshole. Next time you get stuck in a tomb, I'm leaving you there to fend for yourself!"

Edol's face soured a bit, and he made a note to pay closer attention to his surroundings next time in a tomb.

"Just relax, bro. Aren't you better at maneuvering in the air now? I'm pretty sure the sounds of you hitting the wall were getting quieter over time! When those two wake up, I can ask them to continue their training with you. You'll be flying in no time!"

Just as Ghost was about to start pecking at the Brit, Willow burst through the hall's door, a frantic look on her face.

"Nes, come quickly! One of the hunters was attacked by a bear, Weiss said to bring you as fast as possible!"



Beast



Nes shot up from his feet and ran out the door with an urgency unbefitting the aging man. Edol also jumped up, grabbing Ghost and charging after old Nes.

The injured hunter had managed to escape from the bear, retreating back to the town before collapsing from his injuries. As Edol approached, he could see that a number of hunters had already gathered around the injured man. Sensing Nes's approach, they quickly backed off to give the elder some room.

"-Cough, a be- beast. The bear. It ha- has an earth legacy."

The injured hunter's weakening voice escaped his mouth, causing the surrounding townsmen's faces to darken.

Nes crouched in front of the struggling man and ripped the blood-soaked leather vest from him. The hunter's chest was a mess of ripped flesh and blood. On the left side, a section of the man's ribs could be seen poking through the rent flesh.

'Shit… that doesn't look good.'

Edol's thoughts were similar to those of everyone else surrounding the injured man, but Nes didn't seem ready to give up.

"I need purified water and clean bandages. Weiss, help me lift him after I clean the wound."

Nes didn't have to wait for someone to bring water, as Willow was already running towards the group, bucket in hand.

She handed off the bucket to Nes, announcing that she already used the spell of cleansing on it while fetching it. To the side, another hunter came running over, also having been sent by Wiess to fetch bandages.

Many of the hunters had experience treating wounds, and a few of them had previously tried their hands at relic hunting in their youth. They knew what might be needed to save their fellow townsman, and worked quickly to save his life. Still, the best person to call in an emergency was the one with the most experience, hence why Nes was the one actually working with the injured hunter.

Willow let out a squeak of concern as the man's body arched, trying to escape from the water being poured on the gaping hole in his chest. With Weiss's help, the man was tilted to the side, letting the water wash through the wound before falling to the ground, taking dirt and blood with it.

Washing the wound would reduce the chance of infection. Without keeping the injured hunter's wound clean, even if he lived through the initial injuries, infections would surely return to claim the man's life. Without access to clean water, the townsman would surely die within the week.

After thoroughly washing out the wound, Nes and Weiss worked together to firmly wrap the wound with clean bandages. After the pain of the treatment, the hunter passed out.

"I'm amazed Toma managed to make it all the way back here with a wound like that. Heck, how'd he escape the beast that attacked him? Getting hit like that and still getting away, it's crazy!"

"Right. He's incredibly lucky. We do have a big problem, though. Toma's trapping rounds were pretty close to town. The short distance might've saved him, but it also means that the monster bear is close."

The idea of having to take down a beast wasn't something the townsfolk looked forward to. Animals with legacies were often physically stronger, smarter, and sneakier than their more legacy-less counterparts. Finding where Toma was attacked shouldn't be too difficult since the man had left a dotted trail of blood as he fled, but getting the jump on the bear was another matter. If it spotted them first- which it probably would- it was likely at least one townsman would die.

"I'll go."

An unfamiliar voice cut through the crowd as Edol raised his hand.

"I have a bit of experience with fighting nasty beasts, and I'll surely need some money for my future travels. I can hunt down the bear, if y'all will buy the legacy and pelt off me afterward."

As soon as the conversation about the bear had begun, Ghost began speaking telepathically into Edol's mind. Hunting the bear was a great opportunity to make some money and kick off their travels.

That said…

"Oi! You bastard, what did you call me? 'Nasty beast'?! You filthy goblin!"

"Eh? I was talking about Mr. Spider! Ah, so you must think of yourself as a beast. How sad. I'd tell you to have some more self-confidence… but I think you're right on the mark."

Blocking the pissed bird's attempts at pecking his face, Edol smiled at the surprised hunters.

"I've even got a beast of my own, though he is a little lame. Still, Nibbles here will make sure I don't get hurt! You can leave the bear to me!"

An ear-piercing screech of rage echoed through Edol's mind.

"Umm.. I'd like to join in the hunt too."

Willow's soft voice sounded as she lifted her head, drawing even more shocked glances. A kid still in her mid-teens, wanting to hunt down a mighty beast?

'Crazy! After all the nightmares she had after exploring the dungeon, now she wants to hunt a giant bear? What is sh- no.'

A terrible thought crossed Edol's mind.

'What if… she wants to die while hunting the bear. After what's happened the last two days, it's plausible. No! I won't let her throw her life away!'

"Willow, it's ok. I can handle the bear easily. Stay back, rest up, and ask Weiss for some more tasty food."

Edol paused for a moment, trying to think of how to cheer the girl up.

"Y- you are a valued member of this team!"

Giving his brightest smile and a thumbs up, Edol nodded internally.

'Nice job, me! I've cured her depression!'

For some reason, the girl seemed a bit sadder after Edol's attempt, but she did give up on coming with for the hunt. It was a win in the Brit's book. Today, a life was saved!

After a few more minutes of discussion, two other hunters decided to join Edol in hunting down the bear. Toma's brother, Yoma, and a middle-aged woman, Sal. The two hunters knew the layout of the land, as well as where Toma had been when he was attacked. Without them, Edol would've been wandering around the forest blind.

"Alright, let's get some bear meat! Hunting time!"

The trio left for the woods.



Tracking



"A-are you sure we should do this with just the three of us? It's a beast! An earth legacy one! W- we're going to die…"

An annoyed-looking Sal looked over at her stuttering companion.

"Dude. That bear ripped your brother up. You should want revenge! Also, didn't you volunteer for this?"

Edol kept his gaze trained on the forest ahead, trying to ignore his companions. Immediately after leaving the village, Yoma started shaking in fear and drifted to the back of the group. Now, the supposed guide was hiding behind Edol instead of leading the crew.

'How does this happen every time? First Willow, now this dude? Arg, why do I have a 100% pick rate on trash teammates? Well, at least Sal seems decent.'

At the front of the trio, the female hunter was crouched down, examining the trail of scuffled leaves and splatters of blood dotting the forest floor.

"Damn, sure is a lot of blood. I'm amazed your brother escaped. Why aren't you more like him? He's brave enough to run this far while bleeding out, but you're afraid to just walk around? Trash."

Sal glared at Yoma, a faint look of disgust visible in her eyes. A moment later, she stood up and continued walking forwards.

"Edol was your name, right? Why'd a kid like you volunteer to hunt down the bear?"

'Kid? I'm twenty years old!'

"Money."

Edol gave a one-word response, and the hunter stopped.

"Then turn back. A beast isn't a foe to look down on. They are every bit as strong, fast, and stealthy as you, and are probably smarter. You're just going to be food for it. I can handle this on my own."

A leering voice cut into Edol's mind as Ghost spoke up, complementing Sal's speech.

"Ha! She called you dumb. Get wrecked!"

'Yeesh, I take back what I said. Another bad teammate. At least Willow was pleasant to chat with.'

"I can handle myself. So, what's the deal with beasts? Are they just animals that have legacies? How strong is it?"

Previously when the duo was in 'hell', their biggest opponent was Mr. Spider. The massive hellish beast skittered around with the speed of a vehicle, and any of its attacks would instantly kill Edol or Ghost. It was a terrifying enemy. Even still… it had never used any visible magic. By the time the duo was summoned, while working together, they were able to kill it most of the time before it killed one of them, but the fights were a bit of a toss-up.

If a legacy was added to the terrifying beast, even with Sal and Yoma's questionable fighting prowess, they wouldn't stand a chance.

"I never actually fought a beast outside of a dungeon before, and the ones inside dungeons are likely weaker than those outside. I lived on the eastern side of the western continent for most of my previous life, an area populated enough to not have any beasts roaming about. Still, they shouldn't be anywhere near as strong as that hell spider."

While Ghost was explaining, Sal was also speaking.

"For you? Super strong. For me? A slight bit dangerous."

She flicked her hand to the side, raising her head to look down at the Brit.

"I've hunted down six beasts before, and have never been injured. Don't get in my way, you'll just die."

After a moment, the hunter continued speaking.

"Since you probably won't be useful, naturally, you won't be taking the pelt and all the money for yourself. I'll give you… half, if you stay out of my way. You can have Yoma's portion too, since I know he'll be useless as well."

"Well, at least she isn't trying to use you as cannon fodder, right? Ai, we are getting a ways into the woods, though. We should keep our guards up."

Ghost hopped down from Edol's shoulder, spreading his massive wings to glide down to the ground softly.

"Hey, kid. What use is having a bird if he's hopping around on the ground? Even if he can't fly, at least put his eyes to use!"

After a bit of discussion, Edol and Ghost had decided to only reveal a single element legacy to anyone else. Among beasts as well as eastern humans, they were known to only be able to use a single element. If a multi-element beast were to suddenly appear, it would likely be hunted down and dissected.

