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Rin Asahiro

The streets of Dren were fairly quiet. In a small town like this, nothing ever really sparked up much of a commotion. At least, not when foreigners weren't involved. No, between trying to make enough money to put food on the table and reading about the latest kobold assaults on supply runs, no one had much of an interest in needless drama.

Most of the time, anyway.

As of right now though, everyone was packed up into their small shabby houses whose bricks shared the same space as centuries-old small structures with large neon signs from ages past. One narrow street wound and twisted down dirt and concrete until it eventually met one of the only buildings in this town made of actual concrete.

A brothel called the Silver Rose.

Just beside this establishment were the buildings in which clients would take the sex workers to receive their services. In one of those rooms, high up on the seventh floor, one woman was trying her hardest to push through this moment in her life.

"Oh FUCK!" A man yelled between laughs as he pumped into his dance partner, a young woman who was using her wrist to shield her eyes, hiding at least a portion of her expression. If the man noticed that she was not at all enjoying this, it could mean a lower tip and an uncomfortable client, two things she had to avoid if she wanted to keep her reputation as golden as it was.

She was known, after all, as one of the most popular and well-reviewed whores in Dren. "The ghostly maiden," some people called her due to the white hair she'd wear during her work hours.

Rin Asahiro gritted her teeth and faked a few moans to keep the man enthralled, occasionally moving her hips in such a way as to suggest that she was reciprocating his feelings.

[Should be just a few minutes now.] She thought. She had gotten somewhat skilled at determining the stamina of the men she serviced. This one, sadly, was a mercenary. Trained, athletic, and experienced, which meant that he could go on for longer, which also meant Rin hated him.

Before long though, the man filled up the company-provided condom he was given and flopped onto his back as if he'd just had a stroke, his mouth wide and his eyes wide open as he looked up at the ceiling, as though he was staring at the Divine themselves.

"Fuck, that was good." He noted breathlessly. Rin sighed and felt her heartbeat slow down.

"I'm glad you enjoyed it," Rin said with a smile, and a low, seductive tone. One that made her sound older than she was, at just 20 years of age.

"Here you go." The man sat up and reached for a coin pouch on the nightstand next to the bed that he had placed before they'd gotten started. He tossed it over at her. "Oh, shit, I needed that," he laughed. Without another word, he put on a shirt and walked out of the room.

"Sir!" Rin called out after him though.

"Yeah?" Annoyed, the man asked.

"You forgot your backpack," Rin said with what she hoped looked like a kind smile, as she gestured at the bag next to the bed.

"OH! Thanks." He grabbed it and with a nod, actually leaving this time.

"… Dumbass."

Rin quickly turned and carefully appraised the bronze bracelet she'd stolen from the backpack before she had called to him.

[Okay! So, how much is this worth? A few silver varols? Four, five?]

She did not know when exactly she'd picked this habit up, but one day, maybe a year or two ago, she had noticed that some clients were so eager to leave the premises as soon as they climaxed that they tended to forget things. So, she'd take a couple of things and pawn them off. If they were unimportant enough for the clients to forget, then she needed them more than they did.

[Guess I'll check later.] Rin thought and tossed the bracelet into her own backpack, which had in it a spare change of clothes, two stolen necklaces, one stolen engagement ring, and a see-through bottle holding a sparkling blue liquid. Rin grabbed that bottle and jogged over to the bathroom. Flicking the lights on, she looked at herself in the mirror.

In the reflection, she saw a mixture of natural and artificial beauty. The natural part was her sultry amber eyes, which were genuinely hers, her plump and sizeable breasts, a fairly big part of why she was one of the favorites at the brothel, and the "child-bearing hips" that the man from earlier had been grabbing onto as though his life had depended on it.

The unnatural part was that long white hair, which was the result of an Illusory Potion, along with the tattoo all workers like her were required by law to have:

A crescent moon on her forehead that marked her, for all society to know, as a prostitute.

Mechanically, in a motion she had done a million times before, she uncapped the bottle and held it over her head. Then, slowly, she let its blueish contents fall over her, and drip onto the floor.

Her white hair turned black, its natural color, and the tattoo disappeared. The hair was a measure that the men and women who worked at the Silver Rose had come up with themselves. Although the law required them to show that they were prostitutes and escorts through their tattoos whenever they were working, the law did not prohibit them from masking their identity.

So, a potion was created that altered the user's hair color and activated the tattoo painted onto their faces with invisible ink. This was one of a few things that a sex worker could call their best friend. Along with another potion that prevented pregnancies and one more that temporarily increased a woman's bust size or the length of one's manhood.

Depending on the needs and desires of the customers, of course.

The landline rang. Rin quickly ran over to the phone, a small, bronze-colored thing, and picked it up.

"Hello?" She asked.

"Rin, are you done?" It was her boss, as she could tell by the familiar rough and impatient tone.

"Yeah, just finished."

"Good, your mother is here. Figured I'd let you know."

She sighed.

"Alright, thanks."

Her boss hung up the call before she could. Rin clicked her tongue and put on her sandals before adjusting her rose-tinted robe, and hurrying out the door. The elevator carried her down to the lobby of the building, where most people, as they were used to her presence, ignored her as she made her way onto the streets.

It was, admittedly, a gorgeous night. The full moon was out and its light draped itself over Rin, who walked over to the brothel hurriedly. From the outside, the Silver Rose was fairly unassuming, with only its name displayed on neon letters planted in an unimpressive building. However, as soon as Rin opened the door that led inside, the bombastic nature of her workplace made itself known.

Loud, fast-paced music, men and women casually walking half-naked from one place to another, mostly male clients looking at them with heart-eyes, and a few rare female clients doing the same. It was something out of a dream. Well, to anyone who didn't come here almost every day.

To Rin, it was just the place she worked at. The place that had helped her pay the bills after her brother had gone missing.

"Hey, Rin!" A boy called out to her and Rin turned towards him, smiling when she saw the guy.

"Felix? Hey, what's up?" She asked the topless charming man who walked over to her. Felix was one of the male workers and one of the few reasons Rin was able to stay sane throughout the three years she'd been working here.

He wore a slutty butler's outfit over a toned body and had a handlebar mustache along with smooth black hair at the top of his head.

He flashed a cheesy smile and wrapped an arm behind her back.

"Seems like you need to chill, no?"

"What?"

"I could tell as soon as I saw you. Mopey eyes, that brooding 'don't talk to me' face. You are in desperate need of some relaxation."

"Eh. My last guy was... more vocal than I would have liked. So, what exactly do you propose?" Rin asked with a raised brow. Felix took his arm off her, put his hands on his hips, and asked:

"Come drink with me. Some of the others and I are heading to the Anvil tonight."

The Anvil, by the way, was an old bar, found near the brothel. A favorite of Rin's and her coworkers. Why did they call it the Anvil? Because people went there to get hammered.

"Nah, not really feeling like it tonight," Rin answered.

"Come ooooon~" Felix smirked. "Tell you what, you come with me tonight and I'll hook you up with you-know-who."

"Felix!" She barked out with a laugh. "For the last time, I don't have a crush on her!" Rin started walking towards the lounge, where she was sure her mother was, receiving a few nods from some of the other workers.

"Yeah right, like you don't blush any time Jess so much as glances at you. Stop lying."

Jess was, by the way, a person Felix was friends with who did not work at the Silver Rose.

"Dude," she muttered, "that's not an 'I'm into Jess' thing, that's an 'I haven't had a genuine relationship in years' thing."

"All the more reason I should set you up with someone!"

"It doesn't," she sighed, "it doesn't matter, alright?" [I doubt any girl out there wants a random prostitute like me, anyway. It's not gonna happen.]

"Anyway, uh, my mom is here," she said, changing the topic.

"Ouch." Felix's smile faded. "Anything serious?"

"Don't know. Hope not."

"Okay, well, I'll come with you. Haven't said 'hi' to Mrs. Asahiro in a while."

"Fine." Felix threw a gesture at the people he was heading to the bar with. They seemed to receive the message. Rin paced through a small crowd and finally ended up at the desk where Jay and her mother were.

Jay was a middle-aged woman with a side-shaved haircut with blonde highlights. She wore a sleeveless black shirt that showed off her strong arms and she was wearing business pants.

"Oh, Rin," her boss said, looking over at her and gesturing for her to come nearer.

Rin glanced at her mother, a perfect reflection of herself, but older, who was standing there so calmly that one might think she wasn't in a busy whorehouse. "Your mother wanted to ask me something is all."

The Silver Rose was known for a few different things. It stood out, even among other brothels. Part of that was because of the fact that they also hired male workers, whereas other brothels only offered women. This decision had been key in pushing the brothel to new heights, popularity-wise.

Another part of that though was because of the brothel's owner, Jay.

Aside from the fact that this was the only brothel in town owned by a woman, she happened to be tall and highly intimidating. People knew her last name, but she always told everyone to just call her either "Jay", if they didn't work there, or "mistress", if they did, with Rin being the only person who didn't have to call her that.

"Hey, sweetie." Her mom said, and Rin's eyes went to her. [Hm. She looks paler than normal.] Rin noted.

"Uh, mom? What's up? Are you feeling alright?" Rin asked.

"Nothing, everything's alright. Just had a question for Ms. Jay"

"Just 'Jay' is fine." The tall woman said and Rin's mother chuckled gently.

"Not a chance, miss."

"Okay. So… What are you going to do?" Rin asked.

"Well, I'll be heading back home now." Her mother saw Felix, doing his best to give an innocent smile, and waved at him while saying, "Don't stay out too late, you two."

"Sure," Rin nodded before walking up and hugging her mother tightly. She returned the embrace and before long, her mother waved everyone goodbye and walked away.

Nobody else probably noticed the way her feet dragged, how short her breaths were, but Rin did. [Is she sick again? Hope not.]

"Anyway, Rin," Jay interrupted her thoughts. "It's time for your monthly payment."

[Right. Forgot about that.] Rin nodded and walked over to the door behind her that lead to Jay's room.

Jay walked in behind her.

"How'd the merc job go?" Jay asked.

"Fine."

"Yeah?" She asked with a disbelieving tone. "Those asshats never seem to get that the people they're fucking aren't dolls. No decency. Any of them give you any trouble, let me know."

"How do you know?" Rin asked.

"Heh," she scoffed. "You forget that I used to work here before I owned it."

[Shit. Right.]

To be fair, it was easy to forget that when Rin looked at her. Dressed the way she was, with the demeanor she had, it was hard to see her servicing or being submissive at all.

"Anyway, here you go." Jay grabbed a large black bag full of coins and threw it onto the desk. All just to reach in and take one coin out.

One platinum coin, that she dropped in Rin's palms.

"Is the bank still open?" Rin asked.

"Didn't your mother say not to stay out late?"

"I'm sorry, is she my mom or are you?" Rin asked and Jay smirked.

"Nah, I could never be. I'm not as pretty as either of you. And, yes, to answer your question, they are open."

"Alright, thanks. Then... In that case, I'm gonna go turn this in. See you tomorrow." Rin said.

"Okay. Have a nice night, kid."

"I hope I never get to the point where I call twenty-year-old people kids," Rin muttered.

"You should hope you get out of here before I smack you," Jay replied and Rin did just that, hiding a chuckle as she walked away.

Rin found Felix standing ahead next to some friends of his.

"Done getting paid?" Felix asked and Rin nodded. "Alright, come on!"

"Nah, gotta go get it exchanged."

"Aw, come on, listen, if you come with us I'll pay your drinks off. Last chance!" He put his hands together, pleading.

"Sorry, not tonight," Rin said. "Just not feeling it."

"Ah, screw it, she's a lost cause," Felix shrugged, turning toward his other friends. "See you tomorrow then."

"Yeah, see you guys tomorrow."

Everyone waved goodbye at her as she exited the brothel and emerged back on the cold street. She took a deep breath, adjusted her backpack, and looked up at the moon.

[Just a night like any other, huh?] She sighed. [When is this gonna change?]

But, as nothing would change just yet, all she could do was walk down the lonely street.

She got to the bank later and just as quickly left with that platinum varol exchanged into ten gold ones.

Trying not to spend any more time outside, Rin began walking back home. She passed by the capital building, a few bus stops, and a bathhouse. None of them caught her eye, save for one place.

There was some metallic clanging in the distance. She could hear some kind of commotion coming from a nearby theatre. The doors were open and even at this time, other curious souls were walking in to see what was happening. [Hm… I guess it couldn't hurt to take a look.] Rin went in behind them.

The dark halls led to where the stage was. It was an arena-type theatre, where the seats surrounded the stage in the middle. It wasn't a fully packed house, but there were quite a few people here. Then, Rin saw the source of those sounds.

Two very foreign-looking people were doing battle in the center. Their hits were so powerful, the clashes of their blades so strong that Rin could feel vibrations on the ground she walked on. [Wow… It doesn't look like they're faking it. Are they using Essence?]

One of them was older and had a large grey beard. He wore armor that looked quite heavy, with exposed arms and a shield at his back that he wasn't using. The other one was a tall woman with short grey hair. She was covered from the neck down in steel armor that shone brilliantly in the bright lights covering the whole theatre, and yet Rin could still sense her prominent musculature. This one was using a sword so large, Rin was certain she wouldn't be able to carry it if asked to.

Apparently, she'd managed to arrive at the end of the fight though. The tall woman pushed the older man back with a kick, and he put a hand up.

"Alright, alright," he laughed. "I'm done."

"You're getting tired fast these days." The woman stated with no humor in her voice.

"That's what happens when you're almost seventy."

"Are we going again?"

"Nah, that's it for tonight."

Rin had expected some kind of applause for the performance they put up, but no one reacted like that. Some of them left the room immediately. Others stayed stoically, looking down at themselves in thought. One of them, the person closest to her, was writing in a notebook. Rin raised an eyebrow and asked:

"What are you doing?"

The boy glanced at her and almost instantly went right back to his writing.

"Taking notes."

"Of what?"

"Of how Rank A adventurers fight."

When Rin heard that, she looked back at them in disbelief. [What!? Those were Rank A adventurers?] At that moment, memories flooded her mind. She recalled the way her brother would come home, dressed in expensive sets of armor, carrying heavy weaponry and with a wide grin on his face.

He was stronger than most people would ever train to be, and he was only Rank B. Rin had never seen a Rank A adventurer in person like this.

"You have to," the boy continued in a mumble, "if you ever want to be one of them."

Rin understood that. Admittedly, it had been a stupid dream that she should have grown out of by now, but sometimes at night, Rin pictured herself not as a common whore, but as someone others could look up to. She would imagine herself dressed in golden armor, some giant sword at her back as she moved through these very streets, looking back at everyone who had ever scorned her with disdain. She wouldn't need to sell her body or steal from her customers, she'd just be a hero and make a living that way.

It was a fantasy, but a nice one. Still, just a fantasy though. She wasn't her brother. She didn't have the talent and the connections he had. So, chuckling to herself, Rin decided she'd had enough.

She found herself back home soon after that. Her mother was already fast asleep, and the couch where her father would sit to listen to the radio at the center of the living room was empty. The kitchen where her brother, who had a passion for cooking and was one of the most sociable human beings Rin had ever met, was equally devoid of any human presence. Wordlessly, Rin walked up the stairs and over to her room.

Here, she put her backpack down next to her bed, slipped her shoes off, and didn't even bother throwing her sheet over her body. As tired as she was, the moment her eyes closed, she was dreaming.

...

Rin found herself in a very familiar room. The one she worked in. There were strange sounds in the air coming from two individuals. The first set, Rin understood as being sounds coming from herself. The second, though, belonged to a stranger.

Her clothes were hurriedly thrown over the drawer and someone had taken off a set of beginner-level iron armor and carelessly threw it on the ground. Rin followed the voices until her eyes fell on the bed that she had so intimately acquainted herself with. And, she found her own body, pinned down beneath someone. A woman. She couldn't see her face, only her strong frame, and the flaming orange-blonde hair that cascaded down her back.

The two of them were locked in a fiery kiss and Rin, her consciousness, walked to the bed to see the face of this woman. But, before she could, her eyes opened.

It was still nighttime. Rin blinked. [Again?] She thought, as she shifted onto her side and eyed her backpack, full of the things she'd steal from those she slept with. Most of them, just like the customers she stole them from, were things she'd forgotten about. All but one.

A golden necklace that she had stolen two years ago but just couldn't sell. It belonged to one of the few female clients she'd ever had the actual, true, pleasure of working for. It was one of the few nights she'd had while working this job that she remembered fondly.

[I can't forget her, but I can't fully remember her either. Isn't that some shit?] Rin laughed before closing her eyes once again.

This time, it would be morning before she opened her eyes again, and her life went on normally.




An Opportunity

As gay as she was, there were no male customers that Rin was genuinely attracted to, but she still had preferences, even if they weren't sexual in nature.

For one, she liked it when they were quiet. That way, she could close her eyes, moan a few times, and be done with it. The talkative ones, the ones who wouldn't stop moaning in her ears about how massive her tits were, or how good her pussy felt, were the annoying ones.

Sadly, this morning's customer was one of the latter.

"Oh, fuck, FUCK," he yelled out with a laugh, "if I'd known the women were this good, I'd have come to that whorehouse a lot sooner."

Another athletic customer, unfortunately.

Rin took deep breaths under him, keeping an emotionless face as he pumped into her. Thankfully at least, he didn't seem to care much if she was enjoying this, so she didn't have to fake any moans.

"I'm close, holy shit, I… Agh!"

With that war cry worthy of a hero, he emptied himself inside of her, not wearing a condom though as he'd paid extra to do this raw, and Rin cringed at the feeling of her insides being flooded like this. He remained there for a moment before finally removing himself, and Rin quickly sat up.

"Thank you for using our services," she said blankly. "I hope you liked it."

"Oh, I fucking loved it," he cackled. "Might come back for more soon, that was damn good. Here, keep a little something to remember me by."

Out of nowhere, he tossed a platinum varol at her. Rin's eyes bulged out of their sockets. [Wait, what?] She asked herself as she looked back up at him. [Is this guy rich?]

"Um, excuse me," she started to ask, as she couldn't help herself, "h-how, uh, what do you do?"

"Well, I'll just say this," he smirked, "you just had a Rank B cock in ya, love."

Rin nearly rolled her eyes in front of him, but a thought came to her.

[Rank B… Same as my brother, before he went missing…]

The adventurer stood up and stretched, before putting his clothes on. Rin toyed with that platinum varol in her hands. One platinum varol, equal to 10 gold coins, was the exact amount that Rin made in a month's worth of work. A few of these would be enough to pay for the month's bills, and around fifteen of these would be enough to pay for a semester at a university in one of the cities up north.

"Alright, sugar tits, see ya!" The adventurer said as he walked out of the room, leaving Rin alone on the bed.

[… I need to clean myself up, ugh.]

After taking a drink from one of the potions she usually used, the one that prevented pregnancy, Rin left the room as well. During the day, Dren almost seemed like an entirely different city. People's faces were brighter, their wide smiles contrasting terribly with the slightly broken-down architecture around them, remnants of the time before the Split.

As she was still working, Rin kept her hair painted white and her tattoo showing. This was the source of all of the glares she was currently receiving. That was how people in this town coped with allowing sex work to be a thing.

They just pretended that the prostitutes were otherworldly beings sent to steal their spouses or something.

It would have made Rin laugh if she hadn't gotten sick of these looks from the very first day that she started this job.

She walked back to the Silver Rose and found it to be as busy as ever. She moved past the front desk and into the lounge where all of the other workers were, and Felix quickly waved over at her from the back. He was sharing a couch with two other workers.

Felix walked up to her with a victorious grin on his face.

"Guess who got a date this weekend…"

She could already guess what had happened.

"Oh, by the Divine dude, we have, like, one rule. One. Rule. 'Don't date clients'. And you're actually about to break it?"

"But he's such a sweetheart!" Rin rolled her eyes but couldn't hold back a smile. "Seriously, every second he was like 'hey, is this okay? Does this hurt? Do you need a break?' My heart melted!"

"Wish the people who asked for me were half as nice."

"Alas, you are very, very, unlucky."

"Hey, at least try to cheer me up."

"You want me to lie to you?"

"Maybe."

"I'm too good to do that, dear."

"How the hell did I end up with you?" Rin asked the world and Felix answered.

"Because no one else can tolerate your, uh, eternal brooding."

"Felix," Jay called out from the right side of the lounge. Rin hadn't even seen her walk up. "You're on duty."

"Oh? Who is it?" Felix asked.

"That one over there."

Jay pointed to a young green-eyed blonde girl wearing a white dress who looked like she had too much money and no idea what to do with it all.

"Aw, she's cute." Felix shrugged.

"I'll give you a minute to get ready."

"Thanks, boss." Jay walked away and Rin couldn't help but ask:

"How do you do it?"

"Do what?"

"I mean, you're as gay as I am but… I dunno, nothing ever gets to you. I mean, when you have to do girls, I mean."

"Eh, whenever I get paired up with a fair lady like that one, I try to find some common ground. Usually just vague shit like places we both like going to. Anything that'll remind me that, you know, she's just a human being like me. Of course, it does help that the girls who come here tend to be nicer than the guys, but yeah. At the end of the day though, it's just a job, and all we're doing is providing a service. We don't have to enjoy it, I just choose to make the most of it," he said with finality and waved at Rin, walking away to attend to his client who blushed as soon as she saw him.

"Well, shit," Rin mumbled to herself. She was going to go find a place to sit down and wait to be called, but as she turned to do just that, something caught her attention.

She squinted when she found two familiar figures in the distance, entering the brothel's lounge. Then, she saw them properly.

"What?" She whispered.

Both of the adventurers from last night. They were here, dressed in far more casual clothing. The older man was in an oversized white shirt while the woman looked boyish with a sleeveless brown top and black pants.

[What the hell are they doing here?] Rin scratched her head and subtly moved closer to listen in on them.

"You ever been to one o' these, Cara?"

"No." The woman spat back.

"No wonder you've got such a large piece of rotten wood up your ass." He belly-laughed and spread his arms. "Cara! There's no point in being involved in our line of work if you can't enjoy what different cities have to offer! Just being in a place like this would get you locked up for a year over at Cradle."

"Let's just find him and leave."

The two adventurers searched the room, not even bothering to notice Rin. When they spotted Jay, they walked over to her.

"What can I do for ya?" Jay asked with crossed arms.

"We're looking for a young man, an adventurer like us, his name's Aldin. 'E come through 'ere?"

"Hold on, let me check." Jay went into her room and quickly walked back out with a large brown book in her hands. "I keep everyone's records here. Alright… Aha." She looked up and squinted, searching the room. Then, when her eyes fell on Rin, she stopped.

"Hey, Rin."

"Y-Yeah?"

"Do you have any idea where your client went?" Jay asked and Rin cringed when she remembered how… Less than amicable their parting was.

"Was I supposed to keep track of him?" Rin asked.

"No, no. Just asking. Well, shit. Sorry, but it doesn't look like she knows where he went." Jay stated and Cara grumbled.

"That's fine." She massaged her temples and looked at the older man. "If he doesn't want to come back, that's on him. Should we go?"

"Hm… Maybe we could wait for a little." Rin didn't miss how his eyes left Cara and scanned over some of the passing women. From the looks of things, judging by how she put her hands on her hips, neither had Cara. "You know, 'e might come back."

"Fine." Cara turned toward Jay. "Anywhere I can grab a drink?"

"Right over there." She pointed at a small bar to the back, behind her own room.

"Alright, come get me if Foley comes back. Either of you." Cara said, referring to both her partner and Jay. The boss raised her brows all the way up to the roof, almost impressed by the audacity of being ordered to do something in her own establishment.

"Will do." Her partner said. "In the meantime, though, heeeey!" The older man snagged a woman by the waist and instantly pulled out a coin pouch.

"Don't put your hands on any of them before you pay up," Jay said, taking the pouch from his hands. "Come with me, we'll sort out what you can get with this."

"Alright, alright. My mistake." The older man let go of the woman and followed behind Jay. Rin was left alone. She was about to go sit down again and wait for someone to pull her aside the same way the man had with the other girl, but instead, though, she looked back. Cara had already sat on one of the few stools placed in front of the bar. Her image communicated one very simple message, "do not talk to me".

As Rin stood there though, feeling a drop of sweat roll down her forehead, she thought about it. There was a strange feeling in her gut. She saw the men and women around her, some of them forcing smiles, some of them producing them genuinely, and she wondered about her own place here.

It just hit her, so suddenly.

She needed a change, and this was a chance for that.

[Should I…?] She thought. [What am I even hoping for?] It was almost like a part of her was hoping to stop this train of thought, but once it started there was no hope. Vague images of herself with a sword at her side and her own, real, proud smile on her face as she walked through this town filled her mind. It wasn't like she knew the first thing about being an adventurer though.

All she knew was what her brother had told her. She could almost see herself talking to him some years ago.

---

"Nah, you're full of shit." Rin was sitting in the middle of her home. The scent of vanilla was in the air and her mother was promising to make dessert. "There's no way you saw a fucking dragon."

The boy she was talking to let out a loud cackle and shrugged.

"Yeah, I promise, it happened."

"No way!" Rin tried to shove the boy, but he didn't even budge. "Okay tough guy, what did it look like?"

"It was big."

"No shit."

"It had dark scales."

"And it shot fire out of its mouth?"

"What the fuck do you want me to say?" He laughed. "It was a dragon. Literally, picture a dragon and that's what I saw."

"Can't believe mom and dad raised a liar."

"Fuck you."

Rin chuckled and leaned her head back. Between all of her studies and the fact that she had no idea what she wanted to do in a few years when she graduated from high school, it was easy to get lost in melancholy. But these little moments, well, they helped.

"So… What else can you tell me?" Rin asked.

"Okay, well, you know how there's Dren, this shitty place we know and love, right?"

"Yeah."

"And you know how we're right beneath Libera, and that place is right beneath the Crescent River, you follow?" He asked, referring to the great city of Libera, one of two large human cities in the world, and the Crescent River, which divided the north and south of the world of Ilyrum.

"Yes, I went to school, I didn't know you needed me to confirm that but there you go. Is this some weird test?" She replied.

"Okay, it turns out there's another city to the left of the Crescent River."

"Yeah, uh, what was it called again…?" Rin tapped her knee as she thought about it. That city was barely ever spoken about. It didn't have the historic permanency of Cradle or the cultural golden age that Libera was in the middle of. It was referred to by some as the Forgotten City. Not as some metaphor because it was lost in a disaster or anything, no, literally because it was forgotten by most people.

"Cardana."

"Oh, right."

"I went there."

"Wait, seriously?" Rin was actually impressed.

"Yeah. In all honesty, it wasn't half bad. The place is in the middle of this, how do I explain it? It's like the Divine ripped a mountain off the earth and just dropped that city there. It was strange. I can't say I've been to any place like it."

"Damn."

They remained in silence for a little bit as clanking sounds came from the kitchen behind them.

"Hey," Rin started, "you know, you haven't actually told me anything about your job, like, itself."

At that, her brother closed his eyes and leaned back.

"That too much or something?" Rin asked.

"No, no. It's uh, it's mostly good." He replied. "Just… I dunno, at a point, it can weigh on you a little."

"Huh." Rin nodded slowly.

"But, mostly, yeah. It's alright. I don't regret it at all."

----

Rin blinked. She had spaced out, looking at the woman's back. She breathed in. She needed to do something. This job had worked to help her mother pay the bills since her brother had passed, but she wasn't about to do this for the rest of her life.

[I have to try. Even if I don't really know what I'm trying for. I just can't keep doing this.]

Her legs started moving her to the bar of their own accord. Everything except the open seat next to Cara fell out of focus. And then, it happened almost like a dream. As if she was seeing herself occupy the spot, watching Cara's eyes move to her. Cara saw her tattoo and quickly looked back to her glass.

"Sorry, not interested," Cara said firmly.

"Oh, no, I'm not here for that," Rin replied just as fast. Cara lifted a shot glass to her lips but stopped before the liquid could enter between her lips.

"Then what exactly are you here for?" She asked.

"I… I wanted to know if uh, the Adventurer's Guild is hiring."

The look Cara threw her way would have had Rin rolling her sleeves up any other day.

"Seriously?"

"Y-Yes."

"Are you a mage or something?"

"Well, no."

"Have you done any limit breaking?" Cara reached over and gave a squeeze to her right biceps that probably looked soft, but Rin nearly teared up from how strong her pinch was.

"No." [What the hell does "limit breaking" even mean?]

"Then what the fuck are you talking about?"

"I-I mean, I could learn."

"You don't go to the Guild to learn. Get the fuck out of here with that," she replied.

And, just like that, she was shot down.

[Well, shit.] Rin looked away. [Okay, to be fair, what was I expecting?]

"… o the academy for that."

"What?"

"I said, sigh you go to the academy for that." Cara beckoned the bartender over and wordlessly asked for another shot.

"What's that?"

"Divine save you, kid. The academy is where you go to train up to be an adventurer. If you don't know enough to apply for the guild straight-up, you go there."

"Oh…" Rin thought about it. "Wait, so, I go there, and I can become an adventurer through that, what, school?"

"Yes." Cara threw back another shot and burped. "Anyone can go. It's in Libera, just get a passage, pay the tuition cost and you're in." There was something strange about the way Cara said it. Almost like it wasn't a system she respected or one that she expected Rin to actually use.

"Wait, if anyone can do it, why don't they then?"

"Because if you drop out then, unless you had a scholarship, you effectively just wasted your money," Cara stated. "Which is pretty fucking likely, because being an adventurer isn't just waving a sword around all day."

Those words didn't even register in Rin's mind. She already had more questions to ask.

"How much does it cost?"

"I dunno, kid, like ten plats."

[Holy shit...] Rin thought.

"Yeah," Cara replied as she saw the look on Rin's face. "So, you should probably calm down."

"Why?"

"No chance you'll make it in time for this semester."

"What? Why? When does the semester start?"

"Three days."

Rin nearly fainted.

"I'm going somewhere else, you're ruining my drinking." Cara declared and disappeared. Rin sat there, stunned.

Ten platinum varols. An incredible sum, undoubtedly.

[How many do I even have?] Rin often saved up what she earned, but this amount was something else.

"Can I get you anything, Rin?" The bartender asked with a friendly smile.

"A thousand silvers?"

"Sure, how about I give you my house and my husband while I'm at it too?"

Rin couldn't help but laugh. Still, a thought appeared at the forefront of her mind.

It was a small seed of hope but it was there. She remembered how the adventurer from earlier had tipped her a full plat. Now, although that was a rare occurrence, the wealth of the customer wasn't.

Rin often, very often, serviced the richer members of society. If she performed well enough...

[Shit... Could I make something happen?]




The Pursuit of Happiness

"HOLY SHIT!" The man currently beneath Rin squirmed. Rin twirled her hips as she basically danced on top of him. Now that she had something to work towards, Rin was putting up the performance of a lifetime.

[Just say it, it's cringe, but just say it.] She thought as she grinned down at the guy and leaned towards him.

"I love how your hard cock feels inside me."

She suppressed a gag that came up instinctively and forced herself to continue looking into the man's eyes. He was breathing so heavily, it was like he was in the middle of an intense workout.

"I'm... AGH!" As the guy reached an orgasm, he closed his eyes and fell limp, and Rin could finally stop. "You... You're amazing!"

[Years of experience, finally working out for me.]

"Only cause I had a good partner," she winked at him.

By the time he left the room, Rin was holding another plat.

[YES!] She laughed as she felt it in her hands. [I can do this. I swear I can do this.]

[One guy at a time, Rin. Come on, you can hold out for longer.]

Another customer soon emerged after the last one. He was a short, slightly chubby old man with a handlebar mustache. Rin's determination was at an all-time high, so, little did this guy know, but he was about to have his brains fucked out.

A few minutes later, Rin danced on top of him like she had with the other one, carefully eyeing his reactions to make sure she was performing as well as she could. On occasion though, her eyes drifted to his belt, where he carried several things tied to it.

See, the part of the plan that she came up with was that she also planned to sell everything she'd stolen. And that hopefully, she could get one or two more valuables from any of the day's clients.

This man, in particular, was the third of the day. He seemed like a scholar, so Rin hoped he'd have a couple of things worth taking. [Should be easy enough. I can't imagine he'd notice a pen missing or something.]

"By the fucking Divine!"

The kinds of moans that Rin was in the middle of faking even had her blushing, but she had to. She needed to squeeze every drop she could from these people.

So when the man climaxed into his condom, instead of her usual "okay, now get out", she bent down, kissed his forehead, licked his cheek just above his mustache and in a low voice asked:

"Want to go again?"

"Huh?" The man looked dazed. "But my time's almost up."

"I won't tell if you won't," Rin spoke in a lower register and the man's eyes lit up.

Soon enough, she was counting extra coins the man and the others had left her, along with a pen she'd taken from this one's belt. [Eighty-nine, ninety, ninety-one. Ninety-one silver. So, nine gold. Almost another plat. This is pretty good progress actually. Assuming I don't have any other plats at home, I should be about seven plats away. I can do this, I can do this!]

Rin walked over to the mirror in the bathroom and splashed some water on her face. She looked at herself in the mirror, her eyes passing over the white hair and crescent moon symbol that marked her. [Maybe someday I won't see myself like this again.] After inhaling and exhaling, she left.

She emerged out onto the streets of Dren with, for the first time in months, a proud smile. Her backpack's weight served only as a pleasant reminder of her current objective. She was doing it. She'd be out of this place in no time.

Then, one small thought appeared in her head. One she desperately wished wouldn't have shown up but barged in anyway like an unwanted guest you couldn't kick out.

[Who's going to take care of mom?]

She shook her head. She could think about that later. For now though, as she passed by a few kiosks that were set up near the brothel, she stopped. [You know what… I could probably sell these items off right now. Save myself the time.]

Nodding to herself, she did just that. She approached a general trader and dropped her backpack off in front of him.

"Not interested." He said, glancing at the tattoo on her forehead.

"Me neither." She replied with some bite and the man appeared offended. At least until she pulled out an item she randomly grabbed. A small amulet. "I'm here to sell stuff."

"Huh?" The merchant grabbed it. "Okay… Where did you get this from?"

"Gifts." She replied confidently, then with a wink she said, "people like to show their appreciation when you show them a good time."

He rolled his eyes.

"Alright. Show me what you got."

All in all, Rin had picked up around eight different items. Everything that was in her backpack along with things she kept home. Most were jewelry, but there were a few things in there that stood out. One was a small silver knife, another was some kind of emblem that had been on a man's blazer. However, Rin's eyes widened when she found one item in there that she'd forgotten about.

The golden necklace. Her face heated up just thinking about the night she'd shared with that woman. Was she really ready to sell it off? Give up on remembering her face? Not that she planned to do anything with the knowledge, but she hoped she could someday attach a face to what had been one of the best nights she'd had in this job.

With a deep breath, she reached forward and snagged the necklace before the man could appraise it.

"Sorry." She said, "I changed my mind on that one."

He shrugged and went back to his… Whatever he was doing. Rin had no idea how the value of an item was determined. All she knew was that whatever price she was given; it was likely to be an undersell.

"Alright… I have a price for you. Eighteen gold."

[Holy fuck.] Rin took a sharp breath. That was much more than she had expected. She had to keep herself from nodding fervently, and instead said:

"Twenty."

"No."

Then, as much as it pained her, she reached forward and grabbed one of the items, about to put it in her bag but the man stopped her, harshly grabbing her wrist. Rin tried to show no pain at all.

"… Nineteen."

They stared at each other for a moment.

"Okay."

"Good." The man nodded and the deal was made.

When Rin walked away, her backpack was much lighter, but her pockets were far heavier. She walked back into the Silver Rose with a successful smile on her face. She was so happy that when a few workers greeted her, she waved back at them eagerly and walked to the lounge, hoping more clients would be available.

Instead, she found Jay and some man standing inches apart from each other, as though they were about to fight. Everyone around them was silent and Rin felt the tension in the room hit her hard.

As soon as she stepped in, everyone's eyes went to her.

"Her! She stole it!" When the man turned to face her, Rin's face went white.

"Doubt it. No one's had a negative thing to say about Rin in the years she's worked here. Not once."

"Fine, fucking search her!"

Okay, Rin." Jay called her over. "Come on."

[It's fine. I don't have it anymore. It's alright.]

Rin calmed her nerves and walked forwards. As soon as she could, she handed over her back to Jay who held it upside down and let its contents drop on the ground. All that came out was that golden necklace.

"Bullshit!" The man spat. "She took it, I know she did!"

"Unless she's got it up her ass, and unless you really want to start trouble with me over a fucking pen, I suggest you look somewhere else."

The man did not even register Jay's words. He stomped over to Rin and before she could react, he had a clenched fist up in the air and ready to lay her out. He was not allowed to use it though.

Jay grabbed him by the wrist, pulled him, and flipped him over her back. The man smashed into the floor, letting out a pained yelp as Jay put a boot on him to keep him down.

"She. Didn't. Steal from you. Calm the fuck down."

He stared up at her for a moment and then nodded. Rin was frozen. Her hands shook a little and she took a step back. The man got up, grumbled something, and walked out. Everyone watched him go, silent.

"Alright," Jay called out to the crowd. "Back to work, all of you."

One by one, the spectators resumed whatever they had been doing. Rin just stood there though. She could feel her heart threatening to burst out of her chest.

"Rin," Jay said. "Come with me for a sec."

"O-Okay." She nodded and when Jay walked into her office, she followed, picking up the necklace and her backpack on the way. Jay closed the door behind her and sat down beside her radio.

"So, tell me, how long have you been stealing for?" She asked.

Rin nearly fainted.

"I didn't…"

"I know you've been doing that."

"But I didn't even have the thing he…"

"No. I know because of the necklace."

"What?"

"That necklace that fell from your backpack. It belongs to one of the noble families in Libera. The D'Ana family. You can tell because of the phoenix symbol on the small coin it carries. It's an emblem. And I know specifically who it belongs to because only one of them has ever even shown up here. So, yeah, you stole it." Jay put her feet up on her table. "So, how long?"

Rin was baffled.

"I... What?"

"How long have you been doing this for?"

"About two years." She answered honestly, and softly.

Jay shook her head.

"Rin, what the fuck?" Jay stood up and walked over to her. Rin looked away. She couldn't handle seeing the disappointment in her eyes. "You know, whores already have enough of a bad reputation as is, being known as homewreckers and disease spreaders and shit. And you pull this?"

"I needed the money," Rin argued, still as softly as she could.

"You could have asked me. I'd have helped you out."

"You don't really look all that friendly, boss, It's not easy to walk up to you and ask for things," Rin replied quietly. Jay took her words in and sighed. She stood up, walked over to Rin, and put her hands on the girl's shoulders.

"Rin. I promised your mother I'd look out for you. I had hoped that at this point you'd know that."

"... Sorry."

"... No, I guess it's a bit my fault too. But, listen, I can't have you doing that anymore. One wrong move and you create a shitstorm for all of us. Hell, it's amazing that you even pulled it off for two years. But seriously, stop. It's a miracle no one's caught you and cut your head off."

"… Then, can you help me?" Rin asked.

"Hm?"

"I… I want to apply for the Adventurer's Academy."

"Wait, what? Where the fuck did this come from?" Jay asked, but then a look of recognition dawned on her portrait. "Wait… Those two from yesterday. You talked to them?"

"No, just one. And, yeah, she said I could go there if I had the money."

"Damn. How much is it?"

"I'm missing, uh, around six plats."

"... That's a lot of money, Rin."

"S-Sorry, I'll just keep working for it, I..."

"I'll give it to you," Jay suddenly cut her off.

"What?"

"I'm going to give it to you."

Rin blinked.

"What? That easy?"

"Yeah. And, by the way, when were you planning on telling me this? You know you're under contract right? I'll have to sort that out. Would have been a nightmare if you didn't tell me. But, anyway, I'll give you… Five."

"Seriously?" Rin asked. "You don't need anything? Like… I don't know, an extra shift before I go or something?"

"Oh, I'm going to ask for something, but Rin, I just told you I've got your back. This is a good time to show that, I guess."

"Uh... Well, what do you need?" Rin asked.

"Simple. The last plat you need." Jay paused. When she spoke again, her voice took on a strange tone. "Ask your mother for it."

Out of everything Jay could have said, that was something she had not expected for a second.

"What? Why?"

"I dunno. Just a hunch." Jay crossed her arms.

"You're saying I should ask my mom for a whole plat because of a hunch?"

"Is it that hard to ask your mother for things?"

That sentence hit Rin much harder than she expected it to.

"No."

"Mhm. So, what'll it be?"

Rin shook her head and nodded.

"Okay… I'll do it… I'll get back to work then."

"Nope. Go home. No point in working if you're leaving. Go ahead, and good luck, kid."

"... Thank you, Jay. Seriously, I... I won't forget this."

And, with a nod and an anxious look, Rin left the room.

After she washed out the disguise, she was free to walk the streets as herself. She wondered if she'd ever see herself with white hair and that tattoo ever again. Walking away from the brothel, the town as a whole took on a new light. Things seemed brighter, the sun felt warmer.

[It's not over and done with yet though. Rin thought. I guess I have to talk to mom now. When was the last time we really did that?]

Ever since her brother's passing, she and her mother barely saw each other. Rin woke up early and headed out to work for the duration of the entire day, only coming back late at night to sleep. As for her mother, Rin had no idea what she did all day. Maybe she just laid on her bed and watched the hours pass.

Rin's home looked desolate even from the outside. She stood outside for a while, just watching it as people passed by wordlessly. [Alright. Let's get it over with.] She walked in. [Has the living room always been this dusty?] She wondered. She noticed the radio at the center, which hadn't been turned on in months. She saw two couches positioned around the machine, both of which were dirty and unkempt.

She could barely hear footsteps coming from the right side of the house. Moving toward the source of the singular sound in the air, the silence in the house unnerved her. Eventually, she realized that the footsteps weren't coming from her mother's room, but her brother's. Her brother's, which had been left untouched out of respect.

Rin saw that the door was open and slowly pushed it in. She found her mother sitting on her brother's bed, holding a painting of him that she and Rin's father had commissioned some years ago when he first started adventuring. It was surreal. Rin barely ever thought about it, but her mother really did look like a grown-up, frailer version of herself. She shook her head.

"Mom?"

"Huh?" Her mother tilted her head. "What? Rin? You're… You're home early."

"Uh, yeah." Rin scratched her head. "Can I come in?"

"Y-Yeah." Her mother put aside the painting and moved to the right, leaving a space for Rin to sit.

"Thanks."

They didn't speak for a minute or so. It dawned on Rin just how little they ever conversed these days.

"I, uh, I have something to ask you."

"What is it?" Her mother sounded curious. Like she couldn't imagine why Rin would be here.

"I need a plat... If you have one."

"Oh, of course, honey, no problem." Her mother replied instantly, much to Rin's surprise. "Why though?"

[Shit… I didn't think about how she'd take this.]

"Um, I want to apply… I want to apply for the Adventurer's Academy."

The silence that entered the room almost seemed permanent. Her mother was making a face like she couldn't comprehend the language Rin was speaking. With a stutter, she asked:

"Why?"

"I thought about it. I don't think I can keep working at the Rose. It's been taking a toll on me mentally and… Yeah, I need something to change. I want to try something else, make money doing something else. And, well, it takes way more money to go back to school and get a job that way, no one's really hiring in Dren, the only thing I can think of is to go to Libera and try this out. If it doesn't work, I'll look for a regular job there then."

Rin concluded with a small shrug, but her eyes wouldn't meet her mother's. She was almost scared to see her reaction.

"Okay." Her mother said with a tight throat. "That's fine. I'll… I'll give you the money."

"Oh, thanks, mom. I'm going to start packing my things then, I'll let you know when-"

She felt her mother grab her hand and squeeze down on it. Rin stopped talking and looked to her left.

Tears were threatening to fall from her mother's amber eyes.

"Mom?"

"I, Rin, sweetie, I don't want you to go missing too."

It was that sentence that made this a reality. Not the money, not the prospect of traveling. This sentence. As much as Rin held her brother, and by extension all adventurers, in reverence, she knew precisely because of what he'd told her that this was a dangerous occupation.

Rin hadn't even thought about the risks involved. Just traveling was a risk. People in Dren were taught a very condensed version of history, but one thing that was always hammered home in class was how dangerous just the mere act of stepping outside of a city's walls or a town's limits was.

It was easy to forget, but this hadn't been humanity's world for hundreds of years. And adventurers were the people looking to change that. That was a fact Rin knew all too well. Her brother had been one of those determined souls, after all.

And yet, she wanted to go through with this. Maybe it was the desperation speaking, but she was too determined to stop here. She had nothing against the other girls working at the Silver Rose, but she couldn't see herself being a prostitute for another day.

So, even though now tears were popping up in her own eyes, she turned to face her mother.

"I have to." She stated. "I can't think of anything else. Yeah, in half a year I could probably save up to go to a university or something, but I can't spend another day at the Rose. I need to do something else."

Her mother pulled her in for a hug. It was such a strange gesture that Rin didn't know how to react for a few seconds, eventually wrapping her arms around her and returning it.

"I understand. I'm just… I'm just sorry I couldn't do better for you."

"No, no. Mom, you're fine. I… Um… What happened to Tristan and what I've been doing… We needed money fast and I found an opportunity. I knew what I was getting into. It's not your fault, I just… I don't want to do it anymore."

"… Yeah, yeah. Of course."

A few fallen tears and sniffles later, and Rin was packing up in her room, with her mother sitting at her bed.

"Make sure you work hard." Her mother blew her nose into a tissue and told her. "And eat well, Tristan was eating boxes of pasta by the hour."

"Yeah."

"And don't take any missions that are too hard."

"I have to do well over there for that to ever be a problem," Rin noted with a smile.

"Oh, you will." Her mother replied with a wave of her hand. "You're too stubborn not to."

Rin shook her head with a chuckle.

"OH!" Her mother stood up and ran out of the room. What the hell? When she came back, she had a small box in her hands. "Rin, do you know what this is?"

"Uh, no."

"Yeah, you've never been out of Dren, so you've never needed anything like this." She took the lid off and Rin saw two small wooden carvings of birds.

"Uh, some bird art? Who made this?"

"It's not art." Her mother replied. She made some kind of sign in the air and suddenly, the wooden birds transformed into actual living beings.

"WHAT THE FUCK?" Rin looked at her mother with wonder in her eyes.

"These are Essence-made messengers," her mother explained with a smile. "You can use them to send messages to people. Simply single the person out in your mind, in this case, me, and the bird will understand," her mother said.

Coming across real magic like this was surreal. In Rin's life, the only magic she ever really interacted with came in the form of her potions.

"Holy shit."

"I might buy one of those new, what are they called? 'Telephones' or something. If I do, I'll let you know in a letter."

"Mom, holy shit!"

"I know, I know."

"These things are awesome!"

"And one's yours now."

Her mother passed one to her, and as soon as Rin touched it, she saw a green string form in the air between them and disappear. The other bird did the same with her mother.

"If you want to use it, just do this sign in front of its eyes." Her mother waved her hand in a circle and the bird in front of her turned to wood. "It activates and deactivates them."

"Okay, wow, thanks," Rin said with a grateful smile.

"Well… By the Divine, let's get you to Libera then."

Just like that, Rin's time in Dren was officially concluding. But, with the relief that this new reality brought on, so too came anxiety.

What the hell was being an adventurer even like? How expensive was it? Were the people in Libera kind or just like the ones in Dren? There were too many questions and Rin knew she would learn the answers to each one soon. But whatever it was like, there was virtually no chance it was worse than the life she'd been leading up to this day.




Departure

Dren was not a very important town on the global scale, but there was one thing that gave the citizens of Ilyum a reason to remember it. It was the last stop on the International Railroad. A train system that ran from the snowy northern part of Ilyrum all the way to Dren, which hugged the desert area to the far south.

Because of the train's intimidating size, most monsters largely left the railroad alone. This made the railroad the only safe way to get from one place to another quickly. Someone could walk the way between cities, but this was as time-consuming as it was dangerous. So, if someone wanted to go from Dren to Libera, and do so efficiently and safely, they'd have to take the train.

Rin stood in the center of a wooden platform at the station, waiting for the train to arrive. Behind her were Felix, Jay, and her mother.

"I'm honestly still pretty shocked," Felix stated. Rin looked down at her luggage, packed with just a few different sets of clothing, some hygiene-related essentials, and of course, the golden necklace. "I can't believe you're actually leaving."

"Yeah. Is it weird that I feel nervous? Like, more nervous than I have in a long, long time."

"I'd say that's a good sign you're still sane. Or at least, mostly sane," Felix chuckled.

"You've got your IDs on you?" Jay asked with her hands on her hips, and Rin groaned.

"When the hell did you become my second mom?" Rin asked lightly as she searched for her wallet.

"Ms. Jay makes an excellent substitute for when I'm not around." Her mother added with a smile.

"I told you, just 'Jay' is fine," Jay grumbled, before turning back toward Rin. "So, you got it?"

"Yeah," Rin checked to make sure her security token, a simple government-issue token made out of a specific northern metal that had the person's date of birth printed onto it, was in her wallet along with the sex worker's license she had been given upon being hired by the Silver Rose. Admittedly, she didn't need it anymore, but at this point, she also didn't really care to throw it away. "I'm good."

"Alright." Jay took a step back. "Listen. As soon as you get to Libera, you head straight to the academy. I don't know much but I do know that they let students stay at the school dorms. Don't waste any time, go there, pay up, put your stuff down wherever they leave you, and then you can walk around the city. Just make sure you have a place to sleep in first, you know?"

"What should I do about food? I don't wanna starve or anything." Rin stated. Jay rubbed her chin.

"As far as I know, the academy has its own cafeteria. What you actually should be worried about is finding a way to pay for equipment."

"Huh. Do they give loans like regular colleges?"

"No. So, I don't know how you'll manage that, to be honest. That's up to you." Jay said honestly and Rin sighed.

"Alright… I'll figure it out." Rin nodded to herself.

"Anyway, I just wanted to see you off, kid. I should probably get back to the Rose. Good luck out there. You never gave me much trouble; I think you'll do fine. Send me a letter if you need anything, okay?" Then, she looked at Rin's mother. "Ari, you walking with me or what?"

"Yes, just, in a moment, please?" Her mother replied.

"I'll wait over there." Jay pointed at a bench in the shade of the station's wooden balcony.

"Alright."

Rin was left with Felix and her mother. The heat of the sun on her back only served to amplify the weight of this moment. The thick smell in the air as the concrete of Dren's streets gave way to the dirt and metal path that the train would move out from made Rin cover her nose with her shirt.

"Aw, fuck," Felix smacked his forehead. "Now who am I gonna tell about all those cute boys?"

"You'll be fine." Rin smiled.

"But the boys!"

"You can gush to me in letters." Rin chuckled. "It'll be like nothing ever changed."

"… Nah, you were my best friend in there. Things are definitely changing. But, hey, I'm happy for you, Rin."

"I appreciate it."

The two hugged and, for what could be the last time, Rin smelled the scent of the Silver Rose's lounge on Felix. An eternal hint of vanilla.

"See you around, Rin."

"Yeah, Felix. And, uh…" She leaned in to whisper, "take care of my mom for me. If you can, if you find the time."

"Will do. Alright, I'm going to go give Ms. Jay some company."

Finally, it was just Rin and her mother. Unlike the other two, her mother appeared distinctly saddened. Rin hugged her before any words were even exchanged.

"You counted the gold?"

"Yeah, a hundred all in all, maybe a few more. Ten platinum."

"Good. Good." Her mother reached for something and Rin arched a brow. "Here, take this."

She held out some strange amulet. It gleamed, shining with a strange pink color.

"What is this?"

"It used to belong to your father. He got it from his grandfather, that fought in Libera's revolution." As Rin listened, she found her mother looking at the jewelry fondly. "It's enchanted to enhance your Essence abilities."

"Spells? I don't know any though."

"They'll probably teach you a few over there. If they're any good at their jobs anyway," her mother replied. "Keep it on and once you're out there in the wild, never take it off. It could save your life."

"Oh. Uh, mom, I don't know what to say. Thank you," Rin replied as she smiled up at her mother.

"Don't mention it, sweetie. Just, promise you'll be careful?"

"Yeah, of course." Rin nodded.

"I'm serious, Rin. There's a reason the Academy has barely any standards as to who they let join in. Adventuring was a really popular job about a hundred years ago, but the more people did it, the more people died. When you rose through the ranks, you became more than human but, anyone who couldn't keep up… Well, yeah. It ended up with the academy being made because parents like me were tired of losing their kids to these adventures because they weren't ready to handle things."

Rin was stunned.

"But… I understand that you want to give this a try. Just know that, if you ever change your mind about it, you can come back and we'll try to find something else for you. Just... Just know that you've got options."

"Alright."

"Well, that's it, I guess." With one more firm hug, Rin felt a tear drop onto her shoulder and her mother said, "take care."

"Bye."

The train arrived forty minutes after that moment. It was a marvelous thing, a giant mechanical contraption moved by a mixture of engineering and the mages at the ends that telekinetically push it back and forth. Some officer told the amassing crowd to wait as the people inside the train walked out. There were people from all different walks of life. Merchants, peasants like her, looking for a new life, politicians, and ambassadors.

The officer made a gesture and, as part of a line, Rin walked forward. She boarded the train, dropped a few coins into a box, and was directed to an empty window seat, and sat down. She wondered if reservations were made for seats but when she looked around, she found that there were a lot of empty chairs. Does no one want to go to Libera? With a deep breath, she closed her eyes. Anyway, it's happening. She thought. Holy shit, it's happening.

A middle-aged woman sat next to her. Rin couldn't help but ask.

"Excuse me," Rin started, "how long till we get to Libera?"

"First time?" The woman asked, and Rin nodded. "Around eight hours give or take."

It was the first interaction she had with someone else since she stopped being a sex worker. With that in her mind, she hoped that Jay's brothel would keep prospering. She hoped Felix would never change. She hoped some of the men and women she knew would find their own happiness, and if they enjoyed that job, then she hoped they'd get to do it for many years to come.

An announcement was made by a woman in a simple brown shirt and skirt of the same color that they would be heading to Libera now. Before Rin could even register it, the train took off. Her time in Dren, a total of twenty years had officially ended.

At first, as the area to the north of Dren had some woodlands to carve through, Rin did not get to see much. But, as soon as the train moved past that and entered a clearing that seemed to last miles and miles, Rin's jaw hit the floor. Sky-cutting mountains in the distance, fields of cream-tinged tall grass, but what truly caught her attention were the bird-like creatures soaring through the skies.

She mistook them for dragons but then she pressed her forehead against the window and noticed their dark beaks. I've never seen birds like those before. For them to be so big, even from here, they must be massive up close!

Rin was in awe. The surprises did not let up. A few minutes later, Rin saw a river in person for the first time. A large body of crystal-clear blue water to the right, letting the sun reflect brilliantly off its surface, was sprawling to the far horizon. Rin was speechless. Even further ahead, she saw all kinds of animals that she'd only heard about or seen in drawings in school textbooks. Cows, sheep, longspikes, flowerbulls, all sorts of creatures Dren never had.

After a while though, Rin's eyelids felt heavier and heavier. And, with her eyes on the sky, she fell asleep. When her eyes reopened, the sun was still out but the sky had taken on an orange tinge. Rin yawned and looked to her left, finding that the woman next to her was writing in some kind of notebook.

The woman noticed and raised a brow at Rin, who looked away quickly.

"It's fine to be curious." The woman said and Rin turned back to her.

"Uh, what are you writing?"

"I'm keeping track of the things I see." The woman replied with a small smile. "For my kids when I see them again."

"Oh."

"Yes, I had to visit Dren for a business meeting, so I figured I may as well document my time outside of Libera."

Rin nodded slowly. [Maybe I should do the same?] Rin wondered, looking back out the window. I guess it would be good to have something to give to mom, Felix, and everyone. Just, jot down the things I see.

It was right when the sun dipped below the horizon and the moon emerged to replace it that someone announced that they had arrived at Libera. Rin leaned out the window and found the kind of place Dren could never hope to compete with. A city with large grey stone walls that only gave way to an opening for the train to use, but behind them, Rin could see large elegant, and colorful buildings. The train slowed down until it was moving no faster than a person could walk while it entered the city.

The people on the train stood up and along with them, Rin walked out of the train. The difference between this place and Libera was instantly noticeable. A man carrying a strange instrument was singing nearby, the people who lived here were dressed carelessly, with some of them having more of their bodies exposed than even Rin's coworkers would have back at Dren. Rin didn't see as many weapons on people's bodies as she did at Dren either. In Dren, if you weren't ready for an altercation at all times, you were considered a fool. Here, that seemed like it was the last thing on people's minds.

Wow. Rin was lost in it all, but she shook her head. Right, Jay said I need to find the academy as fast as possible. I guess I'll ask around. She walked up to a nearby guard.

"Excuse me, where can I find the Adventurer's Academy?" Rin asked.

"Just a few streets away from here, take a left, then a right, keep going straight and take another left. After that, just keep going straight and you'll see it."

"Thank you." Rin bowed and, with her luggage by her side, walked away.

Her eyes roamed over every detail in the city. The houses combined bricks and stone to create colorful buildings and the streets, though narrow, felt like walking on clouds. Even the windows were different! Unlike in Dren, here, the windows were carved into the buildings and had no glass, instead, it looked like people used some strange wood to shield themselves from the sun. The last bit that she noticed was the multiple small bridges that the streets transformed into. They had water running under them, where people used boats to move from one place to another, that was another thing she'd never seen before.

She followed the guard's directions and eventually ended up in front of a place that made her freeze in awe. Behind a metal gate and a large field of cut grass, there was the academy. Colored a dark brown and taller than most of the other buildings nearby, it was looming. Instead of the festive and fair nature of the other places Rin had seen, this structure seemed prideful and old.

A few guards were standing at the gates and when they watched Rin approach, they postured up.

"Uh, hello, I'm here to sign up."

"Seriously?" One guard looked her up and down and snickered. He turned to his partner and said, "it seems like all we get is outcasts nowadays huh."

"Yeah, no real heroes anymore. Damn shame."

Rin narrowed her eyes at them. What the hell are they talking about?

"Sure. Go ahead. The secretary at the front will send you up to the dean. You can pay then, and someone will take you to the dorms."

"Thanks." It almost sounded like a question. The men let her through and, officially, Rin was inside academy grounds.

The garden-like smell hit her nostrils and Rin basked in it. She still couldn't believe it was all actually happening. The anticipation of this new life nearly swept her legs out from under her. She had to walk a little bit faster just to vent the excitement. A glance up at the moon let Rin know it must have been around 8 or 9 pm. When she stood in front of the large brown double doors that led into the academy, she paused.

Here goes nothing.

And on that note, she opened the door. The first thing she saw was a series of old paintings on the wall behind a singular desk ahead of her. Each one depicted people dressed in all kinds of armor and with equally varied weaponry. Then, she looked down and saw a woman that she assumed to be the secretary watching her with a subtle annoyance.

"Welcome to the Adventurer's Academy." The secretary said emotionlessly. "How can I help you?"

Rin took a deep breath. Pulling her luggage, she walked up to the woman and stated her purpose.

"I'm here to sign up." The woman, like the guards, gave her a disbelieving look. Rin got annoyed this time and sighed before saying, "yes, seriously."

"Hmph. This is why no one likes us anymore." The woman mumbled and pulled out a few papers. What does that mean? Rin thought. Everyone back at Dren always looked up to adventurers. They're literally the stuff of fantasies. "Okay, do you have the tuition fee ready?"

"Yes. Ten plats, right?"

"Yes, ten plats," she said the abbreviation with distaste. "Another commoner, by the Divine."

What the hell is her problem? Rin shook her head and reached into her baggage. She searched for the large pouch where she was carrying all of her money and one by one, pulled out gold coins until they equaled the ten platinum.

She tried to pile them up into neat stacks and handed them over.

"One… ten… fifty… seventy… Alright." The woman wrote down something Rin couldn't see and asked, "Identification."

"Here." Rin handed over her token and the woman nodded, writing more down.

"Rin Asahiro, woman born on 1224 A.S. and a resident of Dren, oh no wonder." She muttered under her breath. Rin's patience was running out. "Good. That makes you the tenth first-year."

"Okay, so where do I, wait, what?"

The woman stamped the paper she was writing on and put it in a folder.

"Hm?" She asked Rin.

"Tenth?" Rin asked. "As in, this place only has nine other students in my year?"

"Yes."

"What? I just… I don't get it."

"There is a reason we barely have any requirements to become a student. Why we provide so many free services." The secretary's voice took on a more somber almost accusatory tone. Suddenly, it felt like the room grew colder. "Every year, the number of students has diminished. Young hopefuls like you take one look at the state of things outside this or any city's safe little walls and they give up. But you will understand soon enough. As for right now, hm… You will be sharing a room with another student. Come with me, I will take you to it."

"… Okay."

The secretary led her to an elevator. Elevators were rare in Dren, only very rich places had them, so when Rin stepped into this one, she felt a tingle of excitement. There were four levels marked above four buttons.

"The academy has four floors. The first floor, the entrance, is for the administration and the staff. The second is where the dorms are, the third is for classes. First-year and second-year students stay on the second floor. Third-years generally tend to have enough money to buy their own homes outside of the academy."

"What's the fourth fo-, flo, fuck that's hard to say. What's the fourth floor for?"

The secretary rolled her eyes.

"The library, the physical training center, the meditation room, and the cafeteria are all located there."

"They put a library next to a gym?" Rin asked with a raised brow. The elevator came to a halt, its doors opened and they both stepped out.

"The gym is enchanted to be soundproof. Of course, that created a whole lot of new problems, for one, people tend to go there to…" She looked at Rin awkwardly and coughed. "Never mind."

The secretary led Rin to room 2 – E. Here, the secretary opened the door and Rin found herself in a quaint little place with two beds, a small fridge on the side, a few old books, and a window at the back.

"Your roommate has yet to arrive, hopefully, she will be here by tomorrow." The secretary gestured for Rin to walk in. "Make yourself at home. The cafeteria and all of the training rooms are free. Tomorrow, you will be given an adventurer's token. As long as you have that on you, you will be able to visit every part of the academy freely."

"Alright."

"If I am not mistaken, the dean will be addressing the new students tomorrow at eight in the morning. Do not miss it."

Without a goodbye, the woman closed the door and Rin was left alone.

She breathed in the smell of ancient texts and a bed that hadn't been cleaned in weeks and it smelled like change. Next to her bed, a clock was ticking away. I'm here. Rin laughed to herself. I'm here! I did it. I… Holy shit. She felt a tear slide down her face. Her laugh bubbled until she laid down on the bed, looking up at the ceiling.

[My new life. I guess it starts now.]




Introductions, Part One

Rin barely slept last night.

She only ended up being able to fall into her dreams at around midnight, so when she woke up, she worried that she was too late. Those worries were half-confirmed when she looked at the clock near the bed and saw that it was already 7:30 in the morning.