As such, Ghost could only use one element around anyone who wasn't absolutely trusted. The chosen element was the life legacy. Being able to grow potatoes and other plants was extremely useful, and it would be a huge waste to leave the element unattended. All the other elements were useful, but there was a good reason the life element was the favorite of all humans everywhere.

Still, since Edol had an earth legacy, it was easy to cover up Ghost's use of the element as his own.

"He, uh, has a good nose."

'Shit, do eagles even have noses?'

Sal watched skeptically as Ghost hopped around a few times and turned to Edol, squawking quietly.

"Nothing yet. I'll stay on the ground for now, I'll be able to sense any incoming earth magic a long way out."

Ghost's massive mana pool allowed the bird to sense and use earth magic at a much greater distance than Edol. With the bird on the ground, any ambush involving an earth legacy was sure to fail, and the bear would even give away its position if it used magic.

The trio continued walking, now with Ghost hopping along to the side.

A short while later, the bird's pace slowed a nearly unnoticeable amount, and his voice broke into Edol's mind.

"Yo. Thirty meters ahead, behind the shrubs to the right. Keep walking normally, let's take it out when it jumps out!"

Edol quickly relayed the info to the rest of the party, speaking as casually as possible and trying to avoid looking in the direction of the bear so as to not alert it.

"Huh? You're claiming your pet bird can… smell… a bear that's thirty meters away, and pinpoint its exact location?"

"...Yes."

"Ok. You better not be bluffing and trying to show off."

Sal readied her spear, aiming it at where the bear was hiding.

The bear, noticing it had been spotted, gave up its plans of an ambush and lumbered out from the bush, its imposing figure looming over the group.

"...Sal. What part of 'Act natural, don't alert it' didn't you get?!"



Boss Fight



Spittle sprayed over the group as the massive beast before them roared.

Nearly three meters tall and weighing roughly half a ton, the mass of tough brown fur and bulging muscles glared down at the tiny humans before it.

Bits of rotting meat could be seen hanging from the beast's mouth, scars and scratch marks marring its pelt and snout spoke of countless past battles. Its canines and claws looked like thin, sharp bananas, having both the size and color of the much more appealing fruits.

Even at its position over twenty-five meters away, the mountain of death's spittle reached the party, wetting their faces.

"Ahhhh I think I've soiled myself."

Yoma's weak voice sounded from the back of the party, and Sal also took a step back. Horror was apparent on her face as her eyes fixed on their foe.

"W- wha… That thing is huge…"

Edol surveyed the massive bear while covering his nose and waving a hand, trying to drive away the nasty stench of rotting meat that'd come with the beast's roar.

'Big. I don't think my usual daggers can take it down, I'll have to borrow Sal's spear or ask Ghost for help with a weapon. It should have a tough time moving around in the woods, though, so it shouldn't be too tough to take this monster down!'

Glancing back, Edol noted that Yoma was carrying a spear as well. The Brit had opted to just carry the twin earthen daggers he had grown used to, but they wouldn't be of much use here.

"Yoma, I'll borrow your spear. It's hunting time!"

Before the terrified townsman had a chance to answer, Edol had already snatched the weapon from his hand and began charging toward the angry bear. Beneath the brit's feet, the ground moved subtly, dragging the leaves out from where his next footstep would land and hardening the ground, letting him charge at full speed without worrying about slipping.

Sal's eyes widened a bit as she saw Edol's charge, and she snapped out of her fear.

"Edol! Watch out, it has an earth legacy! Dodge!"

Sal's warning would be useful, but Edol had already spotted out the incoming magic. Earth legacies countered themselves, as having one would allow one to easily sense an incoming attack through the ground- with enough experience, that is.

Edol easily side-stepped a spike that jutted up from the ground, quickly closing the ground to approach the bear.

"Haa!"

Edol ducked under the bear's swiping paws and thrust his spear at the rear of the beast's hind leg, hoping to cut through a tendon or two.

*Thump*

"Urg- cough"

The spear, unable to penetrate the beast's fearsome hide, was easily repelled. Edol was now rewarded with his full-speed charge by taking the butt of the spear to his gut, sending him into a spree of coughing.

"Idiot! Don't you know how to hold a spear?!"

Sal charged forward, her hand swiftly grabbing a handful of wood dust from a satchel at her waist.

"Ignite!"

The hunter threw the handful of dust forward at the bear, snapping her fingers at the same time. A spark jumped out from her hand, igniting and sending a wave of flame through the cloud.

In a fraction of a second, the fire spread through the entire cloud, creating a tiny explosion.

There wasn't much of a boom, but the heat and light from Sal's trick certainly caught the bear's attention, giving Edol a few precious moments to dive out from beneath the beast.

The brit rolled to the side, trying to catch his breath as he looked back up at the bear. Its entire focus was on Sal, but it wasn't charging forward.

'-Shit!'

Edol hurriedly tried to extend his mana into the ground, desperately trying to block the bear's attack.

He was too far.

There was nothing the Brit could do but watch. A fearsome spike leaped from the earth, thrusting right toward the female hunter's chest. She reacted, trying to dodge, but the earth spike was too quick.

"No!"

*Thud*

Just centimeters before reaching Sal, the spike was halted. A second pillar of earth was wrapped around the base of the spike, pulling it away and preventing it from killing the hunter.

Sal stumbled away, sweat rolling down her face as she stared at the spike that'd nearly just claimed her life.

"T-thanks, Edol."

At the same time, Ghost's voice rang in Edol's mind.

"I'll take care of Sal, try to take out one of its legs again! I'll send support!"

Edol nodded, charging back at the bear. The beast refocused on Edol, sending more earth magic his way. This time, though, the beast was more conservative with its spending of mana, not trying to create massive spikes.

The ground disappeared from beneath Edol's right foot, and the brit lost his footing. The bear's eyes twinkled. It was time for this gnat to die! The beast reared up before lunging forward, planning on burying the brit under its massive bulk of muscle.

'Gotcha!'

Mid-fall, Edol thrust the butt of the spear into the ground. The earth seemed to accept the weapon, the spear sinking multiple centimeters in before stopping. After letting go of the weapon, Edol made a mad dash to the side, trying to escape the bear's attack.

Behind him, the spear remained standing erect, right in the path of the bear's attack.

The beast was unable to completely change its attack, and it let out a roar of pain and the spear stabbed deep into its right shoulder. With the momentum of the bear's attack, even its tough hide could be pierced by the spear.

Before the bear had a chance to recover, a whistling sound cut through the air, causing the bear to cry out in pain once more a moment later.

Yoma, finally deciding to be useful, had drawn a powerful hunting bow and took aim at the beast, his first shot finding the massive foe's eye.

"Edol, that gives me an idea! I'll make a giant spike, put it in the bear's other eye! I doubt anything other than your daggers can cut its pelt, but those can't do any real damage. The eyes are our only good target!"

Ghost waved his wings, and a sleek, thin spike shot up from the ground to Edol's side.

"Aish, a disgrace to swords. If only we had my beautiful babies, this bear would be toast!"

The spike Ghost had just made could hardly be called a sword, but it would have to do.

Gripping his new weapon, Edol fixed his eyes on the bear.

'Go!'



Ending the Battle



Edol jumped forward, aiming the newly-created spike toward the bear's head. It was still reeling in pain, an arrow protruding from one eye and the spear still lodged in its shoulder, droplets of blood spraying from the wound and dying the leaves red.

Noticing Edol's advance through the pain, it tried to cast more earth magic to defend, but it was entirely unsuccessful. The bear had a limited amount of mana, just like any human with a legacy. It had expended too much when trying to finish off Sal when she stepped forward earlier, leaving it none to defend with now.

The beast tried to retreat and lumbered back a few steps, but Edol's quick charge closed the distance in an instant. Leaping from the ground with a great bound, Edol launched himself into the air, barely managing to reach eye level with the massive bear.

"Die!"

The tip of the earth spike dove for the bear's remaining eye, too quickly for the beast to defend. A sickly popping noise sounded as the spike drove into the eye, pausing for a moment before breaking into the beast's brain.

Releasing the spear and stepping back, Edol watched as his massive foe swayed, weakly clawing at the spike that'd just impaled deep into its head. After a few moments of struggle, the great beast finally drew its last breaths and collapsed to the ground.

"Nice! That was amazing, Edol!"

Sal was standing a few meters away, having been ready to rejoin the battle if Edol's charge had gone awry. Yoma was battle ready too, having another arrow knocked in his bow and trained on the already-fallen bear.

Yoma slowly stepped forward, keeping his bow pointed at their dead foe.

"Is it really dead? We should check! Edol, Sal! One of you check it, I'll cover for you- OW!!"

Midway through speaking, Yoma jumped back and clutched his shin, his eyes widening.

"IT'S ALIVE!! Help! Sal, protect me!"

Edol glanced down to where Yoma had been standing. Rather than it having been an earthen spike that had attacked the cowardly hunter, instead, there was a hefty grey bird.

"I don't like this coward. Edol, you should try ditching him in the woods, I doubt Sal would be against it. This idiot will probably get lost and spend days wandering around before anyone finds him! It'd probably do him some good, at least he might grow up a bit!"

Ghost's scornful eyes followed the cowardly Yoma, watching as he scurried behind Sal before finally realizing it was Ghost who'd pecked him.