[Crap,] Rin got off the bed, yawning. She stretched as she noticed that the bed next to hers was still empty. Shaking her head, she tried to focus up.

[Shower. Smell like shit. Need shower.]

She turned and glanced to a small door to her right. [Is that supposed to be a bathroom or a closet?]

She opened it and found a single toilet and some toilet paper but no sink and no shower. [What? Where... Is there like, a public bathing place? Dren had a few of those. Well, these are the dorms. If they're anywhere, they're either here or at the gym on… The fourth floor? Yeah.]

All she was wearing, unfortunately, was a white shirt and pajama pants. This was a problem because, in her tired state of mind, she forgot that since it was daytime people would probably be out of their rooms by now.

As soon as she opened the door someone instantly walked past and saw her in her graceless form. Her face had probably never been that red in her life. The student who happened to see her in this unlucky state was a dark-skinned girl with short cinnamon hair and cute, mischievous eyes. Eyes that turned upon her and found a smile touching them as soon as she caught a glimpse of Rin.

"FUCK!" Rin yelled and slammed the door closed. She could hear the girl laughing from behind the door. Rin sighed.

[Well, this morning is off to a great start.]

With a new set of clothes, a different sleeveless shirt, and some black shorts, she walked out a little bit more confident. [Okay, now to find a place to brush my teeth, take a quick shower, and, yeah. It'll be fine.]

It took some searching but eventually, she found two doors, one with a large M painted onto it and one with a large F. She grabbed her backpack, which had a towel in it along with some soap, and carried it over there. To her pleasant surprise, these were in fact the showers.

It sounded like someone was already occupying one. Whoever it was had a fairly high-pitched voice and was singing some strange tune Rin hadn't heard before.

[Wow, she sounds adorable.] Rin chuckled lowly, trying not to let the person know she was here. She wanted to get in, take her shower, and get out, after all.

Before she could even get ready though, the stream of water from the nearby shower ceased and the person inside walked out.

Or, no, rather, she flew out.

Rin's eyes widened when she saw a little girl with what looked like sparkly, glitter-covered wings fly out of the shower nonchalantly, humming the same song she'd been singing. She had dark, wet green hair and her eyes held multicolored irises, like two rainbows.

Seeing this creature, Rin reacted the only way she could have.

She screamed.

"AHHH!" Rin slipped and fell on her ass. The girl flinched, yelping in return and flying back, hitting the door, covering herself, and then looking down at Rin, annoyed.

She scoffed.

"W-What are you doing? You scared the hell out of me!" The girl with the incredibly high-pitched voice said.

"You… What…? That's my line!" Rin replied as she blinked multiple times to make sure she was not dreaming.

This girl looked like something out of a dream. It was a reality-shaking vision that she was seeing.

"Huh?" The flying creature was confused.

"I, uh, I mean, what are you?" Rin asked.

"What kind of… Oh, wait... you've never seen a fairy before?" She asked, shocked.

Rin nodded and a grin appeared on her face.

[Am I about to get eaten or something?]

After that acknowledgment, suddenly, the girl's confusion turned into confidence as though she possessed some sacred knowledge. "Well, what luck you have. My name is Eve of the Northern Clan! I am a fairy, and I am here to be the greatest adventurer there's ever been!"

…

[Um... What's even happening?]

What the "fairy" said probably would have been more impressive had she not been entirely naked with nothing but a towel to cover herself up.

"Anyway, yeah. I'm surprised you haven't seen one before. We're kind of all over Libera."

"I… only just got here."

"Oh. From Cradle?" The fairy asked.

"No, from Dren."

"OH!" Eve gave a sagely nod. "Yeah, that would explain it. There aren't any fairy clans south. All of us come from either the Nothern Clan or the Western Clan. Well, I'm proud to be the first fairy you meet!" In an instant, the girl flew over to Rin and extended a hand.

As she floated in front of Rin, the brunette found herself chuckling.

"Uh, yeah, I'm Rin... Hi." Rin shook her hand and the fairy grinned.

[Well... this is a thing that happened. She doesn't seem half-bad, honestly, but I don't know what anyone here is like though, gotta keep my guard up. Make sure I don't get scammed.] As someone who had stolen from quite a few people herself, she understood that appearances could be deceiving.

Still, she did need to be normal. So, Rin slowly stood up first and then placed her hand in the girl's own.

"By the way, how old are you?" Rin asked. "I didn't know the Guild was hiring kids."

A brief look of anger and disappointment passed over Eve.

"I'm… I'm just going to let that one slide."

And then, with utmost seriousness, she said:

"I'm twenty-seven years old."

"Seriously!?"

"Y-Yes, seriously," Eve blushed. "You humans are just really big, so you don't notice."

"Wow, uh," Rin chuckled nervously. "Noted, noted."

"No worries. It's not your fault if you've literally never seen us before." A charming smile emerged on Eve's face. "So, how long have you been here?"

"Oh. I got here last night." Rin said, looking over at one of the few sinks and taking her toothpaste out.

"Hm. I had a feeling. I'd met most of the other first-years, hadn't met you though." Eve saw the things she had brought in and nodded. "Oh, you're going to, oh, okay. Yeah, go ahead." She flew past Rin and quickly put on some clothes that Rin hadn't noticed lying on a sink. "Find me again though once you're done, I'd love to show you around!"

Rin blinked.

[Well, either she's going to take me to get kidnapped or I just found a guide. I'd love to say no, but I don't think I have that luxury. I know literally nothing about this place after all.]

"Uh… Will do."

And just like that, she was alone again. Her heartbeat steadied and Rin continued on her journey to have an acceptable level of hygiene for the day. She hadn't been to any school in quite some time, but one thing she did remember was that any and all embarrassments were permanent. People just did not forget things.

After twenty minutes or so, she was back out in the same clothes she came in with, but with an entirely different smell. Her raven hair had curled slightly, still humid while it draped over her back. She nodded to herself and walked over a window, breathing in the morning air.

And subsequently, let that air out sharply when she saw a small crowd gathered at the front of the academy.

[WAIT, SHIT!] Rin thought as she realized she was late.

She ran to the elevator and spam-pressed the "1" button. The elevator slowly descended and as soon as the doors reopened Rin was running outside. The secretary laughed at her as she passed but Rin didn't care at this particular moment. All she cared about was, as subtly as possible, joining the crowd.

And of course, that did not work.

"Alright," a man in a wheelchair said on a small stage in front of the crowd when he saw Rin. "That makes nine of you."

Rin hadn't run or done any exercise at all in years. She was dry-heaving, trying her hardest not to die of embarrassment. Everyone's eyes were still ahead, but Rin knew better. She'd been the subject of side-eyes and low mockery for quite some time. At least a few people here had to be laughing at her. Even if she couldn't hear it.

"Alright… We'll wait for the last one, then." The man in the wheelchair, someone with an old body and a short grey beard below a scar that ran over his left eye, said to the crowd.

"Why?" One brash man said. "It's probably some lazy bum. Can't you just tell us what we need to hear and let us go?"

As she caught her breath, Rin found the source of that voice. A man who had to be at least in his mid-twenties, with large arms and a sculpted abdomen that he was showing off proudly. He had unruly blonde hair equipped with long bangs covering blue eyes. He looked up with disrespect plain to see in his expression.

"Negative." The man on the small stage was unfazed. "I won't give the same speech twice."

"Say it once then, fuck 'em." The boy shrugged. "If they got here late, that's on them."

"We don't know what their situation is. We will wait, that is final. Besides, if I'm not mistaken the person who has yet to arrive is definitely no 'bum' as you put it."

A few of the students clearly shared the boy's sentiment though, as whispers spread through the crowd.

But, before anyone else could raise their voice, a carriage arrived outside the academy's gates. Rin turned around. The carriage had smooth-looking wood painted white along with gold lining on the sides. The horses that pulled it were equipped with actual white and gold armor.

"Ah, she's here, it seems." The old man said.

A woman climbed off the carriage. Rin couldn't see all of her but from what she could see, she was impressive. The woman was surprisingly tall, taller than anyone in the crowd with the sole exception being the tough-sounding boy who spoke earlier. She was wearing a white business shirt and tight pants of the same color. Her firm muscles were noticeable even under the outfit. Sharp teal eyes, a slender jaw, and a confident smile. She was about to walk toward the crowd but someone in the carriage called out to her.

From this distance, she seemed a little familiar.

Rin watched her get annoyed, spin, and say something she couldn't hear from that distance before she resumed her walk.

"So, that's her?" A boy in the group whispered.

"Yeah," a girl replied. Rin noticed that it was the same girl who had caught her walking out of her room earlier who was speaking. "The prodigy of the D'Ana family."

[Wait... What?] To Rin, the entire world froze. Her lips split open of their own accord. It became harder to breathe. [What family!?]

But, she took a moment to calm down.

[No, no. Maybe it's a cousin or something.]

"The only one here who might be worth a damn then." The strong-looking boy from earlier stated.

"Weren't you calling her a bum earlier? Changed your-" before another boy could finish his question, the girl tapped him on the shoulder and shook her head. The boy nodded and stopped talking.

As the woman neared the crowd standing a full head over most of them, Rin looked away. [It's... It's probably not...]

"Good. Well then, let us begin. My name is Mannon. I am the dean of this academy and have been an adventurer for over sixty years." The old man declared. The group quieted down as he spoke. "Before I tell you about how your school year will proceed, I would like to know your names. So, from the front here, one by one tell me who you are. You, start."

Rin peeked around people to see who was speaking. The first one to talk was a skinny pale girl with light green hair tied into a ponytail. Rin couldn't see much of her, aside from the fact that she was dressed in a grey skirt and had on an intricately designed long-sleeved grey top.

"Alea Marina." She said quickly with her hands crossed.

"That's not exactly much of an introduction." The old man said with a raised brow.

"Oh, let me try again then."

She cleared her throat and put on an absurd voice as she said: "Hiiii! Oh my gosh y'all, my name's Alea, my last name's Marina and I like, love to waste time talking when I don't need to! Nice to meet you, everyone!"

As she stopped, she scoffed.

"Is that what you want?"

"… Very well then." Mannon shook his head. "Next up, you."

The next person was, honestly, slightly intimidating. She had raven hair like Rin's, but smoother and a little shorter. She was carrying a sword at her waist with a silver-colored sheathe. And, finally, she was dressed in the kind of traditional robe that for a second Rin mistook as one from a brothel.

[What the hell?]

"…" The girl didn't speak for a moment.

"Well?" Mannon asked.

"Sara." An eloquent, quiet voice answered. She said nothing more, nothing less.

"Hm… Alright then." Mannon moved on to the next person. "You."

The next one happened to be the girl Rin had run into before she met Eve. Getting a better look at her here, she showed all the signs of being the most extroverted student there. Short, unruly cinnamon hair, dark skin, a wide easy smile, and if all that wasn't enough to create a certain image, she stretched out an arm to the sky and answered:

"My name is Carla Bianchi!" Her energy was dangerously infectious. [Oh, she's got an accent. Cute,] Rin noted. Mannon nodded.

"Next."

The boy next to her was the one who'd almost picked a fight with the tall guy. He had on a strange hat, was dressed in a full business suit, and had short black hair. He almost looked like some kind of politician Rin would have been working for back at Dren. [Well, I think he definitely went a bit too far in his prep.]

"John Ates, at your service." He bowed and Carla rolled her eyes with a kind smile. [Are they friends?] For some reason, the thought that some people would join this academy as a unit hadn't crossed her mind.

"Alright. Next."

Of course, the next one was the tall guy. He didn't even bother making eye contact with Mannon as he said his name.

"Seth Maxwell."

"You." Mannon pointed at a boy who was a little bit shorter than the others. He wore an oversized shirt and ripped jeans, he looked nervous, distrusting. Rin almost reached over to say, "dude, it's okay". Then, Rin noticed his ears. This boy had the ears of a wolf, an animal she had only seen in art. As he opened his mouth to speak, she noticed fangs as well. If she hadn't seen Eve earlier, she probably would have fainted. But, upon seeing this boy, she realized there was probably a lot to this world she just didn't know about.

"Varyn Altaire." He stated.

"A beastborn?" It was the first time that the dean actually appeared surprised.

"Yeah, so?"

"Hm… I suppose there's no problem. First of your kind to show up here is all. Well, next?"

Eve was up to introduce herself now. As they weren't in the middle of an embarrassing situation like before, this time, Rin could see her properly. Her irises were multi-colored, like rainbows in her eyes, and on the ground, she must have been a little more than four feet tall. She was carrying a small wooden staff and her "clothing" were just leaves and vines wrapped around her body.

"I'm Eve of the Northern Clan!" She cleared her throat before proceeding, "I'm here to show that fairies can be heroes too!"

At that statement, a few people in the small crowd chuckled and yet, if Eve was at all shaken by that, she did not show it.

Mannon stared at her for a worrying amount of time before shaking his head and moving on.

"Alright, you?"

The next one to speak had grey hair, crimson red eyes, and almost grey skin. He was a little less tall than the tallest person there and had a strong, thin frame. He had on an unzipped black hoodie with no shirt underneath.

With a deep voice and a kind smile, he said, "Dylan Von Saila. It's a pleasure, everyone."

"Alright. We're almost done."

The next one was the only woman there with a bigger chest than Rin herself. She had a somewhat friendly appearance to the point where Rin wondered if she was actually here as an adventurer. Bright green eyes, shining red hair, she looked like a character in a fairytale.

"My name is Lisa Styre." She bowed. "I am training to be a healer. I hope to be of use to everyone." [Her voice sounds like she should be giving lessons to kindergarten kids.] Rin chuckled light-heartedly.

Next up was herself. Rin tried to stand up straight. Everything went silent as all eyes focused on her. She breathed in, out, and said, "I'm Rin Asahiro. Nice to meet you all." She hoped to the Divine she didn't sound nervous. Someone whispered to her from the left and Rin found Eve giving her a thumbs-up.

Finally, it was that other woman's turn. Rin hadn't noticed, but she had chosen to stand right behind Rin.

And that, that small coincidence was what made this revelation possible.

As she grinned at the crowd and put her hands on her hips, flexing strong arms under her shirt, her fiery. sunlight-colored, long hair flowed in the wind, and at that moment, Rin nearly gasped.

She thought back to the necklace she had stolen years ago. She could see it. She could see herself pinned down in a passionate kiss that burned more intensely than the sun ever could. Every sense from that day returned to her. The smell of the woman's perfume, the taste of her lips, the beating of her own heart, the sound of her gentle voice in Rin's ears. At this moment, Rin felt her breathing speed up as she realized:

[That's her.]

"My name's Elisa D'Ana. It's a pleasure."

[That's her.]

Rin blinked.

[I'm so fucked.]




Introductions, Part Two

Mannon continued to speak, but Rin could barely hear him over the sound of her heart thumping in her ears. Elisa D'Ana, the woman who had given Rin one of the best nights of her life, in terms of sex anyway, a few years ago, was standing right there, to her left.

The tall woman stood proudly, her toned, muscular arms on her hips as she listened intently.

There were so many details about her that Rin had forgotten about over time. Her sharp jawline, her elegant, green eyes, her hair which looked like it was set ablaze, and her fair skin.

[... She's even hotter than I remember, by the Divine,] Rin thought as she took a deep breath and breathed in the woman's scent. An alluring lavender. [Her arms... She could carry me and pin me to a wall like it's nothing.]

Rin bit her lips as she tried hard to push these thoughts away.

[Stop it,] she told herself. [You're in the middle of a speech, this is no time to get thirsty.]

Mannon said something about their next steps, but Rin outright couldn't hear him at this point. Especially when Elisa was smirking right at her, with one of those fine fire-red brows raised up at her.

[Wait, what?]

"Seems exciting, right?" Elisa whispered to her, and that was when Rin realized she'd been caught staring.

"Y-Yeah," Rin nodded like an idiot.

"Hehe," Elisa chuckled and looked away. Rin tried then to stop gawking at her.

[... Ugh, come on, Rin. Get it together. It doesn't matter. You're here, you should be paying attention. So, stop it.]

"Here's what we're going to do," Mannon said and Rin thanked him in her mind for the distraction. "At the secretary's table, you all know and love her by now, I'm sure, you'll pick up your adventurer's token. It's a large coin that has your name and rank on it, don't lose it, don't forget about it. You'll be using this thing a lot on your travels."

As Mannon spoke, Rin tried to sneak a glance at her again, but as her eyes fell on the blonde, she looked away, hoping not to get caught again.

"Then, you're going to head over to the third floor. In classroom 3 – A, all of your teachers will be there to introduce themselves. Then, the last step is simple. You're going to head up to the fourth floor, to the physical training center. There, you're going to fight."

The students started whispering amongst themselves.

"Fight? Why?" Eve asked.

"All of us?" John Ates, Carla's friend, asked.

"Quiet!" Mannon said loudly. Everyone was silenced. "Just for a few minutes to gauge everyone's level, see where you're all at. It's just one fight too, it's not a tournament or anything. We just want to see who's more experienced and who's lagging behind, so that the teachers know who to work on and how."

With that, he leaned back in his chair and said, "alright, go get your tokens and report to the teachers."

One by one, with John and Carla at the front of the group, the students all went back inside. Somehow, Rin ended up walking next to the stoic girl with the strange sword. [Sara? Should I say something? Seems a little awkward if I don't.] Rin thought as she looked around and noticed a few of the students already talking amongst themselves. John and Carla were clearly friends, but behind them, it sounded like Alea Marina was making some kind of joke to Seth, one that, surprisingly, the boy actually laughed at. [May as well give it a shot.]

"So… This is kind of exciting, isn't it?" Rin did her best to give a smile to the girl next to her. Sara emotionlessly turned towards her. She didn't say anything.

She just stared back at Rin, as though she was frozen.

Three, four, five seconds passed.

[...Did I make her mad or something?]

"Yes," Sara replied quietly, nodding.

That was the only response Rin got.

"U-Uh, yeah." Rin gulped.

[Whoa. She's scary.]

"Hey, Rin!" It was the fairy. Eve flew over to Rin and the brunette was happy for the interruption of… Whatever that last conversation was. "After all this, how about I show you around?"

"Oh, uh, are you sure?" Rin asked, feeling slightly bashful under the girl's energy.

"Yeah! I mean, this city is huge! You'll never learn where you need to go on your own. It'll be quick! I'll show you some nice spots and we'll head back" Eve said with her arms stretched wide. She almost hit Sara in the face, but the girl ignored it. "There are a ton of places that you really do need to know if you're going to be working here, especially. So, how about it?"

[She's right.] Rin scratched behind her head. [I don't want to trust anyone yet, but I do need to see where I can get stuff, whether it's food, clothes, medicine. Yeah, I guess I have to take her up on this.]

"Sure." Rin shrugged.

"Awesome!"

The secretary looked up at the approaching group and opened up some sort of briefcase that held the tokens inside.

"Go ahead." She said.

The tokens were cleared out and each of the students was inspecting them. Rin analyzed hers. It was a large iron coin with words carved into it. It read:

[Rin Asahiro]

[Age 20]

[Place of Birth: Dren]

[Rank - D]

"It's heavier than I thought it would be," Eve noted.

"What's this fo- ah!" Rin poked her finger on a small spike that was on the bottom of the token.

"Hm? Oh, one of the teachers will explain." The secretary noted dismissively. "Now, go."

The students did just that. This time, however, since there were way too many of them, they took the stairs up instead of the elevator. Three floors later and Rin was almost on the ground dry-heaving. She was genuinely that out of shape.

Most of the other students had no trouble, the only one Rin saw showing any tiredness like hers was the "kindergarten teacher" as Rin referred to in her mind, Lisa. The others, mostly, had no problem at all.

"These stairs are something else. It's… Oh, goodness," Lisa said next to her with a laugh, "it's easy enough for them. We're walking with weights though," she giggled, patting one of her boobs and at that, Rin chuckled too. "Come on," Lisa helped her stand properly. "Let's go. Thick girls stick together, and all."

"Right," Rin smiled up at her as she took her hand.

Room 3 – A was right next to the stairs and the elevator. It was a "classroom" in name only though. The place was an actual garden. There were some wooden benches scattered throughout, but mostly, all Rin saw were flowers.

There were four people standing at the far back of the garden and they were in the middle of a conversation. One of them, an impossibly large man with an ax on his back bigger than Rin herself, was speaking to…

[Holy shit, is that Cara?] Rin thought when she saw the woman dressed in steel armor. She recalled how the woman looked and, sure enough, Cara ticked every box. A strong frame, a mean, weathered face.

"… course she's not here yet." The man with the ax on his back said.

"We don't know what's keeping her, stop it," Cara told him.

"That cocky bitch thinks just because she's the only S, she can show up whenever she fucking wants to."

"And she's right." Cara glared at him. "So, stop."

"…" At that, Eli mumbled something Rin couldn't hear.

That was the last piece of the conversation before each of the students came in. A few of them quickly sat down on the benches, Carla and John sat on one to the front, Seth, Alea, and Lisa all sat on one to the right. Dylan and Sara both remained on their feet, while Eve and Rin took one in the middle. Varyn leaned against a wall while Elisa sat on top of what Rin assumed to be an old teacher's desk at the side.

"Alright." One middle-aged man started. He had messy smooth grey hair coupled with the smirk and pose of someone who thought they were the smartest in the room. "Welcome, welcome new blood. My name is Harriton Concord, Rank B. I will be teaching you all things Essence-related. We'll get into more details about that tomorrow. As for now though, let's get our names out of the way."

He nodded toward the man with the ax. He took a step forwards and the look in his eyes made Rin feel like she was being insulted.

"Name's Eli, Rank A. I'll be handling your conditioning. You don't show to one of my classes, then when a goblin's eating your entrails for dinner, you'll regret it."

Cara stepped forwards. She was about to speak but then, her eyes fell on Rin and she paused, raising a brow.

[Wait.] Rin felt her heart almost stop. [Does she remember me? If she does...] The last thing she needed was anyone gossiping about her past job. [But… I had my disguise on back then. Maybe she won't.]

Cara looked away and began speaking.

"My name is Cara Cross. I am a Rank A adventurer, and I will be handling your Zoology class. We will be studying each of the creatures you will be hunting. My hope is that no matter what you face, you will never be caught off guard." Her voice commanded respect in a way Rin hadn't seen since Jay.

The last one, however, was a fragile old woman with bright sunlight-colored hair.

"Hello, I am Carliah D'Ana. And I will be your culture teacher."

Wait, D'Ana? Rin looked back to gauge Elisa's response, but the woman wasn't even paying attention. She had her arms behind her head, her legs crossed.

"It is my job to ensure that wherever you go you understand the history behind them."

[So, she basically teaches history?]

One of the students raised their hand. John, the boy in the business-like outfit.

"Excuse me, I think I missed it, what's your rank?" John asked.

"I do not have one, I am not an adventurer."

"What?" John replied and Rin shared the sentiment.

"I am the cultural and historical expert here. I do not fight, I advise the academy on what is the most ethical course of action whenever they are operating in stranger lands."

"And there you go." Harriton stepped in, "now, we have one more teacher but… She's not-"

"Not what?" A voice called out as someone walked inside.

Rin turned around once more and found a short, happy-looking woman casually walking up to the teachers. She was dressed in the kinds of robes Rin would usually see priests wear. "I may have arrived late, but I am here."

Despite how bold he was acting before, Eli, the ax-wielder, held his tongue now. Rin couldn't even hear her footsteps. It was like she was walking on air, floating her way to the other teachers.

"I apologize, but better late than never," she said to them, before turning to the students. "Hello, my name is Maria Camille and I am Rank S." Her words must have carried a weight Rin didn't fully understand because it was like the room took a collective gasp. "I will be your Combat Tactics and Dueling teacher."

"You?" Rin heard someone say and she found Seth smirking. "No offense but you look like you should be tutoring my fucking-"

Before he could finish his sentence, the woman suddenly disappeared. Rin blinked and then, she heard Seth choke.

Rin looked back and her eyes widened when she saw Maria standing beside him, with her left hand closed into a fist, hovering over Seth's throat.

"Young man," Maria said, with a light-hearted tone and a kind smile, "I assure you, I am more than capable of teaching this course and have proven myself many, many times. Please, do not worry about my qualifications. Do you understand?"

During that sentence, Rin noticed that she threw a side-glance at the man with the ax. Then, she patted his shoulder.

"You are in good hands!"

She walked back to the others.

"Well, alright then." Harriton laughed. "There you have it! We will be your teachers throughout this year. Here's what's going to happen, now you're all going to go with Ms. Camille up to the fourth floor. Here, you'll be tested on your fighting ability and by tomorrow, you'll have your training set up. You will have three school days per week, with the rest of the week meant for you to practice and train on your own, honing your skills and memorizing the knowledge you're given in class. Now, this is important, listen up," he said, "every couple of weeks, you'll be sent out on a mission. We will determine that mission based on the estimated skill level of the adventurer being sent, but what I'm trying to say is that means that in two weeks from today, you will be sent on an actual adventurer's mission. All of you, individually. Listen closely, you must ensure that you are, at the very least, ready to fight by then, because you will be fighting real monsters out there."

[Wait... Seriously? That soon?] Rin asked herself.

"With that being said, this little session is done."

Maria stepped out of the classroom before anyone else. The students slowly got up and followed, but Carliah D'Ana stopped one of them.

"Elisa, come here."

"Ugh." Rin heard Elisa say under her breath. She turned around and said, "what do you want, auntie?"

[So that's their connection.] Rin nodded to herself as she exited the room. The group walked up the stairs once again, and it was at this point that Rin nearly had a heart attack. [Wait.] She remembered. [I'm about to fight!]

Out of everyone around her, the only ones who didn't seem nervous at all were Sara, Dylan, Elisa, and Seth. The others were all clearly concerned.

[So... It looks like I'm not the only one with literally no experience. What are we supposed to do?] As the group went through the only open door. This room was as strange as the garden but in a different way. There were no seats and the floor was covered in a strange carpet. It was a large open space with just a piece of elevated ground that Rin interpreted as the place where Maria was going to sit.

"Now, here are the rules," Maria said. "You will take a wooden weapon from over there, whichever one you like, and I will pair you up with someone. You two will fight, first to land a hit wins, and I will tailor my tutoring of you based on what I see."

"Um, excuse me," Lisa raised her hand. "What if we are not fighters? I am here to be a healer and take care of others," she said, sounding like a genuine angel to Rin's ears.

[Thank you! You brave soul! I mean, we should at least start training before we fight, right?]

"Good question. And, well, I need to measure your combative abilities. As for spellweavers specifically, though, you still need to know the basics of combat," Maria replied. "Because, while monsters are not intelligent, they can be clever. If you're ever in a team, and they see you alone, they will target you." Maria said and Lisa nodded.

"I see, that... does make sense," she admitted.

[Crap...] Rin nearly teared up. [At least you tried though.]

Everyone picked up a weapon. Rin had no idea what to choose. Some of these, even though they were made of wood, worried Rin. The spear in particular looked like it could actually stab someone.

In the end, she went with a simple wooden sword.

With everyone ready, Maria called out the first two.

"Hm… You and you."

She put Lisa up against the nearly-grey-skinned boy, Dylan. Lisa picked something that looked like a club. Dylan picked a spear. Judging by his stance, the boy with the ashen hair and crimson eyes seemed to know what he was doing. Lisa nodded and got into a stance that even Rin could tell was amateurish.

"And… Go."

Dylan ran up. Lisa tried to defend herself by raising her club-like weapon, but Dylan must have predicted that because he smacked the shaft of his weapon against Lisa's left ankle and with the other end of the spear pushed her back, tripping her.

Strangely, to Rin's eyes, it looked like he purposely took it easy on her.

"Hm… Alright." Maria nodded. Is that really enough to see where they both are? Rin wondered. Dylan extended a hand and helped Lisa up with a kind smile.

"T-Thanks," Lisa said with a nervous laugh as she took his hand. "You're pretty good at this."

"Thank you for the kind words, but I'm only a beginner," Dylan replied in a quiet voice, with a smile, and the two went back to their spots earlier.

"Next up… You and you." Maria pointed at Alea and John.

When they both stood in front of each other, a few people in the group laughed.

"Well, this is a little intense," John said.

They had both, like Lisa, chosen clubs as their weapons.

"And… Go." Maria said. Unlike before with Dylan, neither of them rushed. They stood in front of each other for a few seconds, and then when it was clear that neither of them would attack, Maria called it off then and there.

"What?" John said.

"That was enough," Maria stated.

"But, we didn't do anything." Lia pointed out.

"Yes, exactly," Maria replied and both John and Lia visibly cringed.

"S-Sorry," John said as he walked back to the group.

"Alright… You and you."

It took a while for Rin to register that she had been called. [Oh. Oh shit.] She stepped forward with her wooden sword. [No problem, I'll just take a swing and… It'll be fine.] Then, she looked across from herself.

She was fighting Seth.

[Am I like, going to die here?]

"And, go."

Seth walked forwards, raised the wooden sword, and slammed it against Rin's head.

The world went black.

When Rin's eyes reopened, the room was empty with just Maria next to her.

"Oh, you're awake."

"What happened?"

"That one buff boy knocked you out," Maria informed her, looking just a little bit amused.

"Oh."

"Go to the cafeteria, the chef is serving up breakfast."

"Uh, alright, ow!" She felt a pang at her head.

"Ask the chef for some ice and put it on your head."

"Okay."

Rin walked out of that room feeling about as confident as a candle in a river. [What the fuck did I sign up for?]




Introductions, Part Three

When Rin arrived at the cafeteria, the reaction to her presence was met with some laughter, some indifference, and, from Eve and Lisa specifically, pity. The brunette kept her head low and tried to locate the chef. What she found was a round woman with a large scar over her right eye, beckoning her to come closer.

"Aye love, what'll it be?"

"Uh, what are my options?"

"You got a salad, some rice, and beans, some beef 'n a sandwich. Take your pick."

[Oh, Divine, all of those sound good.] Her stomach grumbled in agreement.

"I'll take the salad."

"Gotcha. What's your name, love?"

"Rin."

"Rin. I like it. Name's Jessie. I'll call for you when it's ready, take a seat."

"Can I, uh, get some ice too? I took a bit of a hit..."

"Sure."

"Thanks."

Every other large table had people sitting on it already. The only one Rin saw that would allow her to maintain at least a little bit of her pride was the one right in front of the chef, where Sara was sitting alone. So, Rin cautiously took a chair, slid it back, and sat down. Sara didn't even have any food in front of her. She was just sitting there, looking down at her empty plate.

Various conversations were unfolding at the other tables. Rin saw Eve sitting with Lisa and Dylan. Their words traveled to her ears and she listened absent-mindedly.

"You did pretty well over there!" Eve complimented Dylan. "You looked really smooth."

"Thank you." The crimson-eyed boy bowed slightly in his chair.

"Did you train before coming here?" Eve asked.

"Yes." Dylan's face was stoic, almost emotionless as he continued, "I spent for a few years with the Red Trident."

"O-Oh... Holy shit." Eve said, smiling nervously. Rin had no idea what that was. "That's pretty hardcore."

"Do not worry, it was less troubling than you might believe," Dylan replied plainly. "That is why I am here now though. I wish to put these skills to use, is all."

To Rin's front, behind Sara, she could hear a few others speaking. Alea, Elisa, and Seth were all ahead.

"I have to ask," Alea said, "why are you here?" She aimed her question at Elisa.

"What do you mean?" The sunlight-haired woman responded, putting a hand under her chin.

"I mean that you're already rich. You're already a noble, you have a name. So, why are you here? You have nothing to gain."

Elisa shrugged.

"For fun, of course." The blonde replied with a smile and Alea raised a brow.

"Alright, don't tell me then." Alea shrugged right back.

"Is it so hard to believe that I might be here simply because I like to fight? Do you find that strange?" Elisa asked, leaning back in her chair.

"Yep," Seth interrupted. "I don't remember ever liking having my ass kicked," Seth mumbled as he ate.

"Personally, I've found that some of my favorite memories have been a little on the rougher side of things."

Seth smirked and Rin looked away.

She ate for a little while, in silence. Soon though, from Rin's left, Eve flew over. Rin took a deep breath. Her ego hadn't fully recovered yet.

"Hey." Eve started.

"Uh… Hey."

"Yeah, tough luck in that fight with Seth," Eve said and Rin scoffed.

"Can you really call it a 'fight'?"

"Okay, fair, but... You know, you're only starting out. It's okay."

"Doesn't really make me feel any better."

"My point is," Eve looked up at her with sparkling rainbow eyes. "You'll do better in the future!"

Rin sighed with a skeptical look, but she did give Eve a smile. The fairy made her feel marginally better with that.

"I dunno, maybe."

The meal itself ended up being pretty good. There was some strange sauce involved that Rin hadn't tasted before, but it was sweet. Sara never spoke. Everyone finished up and walked out, and eventually, Eve and Rin got up to do the same.

Just outside the room though was one of the last people she wanted to see right now. Elisa. She was leaning against a wall, unaware of Rin or the fairy until the two tried to pass by. Then, Elisa stopped them.

"Hey," Elisa said with a friendly look aimed at Rin.

[Oh, please tell me she doesn't remember, please, please!] The last thing she wanted was for the title of "whore" to be added on top of all this embarrassment.

"Yeah?" Eve was the one who asked, but Elisa didn't respond to her.

"That was rough back there." Her voice was detached but soft as she said this to Rin.

"Uh, mhm."

"If you're the type that freezes up in a fight, you should work on that. Won't do you any good out there."

"Y-Yeah, I'll keep that in mind." Rin gave a polite nod and tried to walk away.

Eve followed and looked back at Elisa once before asking:

"Whoa. The princess herself acknowledged your existence. At least something came out of all this."

"She's a princess!?" Rin asked a little too loudly.

"Quiet! And no, she isn't a literal princess. It's just what people call her." Eve told her and Rin calmed down. "She's the daughter of the D'Ana family."

"Who are they?"

"They're a noble family. They helped make the Grand Railroad, got rich off it."

"Wait, shit, really?" Even someone from the middle of nowhere like Rin understood the importance of that.

"Yeah. She's supposed to be next in line to inherit whatever they own." Eve continued but that made Rin wonder, [so, what's she doing here? Is this just a pastime until she gets her inheritance?] "Anyway!" Eve said, "I told you I'd show you around, right? Come on! Let's head into the city."

"You sure? Do we have anything else to do today?"

"Nah, at least, if we do have something else to do, no one told me about it. So, come on!"

"Uh…" Rin stopped. With the sun now in full force outside, the halls they spoke in were coated in orange. "Are you sure you wanna be associated with me?" Rin asked with a wry smile.

At that, Eve raised a brow at her.

"Hahaha, Rin... I'm a fairy," she said with some sadness that surprised Rin. "You could get knocked out by everyone in our class and they'd still have a better view of you than they do of me."

After that, Eve led Rin out of the academy. The two of them walked quickly over the stone path that cut through the lawn they'd been standing on this morning and exited out to Libera.

"Alright! So, first thing's first, you need to see the Market District. It's where we'll be buying all our equipment for the missions we go on."

[Oh, shit. Jay had said something about how we'd have to buy our own swords and stuff.]

"H-How much do these cost?" Rin asked, terrified to hear the answer.

"I think it's like two or three gold for a basic sword."

Rin's jaw was acquainting itself with the ants on the ground. [What. The. Fuck? Three hundred silvers for a sword!?]

"D-Do we get, like, a student discount or something?" Rin asked with a chuckle.

"Not that I know of."

[Oh fuck, that's a problem.] Rin had used up all of her money to pay the tuition. At most, she had ten gold left and she was not even certain about that.

"Anyway, come on!" Eve grinned at her and Rin tried to hide her concern as she nodded and followed.

The city of Libera sure was a beauty though. Its streets and buildings had an almost artistic quality to them and, well, literal art was painted onto the walls. Murals, names Rin didn't know, surrealist images. The whole city was one big canvas. But, after a while, the street led to a space where all that life stopped.

At the square that Eve had taken her to, the buildings lacked color and the stone floor changed to the concrete that was reminiscent of Dren. There were several kiosks and stores here, just like the outside of the Silver Rose. [Some things just never change, huh. Rin thought.]

"This is where you'll be spending most of your money. Restaurants, medicine, supplies, clothes. Name it and there's probably a store for it here."

Rin couldn't resist.

"Is there a brothel nearby?"

Eve's face turned tomato-red and she looked back at Rin with awe.

"Wow. I didn't know you were into that kind of stuff."

"No, no, just wondering."

"Well… No." Eve's face regained its color. "At least, no official ones. Prostitution isn't legal here."

"Bullshit," Rin responded. "It's legal in Dren, and Dren belongs to Libera."

"Dren's a colony, not a true part of Libera, so no one really pays attention to Dren. They get to do what they want when it comes to that kind of stuff." Eve's voice was serious as she spoke. "Libera, this city has a… A really weird stance when it comes to people and their space. They're not as open-minded as they like to say they are. It's basically just Cradle, but colorful."

"And that means…?"

"It means that if you want to sing on the corner or dance in a public square like this one, you're more than welcome to. But, if you want to date someone poor, or you want to buy a prostitute or get drunk or smoke, all that is off the table. Well, some of those are technically legal, but if you do any of those publicly, you can expect to show up in the gossip parts of the papers."

"What the fuck…?" Rin hadn't ever expected to hear something like that.

"Why do you think politicians visit Dren so much?" Eve asked with a laugh. [That's not wrong, actually. A lot of my customers back at the Rose were Liberan politicians, just visiting the town.]

"That's insane." Rin shook her head. [I mean, I left the Rose, but that doesn't mean I'd ever like to see the girls, the guys, Felix, or Jay in chains. That's crazy.]

"Don't let anyone else hear you talking like that," Eve stated. "Don't get me wrong, I happen to agree with you because, you know, I'm a fucking fairy," Eve's chuckled. "I've seen where all that superiority bullshit can lead to firsthand." Then, she grinned wide and flew up a few meters off the ground. "But that's why I want to be an adventurer! So I can show all these idiots that no matter where you come from, or who you are, you can be the best!"

Rin couldn't help herself. She grinned at that.

"Okay, hotshot. You're getting eyes on you, calm down."

"O-Oh, right, sorry." Embarrassed, Eve flew back down to shoulder level.

At this point, they were at a market area to the north. Here, they ended up coming across two of the other students at the academy. John Ates and Carla Bianchi. The two of them were carrying a pair of cardboard boxes, walking in Eve and Rin's direction.

Rin had thought that they'd simply pass each other by in silence, but Carla saw her and quickly raised a hand up, off the box, greeting her.

"Yooo!" Carla jogged up to her and Rin just about recoiled at the energy she was presenting. "Didn't think I'd see you two out here, what's up?"

"Uh, just showing her around the city," Eve replied. "And you?"

"Me and Slick over here," she gestured at John, "were just buying our equipment."

"Couple of swords, some basic armor," John said. "And, of course, I have to carry most of it."

"Eh, you like doing that," Carla rolled her eyes. "Anyway, yeah, these are kinda heavy though. See you back at the academy!"

Just like that, like a passing storm, Carla and John were gone.

[Those two are... uh... something, that's for sure,] Rin shrugged.

In the end, Eve took Rin to most of the neat little stores nearby. The restaurant that sold mostly strange pasta, the general store where Eve actually took the opportunity to buy a few energy potions, and one kiosk where Eve showed Rin a bracelet she wanted to save up for.

The more she saw of this city, the more she understood what Eve was getting at. There were barely any specks of dirt on the ground, the walls, anywhere. Everyone outside was happy and stunningly sober. She couldn't see any homeless people anywhere either. Purity, huh? Rin sighed. If anyone here finds out what I used to do, that could be a major problem.

In one restaurant they entered, another fairy flew up to them dressed in an employee uniform. As she introduced them to the place and asked if they wanted a table or had a reservation Rin looked at Eve and noticed the disdain that was barely hidden on her face. Rin explained that they were just looking around and the fairy let them go with a smile, but Eve seemed pissed off for some reason.

"Eve?" Rin asked when they finally left. "What's the matter?"

"What?" She asked.

"You were giving that lady the death stare." Rin chuckled. "Did you know her?"

"Never seen her before in my life," Eve stated with clear annoyance.

"So... Why were you mad at her?"

"I wasn't mad at her, I was mad at what she represents."

"The restaurant is that bad?"

"What? N-No, I mean that what she was, that's all these people think our fairies can be. None of us can be heroes, you know? None of us can be out there, retaking the world. Actually, people don't talk about it, but when the Split happened and most of the world was wiped out, several fairy clans also just disappeared. Everyone just talks about how tough it was for humans, but everyone got screwed, you know?"

The Split was not something Rin thought about often. No one from Dren really thought about it. She knew what it was at a historical level because they taught her about it in school, sure. "The Split!" Her teachers would reiterate every now and then, "the event that decimated Aerum. A year in which most of humanity, something like 70%, died or disappeared overnight and monsters went on to rule most of the world."

But, to someone born and raised in Dren, to someone who considered the size of the world to be as small as the brothel in which she worked, it was impossible for her to fully understand the consequences of such an event. Of course, she didn't even know fairies existed until she came to Libera so she felt she couldn't be blamed for not knowing their plight, but still. Even in relation to humanity, to her, the Split was just a thing that happened. The reason the Grand Railroad exists, the reason no one travels to the east. She knew it was tragic and that it was a big deal, but that was all though.

"Really?" Rin asked and Eve nodded.

"You know, there are all sorts of old libraries that still exist from before the second era." Eve and Rin almost unconsciously started walking back to the academy. "And they're filled with a bunch of crazy stuff. That other species of humans existed before, that different kinds of fairies were a thing! I dunno, it just bothers me when all I hear is about how badly things went for humanity."

"I think I get it." Rin nodded and the two continued back to the school.

By the time they got there, the sun was just starting to descend beyond the horizon and the evening cold was starting to set in. They walked into the building and found a large piece of paper attached to the wall behind the secretary.

"Oh, it's our schedule!" Eve noted. "Let's see... We have Essence 101 as our first class at 8 am, then we've got Zoology at 9, then Culture at 10, Physical Conditioning at 11, and Combat Tactics and Dueling at 12."

"So, basically all of the mental stuff first and then all the physical stuff later? Okay. I guess that makes sense." Rin nodded.

"We'll be taking classes Monday, Wednesday, and Friday."

"Oh, okay. Fewer days than I expected."

"I think we're supposed to be training the rest of the week," Eve replied.

Both girls went up the elevator after that and Eve walked with Rin all the way to her room at 2-E.

"See you tomorrow! It was fun walking around, but don't be fooled, you've seen like 5% of Libera, Rin. This is a pretty big place."

"Alright, I guess I'll see the rest some other day. See you around." Rin waved at her and smiled to herself, as Eve floated away.

[I... I guess I made a friend. Honestly, she's really not half bad. Thank the Divine, I don't think I'd be able to handle going through this all alone.]

Then, just as Rin touched the doorknob and was about to push it open, she heard some shuffling inside. At first, she was worried someone had broken in, but she quickly remembered what the secretary had said about "roommates". [Oh, they're here.]

And as she walked in and looked to see who she'd be sharing the room with, she lost her breath.

[You're joking.]

"Oh?" Elisa asked with her arms up as she tied her hair into a ponytail, sitting on the bed opposite the one where Rin had put her backpack. "You must be my roommate. We've kind of already met, but I'll say it anyway. It's nice to meet you."

At that moment, Rin decided that if the Mother Spirit and the Divine were real, they hated her.




First Classes, Part One

Once again, Rin got barely any sleep that night, but for a different reason.

Whereas before it had been because she was just too excited, this time it was because the faceless object of her fantasies for the last couple of years was snoring peacefully just a bed's distance away from her.

All sorts of questions were assaulting her mind.

[Did she check my backpack? No no. There's no reason she'd do that. My tattoo shouldn't show either unless something triggers it, but I doubt anything will. Does she remember who I am? No, no, I had my disguise on that day. But, does she think I'm weird? Does she think I'm pathetic because I got my ass handed to me by that Seth dude?]

As frozen as she was on her bed, her body was on fire with embarrassment.

She put her pillow over her mouth and gave a muffled scream as suddenly, she noticed it was almost daytime. [Oh, no. Fuck, fuck. I didn't get any sleep!]

As much as she wanted the sun to take a break, the morning inevitably came. Elisa got up and without a word, she opened a bag and pulled out some leather armor and a towel. Rin tried her best not to act like a creep until Elisa walked out of the room.

[Fuck.] She thought. [This might be a real issue. No, no,] she shook her head. [Just control yourself. Easy. Just relax.]

After a while, once Rin guessed that Elisa wasn't at the showers anymore, she decided that it was her turn. So, swallowing her pride, she got up and went to the bathrooms.

However, as she drew closer and the sounds from within became clearer, she promptly realized something. There were sounds in there that she recognized. Sounds she'd made and heard for years now.

"Oh, oh fuck!" A woman whose voice she recognized was moaning behind the door. Rin froze on the spot.

Rin, of course, was well-acquainted with sex. And, everyone at this academy was, to her knowledge, an adult, so she wasn't too surprised to have something like this happen. It took a lot more than just hearing the casual sounds of the act to get her embarrassed.

The problem was that the sounds she was hearing seemed to be coming from Elisa herself.

So, Rin remained outside. She put her backpack next to her, put her back against the wall, and crouched.

[I'm... Uh... Just going to wait it out.] She thought, looking out the window ahead of her, up at the blue sky. As the sounds continued, she crawled away. [Maybe not that close.]

Ten minutes later, the door opened. Rin had expected to see Elisa exiting, but no. It was Seth. He had a towel wrapped around his waist and didn't even notice Rin as he nonchalantly moved to the other showers, behind the door marked "M".

Rin sighed. She took her backpack and walked into the showers. Sure enough, Elisa was standing there, getting dressed in the leather armor she had brought in.

Rin didn't say anything. She felt awkward enough. She tried to walk past, but Elisa spoke up.

"Oh, sorry, you heard that?" She asked. She didn't look too embarrassed at all though.

"Uh... Mhm." Rin nodded.

"... Ouch," she said, but the blonde then gave a somewhat hearty laugh and said, "sorry. I didn't think you'd be up yet. Then again, anybody could have been up right now. Sorry, yeah, that was stupid of me."

"No worries," Rin stated, "you uh, gotta do what you gotta do sometimes..." she added, walking into the showers. She saw Elisa raise a brow from a mirror's reflection and as Rin turned the water on and waited for it to heat up, the blonde said:

"You're taking this pretty well."

"Am I?" Rin asked.

"Eh, most people in Libera would have been screaming for the Divine by now." Another silky chuckle came out of Elisa and Rin went to reply.

"I'm not..." Whoa. No. She had nearly said "I'm not from Libera", but at the last second, she decided the less Elisa knew about her the better. The less anyone knew about her past, the better, however, in this case, this woman had been a prominent feature of her dreams for so long, the last thing Rin wanted was for her to connect her to who she used to be. So, she continued by saying, "I'm not like most people."

[I'm way gayer, for one.]

"I can tell," Elisa said. "Well, better hurry up. It's almost time for class."

"Yeah, I'll be out in a bit."

"Later then."

And as Elisa finished putting on her clothes, Rin was left alone.

In truth, what she'd just witnessed didn't make her feel too much. Just... Some slight disappointment and a bit of annoyance at seeing how casually Seth seemed to regard what he'd just done. Rin had only done it once with this woman and she could still remember how breathless she was after it. Seth, on the other hand, walked out with the nonchalance of someone who had just taken a piss.

But, none of that was her business. So, she took her shower and walked out a little while later.

When she reached the third floor, there was no one inside or outside the classroom her fellow students were supposed to be in though.

Instead, most of them were standing by a window, with their teacher by their side. Harriton Concord, their Essence teacher, had his elbows on the window frame and was looking down at something outside, with an analytical expression on his face. When he heard Rin approaching, he nodded hello and beckoned her over. Eve saw her coming and flew over to her.

"You nearly missed it!" Eve declared.

"Missed what?"

"The match."

Rin took up a spot near another window and glanced out. [What the hell's going on there?]

Maria Camille, the school's Combat Tactics and Dueling teacher, was standing around thirty feet away from Eli, the Physical Conditioning teacher. Maria was empty-handed, with her hands clutched behind her back while Eli had his ax out.

"What are they doing?" Rin asked.

"Eli is challenging Maria for her S rank." It was Harriton, the teacher, who answered. "They wanted to get it out of the way before the semester started."

"That's something you can do?" Alea Marina, that cocky-looking girl from before asked.

Harriton was watching the two of them closely. They were just standing there, opposite each other, and yet Harriton was acting like something could happen any moment now. The only other person watching this with anything close to the same amount of intrigue was the pale boy Dylan, whose crimson irises were fully focused on the schoolyard.

[Actually...] Rin squinted, as she looked at him more closely. [Are his eyes... Glowing?]

Before she could find the answer to that question, the teacher continued.

"Yes," He explained. "To climb the ranks as an adventurer, one does missions, gets paid, and makes a name for themselves. As I'm sure most of you know, the ranks are divided as follows, from D, which is the worst, to C, B, A, and then S. However, the S rank is unique. See, there are only two ways to become Rank S." He smirked. "One is to kill a Rank S creature. Any at all will do. The other is to challenge and defeat a Rank S adventurer. If you try the latter and you win, the Rank S adventurer loses their rank, and you gain it."

Rin looked back at the two teachers standing on the academy's lawn. It was easy to forget that Maria was Rank S. She was almost shorter than Rin herself and she wore no armor. She was dressed like Rin's mom would dress on lazy Sundays.

Plus, unlike Cara, Seth, and Elisa whose bodies could speak for themselves, Maria appeared skinny, scrawny even.

"She's gonna get killed," Seth muttered.

Harriton burst out in laughter. It was one of those ramp-up laughs, where the more it went on the stronger it got. Everyone turned to him, confused. Wiping a tear away, he looked back at the schoolyard with a smile.

"You wanna know something?" Harriton asked.

"Yeah? What?" Seth replied.

"Maria was given the rank of S four years ago and she's held it ever since, even though men and women from all over the world have tried to challenge her. You know why?"

"Why?"

"Because when it comes to fighting people, she's a genius." Harriton sighed. "I still remember when I challenged her. Fuck, that was stupid."

"You tried to fight her too?" Rin asked.

"Yup, so did Cara, actually," he stated casually, but Rin was shocked. [Cara lost to her?] "I had just gotten my Rank B at the time. It was, uh... Three years ago, I think." He laughed heartily. "I cannot believe I was that stupid. But, yeah, I did try."

"Why?"

"Same reason everyone else challenged her," Harriton replied. He swept back his silky grey hair and put a hand on his cheek as if he was remembering a fond memory, smiling. "The temptation of jumping ranks is, eh, pretty strong after you've been in this business for a while. I came here to work as a teacher and she was the first person I met. We talked, for a little while anyway. Maria isn't one for sharing too much, I think. But, I ended up finding out that she was Rank S through some of the others and... Back then, I was riding high because I did a few raids back-to-back that worked out for me."

"Raids?" Rin asked.

"Everyone was singing my praises talking about how powerful I was, gassing me up, and... Yeah, I believed my own hype. I walked up to her, no armor, no prep. I asked her to fight and she smiled back at me, just casually asked if I was sure and I said 'yeah'. And then she gave me the worst ass-kicking I've taken in years."

He laughed again as he recalled that memory.

"Having my ego crushed like that... It's something I will never be able to thank her enough for."

[That's your takeaway?] Rin thought. [I don't think I could ever be thankful for getting punched in the-]

Rin heard a crack come from the schoolyard and quickly turned her attention back to that area. Once she saw what was happening, her hands gripped the window frame tightly as she leaned a little to get a closer view. Maria had dodged an attack and, with just her bare fist, had broken through the man's steel breastplate.

It was one punch. One fist that Maria had connected and the other man's metal armor now featured a prominent crack where she'd hit it.

Eli grunted and brought his ax into multiple high-speed and heavy-looking swings, but Maria dodged all of them. Then, trying to tear off the woman's upper half, he swung horizontally with more power in the attack but Maria bent over backward, dodged the ax and when she stood back up, she kicked the man so hard he flew across the yard. He rolled three times, stopped, and got up. Maria's foot was still in the air, almost as a warning as she smirked at him.

[Is she human!?] Rin asked herself.

Eli stood and charged at her. It was so fast, Rin lost track of him! The giant of a man ended up skidding to a halt in front of Maria with his ax above her head. Then, Maria did something that went against everything Rin thought possible. Rin's lips split open on their own as she saw Maria defend herself by blocking the attack with her bare arms. Holding them up in a cross position, they stopped the ax just above her head.

Eli backed off, then he charged again but this time spun multiple times and his ax glowed as it moved on a collision course with Maria's body, but the woman flipped over Eli, landing behind him unharmed. The man cast some sort of spell that, at first, seemed to have no effect but then he slammed his ax into the ground and crystal spikes emerged. Maria dodged them all, kicked one, and propelled herself towards Eli, who stepped back away from her.

There were too many things Rin was asking in her mind by now. [How the fuck weren't her arms cut off? How is she that strong?] Regardless of what was going on in her head, the battle continued. After a missed swing, Maria kicked at Eli's wrists, the man dropped his ax out of pain and Maria caught it. One more kick sent Eli right back where he was before, but this time with Maria showing off his own ax in front of him.

She threw it down and shrugged, putting her hands behind her back once again and smiling.

"Do you concede?" She asked with a sweet voice.

"Fuck you."

"I'll take that as a 'no' then."

The man walked over to his ax slowly. Cautious that Maria would attack him out of nowhere, he sluggishly picked his weapon up and stepped back. Maria only smiled at him the entire time.

They did this song-and-dance around three more times. Every time, it ended with Maria standing firmly and Eli picking himself up.

"You'd do well to remember, everyone," Harriton said to the enraptured crowd, "just in case any of you ever get the dumbass idea of trying to challenge one of them. Rank S adventurers... Saying they're 'human' doesn't really do them justice." Harriton crossed his arms. "They're closer to gods than people."

"You know," Maria called out to Eli, "this isn't going that much different from how your last challenge went. I had wondered if anything changed. If you'd become stronger in some way, but it doesn't seem like it."

"Oh, I've got one more trick up my sleeve."

At that, Maria's smile faded a little, an annoyed expression briefly flashing on her face.

"Go ahead then. But, this next part will be the end of this little game." Maria let him know and Eli nodded. The man grabbed his ax and charged the same way he had earlier. He raised it and tried to bring it down on Maria's head. Exactly as before, Maria crossed her arms and stopped the attack.

But, as soon as her arms made contact with the ax, Eli grinned. Suddenly, he took one hand off the weapon, and quicker than Rin could see he made some kind of symbol in the air and the ax caught fire.

Maria didn't seem perturbed by this at all though. She simply pushed the ax away from herself and spun into a kick aimed straight at Eli's jaw. Her foot hit its mark and the man went down, unconscious.

"And, it's over," Harriton said. He turned and headed into the classroom as if nothing special had happened, but every single one of the students was shaken. [With adventurers like that,] Rin thought, [how are monsters even a problem? Is there anything out there that can contend with... Whatever Maria is?]

[Is that what I'm supposed to be? What the fuck?]




First Classes, Part Two

The group settled into the garden-like classroom while Rin continued to think about the battle she'd just seen. It was hard to focus on anything else. Eve sat down next to her and appeared to be just as stunned.

"Alright, well, shit." Harriton turned to face the class, smoothing his short grey hair with a hand and leaning against the wall, crossing his legs. "First thing I wanna ask before we get started here, anyone got any real idea what Essence is?"

Lisa was the one to answer, raising her hand proudly. Alea had done the same, but Harriton didn't notice her, which led to the girl pouting with annoyance.

"It's a force that exists in everyone, what powers magic," Lisa said.

"Yes." Harriton enthusiastically started to pace around the room. "Specifically, Essence is something that resides in every living being. It can manipulate life and reality itself and it exists in animals, humans, trees, pretty much anything alive."

As he said this though, Rin wasn't listening. She was still thinking about how Maria penetrated metal armor with her fists. How she blocked an attack from an ax with her bare flesh. That was one of the craziest things, if not the craziest thing she'd ever seen.

"The interesting thing about Essence is that just like some men are luckier than others when it comes to what they've got between their legs, some people are born with more Essence than others," he said with a grin. "That's what determines whether you have the makings of a mage or not. Depending on the amount of Essence you've got, you can cast basic fire spells and ice spells or crush whole crowds of enemies with one well-placed lightning spell. But, before we can discuss the process behind any of that, we need to measure your Essence, to see if any of you have the makings of a spellweaver. Pull out your adventurer's token."

Everyone brought it out.

"Okay, now, see that spike underneath? What you're gonna do is stab your thumb on it and keep it there. Yeah, hurts like a bitch, I know, but your Essence is in your blood, so you need to draw blood to measure your Essence. Keep your thumb there, and watch what happens."

Rin sighed. [Well, this is gonna suck.]

But, she did as directed. She pricked her thumb with the spike and kept her thumb there. Then, a blue mist came out from her thumb and swirled on top of the token. [Whoa! Holy shit!] The blue mist gathered itself and stuck to the metal.

"Now, see what color you get. It can be one of four, white, blue, green, and black. If it comes out white or stays blue, I'm afraid your Essence is far too limited to train to be a spellweaver. That's where the majority of people are at, though, so don't feel bad about it."

Rin looked down at her token and saw that her color had remained blue.

[Yeah... Figures.]

"That said, if your color is blue, you will be able to cast one or two spellsigns before you run out of Essence. So, for any blues here, It's good to learn a couple of spellsigns, keep 'em for special cases, but don't dedicate yourself to sorcery. If it's white, it means one spell usage is enough to put you to sleep. If it's green or black, then you're in good shape."

Sighing, Rin's eyes moved down to her hands, slowly the teacher's words started to fade into the background.

[I mean... What was I expecting? To come here and have this guy tell me I'm some hidden prodigy? Yeah, it's okay. I'm not expecting to be anything special, after all. I just want a job I can be proud of.] Rin thought as she spaced out a little.

Eve leaned close to her.

"Hey!" Eve whispered to Rin. "Pay attention!" The fairy had a concerned expression.

"Sorry," Rin whispered, chuckling nervously.

However, she looked down at Eve's token and saw a green mist gathered on it.

[Oh, nice,] Rin thought, but not without a slight hint of jealousy inside of her.

"Now, something you might not know, not every spell is meant to attack. Hell, not every spell is meant to be used in combat. There are, in fact, five different schools of Essence, and each one specializes in different things. Any of you who want to be a spellweaver need to decide which one you're going to master. You can study them all, but mastering any of them takes years."

[Okay, focus.] Rin thought, straightening out her back. [Focus.]

"Hey," Seth raised his hand. "I got a question."

"Yeah? Shoot."

"Why do I need to be here?" Seth asked. "I don't care about anything magic-related. Shit's for pussies."

Harriton found that pretty funny.

"Well," he said between giggles, "kid, tell me. What's your reaction if I do this," then, quickly, the teacher aimed his hand at Seth. Instinctively, the boy ducked, fearing some kind of projectile. But, nothing came out of the teacher's hand. This only made his laugh intensify. "You know why I was able to fool you, kid?"

"W-What?" For the second time that morning, Seth looked shaken.

"Because you didn't even know how spells are cast. You thought that just because I aimed my hand at you, that a spell would come out." Harriton's face turned more serious. "Here's how a spell is cast." The teacher moved away from the group and aimed his hand at the wall. "You have to push the Essence in your body to your hands, see?"

There was a crackling sound in the air as blue embers came out of Harriton's chest and into his hands. Some members of the group were in awe. Some of them, like Lisa and John Ates, weren't.

"Then, you make a spellsign. Spellsigns are what ultimately determine the spell you will cast. For example, an upwards arrow creates the Fireball spell, the most basic spell of all."

From his left palm, a sphere of flames shot out and scorched the concrete wall opposite him. There were at least two gasps, and Rin didn't know if one of them came from herself or not.

"A circle," he manipulated the Essence back into his hands and did the spellsign, "creates the Heal spell." His palm glowed a bright white and Rin shielded her eyes. Then, it was gone and the teacher looked back at Seth. "So, to answer your question, you're here because, and this is a fun fact, you know orcs?"

"... Yeah?" Seth asked, shaken.

"They have their sorcerers too, kid. So do kobolds, goblins, anything that's alive. If you don't know what different spellsigns look like, you'll be fucked, you'll have no idea what they're trying to throw at you," Harriton said and Alea's hand instantly shot up to ask a question. "Yeah?"

"But beasts aren't intelligent. They're base creatures that rely on instinct alone. How can they memorize and perform spellsigns?"

Harriton scoffed.

"They don't need complex mental faculties to use Essence. Because they have it inside of them, they can cast spells. It's that simple. And, if you don't know what they're doing," he turned back to Seth who shrunk a little under his gaze, "you're fucked. That, my friend, is why all of you, non-mages included, should come to this class."

Seth appeared humbled.

"Now, let me tell you something about how far you have to go," Harriton smirked. "By now, you might think that all of this is... Well, easy, right? Nothing but drawing a few circles, a few arrows. Nothing to get too stressed about. Well, let me show you what a high-level spell looks like. Because, that Heal spell, and that Fireball spell, it's best to think of them as building blocks. Spellsigns you'll learn, use for a few months, and forget. Do you know why? Because the healing spell, for example, becomes this."

From his pants, he pulled out a small knife. Rin arched a brow. Then, with a smile, Harriton dragged the blade upwards, slicing straight through his right arm without so much as flinching. A river of red quickly began streaming down his wrist and onto the floor, and most of the students, except Lisa, who simply watched with a smile on her face, stood up off their seats. What the fuck!?] Rin thought. Then, he held a hand up and smirked.

"Watch."

Then, in less than a second, he drew a spellsign that Rin could only describe as a series of swirls in different directions, with seemingly no real pattern to them. Then, his left hand began glowing white. He dropped the knife and placed his hand on his right arm.

And, in a few seconds, that horrific gash he'd cut open closed.

"Voila." He chuckled. "You know how long it took me to learn that spellsign? Three months. The best thing I can compare it to," he tapped a bloody finger to his chin. "Imagine learning to play a song on the piano. Now imagine that if you play even one note incorrectly, the entire piano stops working, you get shocked, and you have to start from the beginning. Now imagine, that to prevent that from happening, you have to play it at the perfect tempo, with perfect timing every single time. That, students, is what awaits you at the higher levels of magic."

---

"If anyone wants to learn any spellsigns in their free time, gimme a visit at the library. I'll help you out." Harriton said to conclude the class.

The rest of the class was dedicated to discussing the five different schools of magic. The schools of Mundane, Illusion, Divine, Malady, and Sanguine magic. Mundane magic studied ways to manipulate reality to create combative or defensive tools, things like fireballs and ice shields were part of this school. The Illusion school focused on manipulating the senses of living creatures so that they see, hear, taste, smell, or feel things that aren't there. The Divine school used magic to heal living bodies and regenerate them while the school of Malady used magic to harm them with things like poisons and diseases. Finally, the Sanguine school focused on the manipulation of life itself.

That said, the teacher made it clear to everyone that even though magic presented almost endless opportunities, what you could actually do was limited by the Essence inside of you. Everyone was born with a specific pool of Essence, and that pool could only grow slightly.

To put it simply, true mages were born, not made.

Zoology was up next but the class as a whole was still thinking about what Harriton had told them. Some of them had just learned about magic for the first time, others were shocked to know beasts could cast spells too.

The door opened and heavy metallic boots thudded against the ground. Rin glanced up and when she looked at Cara, the teacher was looking straight at her. As soon as their eyes connected Cara looked away but to Rin, this was the confirmation she needed.

[Shit.] Rin gulped. [She knows.] Rin could feel her heart beating so hard against her chest, she worried that others could hear it.

Cara cleared her throat and said:

"In my class, we're going to be going over the various creatures you'll be fighting. So, learn this stuff now so you don't have to learn it later, alright? We're going to be discussing Rank D creatures first. Beasts are ranked in the same way adventurers are. From D to S."

Rin breathed in deep. [Calm down. Calm down, you're just in a class. She won't do anything, right?]

"So, first up we have kobolds. Humanoid cousins of dragons. Small, pathetic, but deadly in large numbers. Even beginners like you should be able to take them out easily but slip up once and they'll rip you to pieces."

John Ates, Carla's friend, raised his hand. Probably because of the previous class, he asked:

"Can they perform spells?"

"Their shamans can, yes. But, at least so far they've only been shown to know basic Mundane magic." Cara answered. "They aren't too big a threat, all in all. You see one, you should be able to kill them quickly."

"W-Wait," Lisa started to ask, "if we see one?"

"Yes, is that unclear?"

"I-I mean, do you mean in a fight, or just... Anywhere? Any single one? Even if it's just while we're out there, on the road? If we see one, I don't know, lying down, we should... Kill them?"

"Absolutely," Cara answered without hesitation.

"But what if they aren't a threat?" Lisa asked. Cara scoffed as soon as the words reached her ears.

"All beasts are threats." Cara took a few steps closer to the woman. "That hypothetical kobold, you know what it'll do if left alone?" Lisa, somewhat afraid of the dangerous aura the teacher was giving off, shook her head. "It'll link up with its kobold friends, plan an attack on a village, kill and rape everyone in there, and torture whoever they don't kill. Just like orcs, goblins, mind flayers, undead, lizardmen, wendigos, ghasts. All of them. Let me make something clear," she turned to the whole class and Rin saw Lisa take a relieved breath. "Mercy is a good thing to have, sure, but these creatures don't deserve it. All they follow is instinct and half the time, those instincts tell them to screw you. So, stop that train of thought right there. You see one of them, you kill them."

The rest of the class was equally as intense. Cara went over a few humanoid Rank D creatures, kobolds, goblins, wolfkin, etc. discussing how to beat them. Their weaknesses were similar to any actual human. Go for their eyes, disarm them, things of that nature. Besides, though, some of them had unique anatomies that presented special opportunities. For instance, a goblin and a kobold's lungs were smaller and weaker than a human's, as such, they could not hold their breath for very long. Therefore, creating smoke could suffocate these creatures.

Cara didn't ease up, at any point. As she explained away the different ways in which creatures operated, she maintained that commanding attitude that she usually presented.

By the class ended, Rin saw that at least half of the group were carrying solemn faces. Rin understood why. [So, I'm not the only one thinking "holy shit, this is real". That's comforting.]

"That was crazy stuff, huh?" Eve turned to her as Cara walked out. Just like before, Cara looked at her specifically while she exited the room.

"Yeah."

"It's an intense job we're applying for." A different voice said. Rin looked forward and saw John Ates and Carla facing them with the same apprehension they're feeling. The boy had been the one that spoke. "It's probably best just to roll with it."

"Don't sweat it," Carla said with a carefree smile. "I think she was exaggerating a bit. I have friends who have gone out of the city and fought a few of them. Should be fine."

"You lose to 'em, it just means you're weak." Another voice stated. Seth, of course. "No business bein' in this biz if you can't fight something as pathetic as those things."

"I can imagine being unlucky happens out there too you know." John Ates told him, barely holding back resentment. "One of them can land a lucky shot. You never know."

"Won't happen to me."

"All it is is a measure of responsibility." The next voice that joined the conversation was a rare one. Dylan was almost whispering, but it was clear his words were aimed at them. "I believe every time you fight a creature like that, it is a test to see if you have gotten lazy. Someone who remembers the fundamentals and practices them consistently should never lose to them."

Somehow, most of the group ended up pitching in their opinions regarding this topic. Lisa said that with proper teamwork, Rank D beasts weren't to be feared. Alea Marina said she couldn't even be bothered to think about them. The last three who hadn't spoken were Elisa, who looked like she was thinking about anything except this, Sara, whose expression never changed, and finally, the boy with the wolf ears, Varyn, who only spoke once silence had settled.

"You forget," Varyn started and Rin could sense a slight bit of annoyance in his tone. Everyone went silent to hear him out. "Beasts can be pathetic, sure, but they aren't incapable of adapting. Anyone who takes their opponent for granted can be defeated."

"Yeah, someone like you would think that, huh, monster-boy?" Seth asked with a chuckle.

"... What was that?" Varyn asked him and Seth stood up off his chair.

"You heard me," Seth responded with a smirk and Varyn stood up too. [Oh, shit.]

Seth stood right in front of Varyn, towering above him, but the boy's eyes did not falter. They stared each other down until someone cleared their throat at the door.

"Oh, did I come at a bad time?" The next teacher had arrived and no one had noticed.

"Not at all," Varyn stated, backing off, and Seth's glare intensified.

Carliah D'Ana waited until eventually, Varyn sat down casually and Seth slowly backed away as well. Then, she sighed and walked to the front of the room.

"Well then." She started. "I will be your cultural teacher. Now, admittedly, there are not many human cities or settlements left. However, everywhere you go will contain more history in one rock than Libera has had in its existence. Therefore, it could serve you to know about the places you are visiting. For example, let's discuss norms."

Rin was curious, so she looked over at Elisa and sure enough, she'd traded her indifferent appearance for one of subtle discomfort.

"Can someone give me an example of something that is okay somewhere else but not in Libera?"

For obvious reasons, upon hearing that question, Rin had an answer. However, she wanted to say it for a specific reason. She wanted to gauge Elisa's reaction. So, she raised her hand.

"Yes?" Carliah asked.

"Prostitution. In Dren, I mean." Rin answered and Carliah sighed.

"Yes, as disgusting as it is, such a thing is considered perfectly normal in that town," Carliah replied.

[Well, that's actually wrong. It's legal, yeah, but no one considers it normal. Your parents never talk to anyone and say "yeah, Rin grew up to be great, she's whoring herself out just next door! It's amazing!" You show up anywhere with a crescent moon on your forehead no one's going to be like "yeah, of course, just a regular person over there".]

Rin didn't even get to see how Elisa reacted. The tangent in her mind distracted her, and her teacher's tone led to her quickly tuning out the rest of what she had to say.

Admittedly, the hour was composed of things Rin couldn't fathom. She'd only been in two locations and one of them was for less than a week. Maybe the others would take more from this class than she did, but as far as she was concerned, it was borderline useless.

So, she hummed songs in her head and daydreamed the hour away. Eventually, it ended. Carliah was about to walk out of the room when she said, "Students, your next class is Physical Conditioning, right? You are to head out to the schoolyard, your next teacher will be waiting there. After that, you will go to the physical training center on the fourth floor, and that's where your Combat Training course will take place." Then, she pointed at Elisa and said, "come, I need to speak to you."

Elisa rolled her eyes but stood and walked out of the room with her. The students exited and walked to the elevator and the stairs to go to the schoolyard, but Rin stayed behind them, as her daydreaming had left her tired. When she got up to leave she yawned and just as she left the room she heard:

"... of course, your fiancé will be there."

Her eyes went wide.

"I know, auntie."

"Good. Do not disappoint." Rin slowed her step as much as she could without making it look like she was listening. "The future of our family is on your shoulders. The sooner you cease these... disgusting indulgences of yours, the better."

That was the last thing Rin heard. [Fiancé?] She thought. [Elisa is engaged? To Seth? Or...] Well, Rin officially had a small suspicion that she had both seen and heard things that she wasn't supposed to see or hear.
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Rin walked down to the yard after that. The students were standing in front of Eli, who they had not seen since his fight with Maria.

"Here's how this is going to work," Rin heard as she got there. "This course will focus entirely on you lot doing some limit-breaking. Anyone here understands that?"

Seth raised his hand, but instead of answering the question, he said:

"I saw something get broken this morning," Seth muttered with a smirk and Eli's eyes snapped to him. He took large steps toward the boy, and even as tall as Seth was, this man towered over him.

"Kid, I got beat by a Rank S adventurer. The only thing you look like you could EVER be Rank S at is sucking my cock, so unless you intend to do that, shut the fuck up."

What followed was maybe the first act of humility that Seth had shown this entire time. He looked away without a response.

"Good." Eli walked back in front of the class. "Now, listen. I assume that Harriton told you all about Essence, right? Essence is in everyone. Every living thing. But it ain't just used for spellsigns. No. You can use it to make your body stronger. That's how construction workers can lift rocks over their heads the size of small houses, that's the only reason humans could ever hope to fight something like a dragon, and," he sighed, "that's how a girl the size of a fucking ant can beat someone like me in a fight. Because, after you go beyond your body's natural limits, looks don't mean shit."

With that said, he gestured for everyone to follow him, so they did.

He led them behind the academy and Rin nearly fainted when she saw what was there. It was a full course of paths and obstacles, with a black line on the left side and another one on the right.

"So, before you start, let me explain. The way people's bodies work, they don't use all of their strength. Your body subconsciously saves a small amount of strength for true emergencies. Things like almost getting eaten by a wild monster, for instance. However, by running Essence through your body while you train, it makes it so those limits are temporarily broken."

He gestured at the course.

"However, this also means your body can train at maximum capacity. And, because of that, your strength and speed gains are increased exponentially. That is the secret to limit-breaking. You're going to be tired as shit though afterward, so be ready for that. Now, here's what you need to do," he stood in front of everyone and closed his eyes. "First, feel the Essence in your body. If you've ever tried to cast spells, you understand this already. If not, this might take you a second. Once you identify the Essence inside of you, move it to the rest of your body with your mind. Make sure your entire body, head to toe, is covered in it. As soon as you've done that, you're ready to start. Now, go."

[Well, you make it sound so easy.] Rin internally rolled her eyes. [Alright, let's try-]

"Yeah?" The teacher asked. Rin hadn't seen her, but Eve had raised her hand.

"Does the same go for me?" Eve asked. "I'm not human. Neither is he." She pointed at Varyn.

"Fuck if I know. Try it, you might blow yourself up, give me something to laugh at."

[... Hm. I really hope that this guy isn't what the average adventurer is like, cause that would get annoying really fast,] Rin thought, trying to focus on herself. [Some of these people are nice, but some of them are the exact type of people I'd complain about to Felix back home.]

Putting those thoughts aside, she searched for her Essence, which meant that she stood there for an uncomfortable amount of time with her eyes closed. Before she could find it, someone tapped her shoulder.

"Ugh, what do you..." She turned around annoyed, ready to complain, only to find Elisa standing in front of her with a raised brow.

"Well, sorry, I just wanted to know what I missed."

[Fucking kill me.]

After a rapid-fire series of apologies, she quickly explained what the teacher had said.

"Oh. Okay. Thanks."

"Y-Yeah... No problem."

After that awkward interaction that she absolutely needed in her life, she tried again. One, two, three minutes of just standing there, and then, she felt it. It was small, but it was like a candle in her chest. A slight heat. [Huh... So, now I just...?]

She tried to spread that heat and succeeded. Her body felt warmer. More energetic. Alive.

"You done?"

"Huh?" Rin looked around and saw that everyone was staring at her. She had been the last one to do it, even though Elisa had gotten there late. "Ye-, uh, yeah."

"Alright. Here's what you're going to do. You're going to run through the path, climb over the wall there, swim across that pool, roll under the bar to the right, and get to the finish line."

[Shit... That seems really hard. Can't remember the last time I exercised.]

"And you're going to do that ten times."

Rin blinked.

[I might actually die.]

"Wait, won't we get our clothes wet?" Lisa raised her hand and asked.

"Yeah, so?"

"Uh... I didn't bring another set of clothes, I'm sorry, I..."

"Tough shit. You don't want to get your shit wet? Take it off, leave it here."

"What? I'm not going to do this nak-"

"Then stop bitching and go."

Lisa gulped and slowly nodded.

"O-Okay, sir."

"I... I guess I'll use my legs." Eve mumbled, flying down to the dirt. "Ugh, this feels so weird."

"Alright, any other stupid questions? No? Alright, then get started."

The first one to run was Seth. He took off, sprinting through the path to the left. Next, was Elisa who took a more relaxed approach, jogging behind him. Then, the group as a whole started to move. Rin was at the back, next to Eve though. She wasn't about to show off her severely out-of-shape self in front of all of them.

As soon as she took her first jogging steps, she felt a strange sensation run through her legs. It was like electricity running up her lower muscles. [I... My legs feel fine.] She had expected to be out of breath by the first turn, but no. When it came time to scale up the wall, she paused to look at it. There were small rocks planted in the wall to give them something to run up from. Seth was already climbing over it, with Elisa close behind.

One by one, the students all took their turns climbing. Lisa and Rin were the only ones who had any difficulty. Even then, Rin was feeling strong. [This is amazing. I, holy shit, I feel like I'm being bathed in energy!] She smiled to herself as she pushed to move faster. Eve was trailing behind her, but she too was making decent progress.

Then, they reached the water. Seth took off his shirt, tossed it aside, and dove in. Elisa dove in, fully clothed.

"Oh, that looks so gross." Lisa paused as John Ates went next, then Dylan and then Alea. "Okay, okay. I can do it. I got this." The woman held her nose and carefully walked into the water. Rin was behind her. Fuck. She thought about her limited wardrobe. [I need to find some money. I have to buy more clothes if I'm going to be doing this all week.]

Then, she went in after her. The water was cold, but the Essence flowing inside of her made it feel like there was a layer of heat just over her skin. She swam across, got out, and ran to the wooden bar. Seth rolled under it as if he'd done it many times already, Elisa did the same. Dylan, John, none of them had trouble and neither did Rin when it came time for her to replicate their movements.

[Is this it? Am I even working out? Isn't this supposed to hurt?]

Rin's confidence was high as she repeated the exercise nine more times. It took around forty minutes all in all. Then, she and everyone else learned the truth.

"Now, gather up all your Essence back to where it was," Eli instructed and Rin nodded. She closed her eyes and allowed the heat to recede like a retreating wave on a beach until it was all back in her chest.

Then, she fell to the ground.

"OH FUCK!" She screamed and one after another, the students did the same. Even Seth fell to his knees.

"Agh!" Seth said. "I... Dad told me it'd be like this, and I still... aggh..."

Eli cackled as he watched them.

"I love when newbies find out how this shit works. Yeah, when the Essence leaves, get ready cause you're gonna be hit with that GOOD pain."

Rin's entire body was on fire. It was as if it had been putting off the pain and once Rin let the Essence fade, it went "oh? You're ready? Here you go," and dropped all of it on her in an instant. She felt frozen. She could barely move, otherwise, a muscle would scream in agony.

"I'll go... Fuck, I'll go tell that bitch you're all going to be late." Eli stated with a sigh as he walked off and left them there, on the dirt floor.

"I... I can barely feel my thighs." John Ates cried nearby.

"It's like my fuckin' legs are broken!" Seth complained as he tried to stand.

Even Sara was making pained noises as she tried to gather herself.

Holy, holy shit. Rin was breathing heavily, trying to get up. It feels like my tits are going to fall off, fuck!

The only one that was taking things somewhat well was Dylan, who was tired but quickly stood up to walk back to the academy. Everyone else had to stay there for ten to fifteen minutes until the pain became bearable and then they walked back. [How the hell are we going to do combat and dueling now?] Rin wondered.

Seth wordlessly went to the second floor to take a bath and get dressed, so everyone did the same. All of the girls went to the showers, with the exception of Sara who stayed back for some reason.

There were a total of four showers and six girls there, so two would have to sit out while the other showered.

"That was fucking torture," Alea Marina said as she walked into one of them. Elisa did the same, then Carla and Lisa. Eve and Rin ended up sitting outside until they finished. While they waited, Eve said:

"Wow. You humans smell terrible when you exercise."

"And you don't?" Rin raised a brow.

"Check me out." Eve lifted an arm and, curious, Rin took a whiff. She leaned back, shocked.

"Wow. Nothing."

"Yep, we're magical in more ways than one," Eve said proudly.

"Speaking of, how are you feeling?" Rin asked. "You're not human after all. Are you feeling the pain too?"

"Yeah... but, my wings aren't, so I can still fly myself anywhere I want to go."

"Oh, okay." Then they fell into a comfortable silence as they waited for the others to finish, but Rin thought of another question before that happened. "Hey."

"Yeah?"

"What are you going to do?" Rin asked.

"What do you mean?"

"Like, out there." Rin let her head rest against the wall, looking up at the ceiling as she asked. "Are you going to be using an ax or something? As an adventurer, what's your plan?" She felt like maybe listening to her plan would give her some sort of inspiration.

"Oh, well I want to be a mage. A healer, but after the class with Ms. Cara... I realize I'm going to have to learn how to use magic offensively too." Eve sounded dejected but determined. "Obviously, the thought of fighting anything directly scares the crap out of me but... I don't want to drag anyone down. If I have to get my hands dirty, I'll do it."

"I believe I will have to do the same." Neither of them had noticed Lisa stop and exit the shower. She stood in front of them with a towel wrapping her up. "I guess we will go on that journey together."

Rin glanced back at Eve and found her blushing.

"Y-Yeah."

Lisa smiled and waved at them.

"See you in class."

With that, she exited.

"You okay?" Rin asked the fairy. "You look a little shaken."

"Nah, no. Just... Not used to people willingly talking to me, is all."

"Huh? You did fine when we went out to the city." Rin stated.

"That was different. Everyone we talked to was an employee. They were paid to treat me normally."

"Oh? What about me then? I talk to you."

"Yeah, but you aren't from Libera. You're different, you're an outsider, like me."

"I guess." Rin shrugged.

"Go ahead." Eve pointed at the shower.

"Thanks." Rin nodded and took her turn.

As she cleaned herself, she wondered what Eve's reaction would be if she came to know just how much of an outsider she was. [Would she judge me?] She asked herself. [Would she care if I told her that I used to be a common whore?]

Her questions, of course, received no answers.

It was another half an hour before everyone was ready for the next class.

---

"Well, it appears my coworker tired you all out," Maria noted.

The group's response was a collection of tired groans. Not one of them could be considered "fresh". Rin thought it was a miracle she could even walk.

The group was sat down in front of her at the gym. She had cleared out the equipment and marked a spot in the center of the room with white chalk in the form of a square. There were those wooden weapons from before, once again organized at the back of the room.

[I don't know if I can take any more training.] Rin thought.

"Welcome to Combat Tactics and Dueling. If you thought exercising was tiring, it's nothing compared to active combat training. Now," she gave a kind smile. "Let's get started."

Maria had an entirely different aura to that of the other teachers. In part, of course, it was because she was Rank S, but also there was a kindness to her. A feeling that her carefree smile and bright clothing communicated. It was like her appearance was carefully designed to make you trust her.

As someone who used to work in an industry that relied a lot on looks, as you needed to look a certain way to pull in customers at the Silver Rose, Rin knew that this likely wasn't an accident. [But why would an adventurer need to look trustworthy like this?] She wondered.

"By the end of the class, I want you all to tell me what equipment you will use, or, for those of you who are less experienced," she glanced at Lisa and Rin, "what seems interesting. This way, I can tailor your training to what you are all trying to accomplish."

[Right... Crap. I don't have a weapon. What am I going to do?]

Lisa raised her hand and Maria raised her own to tell her to pause.

"Yes," Maria answered with a chuckle before Lisa even asked. "Even if you're a mage, you should have a weapon you at least prefer. There are... Situations that can come up in which your spellsigns will not be enough. For example, eldersen have a coating on their skin that protects them from fire. If all you know are flame spellsigns, what will you do if you encounter one? Precisely. You will do nothing. You will have no options, and options, my dear students, are what makes for successful missions. So, even if you never plan to use one, you should pick a weapon."

[How am I going to get one?] Rin was lost in her own mind. [I could... Maybe ask someone. I'm sure there has to be someone that could lend me something... What the hell do I do?]

"Of course," Maria said and Rin glanced up, "should you not wish to use a weapon, this is also something I may help with."

When she heard that, Rin's eyes widened. [What? Seriously? How does that work?]

"So, let's get to it. First up, swords."




First Classes, Part Four

Maria grabbed a wooden sword from the rack of weapons and walked back to the group. As she did, she caressed the fake blade in her hands as though it were an old friend or a priceless item of some sort.

"Largely, how you fight depends on your body and its capabilities," She extended the blade as she spoke with a voice that Rin could only describe as entrancing. Her tone was calm and soothing. "Someone with longer arms than mine has access to motions, strategies, and opportunities that I simply will never be able to use. However," she crouched, and then with a leap, she nimbly flipped ahead, and stabbed the air with so much force that dust rose from the ground, all in one motion that left Rin stunned.

"I can disguise my attacks in ways others cannot. I can set my attacks up in creative ways. I also do not have to move as much to defend myself, as my frame is small, you." She aimed the weapon at Dylan. "Come here."

"Yes, ma'am," the boy replied with a bow, and Maria smiled at him. Dylan stood with his back straight and his crimson eyes passive, waiting.

The teacher then aimed her sword at his eyes, he did not flinch.

"One of the most basic fundamentals of combat, students, is that you are not always required to out-skill your opponent. Combat is a life or death situation, and as such, dirty tactics, mind games, cheap shots, are all simply tools to use to ensure your victory. Because of this, most of the time in a fight you will want to aim for these three areas." She tapped the boy's head lightly, his neck, and his inner thigh. "The eyes, the neck, and the groin. In any fight against another person, you will find that these areas do wonders for incapacitation. Thank you, Dylan. You may sit."

[Why didn't you go for those in your fight with Eli then?] Rin wondered as the boy went back to his chair. [You were really just that much stronger?]

John Ates raised his hand.

"Yes?"

The boy crossed his legs from where he was sitting and confidently asked:

"What about fighting creatures? Aren't these the ones we'll be encountering the most?" Rin swore that for an instant, Maria's face changed. There was a hint of something... Anger? No, it was quick, but she saw enough to tell that it wasn't that...

What was it? Rin did not figure it out.

"I was getting to that," Maria replied with a light tone. "Well, with creatures these tactics work too. For example, the eyes tend to be a weak spot for most creatures that have them. Other than that though, one element that you should always use when facing beasts is fire. Whether it is from a spellsign or from a physical object. We will dive into the intricacies of facing monsters in due time. For now, I wanted to tell you about each weapon on an individual level, starting with the sword."

Maria's form with it, as she showed off moves, was astonishing. She possessed an inherent elegance that Rin usually only saw from nobles. Her footsteps were particularly intriguing. It seemed like she was walking on air.

"See," she continued, "a sword has been the age-old go-to weapon for a reason. Stab attacks, slashes, parries, and deflections, each one is easy and simple to execute. However, sometimes, adventurers wish to use more specific, focused, weapons. One of them, for example, is the spear."

Maria put the sword away and went to grab a wooden spear.

"This is a lot of warriors' best friend." She said, twirling the spear in her hands. She did it carelessly and confidently, making no mistakes as far as RIn could tell. "It is useful when you wish to keep an enemy away, and of course provides the user with the opportunity to strike first, more often than not, thanks to its reach. Its weaknesses though are that if an enemy manages to close the gap unless you are very skilled, you are in for a bad time."

She showed off many weapons. Some that Rin had seen on warriors she'd slept with during her time at the Silver Rose, axes, clubs, and even stranger weapons that Rin hadn't heard of. Nunchuks, a halberd, a naginata, there was a very diverse assortment of items on that rack.

In the end, though, Rin didn't care about any of them. She had no money to buy them. So, she thought back to what the teacher had said about using no weapon at all.

[I think I'll take her up on that.] Rin concluded.

The hour was quicker than the other classes, as Maria was so knowledgeable and eager to share that knowledge that even when she was discussing these weapons she had no intention of buying, she was interested. She almost wanted the class to keep going.

[Rank S for a reason, huh.]

But, the hour did come to a close eventually. And with that, her first day of class was officially over.

"Good luck, let me know which weapon you would like to use. Here," The professor passed everyone a piece of paper and some pens that she had hidden away in a bag. "Write it down and hand it in."

Of course, everyone was in serious pain after the exercise they endured, so as they walked forward they all collectively moaned with discomfort, but a few tried to act tough.

Sara, Seth, and Dylan were the first. Of course, Sara had her strange sword at her waist, so Rin figured she'd be looking to use that one. Lia, John, and Lisa all came next. Elisa was stuck staring at her paper, and Eve looked like she was thinking about something else entirely. Varyn handed it in after them and Carla did as well. Finally, Eve gave hers in and Elisa stood up, walking to the teacher.

"Excuse me."

"Yes?" Maria asked.

"Could I make this work?" Elisa handed her paper over with a confident grin. "I believe that's what I would like to do."

"... Oh~ you are a flashy one, I see." Maria nodded, with a chuckle. "Something like this... You'd need to do quite a bit of limit-breaking to have the strength to make this work."

"I'm ready to do that," Elisa said with a determined expression.

"Then, in that case, I will aid you in this venture," Maria told her.

"Awesome, thank you." Elisa bowed and walked past Rin to the exit, but not before she waved at her with a little smile.

Rin could feel herself blush at that.

"And you?" Maria asked her.

Rin swallowed her nervousness, standing up and facing her.

"I would like to ask you about what you said before."

Maria's eyes widened.

"W-What?" Maria asked with a stutter.

"Uh, about the whole 'no weapons' fighting stuff that you said. You did say that right?" Rin asked, hoping that she hadn't misheard her.

And, when Maria heard this, her eyes gleamed and a grin stretched on her face as she lunged forwards.

"SPLENDID!" She practically yelled, grabbing Rin, and pulling her into a hug.

Rin blushed.

"Uh, M-Miss Camille!?" Rin asked.

"Hahaha! Oh, forgive me." Maria separated herself, as she chuckled. "It has been too long since someone has asked me to teach them! The last person who asked me ended up canceling our lessons after their knuckles got swollen on our first session! I was afraid I wouldn't get the opportunity to do so again. But... I ask, why do you wish to learn hand-to-hand combat? Was it the novels? Oh, I'm sure you saw a master and fell in love with the art form like I did, right? Oh, goodness, I remember when I was once walking through the market side of the city and I saw someone practicing out in the open, and I knew, I KNEW, that I had to pursue this, that was it, right!?"

Rin swallowed her pride.

"I... I couldn't afford to buy a weapon."

...

Maria's disappointment was so instant that Rin nearly laughed.

"Oh," Maria said, then her face turned more straightforward. "I..." She cleared her throat, re-taking her normal posture. "I do have to let you know then. Martial arts are not to be taken lightly. What is your name, again?"

"Rin."

"Ah, Rin. Listen, hand-to-hand combat is... Glorious, but it does come with prices. For one, although later on, you will be able to render steel useless against you once you become truly great at the craft, there are other materials out there that even I cannot break through. Materials that even I cannot block, and can only hope to dodge or run away from. At the end of the day, this is a rather perilous journey. And, I will not lie to you, the training is difficult and painful, and you will have a tougher time early on than the rest of the students. Do you understand?"

"You... Uh," Rin chuckled awkwardly, rubbing the back of her head. "You're really hammering this home."

"I have to, Rin," Maria told her. "You need to understand what you're getting yourself into. In the beginning, enemies that the other students defeat with ease will give you trouble. Enemies they deem dangerous will be nightmares to you. This is not something to be taken lightly. Still, do you wish to pursue this?"

[I'm broke, so I don't really have much of a choice,] Rin thought.

So, she looked at Maria and nodded.

The warmest smile Rin had seen yet blossomed on Maria's face.

"Well then. I will teach you the way, and, I promise you, Rin, I will do my very best to ensure your success."

When Rin heard that, she breathed a sigh of relief and it felt like her body got several pounds lighter.

"Tomorrow, though," Maria continued, "for now, get yourself some rest. Resting is equally as important as training. That might sound strange to you at first, but you'll see."

"Alright. Thank you, ma'am."

Maria chuckled and that was Rin's first day of school at this academy.

By the time Rin was walking back to her room, her muscles were healing. Still, she was exhausted.

Elisa was already at her bed when Rin opened the door. She had changed into some robes and was listening to a radio Rin could only assume she brought here on her own since it wasn't there before.

[Gooood evening Libera!] A charismatic man said. [It's Second Era Radio here to give you the latest updates from all over Aerum! First of all, exciting news! A recent adventurer expedition into a ruin northeast of Libera has been approved! It is speculated that there are lost technological marvels just waiting to be discovered! Aside from that, the Prime Minister of Cradle has approved a bill that will create multiple farming jobs just outside of that beautiful grey city! Following the short famine Cradle experienced at the hands of some rampaging wyverns, this is excellent news! Good for them!]

Rin slumped over to her bed, kicked off her shoes, and laid down. Elisa barely noticed her.

Rin looked over at the sunlight-haired woman. Elisa looked like she did not have a care in the world.

An idea came to Rin's mind.

[Um... Let's be real, this is probably the best chance I'll get to start a conversation. Should I?] However, as Elisa looked up at her and their eyes met, Rin figured she should say something otherwise this would turn awkward very quickly.

"Uh, h-hey," Rin said, raising a hand.

[Someone just cut my head off, how do I suck this badly at this!?]

"Hi," Elisa replied with an easygoing smile.

"So... How was the first day on your end?" Rin asked, dragging her sore legs over to her own bed.

"It was cool. A few of the teachers seem like complete hardasses," she said with an easygoing tone, "but other than that, I'm looking forward to what we'll be doing."

"Um... Same, yeah," Rin nodded firmly.

And then, a silence settled between them as Rin's mind went wild.

[Shit, what do I say?] She asked herself as Elisa continued to look in her direction. [Oh, talk about the workouts. Ah, no, then she'll think I'm a wimp cause I couldn't do much... Maybe talk about the fights? No, same thing there. Shit, come on, think of something!]

"Hey..." Elisa suddenly said, taking Rin out of her thoughts. "You seem familiar. Do I know you somehow?"

Rin's heart froze.

She opened her mouth, no sound came out for a few seconds.

"Um... No." She shook her head. "I can't remember ever meeting you."

"Hm... I dunno. I'm pretty good with faces and I feel like I've seen yours before," Elisa sat up on her bed and leaned a little closer to her. Her robe dipped and it took every ounce of willpower in Rin's body for her not to look down at what was now visible. "I thought maybe it could have been when I visited Cradle."

"Uh, no, I'm never been to Cradle so..."

"Oh, Really? I'm jealous," Elisa chuckled.

"Really? Why?" Rin asked.

"No one up north really understands how to live life. It's so fucking boring, you couldn't imagine."

"What do you mean?"

"You know, you can't really do anything," Elisa explained with a wave of her hand.

When she heard that, Rin's response came rolling out of her mouth before she could stop it.

"Can't be more restrictive than Libera is," Rin and immediately, she knew she fucked up when she saw Elisa's curious expression. She'd clearly flipped some sort of a switch in the woman's mind as she leaned even closer.

"Really?"

"I-I mean, I, no, I... I was just..." Rin said but she never finished her sentence. Instead, Elisa cut back in.

"Hm... Actually, are you from Libera?" Elisa asked.

"N-No, no, uh... I'm from one of the minor towns."

"Oh? Which one? Name it and I've probably been there," Elisa replied with a genuinely interested expression and a slowly growing smile.

"Uh..." Rin looked away. Fuck.

"Wait, let me guess. Alcalira, right?" Elisa asked with some excitement.

"Y-Yep! Mhm. Definitely," Rin latched onto that option as soon as it presented itself.

"Nice! I loved that place. The music was so good!"

"Yeah... Lots of... Instruments."

"Mhm." Elisa nodded. Then, she looked over at Rin with some strangely kind eyes and said, "I'm glad to meet an outsider though."

"Really?" Rin asked.

"Mhm... Libera and Cradle are just... Not my style, I think. It's part of why I'm applying for this job," she said as she laid back, looking up at the ceiling and putting her hands behind her head. "I wanna see more before..." But, now it was her turn not to finish her sentence.

Still, Rin figured she understood the sentiment, if not the details behind it.

"... Yeah, I get that," Rin nodded. It was the same feeling that had made her come halfway across the land to this place, after all.

Neither of them said anything for a bit. Rin was okay with that though, as Elisa looked like she didn't mind it and Rin was bad at coming up with things to say anyway.

"I can't wait for us to get started, there's so much to see!" Eliza said, laying down again on her bed.

She had one knee up, the other leg outstretched, and Rin wondered what they would feel like if she were to run her hands down the woman's thighs.

"Yeah... I'm sort of excited too..." Rin replied. [I mean, putting aside the fact that we'll be fighting for our lives out there, and all.]

"Who knows," Elisa smirked at her, "maybe they'll pair us up on a mission at some point."

Rin scoffed.

"Hope not."

"Why?"

"I mean, I don't wanna hold you back or whatever," Rin muttered. "I'd probably just get in your way out there."

"I dunno, I think seeing you in some hot-looking armor would be worth it," Elisa stated, casually, with a shrug.

"W-What?" Rin asked with a laugh.

"Yeah, I'd gladly fight off a few kobolds to see that," Elisa said and Rin tried to hide the way her face reddened.

[That tongue of hers is kinda loose, huh?] Rin thought.

"Well, I'm gonna go to sleep. Long day tomorrow. Goodnight, roomie," Elisa said as she closed her eyes and pulled her sheet up.

"Y-Yeah... Same. Goodnight."

Then, a few moments later those peaceful snores filled the air as Rin breathed in and out. And slowly, she internalized what had just happened. [Holy shit! We talked! We actually talked!] Part of her wanted to sprint back to Dren to brag to Felix. She went to sleep fighting a smile that wouldn't get off her face.




Two Weeks, Part One

Two weeks. Two weeks was all Rin had before she had to go on her first mission. A real, adventuring, monster-slaying mission.

As she woke up the next morning, her eyes slowly blinking open as the sun poured in from the nearby windows, it was all she could think about.

[Holy shit,] Rin thought. [Holy shit. I'm really doing this.]

Stretching, Rin got off her bed and rolled her shoulders, before preparing for the day.

She needed to get a few things done. Luckily, since Maria was going to teach her hand-to-hand combat, she wouldn't need to buy any weaponry but she still figured she needed to buy armor. The problem, of course, was that she was completely broke.

On the spot, she came up with a quick plan. She decided to head into the city and see if she could find a part-time job of some sort.

[Anything will do,] she thought. [As long as I can get a little bit of coin on the side, I'll do whatever. Can't be too hard to find a job, or, can't be harder than it was at Dren, anyway.]

Once she was done, she walked out into the halls.

And immediately, she ran into someone.

"W-WHOA!" She fell on top of them, stumbling as she lost her balance, but a pair of gentle hands kept her from hitting the ground.

"Hehe," she heard a woman chuckle. "Eager to start the day, are we?"

[Huh?]

Rin looked up and saw Maria's brown eyes looking back at her. The cinnamon-haired woman was standing there dressed in a simple white robe.

"Miss Camille, uh, w-what are you doing here?" Rin asked as she regained her balance.

She chuckled again, putting a small, elegant hand up to her lips that one would never expect to be able to strike through solid metal.

"I'm here to take you out for breakfast," Maria told her. "If you'd like that, of course."

"... Really?" Rin looked up at her, surprised.

"Of course," Maria nodded, and then smiled. "If I'm to be your personal teacher, I'd like to learn a little more about you, after all. So, what do you say?"

Rin's stomach then growled, as if to respond for her, and Maria chuckled as Rin nodded.

"Wonderful. Let's go, then."

That was how Rin's day began. As she exited the academy, she did see a few of the other students, but most of them were too distracted to notice her. Trailing just a little bit behind her teacher, the two walked out onto the streets of Libera.

There were a few things that immediately caught Rin's eye. She had seen them before, when she took her trip with Eve but seeing them now, they were still shocking. The street lights, turned off at this moment, looked so clean and well-kept. The mold-less metal architecture, the spotless streets. It was nothing like Dren.

"So, Rin," Maria said, "where are you from?"

"H-Huh? Uh, I'm Liberan," she answered awkwardly.

She figured she may as well keep as much from her old life private as she could. Or, at least, she wanted to try.

"No, seriously," Maria replied. "Where are you from?"

"What?" Rin asked, feeling nervous all of a sudden. But, as Maria looked back at her with an amused expression, it became painfully clear that she wasn't fooling anyone. "How do you know?" She asked, dejected.

Maria chuckled and turned towards, her, her hands behind her back as she spoke.

"You keep looking at everything around you as though it's the first time you've seen it," Maria responded. "It's cute, but it gives you away pretty easily."

"Oh..." Rin sighed. "Well, I'm from-"

However, Maria before Rin could say the name of her hometown, Maria put her index finger on Rin's lips, stopping her.

She winked.

"On second thought, it's okay, I apologize. If you're that desperate to hide it, you don't have to tell me."

"Oh. Uh, thanks," Rin replied, bowing a little.

"No problem. I was just trying to get to know you a little, is all. We're going to be seeing a lot of each other over the next year or so, Rin. We may as well get comfortable from the start."

Rin could at least appreciate the effort Maria was putting forward. She was just trying to ease Rin's nerves, and the raven-haired girl understood that. Knowing this, she felt her respect for the Rank S adventurer go up just a little.

"What kind of food do you like?"

"Uh, we didn't have much variety back where I'm from," Rin responded.

"Hm... Do you mind if I pick something for us then?"

"Not at all," Rin said with a smile.

"Then, in that case, follow me."

Maria took her to the north side of Libera, where most of the businesses were found. She explained on the way that at the center Rin could find different dedicated establishments, banks, art centers, gardens, etc. And that the south was mostly just comprised of low-cost housing. As for the wealthier members of Libera's population, they lived in the eastern and northeastern parts of the city. Near the Academy, actually.

She took Rin to a small establishment that had big, wide-open white doors and plenty of people walking in and out of it. Outside, Rin saw a sign that read "curry, noodles, sandwiches" and a few other types of food, listed at various low prices. Even Rin could afford to buy something here.

Rin also noticed how everyone around them would occasionally pause and stare at Maria.

One poor guy was so busy staring at her in awe that he nearly got run over by a slowly-moving carriage.

"Uh... Is there something that I'm not seeing?" Rin asked.

"Why's that?" Maria asked as she waved at the small restaurant's owner.

"Everyone keeps looking at you."

"Oh, well," Maria giggled. "They know me, I suppose."

"Really? Are you that famous?"

Back at Dren, the only "celebrities" were people who could sing or act. [Is she like, a secret painter or something?]

"Yes, think about it, Rin," Maria told her, with some pride in her tone. "Not only am I a Rank S adventurer, but I'm also the only one in Libera. By all accounts, I may be the only one these people ever see. If such a person passed you by, wouldn't you look at them for a few seconds, at least?"

"... Guess so," Rin responded.

"Exactly," Maria replied. "It was... A little troubling, at first, but I've grown accustomed to this."

The two of them ordered some food and sat down by a table outside. Maria ordered some simple chicken soup and Rin got herself the same thing.

"So, what did you do where you're from?"

And instantly, Rin nearly choked.

"I, eh, sang," Rin improvised. [Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit.]

"Oh!" Maria made an impressed expression. "You do seem like the type. I suppose I should have expected it."

"Really? What do you mean?" Rin asked.

"Well, you're gorgeous," Maria chuckled. "Isn't it a requirement that artists need to be beautiful?"

"I... Uh, maybe," Rin replied with a nervous laugh.

"Hmph," Maria looked down at her food. "I suppose that's what separates those who work with brushes and voices as opposed to those who work with swords," Maria noted lightheartedly.

"I wouldn't say that..." Rin muttered.

"Hm?"

"I mean, you're really beautiful too," Rin noted. Maria raised a brow at that. "I-I mean, in a respectful way! You know?"

Maria snorted, laughing at that.

"Is that so? Thank you for the kind words, then."

[... I swear, between her and Elisa, I've been paired up with two people who just can't resist making me feel embarrassed.]

All in all, this was slightly less awkward than Rin had expected. She thought the two of them would simply sit in silence until eventually, Maria got tired of her, but the Rank S adventurer appeared to be so genuinely glad to be sitting here, with Rin, that any time the conversation died down she would always say something random.

"Really!?" Rin asked as Maria was currently telling her a story.

"Yes," she laughed. "I once had to drag a giant's body through these very streets. It was bothersome, but Harriton wanted to run some experiments on its skin, with his Essence magic, so I did it."

"How big are they?"

"Hm... Maybe the size of this building?" Maria gestured around them.

"Whoa..."

"Hehe, indeed!" Maria giggled softly. It was something that made Rin realize just how young this woman actually was.

The way she carried herself, she came across as far older than she was, but looking at her now, Rin figured she must have been in her late 20s. Back at the Silver Rose, Rin had coworkers who looked older than her.

"The only reason I even managed it was because of..." Maria said, and then, her smile faded.

"Because what?" Rin asked politely, as Maria didn't finish.

Instead, an annoyed look flashed over Maria as she looked away.

"Nothing," she sighed and Rin was a little confused at this. "But, yes, it was quite the struggle, dragging that giant through here. Well," Maria suddenly said. "I'm full!"

"So am I."

"Come, let's walk it off while we head back to the academy. That is if you don't have anything to do out here."

"Uh, no," Rin shook her head. "I'll just head back too."

"I would recommend though," Maria added, "that you take the time to get to know the city. After all, this is to be your new home for a long time, Rin. If you'll stay with us, of course. You can drop out at any moment if you feel the job is too much for you."

"Yeah... I understand. But, what about training?" Rin asked. "Are you going to help me with that today?"

"No," she shook her head. "For today, I want you to relax and get your bearings. Tomorrow, I will begin to guide you down the path of the martial artist. And," she leaned in conspiratorially, "I'll buy you some new clothes, and some armor, too."

"W-What? Why? You don't need to..." She was waving her hands back and forth.

"Consider it a gift," Maria said, lifting a hand. "As I said, I haven't had a student like you in some time. I'm allowed to spoil you a little, aren't I?" She chuckled and Rin did the same.

"Uh, in that case, thank you..."

"Don't mention it."

And, with that, the pair walked back to the academy.

By the time they arrived, older students who Rin did not know were walking in and out of the academy. Following behind Maria, Rin simply looked away from all of them, however, there was one person she saw who made her freeze on the spot.

"Yeah," a man was bragging to some of his friends, leaning against a wall. "It was easy as shit taking down that charger, I thought those things were supposed to be dangerous!"

"They are, don't let your guard down," another adventurer reminded him.

"Pfft. It was nothing. Even if they are, that just makes it all the more fun."

"Rin?" Maria suddenly asked and Rin snapped out of it. "Are you alright?"

"Y-Yeah," Rin took a deep breath. "Sorry."

The reason Rin had frozen up like that was simple.

That man had been the adventurer she'd worked for, just before she left Dren. She walked away from that spot as quickly as she could, without passing Maria by, but her heart was racing.

[Holy shit...] She tried to calm herself down. [What if... No, no. He didn't see me. Let it go,] she told herself. [No one here knows you, it's okay, no one...]

"Agh!"

Rin bumped into someone.

"S-Sorry," she said as she looked up.

It was Cara. The grey-haired woman was standing in front of Rin, wearing her black armor, with a hand on her hip, looking down at her.

Rin hadn't felt as small in her life as she did at that moment.

"Cara," Maria crossed her arms and an expression came over her that Rin hadn't seen before. Her brows were pulled tightly, her eyes narrowed and that smile that had been stuck to her face throughout the entire day was gone. "Are you trying to mess with my student?"

"Our student," Cara said, not taking her eyes off of Rin. "And, no, I just wanted to tell her something."

"... Fine. Rin," Maria called out, "I'll see you tomorrow, then."

With that, she stomped away.

[Uh, am I in trouble?] Rin wondered as Cara gestured for Rin to follow her. They walked for a while, heading to an eastern part of the building, beside a set of stairs, that was currently empty. Here, Cara turned and faced Rin, crossing her arms.

"So, you actually came all this way for the academy?" Cara said.

And, at that moment, Cara confirmed that she remembered exactly who Rin was.

"H-How do you know it's me?" Rin asked, not even bothering to pretend anymore. "I... I was wearing a disguise when you came to the brothel."

"An illusion, I know. But, that disguise doesn't hide everything about you. Your eyes are still yellow and your body is still the same. Plus, come on, some random adventurer signs up at the last minute just a couple of days after we talked? It wasn't that hard to put two and two together."

Feeling so scared for her future, Rin bit the insides of her cheeks. She wondered if Cara was about to threaten her. Maybe blackmail her into doing whatever she wanted.

"A-Are you going to tell everyone?" Rin asked, looking away, feeling like she wanted to cry."

Cara scoffed.

"No, I'm not."

Hearing that, Rin looked up at her.

"Why the hell would I do that?" She asked. "The guild needs whoever it can get. I pulled you aside because I wanted to let you know," Cara said, before walking up and putting a hand on Rin's shoulder. "I'm going to try my absolute hardest to make a fighter out of you, okay? You have my word on that," Cara told her.

The relief Rin felt made her knees weak.

"But," Cara quickly added, "I want you to know that if at any point you feel like this isn't working out, you can just quit. There's no shame in it. I know what you were doing before wasn't the most honorable stuff, but it sure beats getting mauled to death by a bloodthirsty monster. I just wanted to make sure you understood that. Are we clear?" Cara concluded.

Rin nodded.

"... Yes," she replied meekly.

"Good."

With that, Cara turned around and walked away, leaving Rin standing there, alone.




Two Weeks, Part Two

{The Next Morning}

[Dear mom,]

[So... I got here safely, thankfully. Sorry that I took a couple of days to write to you, it's just... It's been a bit hard adjusting to this place. Everything is so big, but at the same time, I've never felt so cramped. I dunno.]

[Oh! I wanted to let you know I learned a couple of spellsigns, although, I don't really have the Essence pool to use them. My Essence teacher taught me a few though, and I thought that was cool. "Candle", which is just a dot, "Fireball", which is an upwards arrow, and "Heal", which is a circle.]

[On another note, honestly, now that I'm here, I respect Tristan more for starting his career with no help whatsoever. I wonder how I would have done if I had tried things that way instead.]

[Anyway, I'll try to write at least a letter a week, just so you know that I'm okay. But, what about you, mom? Are you alright? You haven't been sick, have you? I told Felix to help take care of you, so if he's been overbearing or whatever, uh, don't get too annoyed at him. He's under orders, you could say.]

[Um, yeah. That's pretty much all I wanted to say, for now though. Love you, mom. I'll talk to you again soon. Let me know how you're doing.]

"Roomie?" Elisa asked.

"Y-Yeah?"

"You're gonna be late for class," the sunlight-haired woman let her know.

"No, no," Rin replied as she folded the letter up and placed it in front of the messenger bird that her mother had gifted her. Then, the bird took the letter and flew out the window with it. "There, done."

---

{Later That Day, at Noon}

"Well then, it seems like you're all having fun with my co-worker's class," Maria said with a chuckle as the students audibly groaned.

Rin's legs were so sore, she worried she'd fall as soon as she started training. Hell, she didn't know how she was supposed to train like this.

"E-Excuse me," Lisa, the healer, raised a hand. "Shouldn't we be resting?"

"Nope." Maria shook her head. "The food you'll be eating later will heal you right up. It's what we charge so much for! Don't worry about any injuries from overexertion. Besides, we're trying to get you used to pain. That's part of the point."

As she said this, she picked out different teams for the students to train with. By now, each of them had picked the weapons that they'd be using when the missions came around, so, Maria gave them wooden versions of those weapons to use.

Rin took this moment to scout her fellow students and see what they had in mind.

The mages, Alea, Eve, and Lisa all went with shortswords, which, according to Maria, were a favorite of mages as far as melee weapons were concerned, as they didn't require much skill or handling to use. Seth was going to use a dual-sided ax, so he was given a club, Dylan went with a spear, John decided on a normal sword, while Carla went with two short daggers.

The strangest choice, by far, was Elisa's, Rin's roommate and the literal woman of her dreams, who went with two greatswords, each one almost as long as Rin was tall.

[Can she really carry those things?] Rin asked herself as she saw Maria pair Elisa up with Seth. The sight of them together again, after what Rin had unfortunately seen, did make her feel a certain way, but she ignored it.

"Be careful with these things! They're made of wood but they still pack a punch!" Maria reminded them.

Her partner came walking up to her, an annoyed look on her face.

"Let's get this over with," Alea said, looking like just standing in front of Rin was testing her patience.

[What's her problem?] Rin asked herself, before shaking her head and raising a hand, drawing Maria's attention.

"Yes, Rin?"

"Uh, what do I use?" Rin asked.

"Your hands, of course."

Rin blinked.

"R-Right. Of course, my... Uh... Hands. Obviously," Rin's shoulders slumped.

She looked back at Alea, who was holding an actual weapon. It was made of wood, but it was still a weapon nonetheless.

"Seriously?" Alea asked, raising a brow, showing a hint of concern.

"Yeah. Like you said," Rin took a deep breath. "Let's get this over with."

---

By the time the class was over, Rin was fairly certain her wrists were broken. She was actually shedding tears from having to defend herself with only her bare arms. Alea had, thankfully, gone easy on her due to the sheer pity she felt, but it still hurt. Her skin was deeply bruised now.

"My arms don't work..." Rin told Eve, who wasn't even flying anymore. She was sitting on the ground, resting.

"My whole body doesn't work," Eve replied. "Fairies weren't built for this kind of torture."

"Oh, come on!" Maria said as the other students left the room, a smile on her face that seemed borderline sadistic. "When I was starting up, training with my friends was what I enjoyed the most!"

[Well, you're just a different kind of person then,] Rin thought as Eve coughed a couple of times.

"Was it this hard for you, Ms. Camille?" Eve asked.

"Of course," Maria told them as she sat down at a nearby chair, crossing her legs. "Maybe even harder. My teacher didn't go anywhere near as easy on me as I'm going on you. I remember we would have these 'endurance' lessons where he'd literally whip us," Maria chuckled as Rin paled with horror. "We'll be doing something similar in the next class, but for now, this is how I wanted to start things off."

She stood up, putting her hands behind her back.

"Rin, go ahead and get yourself something to eat, then come back. Like I said before," she winked, "I want to show you what we'll be doing throughout the semester."

"Uh, okay," Rin nodded. [Yeah, some healing food or whatever sounds pretty good right now.]

Rin took a short break after that, heading to the cafeteria with Eve to eat. The day's food was simply a bit of salad with sweet-tasting bread, but as soon as she had it in her system, Rin felt her body repairing itself.

"So, want me to show you around the city some more?"

"Uh, nah, sorry, I have to train with Maria."

"Ohhh, right, you two are training alone. My condolences," Eve said with a grave tone.

The others had picked up on the fact that Maria was personally training Rin, as the teacher had made no efforts to hide that.

"I-I'm sure it's not gonna suck that badly. Right?"

---

Hesitantly, once Rin was done with her meal, a few hours later, she walked back into the same training room from before. Everyone else was off doing their own thing at this point, so the halls were fairly empty as Rin returned, as the sun was about to be replaced by the moon.

Maria was inside, meditating by the looks of it. She stood up though when she heard Rin enter.

Rin's body was still sore, but she could feel the meal doing its work.

"Uh, hey?" Rin called out. "So, what are we going to do?"

"Well, first, let's move somewhere else, just in case students come here to train with each other, we don't want to be interrupted, after all," Maria said. "Follow me."

They walked next door, into the Meditation Center.

Maria took Rin to a space that was entirely open. Meaning that there was nothing in the room but a mat on the floor covering the entire ground and that on the opposite side of the room, there was no wall. The sun and wind were allowed to pour into the space freely. [Must suck when it rains though.]

"This is the meditation center." Maria clarified, taking a step closer to the open opposite side. "Not a lot of people come here. You might not have even been told about it. It is a place where an adventurer can come to clear their head and help open their own eyes."

The teacher looked like an ethereal being as she stepped to the edge of the room.

"This is also where you will learn the combat arts that you need to face monsters without the use of a weapon."

"Okay, how do I do that?"

"Firstly, throw a fist," Maria instructed her. Rin nodded and did so, knowing she must look pathetic. Her arm pretty much cried, thanks to the training she'd done earlier. "How did that feel?"

"Uh... Weak." Rin shrugged. [And painful.]

Maria nodded.

"Yes, because your form is off. Your body can be as strong as you make it, and yet each hit will fail to produce a full effect if your form is not right. By that same token, if your form is perfect, every strike you deal will contain a force you never knew yourself capable of."

Maria adjusted her stance. She pushed her legs further apart, pulled up her elbow, straightened her back, and then stepped back.

"Try again, this time, twist your hips, put your back into it and try to keep your fist moving in a straight line."

The effect this method had was instant. As awkward as she felt, Rin could tell her punch had more weight to it this time.

"Oh, shit!"

"There you go," Maria said, clapping. "Congratulations, that is the first step to becoming a master."

"I actually felt that! I-It felt stronger!"

"Don't get too excited, we have a lot to do!"

"R-Right."

"Good, now, here's how kicks work."

Maria and Rin were going over the basics for about an hour. It wasn't nearly as straining as Rin had expected, which she appreciated, given her body's current state, but beads of sweat were rolling down Rin's face with the amount increasing every dozen or so minutes.

"Good," Maria nodded, "now, we spar."

"What?"

"Sparring," Maria noted. "It's the only real way to get used to fighting, no matter what you choose to specialize in. You need to understand your weapon's reach, how long you have to react to something before it hits you, how open an enemy is to an attack."

"Uh... I'm not really a fighter yet, so let me know if I'm wrong, but doesn't sparring mean we're gonna fight?"

"Mhm."

"Wow. You're killing me off that quickly?"

Maria laughed out loud.

"No, no. I'm obviously not going to use my full strength. Not even enough to hurt you. But that answer you gave," she took a few steps closer, "that answer is precisely the problem. See, like you said, you're not a fighter, so you don't believe in yourself yet. If you go out there in that state of mind, you'll get killed before you throw your first punch. The shivers you feel in your spine will prevent you from ever taking action. For all intents and purposes, you're a pacifist right now." Maria shook her head. "But, that can be changed in a short amount of time. All we need is to get you used to what it feels like to hit and be hit."

"Oh... So, how do we do that?"

"Like this." Then, Maria tapped her forehead. It stung a little, but only enough to annoy Rin.

"Ow."

"Well?" Maria smirked. "Start fighting."

"What?"

"Start. I'll teach you as we go along."

"Uh... Okay."

Rin threw a punch.

"Pathetic." Maria said with a smile, "keep going."

Rin threw another.

"The same. Keep going."

And that was the start of it.

Rin tried to hit her and, as uncomfortable as it was, Maria either took the hit or dodged them, occasionally tapping her in return lightly.

Maria taught her plenty of moves, most of which Rin messed up every single time she attempted them. Hooks, uppercuts, spinning back fists, side-kicks, spinning side-kicks, roundhouse kicks.

She even taught her a "crescent kick", which was a spinning attack where Rin had to use the heel of her right foot to strike, and the first time Rin did that she slipped laughably, falling to the ground.

She was worried at some point Maria would decide that she wasn't worth the trouble, but no. The teacher helped her through every step.

And, the most surprising part of all was that Rin felt many small changes, in such a short time.

She wasn't an entirely new person in a matter of minutes, but she could feel herself getting more comfortable with the idea of combat. At least, with Maria. Combat with monsters was a different story.

Her movements were becoming more natural as well. It helped that when Rin worked back at the Silver Rose, she'd stretched often because clients loved a flexible whore. Enough to where, even now, she could do splits.

Now, that flexibility was helping her throw kicks high above her own head.

"Good! Go for a head kick, then throw two punches!"

"Ah, okay!"

The motions became easier to perform as Rin attempted them again, and again. Maria dodged or blocked every hit, but over time, Rin could feel herself settling into a rhythm. She wasn't as scared to throw punches and kicks as she used to be.

By the end of this training session, sweat was rolling down Rin's cheeks and slipping from her jaw. The wooden floor was covered in tiny drops of it.

"Alright," Maria said, as the sun had completely disappeared and the moon was now in plain view, full and beautiful tonight. "We're done for today."

"Huh?"

"I just wanted to go over the fundamentals today. Don't worry, before your mission, I'll teach you more complex things. Including my own techniques. For now, though, you can keep practicing if you want to, but I'm going to go have dinner," Maria stated, walking away.

"Uh, wait," Rin stopped her, "I... Should I focus on anything?"

"In what sense?" Maria asked. "Right now, or in the long-term?"

"Both?"

"Hm... I would say," Maria faced her and tapped her chin. "The first step is getting your body ready. Rin, you're going to be going up against real weapons. Rusted swords and iron spears of poor quality, but weapons, regardless. You need to have the confidence that if someone were to thrust a spear in your direction, you'd be able to dodge it. That if someone were to try to hurt you with a sword, you'd be able to get through to them and kick their heads off. Before you ever worry about technique, you need to be strong enough before you can worry about anything else."

"Seriously?"

"Yes, Rin," Maria assured her, "skills and specific movements will not be worth anything if you don't have a foundation to build on. So, get to work. Take advantage of Eli's classes, specifically, and make sure to put in your own time too!"

"Okay."

"I want to see a six-pack on that stomach before you go out there, you hear me?" Maria instructed her, poking her stomach. "Your body needs to be able to match iron."

"I'll try," Rin replied.

"Good. Do that, and you'll be ready."

"Alright... Thank you, Ms. Camille..." Rin bowed awkwardly.

"No problem, but, please, just call me Maria," she said before leaving Rin alone.

And Maria walked out. Rin turned to look out the open part of the room. [This... I think this is good progress!] She smiled. [Now, how does this crescent kick work again?]




Two Weeks, Part Three

{One Week Later}

{Lyn Asahiro}

[Dear Rin,]

[How's it going, sweetie? I figured I'd let you settle in for a bit before I started, you know, showering you in letters. I was going over some of the things you had in your room, the presents I'd bought you for the Flower Song festivals and stuff. It just kind of hit me that you're going to be spending your first Flower Song alone. So, I got to writing. The dress I got you for the last one still looks just as beautiful today as it did back then. Maybe I'll send it to you somehow!]

[Oh! That friend of yours, Felix, has passed by the house fairly often. He brought me some food and stayed over to talk for a bit, on one occasion. He's a kind soul. A little bit too energetic for me, but I can see why you two are such good friends. It still does get a little bit lonely though now that you're not here, even if we didn't talk that much when you were here. I think that's honestly my only regret. I spent so much time being sad about what happened to your brother and your father that I didn't talk to you as much as I should have. But, I want you to know I'm proud that you're taking steps to do something great.]

[With love, your mother, who misses you greatly.]

As she finished writing the letter, Lyn took a deep breath, just in time to hear someone knock on her door.

It took her a great amount of effort to stand up, as Lyn could feel herself weakening by the day. Her sickness had come back in these last couple of weeks, stronger than ever, it seemed. She walked over to it, wearing a pair of fluffy slippers and a white bathrobe. Taking a deep breath, she tried to compose herself as she opened the door.

Behind it was Jay, standing there with a plate wrapped in plastic.

"Hey," Jay greeted her as she lifted the plate, to show it off.

"Ms. Jay, hello," Lyn replied, a natural smile coming to her portrait. "How are you?"

"I'm good. And, I told you, just 'Jay' is fine."

"My apologies," Lyn laughed weakly. "I couldn't help it."

"... No worries, ma'am," Jay replied as she walked up. Lyn chuckled at the fact that Jay apparently wanted her to be less formal, but refused to call her anything but "ma'am".

Having the owner of an entire company referring to her as that made Lyn feel funny. As she contemplated that, Lyn looked down at the plate.

"Oh, what's that?"

"I brought this for you," Jay told her, her voice softening a little. "Just wanted to make sure you were eating right. I told Rin I'd look after you, after all."

Lyn lightheartedly rolled her eyes, stepping aside so as to let Jay walk into her home.

"Between you and that friend of hers, I feel like I'm being spoiled. That kid hasn't skipped a day in coming here and making sure I haven't disappeared."

"He's got a good heart," Jay stated as she sat down on the couch at the center of the living room. "Besides, it's fun taking care of you."

"Pfft, yeah, right."

"Honestly," Jay responded, "you're a pleasure to be around, ma'am."

"... I'll be around less if you keep calling me that," Lyn meekly replied. "You're making me feel old."

"Ha! My apologies, for that. So," Jay started as she passed Lyn a plate full of eggs and bacon. "Have you heard from Rin?"

"Yes, actually," Lyn said, crossing her legs as she took a bite out of the bacon. "It would appear I have her to blame for Felix coming here as consistently as the sun rises in the morning."

"Ah, I'm glad to hear that," Jay chuckled. "That girl... I always felt like she had a strong drive inside of her. Just wish she was less stubborn."

"She wouldn't be my daughter if she was," Lyn shrugged.

"Hmph. Well, I suppose that's why the Divine put me here."

"And," Lyn reached over and placed a hand on Jay's shoulder, "believe me, am I thankful for that."

Jay raised a brow, looking back at her for a second.

"You've got bacon in your teeth," she stated nonchalantly and Lyn smacked her shoulder.

"Excuse me for wanting to be vulnerable around you," Lyn replied with a pout. Then, Jay took her hand and smirked a little.

"I'm glad you appreciate my presence, cause, hopefully, it means you'll agree to this," Jay said as she pulled a piece of paper out of her pockets.

"... Is that a marriage certificate or something?" Lyn asked with a chuckle.

"You wish," Jay replied with a snort. "It's a job offer."

"... What?" Lyn tilted her head as she took the piece of paper.

"Yeah... My assistant quit yesterday because she was moving to Libera. I guess a lot of people are doing that nowadays. Anyway," Jay leaned against the couch, "you've always been good to me and my workers... And I know you MUST be tired of being holed up in here all day, especially now that Rin's gone. So, how about it?"

"M-Ms. Jay," Lyn replied as her eyes scanned over the paper's contents, "I... I don't know... I mean, it would be so hectic."

"Nah, you'd be working out in the front, away from all the music and the whoring," Jay replied.

Lyn sighed.

"I... I don't know what to say."

"I can give you a few suggestions," Jay shrugged. "You could say, 'I'll try it', you could say, 'sure', you could say, "no, Jay, get the fuck out of my house'. That last one would be pretty hot, I've got to admit."

Shaking her head, Lyn laughed. Jay certainly was never too shy to express herself.

"... Can I think about this? Just for today?"

"Of course, ma'am," Jay replied. "Just let me know."