"Nibbles! Why?!"

Sal pushed Yoma away before ignoring him and turning to Edol.

"Not bad fighting, I guess. You would've died if you were alone, though! How careless are you, to use a spear when you've clearly never touched one in your life? And look how you were holding it!"

Sal lifted her spear, aiming it forward and bracing it against her side.

"Shit, you nearly impaled yourself! Instead, keep a firm grip on it and have it a bit to the side. Like this, you won't end up stabbing yourself in the gut with the butt of your spear!"

Sal demonstrated how to properly hold a spear, then shook her head.

"You'll need proper training before you try using a spear again. Stick to your daggers, hopefully you aren't as incompetent with those."

'Yeesh, I save your life and this is the thanks I get?'

Deciding not to confront Sal's rudeness, Edol turned and walked over to the fallen bear, confirming that the beast showed no signs of life before approaching.

The massive bear was still warm, blood still seeping from its damaged shoulder and eyes. Weighing in at nearly half a ton, it would be impossible for just the three members of the hunting party to drag their prey back to the town. They would have to head back and bring more people to help transport the valuable corpse.

~

Willow stared at the body of the massive bear being dragged into town. The hunters had loaded the hefty body up onto a sled, allowing them to bring it back with minimal effort. Even still, it'd taken nearly two hours since Edol and the hunting crew had returned to finally bring the hunt's bounty back to Hearth.

In the meantime, Edol, Sal, and Yoma took a rest, hanging out in the town hall while other townfolk went to fetch the bear's corpse.

Now that the townsmen had returned to town, though, the trio left the hall to observe their prey. Weiss was already outside, standing next to Willow. Edol walked over to the two, giving them both a pat on the shoulder to announce his presence.

"So, Weiss, how much do I get for taking down that beast? It's gotta be worth a lot, right?"

The townswoman reached into a pocket before withdrawing her hand, a small cloth bag clutched in her grip. The sound of a few coins clashing together could be heard as she handed it over to the excited brit.

"One, two, three… A total of two silver coins, and twenty bronze ones! Awesome! I must be rich!"

Weiss immediately face-palmed, and Willow looked at the hunter with a skeptical gaze.

"Weiss, that bear is definitely worth way more than this, and from what the others said, Edol was vital in taking it down!"

Letting out a long sigh, Weiss pointed to the side of the town hall, where there was a stable full of horses.

"A good horse, rations, changes of clothes, tools, and other supplies you might need while traveling. The horse alone is worth more than this bear, so take care of it well! Someone will show you to your new companion when you're ready to leave."

'A horse! My own horse! Sure, it's not Pepper, but having my own horse will be awesome! No more walking for me!'

"Now, Edol, you should watch how the bear is handled. I could tell you've never worked with fresh meat before when we were cooking, so this will be a great learning experience for you."

'Horse… What should I name it? What do horses like? Apples? Carrots? Hmm… I feel like just "Apples" is kinda a bad name, though…'

"Edol? Hey, Edol. Aren't you going to go watch them skin the bear?"

'Apples, carrots… Applecarrot! No…'

"Hey! Hearth to Edol. Anyone in there?"

Weiss waved a hand in front of Edol's blank face, but the brit didn't react in the slightest.

"Willow, does he normally do this?"

Willow shrugged, examining the man's blank, aimless eyes.

"Apperot!!!"

Edol suddenly shouted, startling both Weiss and Willow.

"Apperot! It's like apple and carrot put together, right? It's the perfect name for my new horse!"

Weiss's hand once again went to her forehead, and a slightly depressed look overtook her face.

"Edol, you do realize we're giving you a fully grown horse, right?"

The man nodded, and Weiss continued.

"It will already have a name."

"Eh, no matter! I am the bringer of carrots and apples, so Apperot will surely accept whatever I call it! Heheh, what a cool name for a horse. So cool…"



The Emperor



A man in his late twenties sat imposingly on a massive throne. He had hazel eyes, light brown hair, and a cocky smirk that seemed to linger on his visage at all times. It was a smile that proclaimed, "The world is mine to take!"

It wasn't just the man's smile that announced his overbearing confidence. The room he sat in was constructed nearly entirely from marble, from the massive pillars to the spotless white floors. A few statues lined the sides of the chamber, all of them depicting the very man sitting on the throne.

"Sir Immortal Emperor. We, Northell, request aid. The treacherous cowards in the east have been extending their slimy arms towards your land. Let us teach them a lesson on your behalf!"

A large man with a pockmarked face bowed his head, his eyes fixed on the polished marble floor. The man's square face was clean-shaven, and flecks of grey marred his dark brown hair. Wearing a clean blue suit reminiscent of those seen back on earth, and having a clean golden chain bracelet wrapped around his wrist, his visage would be quite dashing if not for the clear struggle with acne in his youth.

"Hmm… Groge, you said your name was? And your friend here is Han?"

Sitting on an impressive marble throne, the man before them gestured at Han, who was dressed similarly to Goerg.

"It's Goerg, your majesty."

"Well, I don't think I have any reason to help you."

Goerg's head shot up.

"What? Why, Sir Emperor? Surely you still want to claim the East as your own! Please, allow us to help you!"

The man lifted his gloved hand to his chin, his gold-encrusted armor shifting as he rubbed his chin.

"Well, it's just Easthill, right? After I destroy the west, Easthill will fall in no time. They're just living on borrowed time. And besides-" The emperor glared down at the duo, "- You are just trying to use me for your revenge, right? You pissed off Easthill, they failed to wipe out your villages, and now you want to pay back their attack."

Goerg shifted around for a moment, and Han quickly spoke up.

"That's true. We originally wanted to take revenge on our own, but Easthill has noticed our efforts and has been hunting down our men and crushing our businesses. Even when we move further west, their men still track us down. Not just in Easthill and Miaan, but even in the city of Champion too. That's your land, Sir Emperor. You say you are holding off on destroying Easthill, but why not let us take a chunk out of them while you handle the West?"

Any sign of hesitation had long since left Han's eyes. After they escaped from the East, the aging traveler looked positively at the idea of settling back down and not forcing further conflict. Many of his friends had died in Easthill's attacks, but his son was still alive, and he wanted Joff to live a good, peaceful life.

Unfortunately, Easthill quickly realized many of the northern villagers had survived, and they quickly began utilizing all their influence in Miaan to hunt down the members of Northell.

"I suppose that isn't such a bad idea. Still, aren't you pretty incompetent? Look where I stand now. Do you think I ever had to ask someone for help? If you haven't been able to take your revenge on your own, aren't you pretty useless?"

Han wanted to get up and punch the cocky bastard in the gut. Incompetent? It was thanks to his management that there was any Northell at all! Gritting his teeth, Han resisted his urges. This was their only decent chance at damaging Easthill. To the side, Goerg, looking as calm as before, spoke up.

"No, your majesty. It's just, not all of us are as brilliant as you. Still, I assure you, with your support, we will easily make a mess of Easthill's operations."

The emperor smiled, nodding his head a few times.

"I like the way you talk, Goger. Alright, I've decided! Stewart, bring these two out and give them supplies!"

The emperor pounded his fist against his throne and a cleanly dressed man walked out from the side of the room.

"Again, my name is Lewis, sir."

Lewis began escorting Han and Goerg from the room, and as they exited, he spoke with a quiet voice.

"Shitty Emperor. I was a baron before, and now I'm forced to be his servant! He can't even get my name right! A stuck-up, cocky, useless bastard. I await the day he falls from the throne with bated breath!"

Han and Goerg looked at the man in shock. The so-called 'Immortal Emperor' had a poor reputation outside the country of Glory, but now it seemed that even here, he wasn't well-liked. One of his closest aids was cursing him out, right in the middle of the royal palace!

'If it's as Lewis here claims, then we should get our supplies as soon as we can. This place might be falling apart soon.'

Han paused for a moment, a seed of doubt creeping into his mind.

'But if he's such a terrible leader, how has he held on to the position for years? Something feels off.'

~

Back in the throne room.

The emperor pulled off his jewel-crusted gloves and began massaging his temples with his fingers.

"Is Northell related to the chaos in Miaan right now? Their villages were destroyed pretty close to when the Longgrass and Ring merchant groups disappeared, and they were trading associates…"

He would have to watch Northell's movements carefully. Their enemy's movements in the last few months made little sense. Why destroy some random villages? What happened to the merchants? How did Easthill fail their attacks?

He raised a finger into the air and began tracing it around. A thin trail of elementless magic seeped out, hanging in the air as he created a diagram.

"Northell."

"Merchants."

"Easthill."

Pausing for a moment, the emperor added another name to the list.

"Cult of Gale."



Becoming a Spear Master



Edol frowned as he looked down at the overweight bird in front of him. The young Brit was holding a wooden practice spear, the hand grasping the spear covered with fresh new calluses.

"This is just a waste of time! My daggers will work on anything I really need to fight! If there's something like that bear again, I can run away and let someone else handle it."

It had been nearly a week since Edol took down the massive bear previously hunting the forest, and he had yet to leave Hearth. After the celebrations, Sal approached the Brit, then thrust an old wooden spear into his hands.

The next morning, Edol was dragged from his room in the town hall an hour before daybreak and forced to begin training in spearman ship.