---

{Rin}

The rookie adventurer was currently alone in her room, as Elisa was outside training somewhere. Ideally, Rin knew she should be doing the same thing, but she had wanted to send out a couple of letters first before she properly started her day.

The first, the one she'd sent before, was directed at her mother. This next one was directed at Felix.

[Hey, dork. Hope you're doing well.]

[I've decided I'm not completely in over my head. Well, after training for a bit, this whole adventurer thing feels a little more doable than it did when I first got here, which I guess is a victory in and of itself. You wouldn't believe it though! You know that super hot girl I met way back when? She's here! She's actually here! I'm not joking, I nearly passed the hell out when I saw her, she's actually here.]

Rin smiled as she wrote that, Elisa's image creeping into her thoughts.

[Besides that though, one of my worries, not one of the biggest, but one of them, when I came in here was that I'd pretty much be completely alone throughout this whole thing. But, I've actually met a few cool people. There's this fairy called Eve, I think you'd like her. I met a healer named Lisa too, and she's really nice.]

[Are you still dating your clients? Please don't get yourself into any trouble. Stay safe!]

---

Rin could feel herself becoming stronger. After every Essence exercise, her body still remained in excruciating pain, but not to the same extent as before. Besides that, her cardio was better. Walking up the stairs to her room and to the classes stopped tiring her out a while ago. In fact, this morning as she went to take a shower, she noticed her abs had started to show a little.

She was currently doing the Physical Conditioning routine in class, while Eli watched them.

"Keep going you maggots!" He yelled at the students from afar. "You got one week! Anyone who doesn't want to put in the work better be ready to have a kobold stick their swords up your ass!"

[Fuck, by the Divine.] Rin breathed heavily as she kept going. Of course, some were progressing faster than others. Seth, Elisa, and Dylan were taking this all in stride, as everyone else had expected.

Right behind them were Sara, John Ates, Carla, Varyn, and Rin herself. Rin smirked a little as she cleared the wall in her fastest time yet. She felt good physically, better than ever before.

Well, the pain she was about to feel did suck, but it was worth it.

However, some were still having trouble. Lisa, Eve, and Alea were not seeing the same results.

"Fuck this." Alea dry-heaved as Rin ran past her. "I didn't want to be a mage so I could run all day."

[Yeah? Well, good luck out there.] Rin thought but, she slowed down as she neared Eve.

"How's it going?" She jogged with her. The fairy was breathing so hard it was comical.

"I'm... So... Glad... I... Won't... Be... Using... My... Legs out there."

Rin laughed.

"Come on," Rin said, "after this, how about we get something to eat outside." [I should have some silver lying around. Can't imagine food is that expensive.]

Thanks to Maria, who had bought some equipment for her, Rin was able to dedicate all of the money she had saved up to food. However, she'd still need to find a way to make more, but she could put that in the back of her mind for now.

Eve looked up at her, shocked.

"R-Really?"

"Yeah," Rin replied with as kind a smile as she could make.

"Okay!"

She gained a little burst of energy off of that and started running faster. Rin giggled at the sight.

"What did you do that for?" A voice asked curiously and Rin found Elisa jogging next to her, confused. It was a look Rin didn't see on her often.

"Uh, Eve is a pretty nice person. I want to support her." Rin stated.

"Yeah, but she's just a fairy."

Rin's eyes widened. Elisa had just said that as casually as saying "the sky is blue".

"So?" Rin asked, confused.

"So she's not worth your time." Once again, Elisa said that with no hesitation. [Are you serious?] Rin was almost impressed by how normally she'd said that. Then she remembered Eve's words from earlier days. Apparently, this kind of treatment was normal.

"Are you serious?" Rin asked.

"Of course," Elisa replied, raising a brow like she didn't understand why Rin was shocked.

"Maybe I want to decide that for myself," Rin replied and, feeling thoroughly disappointed, resumed running at her regular speed.

"Huh? What just happened?" She heard Elisa say behind her.

Rin got progressively angrier as she ran, with that interaction circling in her thoughts, but the class was over before long.

As everyone walked back into the academy, on multiple occasions Elisa looked like she wanted to talk to Rin, every time though, Rin avoided her. Either starting a conversation with Eve or outright walking away. She was legitimately mad.

[Why would you judge someone like that?] Rin asked herself. [Before you've even met them! It doesn't make sense.]

Combat Tactics and Dueling was up next though, so Rin pushed this issue to the back of her mind as she and the others walked up to Maria's classroom. This time, Maria had something else for them to do.

"Alright, I've set up a few duos. I want you to train with each other. Come up, see who your partner is, and get to work."

The students each looked for their respective pair. A few of them were less than thrilled.

"Huh? Why the fuck do I have to work with this chick?" Seth asked as Sara walked up to him.

"I've designed these pairs based on each of your strengths and weaknesses. Trust me, I'm fairly certain beating her will be more difficult than you think." Maria responded. Seth clicked his tongue and grabbed a wooden sword.

"Fine, come on then." Sara grabbed one for herself and got into a stance. "But don't blame me if I-" Before Seth could finish his sentence, Sara slammed her wooden sword into his gut. "Agh!"

Seth got on one knee.

"You fucking... Alright, that's how you want to play it?" He got up and charged at Sara, who spun and tripped him with her weapon. "F-FUCK! My leg!" Seth clutched his right leg as Sara got into her stance again.

"You see, my boy," Maria told him as he got up, "the worst enemy of a slow, powerful fighter, like you are, is speed. Have fun."

Damn. Rin looked down at the paper she'd taken. [So I have to work with... Huh?]

"Oh, it seems we'll be working together." Her chosen partner was Lisa Styre. Rin tilted her head at that.

[Hm. Why did she match us up?] Rin wondered though she failed to pick a better pair for herself in her mind. 

"Yeah, uh, let me know when you're ready."

"Alright." Lisa nodded. Rin got into position. "Um... Are you not using a weapon?"

"No." Rin shook her head. "Ready?"

"Y-Yes, but I don't want to hurt you."

"I think that's the point, Lisa," Rin said, as she laughed lightly. "Let's give it a shot."

Rin managed to land a few hits. Neither Lisa nor Rin were particularly good at fighting yet, but Rin could feel that she had slightly better instincts, even though she'd been training for so little. Still, every time one of them hit the other, they would have to wait a few seconds to get their air back.

[Hm. Is that why she put us together? Two girls who can't take more than one hit at a time training together. I guess it makes sense,] Rin thought.

By the time this class ended, Lisa and Rin both had their shirts drenched.

"Good, oh shit, good job," Rin told Lisa, hyperventilating.

"You too. I, oh goodness, by the way," Lisa smiled at her, "I think it's very novel that you're trying to learn unarmed combat."

"Yeah? Thanks."

"I saw a play about it once."

"Seriously?" Rin asked.

"Yes, at Cradle," Lisa said and Rin was surprised. [Another outsider?] "See, I come from a family of traveling doctors."

"Traveling doctors?"

"Yes, exactly." Lisa nodded as everyone around them started walking out of the room. "My family would take the Railroad from Cradle all the way to Dren and back, treating the sick and wounded for small fees. We never really stopped to do much, but any time there was a play in town, we would book a night at a hotel and stay to watch it. One of them was about some sort of hand-to-hand grandmaster. You reminded me of him during our training." Lisa smiled and Rin chuckled.

"Nah, I'm not that impressive, but thanks."

And, with that, the two parted ways. Rin exited the room a little later than Lisa had, as she'd stayed to let Maria know that she would be eating something, before coming back later to train. At the cafeteria, Rin shared a table with Eve and Sara, who just quietly ate away at the sandwiches that had been passed around by the lunch lady.

Once she was done, she walked back up to the Meditation Center, a few hours later, after resting back in her room. And now, she'd resume her private lessons. However, as she was coming up, she saw that the Center's door was closed, and she could hear muffled voices coming from within.

"... saying, if she goes with you, there's no guarantee you won't be biased in your assessment. It's better if she goes with me," Rin heard what sounded like Cara, arguing behind the door.

"Of course."

[Maria?]

"I'm sure you care deeply about fair judgment and you're not just trying to find a way to get back at me, are you?"

"It's not about that!"

"Ugh, stop. I will not be having this discussion with you right now. If you feel so strongly about this, ask Mannon about it. I'm done."

A second later, Rin heard footsteps coming up to the door and she pulled away, trying to pretend as though she hadn't been listening intently as it swung open and Cara walked out.

She only gave Rin a passing glance as she walked away, clearly frustrated.

[Uh... Okay.]

Rin walked in hesitantly.

"Did I come in at a bad time?" Rin asked.

"O-Oh, Rin, I apologize, no," Maria stood up from where she'd been sitting. "Cara and I simply... had a disagreement, is all. Do not worry. Are you ready to begin?"

"Yeah," Rin nodded. "If you're not busy or something."

"No, no. I assure you, everything's alright. Well, now it is time for you to spar against what you will actually be facing out there. Weapons."

"Uh," Rin looked around, "so, you're going to use one of those wooden swords?"

"Oh no." Maria shook her head. "I will be using actual steel for this."

"What?"

"I will take things very slowly, Rin. But you need to understand not just how it feels to fight real weapons, but also what you need to do. In your position Rin, when the time comes, one mistake could be the difference between life and death. So, come here." As Maria unsheathed a blade from a nearby rack, Rin stood at the center of the room.

"I will tell you where I'm going to strike, all you have to do is dodge," Maria stated.

"Sure..."

"Get in the stance."

"Okay," Rin nodded, adjusting her position and putting her fists in front of her.

"Remember, just dodge. Don't think about counter-attacking. Just avoid my hits."

"Alright." [Seems simple enough.]

"Head!" Maria called out and moved forward to stab. Rin just barely avoided it. "Good, see? That simple. Stomach!" Rin sidestepped. "Feet! Thigh! Head! Feet!"

"Agh!" Rin moved too slowly on that last one, and Maria scratched her with the tip of her blade.

Rin fell to the ground, as the stinging sensation threw her off balance. Maria quickly crouched by her side and drew a circle in the air, pouring her Essence out, and healing the wound she'd made.

"Again," Maria said.

"R-Right..."

Maria attacked almost thirty times, calling her strikes out for Rin to dodge. The pain from the exercising earlier and the session with Lisa was making things all the more tough for her, but Rin was slowly getting the hang of it.

"Good! Now, I'm going to do the same and I want you to counter with the attacks I tell you."

"Okay."

"Let's start off with a simple jab and straight. Remember, twist your hips and lean into each hit. I want you to focus on technique, not speed or strength."

"Mhm." Rin breathed in, prepared herself, and...

"Head, then a jab and straight!" Rin dodged and when she tried to punch Maria, the woman didn't dodge. Rin hit her abs and it truly felt like she'd just punched concrete.

"Ow, shit!" Her first punch left her holding her right hand in pain. Maria laughed.

"That's how it feels to punch someone for real, Rin. Outside of practice, it's entirely different. You need to get used to it because when it comes time to hit your enemies, this pain will be there. Every single step of the way, it will be there."

Rin sighed, nodding.

"Got it."

"Now, do it again."

---

And so, Rin practiced several combinations, integrating hooks, jabs, kicks, elbows, and knees into different patterns that Maria laid out for her, all while she dodged quick jab-like strikes from Maria's sword. By the end of the session, almost every part of her body was on fire and had been scratched in some way.

"Good job!" Maria clapped by the sides. "You're getting better."

"Am I ready for next week?"

"Not yet. But, you're getting there. I'll let you go, for now. Get some rest. Tomorrow, we will simulate how it feels to be hit."

"Oh, no. Why do I feel like it's just going to be you hitting me repeatedly?"

"Because it literally will be." Maria cackled and Rin rolled her eyes. "But for now, go. Dinner should be ready."

"Alright," Rin sighed. "Can't believe I signed up to get my butt kicked."

Rin chuckled, as she'd meant for the comment to be light, and obviously nothing personal.

Maria, however, stood frozen, looking back at Rin when she heard that. Or, rather, even though her eyes were on Rin, the raven-haired girl could tell her mind was somewhere else.

"Uhm, Maria?" Rin asked. "Are you okay?"

At that, the Rank S adventurer shook her head, snapping out of it and throwing on that same smile she usually had.

"Sorry, you... reminded me of someone, just now. Goodbye, though. Have a pleasant day, Rin."




Two Weeks, Part Four

{The Day Before the Mission}

Finally, Rin got around to reading the letter her mother had sent back. And, predictably, it got to her.

"Uh, Are you okay?" Elisa asked, from across the room as Rin wiped a tear away. Half because she didn't want to be seen crying, and half because she didn't want to be seen crying in front of Elisa, specifically, who Rin was still annoyed at.

"Y-Yeah, I'm good," Rin took a deep breath. "Just... Nothing, nothing."

They didn't talk much that day. With the mission taking place the very next morning, there was a lot of last-minute preparation everyone needed to do. Rin headed to the cafeteria, alone, where she brought with her a small notebook filled with little reminders of the lessons Maria had taught her.

"Fuck." Rin sighed, as she read through them.

"Got your hands full, huh?" The lunch lady asked from a distance.

"Uh, yeah, you could say that," Rin replied and the chef laughed.

"It's always like that. Don't worry too much." She said as she served up a small plate of salads. "No matter how much preparation you do, it won't be worth much if you can't calm down before the moment of truth arrives. That's how I got this little gift." She tapped the scar over her left eye.

"Were you an adventurer too?"

"Yeah, for about ten years."

"What happened?"

"Ah, same as everyone else who's in this business for too long." She smiled and Rin could see both some nostalgia and pain in her expression. "See, when you're an adventurer, things usually end in one of three ways. You end up dead, you get too hurt to keep working, or you retire peacefully and teach what you learned to the next generation. That last one though, barely ever happens."

"Uh, which one happened to you?"

"The last one, thankfully." She laughed a little. "I did my best, worked with this squad of, like, six people. We went pretty far out into the world, visited the eastern part of Aerum a few times. Found treasure, killed monsters, had some casualties too but, well, that's the job. About six years ago I decided to put my weapons down and pursue other things, you know?"

"Sounds pretty good." Rin smiled.

"Yeah... Not everyone is as lucky as I am though," she said with a voice that hinted at many experiences Rin couldn't imagine, "a few of your teachers can probably attest to that."

"Huh?"

"You haven't heard much about them, then?" The chef asked and shook her head. "Eh, you'll hear about all their drama at some point. Just know, there's a whole lot of experience behind Maria's kind face and Cara's hard skin. Eli's cold eyes and Harriton's cocky smirk. They all have plenty of stories to tell, trust me."

"Really?"

"Yeah, for now though, here. Made you this. Seen you walking around all tired a few times, figured you could use it."

"What is it?"

"It's a simple dish, just some veggies, and bread, but I enchanted it to give you a little boost in energy for the rest of the day."

"You know," Rin said with a smile, as she stood to grab the food, "I've been meaning to ask about that, how do enchantments work? Like, how do you cast a spell on food?" She laughed and the chef crossed her arms.

"Pretty simple, actually. You cast a spellsign, aim it at a container and it keeps the spell inside. See, Divine spellsigns like healing spells and the like only affect living things and they can't go through inanimate objects. If they're placed in something that ain't alive, the magic will just sorta stay there with nowhere to go."

"Wow, that's pretty cool," Rin took the meal.

"Eh, after you eat and drink enough of these things, it'll all start to feel like just another part of life."

---

Sometime later, the moon came out. Rin was in her room, alone. Elisa was somewhere else and Rin had caught Eve flying to the upper floors.

Rin didn't have anything to do, and, as anxious as she was due to the coming day, she felt like she was going to get no sleep tonight, so, she decided to walk around for a while.

For no real reason, she went up to the fourth floor. Once there, she started to look around, aimlessly. In the gym room, she saw Seth getting a last-minute workout in, shirtless as he bench-pressed a few plates.

Rin kept going and heard voices coming from inside the nearby library.

"So, this is how the Burst Heal spell works?" She heard as she looked inside.

In the back of the room, between two bookshelves were John Ates and Carla Bianchi. The pair were discussing spellsigns, it looked like. At the front, Varyn was reading a book alone.

"Yeah." Carla nodded.

"So, if I draw a line here... It turns into Regeneration?"

"Mhm."

"Alright, alright. Seems we're onto somethin'." John smiled at her. "Thanks for helping me out here."

"Not like it's the first time," Carla smirked.

"I'll pay you back eventually." John shrugged.

"You've been saying that for years, dude."

"And I guarantee whatever help I offer you will be worth the wait."

[Hm. Looks like they're hard at work,] Rin thought as she continued her walk.

Then she passed by the meditation center where she often trained with Maria nowadays and heard some clanging noises. What the... The door was unlocked. She pushed it open and saw Sara inside, along with someone else.

She was trading blows with Dylan, of all people. Sara had a wooden sword in her hands while he was using a spear. Their weapons clashed against each other, producing quick panging sounds and whooshes as their feet glided over the floor. They seemed fairly into it.

[Hm...] Rin stood by the door for a second. [Maybe...]

"Hey."

As Rin called out, the ashen-haired boy halted and Sara immediately stopped.

"Can I come in?" Rin asked.

"Certainly," Dylan bowed.

"Uh, don't get me wrong, I don't mean to interrupt."

Dylan shook his head.

"You are doing no such thing," he let her know. "I came up here to train for a moment before the mission. Rehearse a few techniques. And, I found her here."

"Oh? How'd that turn into you two hitting each other?"

"Well, she was sitting down, cross-legged over there." He pointed to where the open wall allowed for a view over the back of the academy and the rest of the city behind it, "in contemplation it seemed like. I asked her if she would help me train, and she said yes."

"Wow." Rin was pleasantly surprised.

"She is skilled. Quite so, in fact. I am thankful for this opportunity," He stated, looking towards Sara with his crimson eyes that didn't reveal any lies as he bowed once again.

Sara didn't react at all. Her face was just as blank as it was when Rin entered the room.

An idea came to Rin, and so, she walked up to her.

"So... Can I train a little bit with you two?"

"I think that's alright," Dylan responded.

Sara slowly looked back at her. With those emotionless eyes centered on Rin, she nodded.

"Good." Rin stood next to her.

Sara looked away, down at the ground, and then back up at Rin.

"Ready?" Sara asked.

"U-Uh, give me a second..." Rin said as she started stretching a little.

Standing in front of her like this, it struck Rin just how frail she actually looked. She couldn't see much of her body thanks to the robes she wore, but her wrists and hands were slender and she was a few inches shorter than Rin, who was already pretty short herself.

"Okay... Let's do this," Rin said and Sara nodded.

"I will let her go first," Dylan said with a smile. "I need a breather."

Sara prepared herself, placing her wooden sword between them, and Rin gulped.

[This is going to suck, isn't it?]

And it did.

The two of them traded a few blows, and once Rin decided she was taking too much punishment, she tagged out and Dylan came back in, then, he'd tag out and Rin would take his spot again.

Every now and then though, she noticed that Sara's eyes would leave her. Her body would still and Rin would have to stop, otherwise, she'd risk hitting the girl. Every time, she would shake her head and look back at Rin with something like shame.

[Uh... Is she okay?] Rin thought at one point.

But Sara never said anything. Instead, they trained in silence for quite a while.

...

Still, though, even after all of that, Rin couldn't sleep.

Elisa had come back by now, though, and she was snoring just a meter or two away from her, but no matter how long Rin kept her eyes closed, she couldn't will the night to pass.

So, she sat up and thought about what she could do.

[UGH, you know what? Fuck it, I'll walk around again. Maybe get some water this time.]

However, before she left the room, she remembered something.

[Oh, right. I haven't written my response to mom yet.] Her eyes hovered over her backpack, where the wooden messenger bird was. [Hm... I think I'll write something after I get back from the mission.]

She walked out and the cold air hit her straight across the face. The moon was out in full view with not a cloud to mask it.

[May as well head back to the meditation room. Sit down for a bit. Who knows? Maybe I'll fall asleep there.]

She went up to the fourth floor and her instincts took her to the meditation center, but before she could get there, she heard some kind of spark come from the library.

She opened the door quietly and, instead of John and Carla, she found Alea trying to cast some kind of spell.

"How's this work? Come on, fuck. Alea, can't you do anything right!?" She was saying to herself as she drew a hand through the air and failed whatever she was trying to cast.

Rin closed the door gently.

[Glad I'm not the only one having a rough time right now,] she thought and kept going.

Finally, she arrived in the meditation room for the second time that night.

It was empty, save for one lone fairy sitting at the edge. Rin walked all the way to the edge and sat down next to her. Eve barely reacted as she looked out the open wall.

"The pressure is on, huh," Rin said aloud, lying back.

"Yeah... I guess this is it," Eve said, nervous. "I guess tomorrow, we'll see if we have what it takes to be adventurers."

Every sad day she spent working at the Silver Rose flashed before her eyes. Every dirty person she'd worked for, every smack across the face that she received at the hand of the more unruly, drunken clients, every varol she was paid in exchange for her pride.

One thing was certain. Rin was going to try her best.

"I think we've got this," Rin told her. "How are you feeling?"

"I don't know. I've been doing my best to memorize spellsigns and I've been trying my best in the physical classes too... But, you know," Eve said. "At the end of the day, I'm still just a fairy."

"What does that matter?" Rin asked. "Isn't that why you came here? To prove fairies could be heroes too?"

"... Well, talking about it is one thing, Rin, doing it feels like another."

Rin wrapped an arm around her back, touching her wings and she pulled Eve in.

"H-Hey!"

"I think you'll do fine," Rin said to her with a smile. "You're a natural-born sorcerer and you're putting the work in. It'll be okay!"

[I, on the other hand, am fucked.]

"..." Eve looked up at her, with those multicolored eyes gleaming in the darkness. "Thanks for the vote of faith, I guess," she said as she sank into the hug and smiled.

"Glad I could help," Rin chuckled.

Then, after a silent moment, Eve spoke again.

"... You wanna know why I came here?"

"Huh?"

"Why I want to become an adventurer?"

"To prove that fairies aren't all just customer service workers or something? I just said it," Rin giggled. Eve giggled and replied:

"Yeah, but... When I was a kid, I read this book. It was called the Miraculous Talia Stormheart. It was a novel about this fairy that, like, becomes an adventurer and takes down dragons and stuff. She uses an ax that's bigger than she is and she's awesome. She can crush buildings and command dragons to follow her and stuff. The ending was a bit depressing, she dies in one of those typical self-sacrifice moments, but it was so... Eye-opening." Eve sighed.

"Really?"

"I remember, after I read it, I came to Libera for the first time, just visiting with my family. And, every fairy I saw was nothing like that. They were all just... Normal. But, I saw a lot of humans that weren't normal. Massive dudes, like, Lightning McDarkcock kind of guys, you know?"

At that, Rin laughed.

[Yeah, I've seen them. I've slept with more than a few of them, too. They're highly overrated.]

"I just... I wondered. Where are the fairies like that? No matter where I looked, I never heard stories like that about people like me. So... Yeah, I grew up and came here."

"Couldn't find one, be one, sorta thing?" Rin asked and Eve nodded.

"Yeah, and... Now, I'm going to find out if I can be one."

Rin felt her heart swell. She reached over and put a hand on Eve's shoulder.

"We'll be fine."

Eve smiled back and nodded.

"Yeah."

Rin returned to her room, night turned into day, and the time had come.




The Test, Part One

"Okay, listen up!" Cara called out.

All of the students were gathered at the Academy's gates. Around them were many regular citizens, watching with wonder as the teachers and students stood in public view. Cara was giving everyone the rundown of what would be happening.

Rin was here, dressed in the leather armor that Maria had purchased for her, and feeling like she was about to throw up.

"Each of us is going to take one of you on a trip into the woods near the city. We picked out a few spots with some monsters. You're gonna go in, clear them out, and come back. Simple, easy, understood?"

Everyone nodded and Cara kept going.

"That's it. All you have to do is take out the monsters we tell you to. If you succeed, we'll give you passing marks. If not, you fail the test, but you get to try again two weeks from today. Finally, listen, if things go south, don't worry, we will step in and save you. We're not about to let you die out there, okay?"

Maria stepped forwards then, holding a list.

However, Rin noticed that she looked... quite angry, for some reason. Regardless, she cleared her throat and said:

"Mannon paired all of you up already. The first ones to go will be Rin, Varyn, Lisa, and Dylan. Varyn, you're with me," Maria said. "Lisa, you're with Harriton. Dylan, you're with Eli. Rin, you're with... Cara."

She basically spat the word out.

"Those of you who are first up, move to your assigned teacher. We'll all be leaving right now. The rest of you, wait back in the academy. This should only take a few hours."

"Whatever," Seth said, turning away and walking back into the building. Sarah, Elisa, John, Carla, and Alea all followed him.

Eve flew over to Rin and took one of her hands.

"Good luck!"

"Thanks," Rin smiled at her and the fairy waved at her before flying away.

Just like that, the only students left were those who would be examined.

"Alright, kid," Cara said to Rin, gesturing for her to follow. "Sooner we get this done the better."

Rin looked back at the others who had been chosen. She hadn't spoken to them too many times, but she felt compelled to say something anyway.

"Good luck," She said to her fellow students, before walking away, with Cara.

And so, Rin followed behind her teacher, feeling like her heart was going to burst out of her chest any moment now with how nervous she was. [Holy shit, it's happening, it's happening.] This had been nothing but a fantasy for her just an hour ago, and now, she was on her way to fight monsters.

Cara didn't say much as the two of them moved through the streets, drawing the eyes of everyone who saw them, though they were mostly looking at Cara, who was dressed in her black armor.

Rin suddenly felt just a little lesser, wearing only her leather chest piece and those gauntlets she received from Maria.

When the two of them arrived at Libera's northern gates, that was when things truly became real for Rin. As the doors opened and Cara led Rin out of the safety that the city represented, Rin took a deep breath.

"How are you feeling?" Cara suddenly asked as they walked out onto the road.

"Uh... Nervous," Rin replied.

"Good," Cara responded. "Nerves keep you on your toes. Overconfidence is always worse than being overly cautious."

"So... You got any tips for me?"

"Sure, I'll explain a few on the way. Up ahead, we're gonna turn left and head into the ruins nearby," she pointed towards it, "once we're in that area, I'll tell you how I want you to handle things. I want my words to be fresh in your mind by the time you're fighting."

Rin couldn't help but look around a little. She'd been outside of Dren, sure, but that was only when she took the Railroad over to Libera. She hadn't actually walked and taken the time to see the sights. Now, though, she could afford to do that.

And, as she looked north, her jaw dropped as she saw dozens of objects that were spread out in front of her.

"Rin?" Cara asked, looking back. "What's the matter?"

"Are those... Cars?"

"Yeah, haven't seen one before?"

"U-Uh, no, I have, but... There are so many!"

"... Yeah," Cara replied nonchalantly looking back towards the north. "Apparently, before the Split happened these things were all over the place. That's why these roads are so wide, actually, it's cause there would be multiple of these on a street at a time."

"No way!"

Cara smirked at her.

"You calling your teacher a liar?"

"I-I mean, it's..."

"I'm kidding," Cara told her.

That was new.

"Anyway," Cara continued, "if that surprised you, be ready to keep your jaw from hitting the floor because the Old World is just... something else."

"Damn... Okay then."

Sure enough, as they walked between the trees to the left, it took all just three minutes before Rin saw something that topped the cars from before.

"W-Whoa..." Rin stopped. Cara, maybe anticipating this, stopped as well.

"Told you."

Rin had no idea what she was seeing. Towers, buildings taller than any she'd ever seen, and entirely made of glass and strange-looking metals were spread all throughout the lands ahead, in the distance.

It was far, far from here, with a bright green landscape and a few small hills blocking the way to that land, but Rin could tell that there had used to be a city of sorts there.

"Cradle is a little bit like that," Cara said as Rin walked up to her. "Except the buildings are way smaller."

"Have you been to that place?" Rin asked her, pointing ahead.

"Of course. Those ruins are home to some dangerous monsters. Inside the buildings, it's dark and damp enough to give a lot of creatures a good enough reason to stay. So, don't misunderstand, it's fine to admire those ruins from afar, but if you ever actually find yourself in any ruins like those, expect to find more enemies in one day than you normally would in a month."

"... Okay," Rin nodded. "Understood."

The two of them continued, deeper into the forest northwest of Libera, where they encountered nothing but tall trees for dozens of minutes, until finally, Cara lifted a hand, signaling for Rin to stop. The raven-haired girl did just that and Cara moved behind a tree, gesturing for Rin to follow her. Rin hid behind her and then, she heard it as well.

It was a soft thumping noise that gradually became louder.

"Hm... Probably either a golem or a giant," Cara said as she looked out for the source of the sound.

Before too long, it made itself visible in the distance. Rin saw what could only be described as a series of boulders stacked on top of each other, vaguely in the form of a person, with a large glowing blue sphere in its chest, walking around slowly.

"Ah, a golem," Cara confirmed. "A Rank B creature. Their stone bodies are incredibly hard to break without something like a hammer or lightning-based spellsigns at hand, but you see that sphere? That's its weak point. You break it, the golem dies. But it's not just gonna sit there and wait for you to do that, hence why it's so dangerous."

Rin was stunned as she saw this high-level creature walk by. This was it, this was what she signed up for. Maybe not today, but someday in the future, those were the kinds of monsters she'd be fighting.

"Come on, let's keep going."

Again, they continued on their path once the golem was out of sight. Rin took a moment then to look around and simply absorb everything that was around her. The world was so different from what she had grown up around. In Dren, you could count the number of trees with your hands, but here, all she could see was green.

"Hm?" Cara spoke up. "Hold on... I think we have a little bit of company up ahead."

"How do you know?" Rin asked.

"I can hear some monsters ahead."

"Seriously?" Rin lowered her voice, trying to see if she could as well.

"You'll understand once your career really gets going," Cara replied. Then, she narrowed her eyes, nodding to herself. "Yeah. A couple of creatures up ahead. Let's get closer."

Stealthily, the two of them approached the source of the sound, ending up close enough to where Rin could also hear them now. There were two animalistic voices coming from a small clearing up ahead.

Finally, they saw them as they rounded a few trees.

A pair of small, humanoid creatures were taking bites out of a deer's corpse, using strange-looking knives to cut into it. They had red, scale-covered skin and long claws at the end of their fingers. Rin herself was fairly short, and she felt like she could tower over these things.

"Kobolds," Cara stated. "Maybe strays from the nearby camp."

[Huh. So, those are kobolds. Those things are what I'm hunting?]

"Oh? So, what do we do?" Rin asked.

At that, Cara looked over at her, pausing for a second.

"... Actually, this works out well," Cara said before turning towards her, whispering. "I'm gonna take one out, but then, you're gonna fight the other one."

Hearing that, Rin felt her heart rate speed up a little. Apparently, her anxiety was so obvious that it prompted Cara to keep going.

"You haven't had a real fight to the death against anything yet, have you?"

"... No," Rin shook her head.

"This is the best chance you'll get to do so in a controlled environment then. So, it's what you're going to do, and hopefully, once you get some blood on those knuckles, all those jitters and butterflies that would have come out at the camp will be out of you now, instead. Understand?"

Of course, she did. It was logical, after all. But, Rin still couldn't help but feel nervous.

"Hey," Cara put a hand on her shoulder, "you've got this. Maria trained you, didn't she?"

"Y-Yeah."

"Then it's all a matter of putting her lessons into practice. Remember your fundamentals, and remember, this thing is going to try to *kill you*, Rin. Show it no mercy," Cara stated before she began walking over to them.

She unsheathed her greatsword, which she was carrying on her back, and casually, she stabbed through the head of the kobold on the left.

"Ugagh!?" The one on the right squeaked out as Cara kicked the left-hand kobold off of her sword, allowing its lifeless body to fall to the dirt.

It looked back, at Rin, and then back at Cara, before turning around and trying to run away.

"Oh, no, you don't," Cara said before, in a flash, she appeared right in front of the kobold, and it fell back.

Perhaps, understanding that it had no way out, the kobold raised the knife it had been carrying. Its face turned angry, and Cara took a couple of steps back.

The kobold turned towards Rin, and put its knife in between them, hissing.

"Okay, go ahead," Cara told Rin. "Take this thing out."

And so, gulping down some built-up saliva, Rin took a deep breath as she raised her fists, and found them to be trembling. As weak as the creature looked, Rin still felt scared. Scared that she would mess up, scared that the kobold would somehow surprise her.

The kobold though, which had been trying to escape earlier, this time, ran straight at her.

Rin froze up, forgetting everything she'd learned at that moment, and the kobold managed to stab her in the gut. The pain she felt was the sharpest sensation she'd experienced in years.

The kobold took that chance to trip her back and tackle her, but then, Cara walked up and picked the monster up by its neck.

As Rin looked down at herself, bleeding from the wound it had caused, she panicked.

"Rin," Cara said as she drew a spellsign in the air, that the rookie didn't recognize. In a few seconds, as the kobold choked and flailed wildly, Rin's wound was healed. "Get up," Cara told her. "The only way this thing dies is if you kill it. Get your fucking act together."

Cara's voice cut through all of Rin's worries at that moment, as she felt the relief of her wound being healed.

With the initial shock of the fight out of the way, Rin stood back up and, again, put her fists in front of her as Cara let go of the kobold, and it gasped for air.

No thoughts passed through Rin's mind as she then steadied herself, taking deep, rhythmic breaths. Cara backed up. As the kobold noticed that Rin was standing up again, it lunged for her.

This time, Rin didn't freeze. Instead, she pulled a hand back and nailed the kobold in its dragon-like snout.

"Agh," Rin hissed in pain as she felt her hand burn a little from having hit solid bone. Like Maria had told her before, punching things hurt, and even though she'd prepared for this feeling, it was still different, since this punch was thrown "for real", one could say.

Still, the kobold pulled back, stunned.

"Good, keep going!" Cara said, and now, Rin felt a small fire starting in her heart as she ran up and gave the monster a roundhouse kick to the head.

"UAGH!" The kobold fell to the ground, dropping its knife.

"I-I did it," Rin realized.

"No, you haven't," Cara said as she crossed her arms.

"Huh?"

"It's still alive."

[Oh... Right.]

Looking back down at it, the kobold was struggling to get up. Rin breathed in for a second, watching it.

"How do I...?"

"Well, you're a hand-to-hand fighter, aren't you?"

[Ah,] Rin thought. [I'm going to have to beat it to death.]

Noting that, Rin raised a foot in the air, preparing herself mentally to stomp down on this thing's head.

However, Cara stopped her.

"No. Punch it," Cara said.

"W-Why?"

"It's more personal," Cara shrugged. "All the more reason to get it out of the way. I want you to look this thing in the eyes, while you do it, Rin," Cara stated. "I want you to see it at its weakest and snuff the life out of it, slowly. You know why?"

Cara looked down at it with disgust.

"Because if the roles were reversed, it wouldn't hesitate to do that to you. No, actually, it would take things slower. Beat you, toy with you, torture you in all sorts of ways, and then it would kill you as soon as it got bored with you. So, don't ever feel mercy for these kinds of creatures, Rin. They deserve none."

Nodding slowly, gulped and crouched down beside it. The kobold reached for its knife, but Rin took it and threw the thing away. Then, she looked back at Cara for the last time, and the older adventurer nodded.

And, with that, Rin reared back a closed fist and brought it down on top of the kobold's head. Rin could feel its skull fracture. She did the same thing again, and dark red, almost purple, blood came out of its mouth. Again, she hit it and the kobold flinched, shaking as it tried to raise a hand to defend itself.

Rin stilled for just a moment before hitting it again, and again, and again. Eventually, she went from pity to frustration as her fist was covered in its blood.

"Just... die... already!" Rin said as she kept going, until, maybe fifteen punches later, she saw that the creature finally stopped moving, and wasn't breathing.

She stared down at it, a broken mess of a monster, reduced to such a state by her own hands, and she puked.

The smell of blood got into her nostrils and her stomach couldn't handle it. Cara came over and grabbed her hair, pulling it up as Rin emptied the contents of her stomach onto the dirt beneath her.

"Good," Cara said as Rin coughed, finishing up. "Be thankful you got this out of the way here, Rin, and not at their camp. I'm going to be there to help in case anything goes wrong, but in all this time, so many things could have happened. A stray arrow, spear, a spell, all sorts of bullshit could have caught you off-guard while you were contemplating whether those kobolds deserved to die or not, and I could have been left to drag back a dead body to Libera."

Cara helped her up as Rin wiped her lips.

"Instead, you got your first kill here, and you're going to do just fine at the camp thanks to that. I promise."




The Test, Part Two

It was not long before the two of them reached the kobold camp afterward. Every now and then, Rin would look down at her right knuckles, stained with the earlier enemy's dried blood. It wasn't that she regretted what she'd done, or that she pitied the kobold. Rather, it was something on the opposite end of that spectrum.

She was surprised by how easy it had become, by the end, to hit it. After the first few punches, the others were easy to deliver.

"Focus up," Cara said. "We're here."

Rin looked ahead and saw an old stone fortress of some kind. It didn't seem too large, maybe with just four or five rooms inside the building, but outside, there were walls and even an open gate. Atop the walls, there were kobolds carrying bows and arrows, relaxed, sitting down, and looking out into the trees ahead.

[That looks old. Way older than anything else I've seen so far,] Rin thought.

"So... What do I have to do, again?"

"Kill as many of those things as you can," Cara pointed at the kobolds. "That's it. Nothing too complicated. Just fight."

[Simple enough,] Rin thought.

"What can I expect to see in there?" Rin asked.

"Those kobolds at the walls are archers, so, either deal with them first or lure some of the others out of their sight. The other kobolds should all be using clubs or daggers. Nothing you can't handle, even as a beginner."

"Is that all?"

"Yes," Cara replied. "Harriton scouted this place out three days ago. He made sure there wouldn't be anything too strong here."

"... Okay," Rin said, taking a deep breath.

"If you get into too much trouble, I'll run in and help. So, don't worry too much about failing, I just want to see what you can do, as of today. Understand?" Cara asked.

"... Yeah," Rin nodded. "I get it."

"Good. Whenever you're ready, then."

And so, Rin walked forward. With a nervous heart and unsteady hands, but still, she stepped down the small hill she and Cara were on, beginning to make her way to the fortress.

It honestly felt like a dream, that she was out here right now, dragging her shoes through the dirt and moving toward a nest of sorts, filled with enemies, which she needed to clear. However, she didn't feel like it was completely outside of her capability to do this. Maybe that was thanks to her earlier "fight", if it could even be called that, which she had Cara to thank for.

She made a mental note of buying Cara a drink if this went well, in appreciation for what she'd done for her earlier.

However, as she was getting closer to the fortress, she understood that it was time to focus, putting all of her attention into the task at hand.

[Okay,] Rin took a deep breath, [so, what do I do first? Like Cara said, those archers will shoot me down easily if I just walk in, so... Cara had said that I could lure one of them out. How do I do that?]

An idea quickly came to her and Rin looked around, trying to find a rock.

[It's stupidly simple, but it might just work,] she thought as she picked one up. Then, she walked over to the gate, where she could see two kobolds walking around in circles.

[I just need one of them...] Rin told herself as she raised the rock and threw it, at the nearest one.

Before she joined the academy, she doubted she would have even been able to throw this thing with enough strength to actually hurt anyone. Now, though, the stone flew in a straight line, aimed right at the kobold's head, and it hit.

[Yes!] Rin thought as the kobold yelped, looking back to see what had done that. Rin hid, and then waited.

[So... Once it gets here, what do I do?] She wondered as she heard its footsteps approaching. None of the other kobolds had noticed. [I guess I could try to choke it or something? I remember, in one class, I heard these things had bad lungs... Maybe that could work.]

With that in mind, as one unfortunate kobold walked out of the fortress, Rin grabbed it, snaking an arm around its neck. The kobold tried to cry out for help, but Rin quickly squeezed as hard as she could.

It thrashed, trying its hardest to free itself, but no air escaped its mouth for approximately ten seconds before it stopped moving.

Rin didn't let it go just yet, though. She waited until she could no longer feel its heart beating, as she pressed it against her own chest, and then, she let it fall to the ground.

[Holy shit,] Rin thought, breathing heavily.

It almost stunned her how casually she killed this one, as opposed to the first kobold she'd met that day. Maybe that was due to the nature of this situation, but, still. It was perplexing.

[No, focus up,] she told herself. [One down, plenty others to go.]

---

{Cara}

Watching from the hill, Cara liked what she was seeing so far.

This entire test, after all, was a simple measurement of the rookies' potential. She didn't actually expect any good results out of anyone, and neither did the other teachers, but what she wanted to see was hope.

A simple chance that she and the others could turn these adventurers into monster hunters and bandit slayers who were worth a damn. If they saw that potential in these amateurs, then that was good enough.

And, up to this point, Cara certainly believed that potential was there.

After Rin had choked the life out of the first kobold, she'd snuck in and done the same with the other one that had been patrolling with it. Even from this distance, Cara could see the fear and anxiety on Rin's face, but that didn't matter. What mattered was that the woman was taking action, and in that regard, she was doing spectacularly.

However, Cara needed to see how she could fight. Stealth was nice and all, but it wouldn't give her any good estimate of how Rin could handle herself in actual fights. So, Cara needed to find a way to get Rin to start fighting.

It didn't take long before she came up with something. However, this would require her to get involved, so, she walked down from the hill and moved up to the fortress as Rin was waiting behind a wooden barricade, trying to spot her next target. Admittedly, Cara could have led with this, but she was glad she didn't, as it allowed Rin to show off her instincts.

As Cara got close enough, she jumped up, putting Essence into her legs, clearing the height of the walls in one massive leap, and she got onto them, surprising one of the kobold archers.

Then, without even taking her sword out, Cara punched the kobold's neck, breaking it with ease, and killing that creature instantly. The other archer saw this and almost gasped, quickly trying to nock an arrow to shoot at Cara, as the other kobolds below noticed her as well.

Instead, Cara charged towards it, grabbed the kobold by the head, and snapped its neck, all in one fluid motion.

All while Rin watched, confused.

"Time to fight, kid!" Cara told her from above, which also let the few remaining kobolds know that Rin was there.

[Come on, show me what you've got,] Cara thought as she watched Rin put her fists up, clearly scared out of her mind, but still willing to fight, which was what Cara wanted to see.

[Three kobolds. Pretty hard for a total beginner, but she can do this. Incapacitate one, then another, and finish the last one off before the first two can get back up. Come on, Rin, show me what Maria's taught you.]

Finally, as they arrived at Rin's position, the woman lifted her right leg and kicked one of them in the side of its head, with enough strength to send the kobold to the ground.

[Good start.]

However, as the other two reached her, Rin froze.

[Crap.]

Seeing that Rin hadn't figured out what she needed to do, Cara quickly jumped down, and, before they were able to harm her, she stepped in and pulled them both to the ground.

Putting her right foot on one's neck, she pointed at the other one, which was getting up.

"Go ahead, take it out."

Rin nodded wordlessly and, recovering, she ran up and punched it in the face with a right hook.

The other kobold struggled under Cara's boot, and it took all of her restraint not to crush it right this moment. She wanted Rin to take this one out after the one she was fighting right now.

Rin dodged out of the way of a knife, showing a bit of agility before she spun in place and managed to land a crescent kick on that kobold's snout, which sent several sharp teeth flying into the air.

[Okay, okay, good stuff,] Cara thought as she couldn't help but smile a little, seeing that. [Maybe she's not completely helpless after all. We might just have some talent here yet.]

Rin then followed up with a couple of punches aimed at the kobold's body, before finally, she gave it a knee to the gut that sent the creature down.

"Good!" Cara called out. "Now, finish..."

Cara trailed off when she saw the doors leading into the fortress open. Rin, however, didn't notice that and instead focused solely on raising her left foot and bringing it down on the kobold's head, killing it.

It wasn't that the doors opened that made Cara stop. It was what she saw come out of the building.

Two kobolds, both of them dressed in black cloth they'd surely stolen from travelers. However, behind them, were several figures in purple and black robes. Figures that looked a hell of a lot like people.

Actual humans.

"What the hell?" Cara muttered as Rin stomped on the kobold a second time, ensuring that it was dead. The one under Cara's foot had died too, as Cara's foot on its neck hadn't allowed it to breathe.

The Rank A adventurer had no idea what was going on. Why were there people walking alongside monsters so casually? It was a sight that simply did not compute in her mind.

However, among the confusion, Cara focused on one thing she did understand.

[Wait... Those are kobold shamans!]

"Rin," she called out, "get behind me."

"W-What?" Rin asked as she finally noticed the people heading their way. When she did, she scurried over to Cara, her eyes darting back and forth from one person to another.

"What's happening?" Rin asked.

"No idea... But," Cara pointed at the two kobolds, "kobold shamans are Rank C creatures. Way above your grade, right now. So, whatever the fuck this is," she said, unsheathing her greatsword, "let me handle it."




The Test, Part Three

{Rin}

As the two of them watched those strange individuals emerge from the fortress, Rin felt chills go up her spine. As the kobolds were ignoring them, it was probably safe to assume that these robed individuals were working alongside those monsters, somehow.

"... So, uh, just to be clear," Rin whispered, "this wasn't planned at all?"

"No. Harriton said he scouted this place, what the hell is going on?" Cara asked herself as one of the men in front of them walked forward. Cara held out her sword and aimed its tip at the man. To the right, one of the robed figures, a woman, raised her hand.

[What?] Rin thought, as her index finger began letting out violet sparks while she drew a spellsign in the air. In front of Rin, a look of recognition passed over Cara, and in an instant, the adventurer was gone.

She disappeared in a flash, and reappeared in front of the robed woman, moving so quickly that Rin didn't register her movements. In one quick slash, Cara sliced her body in half.

And that was how the fighting started.

All of them, ignoring Rin, focused solely on Cara, almost like they could feel the disparity in power between Rin and her teacher. A few of the men to the left started weaving spells together, while the ones closest to Cara pulled out shortswords they had hidden away within their clothes, and tried to attack her. Cara, however, ducked under their swords with ease and slashed the heads off two of them before she turned her attention to the spellcasters.

Blood flew in the air with every slash of Cara's greatsword, all while Rin watched from the side, her eyes fixed on the action happening in front of her.

One of the spellcasters sent lightning flying out towards Cara, and the woman reacted by placing her sword in front of her. Her blade caught the attack, and the lightning swirled around it until it was absorbed.

"Step back," one of the men said to the others. "I will handle this."

The one who had spoken up was dressed in slightly different robes. His were white and purple, as opposed to the black of the others. He unsheathed a curved sword and started walking up calmly towards Cara, while the others, and the kobolds, bowed and stepped back, giving him space.

Cara, intentionally, walked over to where Rin was, standing in front of her.

"Rin," she whispered.

"Y-Yeah?"

"I don't know what these people can do. I'm going to try to fight them, but I don't want to risk you getting hurt. So, right now, I want you to run back to the road and follow it back to the city. Understand?"

"... I..." Rin honestly didn't remember where the road was. This was her first time here, after all, and the two of them had walked a fair bit.

However, still, she understood that being her was only putting herself in danger, as these people clearly had some level of experience fighting, and Cara was heavily outnumbered, meaning she couldn't hope to take care of Rin and keep them at bay at the same time.

So, she said:

"Okay..."

"Good. Get moving," Cara said as she took up a fighting stance.

Rin was frozen for a second, but soon, she willed her legs to move and she began to run away from the small fortress.

"Follow her!" The same man who had stepped forward earlier ordered, and Rin looked back, but she saw Cara quickly dispatch the two who tried to do that, swinging her sword so quickly that they likely didn't even notice they were being attacked before their heads left their bodies.

Finally, the man who Rin guessed was in charge ran up to Cara.

Rin had expected the same result from before to occur, but no. In an instant, the two were trading blows, and he showed himself to be almost as fast as Cara was.

[Yeah, I need to go. This is way out of my league.]

So, Rin left the area while Cara fought. She ran as fast as she could, not looking back at all, hoping she could remember the way to the road that she and Cara had walked earlier. [Maybe this way... no, no. Maybe...]

All she could do was rely on vague familiarities to guide her way. Trees she swore she'd seen before, spaces that provided views of the distant landscapes that she had stopped to look at. She doubted she was retracing her steps perfectly, but this was the only plan she had.

The sounds of fighting were soon behind her, and Rin slowed down, catching her breath. Before she joined the academy, Rin would have been on the ground, dry-heaving, but her cardio had improved to the point where she was only stopping to make sure she was moving the right way.

[I swear, I was here before!] Rin thought as she looked around. [I swear, I was...]

She stopped.

As she was turning and checking the area around her, she saw something. A kobold was standing behind her. One of the "kobold shamans" that she'd seen come out with the robed figures.

Rin instinctively took a step back as the kobold watched her, its slitted eyes fixed on her position.

[It followed me?] Rin thought as the kobold raised a hand. [I don't know what it's doing, but I should probably-]

Her thoughts were cut off when an arm snaked around her neck.

"Khekhekhe," she heard an animalistic cackling in her ear and she shivered when she turned her head, as best she could in that position, and saw that the other kobold was behind her, holding her.

"Agh!" Rin struggled against it, trying to wedge herself away from its grip but this creature, unlike the kobolds she'd fought before, was far, far stronger than her.

And, in front of her, the first kobold Rin had seen began weaving a spellsign as its index finger let out sapphire-colored sparks.

Rin's eyes widened. Panicking, she tried to elbow the kobold in its torso, but the kobold held her tightly regardless. She struggled to breathe, only managing to slip in bits of air as the kobold wasn't holding her tightly enough to choke her completely.

The other kobold continued drawing its spellsign, a long, intricate motion that swirled numerous times until, suddenly, a blue ring was drawn on the dirt, around Rin.

Again, Rin tried to loosen herself, this time, resorting to letting Essence flow through her body, not caring about the aftereffects she'd suffer from doing this.

"AGH!" She cried out as she bashed the back of her head against the kobold's snout, with her Essence in her, and the kobold yelped, finally letting go of her.

But the spell completed, the kobold finished its sign, and just as Rin was about to run away, suddenly, all of her surroundings changed.

Gone were the trees, the distant ruins, the cloudless sky above. Instead, in the blink of an eye, Rin was in someplace cold, damp, and dark, where there was nothing but rocks and black water that reached her waist.

---

{Cara}

Whoever this man was, the leader of these robed figures, he was strong. Cara had to give him that. He moved with precision and agility that hinted at years spent training with Essence, the way all the best warriors did.

However, Cara still had the upper hand. If not for the spellcasters behind him, she would have won already.

But as their swords bounced off each other, clanging and clinking in the air, Cara had to dodge out of the way of multiple magic projectiles at the same time. And, all the while, she could only hope that Rin had found her way.

[Even if she did,] Cara thought as she parried a vertical slash, pushing the man back, [she might run into a monster beyond her capabilities. She's still in danger. I can't waste any time here!]

Cara then took a deep breath and pushed Essence through her veins. She needed to end this now, and these spellcasters were preventing that from happening.

So, in a snapping motion, she threw her greatsword back and the blade pierced through the chest of one of the spellcasters. Then, in a blink, Cara was there, removing that blade and cutting straight through the nearby enemies in one spinning attack. Their bodies hit the ground, red blood spilling from their wounds, as Cara turned back towards the man from earlier.

And she didn't find him.

[... Ran away.] Cara thought as she shook her head. [It doesn't matter. I need to find Rin.]

And so, Cara took a deep breath as she closed her eyes and raised a hand.

She drew a spellsign in the air, a series of circles with dots surrounding them at every layer, and when she finished, she opened her eyes and saw footsteps leading to the woods. [Had to have been Rin's. Move!] She told herself.

Cara sprinted in the footsteps' direction, following them as she blazed past every tree and bush until eventually, she reached an open area.

And here, she saw two kobolds, laughing lowly.

Rin's footsteps stopped here.

Cara unsheathed her sword and casually decapitated both of them, their heads falling to the ground with a pair of thuds before Cara started analyzing this.

[What happened? What ha...]

The answer came to her quickly enough.

The female figure, the first of the robed people she'd killed, had been trying to cast a spell that Cara recognized. It was why she'd charged towards her and ended her so quickly. Because she'd seen that spell before.

It was one that was recently developed, at the Mages Guild in Cradle.

The [Teleportation] spell.

Cara looked back at both kobolds' corpses. They had walked out with the robed figures as though they were old friends.

As Cara put these pieces together in her thoughts, she fell to her knees.

[... Dammit.]

She punched the ground. Once, twice, and then a third time.

[Dammit, dammit, dammit!]

As what had happened to Rin became clear in her mind, she put her hands to her head, understanding that she'd failed to keep the girl safe.




Aftermath

Note: Somewhat messed up imagery ahead.

---

{Rin}

[... Where am I?] Rin asked herself as water dripped into the pool she was currently standing in from the ceiling.

It just didn't make sense to her. One second, she was in a lush green forest, being held down by a kobold while the other was casting a spell, and then, when the spell was cast, she was suddenly here. [Can magic even do that!?]

As the surprise subsided, the smell was the next thing she registered. She gagged, bringing a hand up to cover her nostrils. [What is this?] She asked herself, looking down at the black pool she was standing in with disgust. The torch's low fire crackled while she tried to get her bearings.

[The road! Maybe I'm still close,] she hoped as she waded across the water and got out of the pool. Moments later though, Rin could hear a sort of snarling coming from the hall next to the sconce. It sounded like two kobolds making noises at each other.

[Crap, what do I...?] Rin looked around trying to find a place to hide in. The only option appeared to be the pool.

As gross as it was, Rin had no other choice. So, she went right back into the water and, as she heard the kobolds coming into the room, she took a deep breath and submerged herself in the water.

Moments later, she could vaguely see the outline of the kobolds' bodies as they entered the pool. And, when she saw what they did next, she wished she hadn't opened her eyes at all.

It took everything she had not to vomit as she saw the kobolds taking a dump under the water. After a few seconds, both of them walked away, out of the room, and Rin came up, gasping for air and puking as she realized she was currently neck-deep in a pool of kobold filth.

She got out as quickly as she could and spilled what was left of her stomach's contents onto the rocks beneath.

[... I need to find a way out of here,] she thought as she quickly walked out of this cramped room and went out into the hall.

The more she looked around, the more she realized this place fit a description she'd only ever known from classes she took as a kid. A "cave". Somehow, she'd ended up in one of those, with nothing but dim torches to let her know where she was going.

Hoping not to run into those kobolds again, Rin took her time as she moved, shaking and trembling as her skin felt freezingly cold from having been in that water. [Where...? Where do I go?] She wondered.

There were a few natural paths ahead of her. Of course, since she had no idea where the hell she was, they were all equally as likely to be the right way out of this mess, as they were equally likely to lead nowhere.

[Uh, I'll do the left first...] She decided, jogging through there.

It didn't take long until she started hearing sounds in the distance. She moved a little more slowly, hoping she wouldn't run into anything too strong for her to fight. And, right now, she feared most creatures in the world fell into that category.

However, the path she was on only took her closer to those sounds. Just as she was considering turning around, more of those noises came from behind, and now, she was surrounded.

[Crap, crap, crap...]

Rin kept going until finally, the path led her to a wide room of sorts. Here, she heard something being ripped and cracked. She reached the room's door and peeked inside.

As soon as she saw where that sound was coming from, her eyes widened and Rin's entire body froze.

Two kobolds had several human corpses in front of them. Bodies belonging to what looked like regular travelers, which they were in the process of devouring. As Rin's eyes darted from one corpse to another, she realized that this had been a family. A mother, with her entrails, sliced out of her stomach and sprawled out on the floor. A father, who the two kobolds were currently eating from, as they ripped out chunks of his shoulders and thighs. A young boy who had a deep gash on his neck.

Rin felt like she couldn't breathe.

Many different emotions went through her, all at once. Shock, sadness, pity, fear. However, after a moment passed, she settled on one.

Anger.

These didn't look like the other kobolds, the ones who were stronger. So, Rin took a sharp breath and walked forwards. Both monsters were so entranced by what they were doing that they didn't hear her approach them.

Rin loomed over one for a second. She just watched it as it took a bite out of the man's right arm.

And then, she snaked an arm around its neck and pulled back with as much force as she could. She'd put more strength into it than she'd expected she would because as soon as she did, she heard a crack and the kobold went limp.

"Auagh!?" The kobold next to it fell back, surprised. Then, it started making incoherent low snarling sounds, and Rin tossed the dead kobold away.

The one that was still alive got up and tried to swipe at Rin's face, but she leaned back, dodging out of the way, and then, she grabbed it by its neck. Throwing it down just in front of the dead man, she wrapped both her hands around its neck and pressed down as hard as her arms allowed her to.

The kobold's draconic eyes bulged, as it tried to breathe, but Rin didn't let go until the kobold, still wide-eyed, went still. Even then, Rin punched it twice. The creature was already dead, but she felt so angry at what she'd just seen that she couldn't help herself.

She stood up then, backing up as she looked at the scene in front of her. With both kobolds dead, Rin nodded to herself and decided to keep looking for a way out. However, those animalistic sounds from earlier, the ones who had been behind her, returned then, and they were far too close.

Rin looked around, trying to see a place where she could hide.

There was nothing around her that she could use for cover. Just as the sounds were getting too close though, an idea came to her, and Rin turned around. Desperately, she laid down by the bodies of the dead people around her, throwing the dead boy over her own body, and she pretended to have perished as well. By now, she had acclimated to the terrible scents around her, so she was able to focus entirely on remaining as motionless as she could while two figures walked into the room.

One was a woman, wearing black and purple robes while the other was a simple kobold.

Rin held her breath and kept her eyes on the ceiling as the woman noticed the dead kobold bodies.

"Hm? Who did this?" The woman asked aloud.

As she inspected the kobold's wounds, Rin heard the sound keys clanking against each other.

From the corner of her eye, Rin saw that she had a keyring on her belt. That sent two simple messages to Rin's mind.

First:

[There are locked doors in this place.]

And second:

[If I kill her... I can open them.]

The woman stood up and turned around, ready to walk out of the room and probably alert whoever else was here to her presence. In that instant, Rin did the first thing she could think of.

Letting Essence flow through her body, she used it to boost her strength as high as she could make it. She would only have one shot at this, after all. She pushed the boy's body off of herself, stood up, and ran at the woman from behind, all in one motion.

Then, she grabbed her from behind and smashed her face into the rock wall she was standing next to. Blood splattered in front of her and she fell to the left, groaning, and very much still alive.

Rin stopped the Essence in her body, feeling her muscles cry out before she grabbed the shocked kobold who'd come into the room with the woman and snapped its neck. Then, she looked down at the woman on the ground and used one of the most effective moves she knew.

She pulled the woman up, wrapped her arms around her neck, and started choking her. At first, the woman flailed like all of the kobolds had, but as she was human, she was marginally more intelligent. Rin felt her body become stronger suddenly, and quickly.

[Essence?] Rin thought, trying her hardest to hold on as the woman elbowed her in the ribs. She was sure she broke something, restraining a cry as the woman continued to fight to get out of her grip. She got elbowed two more times for her trouble, but, soon, the woman stopped, and slowly, her body lost its strength.

Until finally, she'd stopped moving and Rin threw her off.

"Ow, ow... Shit..." Rin genuinely cried as she felt her right ribs burning with intense pain.

[I... I have enough Essence in me for one spell, right?] She thought, remembering the measuring that she and the other students had done. So, she drew a circle in the air and her palm began glowing white, as she pressed it to her ribs while she cast the [Heal] spell.

It took a minute or two, but later, she felt like she could move, and she ripped the keyring from the woman's belt.

[Okay, okay...] Rin breathed heavily. [Now, how do I get out of here?]




The End of the Beginning

Moving through this strange cave system was as nerve-wracking as any experience could be, but Rin tried to keep herself calm throughout this. Every subtle noise, whether it was water dripping in the distance, or a faint clicking, made Rin stop and stare until she was sure it was nothing.

At one point, she heard footsteps coming from ahead, and looked around, finding only a bookshelf she could hide behind, which had been placed beside a random table under a torch. She pulled the bookshelf a little and then slipped behind it, hoping whoever was coming wouldn't think anything was wrong.

As they approached, she heard them speaking to one another.

"If our Lord wants more sacrifices from Libera, he should send more aid. Otherwise, we should cease our operations here immediately," a man said.

"Our Lord's will is not debatable. You know that," a woman replied. "If he wishes for us to conduct more attacks on Libera's roads, then that is what we will do."

"Do you not think it strange, sister?" The man asked. "That our only assistance should come in the form of those weak, incompetent kobolds?"

"They make for good lackeys. And, they may be incompetent, but if we do not share that trait, then we should be fine. Please, put more faith in our Lord," she replied as the two of them walked past the bookshelf. "Has he ever led you astray?"

"No, of course, not," the man muttered.

"Then if this is his plan it means it is a good one."

That was the last thing Rin heard before they were gone.

Whatever it was that they were talking about, Rin wasn't concerned with it right now. No, she simply wanted to get the hell out of here. She continued down this hall, hoping it would lead to an exit of some sort.

Instead, it led her to a wide, open room, with multiple paths branching out from it. She could see kobolds asleep on the left, and one robed man reading a book at the right, his face turned away from Rin.

A door swung open then, from one of the paths ahead.

And light poured into the cave. Rin's eyes widened as she saw it. The exit was right there, in front of her. All this aimless walking around had paid off, and now, all she needed to do was run towards it, and she'd be out of this mess.

However, multiple robed figures came down from that same path, before they closed the door behind them. They muttered something to each other, all while Rin waited, crouched behind some barrels.

[One moment,] she thought, [that's all I need just... Just turn around and walk somewhere else for a second!]

And, right at that moment, she heard something.

A sort of snarling to her right.

...

Rin slowly turned towards it and found a kobold, growling at her, standing right there.

"No..." She muttered and then the kobold began screeching. "Shit!" Rin got up but the robed figure who'd been reading nearby snapped his head up and quickly shouted at the others.

"A sacrifice is escaping!" He called out and Rin turned around, about to head back where she'd come from, but as soon as he'd yelled this, other robed figures were coming from that direction as well now.

[I need to get out,] she realized turning toward the exit. [I have to try!]

So, she ran forward.

And got exactly two steps in before someone bashed her over the head, and the world went white.

And Rin fell to the ground, unconscious.

---

[Ugh, what?]

Rin woke up in a desolate room. The sound of fire crackling reached her ears but she couldn't see it. There was no one there except for her. A few empty chairs, some banners that Rin had never seen before on the walls. [Where the hell...?]

She tried to move but found that her hands were tied behind her. [Ropes?] She tried to speak to scream for help, but there was some form of a gag in her mouth. The events that led to this moment made their way to the front of her mind and Rin's heart sunk. She remembered running for the exit, and then she remembered the sharp, brief pain before she was unconscious.

[Shit.] She realized. [This is bad. This is really bad.]

The bodies she'd seen in the other rooms came to mind. She pictured herself there, being devoured by kobolds like a murdered deer. She began struggling against the material. [Maybe I can loosen this or something.] But, to no avail. The empty chairs in the room almost felt like they were taunting her. Like spirits were sitting just a few feet away, watching her struggle.