Swing.

Stab.

Thrust.

Parry.

Edol was forced to repeat attacking motions for over an hour, motivated only by Sal's threats of violence and harsh words. What's more, he sucked at it. Badly.

One might expect that someone who could duel a massive hell spider with just daggers wouldn't have too much trouble learning a new weapon.

"Uh-! Cough, cough. I hate this spear. Hate it."

Over the past few days, Edol discovered a new talent.

Turns out, accidentally stabbing himself in the stomach with the butt of the spear while fighting the bear wasn't a fluke.

Even when his opponent was an empty bit of air, the Brit still managed to bring pain to his gut.

Impressively, over the past few days, Edol's skills with the spear hardly improved at all.

"Ghost, I'm really not cut out for this. It's so inflexible! When I'm using daggers, I can move my arms freely. This? It's like I'm hefting around a tree!"

Ghost preened his feathers and looked up at Edol.

"Edol."

"Hm?"

"I have bad news."

"Hm?"

"That is a tree."

"?!"

Edol threw the wooden spear to the ground in shock. It was perfect timing, as Sal was just returning from checking a few traps. Growing tired of watching Edol's negative progress, the huntress had taken to leaving the man alone to practice.

Edol had, of course, tried slacking off the moment she disappeared.

That time had been just as much of a mistake as throwing his spear just now.

"Edol! What are you doing?! That spear is worth more than you! Pick it up and clean it off, now!"

"It's a chunk of wood! Screw this, I'm leaving. I've already wasted too much time here."

Sal failed to respond, a slightly lost and depressed look on her face.

Edol had only remained in town to wait for Willow. The girl had promised to guide him to Edain before she departed for Miaan, and Ghost had urged the Brit to accept her offer. After chatting with both Willow and the townsfolk, he learned that Willow's Longgrass trading family was quite influential. An introduction to some of her connections couldn't hurt, especially for the duo- knowing little about the East.

From Edol's perspective, the girl's mood had stabilized over the last few days. She had returned to the cheery form she had when they first met, no longer brooding over the aftereffects of her loose mouth. She didn't even seem that hurried to head west to Miaan, being confident that her father could handle himself over there.

As such, instead of immediately departing, she spent most of the week with old Nes.

When Edol and Willow were both free, the two hung out together or with Weiss. Fishing, cooking, and listening to stories about the surrounding lands, the two spent a lot of time together.

The image of Willow began to overlap with Edol's memories of his sister, and he soon began to view her in almost the same way. Willow always seemed happy and never stopped chatting with the Brit.

'If only Sophie was more like this back at home... I wonder how she's doing now.'

Even with how much Edol had enjoyed hanging out with Willow, he didn't want to sit around in Hearth any longer.

'With or without her, I'm leaving tomorrow. Sal is getting way too annoying, and I'm not actually learning anything. I'll probably have to head to a large city to find any books on legacies or magic, there's none here.'

Resolving himself to depart in the morning, Edol turned and walked away, heading toward the river. The fish weren't nearly as plentiful as deeper in the forest near where he'd first arrived, and Edol had begun finding fishing to be relaxing. It certainly helped that he could sit still, resting his aching muscles while still appearing to be somewhat productive.

"Let's go have some fish, Ghost. A bit further away from town this time, let's get ourselves some lunch!"

After lifting the large bird, Edol strolled away, a bit more bounce in his step now that he'd decided to abandon the spear.

"B- but… your training…"

Left behind and forgotten, a few tears leaked from Sal's eyes.

"My student, abandoning me… Why? Why does everyone always leave?"

"Hey Sal, how's it going?"

A cheerful voice interrupted Sal's melancholy, and the woman looked up to see a dark-haired girl.

"Willow! Wha- sniff- what brings you here?"

"Were you just crying? Here, I have my handkerchief."

After wiping her face, Sal lowered her head and spoke softly.

"I- I wanted to teach Edol the spear, but he's just left me. It must be my fault. I must be a bad teacher. A bad teacher, friend, teammate…"

Sal looked up, and her gaze was met by Willow's… excited eyes?

"Edol can use a spear too? Awesome! I really want to fight him now! Which way did he go?"

Sal dully pointed towards the river, and a few more tears leaked out as she watched the girl run off.

"Abandoned by my friends, relic team, and now my student. Even Willow doesn't want to be around me. Why? All I've done is try to help…"

~

A smooth, clean river flowed past lazily, carving through a small clearing a small walk north of Hearth. Tiny pebbles lined most of the banks, always damp from the splashing water less than a meter away.

"Ah, now this is the life. No training, just relaxing and catching some lunch."

Edol had already been planning on snacking on some fish and packed some spices into his new satchel in the morning. Along with all the supplies he'd been given for his upcoming travels, Weiss had also given the brit permission to take spices from the public kitchen for any cooking he wanted to do. For fish, pepper and garlic was a great combo!

It didn't take more than a few minutes for Edol to pull in enough fish for the duo to munch on.

'It won't be comparable to what Weiss makes, but it's cooking time!'



Spotted



Willow arrived at the bank of the river, heaving for breath. The most common place for people to fish was roughly one hundred meters from the town hall. The stream widened out into a pool, giving fish a good place to gather. A few cut logs had been brought to the flat, pebbly bank, providing a great spot for anyone to sit while they fished.

On the other side of the stream, an aging cedar pine craned over the water. Small cloth charms were tied to many of the branches, marking it as a popular place for the children to play. Right now, though, no one was present.

Willow looked around in confusion. Didn't Sal say Edol was heading to the river? This is the best spot for swimming and fishing, so where…

Looking up and down the river, the girl suddenly recalled another spot Edol could be.

"It's in the north, right?"

Willow recalled the 'private swimming hole' Nes had mentioned once in a drunken stupor. He had refused to entertain her requests of where it was, saying she had to wait a few more years to go there. Unfortunately for the elder, Willow had already overheard a few other people speaking of it.

'I'll check up there, just in case. I've decided that we should leave tomorrow, so I need to let him know right away! I suppose it wouldn't hurt to have a spar with him before we leave, too.'

After recovering her breath, Willow started back through the woods, heading north. Her feet moved swiftly, and it wasn't more than a few minutes before she overheard a voice from the front.

"Another one! Let's catch a few more, we'll have extras to bring back to town!"

Willow's pace slowed, and she peeked through the trees at Edol. The brit was lifting a fish from the pond, its silvery scales sparkling in the noon sun. By the man's feet, there was already a small pile of fish, along with a hungry-looking eagle.

'I'll sneak up and scare him! Heh heh.'

Willow crept closer, making sure to keep silent.

"Oi, hurry and start the fire. I'm hungry after all that training!"

Willow's heart jumped, and she froze.

'How was I spotted already? There's no one else here, so he must be talking to me.'

Before the girl could walk forward, Ghost let out an annoyed squawk. The large bird deposited a beakful of branches onto a small pile of sticks, then pecked his beak toward the tinder.

Fwoosh!

Flames lept up, quickly engulfing all the sticks the bird had gathered.

'Huh?! I thought Nibbles had a life legacy!'

Willow watched on, too shocked to breathe. She'd definitely seen the bird grow potatoes on their trip back from the northern village. It wasn't surprising for a tamed animal to be given a legacy.

That said, having two was impossible. As far as the girl knew, no one could have multiple elements.

'M-maybe I just missaw that.'

In front of her, Ghost shook his head, trying to drive away the taste of bark. The bird then hopped back to the riverside, sticking his beak over the water. Instead of leaning down to the water to clean his beak, Ghost just stood still. An orb of water rose, cleansing itself before moving over to the eagle and washing his beak.

'W-w-what is going on?! Multiple elements? I think I might've just walked into another big secret!'

Secrets and Willow don't go well together. After her previous mistake with the northern villages' secret, the girl had vowed not to do the same thing again. Having a loose mouth was a mistake of the past!

'I can't mishandle this again! Hmm… I should ask for advice! Grandpa Nes is wise, I should ask him!'

Staying as silent as possible, Willow slowly crawled away from the camp, her entire visit going completely unnoticed by the duo.

~

Town hall.

A cheerful Nes hoisted his glass into the air, clinking it with a glass held by a fellow hunter in the next seat over.

"Life up here is great, right? It's only mid-day, and I'm already drinking! Bahah, and I don't even have to watch the kids! Keeping Willow around really was a great idea! I give her a few pointers, and she just goes off and practices on her own!"

The other hunter cheered in agreement, and Nes slapped the man on the shoulder.

"So what about you? Training some hidden protege? Finish your trapping rounds already? Kid duty?"

The hunter's face fell a bit, and he took another sip of liqueur before answering.

"I've gotta make a trip down to Edain tomorrow, so I gave my trapping line to another hunter for a few days."

The man massaged his forehead, his visage a look of disappointment.

"My son and his idiot buddies managed to get themselves arrested. Made a bit too much money off raiding a relic tomb, got drunk, and started fighting at a bar. They even blew all their money on booze, and don't have enough left to bail themselves out!"

Nes chortled and gave the hunter's shoulder a pat.

"Hey, who hasn't gotten arrested a few times? I'm sure your kid'll take it as a learning experience!"

Before the man could answer, the doors of the town hall burst open, revealing Willow.

"Eh? Are you back for some more lessons?"

Nes eyed the girl as she tried to catch her breath.

'I already spent most of the morning beating her up, but she's already back for more?! This girl's going to become some kind of spear demon if she keeps this up!'

"Huff. No. Nes, I need to ask you something. Alone."

Noticing the serious look on her face, Nes set down his drink right away and headed for the door.

The two walked to Nes's house, settling down at a creaky wooden table after entering.

"So, what's up?"

"I saw Edol's bird use multiple legacies. Life, fire, and water. How?"

Nes's eyes stretched wide in shock, and a faint, unhearable murmur escaped from his lips.

"The demon's spell…"



Old Nes



"Are you sure you saw correctly? It was Edol's bird that used multiple elements?"

Willow nodded her head and began describing what she'd seen. Nes's frown grew as he listened, trying to make sense of the situation.

"First, don't tell anyone what you saw. Especially not Edol. Don't give him any hints that you know about his secret."

Willow tilted her head.

"Why?"

"He might try to silence you. I'm not sure what's going on with Nibbles, but it would definitely be bad news for Edol if the secret got out. If I was him and someone found out a secret like that, I would make sure my secret stays safe. Even if it would mean killing whoever found out."

Kill someone?! Willow couldn't make sense of how Nes came to that idea. Was using multiple elements really that big of a deal? Sure, it was useful, but not to the point of murder!

"I will have a talk with Edol. If he attacks, it shouldn't be difficult for me to defend myself."

For Nes, it was also a chance to test Edol's combat skills. The elder had been training Willow for the entire week that they'd stayed in Hearth, so he had a good grasp of her fighting abilities. Not every fight would be on even ground, but it would make Willow's journey less stressful if Nes knew she could take on Edol in a duel.

"Wait! Grandpa Nes, just let me talk to him! If I promise to keep his secret, I'm sure Edol won't mind! You don't have to fight him!"

Nes reached over and patted the girl's head, a reassuring smile on his face.

"Bah! It'll be Edol you have to worry about. And no, talking probably won't work."

Nes paused, trying to decide whether to explain to Willow or not. After a moment, the elder realized that the girl might act rashly if kept in the dark.

"Willow, do you know about the war Glory is fighting in the West?"

Willow nodded. Glory, the large empire taking up the western half of the continent. For hundreds of years, a slow war progressed, with neither side making any large advances. The war predated the Empire itself, the previous city-states fighting the West in its stead.

"Glory fights off the Western demons, right? The new emperor wants to take the fight to them and conquer the western continent!"

Nes shook his head.

"It's not quite as they say. You've seen quite a few people with maroon-colored hair while traveling with your pops, right? They're all descended from people who were from the Western continent. Any soldiers or civilians the Empire captures in the war are brought back to Glory, where they are forced into slavery. It's outlawed in Miaan and Easthill, so most western folks you've seen here have managed to escape."

Pausing to lick his lips, Nes continued.

"There is a race-specific spell created by one of these Western peoples centuries ago. It allows them to have multiple legacies, but its use is limited to only full-blooded western 'demons'. I'm not sure how a bird is using it, but that spell is the only way anyone can have multiple legacies. I'm afraid Edol might be an agent sent from the West. With his slight accent and unfamiliarity with the local currency and customs… it's likely he's allied himself with the West. If his secret gets out, Glory won't waste time hunting him down and squeezing all the information they can get out of him.

It was a lot of shocking new information for Willow. Schools and churches in Easthill and Miaan offered classes but still weren't commonplace.

Having traveled with her father for much of her youth, Willow didn't have many opportunities to attend formal schooling. Even if she had, she likely wouldn't have heard about the history of the conflict in the West.

Learning to read, write, and do basic math were much more practical skills.

Nes stood up and walked to the corner of the room. Resting there was an old spear bundled in silky white cloth.

A hint of metal peaking through near the tip was revealed fully as the old hunter pulled at the cloth. Its initial appearance of being forgotten and left to sit in the corner was quickly proven to be false as light shined on the polished blade.

The shaft was made from smooth, hardened oak wood, the beautiful grain of the wood further enhancing the weapon's appearance. A faint brown hue seemed to hover around the weapon, giving a sturdy, earthy feel.

Below the spear was a small round buckler made largely from wood, with metal tackings and lining. When Nes reached down to hold it, the aging man was barely able to notice the weight in his hand. Made from linden wood, it was light and difficult to split with a single blow.

They were tested and trained tools that'd accompanied Nes for many years and for many battles. After snatching up a satchel also resting beside the spear, Nes stood and began walking towards the door.

"Alright, I'll go have a chat with Edol. Hopefully, you still have a traveling companion when I'm done."

Receiving Edol's location from Willow, Nes instructed the girl to wait at his house for him to return. It wouldn't do good for her to follow Nes to the battle, as Nes planned to inquire further about Edol's secret after defeating him. Her overhearing would only spark potential conflict between the two in the future.

~

Fifteen minutes later, at the fishing hole.

Edol's relaxing lunch was interrupted by the appearance of the aging hunter.

"Yo, Edol. Your bird over there can use multiple elements, right?"

The brit shot to his feet in an instant, and Nes aimed his spear towards the man.

"I'm afraid I can't let you travel with Willow if you've got such a big secret. Try your best to defend."

Nes kicked off the ground, dashing toward Edol with a speed unbecoming of an elder in his fifties.



Duel



Edol dove to the side, narrowly dodging the spear that stabbed for his head.

'Shit! What's going on?!'

Nes stepped forward again, not giving the Brit any breathing room. Edol was entirely unprepared, void of even his usual earthen daggers. A relaxing lunch was suddenly becoming a fight to the death.

"Edol, you have to kill him. If he escapes and lets that secret loose, we'll be hunted down."

Nes lunged at Edol again, his spear glancing against the man's shoulder and drawing a line of blood.

'He keeps coming! I need my daggers!'

Nes lunged again, but this time Edol didn't dodge away. Earth magic shot forward, moving to just below the hunter's feet. For a moment, Nes's balance was lost, and Edol jumped forward to body slam the aging man.

Crack!

Nes instantly regained his composure, but Edol was already too close. The elder swung his arm equipt with the buckler, and the top rim of it impacted on the man's head as the two collided.

The two were flung away from each other, both rolling in the dirt for a few moments before returning to their feet.

"Nice moves, kid. Unfortunately, you'll need better!"

Nes aimed his spear back at Edol, taking up an aggressive stance. Edol also reacted, raising his hands. He was no longer unarmed.

The second of rolling had given him enough time to quickly pump his mana into the ground, creating a pair of daggers.

"Sweet Danu! How did you make those so fast?!"

Edol grinned, a trail of blood creeping down to his mouth from the cut on his forehead. Taking advantage of Nes's shock, the earth beneath Edol's feet shifted, and he sprinted forward, reaching his top speed in just a second.

Nes moved at the same time, his eyes roaming between the ground and the Brit's chest.

The patches of the ground seemed to tremble a bit in front of the man, marking where he would step next.

'This kid is insane! With a bit more practice, he can definitely take me down! Heck, he might even beat me now!'

Their weapons clashed a few times, neither gaining the advantage. Edol's daggers sought out any chance to close the distance, while Nes pushed him away with his buckler.

After breaking apart for a moment, the Brit charged back in.

Edol closed the gap between the two, sidestepping Nes's prepared spear with unnatural agility and diving toward the old man. A smile appeared on both of the combatants' faces as they both saw their own victories.

"Ha!"

Nes's leg outstretched to where Edol's next footstep would be, kicking into the man's shin and destroying his balance. Simultaneously, the spear swept back, blocking the daggers from ripping through the old man's neck.

Edol, unable to control his momentum, crashed into a nearby bush, and Nes prepared to re-engage.

'Hah, still too young to-...?!"

Lifting his spear, something felt off. A deep cut scarred the old oakwood shaft, leaving only a tiny sliver of wood left to hold it together.

Beads of sweat ran down the old man's face as his hand reached for his neck, double-checking to make sure the blade hadn't also cut there.

'This spear is an artifact! How the hell?!'

Edol stood up from within the bush, a wide smile spreading across his face.

"That spear is incredible! It's the second thing I've seen that my daggers can't cut!"

Months of isolation in hell with only Ghost to speak to had led to a strange hobby- perfecting making daggers. It didn't really matter if the weapon was damaged after a single use since Edol could repair it instantly with his earth legacy. Furthermore, the man had discovered that he could channel a bit of mana into the blade, greatly improving its cutting capabilities.

"I hope you can still fight, old man. This is fun!"

Edol charged forward once more, and Nes scrambled to retrieve a backup dagger from his belt. The spear was now useless, and the old hunter tossed it to the side. Still, he wasn't done fighting. Up until now, he still had yet to use his legacy.

Nes's dagger ripped through his own satchel, spilling a plume of cattail-looking fluff into the air. Dashing back as Edol reached the cloud of fluff, Nes smirked and snapped his fingers.

Boom!

The cloud exploded, blasting out and replacing the air with a cloud of dense black smoke. Nes stepped in, his hands reaching back into his satchel as he searched for Edol's remains.

"Old man, did you really think I'd fall for that? You'll have to try harder!"