[This isn't going anywhere.] She thought, pausing. [Maybe I can find something to cut this stuff off with.] She looked around. At first, she didn't find anything. No swords on tables or sharp edges. All she found was a furnace behind her. 

[What do I do? What do I...? Wait!]

An idea then came to her. All she felt she could do was try to burn the ropes off with it. It was all she could think of right now. 

And then, the door to the room opened. Rin halted instantly, watching several of those robed people walk in. They filled the previously empty chairs. One of them entered with a different hood that was lined with gold.

Wordlessly, they all got into different positions around the room, ignoring Rin until the one with the golden hood stood beside her.

"Long have we waited." He said.

"And still we persist." The others replied simultaneously.

"Another moment of payment has been granted to us, brothers and sisters." The man in the golden hood said. "For this world has burned us, tortured us, maimed us for too long!"

Mutters of agreement spread in front of him. Rin watched this unfold as confused as she could be.

"But fear not! For the pain that we suffer, the treatment we have received, we will give back tenfold! As our ancestors did before us, as the Unrepentant did to the treacherous so-called Divine Spirit. And tonight, one small step will be taken with this woman."

He grabbed her by the chin and aimed her face at them.

"Mm!" She couldn't yell at him to back off no matter how hard she tried.

"Look! Look, brethren. A representative of the exact system that orphaned us. That murdered us. That raped, plundered, and stole from us! In front of you sits, not a person, but a representation of the scourge of society. That which made us Scorned," he said, letting go of her.

Rin looked back and forth.

"So, join me in appreciation as we burn one of their scars away."

Rin's eyes widened with shock and terror. The furnace behind her was that much more noticeable. The man with the golden robes looked at her and Rin knew.

Rin knew that she had precious seconds to burn those bindings off.

So, she let her hands enter the furnace as the people in front of her all began chanting something, in prayer, with their eyes closed. 

As her wrists burned behind her, Rin would have screamed loudly, had it not been for that gag. Instead, all she gave were muffled moans of pain.

[Just a little, just a little,] she told herself as she then began the next part of this improvised idea. 

Essence.

Feeling that familiar warmth, she led it from her core down to her hands. All of it, every bit in her body, she made sure was gathered there. She made an upwards arrow, and then, as the ropes binding her arms caught fire, she started pushing.

The man's hand reached closer.

Rin pushed.

The hand touched her shoulder. That furnace behind her almost burned hotter.

Rin tried harder, as the ropes burned on her skin.

"Burn and serve as payment." The man muttered in her ear and Rin nearly cried.

Then, the ropes broke. 

Her arms sprang up and she grabbed the man's hand, pulling him back. He nearly fell into the furnace, but Rin didn't care to make that happen. Instead, she got up and sprinted for the door.

The others, slow to react, were unable to stop her as she blew by them.

[Exit, exit, where the fuck do I go?]

She wasn't thinking. She wasn't thinking about the possibility of sprinting into the waiting arms of a group of kobolds. She wasn't thinking about the corpses she started tripping over and the chance that they were once adventurers too. All she cared about was finding an exit.

Eventually, though, she found some halls she recognized. The ones she'd run through earlier. And, hoping muscle memory would win her the day, she started running even faster. The Essence running through her body gave her a speed and strength she didn't know she was capable of, but she managed to outrun her pursuers.

Or, so she thought.

Behind her, a few of those people were running just as fast. They brought out swords and Rin knew that if she was too slow, even for a single second, she would get stabbed to death. [Fuck.] And, it was safe to assume they also had Essence in their bodies right now.

One of them drew a spellsign and RIn ducked, narrowly avoiding a spike of ice aimed at her head. Then, she saw it. That same exit she'd tried to take earlier. Putting as much strength into herself as she thought possible, she ran for it. [I need to make this count.] She thought as she strode towards that light. [As soon as the Essence is gone, I'm going to be hurting. But, if they're using Essence too, so will they.]

She took as many running steps as she could, and finally...

She emerged outside.

The fresh air burned her lungs as she tripped and fell onto the grass, but she didn't stop. She knew they wouldn't either. However, here, she could use the trees and the darkness as cover. Looking back, their swords glinted in the nighttime, letting Rin know where they were. 

[Three. Two to my right, one right behind me.] With that information in her mind, Rin went left. 

Another factor quickly entered her mind as she hopped over branch and stone alike. These people had certainly trained for longer than she had, and thus, they would inevitably outrun her. 

One lesson from her years in Dren resurfaced then. A simple one, one that she'd taken for granted, but one that she would put to the test now. That being, that hiding in plain sight was easier than most thought it to be. 

[One big tree, that's all I need, one big...] As soon as she saw one, Rin pushed herself to her absolute limits. She knew the others behind her wouldn't as their confidence would lead them to believe they wouldn't have to. 

So, she sprinted, putting everything she could into her movement. And then, as soon as she was out of their vision for one second, hidden by that tree, she stopped and jumped to the left, falling into a bush. 

Her heart was beating so hard she thought it would break through her chest, but Rin willed herself to hold her breath just for a second, as their footsteps ran past her. 

Eventually, their footsteps faded, and Rin coughed into her gag, knowing she'd made it out.

After that, she ran as far as she could in the opposite direction, moving between trees and bushes, without stopping until she couldn't hear them behind her anymore. When she realized she was finally alone, she collapsed to her knees.

She took off the gag that had been put on her and coughed.

[Oh, fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!] She thought, looking down and seeing her wrists with bloody marks around them.

Tears then followed.

As her body burned from using Essence, Rin remembered everything she saw in there. It hit her all at that moment, instantly, and her body shook as she cried.

"I need to, I need to go." She said aloud. It was hard to believe that all of this had been real. She half-expected to wake up any moment now.

Instead, the sun over her burned just as harshly as her insides right now.

Before the images of the dead bodies could come back, she tried to focus on something else. [I need to find a safe place. I have to get away from here.]

Despite the feeling of her muscles burning, she tried her best to stumble and crawl away. Aimlessly, she moved through the strange place she'd ended up in. She had no idea where she could go. All she knew was that the farther away, the better. Nothing else was a factor, right now. All she could think of was the bodies, the filth that still covered her, the way those kobolds grinned as they devoured the dead family, the way those robed figures talked about her like she wasn't even human.

By the time she actually stopped, the day had already turned into night.

Rin's legs gave out from under her. She could only run so much. Hyperventilating, she fell on her back and gazed up at the stars, surrounded by strange vegetation and the possibility of danger.

Her chest heaved up and down as the adrenaline faded.

And Rin curled up on the ground, and once again, started sobbing. She cried, her tears dripping onto the leaves underneath her, her wrists red and damaged. 

How long was she in that position, she had no idea. The time was spent thinking and trying not to think about everything that happened.

But it was a bird's song that made her pause. A strange, slightly deeper song than she thought was normal. It reminded her of where she was. As cold and painful as it was now that the Essence had left her, she understood that there was a very good chance some kind of monster was already nearby. She needed to set up some kind of camp, quickly.

She had no food, no water. She was still in a very dangerous situation.

So, wiping the tears away, once she was able to, she stood and slowly walked around.

And that was how this adventurer's journey began. 




The Dream of a Lonely Water Sprite, Part One

{Xhez}

The forest that Xhez called home was alive as ever. With the sun out and bathing the land in its brilliance, Xhez decided that it was a good time to stretch her legs. She knew that her parents would be angry with her if they caught her, but that didn't matter. Every now and then, Xhez simply wanted to feel something different. As all her kind did, she too loved the waters, but feeling the sun on her semi-gelatinous skin was an equally fulfilling sensation.

So, looking around under the surface of her pond, she gathered her particles and stuck them all to her corporeal body.

[Time to leave! Just for a little bit, just a little.]

Slowly, she swam up and broke out, the air instantly hugging her body. Breathing air always felt more visceral, and strange than breathing water, but it wasn't something she disliked.

Of course, there was a small bit of apprehension inside of her. She knew how fragile her kind was. She hadn't met any other sprites besides her parents, but they had instilled so many lessons and experiences into her that she knew one fact quite well.

Most things outside of the waters could kill her, and easily.

They hadn't only taught her these lessons verbally, but through the spiritual connection that all sprites were capable of. Her parents did not want to torture her with the experiences of less fortunate sprites, so they only showed her a few of their memories, but those few were enough for her to understand the point they wanted to convey.

Everything in the world wanted to kill them. As far as she or her parents knew, there was no real reason for it. That was just how things were, and they needed to be aware of that at all times.

But Xhez would routinely ask herself the question, does it have to be that way?

It was this question that led to the dream that would often overtake her mind at night. A dream that one day, she would meet another intelligent species and they'd connect. That one day, she would truly understand a sprite's place in this world. That she would see just how big the world was.

For now, though, she had to settle for letting her feet move over small leaves, the sensation making her giggle with each step.

[Ah! What a beautiful day!] Xhez looked up at the blue sky and thought. [The trees, the dirt, oh, it is wonderful. I wish I could be out here more often.]

There weren't many ways for sprites to pass the time, but the few they had were more than enjoyable to Xhez. Her preferred method had always been singing the day away. So, she crouched just beside her pond, resting her butt on a boulder, and closed her eyes.

From her lips, a high, warm tone breezed out into the world and she could feel her spirit being cleansed by the act. With the harmonies of birds and the whistling of the wind behind her, she felt a song from her soul take form.

She sang quietly, at first. A low note that stretched out with the promise of blooming into something greater. But, she was interrupted.

There was a rustling from beyond some bushes to her right. She stopped instantly.

The blue tint on her hands darkened as they usually did when a sprite grew scared. She stared in that direction, trying to see the source of the sound. Then, she heard it.

"So, I told him to fuck off and he left. Then..." Something said in the distance. [There they are again.] Xhez thought. [Those creatures. Humans.]

They were the only other ones Xhez had seen that looked like her. They walked on two legs, had two arms, but their bodies were strange and colorful. Sometimes they seemed solid and metallic, other times they looked like they were made of flesh and skin.

Xhez sighed. Her dream was a foolish one, in the end. Because she knew that if any creature were to be the one to fulfill it, it would be these that were walking beyond a few trees. But, she also knew that these were the very creatures that most often decimated her kind, based on the experiences and memories her parents had shared with her.

So, despite the questions that rummaged through her brain, she dove back into the water and shrunk her form down to where even if they were to come in with her, they'd hopefully not see her.

So, curled up next to a rock at the bottom of the pond, she waited for them to pass.

But the sounds they were making were getting closer. She looked up and through the water saw that one of them was doing that strange thing where they took off their layers and revealed their flesh underneath.

Then, out from some long fleshy tube, orange water poured into her pond and she moved away. It usually felt weird.

As per usual, the being above then put their layers back on and walked away, leaving Xhez to sigh.

[Maybe one day.] She thought. [Maybe one day I will learn how they see the world. How they see us.]

Until then, all she could do was live her life normally.

As they walked away, she rose up out of the water and sat on the dirt. [Hm. Maybe a few more minutes.] And after some time, she felt her eyelids getting heavier. [Hm. I think I have around four more hours before I go into a forced sleep state. I can make that work.]

But as time went on, something drew closer. She could feel a presence coming to her. [Hm. Another human?] The guttural clicks let her know that wasn't the case though.

Sure enough, when she turned to check she found a large, wolf-like creature with hundreds of teeth in its snout. Xhez wasn't too frightened though. She'd encountered things like this before. She knew how to handle them. Inhaling deeply, she built up some air in her lungs until she felt she had enough and expelled it into one, long, high-pitched note.

When she had been growing up, Xhez didn't understand what it was that made her different from other sprites. But, when she fought one of these things for the first time, that was when she realized that it was her voice. Essence flowed up from within in a way that no other sprite could say it did for them.

And when that Essence, dancing with the note she sang, entered the creature's ears, it went wild.

The creature shook its head, trying to push her voice out but failing to do so. Then, as it was unsuccessful, it whimpered, running away.

[Good.] Xhez let out a sigh of relief. [That took a lot out of me though.]

And with that out of the way, she dove back into the water.

---

The sun dipped and the moon emerged to replace it, and that was when her parents arrived. Her mothers walked into the pond and Xhez energetically grew her form back to its normal size and swam over to greet them.

"You're back!"

Her mothers were Saria and Vortell. Apparently, both of them had migrated to this place long ago from a larger body of water nearby where a community of sprites lived. They'd met there, fallen in love, and connected their spirits. However, something had happened that they wouldn't really explain to Xhez and they decided to leave many years ago. Then, out here in the place Xhez called home, her spirit was born from the connection of their own.

"No trouble found you?" Vortell asked. She was taller than Saria and had shorter hair that was a darker shade of blue, with a more defined jawline and a bigger nose.

Xhez shook her head.

"How was the journey?" She asked.

"It was great!" Saria quickly exclaimed and Vortell looked at her reproachingly, to which she responded by saying, "I-I mean, it was fine. Decent. Definitely, no reason for you to leave this pond."

"Moving forth," Vortell said with a sigh, "here. We acquired something for you. Cherish it, it took quite a bit of effort to maintain."

"Hm?" Xhez waited as Vortell grabbed her own hair and wrung it in front of her, squeezing out a glowing few drops of water. "Is that...?!"

"Yes, child." Vortell gave a rare smile. "Pure-water."

Before Vortell could even finish the confirmation, Xhez swam up and grasped the glowing drops, squeezing them and allowing her gelatinous self to consume them.

There was quite simply, no other experience Xhez knew of that was this refreshing.

"It was magical!" Saria exclaimed, swimming in excited twirls. "The Bright Ones were as kind as ever! They gave us enough nourishment to last the whole month!"

"I wish I could see them..."

"You can." Vortell said, "do you want to?"

"Uh... Sure." Xhez replied, but she didn't mean what Vortell had in her mind. She meant to see them personally, through her own eyes, and not someone else's.

Still, as Vortell drew close, wrapped her arms around her, and pressed their foreheads together, she allowed it to happen. It was still an enjoyable sight that she wasn't about to pass up.

And so, the memory began playing in her mind. Suddenly, she was in Vortell's body just a few hours ago, feeling the same excitement she must have felt, the same anticipation as she and her spirit-bonded Saria walked through the Forest of the Bright Ones.

She felt every step Vortell took, every breath. When Vortell turned to say something to Saria, she felt like it was her own lips moving to speak. Then, sometime later, she saw them. In the distance, Their appearance was so bright, Vortell had to shield her eyes to allow them to adjust before she could lower her hands again. Several ethereal beings walked through the forest, each with stoic eyes and transparent bodies that showed nothing inside.

The water though, was what Vortell was interested in. She and Saria walked past most of those figures, who paid them no attention as they did. They neared the pond they were looking for. A spot where the water was decorated with bright white embers inside of it, each one twinkling like a star in the sky.

Vortell snatched a bit of that water, placed it in her hair, and then the pair began to return.

At that point, the memory ceased and Xhez was back in her own body.

"How did it feel, child?" Vortell asked.

"Amazing," Xhez replied. "They glow so brilliantly!"

"They are part of what makes this existence bearable, yes," Vortell replied with a chuckle. "Now though, it is time for our slumber."

"B-But you just got back." Xhez quickly stated.

"Yes, but our energy diminishes by the moment. We spent too much time in the sun. Saria, come. It is time to sleep." Vortell beckoned her spirit-bonded over and Saria nodded and followed, but not before hugging Xhez tightly and planting a few kisses on her forehead, which made Xhez giggle as her heart swelled.

"That is the price that one must pay to experience such great things, Xhez," Vortell told her. "Nothing can be done without two things." She said, gesturing for Xhez to finish her statement.

"Sacrifice and great effort," Xhez finished. "Hm... How long will it be before you are awake?"

"Oh, maybe a month, but..." Saria replied, with an unusually serious tone, as she got closer to Xhez. "I know you enjoy your strolls, little one. So, always bear it in mind. The longer the sun touches you, the longer the time you must take to regain your energy. Do not stay out there too long or you could collapse."

"Of course." Xhez bowed. "I am aware."

"Good. Well then, I suppose it is time."

"Enjoy your own time awake, child. We will be back before you know it." Vortell declared and then, the two women shrunk down to the size of the fish that used to share this space with them. They connected their hair, their tendrils swirling together, closed their eyes, and slowly began sinking down to the floor, where the rocks acted as a bed for them. Finally, a barrier of white light meant to protect them should something like a stone fall on top of them, or a human's foot, was created and their sleep began.

"Sleep well, mothers." Xhez smiled at them with a bittersweet feeling in her spirit.

[Maybe... Maybe I could take advantage of this.] She thought. [I will miss them, but maybe this could be an opportunity to see the world.]

She shook her head.

[Right. As if that will ever happen.]




The Dream of a Lonely Water Sprite, Part Two

A few days later, Xhez was floating on the water, staring up at the sun as it bathed her. She enjoyed this dichotomy, the water on her back, the sun on her front. It had her smiling to herself as she kept her eyes closed to bask in the sensation. She couldn't stay out for too long, otherwise, she'd end up with her energy low and she'd have to sleep in the same way her mothers were at the time. But, she did take some time out of the morning to do this.

Then, she heard something in the distance. By now, it was a sound she was familiar with. The rustles of leaves, the hushed whispers of something approaching. Another human was nearing the water. Xhez dipped, shrinking her form to wait it out as she usually did.

However, something was different this time. The tone of the voice was different and the person beyond the surface was equally as strange.

Then, she saw the thing more closely and Xhez gawked when she spotted the creature. As the human took off its layers like the other ones usually did, Xhez was stunned to see that the thing was a lot like herself.

But, most of all, what shook her spirit was the look on its face. Anxiety, confusion, fear. This one was scared and looking for relief from the waters.

It muttered things that Xhez couldn't understand and took steps closer to the water. And this was when Xhez remembered that dream of hers. [Could it be?] She thought. [Is this an opportunity?] She wondered. Then, the thing stuck out a foot that looked just like her own and touched the water with it.

Xhez felt like this was what she'd been waiting for. Every part of her was begging her to go up, to greet this thing, to see its reaction. And yet, there was another voice in her mind stating that if this went poorly, she could end up dead. No different than any of those other sprites who were sent to their graves by humans.

[There is only one.] Xhez rationalized. [She does not have any metal on her. She is as bare as I am.] Before she even realized it, she was floating up. If this is not the best chance I will ever have, I cannot imagine what will be.

So, she grew into her normal size and swam up. Slowly, hesitantly, she breached the surface and let the sun touch her head once more. And then, she and the human locked eyes.

"Hello!" Xhez said, trying to sound as friendly as possible.

It appeared so strange. The human had arms and legs like her own, but her skin was a pale white while Xhez's was a dark blue, and her eyes were the color of the sun above while Xhez's were a deep sapphire. Their hair was also similar in length, but the human's hair was thinner. Finally, the human had breasts and legs that were like her own, if only a tad bigger.

They were so similar that Xhez couldn't help but wonder why the humans seemed to hate them.

The human fell back and looked up at Xhez with an expression she'd call "surprised".

It spoke back to her.

"UAGAGH?" The human asked. Xhez didn't even bother responding because the most important part was that it did not attack her and it did not run. So far, so good. Xhez thought and continued moving towards it. The human raised up two hands in a gesture that Xhez didn't quite understand, so she flinched. When it didn't seem like the human was going to do anything else, Xhez continued.

Eventually, she started extending a hand towards the human. It didn't back away and it didn't move forwards, so Xhez continued.

Their hands touched and Xhez took a second to appreciate the moment. She hadn't seriously thought she'd ever get to experience this.

The human's hand was slightly rough, its skin somewhat firmer than Xhez's own. It was warm and as she slid her hand up the human's arm to what would be her own wrist, Xhez could feel something thumping softly every second or so.

Another idea popped up in her mind. [Maybe I could...] It was stupid, and it risked alerting the human and removing whatever trust had led the human to allow her to feel it, but still. She wanted to try. So, she moved closer. The human shifted away, so Xhez stopped until it looked like the human's caution had passed and then, she slowly placed her hands on the human's hips.

Then, she pressed her forehead against the human's and closed her eyes.

To her surprise, it worked. The human's memories temporarily became her own, her understanding of the world, of her community. Xhez only saw one moment in this woman's life, but that moment was enough.

Xhez nearly collapsed. She saw how this girl, "Rin" was trapped, held hostage by things called "kobolds" that Xhez hadn't seen before and other humans. She felt her fear, her adrenaline, her determination. She escaped, she cried, she walked the land.

Then, she saw herself. Her own body rose out of the water as Rin stared with a mixture of wonder and caution and asked herself a very similar question to the one Xhez had asked. [Do I have to fight her?] The human had thought.

When their hands touched in the memory, they separated and at that instant, Xhez knew. She had found the one. If her plan was ever to work, it would only work with this woman. So, as the girl hugged herself, standing up in shock and stumbling away...

Xhez followed with a burning hope in her spirit.

---

{Cara}

One week had passed since Rin's disappearance. One week where all Cara could do was reflect upon the fact that she had failed her duties as a teacher.

After Cara realized that Rin disappeared, she'd returned to Libera, only to come back to the fortress bringing guards along with her. When they arrived, they had only found burnt bodies and an empty fortress.

During the week that proceeded, she and her coworkers still tried to find an answer, with regards to what to do about the rookie's situation.

"There are too many places for one group to check," Harriton argued as the teachers all gathered in Mannon's office to discuss their plan to bring Rin back. "We should contact the Guild up in Cradle, and have them send us some people to help. We can set up a mission, promise a reward, and hopefully, we'll be able to cover more ground this way."

As reasonable as his suggestion was, Cara was still angry with him, as he had taken part in this failure as well. When Cara had come back to the academy, the first thing she did was walk up to Harriton and ask him if he had any idea about the people she'd encountered, but he denied it.

And, considering that three days was more than enough time for a group of people to arrive there, Cara had no evidence that he did. So, she was forced to accept that explanation, though she was still furious at him.

Maria cleared her throat.

"I will search on my own on the break days," she said. "I will make it my priority. I feel all of us, should do the same," she said, staring at Cara.

That was the worst part. Though Cara and Maria hadn't been alone together in the same room since Cara had come back and delivered the news about what had happened to Rin, every time they passed each other by, Cara felt Maria's eyes burning a hole through her skin.

"... Agreed," Eli said, crossing his arms. "It'll be better if we get help from the northerners though. We should send word soon."

"... I'm not too sure though," Mannon, the school's dean, replied.

"What?" Cara asked, baffled.

"You've heard the rumors, haven't you?" He asked in return. "That the Guild is incompetent. That we're growing weaker by the day, while the monsters get stronger. What would communicating this event to Cradle do, but reinforce them?"

"Rumors or not, a woman's life is at stake!" Cara nearly yelled.

"I understand that, I am merely suggesting that we attempt to find her on our own first before we spread any unnecessary rumors," Mannon replied. "Ultimately, it is Maria's decision though, as the highest-ranking member here. Since this has gone beyond the scope of the academy. Especially if what you had to say about that group is true, then something larger is at play. Maria, what do you say?"

"I agree with Eli and Harriton, of course," she replied, and Cara didn't miss how she was purposely left out of that. "We should send word and ask for help."

"... Very well then," Mannon nodded. "I will write the letters immediately. Dismissed."

"One last thing," Cara raised a hand, stopping them. "Harriton."

"Yes?" The slick-haired mage asked.

"The [Teleportation] spell. It was something the Mages Guild came up with, right?"

At that, Harriton blinked and nodded.

"Yeah, just a couple of months ago, actually."

"So... How did those people know it then?"

The room went quiet.

"You're certain that was what they used to make Rin disappear?" Mannon asked.

"Yes," Cara replied. "I saw one of them begin to cast it. I recognized its pattern and I stopped them. After that, I went looking for Rin, and I saw that all trace of her just vanished."

"I will send a letter to the Mages Guild as well, then," Mannon stated.

"... Okay."

With that, they all stood up and walked out. Moving out of the room, behind Harriton and Eli, who were the first to leave, Cara had been about to exit the academy so that she could go on her own and look for Rin already, but Maria called out to her.

"Cara," she said with a low tone, that hinted at just how angry she actually was. "A word."

Cara gulped. Nodding, she turned around and followed Maria into a nearby room.

As soon as they were in, she closed the door, and turned around, only to be met with a hard punch from Maria to the jaw.

Any normal person would have been knocked out, probably with a broken jaw, but Cara took it and held onto the pain, feeling she deserved it.

"You," Maria said, scowling. "You... So, in an effort to prevent me from bias, you doomed her!?"

"..." Cara took a deep breath. "I did not expect-"

"That does not matter!" Maria shouted. "Expectations be damned, you knew your priority was to ensure that the student remained safe and you allowed her to be taken away like, like some..." Maria walked up and grabbed Cara by the arms, as Cara looked down into her eyes.

As much as it tore her heart in pieces to do so, she made herself do it. She needed to see the anger in Maria's eyes to internalize how badly she'd fucked up.

"... I will continue searching," Cara stated. "Every time that I am able."

At that, Maria took a deep breath.

"... I would hope so," Maria said with a low, disappointed tone. "Otherwise, your hatred of me will have caused the death of an innocent girl."

Maria stormed out of the room then, as Cara reached up to massage her jaw. She hadn't lied, she would dedicate as much of her time as she could to saving Rin, but she did have questions that needed answering as well.

Specifically, how exactly had those people gotten their hands on a spell that had been made so recently?

Cara would need to investigate this, in addition to her search.




The Forgotten Lands, Part One

{Rin}

{Earlier}

All in all, she was having a miserable time.

After escaping that cave, Rin had walked aimlessly for seven straight days, always fearful that one of those psychos would find her. In that week, she covered just enough ground to say that she was in a strange forest of sorts, one that was far more cramped, and far more colorful than the one she and Cara had entered.

She hadn't strayed too far, though. She understood that those people back at the cave weren't the only threats. She could run into all sorts of monsters out here, and that meant that she was hesitant to walk too far in the wrong direction. Not that she knew which direction that was.

However, shelter, food, and water were some things that quickly became a concern and so, she had to deal with them before she could even begin to think about getting back to Libera somehow. For shelter, every night Rin would gather up different kinds of wood and use what little Essence she had on the [Fireball] spell, lighting up a campfire to keep herself warm and laying down by a boulder or a tree of some sort, hoping no monsters would come to interrupt her night. For food and water, all Rin had found so far were these weird white fruits that grew plentifully on the nearby trees. They looked like grapes, but were far larger, and held enough juice in them to where Rin hoped they would at least buy her some time before she'd have to find actual water.

Still, she felt herself getting sluggish as the days went on. After trying her hardest to get the images she'd seen in the cave out of her mind, now, all she felt was tired.

Every now and then, her hands would shake as she remembered what she'd seen, and, the nightmares were hard to deal with, but still, she was managing to distract herself.

Currently, Rin was walking between a few trees, with one of those fruits in her hands. Her hair, her body, her armor, everything still smelled like crap from the filthy waters she'd been in earlier, despite Rin having washed her armor and herself numerous times in the numerous ponds she'd found.

[So,] Rin thought as she proceeded to ask herself the most important question she could at the moment. [Where the hell do I go?]

A sort of paranoia had set in as Rin had gone on. She worried that she was so unlucky that she was actually moving away from Libera, instead of moving towards it, even though she had no way of knowing. Every couple of days, she'd look back and wonder if she was making a mistake.

However, she tried to force those thoughts out of her mind, as the answer wouldn't come anytime soon.

What she did understand came in the form of a thud she heard in the distance, that made the ground shake.

[Oh crap, a monster?] She wondered as she crouched, hiding behind a tree. [To my... left.] She thought as she heard another thud coming from that direction.

Rin peeked, trying to see if she could get a good look at it. When she did, her breath caught in her throat. Ahead was something massive, walking on four legs. It had a strange, almost bird-like head with spikes running down its body and one long horn at its front. It had a pair of small wings and a thick tail that ended with a set of spikes as well, like a club of sorts. It moved slowly, with four blue eyes searching the area.

Rin hid behind a tree, her heart beating against her chest until she was certain the thing was gone.

"Oh, fuck," she said aloud. "I really didn't need th-"

Before she could finish, something screeched above and Rin flinched, as she watched a monstrously wide bird fly away from the very tree she was leaning against.

[Dammit, dammit!] Rin thought as she recovered from having been frightened so badly. [Keep moving, screw it, just keep moving.]

That was what she told herself, day in and day out. As long as she kept moving, she'd have to run into some humans at some point. She had heard of a few different villages spread out across the land. All she needed was to stumble across one of them and she'd be alright.

She spaced out for a while, as she thought about that.

[... First thing I'll do is ask for some actual meat,] she thought. [Ugh, I miss chicken and beef already. Maybe after that, some soap and a warm bath. And... after, maybe...]

She stopped though when she came across yet another small pond. It seemed these were common around these parts, but Rin wasn't complaining as it gave her an opportunity to freshen up a little.

Looking around to make sure no ravenous beasts were watching her grinning with anticipation, Rin began taking her armor off.

Once she was fully naked, she looked down at herself. Before, when she was at Dren, she didn't work out at all and she ate plenty, which meant Rin certainly had a little bit of extra meat on her, but customers at the Silver Rose liked it, so she didn't mind. Once she'd gotten to the academy, her body had begun to thin out a little.

Today though, a week after her strange displacement, Rin could feel that she'd gotten much thinner.

[Hm. My boobs have gotten a little smaller, too,] she thought with a sigh as she walked up to the pond. Humming a random song to herself, Rin went to dip a toe in the water, to gauge its temperature.

[Wait, really? It's warmer than normal,] Rin thought, pleasantly surprised. [Huh. Well, I may as well relax for a little bit.]

And then, she saw a blue human head come out of the water.

"Hello!" It said loudly.

And Rin fell back, on her ass.

"Ugahuagh!?" A series of noises came out of Rin as she blinked rapidly, trying to see what had appeared.

And, what Rin saw was the strangest thing in a very long time. Whatever this thing was, it looked like a human girl, but one whose body had been painted blue. Different shades of blue though, Rin noticed as the girl rose up out of the water, letting more of herself be seen. Her hands were darker than her body and her hair, also blue, was the darkest part. Looking at it more closely, she noticed that this thing's hair wasn't quite the same as her own. It almost looked like tentacles, or tube-like tendrils coming out of her head and flowing with the wind. She had bright sapphire eyes, and a smile aimed in Rin's direction.

[What the hell?] Rin asked herself, taking deep breaths. The creature started walking towards her, moving out of the water.

Rin raised her hands, defensively. She had her fists closed, preparing herself for a fight.

[... Do I have to fight her?] Rin asked herself. [Or, it, or her, or whatever.]

The creature flinched, but as Rin remained still, it moved a little closer.

The creature raised a hand then and moved it towards Rin.

[... I'm screwed, aren't I?] Rin thought, taking deep breaths. [What is this thing? What does it do? Is it low rank or high rank? Should I run? I mean, should I fight? Is it easy to take out? What do I...?]

Rin's thoughts halted when the creature's hand touched her own. It placed its left hand on Rin's right, which was still a closed fist, but that was enough to make Rin's thoughts cease momentarily.

[What is this thing doing?] She asked herself as the creature got closer. Rin leaned back a little, shifting away from it, though she still didn't run. There was something about this thing, something about how it moved, how closely it resembled a genuine human, that made Rin so curious that she allowed it to get even closer to her.

Then, the creature placed its hands on Rin's hips, leaning forwards.

[...] Rin watched it get too far into her personal space.

[Is this thing going to kiss me?]

However, no. Instead, the creature pressed its forehead against Rin's, and suddenly, the world went white.

Rin suddenly saw herself at the bottom of a lake. Her body was blue, all of a sudden, and there were a couple of other creatures like herself, swimming around her. She knew her own name, and it wasn't Rin. It was Xhez. Those two creatures swam up to her, and Rin knew them to be her mothers, the two creatures she loved the most, but also two of the only creatures she'd met.

She saw herself floating in the pond, looking up at the night sky, wishing that tomorrow, she'd see more. She'd walk around, stretch her legs, maybe meet some other intelligent being or two.

And then, she saw herself watching a human approach. One with yellow-amber eyes and dark, messy, raven hair. One that, as soon as she saw, she swam towards, to take a chance on her dream.

And then, the vision was cut and Rin gasped as her she pushed herself away from this thing.

She took deep breaths, panting as she stared back at it.

At this thing... No. This woman, who was called Xhez.

So many things passed through Rin's heart then. Pity, fright, anxiety, concern. None of which she could handle right now. So, she turned away from the girl and tried to walk away, hugging her own body as she suddenly felt cold.

However, of course, the girl followed.
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"Rin, wait!" The girl called out and Rin groaned.

[She knows my name!?]

That confirmed to her that it hadn't just been Rin who'd spent some time in her memories, but Xhez had also seen hers.

Then, the girl rounded Rin and appeared in front of her. And, of course, Rin turned and walked the opposite way.

"Stop it," Rin said.

"Hm? Stop what?" The girl innocently asked.

"This," Rin gestured vaguely at her, as she tried to clear her head of the goals and aspirations stuck in it that weren't her own.

"Huh? Is there something in the air that I do not see?" Xhez asked as she lowered her eyes to the space between them and Rin, frustrated, huffed and walked faster. "O-Oh, hold on!"

"What part of 'no' don't you get!?" Rin asked, stopping as she turned around and looked at her.

"Um... But I haven't asked anything. What are you saying 'no' to?" Xhez asked with a confused arched brow.

"You know what I mean!" Rin said, feeling like speaking to this girl was taking years out of her lifespan. "The whole... Thing about... The world and..." Rin shook her head.

"Oh, you mean my hopes and dreams!" Xhez finally understood.

"Yes. That. Stop."

"Ohhh. Why?" Xhez asked. Her excitement then led her to walk back in front of Rin and spread her arms out, widely, as Rin watched her. "Is this not really lucky? For so long I have wanted to get to know someone like you, a human! And now, I can!" She exclaimed. "This is wonderful!"

"Look," Rin sighed, shaking her head. "I-It's not gonna happen..."

"Hm? Why?" Xhez quickly asked.

"Because!" Rin turned away again. "W-What you want... It's just not realistic."

"But... Why? I do not understand," Xhez replied.

"Okay, let me explain something to you, okay?" Rin said as she walked up to the girl. "I'm an adventurer, do you know what those are?"

"... No," Xhez shook her head.

"Well, we're monster hunters, basically. We go around and we kill monsters! That's our job! Monsters like..." She trailed off though, unable to finish that sentence.

"... Monsters like me?" Xhez asked and Rin's heart was nearly torn in two at the sudden sadness that overtook her tone. That bubbly, sunny voice that the girl presented was replaced with a deep melancholy.

"Yes," Rin replied after a pause.

"But," Xhez said, looking up at her, "do you want to do that?"

"What?"

"Kill me... Is that something that you wish to do?" Xhez asked.

"No," Rin replied quickly. "I don't- look, I don't want to, but other people will! If you come with me, other people will hurt you!"

"I am not asking anyone else though, am I?" Xhez asked as she jogged up to Rin and took one of her hands. Looking up at her with big blue eyes, she said: "I am asking you. I would like to get to know you, only you! That would be enough for me."

As Rin looked back at her, feeling her strangely soft hands holding one of hers, she paused.

Then, Xhez smiled.

"Wait, I thought of something!"

"... What is it?" Rin asked her.

"You are lost, right?" Xhez asked. "I saw that you had been kidnapped by some things. Are you lost?"

"... You could say that," Rin replied when, in actuality, the answer was a very simple 'yes'.

"Then, I-I can guide you!" Xhez replied. The excitement was back, as quickly as it had left. She grinned brightly at Rin, getting so close that Rin could nearly see her own reflection in the girl's eyes.

"... Really?" Rin asked.

"Yes! I have walked this land my entire life! Wherever it is that you wish to go, I surely know the way!"

Rin narrowed her eyes, doubting that, but she chose to play along for a moment.

"Do you know what a city is?" She asked.

"I believe so," Xhez nodded. "It is one of those places with large walls and such?"

"I guess," Rin responded. "Have you seen any of those? I'm trying to get to one."

"Oh, yes! There is one just a few days' walk away from here! I can show it to you!" Xhez told her.

Rin stopped. She took a deep breath as she saw the girl put her hands on her hips, smiling confidently at her. [If she's not lying,] Rin thought, [then... I'd actually have a direction to head in, instead of just walking around randomly.]

She knew Xhez was being genuine about wanting to meet and interact with humans. She'd felt as much when she was shown her memories. However, she wondered if Xhez actually knew the location of the nearest city, which Rin guessed to be Libera. Unfortunately, regardless of whether she believed her or not, Rin didn't have many options. All she could do was agree to this and hope for the best.

"... Fine."

"T-Truly!?" Xhez asked and Rin nodded.

"If you're being honest then, sure. Lead the way," Rin replied, reluctantly. Xhez's eyes glimmered as she took that answer in.

"AH!"

And then, Xhez threw herself at Rin with open arms, hugging her tightly. Rin flinched, caught off guard, as Xhez smiled widely, up at her.

"How wonderful!" Xhez exclaimed while Rin sighed.

"Yeah, yeah... Just let me get my clothes back on."

[... What did I just get myself into?]

---

{Maria}

{2 Years Ago}

Having been a teacher for a year, at this point, Maria felt like she was finally getting used to it.

It was still hard for her to accept the praise in the eyes of every student who entered her classroom, but Maria's forced smile had finally begun to turn a little more natural, and she felt like she might truly have a viable career on her hands.

One that she'd use now that she'd never face another monster again if she could help it.

"Miss Camille!" A young boy greeted her as Maria walked through the halls of the Academy. Maria lifted her eyes to find a kid with the confident smile of an up-and-coming adventurer who thought he was the next, well, Maria Camille.

[What was his name again? You should be good at remembering these things by now,] Maria scolded herself. It came to her a couple of seconds after an awkward silence.

"Kuro! Hello," she waved politely.

"Hi, have a great day!" He said as he passed her by, and Maria sighed. Putting on her 'teacher mode' was exhausting, when she wasn't given time to prepare beforehand.

Up ahead though, she saw one student she was actually looking forward to meeting today.

He was a bit taller than the kid she'd just spoken to, and on his first day at the Academy, he'd volunteered to have her teach him hand-to-hand combat, which made him, so far, the only student to have done so. Most others, even when it was a Rank S teacher offering to guide them, chose not to throw away conventional weapons.

She walked up to him with a slightly more natural smile and when the boy saw her, he put on a forced one of his own.

[Hm?]

"Hello, Thomas."

"Miss Camille, uh, hello," he greeted her.

"Will you be coming to continue training later?" She asked. "I had set up a few lessons I think you'll find enlightening."

"Uh, s-sorry, but..." he looked away. "I decided... I'm going to try learning how to use a spear."

"..." Maria blinked. "O-Oh. Is that so?"

"Yeah," Thomas said as another boy walked up to him. "Kyle was offering to teach me a bit. His dad's a soldier so he knows a thing or two. But, it was fun, learning martial arts with you, Miss Camille."

"... I see," Maria smiled. "I hope you'll enjoy walking that path then."

"Thank you. Uh, see you tomorrow!" He said, turning around and walking away with his friend.

However, as they left, Maria could still hear them.

"Man, I can't believe I signed up to get my ass kicked for a few hours," Thomas told Kyle. "Fucking worthless."

---

{Now}

Maria was sitting at the meditation center, her legs crossed as she looked out the open wall.

Someone knocked on the door and Maria cleared her throat, pushing those memories out.

"Come in."

The door opened, but Maria heard no footsteps. A bit surprised at that, she looked back and found Eve, the fairy floating toward her, an apprehensive look in her eyes.

"Um..." Eve said. "Hello, Miss Camille."

"... Greetings," Maria said, turning away from her. "What brings you here, Eve?"

"Uh, I was wondering if there was any update. On Rin, I mean."

At that, Maria sighed.

"Not yet," she replied. "But, we're looking. I take it you two were friends?" She asked.

"... We were getting there, I think," Eve replied.

"I see. Well, do not worry," Maria looked back at her and forced a smile. "I'm sure we will find her soon."
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{Rin}

After Rin had decided to go along with Xhez's proposal, the two of them were now walking side-by-side through this place, and Xhez had not stopped asking questions from the moment that decision had been made.

"Ohhh, what's a theater?" She asked.

When asked about what life was like in a human city, Rin hadn't told Xhez about Libera, instead, she talked to her about Dren.

"Uh, so, basically," she explained as she looked around, making sure no monsters were also listening to her elementary school level explanation of what a theatre was, "it's this place where you act out stories."

"Stories?"

"Yeah, you know, things people make up to tell each other," Rin responded.

"Oh, like legends!?"

"Yeah... So, people take those and they pretend to be the characters in them. They dress up like them and talk like them and all of that."

"Ohhh, they dress up in these things you call 'clothes'?" She asked.

"Mhm," Rin nodded. "Uh, specific clothes though. The ones that belong to the characters."

"Ahhh, this is so interesting!" Xhez giggled and the genuine happiness in her voice nearly made Rin smile.

However, as much as she didn't mind telling the girl more about herself, they were together for a reason. So, Rin asked:

"So, what's around us? What kind of monsters or whatever?"

She wanted to know what she should keep an eye out for, of course. Better safe than sorry, especially if she had a guide with her.

"Well, seven years ago I saw a lion with wings! A year after that, I saw a human skeleton walking around, and..."

"Wait, stop, stop, why are you being so specific?" Rin asked, chuckling.

"Hm? Because I remember when these things happened," Xhez replied, smiling.

"... Wow, seriously?" Rin asked.

"Mhm. Us sprites have a very good memory, after all!"

[I'd say if you can remember something down to the year, it goes a bit past "very good".] Rin thought.

The two of them continued on their way. Every now and then, Rin would think of something Xhez might find interesting, and let her know about it, while Xhez would confirm to her that they were headed down the right path. However, that was just one problem that she'd managed to solve, through this encounter.

The other problem was one that made itself clear when Rin heard a low hiss coming from her left at one point, and she stopped.

"Hm? Wha-"

"Get down," Rin pulled Xhez with her as she crouched. The water sprite held onto Rin's right arm as Rin looked for the source of that noise.

She searched for a moment, before the object she was looking for appeared before her. It was one of the strangest creatures Rin had seen, though she could say that for pretty much everything she'd seen since she had arrived here.

It had a bird-like orange body, but its head and legs resembled that of a lizard. In addition to that, it had two large wings at its back and no arms.

"Oh? Are you looking at the yariko?" Xhez asked.

"The what?"

"The yariko!" She reiterated loudly.

"Quiet down! It'll hear us."

"Oh, do not worry, those things are harmless."

"... What?" Rin asked as she turned towards Xhez. The sprite smiled as she responded.

"My mothers told me about it. Well, they never told me much, but they said those creatures are friends to us. Come, let us see what it is like!"

Xhez said as she tugged on Rin's hand for her to follow, and Rin sighed.

"I-I guess, okay," Rin replied as she went along with her.

After having been conditioned by Cara to think of every single creature outside of Libera as hostile, the idea of a passive animal like this was strange. Still, she and Xhez walked up to it. However, as soon as they approached, the "yariko" turned towards them and hissed, lowering its head.

"Uh..." Rin said, raising her hands nervously. "I don't think it likes us."

"Nonsense, my mothers would not lie!" Xhez replied as she walked up closer to it.

Sure enough, the creature allowed her. As Xhez got nearer, it became obvious that the creature wasn't hissing at the two of them, but at Rin specifically.

"Uh, oh, there there~" Xhez cooed as she began running her hand over its head and the yariko shut up, turning its eyes onto her. "Xhez gave it a little hug and the creature seemed to settle down a little, though its eyes quickly went back to Rin.

"Hm... This boy wants to be soothed!" Xhez said as Rin hesitantly walked up.

"W-What do you mean? How do you know it's a guy?"

"As for the second question," Xhez started, "the body. Male yarikos have one solid color, while females have stripes of a secondary color running down. My mothers told me. As for the first... I, I do not know. I can feel it though," Xhez replied. "It has had a rough time."

And then, she did something Rin hadn't expected. Xhez cleared her throat and closed her eyes. Her body glowed just a little, covered in a blueish haze, and then, she started singing.

And Rin's jaw hit the floor.

Xhez let out a low, thoughtful note. It came out slightly quiet at first, but as Xhez really got going, it was like a choir had suddenly appeared. Rin had heard nothing like it. The music she produced at that moment felt like it was caressing Rin's very soul.

To the point where a tear came out and Rin caught it as it slid down her cheek.

Xhez kept going for just a while longer after that, but then, her voice trailed off, and the blueish haze left her body.

The yariko damn near purred then as it licked the side of her face.

"A-Ah!" Xhez giggled. "I see he enjoyed it!"

Xhez looked up at Rin with a smile, and Rin chuckled, shaking her head.

"What was that?" She asked. "That was amazing!"

Again, Xhez laughed a little as she continued running her hand up and down the yariko's head.

"It is just my Spirit... I am glad you enjoyed it. I can sing more for you if you want me to."

"Eh, maybe later," Rin told her. "For now, though, we should probably get going."

"I see," Xhez nodded, agreeing. "Well, goodbye," she spoke to the animal. "Stay safe."

... [She is something else,] Rin thought as the yariko walked away, in the opposite direction, before flapping its wings and taking off.

---

A few hours later, the trees began clearing up and Xhez pointed ahead.

"Oh, look! This is the 'city' I was talking about, we can see it from here!" Xhez told her as the two began jogging, up to the clearing. They had ended up on a small hill, and from here, Rin inspected their destination.

"Wait..." Rin raised a brow.

"Huh?" Xhez saw her reaction and got worried. "Is... Is that not it?"

"... Nope," Rin thought as she sighed. "That's a ghost town is what that is."

What Xhez was pointing at, was a collection of buildings and roads, overtaken by vegetation, that were all crumbled and broken in some way or another. As disappointed as she was, Rin did see why Xhez thought this was what she was looking for. It had clearly been a city at some point but just wasn't that anymore.

"O-Oh..." Xhez replied. "But, don't worry! I know of a few other places! Surely, one of them can lead back to your home!"

Rin paused.

"... Yeah, it's best to steer clear of places like those," she told the sprite.

"Why is that?"

"They belong to the Old World, before the Split," Rin explained. And, then she told her something Cara had made clear to her, just before she'd been taken away and dropped off here. "Those places have a bunch of strong monsters hiding in them. We'll probably want to stay in the forests."

[At least, I think that's the smart thing to do here.]

"I see," Xhez nodded.

"I mean, unless you've been down there, have you?"

"What? No, no," she shook her head. "My mothers never traversed those places. The Bright Ones fear them."

Raising a brow, she wondered what the Bright Ones were, but she decided to put that off till later. Right now, she needed to figure out a path.

"... Actually," she thought, pausing, "I've seen a place like this before. On a map."

"What is a map?" Xhez asked.

"Uh, it's like something that shows the land, and where you are on it," Rin explained. "Uh... Where was it?" She closed her eyes, trying to remember lessons from school that hadn't been useful to her in years. "Right! So, east of Libera, there's a huge grey spot. If this is that grey spot, then..."

[We're probably a long way, still, but that direction,] she turned around, [would be the right way to go... If I'm right and I haven't completely lost it yet.]

"Xhez, is there anything down that way?" She asked, pointing towards the direction she'd picked out.

"Yes," Xhez nodded. "Though, no 'cities' from what I know."

"... It's the best option I've got."
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"Ohhh, what other 'jobs' exist?" Xhez asked.

Currently, Rin was explaining to her how money worked, and the things one did to acquire it. It had been a few hours since they'd found that strange ruin, and right now, Rin was beginning to accept that her return to Libera wouldn't happen anytime soon.

"So... People would, uh, organize stuff for others, and those people were called assistants... Or ass lickers," Rin muttered with a chuckle.

"Ass lickers?" Xhez asked, tilting her head and Rin groaned.

"N-No, don't, um, don't say that. It's bad."

"Bad?" Xhez raised a brow. "How so?"

"Uh, whatever, moving on..."

It was easy to get lost in these little talks with Xhez. The sprite was very receptive, listening intently to all of her words. On Rin's end, she realized just how fascinating human society could seem to someone who had never been in it. Still, Rin did have a few questions of her own.

"You said you had 'mothers', by the way, what was that about?"

"Do humans not have mothers?"

"We do, but we usually just have one, unless we factor in divorces and step-moms."

"Divorces?"

"Never mind, so, yeah, mothers?"

"Right," Xhez nodded. "Water sprites are all female. So, every sprite is born out of their two mothers."

"Wait, so..." Rin paused as Xhez blinked.

"Yes?" Xhez asked.

"Can sprites get each other pregnant?" Rin asked.

"Ohh, no, no, it is not like that," Xhez shook her head. "Sprites are born out of the connections our spirits create. So, take us, for example," Xhez walked in front of Rin with a big smile on her face. Rin took a step back. "If you and I were to fall in love the way my mothers did, our spirits would connect, and a child would materialize, born out of love for each other!"

"... That sounds really trippy," Rin replied, blinking.

"Trippy?" Xhez asked.

"Uh, again, it doesn't matter," Rin waved her off.

Then, another question came to Rin's mind.

"By the way, how old are you?" Rin asked.

"Hm? I am twenty-three years old," Xhez replied.

"Bullshit," Rin cackled at that.

"... Rin, you have a tendency of using words us sprites just do not use," Xhez replied laughing as well. "What do you mean?"

"There's no way you're older than me."

"Oh? How old are you?"

"Twenty," Rin shook her head. "I refuse to believe this. There's no way."

Xhez shrugged.

"It is the truth."

"I mean," Rin stopped. "Look at you, you're flat! N-No offense," she added.

"Flat?"

"Yeah, you barely have any tits," Rin told her.

"Tits?"

"... Whatever."

And with that strange interaction out of the way, they kept going. When Rin and Xhez had first met, it had been just around noon, but now, as the two of them kept talking, the sun had dipped and the moon had slowly come out to replace it. And, now, there were two issues at hand.

"... Shit," Rin muttered, looking up at the sky, a dark shade of orange which would soon turn to the black of night. "We need to set up a camp."

"Oh, what is that?"

"Uh, a place to sleep for the night," Rin explained. "And... I'm getting pretty thirsty too. Is there any water nearby?"

When Xhez heard that, for some reason, she paused.

A look of apprehension came over her, as Rin waited for her response. Xhez looked away when their eyes met, and that made Rin raise a brow.

"Are you okay?" Rin asked.

"..." Xhez remained quiet for a moment.

"If you don't know," Rin continued, "we can just look around until we find a source of water. It's fine, it'll... hopefully just take an hour or two."

"N-No..." Xhez said, sounding strange. "That will not be necessary."

At that, Rin looked her way.

"What do you mean?"

When she heard that question, Xhez finally looked over at her, with a slightly fearful expression. It was clear she was holding some sort of secret, but Rin wondered what could earn this level of anxiety from her. From the moment the two of them had met, most of what Xhez had done was smile.

For that smile to suddenly disappear like this, Rin was concerned.

"... You truly do not know?" Xhez asked.

"Uh, no, I don't," Rin shook her head. "Is... there something you want to tell me?" Rin asked, trying her hardest not to come across as pushy.

At that, Xhez took a deep breath and she walked over to Rin, standing in front of her.

[... Is this the part where she tells me she actually likes to eat humans alive?] A part of her thought, but, no, Xhez did nothing of the sort.

Instead, Xhez reached back and took one of the blue tendrils that made up her hair. She brought it forward and then, with both her hands, wrung it, and water dripped onto the dirt from the tip.

Xhez's body shook, and a little moan came out of her lips.

"Whoa," Rin said, confused. "What did you do?"

"M-My hair," Xhez said, "it produces water."

"Wait, seriously? Like, drinkable water?"

"I believe so," Xhez replied, taking a deep breath. "We could try and see."

"... Yeah, but," Rin said, putting a hand on her shoulder. "Are you alright? That sounded like it took a lot out of you."

And, then, Xhez's cheeks turned a darker shade, as did her hands.

If she were human, Rin would say she was blushing.

"Yes, I am fine," she replied and Rin nodded.

"So, what do I do?" Rin asked. "And, uh, do you need to drink any water?"

"Uh, n-no," Xhez shook her head. "So long as I stay out of the sun for a while tomorrow, I should be fine... As for what you should do... How would you like to drink this?" She said as she held that tendril of her hair in front of Rin.

[... What is with this atmosphere? This is kind of making my heart race.]

"I... Can you remove that thing from your head?"

"S-Spirits, no, of course, not!" Xhez replied, offended and Rin raised her hands.

"Sorry, sorry, I didn't know," Rin said with a sigh. "Then. Maybe, just, hold it over my mouth, or something, I dunno."

"I see," Xhez nodded. "You are... Quite a bit taller than me though."

"Yeah... Let me just..." Rin said before she knelt down in front of Xhez. Even then, Xhez was still only a head and a half taller with Rin in this position. However, then, Xhez took one tendril again and held it over Rin's open mouth.

[... Seriously, why do I feel like I should be getting paid for this?] Rin thought as Xhez then wrung it and water dripped onto her tongue, sliding down into her mouth.

[Wait, holy shit, that's delicious!]

It was strange, but the only way Rin could explain it was as though this water had a soft, subtle taste to it, like a very light juice, or a very good salad.

Rin gulped down a little bit, and then, wanting more, she stuck her tongue out. Accidentally, she touched the tendril with it.

Xhez moaned, retreating.

"P-Please, uh, do not do that."

"What? Did I do something? What?" Rin asked, standing back up. "Are you okay?"

"Yes, I am okay, it is just that... My hair is very sensitive," Xhez replied. "Touching it makes me feel, well, strange."

"Oh," Rin said.

Then, her eyes widened.

[... Oh.]

Clearing her throat, Rin looked away.

"How about we just... set up the rest of the camp for now."

And so, after that, Rin started running through what had become her routine, only, with Xhez, this time. She searched for some wood, hoping she would find a little that was flammable. When she did, she placed it in the middle of a slightly open space and then used the [Fireball] spell to light the wood on fire.

"What was that!?" Xhez asked, in awe.

"Just a spell," Rin muttered. "Do you have those?"

Xhez shook her head.

"If we do, my family never came across them," Xhez replied.

"Hm? Well, one of my teachers had told me that anyone who had Essence in them could use this sort of stuff."

"Essence?" Xhez asked.

"Yeah, magic, uh, life energy," Rin explained.

"Ohhh, you mean Spirit!"

"... Is that what you call it? Yeah, that."

"Oh, then, does that mean I can do that?" Xhez asked.

"I don't know, how much 'Spirit' do you have?"

"I'm made of it," Xhez answered and Rin raised a brow.

"Really?" She asked and Xhez nodded.

"Like I said, sprites are born out of spiritual connections. We are made of Spirit."

"... Try it then," Rin shrugged. "Here, this is what you do."

She then explained the basics behind spellcasting, as Harriton had taught her. She decided, in the moment, she may as well teach her the three spellsigns she'd memorized, the upwards arrow of [Fireball], the circle of [Heal], and the dot of [Candle].

"Alright, I shall try!" Xhez said, pumping herself up and Rin smiled a little.

Then, she took a deep breath and started channeling Essence.

And Rin's amusement faded, replaced by shock.

Whenever Rin cast a spell, her fingertips would glow. In Xhez's case, her entire body was glowing. She drew the spellsign in the air for [Fireball], and a slightly bigger sphere of flames was produced than any Rin had ever made, and it shot out, hitting a tree and dissipating.

"Wow, holy shit," Rin said.

"... I would like for you to explain these terms to me, at some point," Xhez said, laughing. "That felt... Strange."

"Why?"

"I am only used to manipulating Spirit with my voice, that was... More visceral? Maybe? I would like to do it again."

"... Maybe somewhere else," Rin said, looking back at the tree. "We're lucky that thing didn't catch fire."

---

The next day, the two of them were walking side-by-side, down a hill, and Rin felt like she desperately needed a bath.

[By the Divine, I smell so bad right now,] she sighed.

Xhez, however, didn't seem to mind it too much.

"If I am not mistaken, up ahead..." She said, but then, she trailed off.

"Yeah? What...?"

When she saw what had made Xhez stop, she did the same. Taking a deep breath, Rin's eyes narrowed.

In front of them, were several bodies. three of them belonged to humans, one belonged to a skeleton, which happened to be dressed in armor, for some reason. The skeleton, which was in pieces, had a sword in its right hand, some distance away from its body, while the humans all looked like they'd been cut to death by exactly such a weapon.

[... Crap.] Rin thought as Xhez seemed frozen beside her.
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Surprisingly, the part that really sent shivers up Rin's spine when she saw those dead bodies was the smell. Their bulging eyes, the wounds they'd suffered, it was easy enough to look away and try to ignore those, but the smell that hit her nostrils nearly had her puking.

Rin backed up a bit, taking a second to swallow whatever it was that had threatened to come up her throat, and she looked over at Xhez. The water sprite was staring at those bodies, not moving.

"... Hey," Rin walked up to her and touched her wrist, prompting the girl to look over at her. "We can just go in a second, but... I need to check them first."

Xhez nodded wordlessly and Rin sighed as she walked over to them. Swatting away a few flies, she looked for any travel bags they had, trying her hardest to ignore her own disgust. She found one, opened it and looked inside.

[Okay, so... Clothes, but... I don't think any of this fits me, even with the weight I've lost. A bottle of water. Might want to take that. Oh! Some bread. Looks good too.]

The next thing she saw though, nearly made Rin cry tears of joy.

A map. An actual map, marked with the traveler's position, likely done just a day or so before this happened to them.

"Yes!" Rin stood straight and nearly jumped as she cheered. "Yes, yes!"

"W-What is it?" Xhez asked, walking up to her.

"A map! Uh," Rin looked at the bodies and then pulled Xhez away from them, "look! This is where we are."

"... Wow," Xhez said as her eyes ran over the piece of paper. "What does this all mean?"

"Okay, okay, listen. So, see that big round brown spot? That's Libera, that's where I'm trying to go! And we're..."

However, mid-explanation, as Rin saw where exactly the travelers had marked their position, her knees nearly gave out.

"Y-Yes?" Xhez asked, prompting Rin to keep going but Rin sighed.

"... We are really, really far away."

If the travelers' map was to be believed, the two of them were far to the northeast, between Cradle and Libera, hugging the very edge of the map. Her guess from earlier hadn't been far off. Considering how long it had taken to go from Dren to Libera on a high-powered mechanical train system, Rin estimated that this would take at least a few weeks to make it back to the city.

However, it was better than running around aimlessly, so, putting her hands on her hips, she tried to give Xhez a reassuring smile.

"Well, we know where we're going now," Rin said. "That way, I think."

Rin pointed at the direction the travelers had come from, while Xhez nodded next to her.

"Wait..." Xhez asked, looking like she was still shaken by what was laying on the ground behind Rin. "Are you certain?"

"Hm? Um, I'm not a hundred percent sure, but I think that's the way. At least, the fastest way to get back to Libera. Why?"

"I was told that those parts of the land were very dangerous," Xhez said. "I-Is there no other way?"

"Uh, well, we could go around, or go to the road, but both those options would take way too long," Rin said. "Honestly, this place, I'd say, is dangerous no matter where we go. What's the difference?"

"... I never went there, and neither did my mothers, so I do not know specifically what is there, but... Well, if you believe it is smart, I will follow you."

"... You don't have to, though," Rin told her. "I have this map, after all, if you don't want to come with me, you can stay here."

However, Xhez shook her head.

"No, no. I... Already, I have learned so much about humans from you. I would love to learn more. I am not going anywhere."

"... Okay then," Rin said. "In that case, let's go."

---

{Back at Libera}

{Cara}

"Don't forget," Cara said, as she gave her class to the first-year students. Her time was just about up, and she was trying to squeeze in some last-minute tips. "If you run into a zombie, the more rotten their body is, the weaker they are, as their muscles will have wasted away. A freshly reanimated zombie is Rank C, but a zombie who's been around for a long time is Rank D, and easy to take out."

At that moment, she looked at the clock next to her and nodded to herself.

"Okay, dismissed."

Each of the students got up then walked out the door, however, one of them approached Cara, who was organizing some notes she'd scribbled in a folder.

"... Have we still not heard anything about Rin?"

Cara looked up and was slightly surprised to see Elisa being the one who asked. The girl from the prestigious family had her hands behind her back and was wearing a concerned expression. A few others, mainly Lisa and Eve, had asked about Rin pretty much every day since she'd disappeared, but this was the first time Elisa had done the same.

"... Unfortunately, no," Cara shook her head. "This is a pretty tough situation because, well, the only hint we have to go off of is that a person can only be teleported to a place they've seen before, with their own eyes, and recently, within the last month."

Cara then packed up her things and put them under her arm as she spoke.

"Now, that does mean that it's highly unlikely Rin was sent past Cradle or Dren, but still, it does leave a lot of room to be searched. She could be anywhere from the west, to the east of the city, and we'd have to check through every single mountain and field to make sure."

"I see," Elisa said, sighing. "Are we going to be getting any help though? It's only been you, Eli, and Harriton going out there and searching, right?"

That was true. Mannon had written that letter to the Mages Guild, but their assistance hadn't arrived. And, of course, Maria hadn't gone out to look for Rin, despite saying she would, due to those very issues which had caused the divide between them.

But, listening to Elisa right now, Cara resolved herself. It would be far easier to do this if Maria joined her, and the two of them could wipe out any monsters that stood in their way easily as they searched.

So, Cara took a deep breath.

"There should be some help coming soon enough, don't worry," she replied as she walked out the room, heading straight for Maria's.

It wasn't her turn to give class yet, so Cara felt she had a little while to talk to her. The problem was, would Maria want to talk to her? [Have to try anyway,] she thought as she marched up to the Meditation Center and walked in. Maria was standing there, looking out the open wall.

"Maria," Cara said, announcing her presence.

The woman turned to look at her, quickly scowling.

"What do you want?" She asked as she looked away.

"Look," Cara said, walking up. "I wanted to see if you were willing to come with me to search for Rin."

She had no reason to waste Maria's time, so she came out with that as quickly as she could. And, predictably, Maria's shoulders slumped.

"... I have to teach the students, I can't go with you."

"You can't set aside a few hours?" Cara asked, knowing she was pushing it, but she felt like the situation demanded her to try something. Even if she knew she was only burning whatever was left of the bridge between herself and Maria with this, she still wanted to at least attempt to get Maria out there.

"I will not," Maria said in a low voice. "That's final."

"... Even with the person who went missing being your student? Your private student, I mean," Cara said.

And that was what got Maria to stomp over to her. She tapped a finger on Cara's chest and said:

"And whose fault is it that she's missing!? I-It's not mine, so do not ask me to follow you out there because this is... It is not my responsibility."

"... Got it," Cara replied as she watched Maria take a deep breath. "And here I was, hoping that because you helped out the students with their missions, you'd gotten over what happened. Hopefully, someday, you'll stop being so scared."

"..."

Maria turned away and she sat down on the ground, crossing her legs.

"Just leave already. You're wasting valuable time, right?"

"Right."