Edol's voice confirmed that the man was still alive and well. Nes grinned, pulling a few smaller bits of cattail fluff from the bag. These looked a bit different, having been soaked in some kind of solution.

Spreading his arms and using his fire magic, Nes released a bunch of tiny, slow-burning bits of fluff into the cloud of smoke, then closed his eyes.

After standing still for a moment, Nes charged to one edge of the cloud, thrusting his dagger out at the man. Somehow, Edol managed to respond in time to block the attack, and Nes retreated back into the pitch-black cloud.

Nes created a perfect smokescreen!

'Heh, unfortunate for the old man, though. I can still sense his footsteps!'

Edol spread tendrils of his earth legacy out under the black cloud, feeling for any movement. After a moment, something impacted the ground lightly, and Edol charged in. Losing his sight was a bit disorientating, but he just focused on where he'd sensed the footstep.

'Sorry, old man. You were a good opponent!'

Edol extended his arms, his dagger slicing through the air as it flew to where Nes was standing. Rather than the sensation of cutting through flesh, though, Edol felt nothing.

'Crap!'

Behind the man, Nes appeared silently, swinging his buckler down on the man's head. Edol fell to the ground, unable to avoid Nes's ambush.

"Sorry, kid. I probably can't beat you after this, so I'll have to end the fight here."

Nes's dagger dove for Edol's neck.

Clink!

A small gust of wind swept over Edol and Nes, revealing a pillar of earth that'd blocked the strike. Right behind the man stood a large gray eagle, glaring at the aging hunter.

"Ah. I was having so much fun, I completely forgot about you."

Nes dropped his weapon to the ground and raised his arms in surrender.



Chatting With a Bird



Nes backed away slowly as he eyed the large eagle standing over Edol.

Throughout the entire fight, it had been standing by the side, observing without intervening in the fight at all. Nes had quickly forgotten about the bird despite being here because of it. With Nes's lack of attention toward Ghost, the fight would've been over the moment he stepped in.

"Well then. Your buddy here is definitely qualified to defend your secret. That kid is an amazing fighter!"

The eagle continued glaring at Nes for a moment, then nodded his head reluctantly.

"Wait, so you can understand me? Willow told me you couldn't even fly, but you can apparently understand human speech. You must've been hiding your skills… Hm. Is it having multiple legacies that's making you smarter? Beasts are generally smarter than their animal counterparts."

Ghost's face turned darker at the mention of his lack of flight- even after another week of practice, the massive bird was still unsteady on his wings.

"I'll probably have to wait for him to wake up-"

Nes motioned to Edol, who was still out cold from the earlier blow from the buckler, "- but I'm really curious. Are you from the West?"

Ghost didn't react, so Nes continued speaking.

"After Wi- uh, after I saw you use multiple legacies earlier, there was only one explanation I could think of. The Westerners' legacy spell. How can you use it, though? You are a bird!"

Still receiving nothing but a harsh glare from the eagle, Nes let out a long sigh.

"Well, I suppose I probably won't get out of this one alive. Heck, I'd almost rather I didn't. If you are traveling with Willow to Edain, you need to be better at keeping your secrets. If someone sees you, silence them. I'd rather die here and you learn your lesson, than me living and you getting Willow killed too."

Ghost finally reacted, nodding his head before pointing towards Edol.

"Ah, so you wanted him to learn. Hah. You're a bird, and you're trying to teach this kid how to act. I'd say I'm surprised, but I've seen stranger things before."

Nes slowly walked over to where he'd cast aside his spear earlier, lifting the previously brilliant weapon with a reminiscing gaze.

"I got this spear from a big relic tomb over on the west coast. Even with how much I used it over the years, it hardly saw any damage. Until today, that is."

Ghost's eyes fixed on the polished spearhead, admiring its shininess.

"That kid's magic is amazing. If he cleaned up his fighting a bit more, he'd be unstoppable in a duel. Using his earth magic to accelerate faster is an amazing idea, but he's using it a bit too quickly. The ground moves a bit when the mana reaches it, it gives away where he's stepping next."

This detail had been a non-factor when Edol and Ghost were dueling in hell, as any earth magic was easily seen through by the personal use of similar magic.

"If you still decide to have the kid kill me when he wakes, you might have a tough time explaining it to Willow. She knew I was coming to meet up with you… Ah! I, uh, told her I wanted to have a chat with you. About traveling and stuff. Nothing related to our fight or anything, of course. She knows nothing about this."

Ghost watched the aging man skeptically, seeing right through his words. Just then, Edol awoke from unconsciousness, gasping for a breath.

"Yo Edol, you lost to this old fogey. Ai, you would've died if I wasn't here. Thank me."

Edol jumped to his feet but quickly noticed that his enemy had dropped his dagger and was now holding his broken spear listlessly.

"Yo, Edol. Nice fighting! Your mana control is incredible!"

Nes gave Edol a thumbs-up, confusing the young Brit.

'What is going on? Weren't we just fighting to the death a minute ago? What did I sleep through?!'

"You tried to kill me!"

Nes shook his head and gave his best 'teacher' smile.

"Nah, I was just testing you. Wanted to make sure that you're strong enough to protect Willow on the trip to Edain. Haha, you passed!"

'Huh? That was just a spar? It certainly didn't feel like it. Also, why would he need to spar with me before we leave? I thought the trip to Edain was short and safe!'

"Yea, the old fogey is lying. He really was trying to kill you."

Ghost's voice broke through Edol's thoughts, confirming the man's suspicions.

Edol angrily turned back to Nes, demanding to know why he was attacked. The next few minutes went past with Nes calmly answering all of Edol's questions, and the Brit began to calm down.

"Alright, but we still have a big problem. You acknowledged that our secret is dangerous and that we should silence anyone who knows about it. You know, and I think it's pretty obvious that Willow does too. She must've been the one who saw Ghost use multiple elements, right?"

Nes finally nodded, realizing he couldn't convince Edol otherwise.

"So what am I supposed to do? Maybe I can believe that you won't tell anyone, but I definitely can't trust Willow to do the same."

Nes immediately answered, having come up with a solution to their issue.

"We just tell her you don't have multiple legacies!"

"Huh?"

"She's a trusting kid. We can just tell her what she saw was Nibbles using a flint-and-steel to start a fire, then him cleaning his beak normally in the river. She'll definitely listen to it if it's me telling her."

'Hmm… knowing Willow, that might actually work. Gaslighting for the win, I guess.'

"I guess we can try that."

Having come to a conclusion, Edol began preparing to head back to town. Nes was about to do the same, but Ghost jumped forward to block the aging hunter's path.

"What's wrong, Nibbles?"

Ghost's neck stretched, out, reaching for the polished steel speartip still fixed to the broken spear.

Nes pulled the spear tip away, cradling it in his arms.

"Nes, I think he wants it to use as a prop. Willow will be more likely to believe us if she sees Nibbles start a fire with a flint-and-steel, right?"

Nes looked down, a few tears threatening to slip out as he saw the large bird's predatory gaze still fixed on his speartip.

"But… my speartip…"

Eventually, Nes reluctantly removed the steel point and handed it to the gray eagle. Somehow, the glee in the bird's eyes only served to make Nes feel even more miserable at the loss.



Departing



The sun peeked over the horizon, its morning beams turning the morning dew into tiny sparkling rainbows. A patch of flattened grass still remained where the massive bear had been dragged, the blood that had once smeared the ground having been washed away by a light rain the previous evening.

Standing by the side of the town hall stables, a young British man took a deep whiff of the morning air.

"Ahh, the air is so fresh here. Don't you agree, Apperot?"

Edol tossed a saddle over the back of his new companion.

The young stallion snorted and shoot its head, already having grown tired of the Brit over the last week.

According to Weiss, the horse's coloring was quite rare, stating that it was born of a high-quality line. The horse was mostly black in color, with just a patch of pure snow white near its rump. A rare SnowCap appaloosa.

Edol didn't really care about the rarity, but he was certainly overjoyed with his new mount.

"Good horsey! Here, have another carrot!"

Edol pulled a large orange tuber from a bag hung over the horse's back, bringing it up in front of Apperot's face.

"Open up!"

The horse's eyes glared at Edol, a look of disgust contained in their murky brown depths.

"Tasty carrot! Look, here's how you eat it!"

Edol pulled the carrot away and placed it up against his own mouth, lifting his lips slowly.

"Look, you open your mouth a bit, then take a bite!"

Edol's teeth snapped down, crunching into the tip of the carrot and breaking a chunk off.

"Shee? Ish tashtey!"

Edol spoke while chewing, then lifted the carrot back up to Apperot's mouth. The pure, unadulterated disgust in the horse's eyes was only magnified. Unfortunately, it didn't really have a way out. Edol just kept pressing the carrot against its teeth, trying to force it in.

A small voice spoke in the horse's mind, urging it to make a break for it.

"Apperot! I know you love carrots, just eat it!"

Kick him first, then run for the hills. This was a much better idea.

Edol's hand suddenly fell away, and the carrot hanging limply from his fingers.

'Apperot doesn't like carrots… Why?! I thought all horses were supposed to love carrots! My dreams have been crushed. Danu is dead.'

Apperot turned its head toward Edol, observing the newfound depression on his visage. Somehow, the horse felt a bit bad. It wasn't regret. Rather, something more like… pity. Yes. If this idiot was this sad about a horse refusing to eat a carrot, what would happen if something worse happened to the man?

Apperot decided to delay his escape and stretched his head forward.

Crunch!

"Eh? Apperot, you're eating the carrot! Good horse! I'll get another bag full of them for you for the trip!"

The horse's lips curled at the idea of having to go through this experience again, but he dutifully continued munching on the carrot. At least the man was smiling now.

~

Shortly after Apperot finished his carrot, a few more people arrived at the stables, all of them walking forward to greet the Brit.

"Morning, Edol!"

Willow, Nes, and Weiss all greeted Edol before a middle-aged hunter stepped forward. Edol had seen him briefly a few times at the town dinners but hadn't spoken with the man before.

"Edol, right? 'Names Pierre. Are ya ready to have a sore ass?"

"Ahhh… no?"

Pierre started chuckling, and Weiss slapped her hand against the back of the man's head.

"Cough, sorry. I heard you haven't ridden a horse much before this week, so riding for a full day will leave some sores. I was speaking with Nes the other day and heard the two of you are heading down to Edain. I've gotta make the trip down there too, my idiot kid managed to get himself arrested and now expects me to bail him out."

Pierre lugged his bags over to where his horse had been resting while Weiss and Nes helped Willow bring her supplies over to Pepper.

It wasn't long before all three of the travelers were ready to depart. Despite spending just over a week with the girl, Weiss seemed just as attached as Nes was, pulling her into a hug before Willow could mount her horse.

"Willow, I'm hoping the best for your father's health. He is a wise man, and if anyone could escape from the attack, it would be him. Still, if it turns out he didn't make it…"

Weiss gripped Willow's hand in her own, her fingers stroking the girl's hand in a relaxing manner.

"Quickly gather your siblings and bring them up here. If there is some enemy targeting your father, they might aim for you kids next. Your family is always welcome here, and they will be safe for as long as they stay."

Willow nodded and slowly pulled away. "Mm. I'll keep that in mind. Dad will be fine, though!"

While Weiss was chatting with Willow, Nes walked over to Edol, his eyes observing the large eagle perched on the man's shoulder. Their plan from the other day had gone swimmingly, with Willow quickly buying their story of what she really saw.

"Kid. Be careful on your journeys, and never let your bird use multiple elements anywhere someone might notice again. You have a lot of skill with those daggers, it would be a shame for you to mess up and get killed before you have a chance to grow."

Nes glanced back over to where Willow was climbing up into Pepper's saddle, and his eyes turned a bit somber.

"Weiss and I are afraid of what Willow will probably find in Miaan. Her father was never the sort of man to leave his kids out in the open. There's no way he would be sitting in hiding, leaving them to scramble around searching for him. She's still too young… and she's already the oldest one of Eddie's kids. If, in the future, she asks for your help, please lend a hand in her time of need."



Travel



Finishing their farewells, the group eventually dispersed, allowing Edol, Willow, and Pierre to finally depart. Edol and Willow rode side-by-side, chatting as they went, while Pierre took the lead, his gaze fixed on the path before them.

"Willow, I don't think I've heard any distance measurements around here. Is there a way to know how far we have to travel, other than just saying that it's two days on horseback?"

Willow pondered for a moment before shaking her head. She had never attended any local schools and had instead been educated by her father. It was a much higher quality education than what was given out for free at churches or small schools, but even then, travel had always been measured as an amount of time.

There were, of course, measuring units dedicated for smaller distances. Trying to create decent buildings with no measurements would be impossible.

"It wouldn't really make sense to measure distance with anything other than time though, right? Even if you know how far away the next city is, you can't just ride straight there. Detouring to bridges or avoiding untravelable lands takes time, right? Time is a much more constant and reliable way to measure distance!"

Edol couldn't disagree with the girl's reasoning. Even back home in the UK, many people would give a travel time instead of the distance in kilometers when asked for directions.

Time seemed to crawl past slowly as they walked, and Edol learned a lot about the surrounding area. When Willow eventually got tired of describing the layout of the country and her favorite cities to visit, she changed the topic to hobbies. Then to work as a merchant. It wasn't until the sun started to fall behind the horizon that she halted her speech.

Some people might find the constant chatter annoying, but Edol definitely didn't. Perhaps due to her father's teaching, Willow had a knack for talking and explaining things. Traveling next to her was like listening to a long podcast- perfect for the road.

It was clear that Pierre was considerably less enthusiastic, as the hunter had pulled away from the duo at some point, staying just out of earshot as he led his horse forward.

At the end of the day when the troop finally stopped to rest for the night, Edol practically fell off his horse. Pierre had been completely correct about how Edol would feel after the ride.

Previous to the last week, Edol had never ridden a horse. Every day after training with Sal, the Brit headed to the stables and began learning how to ride. These endeavors were considerably more successful than his attempt at learning the spear, but he still wasn't an expert at riding, and his legs had yet to acclimate to long periods on horseback.

Thus, when Edol tried to dismount from Apperot at the end of a full day of riding, he instead ended up sprawled on the ground.

"Ow. My legs. I can't move, will sleep here."

Edol instantly gave up on making camp.

"Come on, ya wuss. Do you think I collapsed on the ground after riding for the first time? You look pathetic."

Ghost hopped down from Willow's shoulder, casting a scornful glare at the prone Edol.

Willow and Pierre both seemed fine after the ride and began taking sleeping bags out from their bags.

Ghost opted against helping Edol, instead fluttering his wings and hopping up into a maple tree standing above their campsite.

'Urg, I'm going to have to get up, aren't I.'

Even while lying still, Edol's legs still felt as if they were aflame. The Brit was sure that if he were to remove his clothing, the skin beneath would be a mess of bloody blisters.

Suddenly, Edol's body moved on its own.

~Drag.

~Drag.

Feeling pressure on one of his feet, Edol opened his eyes and glanced down. Apperot's pitch-black head was lowered, and his teeth were gripping Edol's boot.

"Apperot, I love you. I'll give you an extra carrot in the morning."

The horse's teeth lifted for a moment, before latching on the Edol's other foot and continuing to drag the man.

'Horses really are the best! Apperot cares about me more than that stupid bird. Hm. Why does it feel like I'm being dragged in the wrong direction, though?'

Edol opened his eyes again, only to see the canopy of the maple tree was further away than before.

'Apperot must want to keep riding towards Edain, not even stopping for the night. What a dutiful horse!'

"Sorry Apperot, but we've got to stop for the night. Continuing on without rest wouldn't be good for your health!"

Edol patted the horse's head, then pulled himself up into a sitting position.

'Whelp, it hurts, but nothing like back when I was fighting Ghost. This much pain is child's play for me!'

Edol hopped to his feet, the pain flaring in his legs dwarfed by the memories of the torture he went through in hell.

'I should probably clean and bandage my legs before I sleep. They'll be all better in the morning!'

Edol led a shocked-looking Apperot back to the camp before pulling out his sleeping bag and a canister of water.

Upon seeing Edol walk around like nothing was wrong, Willow and Pierre's jaws dropped open.

For a moment, they considered the possibility of Edol secretly being a healer, but quickly dismissed the theory, knowing that the Brit had an earth legacy.

"Edol? How are you walking right now? I was about to come over to help you, but…"

Willow's sentence trailed off, and Edol grinned.

"It's fine, I've got good pain tolerance. This much is nothing!"

Ignoring the dumbfounded looks on his companions' faces, Edol strolled to the opposite side of the tree, washed and bandaged his legs, then returned to his sleeping bag.

Willow and Pierre still looked a bit concerned by Edol's actions, but they both decided to put aside their thoughts and rest. The group had already decided to leave early in the morning so as to arrive before dusk the next day.

'Time to sleep! I can't wait to see Edain tomorrow!'



Edain



~

Orange light reflected off the surface of a crystal clear river, the evening sun lighting the water into a visage of flame.

Vast fields of crops spread out away from the banks of the river, irrigated by trenches cut into the ground. Fields of corn, wheat, potatoes, and bean fields covered kilometers of land, providing much of the food needed by the nearby city.

Edain.

A few hundred years in the past, the northern river city was a powerhouse city-state and held the greatest influence over the north. Now, it was just one of the larger cities under Easthill's influence.

Heavy snowfalls every winter had led to a unique design of housing in the north, and Edain was the best place to visit to witness it. Built sturdily, the sharply sloped roofs allowed snow to slip down into small canals running parallel to the paved roads within the city.

During the warm months, the canals provided an excellent method for transporting goods. Docking areas around the city were always occupied by tiny cargo ferries, their widths only just over two meters wide so as to allow a similar craft to pass by in the canal.

Trade was an essential part of the city's economy. Cotton, an important and useful crop, failed to survive the frosty northern winters. A large amount was imported from the south, but it still wasn't enough to provide for everyone.

Many citizens of the north donned clothing made from leather or wool, more suitable materials for fending off the cold winters, as well as being more accessible.

Edain's port was also connected to the city canals, as well as a small man-made reservoir of water. In spring, snowfall from rooftops melted into the similarly melting canals, providing an escape for all the moisture and preventing flooding within the city's confines.

In winter, the usage of the canals remained the same, but the method changed somewhat. Wooden skids could be attached to the ferries, equipping them to slide smoothly on the frozen pathways. In such a manner, the city was able to keep running efficiently throughout the year.