As Cara walked out, she swore she heard a sniffle come from behind her, but by now it had been made painfully clear that nothing she did would get Maria out of this hole she was in. So, she focused her thoughts on Rin, instead.

[Need my armor and my sword, and then, it's off to go check the west.]

---

{Rin}

For a couple of hours, Rin and Xhez walked, but the sprite's demeanor had changed. She was a bit quieter, even as Rin explained to her how schools worked and the different levels of education one could achieve, in detail.

It was very likely due to the bodies they had run into, but, well, Rin couldn't do anything about that. Everything she'd seen was weighing on her just as heavily, after all. Every now and then, images from the cave would resurface in her mind and Rin would have to shake them out of her head.

Before too long though, the area around them began to change.

[Wait, wait, what?] Rin looked down as the dirt under her feet changed color. From the regular browns of mud to a strange ash-like grey.

"Uh... Know anything about this, by any chance?" Rin asked.

Xhez shook her head.

"I am afraid not," she muttered, looking ahead.

The trees around them slowly began changing in color too, as well as becoming far scarcer until finally, they reached a point where there was nothing but a thin fog in the air, as they walked over an ashen land.

"... Well, this looks shady," Rin took a deep breath.

"I feel..." Xhez muttered. "Something heavy in my heart. As though I can hear many souls calling out to me."

[Definitely don't like that one bit.]

"Just, keep an eye out," Rin said. "We'll probably be out of this in..." She stuck a hand out though, halting Xhez as she saw something in front of her.

A hand emerged from the grey dirt. A skeletal, bony hand that was then joined by a second. Then, a skeleton, a genuine, human skeleton much like the one they'd seen before, began pulling itself out of the ground.

"... How about we turn..." Again, before Rin finished, she stopped as she turned around.

Behind her, the same thing. Two more skeletons were rising out of the dirt.

"R-Rin, what are these things?" Xhez asked.

"... Monsters, probably," Rin replied as she threw that traveler's bag down, preparing for a fight. "And we don't have a way out either. Crap."
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"Xhez..." Rin said as she watched three skeletons emerge from the dirt in front of her. "Now would definitely be a good time to test out those spells I taught you last night."

"R-Right," Xhez muttered behind Rin.

The adventurer tried to calm her nerves, as she watched the skeletons, dressed in ruined, dirt-covered armor, begin walking toward her. [How strong are these things?] Rin wondered. [In class, we learned about something that resembled them... Thralls. Mindless monsters that were kinda like possessed spirits. These things sound like what Cara described, and those were Rank D. So... Maybe we'll be alright? Only one way to find out!]

Holding her breath, Rin charged toward the nearest skeleton and went for a punch aimed at its skull.

And the skeleton dodged. Her punch didn't even get close.

It leaned to the side, and Rin's fist passed right by its head, harmlessly. She fell to the ground and, from below, she watched the skeleton pull out a dagger from its pants, about to stab her.

[Crap.]

Rin reacted off instinct. She pulled a leg back and, from the ground, kicked the skeleton's legs out from under it. The skeleton fell, and Rin stood back up quickly. She did so just in time to get out of the way of a stab, which would have caught her neck.

Taking a step back, she spun and tried to land a crescent kick. However, again, the skeleton she had tried to hit pulled back and Rin's kick barely grazed its head, as it dodged backward, unnaturally flexible.

[What!?] Rin thought as she moved with her momentum, spinning again, but this time, landing a kick on the skeleton's ribcage. This one landed, and the skeleton was pushed back, letting out a hissing noise as it recoiled.

"These things are... kind of agile," Rin muttered as, behind her, she heard a [Fireball] shoot out. She half-turned and saw a skeleton on fire, that hissing sound turning into a supernatural scream as it came from the enemy Xhez had struck. Its body then disintegrated, turning into ashes in front of Xhez.

"Whoa," Rin said. "So, are these things weak to fire or something? Keep doing what you're doing!"

"Um, I-I will," Xhez replied, clearly scared out of her mind, as Rin heard more [Fireballs shoot out from behind her.

As for Rin though, she had her own battle to fight. Both the creatures she'd hit got back up, and Rin put her fists in front of her.

[I can knock them down and all, but how do I actually kill these things?] Rin asked herself, grimacing as one went to attack her.

[... Well, time to put Maria's lessons to work!]

She leaned to the right and the dagger went past her. In her mind, momentarily, she tried to pretend she was fighting Maria back at the Academy. She dodged into the attack, pushing herself toward the skeleton, and landed a punch at its pelvis. Another attack came from her right and Rin dodged back.

What followed was a fairly complicated move, but with Rin in that position, it was what came to mind. She turned, ended up hunched over, and planted her left hand on the ground. Then, she brought up her right leg and spun. The result was an arching kick that the skeleton dodged.

[Dammit!] Rin pushed herself off the ground and took a step back, taking a deep breath.

[I can't land many hits on them... But on the bright side,] she thought, holding back a smile. [Maria was way faster than these things when she fought me.]

The skeletons lurched towards her, their empty eye sockets aimed at her. Rin prepared herself.

And then, three [Fireballs] were launched out at them, and each of the skeletons was caught by them. Letting out those shrill screams, the skeletons disintegrated in front of her, and Rin's dropped her fists, letting her hands go by her sides.

Looking over at Xhez, Rin took deep breaths.

She had largely been able to ignore it so far, but this sequence made her realize she was still sore from having run Essence through her body when she ran away from those psychos from before.

"Good job!" Rin told Xhez, walking up to her. Xhez looked surprised.

"... Really?" Xhez asked.

"Yeah, we pretty much got through them because of you. Good stuff."

When she heard that, Xhez brightened up and almost squeaked with excitement.

"Thank you!"

"Uh, you're welcome," Rin chuckled a little as she turned away from her. She was still getting used to the unadulterated honesty that Xhez always put forth. She truly was unlike anyone Rin had met before.

They couldn't rest just yet though. Looking around, it was clear that any moment now, more of those skeletons could rise up.

[Just how big is this place?] Rin wondered as she started walking forward, and the sprite walked beside her. [With Xhez here, we should be mostly okay, but...]

Her thoughts were cut off though when Xhez fell on top of her.

"W-What?" Rin yelped. "Xhez?"

"..." Xhez picked herself up, and then, she yawned. Her eyes were half-closed, the girl's shoulders a little slumped. "Sorry, I am... Getting a bit sleepy."

"What? Seriously?"

"Mhm, the sun," she started to explain, mumbling her words a little. "It dries my skin up, and, uh, we sprites take most of our energy from water. When we are out of water, we," she yawned again, "our body reserves a little as an extra layer of our skin, slowly absorbing it. When it fully dries up though, we pass out."

"Hm... Maybe we can back up and find some water for you?"

"Or a container," Xhez replied. "My hair can create enough water for me to absorb if it accumulates in a container."

"Oh, then what about- wait, what?" Rin stopped. "What container would be big enough for you?"

"I can reduce my size," Xhez said, waving a hand. "Just... find me one and I will show you."

"Hm. Okay then, well, a container... Would this bag work?"

"Can water leak through?"

"Uh, I don't know... Maybe?" Rin shrugged.

"We can try," Xhez said. "Empty it out for me, please, and hold it up."

Rin did so, keeping only the map as she folded it up and put it away in one of her pockets. First, Xhez took her hair in her hands, blushing a bit, as she then proceeded to wring it out, forcing enough water to drop into the bag to fill a third of it. Thankfully, it didn't seem to be leaking too much, though some drops did fall to the ashen ground below.

"I hope this works, I just used up nearly all that was left of my water," Xhez muttered.

And, then, Xhez told her to place the bag in front of her. Rin was eagerly awaiting to see how exactly Xhez planned to get in this thing. And, when she saw it, she wasn't disappointed.

Xhez jumped up, and in mid-air, shrunk down to the size of Rin's hands. She flipped twice and landed in the bag, all while Rin watched, shocked.

"... You really are amazing."

"T-Thank you," she heard a little voice reply. "Though... It smells in here."

"Uh, sorry, but until we find something else to put you in, that'll have to do. Are you good, in there?"

"Yes," Xhez answered. "I will need to rest though, for a bit... Hopefully, we do not run into anything."

"... Eh, I'd bet we're probably going to."

With that out of the way, the two of them, kept going, while Rin held Xhez in that bag. Looking around, Rin saw several bones strewn throughout the area, and she hoped they wouldn't come back to life anytime soon.

---

{Cara}

After her argument with Maria, it had taken a little while for Cara to calm down, but she'd figured she'd spend the time to do so. Some adventurers were good at allowing their anger to fuel their strength, Eli, her coworker, being one of them, for example.

Cara wasn't though. She'd much rather have a clear head before entering a fight. So, once she felt she was ready, she walked out of the academy.

And, outside, she ran into Eve, the fairy.

"Hm?" Cara raised a brow. "Eve? Shouldn't you be in class?"

"Uh..." Eve floated over to her. She was wearing her fairy armor, for some reason. "I wanted to ask if..."

"Yes?"

"If I could go with you," Eve finished. "I-I know you're out, looking for Rin and all. I wanted to see if I could tag along. Help you out a little."

Cara sighed.

"I appreciate it, but you only just started your studies. You're not ready to face the vast majority of the monsters out there. No need to put yourself in danger."

Cara walked past her, but Eve flew back to Cara.

"Uh, no, not in a fighting sense, in a scouting sense!" Eve argued.

"... What do you mean?" Cara asked.

"Well, I have wings! I can fly over mountains and see if Rin is anywhere to be found, from above!"

As Cara heard that, she had to admit, it could provide her an edge in this search. If Eve could search more ground than Cara could at any one point, they would make progress far sooner.

"How high up can you fly?"

"It takes more effort for me to go higher, but I can reach the top of the academy!" Eve said, pointing up at it. "Is that good enough?" She asked.

"... Sure," Cara nodded. "I'll bring you along."

"You won't be-"

"But," Cara cut her off, "you do what I say when I say it. Are we clear? I'm not trying to get a second student's..."

She was about to say "a second student's blood on my hands," but, a part of her told her to hold out hope that Rin was still alive.

"Come on. Let's see how far we can go before sundown."
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{Rin}

Something that Rin hadn't foreseen as she continued to walk through this place was that her sense of direction was slowly getting worse. Thanks to the fog that covered the area, she couldn't really tell whether she was going in a straight line or not. Still, she was determined to keep moving, so she didn't say anything about it.

"This place is... so scary," Xhez said, while she was in the bag, in Rin's hands. "I can feel so many spirits pulling me to them."

"... I can't see anything around us though, could what you're feeling be the skeletons?" Rin asked quietly as she continued to scan their surroundings. She felt shivers go through her body when a bird squawked out loudly, making her flinch.

[Yeah... This is really spooky.]

"One of them calls to me more than the rest," Xhez suddenly added. "Ahead."

"Hm... Is it, like, a good spirit, a bad one...?"

"I do not know," Xhez replied.

"... Crap. Well, I guess we'll just have to see. Be ready to come out of there," she told Xhez. "We might run into more trouble."

"I understand, just put the bag down on the ground if we do, and stand back."

"Got it."

On that note, Rin kept walking. The longer she did so, the more thrown away weapons and broken armor she saw, laying on the ground. [This feels like a war zone, what happened here?] Rin wondered as her confusion continued to rise until eventually, she bumped into a steel breastplate on the ground.

In front of it, were some weapons she hadn't ever seen before. One looked like a long stick, with an open barrel at the end of it, while another looked like a sideways "L". Both were in pieces, rusted, and broken. Aside from that though, there were many swords and shields scattered as well.

A few of them began trembling when Rin got close to them and the raven-haired girl was startled before she put the bag down.

"Uh, Xhez, got enough rest?"

"... Yes, at least enough to be out for a few more minutes," Xhez replied as Rin walked backward. Then, Xhez jumped out and, slightly clumsily, grew back into her normal size.

This time, there were only three skeletons that got up. One had no weapons, while the other two carried shortswords.

[Okay,] Rin thought. [Time to give this another shot. There has to be some way to kill them without magic.]

"Stay behind me," Rin told Xhez.

"Mhm," Xhez nodded, and Rin walked up.

"Aarrrragh," one of them let out a guttural moan as it moved towards Rin, with its sword aimed at her. With a surprisingly quick thrust, it attacked. Rin dodged to the right and went for a punch of her own aimed at its head, but the skeleton avoided it.

[Ugh!]

Frustrated, Rin went to punch it again, before a sphere of flame connected with the skeleton.

The creature let out that same unnatural scream the others had before, and fell to the ground, in disconnected pieces.

Rin blinked and almost looked back at Xhez, but she was stopped by a swipe at her neck made her lean back by instinct. From this position, she lifted her left leg and kicked the skeleton back.

And then, Xhez proceeded to shoot both this skeleton and its friend with two quick, back-to-back, [Fireballs].

Both of them promptly disintegrated and Rin let out a deep breath, as she stared down at the piles of ash that they'd become.

"..." Rin looked down at her own hands.

[I'm really just useless aren't I?] She thought. [Would things be different with a weapon? Or, is it just that I don't know what I'm supposed to do against them? Fire works, sure, but how is someone who isn't a mage supposed to fight these things?]

"Rin?" Xhez asked, and the adventurer glanced over at her. "Is everything alright?"

"... Yeah, yeah," Rin sighed. "Let's just keep going."

From there, the two of them continued forwards, the same way they had before with Xhez re-entering the bag.

The deeper they went, the more concerned Xhez grew.

"Ahead," Xhez said, as Rin looked down at her. "One of the spirits I feel is... Much more powerful than the rest."

"... And you can't tell whether it's evil or not, right?"

"Correct," Xhez replied. "But... This one is different. Not just in strength, but this one's call to me is much stronger than any of the others. It wants me to approach it."

"... If all of these other skeletons have been spirits like that, then, it's probably the case that the spirit you're talking about is some sort of extra-strong skeleton. On the other hand, if it's calling to you... It might actually be human, or close enough," Rin analyzed the situation.

"I do not know what we should do," Xhez said. "I will trust your judgment."

[Kinda puts a lot of pressure on me, but... As an adventurer,] Rin thought, [I guess I'll have to make decisions like these sometimes.]

She looked back.

[Heading back the way we came would just be a huge waste of time. But, heading forward could be dangerous. But...]

"Your [Fireball]," Rin said, "it's been pretty good at taking these things out so far. Who's to say it can't take out whatever's waiting for us? If it happens to be super strong, or whatever."

"... A fair point," Xhez said.

"Yeah, I... I don't like the idea of having to walk out and go around this place, especially when the things in here seem to be weak to your fire," Rin shrugged. "I think we should try it. What do you say?"

"I agree... If it will help you reach your home sooner, then we should cut through."

Rin looked down at her little form for a moment. It was surprising to hear how she could be so kind to a person she'd just met a couple of days ago. Rin wasn't used to it.

"Then, in that case, let's go," Rin said, and she began walking forward.

Nothing changed for a while until Rin started to notice that the dirt underneath them cleared up. And soon, they were walking on what felt like metal. [What the...?]

Eventually, she realized the entire area was now covered in that black metal. She could see it stretching out as far as the fog would allow her to. She crouched down and touched it, tapping on it with her knuckles.

"... This is hollow," Rin muttered as she did so again and heard a metallic clang ring out. "Where the hell are we?"

She kept going and eventually, she stumbled upon a skeletal corpse. Rin flinched, ready for it to get up and attack, but it remained still, on the floor. Looking around, she saw dozens of others, just like it, all of which had their bones messily spread out across the area. And, as she wondered how many potential enemies there were, she found one last skeleton.

Only, this one was on its knees, still very much in one piece.

Xhez jumped up from the water and grabbed onto the edge of the bag, looking out.

"... That is it," Xhez pointed out. "That is the spirit that keeps calling to me."

"..." Rin's eyes roamed over it as she felt a shiver go up her spine. It was wearing a knight's armor, a set of old iron, and beside it, was an elegantly designed, albeit chipped and dirt-covered, greatsword stabbed into the ground. Aside from that though, the skeleton's armor had a regal cape. Whoever this person had been in their past life, they were certainly no regular grunt.

"What do you want to do?" Rin whispered to Xhez. "You're the one it's calling to."

"... Let me see, set the bag down, please," Xhez said and Rin nodded, placing it down next to the skeleton.

The water sprite then jumped out, got back to her regular size, and stretched. Then, she looked down at the skeleton and Rin waited.

"Hm... It is strange," Xhez said, as she reached out for its skull. She placed her hand over it and hummed. "I can feel its presence. I-I do not know what it wants though."

"Uh, this is probably a terrible, awful idea, but can you talk to it?" Rin asked.

"... I do not think so. But I may be able to see some of its memories. I... I want to try."

"Alright. Go ahead."

Nodding, Xhez took a deep breath and placed her hands on the skeleton's shoulders. Then, she pressed her forehead against the skeleton's skull, and Rin watched as her body took on a little sapphire glow.

The air got a little warmer, as Xhez did her thing, and Rin kept an eye out just in case anything tried to jump them. After all, they were still surrounded by dead skeletal bodies.

"Agh..." Xhez let out a little sound and Rin's eyes quickly went back to her.

[... Hm?] Rin thought. Xhez, who still had her eyes closed, was making a fearful expression. [What's happening to her?]

"N... No..." Xhez muttered and now, Rin was worried. She got close and placed her hands on the sprite's shoulders. She nearly took her hands off as soon as she touched her, due to how hot her skin felt.

"U-Uh, Xhez?"

Before Rin show any more concern, a light flashed in front of her and a gust of wind threw both Rin and Xhez back.

"Ah!" Xhez cried out as she fell. Rin rolled to her feet, moving with the momentum as she then ran over to Xhez's side.

"Xhez!?" Rin put her hands on the sprite's shoulders, lifting her little body up, ignoring the intense heat. "Are you okay?"

Xhez's eyes opened and she reached out, holding onto Rin's arms.

"H-Help me up," Xhez said.

"Uh, okay," Rin nodded, trying to do so. When Xhez was on her feet, she didn't look back at Rin. Instead, she stared ahead at the skeleton, her eyes narrowed. "What's going on?"

"J-Just get ready," Xhez took a deep breath.

"W..." Rin had been about to ask why, but she noticed why soon enough. The skeleton stood up, and its empty, vacant eye sockets were aimed at the two of them as it grabbed its greatsword by the hilt and pulled it from the ground.

In its eye sockets, two red dots formed like beady pupils, and it let out a screech that felt like it was going to make Rin's ears bleed.

"Urh xy nyenh," the skeleton spoke, as it began walking toward them with a firm, straight posture, unlike any of the other enemies they'd fought.

[Oh.] Rin thought. [We're screwed.]
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Rin put her fists up.

"Do not let your guard down for a second, Rin," Xhez told her, and Rin saw a look of intense worry come over her. "This one is powerful."

"Y-Yeah, I could sort of guess," Rin replied.

[Still... It's just another skeleton. Can't be too hard to fight, if the others were easy enough for me to survive against. Even though it was pretty damn hard for me to land hits, but still.]

Beside her, Xhez drew the [Fireball] spellsign in the air, painting an upwards arrow, and that exceptionally bright fire of hers shout out from her right palm, flying toward the skeleton.

But, the fire struck a purple barrier of some sort, before ever coming into contact with the skeleton, and dissipated in the air.

"Huh?" Xhez asked, confused. "My ability did not reach it."

"... Okay, that's not good," Rin said, taking a deep breath. "Is there something invisible in front of it?"

"If so, how do we fight it?"

"Only one way to find out," Rin gulped and walked forward.

The strange skeleton knight watched her approach and it took all of the bravery in her body not to turn around and run. Even if she planned to, she felt like if she let her eyes leave this thing for one second, it would cut her head off before she could take two steps in the opposite direction.

The skeleton raised its sword, with both of its bony hands wrapped around the hilt, and Rin prepared herself. Then, the blade fell down almost too quickly for her to react. Rin managed to step to the side though and went for a punch on its head, the only part of its body that had no armor.

She learned two things then.

First, as her fist got close, she learned that whatever barrier had stopped Xhez's [Fireball] from striking it did not affect Rin's body. Second, she learned that this skeleton was just as fast as the others, if not faster. It twisted backward unnaturally, leaning out of the way of Rin's strike, and Rin barely managed to pull her fist back before the skeleton's sword rose to try to cut it off.

Rin walked back a bit as the skeleton groaned lowly.

[Okay... Let's try again.]

Rin charged toward it a second time. The skeleton watched her approach and Rin went for a series of punches, mostly hooks, and uppercuts. All of them missed as the skeleton moved out of the way of each one, making avoiding Rin's attacks look easy.

Rin's eyes widened when the skeleton suddenly spun, trying to bisect her with its greatsword, but Rin moved away just in time to avoid it.

[It's definitely faster than I am, that's for sure. How do I approach this?] She wondered as she put her fists up, while the skeleton maintained its beady red eyes on her.

[Maybe... With Essence,] Rin thought. [I think that might be the only way I stand a chance, to even land a hit. I have to pick the right time though. After I use it, I'll be so sore, killing me will be easy for this thing.]

As Rin considered her options, a ball of flame flew toward the skeleton and struck it.

"RAAGH!" The skeleton screeched as Rin looked over at Xhez, and then back at the skeleton.

[It landed?] Rin asked herself. [How?]

However, unlike the other times Xhez had landed her spells, this time, the skeleton did not disintegrate instantly, even as it had been covered in fire as a result. It turned towards Xhez and ran straight at her.

It was halfway there when Rin registered what was happening.

[Crap,] she thought as she ran Essence through her legs and sprinted towards it.

Xhez, shocked, only watched the skeleton as it ran over at her with a sword raised, ready to cut the sprite down.

Rin leaped up into the air and managed to kick the skeleton away, just before it could end Xhez's life. The skeleton rolled to the side, ending up in a crouched position, with its red eyes focused back onto Rin.

Then, it looked like it calmed down, and the skeleton took up its earlier, much calmer stance, keeping its sword by its side.

And Rin fell to the ground as she stopped the Essence from continuing to flow through her.

"Agh," she gritted her teeth, feeling her legs burn.

Beside her, Xhez was staring ahead at it, and she lifted a hand in the air. Rin, however, caught her by the wrist and pulled it down.

"No," Rin said. "Don't draw its attention, I don't think I can stop it again," Rin said, trying to ignore the residual pain in her legs.

At that, Xhez nodded, but soon, she paused and looked away. While she did this, Rin stepped forward, willing her legs to keep moving, as she put her fists up.

But Xhez called out to her.

"Rin, I hear something..."

Rin turned toward her.

"What do you mean?"

"Something else... Another spirit calling to me."

[I don't think we can concern ourselves with another enemy right now, not when this one is still up and ready to kill us.]

As the skeleton began to approach, Rin got into position to fight.

"I-I think we should move toward it," Xhez added. "This one is different."

"Stay focused," Rin said. "We're in the middle of a fight, Xhez."

"But... right," Xhez nodded as the skeleton started jogging towards Rin. "Right."

It lifted its greatsword then, with one hand, and swung it vertically in Rin's direction. Rin dodged to the right, and the greatsword planted itself in the ground, cutting into the metal floor. Rin saw an opening and went to punch it, but the skeleton continued dodging everything Rin tried to do.

[Come... on... Just... let... me... hit you!]

The first hit Rin managed to land against it came when the skeleton raised its greatsword with both arms. Here, Rin decided against dodging, and instead, moved closer. And, finally, she landed a right elbow onto its cheekbone.

And the skeleton responded by slashing across Rin's waist, which sent a string of her blood up into the air.

Rin gasped as she fell back, the sharp pain from the cut too much for her to bear. The elbow she'd landed hadn't even fazed the skeleton, and the creature moved up then.

It got closer to Rin, lifting its greatsword over her head.

[... Crap, crap, crap.]

And then, fire struck its head. Like the previous attempt, whatever barrier had been erected the first time didn't stop it. The skeleton screeched, sounding like a genuine human scream as Rin looked over at Xhez.

Whereas before, the skeleton's entire body was covered in fire after being hit, this time, only its head caught fire, and the skeleton tried to put the flames out, flailing and moaning while the sprite ran over to Rin.

"W-We must go!" Xhez said. Rin noticed that she had the bag in her hands, the water spilling all over the ground as Xhez had run to her.

"... Do you have enough Essence to heal me?" Rin asked.

"Yes, just a little," she replied as the skeleton continued thrashing behind them.

"Do it," Rin said, trying her hardest to stand, feeling like her guts were going to spill out.

Xhez then drew the spellsign for [Heal] in the air, and Rin's injury was halfway done healing when she started running away with the sprite, hoping the skeleton wouldn't catch up.

Rin risked one glance behind her, finding that the skeleton had stopped its panicked movements, and was watching them leave with its sword held at its waist.

[... I really am weak, huh?] Rin thought as she and Xhez left the area.

"Ahead," Xhez called out, "the spirit that called to me is just a tad farther."

"Are you sure it won't be another skeleton trying to kill us?" Rin asked.

"I cannot be certain, but it did not feel the same as the others. Not in terms of its power, but its presence felt more like yours."

"... Okay," Rin nodded. "Let's see. But, first, can you finish healing me?"

"Of course," she said and Rin stopped as Xhez did the same as before, casting the [Heal] spell and placing her hands over her body.

[... Shit.]

At that moment, as Xhez's hands hovered over her and her eyes looked down at Rin with worry, the adventurer could not have felt more pathetic.

"Sorry," Rin chuckled as she felt Xhez's warm hands on her.

"For what?" Xhez asked as she looked up.

"For sucking so badly," Rin laughed, feeling nothing but self-pity. "I... I'm not very good at this. So, yeah." 
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{Eve}

"See anything?" Cara called out from below.

Currently, Eve was flying through the air, several meters above the ground, trying to see if she could spot the raven-haired girl. She was sure that if she saw her she'd know. Even if she hadn't become friends with the girl, Rin had a very recognizable appearance, after all. It was one of the things that had struck her when she and the young woman first met. Specifically, her eyes. The way they'd looked at Eve, with no hint of superiority in them, because she was a fairy. She wanted to see those eyes again.

Still, she looked around, and no matter how hard she searched, the girl simply wouldn't appear.

"Uh, no," she replied to Cara, who was below her. Eve, who was wearing a small suit of leather and had a shortsword in her hands, flew back down to the older adventurer.

She sighed, as she floated in front of her.

"Still no sign of her," Eve said, with a bit of sadness in her voice.

Cara put a hand on her shoulder and another under her chin, making Eve look up at her.

"It's fine," Cara stated firmly as she did with everything else she said. "We'll find her. I appreciate your help. Having you in the air like this was way more useful than I'd expected it to be. I'm sorry for doubting you."

Even when she was clearly trying to lift Eve's spirits, she spoke with a voice that felt more appropriate on an army captain giving orders. The contrast made Eve chuckle a little.

"So, where to next?" Eve asked.

"... We've covered most of this area. I'd say, once we finish up today, heading up the hill there," she pointed ahead, "we should start looking north. Then, we can go east and..."

She trailed off, but Eve caught the gist of it.

If they didn't find her by the time they went east, it was all but hopeless. At least, as far as them finding her was concerned. The adventurer, if she was still alive, would have to come back on her own.

The two of them continued walking through a field of waist-high grass, which Eve flew over. They went up the hill some minutes later, and Cara nodded over at Eve, giving her the go-ahead to begin searching. So, Eve flew up again, going as far as she could before her wings started hurting.

[Okay, now, Rin, where are you?] She asked in her mind as she looked from her left to her front, to... [Wait, what is that?]

Some strange bird let out a piercing cry as it flew in her direction. Only, it was far larger than any she'd seen before.

"Crap, Eve, come down!" Cara called out from below, and Eve blinked, focusing on the fact that the creature was heading straight for her.

"Awuah!?" Eve let herself fall then, and the bird-like creature dove, following her.

Eve began flapping her wings again once she was near the ground and she flew behind Cara, who quickly unsheathed her sword. Nervous, Eve wondered what the hell this thing was as it landed in front of Cara.

A creature with a lizard-like head and tail, but with the body of a bird. It felt like some strange mix between a dragon, and a phoenix. It had a horn on its head, and several spikes running down its tail as well, with a body of orange fur, but with blue stripes.

If it didn't clearly see Eve as an easy meal, she would almost say it was cute.

Cara didn't flinch though. Instead, she raised her sword and Eve waited for it to come crashing down on top of the bird-like creature.

Instead, Cara stabbed it into the dirt.

[Huh?] Eve raised a brow as the creature raised its wings, in an attempt to make itself look bigger. [What is she doing?]

Then, Cara drew a complicated spellsign in the air.

Eve recognized the foundational sign in it, as the sign for lightning, but she didn't know what the rest of that was. A foundational sign, of course, was the first portion of a spellsign, which, depending on the kind of spell being cast, were all unchanging.

For example, no matter how complicated, every fire-based spell involved an upwards arrow, at some point. Every healing spell involved a circle, at some point, and so on. It was almost like a code given to the world, telling it what kind of magic you wanted to cast.

Once she was done, the bird was hunched over, looking like it was about to attack, while Cara just placed her hands on the hilt of her blade.

Then, the creature ran towards, squawking in the process.

And lightning shot out from Cara's sword, surging through the ground, and finding the creature's legs. It trembled violently as electricity coursed through it and then, Cara removed her sword from the dirt and walked up, calmly decapitating it in an easygoing motion.

The bird's head fell on the ground, and Cara turned toward Eve.

"W-What...?" Eve said, looking up at her.

"That was a yariko," Cara explained. "They're weak to lightning-based Essence abilities. Come on, let's keep going."

---

{Rin}

As Xhez healed Rin back up, Rin stretched her arms, looking down at her waist. The pain from being cut open like that, even though the wound had been healed, was still fresh in her mind.

Xhez had the bag she'd been in earlier in her hands as she spoke.

"The presence I feel is just up ahead. Are you feeling alright?"

"Yeah... Took a bad hit but, I'm alright now. Thanks."

"I am glad I could help," Xhez said. At that, Rin nodded and looked around, making sure no uninvited skeletons would interrupt their brief talk here.

"How much longer can you go for? Before you run out of Essence?"

"Maybe ten, twenty minutes," Xhez replied. "I suggest we visit the spirit that calls to me first, and then... If nothing unfortunate happens, I re-enter the bag."

"Yeah, sounds like a plan. Again, I'm sorry," Rin said.

"Hm? For what?" Xhez asked.

"For, uh, messing up like I did. I'll try to be a little faster next time."

"Rin, that spirit was abnormally powerful, from what I could tell," Xhez said to her. "You did everything you could."

"... Still..." Rin muttered. 

"Oh, I know!" Xhez interrupted her and Rin looked up as the sprite smiled. "Once we are done, I will sing you a little song to ease your soul, Rin. Just you wait!"

At that, Rin chuckled.

[Hopefully, I live to hear that.]

"Okay... thanks."

"It is no problem, now, let us go! I cannot remain out in the open for much longer."

With that said, the two of them continued walking through the thin fog. Led by nothing more than Xhez's sense that something different was asking for her, they eventually arrived at another field full of skeletons.

To Rin's left, she saw the last thing she'd ever expected to find here. A broken-down car of sorts. All around them now were also various signs made of metal with strange words carved onto them, that Rin couldn't read.

However, Rin kept her eyes mostly on the skeletons, sure they'd rise up anytime soon.

"So... Still think it's different this time?" Rin asked.

"Yes," Xhez quickly answered. "I believe all of these skeletons are actually dead."

[... Oh.] Rin thought.

"... The presence that called out should be here, but I am beginning to believe it is not connected to any of these dead bodies."

"So, then, what are we looking for?"

"That is for you to decide, but if what you are looking for is peace, you will not find it here."

It hadn't been Xhez who answered with that. Instead, as the two of them were looking around, a voice spoke ahead of them, which both Rin and Xhez heard.

A rose-colored silhouette of a human then slowly began forming. It looked like a tall man, sitting between a pile of bodies, with his legs crossed and his back straightened. Even though he had no eyes, Rin felt like he was watching them.

"That is it," Xhez muttered to Rin. "The presence that called."

"The second, you mean," Rin replied, walking up to the silhouette. She was ready to run as soon as it even so much as lifted a hand the wrong way.

Xhez, however, didn't respond to her as she went up. She stood in front of the spirit, taking a deep breath.

"... Who are you?" Xhez asked meekly.

For a moment, the spirit didn't respond. Instead, it gazed upon Xhez, and then lowered its head.

"Hm... Little more than a foolish soldier," the spirit muttered. "My name... It has been some time since I thought of it, but I believe it was Jessen. However, I am interested in your answer to the same question though. A water sprite with the kind of connection to spirits that you possess, it is... intriguing."

"U-Uh," the sprite briefly looked over at Rin, almost as if asking for permission, before replying. "My name is Xhez."

"It is a pleasure, sprite. And, I see you brought company," he said, turning toward Rin. "A sprite and a human together. It has surely been a long time since I've passed if such a thing is considered normal now."

Hearing that, Rin took a deep breath.

[This is so weird, we're literally talking to a ghost.]

"Excuse me," Xhez continued, "before... I saw things. Things regarding this place, flashes of... of war. What happened here?"

"..." At that, Rin heard an echoed chuckle come out of the spirit, and she waited to hear the answer, just as curious as Xhez was. "I... It is strange. The memories remain fresh in my mind, and yet I can feel the time that had passed. Still, some details escape me, as it would seem I am but a fragment of myself, in this form."

The spirit then lifted its head, looking at Xhez.

"What happened here was a simple exercise in hysteria. Rumors that became conspiracies that turned into war. In my time, this place was called 'Derain'. It was a small, calm community, where outcasts from the larger cities around the world would come and settle down. That was until the Curse began spreading."

Rin took a step closer, listening intently.

"The Curse was something of a surprise to everyone when we first heard of it. Something that would kill almost all of us. Something that would spread from one end of the world to another, with no possibility of being stopped. No one really believed these things travelers would say though, until a nearby town, to the northwest, was affected. At that point," he sighed. "You could imagine the panic. We went from not believing in the Curse entirely, to coming face-to-face with it in a matter of days."

As he continued to explain this, Rin paused.

[The Curse... Is he talking about the Split?] She asked herself.

The Split, the event by which the ages were divided, was the event in which 70% of humanity was wiped out overnight, mysteriously. The hairs on Rin's arms stood up, as she felt like it fit what he was talking about.

"Different individuals had different reactions. Some left the town as soon as they could. Others, who believed that the Curse would be a physical malady of sorts, took more extreme measures. They banded together and stole rations from the rest of us. And, of course, when that act was contested... Fights broke out. One thing led to another, factions were made, and this once peaceful town became a warzone."

"Holy shit," Rin muttered. "So, all of those bodies...?"

"Yes, the bodies of my fellow comrades and enemies alike. However, the problem with events like that," Jessen continued, "is the hatred that continues festering in the area, emanating from the souls gathered here. That is why the skeletons rise to face you, and that is why I and many others are still bound."

"Wait, others?" Rin asked.

"Where are they?" Xhez added. "I only see you."

"They have siphoned their spiritual energy into me, providing us this moment of conversation. They chose me to be the one to speak on their behalf."

Nodding, Rin looked down for a second. [Okay, but, now, for the question that I really need to know the answer to.]

"Where do we go? To get out of here, I mean."

"To leave?" He asked. "Hm. I suppose if you make a mad dash in any direction you will leave at some point. However, I would not expect the bodies of my fellow warriors to make that easy for you."

"... What do you want us to do then?" Xhez asked, just as Rin was weighing the odds and considering actually just running for it.

"That much is simple," he stated. "I would have you face the source of the hatred here, and release us from its clutches. Do that, and exiting this place would not be difficult at all."




The Forgotten Lands, Part Ten

"What do you mean? How do we 'fight' the hatred here, or whatever?" Rin asked.

"It has a corporeal body," he responded. "Beneath this floor, lies the ruins of our old community. Within these ruins is the gathered manifestation of the hatred of every warrior who perished here, before and after the Curse struck. Find it and eliminate it, and we will all be released."

It was a heavy thing to consider. A part of Rin felt like it might be easier to just try and run. There was obviously a chance a skeleton would catch her mid-sprint with a sword, but she felt like that was undeniably better than just looking around for fights.

However, Xhez had a different look in her eyes altogether. With one glance, Rin could tell that she was close to having already made her decision.

So, Rin sighed and asked:

"We... We don't really have any weapons we can use against them though," she stated. "Xhez can throw [Fireballs], but not forever, and my fists were pretty much useless against those skeletons."

"... I see," nodding, Jessen paused. "I can mitigate this issue if you would promise to fight for us."

"... How?" Rin asked.

"A gift," he replied, then. "The undead were a very common enemy to humanity, even before what happened here. Fire is the most effective tool against them, and so, much work went into honing fire-based abilities to fight them. I would teach you an ability, one a hand-to-hand combatant could use, to aid you in your battles. You did say you fight with your fists, right?"

"Yes," Rin answered.

"Then, in that case, do not fear. Accept this task for us, and you will be given a weapon to use against your enemies."

[... Now, that sounds good,] Rin thought as she looked over at Xhez.

"What do you think?" She asked.

"W-Well, we should help," Xhez quickly answered, which Rin had predicted. "These spirits, Rin, they are being tied down to this place, unable to reach their next lives. We have to help them!"

As Rin heard that, she sighed.

[Yeah, I could just run,] she shook her head, [but... I'd rather have Xhez with me than leave her here. And it seems pretty clear that she's not just gonna abandon this place, so...]

"Okay," Rin said. "We'll do it then."

"... Good," Jessen responded. "In that case, please, wait just a second."

Taking a deep breath, Rin did just that. A moment later, a rose-colored string came out from the spirit's chest passed through the air, swirling as it landed on Rin's own. Her body grew hotter and hotter until it was almost unbearable. But, suddenly, it stopped.

And Rin felt knowledge of a new ability manifest in her mind.

"Spirit Flame," she muttered.

"Yes," the spirit replied. "Fire, in and of itself, is already a powerful tool against the undead. This flame elevates that strength and is even more useful against them. With it, you will be able to rid this land of its corruption."

"But... I'm not a mage," Rin shrugged. "Wouldn't it be better to give this to Xhez?"

"The sprite possesses far more Essence than you do," the spirit agreed, "however, this is not an ordinary form of magic. It is one born out of the combined hopes of all our souls, and as such, not only does it not consume as much Essence as other spells but its strength is dictated by your own willpower and might. In other words, grow in strength, grow in courage, and this ability will grow alongside you."

Hearing that, for some reason, Xhez said:

"O-Oh..."

"Hm?" Rin turned toward her. "What is it?"

She sighed.

"Sprites cannot grow stronger, physically..." she let Rin know. "That is likely why this ability is being given to you."

[Ah, so that's it,] Rin nodded.

"As for the sprite, if she was able to locate us like this, she should already have enough tools to fight the corruption."

"With the [Fireball] you taught me," Xhez told Rin, "I should be able to continue helping."

"Yeah..." Rin said as she looked down at her hands. "Let me try this out first. Before we do anything else."

And so, Rin took a deep breath. The spell she'd been given functioned in a unique and interesting way. It had a spellsign, but, the spellsign wasn't drawn with her hands. It was to be drawn in her mind.

So, Rin closed her eyes and pictured it. Her own body along with a single ember in a dark room, flowing in in this empty space. It spun in circles, traced a few strange shapes, and then finished by spinning around Rin multiple times.

And, when Rin opened her eyes, her hands and feet were covered in a white flame.

"By the Divine..." Rin muttered as she looked down at herself. The knowledge she'd received let her know that the flame would last for an indefinite amount of time until Rin herself extinguished it with a thought. That said, she only had enough Essence to cast this spell once maybe every thirty minutes.

"With this gift," the spirit said, "you have what you need."

Rin nodded.

"Where do we have to go?" Rin asked. "I didn't see anything like what you said while we were coming here."

"You will have to enter Derain itself to find the source of this hatred. To do so, head that way," the spirit told her, pointing to its right. "Eventually, you will encounter an elevator. That elevator will take you into our ruined town. And, in that place's heart, you will find the enemy."

Hearing that, Rin was relieved to be given some direction.

"Xhez," she said, turning toward her. "Is it time to rest?" She asked and Xhez replied:

"I need to gain my Essence back. After that, we can begin."

"Alright," Rin replied, extinguishing the fire. "Come on, let's sit down."

---

{Maria}

Without Rin to teach in the evenings, it was shocking to Maria to realize how badly her days dragged on and on without her student to train. She would generally pass the time by meditating, practicing, or walking around the academy, but no matter how long she did these for, eventually, she would always reach a point where all she could do was sit down and look out the wall, letting her eyes rest on the landscape beyond the city.

Every now and then, someone would come and knock on her door. Maybe to ask for some tips, or clarification on a technique or two that she taught in class, or for something else entirely. This was one of those times, as someone tapped on the door behind her, and Maria stood up.

Walking over to it, she opened the door and found Harriton standing there.

"Harriton?" Maria asked, raising a brow. The Essence teacher barely ever paid her any visits like this. "What do you need?"

"Well, miss, if you've got the time, Mannon would like you to write a little letter for him."

"A letter?" Maria asked, crossing her arms.

"To... Rin's family."

"..." At that, Maria sighed. "I see."

It was fairly easy to understand why he would want that. Simply put, it meant Mannon had all but lost hope that Rin would be found. Admittedly, Maria was walking down that same mental path as well. Still, hearing this did make it feel far more real to her.

"Do I need to cover anything specifically?"

"No, no, just let them know what happened and... Try not to give them any false hope, is all."

"... I understand. But, why me?"

"Well, it wasn't exactly a secret that you were training the girl in private," Harriton shrugged. "Mannon figures you knew her better than the rest of us."

"Hm... I didn't get much time to truly 'know' her, but, I suppose that's true," Maria nodded. "I'll get to it then."

"Gotcha," Harriton bowed a little. "I'll let Mannon know."

With that, Maria closed the door and she heard the Essence teacher walk away. Sighing, she turned away from the door and walked back to the spot where she'd been sitting. Here, she thought about it.

[... What should I even say?] She wondered.

This wasn't the first time she'd had to do something like this. Other students had gotten hurt in the past, or worse, and she'd always been the one to take the pen and inform the families involved. Still, this time, she thought it would be hard to write anything without going into a rant halfway through about how much she blamed Cara for this.

And, maybe that would feel good to write at the moment, but in the long run, such a thing would only further hurt the Academy, and the Guild's, reputations.

So, trying to be reasonable, she started to think about what she was going to say.

"Dear Mr. or Mrs. Asahiro," she muttered, "we at the Academy regret to inform you that your family member, Rin, suffered a tragic accident while..."

Already, she was tempted to toss some blame in Cara's direction.

"... After which," she skipped over it though, "a great effort was made to find her..."

She trailed off again, but this time, for a different reason.

[Yes,] she sighed. [A great effort was made. By everyone but me.]

Glaring at nothing in particular she balled her hands up into fists. Looking out into the world, some anger bubbled inside of her, before it all dissipated in an instant, leaving her with nothing but her own pathetic fears to focus on.

"I-I can't..." She muttered. "I just..."

And so, she continued to sit there, as a single tear came out of her right eye.

Alone, overwhelmingly powerful, but too scared of reliving old tragedies to do anything about this.
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{Rin}

[To the spirit's right,] Rin thought as she laid down, with that small bag sitting on her stomach. [We'll find an elevator, take it down, and then we just find the thing and kill it. Sounds easy enough.]

In the bag, Xhez had been resting for almost thirty minutes now.

"Rin."

"Yeah?"

"Is your home like this?" Xhez suddenly asked.

"What do you mean?" Rin asked as she sat up, looking into the bag and finding Xhez floating in the water, her arms and legs outstretched in a slightly funny way.

"I knew humans fought 'monsters' often, creatures like me, but... When I looked into the memories of the skeleton we were fighting just a bit ago, I saw..." she shook her head. "I saw so much death and blood. Is this normal?"

"..." Rin took a second to answer. "Depends, I guess."

For most of her life, Dren hadn't suffered through anything too troubling, aside from some food shortages because farms got assaulted by monsters. No, most human warring came from struggles between Cradle and Libera, and the war that had happened some time ago.

"If there's a conflict then, yeah," Rin said. "If not, then, no."

"... That is sad."

"Eh, it's just a part of life," Rin responded. "Even here," Rin added, "people had some reason for what they did. Whether they were scared or greedy or whatever. I'd like to think that no one here killed each other just for the sake of killing each other."

"I suppose I understand."

"Do sprites not fight at all?" Rin asked.

"... We do not have communities to fight with," Xhez replied.

"What?"

"Yes," Xhez sighed. "Many years ago, sprites were far more common and walked together in groups as large as yours. However, something unknown happened. We call it, the Maddening. Most sprites went insane, from one day to another, killing each other. But, a few sprites saw this coming and separated. Those who did began living in much smaller groups, and, as sprites are vulnerable on our own, and do not reproduce quickly, the number of sane sprites never truly recovered from that event. Ever since then, we have not been in a position to look for fights with anyone. We are lucky enough if we are left alone."

Hearing that was eye-opening for Rin. Knowing now how Xhez's species were struggling to even remain in this world, it also let Rin know just how much trust Xhez was putting in her, by traveling by her side like this.

[... I just hope I don't get her killed,] Rin thought.

"After this..." Xhez muttered.

"Yeah?"

"... Ignore me," she said. "I misspoke."

With that said, the two of them remained in silence for a while. Eventually, though, Xhez said:

"I am ready."

"How long can you go for?"

"Most of the day, hopefully, though I do not know how my Spirit usage will affect that."

"... By the way, what if you use your song on those things?"

"That requires more Spirit than anything else I could do," Xhez let Rin know, "but, if we are in a situation where it feels particularly beneficial, I will."

"That sounds good, okay," Rin said, putting the bag down and standing up. "Let's go."

A few minutes later, the two of them were walking side by side, with Xhez holding the bag, in the direction Jessen had told them to go in. Rin kept her eyes peeled for anything that looked like an elevator, though, going by the ones she'd seen, she had a hard time picturing one out here.

At the same time, she kept that new ability in mind. [Spirit Flame]. A part of her, one that was feeling slightly vengeful from having had her pride wounded earlier, wanted to take a moment to find a skeleton or two, to fight with it. Before, she doubted she would have been able to kill even a single one without it. Now, though, she wondered what would happen.

And, as bones began picking themselves up ahead, it looked like she wouldn't have to wait long to find out.

"Hold on," she said, as one skeleton appeared before them. "Let me."

Xhez nodded and took a step back, while Rin walked up to the creature. Closing her eyes, she went through the spellsign for [Spirit Flame] in her mind, and when it was done, her hands and fists were covered in a white fire. It was, of course, curious how the spellsign for this ability was done mentally as opposed to physically, but as long as it helped her in battle, Rin didn't care too much to find out why that was. 

The skeleton made an unnatural screeching noise as it walked toward her. Rin waited.

[Okay, let's see how this goes.] Rin thought.

When the skeleton was close enough, it raised a sword up and went for a vertical slash. Rin dodged to the side and closed the gap between them, looking for a right hook. The skeleton, however, dodged out of the way, leaning back.

[Right, they're fast,] Rin reminded herself, trying to speed her own movements up.

She went for a left hook, then another right, and an uppercut. All of which, the skeleton avoided easily. Then, the skeleton went for a stab at her gut, and this was the chance Rin needed.

She used a technique that Maria had taught her, pushing the blade away by its flat side. Then, she went for a punch the skeleton couldn't possibly dodge, aiming a fist at its ribcage.

Her punch found the enemy, and with it, as she struck its body, the skeleton's bones caught fire. White flame covered the skeleton, and Rin watched, shocked as it let out a scream.

Focusing up though, she walked up again and punched it in the head. The hit made the skeleton's skull break, and the enemy fell to the ground, disintegrating.

[... Holy shit, I did it,] Rin thought as she looked down at her own hands.

"YES!" Rin laughed, as she turned toward Xhez. "Point one for me! Yeah!"

"Good work!" Xhez told her and Rin laughed.

[I actually did it! Ah, this is awesome! I can actually fight these things now!]

"It is only the beginning though, Rin," Xhez said as she walked up. Though, she was smiling widely. "We have many more enemies to clear before we reach the source."

"Aw, come on, Xhez, let me have this! I..." Rin chuckled. "This is the first time I... I've felt like a fighter since I've started this whole thing."

"What do you mean?"

"I guess I haven't told you too much about myself," Rin said with a little smile.

"... You are right," Xhez nodded. "Though, it is my own fault. I have been too busy asking about humanity that... I failed to comprehend that you are also a person all on your own. I would love to learn more about you," Xhez stated. "As both a human and... well, as you."

Rin breathed in and shrugged.

"Well, basically," she said, gesturing for them to keep walking while they talked, "I only just started this whole adventurer thing. I knew it was gonna be hard, but, it turned out to be harder than anything I expected. Still, this fight just now... I don't know, I guess I'm getting my hopes up."

"Is that bad?" Xhez asked.

"... We'll see."

Later, they finally ran into that elevator Jessen had mentioned. However, it looked unlike any elevator Rin had seen before. What the "elevator" consisted of was a circle in the ground, with a button next to it.

Rin, whose [Spirit Flame] was still active, asked Xhez to press the button for her, while they both stood within the circle. The sprite did so, and the floor trembled. Xhez held onto Rin's right shoulder as the platform they were on began to descend, and that was how they entered Derain.

As they were taken lower and lower, the circular hole above was covered by something, and the two of them were left in darkness, made bearable only by the white flame on Rin's body.

The platform eventually stopped, ending up in a place with another button just beside it, and a pathway leading to a single door.

"Scary," Rin muttered, her voice echoing in the tight hall. "Xhez, you might wanna use that [Candle] spell I taught you."

"Oh, right."

And so, casting the spellsign for it, Xhez created a small blue orb that burned as brightly as any torch, and the orb hovered over her head.

"Perfect," Rin said. "Now... Let's see where this leads."

The two of them walked up to the door. It was already open, its knob broken and hanging by a few metal bolts. Rin gave Xhez a look and the sprite pushed the door all the way.

And, when Rin saw what was on the other side, she was stunned.
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"What is all this?" Xhez asked.

"... I wish I had an answer for you."

What the two of them had walked into was, simply put, incredibly strange. Illuminated by Xhez's [Candle] spell, they entered a dark corridor with strange tubes running through the top. At the sides were what looked like old posters, faded with age, though Rin could just barely tell they were drawings of people dancing while wearing flamboyant suits. She saw two broken machines perched up on the corners by the door, and the ground was littered with small cylindrical items the size of her fingers, with more of those rusted, open-barrel objects around them as well.

There were skeletons everywhere. Bodies dressed in strange uniforms, holding machinery in their hands that RIn hadn't seen before. Though, she could tell from the way they were all positioned, that these people died fighting each other.

[So... This is where everyone went crazy?] Rin asked herself.

"Keep an eye out," she told Xhez. "Don't let anything catch you off-guard."

"I understand," Xhez replied. "But... I..." Xhez was hugging herself. "This place feels so... wrong. The amount of grief centered in this one room is staggering."

"Don't focus on it too much," Rin told her, "we here with a goal in mind. We do that, we get out, and that's it."

"... I will try," Xhez replied.

Of course, that was far easier said than done, even for Rin herself. Due to how well-preserved most of this place was, there were a lot of little glimpses into what Jessen's home used to be. Rin noticed, for example, a large, square object, the size of her backpack, placed on a desk to the right. It had a glass screen, which was broken with shards laying around the item.

Or, how, Rin saw something she thought resembled a microphone, only smaller, and rounder.

[How old is all of this?] Rin asked herself as she then heard something up ahead.

The sound came in the form of a terrifying screech that echoed throughout the corridors ahead of them. It sounded inhuman and made Rin's heartbeat speed up a little.

"... Ahead," Xhez said. "The source of this place's corruption. We will find it, not too far from here."

"Then, let's hurry up. This is giving me the creeps."

With that, the two of them ventured deeper into the town of Derain. They came across a few metallic doors with strange, oversized knobs, but most were tightly shut, and Rin wasn't about to risk alerting every creature here by smashing anything open. However, as they rounded a few corners, they did find one door that wasn't sealed like the others.

And, when they walked through it, Rin actually gasped.

"... What is all this?" Xhez asked.

"Holy shit," Rin muttered.

It was one giant room with row, after row, after row of plain beds. The room stretched forward until it ended at a wall with two other doors at its sides. One had a big "1" drawn over it, while the other had a "2". There were more beds in front of her, right now, than Rin thought she'd ever seen in total. And some of them had dead bodies on them. Skeletons like the others, but these were naked, covered only by grey sheets.

"Is this where everyone slept?" Rin asked aloud as she placed a hand down on one of the beds, only for her palm to be covered in dust. "Or... Is this supposed to be a hospital?"

As for Xhez, she got a bit closer to Rin, remaining silent. Noticing that, Rin asked:

"Is the thing we're looking for in that direction?" She pointed ahead.

"N-No..." Xhez shook her head.

"... Then, yeah, let's get out of here."

"Is this not normal in your human cities?" Xhez asked as the two of them turned around to walk out.

"Nah... I think I get what this place was meant to be, but... It's pretty weird."

Turning away from this room then, the two of them walked back out. Continuing to head deeper into Derain, the next big shock came as they reached a particularly cramped hall with one large window on the right side.

It was as they looked through it that they found what they were looking for.

"W-Wait," Rin told Xhez, as she nearly pressed her forehead against the glass. "Is that it?"

Xhez did the same.

"Yes, I believe so."

What they were looking at was one, lone skeleton. Only, above it was a giant rose-colored sphere. All around the skeleton were dead bodies, and in the middle, only it remained upright. Seeing their goal in the open like this made Rin want to move a little faster.

"Let's keep going," she told Xhez.

"... I..." Xhez said, however, as she continued looking at it. "Its presence feels... I can feel its Spirit from here."

"We have to fight it anyway, Xhez," Rin replied. "Try not to focus on that. It'll just make you nervous."

She was telling this to herself as well.

"Um, right," Xhez nodded, turning toward Rin, that bag still in her hands. "Let us continue."

Continuing through the halls, their surroundings grew so thin that Rin could reach up and touch the ceiling. Eventually, they arrived at another massive room that Rin quickly recognized.

[A cafeteria?] She asked herself as she saw many different tables with chairs around them, tipped over or outright broken. A few of them had occupants, however. Skeletons were sitting on a few, their torsos resting on the metallic tables.

Everything she'd seen so far had not failed to make her wonder just how similar these people were to her own. She looked around and, at a point, she even found something that resembled a coffee machine.

One of the skeletons nearby had a strange curved sword in its hands.

"Goodness," Xhez muttered. "I have to say... I look forward to leaving this place."

[Yeah... This has all been a bit too much to process,] Rin thought as she approached the skeleton with that sword, trying to get a better look at it.

But, as she got closer, the skeleton groaned and Rin gave a brief shriek as she was caught off-guard. The skeleton pushed its chair back and got up, holding its sword and groaning as it looked over at Rin.

[Crap, crap!]

She nearly tripped on her own feet as she stumbled back. The skeleton raised its sword up in the air, and Rin kicked it back, her foot connecting with the armor it was wearing. The white flame from her feet spread all over it and the skeleton screamed as Rin then closed the gap and punched it in the skull, breaking it and killing the creature.

[Oh, oh, by the Divine,] she took a deep breath.

And every other skeleton in the room got up.

"X-Xhez," RIn said, "help me out here."

"Right!"

To her right, Rin saw Xhez go for a [Fireball], beginning to draw the upward arrow with her right hand. However, her hands trembled and the spell creation backfired, causing a small explosion in front of her that sent Xhez back. Her bag fell to the side, spilling its water. 

"X-XHEZ!?" Rin yelled out as one skeleton got up and staggered toward her.

Putting her firsts in front of her, Rin resisted the urge to run over to the sprite, and instead, tried to focus on the incoming skeletons. There were six in total.

Taking an unconscious step back, Rin leaned to the right when a skeleton tried to stab her and then tried to punch it in the head, but the skeleton leaned out of the way. Rin saw that coming and followed up with three more punches in quick succession. The last one managed to hit, and the skeleton gave out a pained moan as it was covered in fire and Rin finished it off with a kick, sending it back, crashing into two other skeletons.

Another one ran up and Rin spun, dragging her right leg with her as she tried to kick the skeleton in the face. It leaned back, but its momentum made it come into contact with her anyway and managed to land the kick on its jaw.

One more raised its sword and Rin caught its sword hand with one of her own, before punching it with her other hand, twice.

Then, Xhez, who had recovered, cast a few quick [Fireballs] and eliminated the remaining skeletons, before Rin could even get to them.

She didn't mind that though, instead, she walked up to Xhez whose eyes were teary as she looked down at herself.

"Xhez? Are you okay?" Rin asked.

"That really hurt!" The sprite replied as she picked up the bag. "What happened to me?"

It took a second for Rin to remember, but then, she recalled Harriton's lessons. There was one thing he'd made clear to everyone, that Rin herself hadn't come into contact with until now because she wasn't a mage.

"Your hands," Rin said, as she remembered what he said. "You shook too much. If you're not steady, the spell backfires."

"I-Is that so?" Xhez asked, sniffling. "You did not tell me!"

"I forgot," Rin replied. "I'm not a mage. Sorry."

"... Ah... then, I suppose it is okay," she muttered, "it really did hurt though," she said with a pout.

At that Rin had to resist the urge to hug the girl, as her hands were still covered in fire, after all.

"Again, sorry. But, come on, Xhez," she said as she stood up straight. "We've got a source of hatred, or whatever, to fight."
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Now that Rin could see what they were searching for, she was feeling far less confident than before. Even Rin could tell that the skeleton they were planning on fighting was different from the others, resembling the red-eyed skeleton from earlier. However, at the end of the day, they were going to have to do it.

So, she tried to summarize what she'd learned about these skeletons so far so that she could put it into practice against that monster.

[Well, the biggest issue when fighting these things is just how fast they are when it comes to dodging,] Rin thought. [Their own attacks are pretty easy to dodge, but it's hard to land a hit on them. Still, I can force a hit if I push far enough up, and that can help in fighting them. That red-eyed one from before,] Rin remembered, [it had some weird barrier that stopped Xhez's fireballs... But, I think it only worked when it wasn't looking at Xhez. If this other one has something like that, it would be good to keep that in mind.]

Aside from that, she tried to take their options into stock.

[We have some tools,] Rin thought. [Between the Spirit Flame and Xhez's magic, we should be able to deal with this thing… I still feel so nervous though.]

That was as far as she got before Xhez pulled her attention away.

"We are getting closer," Xhez let her know.

"Yeah?"

Xhez nodded, and Rin could see the anxiety weighing on her. The sprite was wearing her emotions on her sleeve, and from that, Rin could tell that she was just as nervous, if not more, considering the fact that she could actually feel this enemy's power.

"We'll be alright. Don't worry, we're ready."

Rin didn't believe her own words, but she felt Xhez needed to hear them.

"I understand… I believe in us," Xhez said with a forced little smile and Rin took a deep breath.

They, eventually, ended up in the very chamber the enemy was occupying. It was an enormous space, with multiple pillars laying out a path that led up to the skeleton they had come to kill, with the giant spiritual orb above it, suspended in the air. Those pillars were all placed in between piles of dead bodies, other skeletons who were currently in pieces.

"Are any of these gonna come alive?"

"No," Xhez shook her head. "Only that one will."

Nodding, Rin gulped as she rolled her shoulders, trying to stretch a little. She took that time to look around and saw banners showing what was likely the symbol that belonged to this town, a bird of some sort with flaming wings.

Now that they were in the same room, there were details Rin hadn't noticed before. The skeleton was wearing a black coat lined with silver, that even now, as old and faded as it was, seemed regal. At its side wasn't a sword, as Rin had expected, but a mace of some sort, accompanied by a shield with that same bird symbol on it.

Xhez and Rin were staring at it from across the room. They had paused once they were just a few pillars away, and for Rin, it felt like the skulls laying across the floor were watching her. It was as if they were daring her to take that next step.

The fire on her hands and feet crackled as Rin nodded to herself, turning toward Xhez.

"Are you ready?"

"Yes," Xhez replied.

"Well," Rin chuckled nervously, "if things go horribly wrong, I just want to say, uh, it's been nice getting to know you."

"Is that so?" Xhez smiled warmly at her. "I… I can safely say the same."

On that note, they walked forward, and almost on cue, the skeleton's skull rose up, and red, glowing eyes appeared in its sockets.

--

{Cara}

Finally, around a week and a half after Rin's disappearance, the Mages Guild had arrived at the Academy.

Currently, Cara was refreshing her knowledge on the monsters that could be found in the land east of Libera. Tomorrow, she planned to go out with Eve again and see if they could find Rin there. She needed to be ready. Of course, Cara knew she had the physical strength to defeat whichever low-tier monsters appeared before her, but she still wanted to know what to expect.

[Greysnakes…] She thought as her eyes landed on a drawing of a wide snake with four eyes and, as its name implied, grey skin. [They can use a poison spit ability that shoots out a glob of green, poisonous, liquid at enemies. Need to avoid those…]

Someone knocked on her door, and when Cara went to open it, she found two individuals out in the hall. Harriton was one of them, the other was a woman wearing a purple hood and a black cloak of the same color, with dark sapphire eyes. She had dark skin and her lips were painted black.

"Cara," Harriton bowed a little, "this is Sye. She's a representative of the Mages Guild."

Nodding, Cara stepped aside so that the two of them could enter her office. Admittedly, Cara had always found mages to be somewhat annoying. Specifically, the ones who spent more time studying than they did out in the field, and still called themselves "adventurers", as they tended to have an ego while performing very little work.

The Mages Guild were even worse in that regard, which was why Cara rarely engaged with them.

Still, due to the obvious question involving the manner in which Rin disappeared, this conversation was needed.

"In the interest of time, let us get right to it. We received word that one of your students was affected by a [Teleportation] spell, is that correct?" Sye asked. Cara nodded, crossing her arms.

"Yes. I recognized the spell from when I saw it at an exhibition, around a month ago."

"You are absolutely certain the spellsign used was that of the [Teleportation] spell?"

"Positive," Cara replied, not taking her eyes off of the woman.

"I went over it with her, just to make sure," Harriton added.

"Can you perform its beginning stages, at least?" She asked. "So that I know you are certain."

"It isn't enough to know I was familiar with it?" Cara asked. "I have to know the spellsign too?"

"Of course," Sye replied. "If you are telling the truth, this will require a thorough investigation, as the implication would be that someone taught that kobold the [Teleportation] spell, and not that they developed their own ability. I need to have 100% certainty on this before I return to my superiors."

"… Okay," Cara shrugged.

Fortunately, she did know how the spellsign started. She had asked because the fact that her word wasn't trusted was somewhat insulting. Still, she performed it.

Putting up her index finger, she performed the fundamental portion of the [Teleportation] spellsign, which consisted of a pentagram shape. Sye saw this, and was seemingly convinced, as she nodded wordlessly.

"… This is troubling indeed," Sye replied. "I will write them a letter confirming your story."

"Thank…" Cara paused. "Write them a letter?"