~

Sometime before the sun began setting, the landscape of Edol, Willow, and Pierre's journey began to change. Further north they had seen countless trees and empty fields, but the closer they got to Edain, the more civilization returned. Cultivated fields replaced forests, and small wooden residences could sometimes be glimpsed through the rows of crops.

Being late summer, the harvest time for many crops was coming soon, and farmers could be seen busily preparing for the busy upcoming weeks.

Edol's hands twitched in excitement as they approached, parts of the city's skyline peeking over rows of corn. With a population of over 100,000 inhabitants, the city sprawled out into the surrounding landscape. The canals both provided good transport and took up a lot of room, so expanding the reaches of the city was how it expanded, rather than packing everyone into a smaller area.

Ghost, who had been sitting on Willow's shoulder, flapped his wings and glided over to land on Edol.

"This city is impressive. Over on the Western continent, there were only a few cities of this size, even in Union. If Glory is built like this too… we might be outmatched."

As they traveled, Ghost continued practicing flying. The grey eagle jumped back and forth between Willow and Edol's shoulders, even sometimes flying up to where Pierre was riding in front of the duo.

"Heh, I'm finally getting the hang of this. It won't be long before I'm soaring through the skies and earning the worship of all other birds!"

Ghost forgot about his worries about losing the war almost immediately, switching back to his cocky persona as he preened his feathers.

While they traveled, Edol and Ghost had found time to discuss their future plans. From their current position, there wasn't much Ghost could do for the West. Edol had the signature white-ish blonde hair of Easthill, and Ghost was just a bird. It would be difficult to convince anyone that they were messengers from the West, and would be impossible to form an alliance for Ghost's previous countrymen.

Edol was also in favor of supporting his friend's people. He'd heard enough stories from Ghost to form a bad opinion of Glory and their egotistical emperor, an opinion that'd been confirmed by Willow as they traveled.

Edol differed from his ancestors, deciding that Glory's practices of invasion and slavery weren't cool.

Still, there wasn't much they could do at the moment. Learning more about the East and Glory's current political situations was their best option. Of course, they had another goal.

'Finally, I should be able to learn more about spellcrafting here. Willow said there are quite a number of relic teams in the area, as well as a school of magic.'

Edol had a goal to become a spellcrafter, and he already had a connection that would allow him to learn. Surprisingly, it wasn't someone Willow knew.

"Ya want to join up with my kid's relic team to learn more about spells? Eh, sure. Ya seem well-behaved enough."

Most relic teams employed someone with at least a basic knowledge of spells. Many relic tombs contained traps and formations, and having a spellcrafter with could greatly increase the speed and safety of a team.

After Pierre confirmed that his son's team had an experienced spellcrafter on their team, Edol immediately requested to join. Knowing that Edol had taken down the massive bear back in town and seeing how he was fairly mature on their journey down to Edain, the hunter accepted.

"Eh, who cares if he doesn't want ya. I'm the one bailin him out, He doesn't have a say in the matter! Maybe with you around, he'll keep more in line and not get in trouble again!"

Having confirmed his plans, all that was left was to meet up with his new teammates.

~

"Pierre, right? It'll be four silvers for the release of the hooligan. He and his buddies kept misbehaving, so the bail is a bit higher than what was listed."

The hunter's face blanched as he peeked into his coin purse. There were only two silvers and a handful of coppers.

"Ah… Edol! These are your new teammates! Here, lend a few silvers for their freedom!"



New Squad



A few minutes after paying up, the warden led a group of four out from within the cells of the prison.

Leading the group was a young man in his early twenties- probably a year or two older than Edol. His hair was dark blonde and he had a short, well-maintained beard. Right as he'd been walking out, his visage had been a picture of embarrassment and depression, but as soon as he saw the group there to pick him up, he just looked confused. Even now, his eyes still followed Edol as the Brit walked down the stone steps at the entrance of the prison.

Next was a young lady of a similar age and hair color as her team's leader. A pair of scholarly-looking glasses rested on her nose, and she gave off the aura of someone who knew what they were doing. A certain… self-confidence. This self-confidence disappeared after she laid her eyes on her rescuers, replaced with confusion.

The third member was a younger man, probably only seventeen years old. A backpack was strapped around the kid's shoulders and another two were cradled in his arms. His freckled face was tense, and his eyes darted around like he was perpetually afraid. Despite his obvious uncomfortability, he still tried to stand tall, doing his best to stay in between the warden and the fourth member of their group.

The fourth member walked out from the prison doors, and the warden muttered something under his breath, just loud enough for Edol and the others to overhear.

"Filthy slut."

The girl turned to the warden and winked, a mocking smile creeping over her face.

"Hmm, want some? You're too old though, and not my type. What a shame. Your son was much better. How is his marriage now, by the way?"

The warden clenched his fists, barely managing to resist the urge to attack the girl. Ignoring the warden's visible rage, the fourth member of the relic team turned to observe Edol and the crew.

"Sick bro, an eagle! Damn, that thing is huge! How'd you manage to tame it?"

The final member to exit looked to be a similar age to the first two members of her party. Her hair was very light blonde, nearly white, and despite her casual and somewhat crude speech, her accent sounded oddly sophisticated.

"I'm Tori, by the way. Does your eagle always sit on your head?"

Tori strode up to Edol, reaching her arm up to stroke Ghost's feathers. Now, it was the bird's time to be dumbfounded. The plan, "make an impression" had been going so well. Edol looked like some kind of bird-mancer, having a giant grey eagle perched atop his head.

"Ah, no, actually. We were doing this for a joke, but I think it's ruined now. I'm Edol, by the way."

"Shucks man, I love jokes. Hold on, I can fix this."

Tori quickly backpedaled to stand with the rest of her team, then began staring off blankly into the space above Edol's dome.

"H-hey, my eyes are down here… Yea, it's ruined. Oh well. It worked on the warden earlier, I guess that's enough."

"Better luck next time, I guess. Ah, my friends haven't introduced themselves yet. Here, let me! As I said before, I'm Tori. The dude in the front is Pierre Jr, the pretty lass is Seph, and the kid is Will. Together, we're the Four Nincompoops."

A chorus of complaints broke out from behind Tori, and eventually, Pierre Jr. stepped forward.

"Sorry about her, she's from the big hill, their culture is a bit different up there."

Pierre Jr. opened his mouth to continue speaking, but Tori cut in.

"Nah, can you imagine that? A whole city of people like me? It'd be amazing! Chaos, but amazing. Most of the folks up there are boring, a bit like Pie-man here."

"It's Pierre! Pierre! Ugh, we're lucky you left Easthill City. I have nightmares sometimes, and you're always in them. Tori, commander of one of Easthill's mighty legions. Nope. Sounds impossible. There's no way you were ever a military officer-in-training."

Rather than defending herself, Tori grinned and gave a big thumbs up.

The group had already left the prison and now headed for a house on the outstretches of the city. Pierre Sr, the hunter from Hearth, bade farewell and split from the group, heading for the marketplace. He only had a few coppers left, but that would be plenty to replenish his supplies.

As soon as the older hunter departed from the group, Pierre Jr's shoulders relaxed a bit.

Willow also decided to break away, her destination being the marketplace. She knew a few of her father's connections in Edain and planned to meet up with them before departing for Miaan. Now, it was just Edol, Ghost, and the relic team left.

"So, Edol, was it? What brings you to Edain?"

"I want to learn more about spellcrafting. By the way… your father said I could join your relic team. I'm good at fighting and have some experience in tombs, but I don't know much about traps or spells yet."

Pierre scanned Edol up and down, nodding after he noticed the budding callouses on the Brit's hands.

"Sure. We can take you with us on our next run to see if you're cut out for it."

"Sweet! We're the Five Nincompoops now!"

Pierre rolled his eyes, then turned back to look at Edol.

"So, how are you liking the city so far? Probably a lot cleaner than you're used to, right?"

Edol's history classes back on earth had at least briefly covered how cities operated in the past. Despite lacking vehicles, this one certainly resembled one of present-day Earth (some) more. The roads were clean, the canals busy, and it had a general peaceful vibe.

"Yea, it's pretty cool. I was a bit worried when I had to leave my horse back at the stables, but now I see why. No horses on the streets, no horse poop to clean up!"

Stationed in a few areas on the outskirts of the city, a number of massive ranch stables provided places for travelers and merchants to leave their rides while inside the city. At each ranch, an Easthill-appointed official watched over to assure that there would be no issues.

The ranch stables even provided space for travelers to store their goods. It made traveling to and from Edain extremely easy and convenient.

Eventually, the group arrived at the small, one-story house in the outskirts of the city. All the surrounding houses were nearly identical, and it gave the feeling of big city suburbs.

As they entered the house, Edol decided that he'd waited long enough. It had been nearly two weeks since he arrived in this world, and he'd been waiting for much of that time, desiring to start learning about spellcrafting. Now, he finally had a team who could teach him, and the Brit was pretty sure he knew which member of the team was the spellcrafter.

Seph's scholarly glasses and confident look betrayed her! She was the only one who fit the image of a mage! Edol turned to the girl to ask.

"Can you start teaching me about spellcrafting now?"
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