"Yes."

There were a couple of reasons that surprised Cara. The first was that, well, if the problem was one at the Mages Guild, it would make no sense to leave them to correct it on their own. The second was...

"You… Aren't heading back to them?"

"No," Sye shook her head. "This conversation was only the first part of my work here. The second part is to assist you in recovering the lost student."

To say Cara was surprised to hear that would be an understatement. Her brows shot up to the ceiling as she blinked multiple times.

"… No thanks," she replied. "I'm good."

"Oh, Divine, it's starting," Harriton muttered with a smirk.

"I am not requesting this, I am informing you," Sye replied to Cara. "I will be heading out into the field to look for her. With your help or without it."

"But, why?" Cara asked, baffled.

"My superiors demand it of me. It is as simple as that."

"You're not even an adventurer though," Cara stated. "You'll get shredded out there."

"I may not make a career out of hunting monsters, but I assure you that I am more than capable of holding my own in a combative scenario."

"It's one thing to be able to fight another person, but fighting monsters is different. Entirely different."

"I am eager to discover how," Sye smirked at her. "Now, you may help me, or not. I do not care. I am telling you, though, that tomorrow I will be heading out into the fields."

Cara gave the deepest of sighs.

"… You mages are so stubborn," she muttered.

"I believe you're the stubborn one in this equation. I am offering you my assistance and you refuse to take it. Quite perplexing."

"Fine," Cara said. "I guess I'll make sure you don't get yourself killed out there."

"Perfect, I will be in the closest hotel to the Academy if you need me."

Without another word, Sye stood up and walked out of Cara's office. The adventurer groaned and let her face fall onto her desk.

"… Well, looks like you got yourself a sidekick," Harriton laughed.

"Just leave me alone already."
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{Rin}

Xhez put the bag down, as Rin put her fists up. The skeleton said something, its words coming out slurred and unintelligible as she prepared herself for this fight. [Last one,] she thought. [If I'm understanding what Jessen told us before, we win here, the skeletons are all gone, and we can just walk out.]

Rin positioned herself just a little bit in front of Xhez. Knowing that Xhez was even slower and physically weaker than she was, she wanted to keep the skeleton's eyes on herself as much as possible.

The enemy raised its mace and charged toward her.

And, in Rin's eyes, it had disappeared.

It reappeared in front of her, its mace coming from the left to smash her ribcage. Rin dodged to the right off of instinct and felt shivers go up her spine.

[It's so fast!]

The skeleton swung its mace twice, in quick succession, and, narrowly, Rin managed to dodge both times before going for a kick. With its shield, the skeleton blocked the attack but was pushed away. A few meters apart from each other, the skeleton paused as Rin kept her hands in front of her, taking steady breaths.

[Remember Maria's lessons, remember what you've learned about these things. Don't panic. Keep that quickness of theirs in mind too. That barrier that stopped Xhez's spells back on the surface, I think it's based on this thing's line of sight. It's weak to fire, so one hit should open it up for me to finish it off!]

She knew, however, that this was easier said than done. Still, she had to try. So, as the skeleton took two slow steps toward her, Rin focused up, trying to get ready for the next exchange.

And then, Xhez shot out a ball of fire that struck the skeleton's back.

It screamed, and Rin's eyes widened as she saw it turn toward her, furious.

[Can't let it go to her!]

With this skeleton being much faster than the other powerful one they'd faced on the surface, Rin knew she had to stop it from engaging the sprite otherwise she was surely dead. So, she ran forward, catching the skeleton by sweeping its legs, just as it was about to charge toward Xhez.

It reacted to her movement, hopping over her leg and swiping at her with its mace as soon as it caught Rin entering its space. Due to her momentum, she couldn't dodge out of this, so she braced herself and raised her left arm up, and her left shoulder took the hit fully.

She felt something crack in her body and she was launched back, crying out as she slid to a halt on the dusty, cold floor. The pain from the attack she'd just suffered stung so badly she teared up, however, the job was done, and the skeleton was focusing on her again. Its body was still covered in the fire from Xhez's spell, but it seemed to ignore it.

[Crap, crap, crap, crap,] Rin thought as she stood up.

"Ahh…" She hissed. Her left shoulder hurt badly.

She tried to get back into her usual position, but she couldn't move her left arm without it feeling like she was tearing it apart. So, she only kept her right fist up as the skeleton charged toward her again.

It swung wildly and all Rin could do to avoid it was walk back, trying her hardest to keep her body out of the mace's short range. Every hit the enemy went for was just barely off the mark until another [Fireball] from Xhez caught its back again.

Its body was wrapped in fire. It screeched, snapping toward the sprite, and Rin, knowing what it would do, quickly ran up and kicked it forward, sending it to the ground. The white flame from her feet left a burning mark on its armor, and its eyes went back to Rin. She took a deep breath, trying to ignore the pain in her left arm.

[So, like all the other ones, it just goes after whoever last attacked it,] Rin said, internalizing that knowledge. [As long as I can tag it before it runs after Xhez, I can keep her out of harm's way and she can keep launching out spells at this thing.]

It was a decent enough strategy, she figured. This skeleton was powerful, but it wasn't too fast for her to register its movements.

She wondered what rank this creature was, expecting that it was Rank C or maybe even Rank B. It had to be. There was no way she would be having this much trouble against it otherwise, surely.

However, she had something else to consider.

[My shoulder… Not being able to use one arm feels pretty damn bad. Maybe… I could run over to Xhez and hope she heals it, but it isn't like the skeleton is just gonna watch that happen.]

On that note, the skeleton stepped toward her, so quickly that Rin flinched. It raised its mace and tried to bring it down on her head, but Rin moved out of the way at the last second and went for a right punch onto its head. The skeleton dodged and spun in place. Its weapon barely missed Rin's waist.

She went for a right straight punch at its jaw, and the skeleton leaned back, before spinning again, but this time going for an overhand swing. Rin ducked, and before she could attack it, Xhez landed another [Fireball].

Just as before, the skeleton turned toward her, but Rin saw an opening and went for it. She moved as quickly as she could without pouring Essence into herself and punched the back of the skeleton's head.

Her blow made the white flame from her fist spread all over its skull, and the skeleton let out an ear-rending shriek. Rin kicked it away though, which shut the monster up as its red eyes went back to her.

[Its head might be a weak spot,] Rin continued to analyze it. [Or, the fire on my hands and feet is just that strong. Either way, go after it. Maybe one or two more hits and we can finish this!]

She was feeling a little confident. Between Xhez's well-timed spells and her own ability to, at least, avoid damage and sneak in a few hits when the skeleton had its back turned, it seemed like they stood a chance.

And then, the orb that had been hanging above them sent out a beam that landed on the skeleton. Rose-colored energy swarmed its body and Rin narrowed her eyes as the skeleton stood up a little bit straighter, dropping its shield on the ground.

[What?]

"Rin," Xhez called out, and the adventurer saw that she was putting a hand to her forehead. "Its, its Spirit is increasing!"

The skeleton proceeded to raise its bony left hand, and, with blinding speed, it drew a spellsign in the air. Rin's eyes widened and she moved to the right as the skeleton aimed its hand at her, and what looked like black smoke shot out at her.

She managed to dodge it by running away, and the skeleton sprinted forward.

"H-Huh!?" She asked aloud as the skeleton's speed shocked her, and the monster reached her, just as another projectile from Xhez landed on its back.

However, instead of screaming, the skeleton snapped back, dodged the projectile, and quickly drew another spellsign in the air, launching out a black sphere in Xhez's direction. The sprite moved out of the way, falling over as Rin charged toward it, looking to hit it in much the same way she had before.

Only, it was looking back at her before Rin even reached it. Its red eyes almost dared her to attack, and Rin stopped herself just in time to move away from a powerful swing of its mace, aimed at her head.

It kept going though, swinging two, three more times, wildly at Rin as the adventurer moved away from it. It took every bit of focus and concentration she had not to get hit. Counterattacking wasn't an option. It was simply moving too quickly with that violet Essence swirling around its limbs.

But try as she might though, Rin couldn't avoid its attacks forever.

She moved to the right at one point, but the creature attacked so quickly that she wasn't able to move the other way, and its mace caught her in the waist.

"Agh!"

Rin fell to the ground as Xhez cried out her name. That same pain in her shoulder was now spreading throughout her right side as Xhez launched out a [Fireball] at the creature's head, and it landed.

However, Rin watched it turn around, and from the ground, she saw how it was about to go chase Xhez and surely end her.

[No, I can't let it get to her,] Rin told herself, and, with a great effort, she kicked the skeleton's legs out from under it. The creature fell to the ground. [I can't stand up,] Rin thought, and she tried to kick it again from here, going for its head. Her blow hit, and the skeleton screeched again, flailing as it tried to put the white flame out.

Rin adjusted, crawled over to it, and, with her right fist, started hitting its skull, repeatedly.

One time after another, as Xhez jogged up to her, Rin punched it over, and over, and over again, until eventually, the rose-colored energy inside of it dispersed, and the skeleton stopped moving.

Rin collapsed on her side, taking deep, strained, breaths as Xhez crouched next to her. She saw Xhez draw the [Heal] spellsign and put her hands over Rin's body as she looked down at her with worry.

Rin, however, couldn't be more ecstatic. Even as the pain, now being somewhat soothed by Xhez, continued to burn, she smiled.

"We did it," she said breathlessly, grinning up at Xhez. "We actually did it."

---

{Sometime later}

As the two of them walked back to the surface, they were no longer attacked by any of the dead bodies in the underground town. They walked all the way back to the elevator, mostly in silence, and Rin pressed the button on the elevator that pulled them up to the surface. Although now Rin had that bag from earlier in her hands, since she'd deactivated her Spirit Flame, Xhez was walking alongside her. Her body had been healed, but she still had bloodstains on her from when she'd been hit.

She didn't mind that though. She was still experiencing a high from having won against that thing.

"I wish I could have done a little more," Xhez muttered next to her. "Watching you fight was stressful."

"No, you did fine," Rin shook her head. "We kinda, sorta, had a strategy and we executed it. That's all we could have hoped for."

"… I see."

When they emerged back out onto the surface, Rin's jaw hit the ground. The fog had cleared. She saw rose-colored Essence leaving the bodies of every skeleton in the area. And now, she could get a better view of where exactly they were.

To put it simply, it was like they were standing on a giant black square, which stretched out almost endlessly.

[An underground town or something,] Rin chuckled to herself. [This is so crazy.]

With Xhez feeling out Jessen's location, they returned to where the spirit had been. He was still there, and his eyeless face moved up to meet them when he felt them approaching.

"The spirits of my brethren have been released. The curse is lifted. You've done it."

Rin couldn't fight off the proud smile that came over her face then. She shrugged, walking up to it and put her hands on her hips as Xhez spoke up:

"Why are you still here, then?" She asked.

"I wished to see you again before I passed. Congratulate you and give you my thanks."

"How long have you been waiting here?" Rin asked, curious.

"Ages. Do not feel too sorry for me, or my comrades though. We deserved our fate, and, regardless, after spending so long in stagnation, time stopped meaning as much eventually."

Rin nodded, and she thought she saw a smile come over Jessen as Xhez spoke up:

"Who… Who was that monster?" Xhez asked. "It had such a dark presence."

"… Our ruler," Jessen replied. "Sentinel Leon, guardian of these woods. When everything fell into chaos, the Sentinel kept himself hidden and tried his hardest to avoid the fighting, instead of stopping it. As everyone died just outside of his chambers, the hatred in their souls made its way into his own, and the curse began when he too perished with time."

"I… How does that work?" Rin asked. "So, no mage or whatever did this? It just… sort of happened?"

"Essence is like that," Jessen said. "It is not a living force per se, but it can manipulate the lives and souls of everything that exists in this world, twisting them or aiding them. It would be wise of you to learn that we cannot complain about it, we can only adapt to its whims."

As Rin nodded, there was a brief silence.

"… I believe it is time for me to depart," Jessen stated. "Once again, you have my thanks, travelers. I wish I had some other gift to give you, but unfortunately, I do not. I wish you both very good, long lives."

With that last statement, the spirit faded. Rin and Xhez were now alone, surrounded by spiritless skeletons, standing on a hollow black floor.

"…" Rin turned toward Xhez, and she smiled.

"Yes?" Xhez asked.

Then, without a word, grinning, Rin gave Xhez a tight embrace.

"O-Oh, Rin?"

All Rin could do was laugh as she continued hugging Xhez. She was just too happy they'd succeeded.

"Thanks, by the way," Rin finally said as she pulled away. "Couldn't have done any of this without you. I, uh, probably would have been eaten alive by some random monster by now, if I hadn't met you."

"… I wish I could do more, but, I will accept your gratitude," Xhez said, returning Rin's smile.

"Well, come on," Rin said. "Get in the bag and let's get out of here."

With that, the two of them departed, heading for the woods and using the map Rin still had in her pockets for guidance. However, Rin had learned something from this narrow victory, and that was that, regardless of how strong those skeletons actually were, she still had a long way to go before she was a true adventurer.




Partners

{Lyn}

"Yes? Uhm, would you like to make an appointment? Perfect. Do you have an escort in mind? Lindsey? Okay, I'll mark you down for… 5pm, is that okay? Wonderful, thank you, sir."

Lyn hung up the phone as she marked down the appointment in her notebook, all while trying her hardest not to pay attention to the chaos around her. Naked men and women, dancing, laughing, and drinking. Customers eyeing them out with naked lust. Lyn had gotten a little used to it recently, but she still felt out of her element.

"Ms. Asahiro!" A girl walked up to her.

"Hm? Oh, Cait, what is it?" Lyn asked as she remembered the girl's name. She was a cute brunette with freckles and thin lips.

"I brought you some water," she said as she put a bottle down in front of her.

"U-Uh, it's alright, I'm not..."

"It's okay, just save it for when you get thirsty!" She said with a smile before walking away.

Lyn was left alone for a bit, and she continued to sort through the different appointments set for the day. Soon, though, another interruption came.

"Ms. Asahiro!" A boy called out this time. He had a lean figure and ashy grey hair. He was a favorite among the few female customers.

"Hm? Tim?" She asked, raising her head.

"Want some cookies?" He asked as he held out a plate in front of her.

"O-Oh, I'm not hungry right now…" She lied.

"Don't worry, I'll leave them here, just in case."

Like the girl, Tim just walked away as Lyn sighed, putting a hand to her head.

[Oh, dear… These kids have too much energy.]

"I told you everyone likes you," she heard a woman say from the left and Lyn raised her head. Jay was there, bending over the desk and putting her elbows down on it. Today, she was wearing a black leather coat over a crop-top and black jeans.

Compared to her own clothing, which was quite literally just a white skirt and some sandals, Jay looked right at home in the brothel she owned, while Lyn couldn't look more out of place.

"Maybe, but it's only because I'm the new hire," Lyn shrugged with an awkward chuckle. "I'm like a new pet."

"No shot. If you were anyone else's pet here I'd be pretty mad," Jay replied, and Lyn raised a brow at that. But, before she could ask what she meant, Jay continued.

"Are you settling into the job alright?"

"Yes," Lyn said as she looked around. "I find it's fairly easy to be your assistant so long as I keep track of things well. You do so much on your own, already."

"Nah, making a ship get to where it needs to go is a multiple-person job," Jay stated. "But I do appreciate getting gassed up every once in a while, so, I won't argue with you on that."

"It's easy to do so in your case," Lyn chuckled. "There's much to compliment you on."

For a second, Jay just looked at her, before shaking her head and standing up straight.

"Have you heard from Rin recently?"

At that, Lyn shook her head.

"No. I sent her a letter a while back ago, but she hasn't sent any letters in a little bit. Perhaps she's busy."

"Adventurer stuff is no joke," Jay commented. "Even though they're annoying as shit, I can definitely tell they spend a lot of time working. So, yeah, give her some time."

"I agree," Lyn replied. "I do hope I hear from her so-"

She didn't finish her sentence though, as she started coughing. Jay gave her a concerned look as Lyn tried her hardest to force herself to stop, covering her hand with her mouth.

"Are you okay?"

"Ye-, yes," Lyn said. "Just… It's normal."

"… Okay," Jay replied, though she was clearly still a little worried.

To ease her concerns, and hopefully distract her a little, Lyn asked:

"Ms. Jay, how about we get something to eat later?"

"Yeah? What do you have in mind?"

"Anything will do, I just enjoy spending time with you."

"… Okay. I'll think of something then. For now, though, I should probably get back to work. Talk to you later."

"Right."

With that, Jay walked away, and Lyn took a deep breath. She looked down at the hand she'd been using to cover herself and found a bit of blood in her palm.

"… I should wash up first."

---

{Xhez}

Looking ahead, Xhez raised her right hand and pointed it at the small pond in front of her. Sitting by the dirt shore, with what had now become her own bag beside her, she cast the spellsign for [Fireball] as quickly as she could, and a sphere of flame shot out from her hand, landing in the water with a plop.

[I believe I am getting faster at it,] she thought, smiling. [Good. I am improving!]

She looked up and saw that the sun was beginning to lower, causing the daylight to turn a darker shade of orange.

[Hm… Rin still has not come back.]

With that thought, she considered whether she should walk out and look for her. However, Rin had only told her that she would be "running around for a while", which was so vague though that the sprite had no idea where to look if she did have to go out.

Thankfully, she wouldn't have to, as the brunette appeared from the trees ahead a few seconds after Xhez had stopped to consider this.

"Oh, you are back," Xhez said happily as she ran over to the woman. The human had, in her hands, those strange white berries that could be found all over this forest.

"Yep, brought some stuff back for us too. You're welcome. I know, I know, I'm awesome," Rin told her as Xhez took some of it and put it in her mouth. Sprites didn't really need to eat, as most of their energy came from the water they absorbed, but she still could taste and digest things, so she enjoyed the meal well enough.

"Such a strange taste."

"I've gotten used to 'em," Rin shrugged as she sat down by the pond. Xhez joined her. "So, according to that map, from here, it should be a straight line back to Libera, uh, my city."

"Good," Xhez smiled, happy for her.

"… So, I've been meaning to ask, but… What are you going to do?"

"Hm?"

"Well… At some point, I'll be getting back home," Rin stated. "So, when that time comes, what are you going to do about it?"

…

In all honesty, she hadn't even thought about this. She'd known, in the back of her mind, that her time with Rin couldn't last forever, of course. After all, she still had her mothers in that pond. In about three weeks, they would wake up and, if Xhez wasn't there, she knew they'd be worried sick about her.

Still, at the same time, she didn't want to leave Rin's side. In these last few days alone, she'd learned more about humans than she had throughout the entirety of her 23 years in this world. But, beyond that, she could feel a certain closeness to Rin. It was like, despite their being different species, they somewhat understood each other.

She loved that feeling, and she didn't want it to go away.

"I… I would like to continue traveling with you. However," Xhez took a deep breath, "I would also like to speak with my mothers. At the very least to let them know that I am alright."

Rin nodded, and Xhez couldn't continue. She had no answers to give her. She was caught between these two desires, and although one was clearly more selfish than the other, she still wanted to do it.

However, Rin spoke up:

"… If we go back there, could you tell them?"

"Huh?" Xhez blinked. "U-Uh, to the pond?"

"Yeah. Could you wake them up or something?"

"… Yes," Xhez nodded.

"Well, if you want to, I'm okay with heading back. Just so you can let them know."

"But, we have been walking for a few days now. Are you sure you are okay with undoing our progress like this?"

Rin nodded.

"I had wanted to get back to Libera as fast as possible, but… I… Well…" Rin looked away.

"Yes?"

"… I don't really want to lose you. I mean, aside from the fact that I'm pretty bad at everything on my own, and I've started to accept that getting back quickly just isn't going to happen... I don't know, I like having you around. If it means we get to keep doing this together, I'm okay with taking a little detour."

Xhez's eyes gleamed, and she smiled at her.

"Then… In that case, please. Accompany me."

And that was the start of a brief journey in the opposite direction. Despite Rin's words, if they could save time doing this, she figured they should. So, they barely paused for breaks or rest on the way back to Xhez's pond.

Thanks to her naturally excellent memory, Xhez remembered the entire path back. Using the map they'd found, they were able to make the trip even shorter, as Xhez would tell Rin about a landmark they'd passed and she'd use the map to work out a way faster than what they'd done before.

This meant that, in the end, this was but a two-day intermission, as the two of them went back. They reached the pond soon enough, and here, Xhez told Rin to wait by the pond's shore as she spoke to her mothers.

Rin agreed and sat down. Xhez looked back at the pond and took a deep breath before walking in and shrinking her form down. Here, she looked for the white orb her mothers were keeping themselves inside of, and when she found it, she closed her eyes.

Allowing her Spirit to reach theirs, she tried to contact them. It took a few moments, but soon, their Spirit began to stir and Xhez's eyes opened.

The orb disappeared and both women woke up. They saw Xhez and looked confused. Xhez gestured for them to go up, and she swam to the surface before taking up her normal size again.

Her mothers soon followed.

Behind Xhez, Rin yelped and Xhez giggled a little, as she saw her mothers come out of the water.

"Xhez?" Saria was the first to speak. "Has something happened? It does not feel like a month has passed."

Beside her, Vortell yawned as Xhez shook her head.

"No, no… I wished to speak with you."

However, as she said that, Saria saw Rin and screamed.

"AH! A HUMAN!"

"Wha- whe- AH!" Vortell quickly pulled Saria and Xhez behind her as she stared at Rin. "Run!"

"Wait, wait, mothers," Xhez put her hands on Vortell's shoulders. "This… This is what I wished to speak to you about."

"What?" Vortell asked, not taking her eyes off of Rin. "Xhez?"

"She is a friend," Xhez quickly stated. "I met her a few days ago."

"… Xhez what are you talking about? That is a human," Vortell pointed out.

"Please, let me explain."

And so, Xhez proceeded to tell them everything about what had happened recently. From meeting Rin to her agreeing to allow Xhez to accompany her, to them finding Derain and entering the lost town. It was easy, of course, as she remembered most of it vividly, but even then, her mothers still appeared to be confused.

"How is this possible?" Vortell asked herself.

This entire time, Rin had remained where she was, sitting by her lonesome.

"You do not have to take my word for it, Rin," Xhez called out to her, "come over here!"

"I-I…" Vortell said, but as Rin walked over, both Saria and Vortell went silent, holding each other.

Xhez understood why they were so scared. She understood all too well. Still, she believed in this. So, she took one of Rin's hands as the girl entered the pool with them.

"Xhez, she smells terrible," Saria said.

"It's not like there's any soap out here…" Rin said with a blush.

"Mothers," Xhez spoke up, "I promise you, Rin is genuinely a kind person! I have learned so much about humanity, and she is willing to teach me even more! I…" Xhez took a deep breath. "I have made my mind up. I am going with her."

"B-But… Xhez…" Saria went up to her and put her hands on the girl's cheeks, looking into her eyes. "What…? This is so sudden."

"I know, but… Please, look into my memories and you will understand. Please."

Saria hesitated, looking back at Vortell. When her lover nodded, Saria took a deep breath and the two sprites let their foreheads press against each other.

And, here, Xhez, instead of telling her mother, showed her everything that had happened.

---

{Rin}

{Sometime later}

"I promise you if you hurt her I will…"

"Mother, stop it," Xhez said as Vortell, as Rin had learned, gave the human a glare.

"I know, I know," Rin nodded. "Loud and clear."

"… In that case," Vortell sighed and turned toward Xhez. "I, are you certain?"

"For the fourteenth time, yes, mother, I am," Xhez laughed.

"I just… I cannot believe this. Even though I saw everything the two of you have been through, I still cannot believe it."

"I will not be gone forever, mother," Xhez stated. "I promise. Just… Just enough to know for certain if we always have to be at odds with humanity. Once I have my answer, I will return."

"Please, stay safe out there, my baby," Saria said as she hugged Xhez tightly. "I will miss you dearly every day that passes."

"And I as well," Xhez said. "Farewell, mothers."

"We will remain in this area until you return. Be it in one year, or seven. Farewell, child."

Seeing Xhez give them one last hug, simply because she wanted to keep traveling with Rin, made her heart ache just a little. She felt like she was tearing apart a family, but despite what anyone would say, Xhez was determined to do this.

The sprite separated from them and turned toward Rin. She walked over to the human, waved one last time at her mothers, and nodded at her.

And, with that, the two left the area.

"… Oh, goodness," Xhez said, and Rin could hear her sadness. "This hurts."

She knew what Xhez was feeling right now. She felt the same way a short while ago when she left Dren.

"That said," Xhez continued, "I would not have it any other way."

"… Whatever happens," Rin said, "like I said before, I'm glad I met you."

"Hehe," Xhez giggled. "As am I."

"Well, okay, let's get back to it then."




Homecoming and Storms, Part One

{Cara}

{A Week and a Half Later}

"Ready?" Cara asked Eve. The fairy nodded as she floated in the air in front of her. With a deep sigh, Cara turned around and faced the Mages Guild representative who'd been sent to assist her. "And you?"

"Such a hostile way to treat someone who's lending their assistance to you. Even after I agreed to camp out in this filth and dirt for so long," Sye replied with an added "tsk, tsk"

"Just say 'yes' or 'no', already."

"Why would I? It's fun to get you exasperated like this, adventurer," Sye cackled. "Yes, I am prepared."

"Come on, then."

The three of them then continued heading east, deeper into the mountains beyond Libera. They, and some other random adventurers who had volunteered to help, had already searched a few different places, the edge of the Crescent River northeast, and some of the mountains just beside it, but they were reaching their limit. They were running out of places to check, and Cara was fearing the worst.

Today was the last day they would be out here after Cara had suggested that maybe heading into the uncivilized land to the east would yield some results.

Of course, Eve was essentially the only reason finding Rin was even possible. Having her come along and be able to scout from the skies had proven to be invaluable in this search, and in being able to save some time.

Still, searching for Rin was taking up too much of Cara's time, and if she wanted to properly prepare the students for their next mission, which had been paused but was coming up soon, she needed to be able to put all of her attention on them. However, she also believed that they hadn't covered enough ground before, and needed to make a more dedicated effort to find the girl. That was why they were a week deep into a trip in the mountains right now, while other adventurers did the same north and west of Libera.

But, at some point, they'd need to call it quits. So, unfortunately, today represented their last shot to find her.

They passed by pieces of an old, broken-down highway, and Sye spoke up:

"Fairy," she called out.

"Uh, yeah?" Eve asked, with some clear annoyance that Cara picked up on, but that Sye didn't.

"I wanted to let you know that from what I've seen, I sense there being some measure of potential inside of you."

[Oh?] Both Cara and Eve were surprised to hear that.

"Oh… Uh, thank you!" Eve replied, smiling a little.

"Of course. For your kind, you seem quite talented."

And that smile went away immediately.

"Focus up," Cara said, wanting some peace and quiet. "Just keep an eye out for anything."

It wasn't just that Sye was particularly good at getting under people's skin, it was also the fact that Cara knew somehow, someway, the Mages Guild was involved in what had happened to her student. Beyond just Rin, though she did consider that to be important, Cara was worried that someone in that guild had gotten the idea of working with monsters.

And, considering how they attacked both Rin and Cara, they clearly didn't have good intentions. As far as Cara knew, Sye could very well be in on it, so she was not about to let her guard down around this woman.

They moved through the land for a few hours, walking in silence as Cara tried to concentrate on both the distant trees and Sye who was to her right. Eve flew over their heads, searching for Rin during this time.

Just as they were about to enter the mountains ahead, a pair of Rank C monsters jumped out from behind a pair of bushes. Two land crawlers, lizard-like creatures with exceptionally long heads and claws as sharp as any sword.

Cara unsheathed her greatsword, walking up to them.

"I'll take the one on the right," Sye told her, and Cara didn't respond.

Instead, she waited for the land crawler to the left to jump on top of her, and when it did, as they usually liked to do, Cara spun. She slashed the creature with a wide arching swing and sliced it in half.

To her right, Sye drew a spellsign in the air and a Mundane spell came out in the form of red lightning, that obliterated the monster approaching her, reducing it to chunks of meat amidst a pool of green blood.

So far, at least, Sye had shown she was perfectly capable of fending for herself, which Cara appreciated since if she had to choose between saving her or Eve, her student, she would choose Eve every time.

"You work well, adventurer," Sye said, strutting over to her. "You swing that sword around with just a tad more intelligence than the common brute."

Cara just rolled her eyes, ignoring her.

"Come on! I doubt we'll be finding this student anytime soon, the least you could do is banter with me a little."

"Uh," Eve called out, and Cara was thankful for the distraction.

"Yeah?" She asked from below.

"Still no sign of her."

[Hm… It's been almost four weeks since she disappeared,] Cara noted. [If she ended up anywhere really dangerous… Yeah, she's probably done for. Hell, even this place is teeming with Rank C monsters. We might just end up finding a dead body.]

Still, Cara just told Eve to keep searching, and they continued.

Again, though, Eve stopped.

"Cara!"

"Yes?"

"I think it's going to start raining soon!"

"Hm?" Sye hummed out some confusion. "What does that matter?"

Indeed, someone inexperienced might have considered this to be an unimportant announcement to make. However, Cara had specifically told Eve to keep an eye out for any grey clouds. The reason was simple.

"Some monsters are stronger in different weather, and at different times in the day," Cara replied. "Water sprites, for example, are almost twice as strong whenever it rains. Storm golems get stronger too. It's worth it to make note of these things whenever you're out in the field. I'm sure a mage like you wouldn't know about that though, so, it's okay. Your confusion's understandable."

Cara couldn't resist.

"And here you said you aren't fond of banter," Sye replied with a chuckle.

[Is stating facts considered banter nowadays? I must not be talking to people enough.]

"Come down a little," Cara told Eve. "Can you still fly in the rain?"

"It's harder, but yeah!"

"Okay, be careful though!"

With that, they continued. Eventually, those grey clouds that Eve had found became visible to Cara as well.

[Oh,] she noted. [It's going to be raining for a while, isn't it?]

Hours passed mostly without incident as the rain had started to fall. Sye complained about her cloak getting wet but Cara didn't pay any attention to her. Instead, things took a turn when Eve called out once more, a while later.

"U-Uh, Cara…!"

"Yes?"

"I think I see someone!"

"… Wait," Cara told her. "Come down, all the way."

There was no guarantee this would be the person they were looking for. In the event of it being a zombie or a bandit of sorts, Cara wanted to be the first one to approach it. So, Eve flew all the way down, as Cara's pace picked up a little.

Hope bubbled inside of her, which Cara hated. It showed that, to some extent, she was still the same adventurer she was three years ago. Pushing that out of her thoughts though, she searched and searched until…

"IT'S RIN!" Eve called out and she flew ahead in a hurry.

[What!?]

Shaking her head, Cara snapped out of it and yelled:

"Wait!" Even if it was Rin, the woman could have actually been turned into a monster. It was a common occurrence, after all.

Eve didn't listen though. Instead, she flew ahead before either Cara or Sye could catch up. However, just as Cara started to search for the woman Eve had apparently seen, she saw someone with raven hair and amber eyes walking in their direction.

And her jaw hit the ground.

---

{Rin}

{Moments Earlier}

"Oh… I think it's gonna rain," Rin told Xhez as she looked up at the sky.

"That is good!" Xhez replied as Rin took a bite out of the last bit of the fruits, she'd gathered a day ago. Those, and Xhez's specially-made water, were all she'd been surviving on throughout the entirety of this mess. "The rain always makes us feel better!"

"Really?"

"Are humans not like that?"

"Nah, we just get colds," Rin replied. "It's probably gonna get a lot harder to walk through the mud too, so let's make some progress while we can."

After the events at Derain, not much had happened. They'd encountered a couple of monsters here and there, but every time they did, they'd either hide or Xhez would use some strange, high-pitched song to force the monsters to run away from them.

No, all they'd done in this time was talk.

"So, I have been meaning to ask you something," Xhez said.

"Yeah? What's up?"

"Do you remember what you told me about 'jobs'?"

"Well, yeah, I said it, after all," Rin chuckled.

"Right, right," Xhez chuckled in return. "I was just wondering… Did you have one of those?"

At that, Rin stopped.

"…"

She looked back at Xhez for a moment, before answering.

"Yeah."

"What did you do?"

"… It's complicated. I'd rather not confuse you with the details."

"Oh, I see."

And Xhez dropped the topic. However, what she didn't know, was that Rin had been thinking about her old job quite a bit.

How practical it was back then, and how practical it could be at Libera.

The two of them kept walking, following Rin's map which suggested they were, at most, a couple of weeks' walk away from her city. However, before long, Rin heard something and her eyes snapped up at the sound of it.

"IT'S RIN!" She heard a familiar voice yell, and Rin froze.

"Hm?" Xhez asked next to her. "Someone just shouted your name."

[… Are you serious?] Rin asked herself. She wanted to cry when she saw the fairy she'd known back at the Academy flying up to her. [Is this actually happening?]

That question was confirmed when she looked behind the fairy and found Cara, walking in her direction.

And, Rin's eyes widened for a different reason.

"U-Uh, shit, Xhez," Rin said, turning toward her, and dragging the sprite behind a nearby tree.

"Yes?"

"Get in the bag, quick! And don't say anything!"

"O-Oh, alright," Xhez said, not questioning her as Rin took the bag and held it up. The sprite jumped up, shrunk her size down in mid-air, and landed in the bag, filled with water, with a plop.

And as soon as that happened, Eve showed up in front of Rin.

And her little arms wrapped themselves around Rin's neck in a tight hug, which nearly made Rin drop the bag she was holding as she wanted to return it.

"EVE!" Rin yelled.

"RIN!"

She laughed as she held the fairy, tears coming out of her eyes as it started to sink in that she'd been found.

Eve kissed her cheeks multiple times as Rin continued to laugh, and Cara walked up with a look of disbelief in her eyes. Next to her, an unimpressed-looking dark-skinned woman that Rin didn't know was accompanying her.

"This is the student?" She asked Cara.

"… Yes," Cara replied as she walked up to Rin.

"Holy shit," Rin laughed as more tears came out of her eyes. "You found me!"

"We're here to take you home," Cara announced to her, and Rin nearly fell to her knees, right then, right there.

And, finally, her time in these strange lands was about to come to an end.




Homecoming and Storms, Part Two

{Another Week and a Half Later}

5 weeks. In the end, Rin went missing for 5 long weeks. However, heralded by thunder cracking above and rain pouring on top of her, it was finally coming to a close.

With Eve, Cara, and Sye flanking her by her sides, Rin walked up to Libera's northern gates, and she genuinely felt like she was in a dream, terrible weather aside. When last she'd seen this city, she'd been fairly optimistic about her chances out in the wilderness. Now, she was painfully aware of just how much she needed to improve before she reached any real level of competence.

"We're here," Cara announced. "Congratulations, you're back."

"… It feels so weird," Rin laughed.

"Take it in," Cara said, and Rin could almost see her smiling. "I'd say, it would be best for you to head back to the Academy and get settled in again before you do anything else. But, you can go wherever you want to and come back later, if you want."

"No, no," Rin shook her head. "I need a fucking shower."

Eve laughed and floated over to her.

"Same! Come on, let's take a shower!"

"W-What, together?"

The fairy had already made her mind up though, and Rin was dragged away.

---

"You have so many twigs and leaves in your hair," Eve told her.

"… Well, I've been sleeping on dirt for five weeks, so, yeah."

After returning to the Academy, the two of them made a beeline for the showers. They didn't run into any of their classmates on the way, which Rin appreciated, as it let her freshen up before anyone caught sight of her. And, as she'd tossed away her armor and placed Xhez's bag, which had the sprite still in it, resting, atop a nearby sink, Rin realized just how badly she needed some soap in her life.

Both Eve and Rin were naked, with Rin sitting on a plastic chair, hunched over, and Eve behind her, scrubbing her with her soap-covered hands.

"So, what happened out there?" Eve asked her as she cleaned Rin up from behind.

"Hm?"

"I-I mean, you were gone for five weeks! Did you see anything cool?"

"Anything cool?" The first thing Rin thought of was the cave. The bodies inside, the psychos who had tried to kill her. "Not really… But, I was pretty scared though," Rin shrugged. "Maybe if I wasn't fighting for my life out there, things would have been a little more interesting."

"Oh, uh, sorry."

"No, no," she shook her head, briefly looking back. "It's okay. I get it, I'm just saying, you know?"

"Yeah, of course."

A peaceful quiet came over them, and Rin closed her eyes. Eve's hands on her back felt calming, and after all this time, she figured she was allowed some time to relax, so she let herself focus on them as she kept her head low.

"I was so worried," Eve told her with a small voice.

"I hadn't realized," Rin answered, a little surprised to hear that.

"You're one of like, three cool people I've met in this place. Everyone else is either an asshole or just weird," Eve giggled.

When she heard that last part, Xhez came to Rin's mind.

"… I don't think being weird is a bad thing," she replied.

"Yeah? Me neither, honestly, but still! It taught me something."

"What's that?"

"That we've been going about this whole thing way too, how do I say this? Isolated. We should be partnering up, you know? Training with each other, making sure we're all prepared."

"… Hm," Rin considered that. "I like that idea, but good luck coordinating everyone else."

"We don't need 'everyone else', just you, me, Lisa, maybe two others, and we're good!"

"Eh, well, okay, I guess…" She muttered.

"Just you wait, I'll ask around. I'm serious! I really believe in this little idea of mine."

Rin laughed a little, as Eve's hands moved up to her shoulders. It took a while, especially since the two of them were more focused on talking than actually bathing, but after almost half an hour in there, they came out both wrapped in towels, and Rin could genuinely feel the dirt having been scrubbed, at least mostly, off of her.

"Let me change for a second," Rin said, carrying Xhez's bag as well. "I'll be out quick."

"Okay."

Casually, Rin walked into her room with a little smile. Eve had done a great job of welcoming her back to the city, so far. But, when Rin saw a certain sunlight-haired girl in her room, she stopped.

Elisa was there, laying on her bed and listening to the radio by her bed. As Rin entered the room, she saw Elisa's lips part and Rin took a deep breath. Before everything that had happened, she had been angry at Elisa due to her utter disregard for Eve, but now… Well, she just didn't have the energy for that. At least, not right now. So, she walked over to her drawers and took some basic clothes out, setting Xhez's bag on top of it. She tied it closed, just in case Elisa caught a peek of what was inside.

"You're back," Elisa said with some disbelief.

"… Yeah," Rin sighed. "I am."

Just like that, the conversation started and ended.

Rin walked back outside with her towel and the bag and put her clothes on in the bathroom. Moments later, she and Eve were outside, together. A few of the other students ended up passing by at that point and saw her.

Sara was the first. The girl barely paid Rin any mind and just passed her by casually. Afterward, though, Lisa and Dylan walked up the steps and walked through the halls, running into Eve and Rin.

"Oh, by the Divine…" Lisa muttered. "Rin, you're alive!"

"I am," Rin chuckled as Lisa walked up and hugged her. Dylan, the ashen-skinned boy with crimson eyes, gave her a polite smile.

"I am glad to see we did not lose a classmate so soon," Dylan stated.

"Everyone thought you were dead!"

"I, uh, thought I was gonna die too a couple of times. I didn't, though, so yeah," Rin said with a cheeky grin and a chuckle.

"W-We should celebrate!" Lisa told them, looking from one face to another for agreement. Eve and Rin made eye contact and Rin shrugged.

"I wouldn't mind but, uh, I kinda just want to relax for tonight."

"Doesn't have to be tonight, maybe next week or something," Lisa responded and Rin considered it.

"Hm… Okay," she nodded, looking over at Eve.

"Yeah," Eve agreed as well. "Sounds good."

"Yay!" Lisa, with the same "kindergarten teacher" energy that Rin remembered her having, put a fist up as she cheered.

Just like that, both Lisa and Dylan walked away. As they did, Rin noticed a slightly sad look on Eve's face.

"Uh, are you okay?"

"What? Y-Yeah," Eve nodded. "So, wanna go get a drink?"

"I… Nah, I… I just want to get some sleep."

"Oh, I understand," Eve replied, before shooting her a quick smile. "I'm glad you made it back, Rin."

"I'm glad to be back," she said, and, with a couple of "goodbyes", they parted ways.

Thunder cracked in the sky, and Rin turned around, walking back into her room. Elisa watched her enter with a face that clearly said she wanted to speak to Rin, but she didn't say anything. Honestly, Rin was thankful for that. She hadn't realized how tired she was until she laid down and let her back fall against the soft bed.

[… Oh, Divine,] she thought. [I swear I might not wake up for another month.]

And so, her eyes closed, knowing that when tomorrow came, she had a lot to think about. She wasn't about to let anything like this happen again. She was going to pace herself, learn as much as she could, and train hard with Maria.

For now, though, everything could wait.

Well, everything except for one question Rin had in her mind.

"Elisa," she spoke up.

"Yeah?" Elisa asked.

"… Did Cara ever mention skeletons in class?"

"Skeletons?" Elisa asked, sounding absolutely baffled as to why Rin was asking about them.

"Yes."

"Uh, yeah."

"What rank are they?" Rin asked.

"Rank D, if I remember correctly," Elisa answered.

"… Really? Damn. Thanks."

With the sound of rain in her ears, Rin fell asleep shortly afterward.




A True Adventurer, Part One

{The Next Day}

Rin woke up at dawn, just as the sun began rising over the horizon, letting its dim morning light pierce through her open windows. Next to her, Elisa was still asleep, but Rin stretched and rolled her neck as she stood up.

[Okay,] she thought as she yawned. [Shit. A lot to do today.]

There were a few things Rin had thought of during her travel back to Libera. First, she needed to find a way for Xhez to walk around with her, so she wouldn't have to sit in that bag all day. Granted, sprites could sleep for very long periods of time, so Xhez was fine with it, but still. Rin wanted to show her the city. Second, Rin intended to speak to Maria. She wanted to get back to work, now that she knew how far she had to go and how weak she really was.

So, she got up, grabbed her towel, and went to go take a shower before the day got going. Once she was done with her morning routine, the first thing she did was head up to the meditation center, hoping to see Maria there.

She walked up the steps, and as she reached the fourth floor, she went up to that familiar room and tried to open the door, only to find it locked.

[Hm... Damn. I guess I'll...]

Before she finished that thought, the elevator, just a bit to Rin's left, dinged and she turned toward it. The elevator door opened, and out came a short woman with smooth, brown. hair, dressed in white robes. She saw Rin, and Maria gasped, freezing.

"... R-Rin!?" Maria asked and Rin smiled a little.

"Hey, Miss Camille," Rin said, gesturing at the room next to her. "I just wanted to see if-"

But, she was interrupted as Maria wrapped her arms around her and gave Rin a tight hug.

"Uh, Miss Camille?" Rin asked.

They remained in that slightly awkward position for a few seconds, before Maria pulled back, clearing her throat and taking a deep breath.

"... I am glad to see you are okay, Rin."

---

A few minutes later, Rin was sitting across from Maria, on the floor, with her legs crossed.

"I see..." Maria nodded as Rin finished telling her what had happened.

"So, yeah, I fought this skeleton thing that was a bit stronger than the others and I nearly died," Rin explained. "I don't want that to happen again."

She, of course, left out everything that had to do with Xhez. She had yet to meet a pro-monster adventurer, after all. Rin assumed that anyone she told about the water sprite would only cause problems. Especially Cara.

"Skeletons, although Rank D, can be difficult for a beginner," Maria let Rin know. "They're deceptively quick and agile, which makes them hard to hit, but they also have clear weaknesses. I... I am sure Cara can explain this better than I can. Regardless, I understand what you're getting at. And, I agree."

"Yeah?"

"Indeed," Maria continued. "What happened on your mission is just one example of the unpredictable nature our occupation has. Even if your specific case was... particularly strange. Still, I thought I would have more time before I really had to prepare you for the worst. I believed I could ease you into this path. I see now that I was wrong."

Maria stood up and extended a hand toward Rin. Rin took it and Maria pulled her up to her feet, easily.

"Tomorrow, Monday, your classes will start again. Next week, the students will each have their next mission, which, of course, was delayed due to what had happened to you and Cara being forced to work for so long outside of the city, and Harriton having to organize things with the Mages Guild. You, however, will not be participating."

Hearing that honestly broke Rin's heart a little. She didn't want to fall behind any further than she already had, after all.

"Instead, we will take that day to make up for the lost time. In the interest of getting you where you need to be, power-wise, we will only be covering the basics this week, and once the week's passed we will move onto more advanced techniques."

"... Okay," Rin nodded. "I understand."

"If you're still serious about becoming a martial artist, we cannot take any days off, Rin. At least, not until we can be sure that you won't be having life-threatening battles against some of the weakest monsters in Ilyrum anymore. Are you okay with this?"

"Yeah. Absolutely."

With that out of the way, Rin moved on to her next problem.

[What am I going to do about Xhez?]

Rin walked back down to her room, where she opened the door and found that Elisa was still sleeping. Walking in, Rin grabbed Xhez's little bag and exited the room again, moving over to the bathrooms which were currently empty.

[Okay, now...]

Rin placed Xhez and her bag on one of the bathroom sinks and opened the bag up, loosening the tie.

"Hey," Rin said, tapping Xhez's shrunken body gently. "Xhez."

"U-Uh, what?" She heard Xhez ask as the sprite woke up. "Rin?"

"Yeah, how are you feeling?" Rin asked, smiling down at her.

"Um... Strange. I am still not used to having such short rests... You look a little funny when you are this big, by the way."

"Pft, okay, glad to know you're alright," Rin replied with a chuckle. "Sorry for keeping you in there for so long. I'm still working out a way for you to be out here with me."

"I see," Xhez replied, yawning.

"Yeah... Anyway, uh, just wanted to check in on you, and let you know. I'm gonna close the bag again, but I'll be right back. Okay?"

"Well... It is starting to feel slightly cramped in here, but um... Sure?" Xhez told her and Rin sighed.

"Yeah, I know, sorry though. It'll just be a bit. Promise."

With that, Rin tied the bag up again and brought it back to her room, before walking out and moving up a few floors, until she reached the library.

Here, she was hoping to find Harriton. He had mentioned that he would often spend his time at the library and that if anyone wanted to learn spellsigns they could go to him there, so she decided to check it out. Considering that Maria got up so early, if she wasn't a special case, then she guessed Harriton would do the same.

And, thankfully, he was sitting at a table near the door, his feet up on the wood. In his hands, he had a large book that Rin couldn't imagine anyone would seriously read all the way through. He turned to Rin and smiled.

"Oh, Rin!" He called out with a grin when he saw her. "I had heard you came back. Welcome, welcome. Hope you didn't have much trouble out there."

"... Nothing that stopped me from getting back here," Rin shrugged.

"I see. Well, what can I do for ya?" He asked, closing the book. She was a little surprised to see that he didn't have any more questions for her, but she was glad, as it let her get right to the point.

However, she did maintain just a bit of her manners, and so, she said:

"Uh," Rin scratched her head, "I don't want to interrupt though."

"Hm? Oh, this?" He held the book up. "I've already read through this."

"What?" Rin gawked at him. "Seriously?"

"Mhm," Harriton continued, "I was just having a bit of a refresher. Let that be a lesson," he declared, "that's what separates the people who go far in this job and those who don't. Fundamentals. It's true in swordplay and in magic. If you forget the basics, the later lessons won't have a foundation to stand on. Anyway, come on, what's botherin' you?"

Rin tried to find the right way to word this. She didn't want to sound suspicious, but as she thought about it, wasn't the school of Illusion inherently suspicious?

"I was wondering what kind of illusion spells there were that could hide your identity. And, uh, how effective they are at that."

"What, you want to rob a noble or somethin'?" He asked with a smirk.

Rin realized she had basically just asked, "hey, is there anything out there that could help me be a criminal?"

"No, I just..."

"Nah, I'm just fuckin' with ya. You wouldn't be able to get away with anything like that, anyway." He told her and Rin raised a brow. "Guards are trained to see through low-Essence illusion spells. And, yeah, anyone who can actually cast high-level Illusion spells usually gets put on a list somewhere, so, yeah." Harriton shrugged. "But, I have to ask, you're not a mage, so why do you need a spell like that?"

"It's not for me, it's for a friend," Rin responded.

"Ohhh, what, a girl wants to make herself a little prettier before a date or something?" Harriton chuckled.

"Yeah, something like that."

"Well, let me think..."

He stood up and walked over to one of the shelves. Each one was marked with a different topic, most of them were just the schools of magic, but there were a few sciences and cultural denotations as well, although these shelves held far fewer books than the rest.

"Hm. I think you could probably make use of these three." He handed a book over to her, with a bookmark on the page he was searching. "The spells at the beginning are pretty innocent. Guards will look you a little weird if you act suspiciously, but other than that, you'll be fine."

"Uh, okay. Thanks!" Rin bowed and stomped away.

[Well, that was easier than I thought it would be.] Rin smiled to herself. [Let's see...]

Then, she read from the books as she walked down the stairs and back to her room. There were three spells being described on the page and they were interesting, to say the least.

One was a spell Rin was very familiar with since it was used at the brothel all the time by men and women alike. An enlargement spell that was used to, well, make certain things look and feel bigger. The second was stranger, a spell that prevented anyone who saw you from memorizing your face. Harriton did say, however, that guards can see through these beginner ones, so Rin guessed it wouldn't affect them if they were chasing down a criminal.

Finally, she got to the third one but didn't get to read it just yet because she bumped into someone. Although, to Rin, it felt like she had sprinted into a wall.

"O-Oh, I'm sorry, I..." She looked up.

It was Elisa. The blonde stood in front of her, as proud and strong as ever, dressed in a boyish white shirt and black pants as her sunlight hair fell over her right shoulder, as it had been braided.

Rin hadn't even moved her. For a moment, she forgot her rude comments toward Eve and she stood there, almost in awe.

"Uh... Hi." Rin stepped back.

"Hey," Elisa replied, with a voice that was far smaller than any Rin had heard the blonde use before. "Can I talk to you for a minute?"

"Um, sure, what's this about?" Rin asked.

"I just wanted to apologize," Elisa told her hastily, "for what I said about your friend."

[Wait, seriously?] Rin thought.

"Really? I mean... You're kinda catching me off guard here." Rin said, looking away shyly.

Her mind was in a few different disconnected places at once. One part of her was telling her how she should still be mad for what she said about Eve, another wanted to tear that shirt off just to, once again, see the glorious body she was hiding underneath, and another was thinking about the illusion spells in the books she was carrying and just wanted to get back to Xhez.

Each one of these thoughts was currently fighting for control in Rin's mind, as Elisa kept going.

"Mhm. Sorry about that too, but it won't take long." Elisa bowed. "I... I didn't realize how messed up that was. What I said, I mean. And, if it's worth anything, I know I kind of misjudged her. Honestly, I've been really impressed with her, lately. She's been putting a lot of work in and, uh, well, yeah. I shouldn't have judged her so quickly."

"Um... Apology accepted." Rin shrugged. "But, I don't think it's me you should be apologizing to, Elisa," she said, before waving her hands. "Well, uh, I think you never insulted her directly, but, you know... My opinion doesn't matter." 

"Right..." Elisa nodded. "Right. Well, that was all I wanted to say, roomie," Elisa chuckled. "I was just heading up to the cafeteria to have breakfast. I guess I'll catch you later."

"... Yeah."

And, with that, Elisa turned and walked away. Rin's eyes lingered on her for a moment as she left.

[What was that about?] Rin shook her head. [Anyway, let me go take this over to Xhez.]

When she returned to her room, she opened up Xhez's bag and the sprite looked up at her, producing a natural smile.

"Alright, I might have something for you," Rin told her with a smile of her own.




A True Adventurer, Part Two

"Wonderful!" Xhez replied from inside the bag. "What options have you found?"

"Okay, so," Rin said, as she began to give Xhez the run-down on the kinds of spells that existed. "There are a few different schools of spells. One of them, the one we care about, is the Illusion school, and that one changes what people see and stuff. So, maybe there's a spell in these books that could help us out.

"Ohhh. I see!" Xhez replied energetically and Rin giggled a little at that.

[This enthusiasm is honestly so cute,] Rin thought, smiling a little as she opened the first of the books up.

[But...] She stopped when something came to her mind.

"Hey, Xhez."

"Yes?"

"How much, uh, 'spirit' do you have?"

"How much?" Xhez echoed.

"Yeah," Rin replied.

"Uhm... I do not know how to answer that," Xhez replied. "Spirit is not something you count."

"Oh, well yeah, but... Uh, how do I explain...?" Rin looked away, trying to figure this out.

What she had in her mind was that because the guards could see through low-tier spells, the only way this would work was if Xhez could perform higher-tier magic. The separation of these, Rin had learned in class before, was determined by the mage's Essence pool.

Simply put, assigning an imaginary number to Essence, if a spellweaver had an Essence rating of 50, and a spell required an Essence rating of 100, obviously, they wouldn't be able to cast it.

"Wait! I got it, the adventurer's token!" Rin thought, and she walked away from Xhez.

Rin went through the bag she had near the bed, as the sunlight poured in from the windows. She hadn't taken her token with her to the mission because she suspected it would be useless. Knowing how that ended up, she was glad she had left it, otherwise, it would probably be gone right now.

As she went through her bag, she found the same contents that had been there before. The clothes, amulet her mother had given her before she left Dren, the necklace she'd taken from Elisa all those years ago, and, then, she found the token and pulled it out.

"Okay, Xhez. I need you to get out into your actual form."

"On it!" Rin heard her response and then, Xhez jumped out and took her normal size. "Okay, what now?"

"I need you to press your thumb on this spike."

"Oh... That looks rather sharp, though."

"Yeah, that's the point... No pun intended."

Xhez raised a brow.

"You... Want me to hurt my thumb?" Xhez asked, as her hands took a darker tone. [Have they always done that?] Rin asked herself. "Have I done something to anger you?"

At that, Rin waved her hands back and forth.

"No, no, see, when you do that, this device actually measures your spirit. It tells you the kinds of spells you can cast and how often."

"Oh, that sounds quite useful!" She brightened up.

"Yeah, go ahead, try it. It hurts a little, but you can heal it back up."

"A-Alright." Xhez took a deep breath and Rin passed her the token. The sprite eyed the coin-like item curiously before doing as Rin directed. "Ahh..." She hissed. "That is... Are you sure this works?"

"Yeah, keep your thumb there."

"Ugh, human technology seems sadistic." She replied but kept her thumb there. Instead of blood, it seemed like strange, viscous water was sliding down from her thumb and dripping onto the floor. The pair waited, and then Xhez's Essence appeared.

It swirled in the air and collapsed into the token, then they spun until finally, the blue tendrils turned black.

[Wait, that's considered really good, right?]

Rin looked over at Xhez with genuine wonder.

"Wow, that was interesting," Xhez said. "Can I remove my thumb now?"

"Uh, yeah," Rin nodded and Xhez quickly did so, creating the [Heal] spellsign in the air and repairing her thumb. [She's gotten pretty natural at that.]

"So, yeah, you'd probably be a damn good mage."

"Mage?" Xhez asked.

"As in, um, you're good at manipulating spirit."

"Oh! I see, thank you." Xhez replied.

"Well, okay, let's see if we can find an Illusion spell that can work for us here."

She quickly skipped multiple chapters and went to the middle of the book. The search for a better illusion spell was not without fruit. After ten minutes or so, Rin spotted something that could potentially work. The only question was, would it be a high-enough level for trained eyes to not be able to see through?

"This should do fine... Maybe," Rin mumbled.

"Oh, what do you mean?" Xhez got a little bit closer.

"So, basically, it's a spell that changes something's color. Maybe you could use it to change your skin color? And, maybe other parts of your body too?"

"Would that be enough of a solution?"

"Maybe. We should try it just to see what you look like."

[It also depends on whether they'll be able to see through it or not.] Rin thought but didn't say. [We won't know unless we try, though.]

"You want to see if you can do it or not?"

"Sure, how do I go about this?" Xhez asked, barely containing her excitement.

"Okay, see that spellsign?"

She pointed at the intricate drawing on the page. It was something like an eye covered in thorns. Even though she could see it, she pictured herself drawing this in the air and instantly knew she wouldn't be cut out for the life of a mage, even if she had the Essence for it.

"Draw that in the air with your spirit. Like you do with [Fireball] and [Heal]. Can you?"

"I think so, let me look at it for a while," Xhez responded.

[Right,] Rin thought. [She'd said her memory was really good. How good though?]

"Hm... Okay. Well, let me attempt it." Xhez held up a hand and pushed her Essence into it. Then, she began drawing the spellsign but halfway through, a small explosion happened in front of her, and Xhez was pushed back.

"Ahh!" Xhez said as she fell on top of Rin. "Ow..."

"Crap," Rin muttered as she grabbed onto her.

"T-Thank you... It appears I made a minor mistake."

"No worries, are you okay?" Rin asked.

"Y-Yes. Now that I know this happens, it caught me a little less off-guard. I will try again, of course." Xhez nodded.

All in all, they were like that for another half hour. They realized, after a while, that the more complex the image, the more precise the spellsign needed to be. And thus, something as simple as Xhez's hand twitching while she was drawing it could result in the spell failing.

[So, even if she can memorize a high-level spell quickly, she'd still need to practice for a long while before she could actually use them consistently.] Rin thought. [Well, she can just start with this one then. I wonder what else she could learn though.]

However, after roughly forty minutes, Xhez was able to cast it.

"O-Oh! W-What do I do?" Xhez asked as her hand glowed. Panicked, Rin looked down at the book.

"Uh, uh, picture a skin color and place your hand on your chest!"

"W-What skin color?"

"Just use mine then! U-Uh, try to change your hair color to mine too, if you can do that! Eyes, lips, everything!" Rin said quickly, and Xhez nodded, putting her hand on her body.

Xhez looked back at Rin, and the two kept their eyes connected as the spell activated.

And with that, the room was enveloped in a bright, white, light as Xhez touched her chest with the Essence-infused hand. Rin shielded her eyes, almost blinded until it felt like the source of the light was gone. Then, she looked back at Xhez and gasped.

Gone was the water sprite, and instead what appeared in front of her was a very regular-looking young girl, with eyes that were just slightly more blue than normal, black hair, slightly pointed ears, brows that were slightly faded, and her fingers looked like she had no nails.

"Did it work?"

"I-I think so!" Rin announced. "If, uh, someone stared at you for a while they'd definitely notice the big differences, but, yeah, we might be able to take you into the city now!"

At that, Xhez's bright blue eyes lit up.

"AH!" She nearly tackled Rin with a hug, one that Rin returned as she shared the excitement, and the two grinned at each other.

And, Rin's hands touched Xhez's hair. The sprite let out a moan and Rin quickly lifted her hands off of her.

"S-Sorry," she laughed awkwardly. "Your hair is still wet. We'll just go like this, though. Honestly... If you put some clothes on, maybe they'll think you just got out of a shower or something."

"So... I can go? W-With you, I mean... Outside." Xhez's eyes were hopeful as they looked up at Rin.

The human was proud to nod.

"Only one way to see if this works. Come on, let's try it!"

---

{Cara}

In her office, Cara finished up the report she had to write on Rin's successful rescue. She hadn't expected to find her out there, but thankfully she had and, this paperwork was but a small nuisance to get out of the way as a result.

Before she could completely finish up though, there was a knock at her door.

"It's open, come in," Cara said loudly and the door opened.

She looked up and found Sye strutting over to the chair in front of her desk.

"... Still haven't gone back to Cradle?" Cara asked quietly as she focused on the report.

"Straight to the point, eh?" Sye asked, as she crossed her legs and smiled at Cara. "Even after we spent so much intimate time together?"

"What do you want?" Cara asked, not having any of this. She was just a tad too tied for it.

"Very well, very well. It actually does pertain to your question, actually. I wanted to know where Rin was staying."

"..." At that, Cara fully lifted her head and laid her eyes on Sye. "What?"

"Yes, I wanted to interview her," Sye replied. "The Mages Guild wants to know how she feels regarding everything that happened to her. We want to use it as a lesson to others, to let them know their actions have consequences, in the very likely case that one of our own was involved in her disappearance."

Cara was stunned.

"If you were involved in Rin's disappearance, why the hell would I ever tell you where she went?"

"A fair question, of course, but, considering the fact that I never attacked you in your sleep throughout the multiple weeks we spent together, wouldn't you say that I, at least, am clear of suspicion?"

"No."

"Ah. Tragic," Sye replied. "I suppose I'll just ask Mannon then. A pleasure speaking with you, as always," Sye bowed to her and Cara rolled her eyes.

As she was about to walk out of the room, she stopped and turned toward Cara.

"Oh, by the way, I will be staying in Libera for a while, I almost forgot to mention that. The Guild wants me to investigate the nearby kobolds, to see how many of them know the [Teleportation] spell. If..." She winked, "you wish to speak to me, just pay me a visit at my hotel. Head over there anyway, if you don't wish to speak to me. I can think of a few ways we could enjoy each other's company."

"..."

Cara just blinked.

Sye walked out, and Cara felt like she'd aged ten years in the span of this one conversation.

It did plant one thing in her mind though.

[Hm... By the Divine, when was the last time I had sex though?]

And, as soon as she realized the answer to that, she wished she hadn't thought about it.

"... Fuck." She muttered as the specific time played back in her mind, and a certain woman with cinnamon hair and a thin frame, naked, laying a soft bed under her, flashed in front of her mind's eye. "Well... Asking myself that was a fucking mistake."
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{Rin}

"Ready?" Rin asked.

"Y-Yes," Xhez nodded, taking a deep breath. "I am slightly nervous."

"So am I," Rin replied. "But, this is the only way we'll know."

And, with that, she opened the door and the two of them walked out of Rin's room.

Rin had given Xhez some of her own clothes a little while ago. The sprite was wearing a long-sleeved black shirt and brown pants, which, due to her skin's watery outer layer, were wet. To Rin's eyes, she definitely looked the part, but there was always the chance she was being overly optimistic.

Standing out in the hall, there were no students nearby. They were alone for a little bit because of that, unable to see if Xhez's disguise had worked.

"These, ehm, 'shoes', you called them? They feel so strange."

"You'll get used to them," Rin replied as she kept watch. "Hm... Come on, anyone, we need to know."

They waited there for a while, to the point where Rin wondered if there was some sort of event that she hadn't been made aware of. However, soon, someone did appear at the end of the hall.

And, Rin's heart nearly stopped.

Cara walked up the stairs leading to her floor, and rounded the corner, looking up and seeing Rin.

[... Crap.]

If the disguise wasn't working, this was about to take a horrible turn. However, Rin didn't voice her concerns, instead. She just crossed her arms, took a deep breath, and tried to pretend like nothing was happening.

Cara walked over to her, and her eyes briefly went from Rin to the disguised water sprite next to her, before settling back on the adventurer.

"Rin, has Sye come to talk to you?"

"... No," Rin shook her head. [Okay, so far, so good.]

"Hm. Well, she was looking for you earlier, so she's probably going to come to talk to you at some point. If she does, be careful. We don't know if the Mages Guild can be trusted yet. She might not have the best intentions."

"Oh. So, if she wants to hurt me, uh, what do I do?"

"Run," Cara shrugged. "Look for me, if you want. I'll be in my office for most of today. You know where it is?"

"Uh, don't remember."

"First floor, last room to the left," Cara replied. "Okay..." She cast one last look at Xhez. She narrowed her eyes a little but didn't say anything. "Just wanted to let you know."

"Thanks," Rin said and with that, Cara walked away.

Xhez, who had been silent the entire time, blinked twice and then looked over at Rin.

"So... Did the disguise work?"

And, at that, Rin grinned.

"Cara's one of the strongest people in the city, so... I think it did."

---

{Xhez}

{Sometime later}

"Welcome to Libera," Rin told the sprite as the two walked out of the Academy. The brunette spread her arms wide, gesturing grandly at the human city that was standing right in front of Xhez's eyes.

She couldn't believe this moment was happening, honestly. But, it was. Her, Xhez, a lonely water sprite from a distant land, was standing in a real human civilization.

It was almost enough to make her cry. She felt shivers going up her arms, as she took her first steps deeper into Libera. Her shoes didn't let her fully experience the architecture, but the solid, firm, ground differed heavily from anything she could find in a forest.

Her legs shook as she walked. She couldn't help it. A mixture of excitement and anxiety danced inside of her relentlessly.

However, as Rin wrapped an arm around her back, those feelings all left Xhez's mind and she looked to her right, up at the human. Rin was smiling down at her kindly.

"Don't worry," Rin said. "I'll be with you every step of the way."

That statement touched Xhez's heart.

"R-Right!" Xhez nodded and the two of them proceeded to walk down the street. There were other people there, some of which gave them strange looks, but Xhez was too busy staring back at their outfits to care.

There were so many different kinds of clothes! Colors that were rare in nature, "shirts" and "pants" of various different lengths and designs. Xhez felt like she was in a dream.

"Oh, oh, what is that?" She asked, pointing ahead at a large wooden structure rolling on two circular pieces attached to its sides.

"It's a carriage, people use it to get around."

"And that?"

"Oh, that thing's a mailbox. People have their letters  delivered to them there."

"AND THAT!?"

"That's... Just a lamppost. It lights up at night."

There was all manner of contraptions and creations that Rin highlighted. Some of them were strange, like the objects some humans were wearing to keep the sun from getting in their eyes. Some of them were creative, like the bows on the backs of some humans, which Rin told her were made to shoot out projectiles at enemies.

However, it was all interesting to her, and she committed everything she saw to her memory.

"Maybe we can head down to a food spot and grab a bite to eat," Rin suggested. "But... Well, I don't have much money, so hopefully, we can get something cheap."

Xhez looked back at Rin and smiled.

"I am willing to go wherever you take me," she stated.

"Uh, it's probably best not to have that attitude with anyone but me, by the way. Just saying."

"Hm? Who else would I treat that way?"

"Well," Rin stopped in front of her. "You're in the city, and..." she lowered her volume, looking around. "Your disguise worked, so, you might end up making a friend or two, you know? If you do, just be careful out here."

"But... Why would I need to be careful if you will be there to help me?"

"I might not always be here, Xhez. I'm an adventurer, after all," Rin told her with a slightly sad smile, and those words slowly sunk into her head. "I'm not saying you have to, you don't have to do anything, but if you do end up in a situation where you're out here on your own, yeah. Be safe."

Xhez looked away. She hadn't even thought of exploring any human-related places without Rin. Even now, after having learned those spells from the woman, she felt like such a thing was suicide.

"... I will keep that in mind."

As they walked, the sprite continued scrutinizing every inch of the city. [How can so many humans fit in such a small place?] She wondered. [The buildings made her feel so small. How do they remain standing like this? Are those all just homes?]

Most of what she saw made her marvel, but one thing confused her.

As the duo continued, Xhez saw a person with a large wooden stand in front of him, selling things that looked fairly similar. Xhez poked Rin in the left shoulder and asked:

"What are those?"

Rin stopped. She looked at what Xhez had pointed to and her brows raised. Then, she narrowed her eyes at them.

"I don't really know, uh..."

Xhez looked back at them and got a bad feeling from it. Still, she walked toward the man, just to check.

"T-These..."

When Xhez saw what they were, she felt her throat tighten.

"These are..."

"Yep!" The man said. "Prime water sprite hairs. Buy a couple and you won't need to buy any water again for a loooong time! Only one gold coin each."

When Xhez heard that, her heart dropped. Every memory she saw from the spirits of other sprites flashed through her mind. The knowledge that her parents had shared with her about how her kind was hunted down. She looked back at them. Many different hairs of different textures, sizes, and colors. [H-How many...?] She knew about them. She knew the fate of the average sprite but, still, it saddened her.

It was suddenly hard to breathe. She couldn't tear her eyes away from them. [Is...] She looked around. [This is normal...]

A tear threatened to spill from her eyes.

"Oh, uh, shit," Rin muttered, dragging Xhez away from there. "Hey." Rin reached up and wiped one of her tears away with a thumb.

"Those are... They were..." Xhez mumbled. She felt cold. She couldn't tear her eyes away from them. Every cluster of hair strapped to that man's wooden counter was like a corpse that Xhez was facing. "How, why...?"

"... Sorry," Rin whispered.

Xhez gulped. She looked around again. The humans passing by. None of them paid this much attention. The remains of multiple sprites were casually set out in the open and none of them seemed to care. [If they saw their own bodies out, dead, and reduced to severed limbs, would they still be so apathetic?]

She looked down.

"Xhez?" Rin asked with a soft voice.

The sprite shook her head.

"I... I do not think I wish to keep walking."

"O-Oh, okay, where do you want to go?" Rin asked.

"Can we go back to, what was it? Your 'room'?" Xhez asked.

"Sure. Of course." Rin responded.

They retraced their steps and went all the way back to that large building with the field of grass and the metal gates. Xhez couldn't stop thinking about them. Questions that she knew were useless to think about kept popping up in her mind, but she couldn't force them out. [How did they die? Did it hurt? How many? How long has this been going on?]

None of the humans paid them much attention as they passed by. Rin and Xhez remained in complete silence throughout the entire walk back. When they returned to Rin's room, they stood outside in the hall, alone as the other humans all walked either downstairs or upstairs.

"So..." Rin started. "Yeah, Xhez. I'm sorry you had to see that."

"No. I..." Xhez paused. "I had to see that."

"What?"

As Xhez formulated a response, the memories stung like an old wound. She looked up at Rin with determined eyes.

"I... I believed that maybe those humans who did these things to my kind were a minority. That their cruelty was not representative of all of you." Xhez looked down. "But... It appears to be more common than I had believed."

"Xhez," Rin started. She placed her hands on the sprite's shoulders, basically forcing her to look up into her amber eyes. "I think, I dunno, I think most people just," she paused, "they don't understand that sprites are, well, people."

"What?" Xhez asked.

"When I met you, I assumed you were just another monster too. It took actually getting to know you for that to change."

"What do you suggest then?" Xhez asked.

"I don't know. I don't know if anything can be done about it. That's just how things are." Rin shrugged.

"I see." Xhez sighed. [Does she believe this is simply something to be ignored? No, no. I do not believe Rin to be so cruel. But... Well, there has to be something that can be done.]

"... Fuck it," Rin said sharply and pulled Xhez into an embrace. Xhez felt her skin grow hotter as Rin wrapped her arms around her. They remained in that position, and then Rin let go. "Sorry. Again, I, I don't want you to think I don't care. It's... It's horrible. I just, yeah, sorry."

As the human hugged her, Xhez returned it and gave a little smile.

"I know. Thank you, Rin. I am glad you are different, at least."
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{Elisa}

{Monday}

"Don't forget, you have a meeting with your fiance after your classes today."

"I know."

"Good. Do not show up late again, Elisa. Please, you are embarrassing our family every time you do so."

That, however, she could not agree on. Showing up late was Elisa's only way of expressing some manner of agency in this situation, after all.

She nodded though, and her aunt, Carliah, walked away, leaving Elisa alone.

[Finally.]

Ever since Elisa had begun studying at the Academy, this sort of thing had become routine. In her month of time here, she'd put all of her efforts into self-improvement. Hell, she'd even stopped sleeping with random people... Mostly. All so she could focus on learning the ways of an adventurer. No matter how futile her efforts were, she was still trying to do this.

Lately, though, it was getting harder to keep herself distracted from the people she was trying to avoid. Of course, the reality had sunk in a while ago that in just a few months, Elisa would be sentenced to living out the rest of her life in a loveless relationship, stuck in a golden prison with a bunch of people she didn't care about.

But, by the Divine, she wanted to enjoy herself before then.

Once Carliah had left, Elisa was free to head into the nearby classroom with the rest of her classmates. And, as she did, she noticed how obvious it was that one girl's presence was taking up pretty much everyone's focus away from Harriton, who was speaking at the front.

Rin was sitting between everyone, writing down Harriton's words diligently in a small notepad, while everyone else did their best to pretend they weren't looking at her.

She couldn't blame them, of course. Just a day ago, they all thought she was dead. The only person who had continued to hold out hope for her return had been the fairy, but everyone else had simply assumed that whatever strange event Rin had been through had cost her life.

It felt like they were sharing a classroom with a ghost.

Still, Elisa was happy to know her roommate hadn't died out there, and she sat down next to Rin in an empty seat to show that appreciation a little. Rin glanced over at her, and Elisa gave her what so many women over the years had told her was a charming smile, hoping her apology earlier had had some effect.

Rin blushed a little, acknowledging Elisa's presence, before going back to her notes.

[Well... That's better than outright hostility, I guess.]

"Alright then, before we start," Harriton said in front of them, "I just wanted to acknowledge the obvious and all. Welcome back, Rin!"

He started applauding and only a couple of the students joined in.

"WOO!" Eve cheered and Elisa snorted at that.

"Yeah, it's good to see one of our own is safe and sound," Harriton said. "However! Now that you're back, Rin, it's time to get to work."

"Yeah..." Rin nodded. "I know."

With that, the class got going properly. Today, Harriton discussed the "spell reactions", or, the effect of combining two spells from different categories, done by two mages at the same time.

He explained, for example, that when someone used a Mundane spell together with an Illusion spell, they could alter the view of the Mundane spell. Someone could cloak a [Fireball] and make it appear to be an [Ice Spear], for example, which could cause the opponent to use some sort of ice resistance increasing ability and end up paying the price for it.

All the while though, Elisa's eyes would drift toward the girl to her left.

She hadn't brought it up to her more after the first time she'd asked, but ever since she'd first seen Rin, she couldn't shake the feeling that she had met her before. Even after Rin had said they hadn't talked, Elisa still felt like that was the case.

In particular, Rin's eyes drew her in like an old lover every time she looked into them.

It was a terribly hard feeling to ignore.

A few hours later, they were in Eli's class, and something became evident as soon as the students began working out, running along the small course set behind the Academy. Rin was really working her ass off.

Even though the rest of the students had progressed far beyond where she was, thanks to the fact that they hadn't gone missing for a month, her effort could still be seen. She was focused, keeping her eyes on the course and running as far as she could before she was inevitably tired.

By the time the class was done, Elisa couldn't help it. She walked over to Rin, with the intention of complimenting her, but Eve reached the brunette before she could.

"Wow, you're really going at it," Eve told her and Elisa stopped. Rin laughed as she looked back at her.

"Is it that obvious?"

As the two of them started to talk to each other, Elisa walked away, leaving them to it.

A class later, now, all of the students, with their sore bodies from working out, were in Combat Tactics and Dueling, where Elisa was paired up with Dylan. Using a heavy wooden sword, Dylan was using a spear of the same material, as the two squared off, with everyone else fighting around them.

Maria had paired them up since they were of similar skill levels, with Dylan having been a part of the Red Trident before coming to the Academy, and Elisa having received professional training as a child.

However, she was slightly distracted. To her right, Rin was fighting Alea, and she seemed like she'd gotten a little better since she'd first joined. Alea was going for some fairly unpredictable swings of her wooden shortsword, and although most of them landed, Rin still managed to dodge plenty. She even got a couple of punches in, which surprised Alea, Elisa, and Maria, who were all watching.

She proved to be a bit too distracted and Dylan smacked her abdomen with his spear, making Elisa cough.

"You should try to focus," Dylan told her. As Elisa nodded, he kept going. "We want to make the best out of this time we have, no?"

"Yeah. Sorry," Elisa replied and she began giving this her all.

An hour later, she wiped away a bit of sweat and everyone started to walk toward the cafeteria. Elisa, though, had another idea. She walked up to one of her classmates and pulled her aside.

She didn't walk up to Rin, though. She approached Eve, instead.

"Eve, can I speak with you?"

Both Eve and Rin, who were standing by the side, were shocked to hear that.

"Oh?" Eve asked. "Uh, why?"

"I just wanted to ask you something."

"Oh... Okay. Go on without me," Eve smiled back at Rin.

"Sure," Rin said, though she was clearly curious as to what Elisa wanted to say to the fairy. She walked away, and the two girls were left alone.

Elisa's eyes laid themselves on the fairy, floating in the air just in front of her. The words that came out of the noblewoman's mouth next were genuine.

"... I wanted to say, I've been impressed with you. You're doing really well," Elisa told her.

At that, Eve blinked a couple of times as her brows shot up.

"... Wow. Thanks," Eve looked away. "U-Uh, thanks, but... Why are you telling me this?"

Elisa breathed in at that and gave a little smile as she said:

"Well, I wanna get closer with my classmates. So, I figured maybe we could catch something to eat. Not today, necessarily, but, whenever."

If Eve was surprised to hear Elisa's statement just a moment ago, she was downright shocked to hear that.

"Are you serious?" Eve asked. "This isn't some joke, right?"

"No, no. I mean it," Elisa replied. "One hundred percent serious here."

"Oh... Um. Okay, m-maybe we can do something then. With Rin, too," Eve quickly added.

"Sounds good," Elisa chuckled. "Well, come on. Food's probably nice and ready by now."

"Y-Yeah."

With that said, they went to the cafeteria, where Elisa went to sit by herself, but not before casting Rin a little wink as Eve went to join her.

All of this, however, was really just one, long, drawn-out way of stalling for time, before Elisa had to go face that horrid man she called her fiance. Still, that time was going to come at some point, and soon, Elisa was getting ready in her room. Rin was somewhere else, which meant that Elisa was alone as she put on a white dress, and tied her hair in a ponytail.

[Okay... Now, let's see if I can go another day without gouging his eyes out.]

---

{Rin}

{A Few Hours Later}

[Hi, mom!]

[I'm sorry I wasn't able to get back to you for so long. Something went wrong on my first mission and, well, yeah. Don't worry though, I'm okay! Still, this whole thing's been pretty... Eye-opening. Honestly, I have so much more respect for Tristan now that I've seen what stuff is like out there. I've discovered that I have pretty much no talent for this sort of thing, haha.]

[But, I'm still going to work hard at it. It's not going to be easy, but I feel like it's possible, and that's more than enough for me.]

[What about you, though, mom? What have you been doing? I hope you haven't gotten any sicker lately. Maybe, after my next mission, I can hope back on the train and visit Dren for a couple of days. I have muscles now! Maybe, at some point soon, I could show off to everyone a little.]

[Stay safe, mom.]

[With love, Rin.]

Willing her muscles to work, even as her wrists and arms were still recovering from the earlier workout session, she finished writing the note and gave it to the magical bird her mother had given to her.

The bird took the letter and flew out the window.

[Okay, time to get some training in.]

Rin then briefly gave Xhez a quick look in her bag to make sure she was still okay and walked out of her room before heading straight up to the Meditation Center. She was still a bit sore, but she wanted to make the most out of her day.

And, honestly, she was excited.

As she walked into the Meditation Center, she had a smile on her face.

"Hey!" Rin announced as she walked in. "So, what are we-"

She froze.

She wasn't ready for the sight in front of her.

Maria was standing in the middle of the room, alone. She had her hands behind her back and her head lowered. That wasn't the part that surprised her, no. It was the fact that an ethereal white dragon was circling her. Rin had no idea what was happening. All she could tell was that Maria was in deep focus.

A focus that broke as she heard Rin enter. The dragon disappeared and Maria took a shuddering breath. Her eyes looked watery.

"... Whoa," Rin said.

"Welcome, Rin. I'm glad that our sessions are resuming. Today, though," Maria wiped away a tear. "I thought I'd show you what your path has in store."
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Hearing what Maria had just told her, Rin took a deep breath and walked up to her.

"Oh, uh, awesome, what... What are we going to do?"

"For now, just watch. Excuse me, I need to prepare... I haven't used these techniques in some time."

As Maria prepared herself, Rin took a step back. Maria turned to the right, facing the wall, and then, she raised her fists. She did a strange, circular motion with them, and then punched toward the open wall, out to the world. From her fist, a white dragon emerged. Maria punched again, but this time, her fist launched out a blast of wind, made visible by streaks of white in the air.

"There are three stages to master in order to reach the peak of martial arts," Maria said, and Rin could hear her voice shaking a little. [Did it take that much effort?] Rin wondered. "The first, the Stage of the Body."

Maria walked over to a wooden dummy that Rin hadn't noticed was sitting by the right side of the room. She picked it up with one hand, and then with her right, she punched straight through it. Her fist hit the wall and dug deep into it, forming a web of cracks.

"The second stage, the Stage of Essence."

Then, she put her hands down, as though she was pushing against something in the air, and her skin began exuding blue fumes, almost giving her a visible aura.

"And, the third stage, the Stage of Divinity."

Maria closed her eyes, and when she re-opened them, they were glowing a bright golden color. It only lasted for a second, before she apparently turned the ability off. Taking a deep breath, Rin walked forward.

"Wow," she muttered, stunned. "What was all that?"

"What you have to look forward to, Rin."

And, with that being said, the two of them sat down and Maria began to explain in detail.

"The first two stages can be tackled in whichever order you prefer. The Stage of the Body revolves around training your physical form to its absolute peak. It's fairly simple and in order to progress in it, you simply need to continue tempering your physique using Essence, as you've been doing. The second stage, the Stage of Essence, is one that overlaps with the path of your average spellweaver. You must meditate, grow the Essence inside of you until your natural Essence pool is as large as it will be. Finally, the Stage of Divinity can only be tackled once both of the earlier stages have been cleared. No one has managed to master this stage fully, but once you do, it is believed that you transcend humanity itself."

"... Damn," Rin said. Suddenly, it felt like she had a lot more to do than she'd expected. "How long did it take you to do all of that?"

"A decade and I'm still not done," Maria replied. "If you are serious about being an adventurer though, then you will have more than enough time to accomplish all of this. To that end, I will help you as much as I can."

Nodding, Rin continued to internalize what had been said to her. She couldn't picture herself doing anything like that. Nor could she picture herself working at this for such a long time. Still, with Maria here to guide her, it didn't feel impossible.

"... Okay," Rin said, as she took a deep breath. "Where do we start?"

She was so eager to learn, she put aside the ability she'd picked up back at Derain, figuring she'd let Maria know about it after this. 

"Well, for now, let's go to what I call... 'bread-and-butter' techniques. These are just moves you will be using throughout your career. I will only teach you one today, though, as you will need to grow your Essence to be able to use more."

"Wait," Rin raised a hand, "I... My Essence is pretty bad. Does that matter?"

"Yes," Maria answered. "Unfortunately. However, everyone is capable of growing their Essence to some extent. Your natural Essence pool, however, does limit this. Think of this mathematically," she continued. "If your Essence is a 1, and you multiply that by 4, you will have an Essence of 4. However, if someone has an Essence of 10, and they multiply that by 4, even though they put in the same amount of effort as you, they will have an Essence of 40. Still, if you have four abilities, and each one uses 1 Essence, then, an Essence of 4 is enough to work, understand?"

"... I think I get it," Rin nodded along.

"Come," Maria stood up. "Let me show you."

The two of them then stood next to each other, side-by-side. Maria wanted Rin to follow along with her, as she showed what she was supposed to do.

"Rin, can you explain to me how you draw a spellsign?" Maria asked.

"Sure. So, you push your Essence into your fingertips, then you draw the sign."

"Yes. Now, what do you think would happen if you attempted that very thing, but using your entire fist instead?"

Rin paused.

"I... don't know."

"The answer is that a different kind of spell would result from that act. After all, each spellsign is just a result of different strokes. Pouring Essence into your fists, or your legs, and then moving them, you can view it as painting with a bigger brush. That means that performing certain moves like this yields specific effects. And, that leads me to your first bread-and-butter technique."

Maria then clenched her right hand into a fist and pulled it back as blue Essence poured out from her hand.

"This move is called the [Empowered Straight Punch]. It is the most basic bread-and-butter move in weaponless combat. Move your hand exactly as I do, while letting your Essence come out from the entirety of your fist. It will feel... funny. Like a small buzzing. Then, lower your fist, and push it forward."

Maria punched the air, and the Essence that had been covering her fist spread out, dissipating.

"Okay, let me give it a shot."

"Do not think it over too hard," Maria told her. "Unlike with regular spellweaving, if you make a mistake all that'll happen is that your ability will not activate."

Rin heard that, and then prepared herself. She readied her fist, driving her Essence into it and trying to bring it out. She was successful fairly quickly. Like Maria said, it felt more like giving her hand a buzz than anything else. She pulled her fist back, lowered it a little, and then thrust it forward.

As she punched the air, she genuinely felt the power in the strike.

"... Oh crap," Rin mumbled as she looked at her own hand.

"I had wanted to develop your Essence a little more before I showed you that," Maria told her. "But, like I said, we will be accelerating your training a little."

"Awesome... So, what's next?"

---

{Elisa}

Walking into the Academy had a tendency of drawing eyes onto her. Walking into the Academy wearing a high-end dress? The effect was amplified. Elisa was too distracted to care though.

[That despicable...] She gritted her teeth as she walked into the building, bathed in moonlight as she'd returned later after she'd left. Trying her hardest to clear her mind, she walked up to her room, eager to slip into clothing that was a little more comfortable.

However, looking like this did have one positive effect that almost made the entire evening worth it. When Elisa walked into her room, she found Rin laying by the bed, holding a bag on her stomach.

It had sounded like she'd been talking to herself just before Elisa entered the room, but as soon as she did, Rin froze. Her eyes widened as she laid them on Elisa's figure and the blonde held back a grin.

[... I suppose there was one good part to all of this,] she thought as she walked over to her drawers and pulled out some clothes.

Elisa took her clothes off then and changed into some basic sleepwear, feeling Rin's eyes on her throughout it all. When she was done, she went over to her bed and laid down.

"Ah... How was your day, roomie?" Elisa asked.

"... Good," Rin said, as she looked away. She remained quiet for a moment, before speaking up again. "Hey, can I ask you something?"

"Sure."

This felt a little sudden, but Elisa was curious to hear what was on her mind.

"... Were you serious?" Rin asked.

"About what?"

"Talking to Eve later, or whatever."

[Oh. I'm guessing she told her about that,] Elisa thought. It was an easy question to answer.

"Yeah," Elisa nodded. "I told you. I've really been impressed with her lately. And, I am sorry for just assuming things about her."

Rin nodded, and Elisa continued.

"I'm not expecting you to change your opinion of me so quickly, but, I would like to show you that I'm not just another bitchy noblewoman."

"... Okay," Rin replied as she stood up and placed her bag on her own drawers. "I... I appreciate that."
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{Rin}

{One Week Later}

"Get ready," Maria said, and as Rin took a deep breath, she narrowed her eyes, preparing herself. Her teacher was holding a dagger in her right hand, aimed straight at Rin's body. "Don't think too hard about it. You need to refine your instincts to the point where your body understands what it has to do naturally."

"Right."

Rin rolled her shoulders in an effort to calm herself down. Her heart was pounding against her chest, but she reminded herself that she'd done this many times before by now and that Maria wouldn't actually hurt her.

Well, she wouldn't hurt her too badly, anyway.

"I'm ready," Rin let her know.

"Okay," Maria replied and suddenly, she charged forward.

What followed happened over the course of a few seconds and yet, in that time, Rin had to make several choices, one after another.

[She's going for my left shoulder,] she thought, dodging to the right. Maria's dagger narrowly missed her. Maria spun, taking her dagger into a reverse grip. [My abs,] Rin thought before she leaned to the left, and the dagger grazed the spot right under her belly button. She let out a short hiss in pain before Maria pulled back a fist, clearly telegraphing a punch.

[Duck under it,] she told herself and she did so, but then Maria caught her with a knee to her stomach, and a string of spit came out of Rin's mouth as she fell to her knees. The wind was knocked out of her, and Maria quickly cast the [Heal] spell, to cure the wound she'd made with the blade.

"You're getting faster," Maria told her, "but, you can't corner yourself like that. Ducking into me left you with no options. If you have to dodge, always dodge away, instead of going into your opponent, unless you know you can land a hit before they respond."

"Ack," she coughed, before nodding. "I understand."

As Maria had promised, over the past week the two of them had been hard at work. Rin's days now revolved around this training, with her only extended resting periods being the time she spent digesting those healing meals she and the others would receive for lunch. While they all walked around, hung out, and did whatever else they could with their days, Rin would be here, practicing. Today, however, the isolation hit Rin particularly hard because everyone else was off on their second mission, while Rin was here, making up for the time she'd lost after her first.

She honestly didn't know if she was getting any better, but Maria seemed to believe so.

"Take a moment," Maria told her as Rin wiped away some sweat. "How do you feel?"

"Like I'm still not fast enough to dodge your attacks," Rin let her know. "And it kinda sucks."

"Good. That is by design, Rin," Maria told her. "You must have forgotten. I am much, much faster than you. The reason you are able to dodge my attacks at all is because I am purposely slowing down, but..."

She knelt down in front of Rin and tapped her forehead with her index finger.

"... If I allow you to get too comfortable, you will stop improving. If I allow you to use that strange ability of yours during our practice, you will use it as a crutch. All I am doing is maintaining the challenge."

"I-I get that," Rin nodded, recalling what Maria had told her after she'd shown her the [Spirit Flame] ability. Maria had been impressed, but she was quick to point out that such an ability could lead Rin to over-rely on it.

She also mentioned, however, that she hadn't heard anything about that ability, which made Rin wonder just how old and forgotten it was.

"It's just..." She continued. "Yeah, I don't feel myself getting any quicker."

"Is that so?" Maria asked. "Alright. Stand up."

Rin did so wordlessly, and Maria took a step back.

"Here's what I'll do," Maria began to explain. "I am going to come at you with nothing held back. I will look to punch you as I would in any real fight, however," she added just as Rin started to pale, "I will do so at the speed and strength that I was using when we first started. Understand?"

"I-I think so..."

"Okay. Get ready."

Hearing that, Rin put her fists up. She nodded, letting Maria know she was prepared, and then, the cinnamon-haired woman ran up. She went for a right hook on Rin's head, but Rin dodged backward, watching her fist go by her face slowly.

[Wait, what?] Rin asked herself as Maria then went for a spinning heel kick, and Rin saw it coming, leaning back. She tried for a couple of punches aimed at Rin's mid-section, and the rookie adventurer blocked a couple like Maria had taught her to do before Maria then went for an uppercut that Rin avoided easily.

"Do you see now?" Maria asked, taking a step back.

"... Crap," Rin thought as she looked down at herself. "You're... You're not, like, I mean, is this for real?"

At that, Maria put a hand on Rin's shoulder. She smiled at her student as she said:

"I know what I'm doing, Rin. You are getting better, even if you don't see it. I need you to believe in me here, but not just that, I also need you to believe in yourself. Got it?"

"..." Rin could agree with the former, but the latter? She couldn't promise that at all. She was determined to learn, but everything that had happened did shake her confidence. Still, she nodded and Maria did the same.

"We're done with physical training for the day," she told Rin. "Now, we work on growing your Essence."

This, as Maria had said a week ago, was another step in the process. In order for Rin to be able to use any bread-and-butter techniques, along with the [Spirit Flame], she needed to expand her Essence pool, however marginally she could.

The two of them sat down next to each other, by the edge of the room, looking out the open wall. It was a bright, sunny day, where the forests beyond the city almost glinted under the light, swaying as the wind passed over each individual tree.

Below, there was just one person using Eli's obstacle course. Seth was training by his lonesome, having already come back from his mission. Remembering how she'd caught him and Elisa that one morning at the start of the semester put a bad taste in Rin's mouth.

"Uh, remind me how this works again?" Rin asked, distracting herself.

"Sure. What you want to do is allow the Essence inside of you to circle all throughout your body, much in the same way that you do when limit-breaking. However, the lack of action will instead allow the Essence inside of you to become more fluid, growing within your body."

"... Okay," she nodded, taking a deep breath. "Got it."

"Let yourself daydream. It is imperative to remain calm throughout this. Let your mind wander and just... watch where it goes."

It was easier said than done, as loud as Rin's thoughts tended to be, but she tried. She breathed in, looking out at the outside world, and tried to silence her mind as best she could while her Essence flowed through her.

It didn't work at all for a while, but, after focusing on the landscape, her thoughts went quiet and Rin just sat there. Slowly, but surely, her body was covered in a blue aura, which meant it was working.

"Once you get really good at this, you will be able to have entire conversations while meditating, as your words will not interrupt your mind from its rest," Maria said, next to her, with her body covered in a similar haze. Her voice sounded so calm, low, and smooth that Rin almost worried Maria would put her to sleep. "Heh, it's funny, when I first started, I would do this all the time, just because I thought it was fun."

"..." When she heard that, Rin purposely stopped the process, so she could ask a question. "How much time did you spend like this?"

"Quite a bit," Maria chuckled.

"Did anyone else join you?" Rin asked. "I feel like this would get kinda lonely after a while."

Hearing that, Maria's smile faded, as did her aura.

"... Yes," Maria replied, taking a deep breath. "Someone normally did."

---

A few hours later, Rin was walking into the town, alone and with almost every muscle in her body still feeling a little sore. She didn't intend on staying outside for too long, as Xhez was probably eager to get out of her bag and walk around which Rin wanted to help her with, but right now, she needed a moment.

She'd done so much in this past week, that she wanted to take just a few minutes to unwind. Take a walk, see the sights, and maybe later, she'd do the exact same, but with Xhez by her side.

She'd learned of a small bar, thanks to Eve, that could be found just south of the Academy. It had been a while since Rin got a chance to drink, and, feeling like she could use some alcohol tonight, she decided to go buy a shot or two. The prices here were cheap enough so that Rin didn't feel like she was wasting away her savings too badly, and it was a cozy-looking place where there weren't many seats and there weren't many customers.

The place was called Lio's Bar, and Rin walked in as the sun threatened to disappear for the rest of the day.

[By the Divine, how long has it been?] She wondered as she sat down and the bartender, an old man with a missing eye, asked her what she wanted. She ordered the cheapest liquor she could get, which cost only ten silvers, and as the drink was placed in front of her, memories began to float in front of her eyes.

Back when she'd first started at the Silver Rose, having sex with people she wasn't even attracted to, bottles like the black one given to her now were her best friend. Over time, she'd gotten used to it to the point where she hadn't needed to drink herself stupid every single night, but for a while, she was a bonafide alcoholic.

So, pouring some of that liquor into a glass cup, she figured she'd get a taste of the old days.

"Oh, oh fuck," she muttered, coughing with a little laugh, "yeah... Still tastes just as bad."

That didn't stop her from taking another sip though. She didn't drink enough for it to really be a problem, but just enough to let her head buzz a bit.

At the same time, a few locals walked in and out of the bar, each one giving Rin lingering gazes and, at that moment, something strange happened. She remembered what she looked like. It might sound weird, but Rin had made good use of her looks for the past three years, knowing damn well how attractive she was.

However, at the Academy, no one there seemed to care too much about that. So, over the last month or so, she'd genuinely forgotten how regular people viewed her.

It made her laugh a little, before taking another sip. She almost missed it.

Beside her, she noticed two customers getting friendly, and subtly, she looked over at them as she heard:

"Oh~ You're too sweet!" A girl told someone. She looked fairly cute to Rin's eyes, with tanned skin, short black hair, and mischievous eyes aimed at a middle-aged man who looked completely enraptured by her.

However, Rin could tell from a glance that the feeling wasn't mutual. The sly smile that the girl was giving him looked like a facade, to the point where Rin wondered what was going on here.

Not that it was any of her business, but still, she was curious.

And, then, she saw it. The man pulled out a couple of gold varols and outright dropped them into the woman's drink. [Huh?] Rin thought as the woman then drank the contents of that mug, leaving only those coins at the bottom of the glass.

Then, the cute girl caught Rin watching and winked at her, as she took the coins from the mug and got up. The man stood with her and the two walked out the bar, and Rin could guess what was going to happen next.

"It's disgusting, ain't it?" The bartender asked and Rin turned to look at him.

"Hm?" She tilted her head.

"Out in the open like that," he shook his head. "Whores comin' by and swindlin' half the city, taken their well-earned platinum. Enough to make a man sick."

"... How?" She asked. "Isn't that illegal?"

And, when the bartender heard that, he laughed.

"Illegal? Yeah, it's illegal. Good luck finding a guard who cares about that in this part of the city."

"What do you mean?" Rin asked.

"... Lady, are you not from here?"

As soon as she heard that, Rin knew she could be placing a target on her back by answering that honestly, but, she wouldn't get answers otherwise. So, she trusted the skills she'd been training and hoped that if she was strong enough to fight off a monstrous skeleton then she was strong enough to fight drunken thieves, and she nodded.

"Ohh... Well, listen," the old man said. "Be safe around these parts. The guards in this city don't care too much what happens south of that damned Academy. As long as you don't mess with the nobles, there's a lot the guards are willin' to let slide down here. If a thief or two wants to mug a passing tourist like you, they won't care. If a woman with no money wants to get on her knees and suck off a man for his money, they won't care. They won't bat an eye at ya for shit like that down here. No, they view that as, eh, what's the word? Right, inconveniences. So, you keep an eye behind ya at all times, that's all I'm sayin'."

...

Rin paused.

"... Noted," she said before she stood up and walked back to the Academy, internalizing what she'd just heard.
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{Xhez}

{The Next Day}

"Hey, Xhez?" Rin's voice called out to her and the sprite looked up from inside the bag. In one of her arms, she was holding the books she'd brought down when they were looking for an Illusion spell.

"Rin?" Xhez called out.

"Hi," Rin told her, looking down into the bag. "Had a good sleep?"

"Taking these short rests still feels strange, but, I think I am getting used to it," she replied.

"Good, good. So, do you wanna walk around a little?" She asked.

At that, Xhez smiled, with some excitement building up inside of her. What happened in the town had certainly diminished her hopes quite a bit, but she was still eager to learn more about humanity. What she'd do with the information, she had no idea, but she wanted to have it.

"Yes!" She replied.

"Okay, come out the bag then, and use that spell. I'll give you some more clothes," Rin said and after a brief moment of trying and failing to cast the spell, Xhez was standing in front of her in her human colors, still naked though. "I got you these, by the way," Rin stated as she pulled up a pair of gloves. "They'll hide the fact that you don't have any nails. The only thing we really need to be careful with is that hair of yours."

"Ohhh, I see!" Xhez replied as she took the cinnamon-brown shirt and shorts that she was given, and put them on along with these gloves Rin had acquired. They felt strange on her hands, but she saw the logic behind them, so she didn't mind it too much.

"Alright, you're all set!" Rin said, putting her hands on her hips.

"Where will we go?" Xhez asked, curious.

"I had a place in mind for you. I think you'll appreciate it. It's called a 'library'," she explained.

"O-Oh! I remember this word!" Xhez exclaimed, "you said it was a place where humans store information?"

"Yeah!" Rin replied. "I figured you'd like it. Does it sound good?"

"Of course," Xhez giggled and Rin nodded.

"Then, in that case, come on. But, try to stay out of sight so no one bothers us or anything, cause, uh, technically you need permission to do stuff here. But, if anyone asks, I'll tell them you're with me. I'm guessing they won't think too much of it."

"What is 'permission'?" 

"Never mind, just stay low, is all."

Rin took her up a couple of floors. On the way, humans would glance Xhez's way, but only one person interrupted their walk to the library.

"Maria," Rin called out, bowing.

A short, thin woman then approached them from the front. Xhez's eyes roamed over her figure. She had brown hair that just touched her shoulders and wore clothes that didn't seem as tight on her as Rin's or Xhez's own did. Additionally, although her eyes first went to Rin, when she noticed Xhez, she looked at her for a while.

She approached the two of them and looked incredibly confused. Xhez did her best not to look nervous, as Maria finally spoke up.

"Who is this?" She asked quietly.

"... Uh, this is Xhez," Rin replied, "m-my sister!"

At that, Xhez turned toward Rin, surprised, but then she caught on that Rin was making something up. Lying wasn't something Xhez or her mothers did often, so it was an unusual thing to see.

"... Really?" Maria asked, her eyes fixed on the disguised sprite.

"Yeah," Rin nodded, and then she wrapped her free arm around Xhez's back, pulling her into a half-hug as she tried to force a grin. "She just arrived here a little while ago, uh, i-isn't she just the cutest? Oh, gosh, my dear little sis!"

"..." Maria looked entirely unimpressed.

As other students walked past them, however, she looked around, cleared her throat, and was about to leave when she stopped and said, "be careful not to take... your sister, too deep into the city, Rin. Some people don't take too kindly to foreigners."

"Right, right, I'll remember that!" Rin responded, and the woman walked away.

"Who was that?" Xhez asked.

"My teacher," Rin breathed a sigh of relief. "She's really cool, honestly. I like her. Anyway, come on, let's keep going."

A few seconds later, they were walking into a place that Xhez could have never imagined from just hearing about it. The first thing she noticed was that there were dozens, maybe hundreds, of books just like the ones Rin was carrying right now. There was only one human here, who was sitting to the left, reading from one at the moment.

Rin gestured at Xhez for her to sit down at a table to the right, and the sprite did so while she went to go talk to the man to the left. He didn't notice Xhez, which the sprite was happy about. Even if the disguise seemed to work, whenever a human looked at her like the woman from earlier had, it made her nervous.

"Did you get some use out of 'em?" The man asked Rin.

"Yeah, thank you," Rin bowed.

"Eh, don't sweat it. Just doin' my job."

Then, Rin walked over to the table without the books in her hands anymore and said:

"Okay," she spoke quietly. "I'm gonna bring you some stuff, and, I dunno, maybe it'll be interesting? I haven't read any of this myself."

"I am excited!" Xhez replied at an equally low volume.

"I thought you'd be," Rin replied with a wink. "Sorry I haven't been able to do more like this for you, I've been busy."

"Do not worry," Xhez shook her head. "I understand that you have responsibilities. My curiosity can wait."

"... You're something else," Rin said as a natural smile came to her face. "Wait here."

Xhez did exactly that. She admired her surroundings for a while, as Rin gathered up a few books from different shelves in front of her. This entire place was made of a mix between wooden furniture and metallic decorations, which made it seem otherworldly to Xhez. Then again, everything else in this city had that same effect.

Still, what she'd seen in the streets had lowered her opinion of humanity quite a bit. She just couldn't understand how sprites like her could be reduced to just a set of special hairs to sell. She couldn't imagine doing the same to a human.

When Rin came back, she placed a few books down in front of Xhez.

"... Wait," Rin muttered, "shit, you don't know how to read, do you?"

"You are correct," Xhez nodded with a smile.

"Awesome. Okay, uh..." Rin paused. "Oh," she leaned in and lowered her voice further. "Well, whatever, I'll just read it to you out loud... We should probably go a little farther away though, just in case."

The two moved to a different table then, with Xhez feeling eager to begin learning more, and Rin opened one of the books and coughed.

"Okay," she took a deep breath. "Let me know if anything sounds confusing."

"I will."

"... Alright. Let's start."

---

{Rin}

{Hours Later}

"Steady," Maria told her, as Rin failed to perform the technique she'd been given for the third time. "Remember, it is just like drawing a spellsign. If you are not precise in your movements, it will not succeed."

"Got it, got it," Rin nodded as she tried to calm herself down and went through the process again.

[First,] she thought, [drag my heel on the ground, spin, come up and turn it into a crescent kick. Simple.]

"Don't overthink it. We have plenty of time. If you do not succeed, we will just try again," Maria added as Rin prepared herself.

Then, she did it. She kept her left foot planted in front of her, pushing Essence out from her right foot. Then, she spun, dragging that right foot along and she noticed that her body sped up of its own volition, meaning that the ability was working. Finally, she raised her leg, performing a crescent kick, and when she did, her foot was covered in fire, which reminded her of her [Spirit Flame] ability.

"D-Did I do it!?" Rin asked.

"Yes, good job," Maria told her. "That was the [Flame Arc] technique. Simple, easy to execute, and devastating against weaker enemies if it connects."

[... Now I kinda wish I had this when I fought the skeletons,] Rin thought with a chuckle. [Oh, well.]

"Rin... May I ask you a question?" Maria suddenly said as Rin sat down in front of her teacher and smiled.

"Yeah, what's up?"

Maria paused.

"... Who was that blue woman?"

And, when she heard that, Rin's smile faded.

[... Crap.]
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"..." Rin blinked. "What?"

Maria sighed.

"I could tell you placed an Illusion spell on her, and I saw through it. So, tell me."

"I don't..." Rin tried to deflect, as futile as her efforts were. Maria was having none of that.

"Rin, just tell me," she responded slowly, emphasizing every word. As Rin understood that she wasn't getting out of this situation, she wondered if she should just run out of the room, grab Xhez and leave the entire Academy.

Of course, because she knew that Maria was fast enough to stop her before she even managed to take one step outside, she looked down.

"She's my friend," Rin said, feeling her heart ache.

"... Alright," Maria nodded. "But, what is she?"

Taking a deep breath, Rin spoke quietly.

"She's a water sprite," Rin stated, hoping she hadn't just given Xhez a death sentence. Maria heard her and narrowed her eyes a little.

"No, seriously, what is she?" Maria asked again. 

"I-I'm not lying, she's a water sprite."

"... Alright," Maria replied. "And, how exactly did you become friends with a water sprite?"

"Well," Rin said, moving closer to Maria in the hopes that her words would reach her better. "She's intelligent, she's not a monster, or whatever!"

"What do you mean by that?"

"S-She can talk!" Rin said. "And, she's smart, and, she's really nice, and, s-she's just a normal water sprite!"

"Rin," Maria held a hand up, signaling for her to pause. "I don't know what she is, but I can tell you she's no water sprite, that's for sure."

"What?" Rin's brows shot up to the ceiling. "W-What do you mean?"

"For one," Maria continued, "she wasn't trying to bite your face off. I'd say that disqualifies her from that."

"I don't know what..." Rin looked down. "I'm not lying to you, Maria, I swear. I promise I'm telling you the truth." 

As Rin stated that, a moment of silence settled between them.

"... Fine," Maria said, closing her eyes. "Bring her up here then."

Rin's eyes widened.

"I, what?"

"You said she can talk. Prove it. Bring her to me."

As Maria said this, Rin gulped. Feeling her nervousness rising, she put her hands up.

"M-Maria, please, Xhez, uh, the sprite, she's a really good person, don't..."

"Rin, if you're telling me the truth, I am not going to hurt her," Maria told her. "Before I make any decisions, I would like to verify what you've said. So, bring her up here."

Although her heart was pounding against her chest, Rin tried to believe that, and she nodded.

"O-Okay, okay, uh, I'll be back in a second."

With that, Rin basically sprinted out into the hall.

She ran down the stairs, all the way back to her room, where she quickly walked up to Xhez's bag. Elisa was in her bed, and she sat up, looking at Rin with questions in her eyes.

"Rin?" Elisa asked, but Rin didn't answer. Instead, ignoring the blonde, she grabbed Xhez's bag and jogged back out of the room. She tried not to shake Xhez too badly as she went back to the Meditation Center.

Once she was standing outside the door, she stopped and crouched. Looking around, she made sure they were alone. Opening the bag up, she saw that Xhez was awake and confused.

"Uh, Rin?" Xhez asked, looking up at her. "What is happening?"

[Okay, calm down, calm down,] she told herself, trying not to appear too shaken. She forced a smile and said:

"... Listen, so..." She started, "remember Maria?"

"Yes," Xhez replied.

"Well... She knows," Rin explained, and even as small as Xhez currently was, she could see her shocked expression appear. "B-But don't worry! She... She wants to talk to you."

"But... I..." Xhez replied. "I am not ready to meet another human... So soon..."

"Sorry," Rin told her, "we, we don't really have a choice here."

With that, she opened the door and walked inside. Maria looked up as Rin locked the door behind her.

"Hm? Where is she?" Maria asked.

"She's... in here," Rin said, lifting her bag up. She only noticed then, as she held her hands in front of her, that her arms were trembling. Feeling a coldness spreading in her chest, she set the bag down. "Okay," she looked inside, "Xhez... You should come out now."

The way Xhez was looking at her from inside was nothing short of heartbreaking, but considering what was happening, all Rin could do was hope for the best.

She stepped away from the bag and watched then as Xhez jumped out and grew into her regular size.

Maria flinched but didn't react beyond that. Instead, her eyes, like solid steel, remained fixed on Xhez, unblinking as the sprite appeared in front of her. The sprite was naked, wearing no disguise, as she stood in front of Maria and looked back.

Rin, instinctively, walked up to stand by her side, as Maria stood up.

"So-" she started, but Maria put a hand up and she stopped talking. Her teacher crossed her arms and said:

"What is your name?" Maria asked.

"... Xhez," the sprite replied, just as anxious and scared as Rin was.

But, just hearing that word alone, made Maria change expressions from one of careful skepticism to one of surprise.

"... Is that so?" Maria looked down. "And, where are you from?"

"T-The mountains, northwest of here," Xhez explained.

Maria walked up to her then, and Xhez took a step back.

"Open your mouth," Maria told her.

Xhez wordlessly did so, and Rin watched as it looked like Maria was analyzing her teeth. The entire time, Rin was so nervous she felt light-headed.

Then, Maria took one of Xhez's hands and lifted it up, looking at her nailless fingers. Last, but not least, she looked at the back of Xhez's head and took a strand of her hair. Xhez visibly shivered, but as Maria stared at the hair she'd grabbed, she finally stepped away.

"... You're a water sprite?" Maria asked, as though Rin hadn't told her that already.

"Y-Yes," Xhez replied. Maria just looked at her for a second, in disbelief.

"How is this possible?" Maria asked aloud.

"Maria, uh, Miss Camille, you can tell, right?" Rin asked. "That she's not a monster, I mean."

"Uhm... I can show you, if you-" Xhez said, taking a step closer to her, but she instantly stopped when Maria reacted by raising a fist.

It looked like something she'd done out of reflex, but it was enough for both Rin and Xhez to freeze.

"Do not..." Maria's voice sounded like it was trembling just as badly as Rin's hands were. "Do not come closer."

And so, everyone remained perfectly still. For a while, no one moved or said anything. All they could do was wait for Maria to say something again. Eventually, Rin's teacher spoke up, dropping her hands.

"Rin..." She muttered, sounding defeated. "What the hell did you get yourself into?"

"Miss Camille," Rin walked up to her, "I promise you, I literally spent an entire month with Xhez by my side, I can vouch for her, she's not a mindless creature or anything like that. You heard her yourself."

"Yes," Maria replied. "I did. I heard her, I see her, and yet I still can't believe it."

"I understand that this is a lot to take in, it was for me too, but... Xhez isn't wrong. She can show you, better than I could ever tell you, that she's not a monster."

At that, Maria sat down, crossing her legs. She slumped over, her eyes on the ground as though the floor held answers to her questions. Then, she looked up.

"... How?"

"She has this... thing," Rin explained, "it can show you her memories. Xhez, uh, show her. Uh, can she show it to you?" 

Maria paused. She looked deeply into Rin's eyes, before, after a while, nodding. 

Rin breathed a sigh of relief and gestured for Xhez to go ahead.

The sprite, seeing that, took a cautious step toward Maria. She looked back at Rin for confirmation and, when Rin nodded, she continued, until she was in front of the Rank S adventurer, sitting down as well.

Maria's eyes looked like they were daring Xhez to try something. As though she was promising that the instant Xhez made one wrong move, she would punch her head off. And, indeed, Rin knew the woman was capable of it.

"I-I am going to t-touch my forehead to yours," Xhez explained, "o-okay?"

"... Go ahead, sprite," Maria told her and Rin could downright feel the challenge in her tone.

Hearing that, Xhez put her hands on Maria's thighs. The teacher narrowed her eyes at Xhez, and Xhez leaned closer. Maria's fists clenched up and Rin felt like her heart was going to break through her chest, and finally, Xhez lightly pressed her forehead against Maria's.

And, as their bodies glowed white, Rin knew the ability had begun to work.
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"... Don't let anyone else see her," Maria said, listing her points with her fingers, "keep her disguised at all times, and keep her out of any mages' sight."

After Xhez showed Maria her memories, the woman had remained silent for a long time before beginning to talk about how Rin could keep Xhez safe. The adventurer took that as an indication that Maria had come onto her side, for now, at least.

Though, she hadn't said anything about what exactly she'd seen.

"But," Rin replied hesitantly. "If... If you, you know, if you see things her way now, can't we just explain to everyone that Xhez is different? I think people would be willing to give her a chance if they just knew."

"No," Maria shook her head. "Some people would, but others would only see an opportunity. A sprite's hairs are valuable, Rin. Just one strand can produce water for almost a month after being separated from its host. Even if you could convince people not to think of her as a monster, they'd still want to kill her for her hair."

"B-But, what if Xhez just sold her hair, on her own, or something? Cut deals with them."

Xhez had the answer to that question.

"My hair does not grow back, Rin," Xhez said. "I would rather not get rid of it, please."

"Oh, sorry," Rin said.

"Listen," Maria said, "I... I understand where the two of you are coming from, with this thing Xhez wants to do. However, you need to understand that every time you walk out of your room, even if nothing happens, you are putting Xhez in danger. Now, that doesn't mean you have to keep her there, but it does mean you can't tell anyone about what she actually is. Understood?"

Xhez nodded.

"I understand," the sprite answered. "I saw them. The hairs of my sisters being sold in the streets. I would like to not end up that way."

"Good," Maria said, and with that, she sighed and stood up. "Rin, I need a moment. We won't be training for today, just... Come back tomorrow."

"Yeah. Sorry to drop this all on you."

"It's fine," Maria replied and just like that, Xhez jumped back in her bag, and Rin walked out of the room, carrying it in her hands.

"... Well," she said, looking around to make sure no other students were here. "That went... Kinda good, I guess."

"Yes..." Xhez said from in the bag, and she was quiet for a bit before she added, "I saw many interesting things in that woman's memories, Rin. Her spirit is a very sad one."

[... Is that so?] Rin thought as she looked down.

"Come on," she said, changing the topic. "Let's get back in my room, and, uh, I'll read you more about Libera until we calm down a little. How does that sound?"

"I'd like that."

---

{Lyn}

Lyn looked at herself in the mirror for the fourth time since she'd decided she was ready. But, she couldn't help it. She hadn't done anything like this in a while. Between the black dress she had on, which she hadn't worn in years, the makeup she'd actually bothered to use tonight, and the heels she had on that actually turned walking into an exercise in balancing, she felt completely out of her element.

"Um..." She muttered. "No, maybe I should let my hair down... Goodness, why am I so nervous?"

She didn't understand what it was that had her heart beating so fast tonight. In theory, going out to eat with Jay was something she'd done enough times to feel like it was normal. Maybe it was the fact that the woman had invited her to what was probably the only actual high-class restaurant in town.

Or, maybe it was how she'd invited her, with that charming smirk of hers that Lyn couldn't get out of her head. Regardless, as she decided she'd wasted enough time getting ready, Lyn walked of her bathroom, picked up her purse, and went into the living room. Here, she turned on her old radio, sat down on the couch, and let her head rest against it as she waited for Jay to arrive.

[Gooood morning, citizens of Ilyrum!] The man on the radio spoke. [Boy, do I have some news for all of you. Just last night, the Prime Minister of Cradle has announced plans to build another International Railroad, leading to Cardana. This is biiiig stuff! Cardana, notoriously, has been closed off to both Libera and Cradle for over a century! If we can open up avenues of communication with them, who knows what could happen!]

Lyn barely heard a word of that though, as something thudded against her window.

"Hm?" She looked up, and she saw her messenger bird there, holding a letter.

[Wait, what?]

She got up quickly. Running over to it, she opened the window up and took the bird in, where she grabbed the letter and sat back down on the couch.

Her hands trembled as she unfolded it, and when she saw the words, "Hi, mom", tears came to her eyes.

Someone knocked on the door, and Lyn briefly put the letter down as she jogged over to it, trying not to trip and fall in her excitement. She pulled the door open and found Jay standing in front of her, wearing a crop top and jeans, with some flowers in her hands.

"H- oof," Jay recoiled as Lyn all but threw herself on top of the woman. "Uh, Lyn?"

"Ah, sorry, sorry," Lyn pulled back as she couldn't stop smiling. "It's just... Rin got back to me. I was so worried for her, she hadn't talked to me in so long."

"Oh, shit, really?" Jay asked, surprised. "What did she say?"

"I haven't read the letter, I only just received it, but..." She looked back at it, where it lay on her couch. "I-I'll read it when I get back home. Sorry, I was... Just happy."

"No, no," Jay waved her concerns off. "We can take a moment and you can just read it right now. It's okay."

"Are you sure? If you're hungry, I wouldn't want to starve."

"No, no," Jay smiled at her. "Lyn, I just wanna spend time with you. Whether it's here, or at the restaurant, or wherever, it doesn't matter. I would, though, like to drop these, if you don't mind," she said, gesturing at her flowers.

"Okay... Thank you, Miss Jay," Lyn bowed a little. "Come in, come in."

The two went over to the couch, where Lyn sat down and grabbed the letter. Jay sat next to her and Lyn gestured for her to get closer. Jay wrapped an arm around her, and Lyn leaned in a little as she began to read the letter aloud.

"...Hi, mom, I'm sorry I wasn't able to..."

The relief she got from the letter made Lyn's chest feel several times lighter. She'd tried not to worry too much about her daughter, but considering what had happened to Tristan, she couldn't help but fear the worst. Still, reading this now, even though it did confirm that something had gone wrong, at least Rin was still safe up there in Libera.

"She's a tough kid," Jay said as Lyn finished reading. "More than most people give her credit for. Trust me, I think she'll do just fine once she gets the hang of things."

"Yes, I... I believe the same, but, still," Lyn folded the letter up. "It's nice to have confirmation. Anyway, sorry, we should get going," Lyn hurriedly got up but, Jay put a hand on her shoulder lightly.

"Lyn, I'm in no rush. Take your time."

"I know, I know... Thank you, Miss, ehm, Jay," Lyn smiled up at her. "You're always so kind to me."

"You make it easy to be," she shrugged.

The two walked out of the house then, as Lyn planned out her response to Rin in her mind.

"Oh, by the way," Jay said. "You look absolutely stunning, I didn't know you owned anything like this," Jay said as she looked Lyn up and down.

Lyn blushed a little, looking away.

"I forgot I did," she muttered. "I... I haven't had a reason to dress up in a while."

"Oh, and what's the reason now?"

"Well, it's not every day you invite me out like this. I mean, you know, *out*, out, I suppose."

"Aw, was this all just for me?" Jay asked with a smirk.

"Of course," Lyn shrugged. "You're a woman worth impressing."

And, on that note, the two walked down Dren's streets, with smiles practically painted onto their faces.
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The day after Maria had found out about Xhez, Rin found herself taking her morning classes, as per usual, jotting down her notes as quickly as she could in a notebook Eve had gifted to her.

"So, just a refresher, since Rin wasn't here when I explained this before, there are several different categories of monsters, and it would do you well to learn them. Now, granted, they're all arbitrary, but memorizing these categories can help you identify monsters out in the wild so that even if you don't know specific details about them, based on their categories you know what to expect."

[Uh, okay,] Rin thought as she prepared herself to absorb the information.

"Humanoids. You can probably guess but these are just monsters who resemble humans. Make no mistake though, they are mindless, merciless, and animalistic. However, the part where that human resemblance comes into play is in the fact that they can make conventional weapons for themselves, and use spellsigns, just like we can."

As she spoke, Cara was lifting drawings on large sheets of paper to show what she was talking about. The one she was holding up right now was that of a kobold.

"Next up, Elementals. These are creatures who owe the entirety of their existence to a particular element in the world. Now, some of these, creatures like water sprites and fire sprites, can use spells outside of their elements, but their bodies still depend on these elements. So, if you use a Water spell on a fire sprite, it'll be very effective. If you use a Fire spell on a water sprite, same thing."

Rin recalled how Xhez's body had dried up due to her time under the sun and made a mental note of not allowing anything like that to happen again.

"Draconic. Not to be misunderstood, we are talking about dragon-type monsters that are more closely related to dragons than say, a kobold. Mostly just wyverns, which are dragons with two legs instead of four, and drakes, which are effectively just much smaller, and much less powerful dragons. The chances that any of you will ever run into a real, actual, dragon are slim to none, so don't worry about that."

Eve raised her hand and Cara turned toward her.

"Yes?"

"Have you ever run into one?" Eve asked, a curious expression on her face.

Cara took a deep breath.

"Yes. Once."

And, just like that, she went back to the topic.

"Beasts. These are creatures that resulted from regular animals being twisted by wild Essence. Things like griffins, werewolves, yarikos, anything that you look at that makes you think of another normal animal you know of, fall under this category. They can use spellsigns, but more often than not, they'll just try to bite you to death."

She turned toward the class.

"Undead. Vampires, skeletons, zombies, anything that was once dead and got brought back to life. The tricky thing when it comes to these is that how closely they resemble a human lets you know how powerful they are, understand? So, for example, skeletons are the weakest of all undead, as although they retain the techniques and skills they used to have in their lives, they literally do not have the physical strength to use those abilities to their fullest potential. Whereas, a vampire is almost even stronger than they were as a human."

When Rin heard that, she felt some shame wash over her.

[So, yeah. I nearly got my ass handed to me by some of the weakest monsters out there. Fuck me.]

"Last, but not least, Ghosts," Cara said, and Rin thought back to the spirit she'd encountered. "There is one important difference between these and undead, and that is that normal weapons have no effect on them. Now, weirdly enough, not all ghosts are hostile. Most are, but some won't even notice you. It's best to kill them anyway, if you encounter any, just to be safe, okay? These things share a weakness with the undead, and that is fire. Fire is exceptionally effective against them, to the point where even a Rank D adventurer could defeat a Rank C or even a Rank B Ghost or Undead-type enemy with a good fire spell."

With that done, she put her papers together and sighed.

"Okay, those are all of them. Make sure you know them all.  You'll be able to have some clue as to what the enemy does, even if you've never seen them before."

Rin finished jotting down her notes and the rest of the class passed quickly after that. The adventurer exited the classroom along with her fellow students, trying to go over the categories in her mind.

[Humanoids, Elementals, Ghosts, Undead, Draconic, Beasts...] She recalled. [The only ones I haven't run into are draconic.]

"Yo," a voice suddenly interrupted Rin's thoughts as she was walking to the next class. The other students passed her by as Eve flew up to her.

"Uh, hey."

"Remember what I was talking about a bit ago?" The fairy asked energetically, holding back a smile. "About how we could all train together."

When Rin heard that, she tilted her head.

"Yeah?"

"Well, because I am, in fact, so awesome, I convinced a few people!"

"Wait, really?" Rin asked. "How did you manage that?"

"I sweet-talked them into it," she shrugged. "So, after classes, stick around and I'll talk to Maria about it."

[Hm... Wait... Wouldn't this cut into my private training with her?] Rin thought, but as Eve looked so excited, she couldn't convince herself to bring it up.

"Cool," Rin told her. "Who wants to do it?"

"Just Lisa, and Dylan, for now."

[Oh.]

Rin had expected one of those answers, but not the other. Lisa, of course, had been fairly kind to both Rin and Eve since they'd gotten here, but as for Dylan, Rin didn't know much about the guy, other than his relative skill level.

"Isn't Dylan one of the best fighters in our class?"

"Yep," Eve nodded.

"So... How did you convince him to train with us? It doesn't feel like he's gonna get much out of it."

"He said he wanted to help," Eve shrugged. "I told him about how we were all kind of struggling, and he just said he was down to work with us," she shrugged.

"Uh, wow," Rin raised a brow. "That's... surprising."

"Yeah. I dunno, he's a quiet dude but he seems alright," Eve replied.

At that moment, someone else came to Rin's mind.

"Uh..."

[Should I even ask?] However, as she remembered what the woman had told her earlier, she figured this might serve as a half-decent test of sorts to see if she was serious.

"Did you ask Elisa?"

"Hm? No," Eve shook her head. "But... Do you want to? I can't really imagine her ever agreeing to this."

Neither could Rin, given what Elisa had said about Eve before. However, if she was serious about wanting to give Eve a proper shot, Rin figured this was as good a way to test that as any.

"Only one way to know, right?" Rin argued and Eve nodded.

"I guess. Can you do that, though? I mean, you are her roommate after all."

"Yeah," Rin nodded. "I'll ask her."

---

Hours later, as the group was just finishing up exercising in Eli's class, Rin did just that. She was taking deep breaths after having run for several minutes, feeling that her cardio was getting better. In the distance, she saw Elisa on her own, lifting up her shirt to use it to wipe her sweat off. Ignoring the godly physique she was showing off, Rin willed her legs to move up to her.

The blonde turned toward her and an easy, albeit surprised, smile found its way to Elisa's portrait.

"Hey roomie," Elisa said. "Need something?"

"Nah, I just... I wanted to ask you something."

"Oh? Sure, go ahead," Elisa told her as she put her hands on her hips. Slightly nervous, Rin steadied herself as she tried her hardest to look confident and said:

"A few of us are, uh, gonna do some training after our classes. Dylan, Eve, and I. Do you wanna join us?"

Her question had clearly been unexpected as Elisa looked surprised. Rin waited patiently, and somewhat pessimistically, for her response.

"I... I don't think I can..." Elisa started and Rin quickly nodded.

"It's okay," Rin said and she turned away.

[Yeah, figured.]

However, just two or three steps after she'd started to walk away, Elisa caught her by the wrist. Shocked, Rin looked back at her.

"Yeah?" Rin asked, confused.

"... Actually, okay," Elisa said, nodding. "I'll do it."

"Seriously?" Rin asked, her eyes wide with disbelief.

"Yeah," Elisa nodded, flashing that charming smile of hers. "When are we doing this? I'm guessing we'll eat first before the training session, right?"

"Yeah," Rin nodded, almost at a loss for words, "well, I'm guessing we will. I'll ask Eve and see what she thinks."

"Cool," Elisa nodded. "Looking forward to it."

"Uh, same."
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{Xhez}

{A Few Years Ago}

"U-Uh, Xhez, please, do not wander off," Saria told the water sprite as she had been in the middle of jogging toward a bird she saw in the distance.

"Sorry," Xhez said as she turned toward her.

"No, no, it is fine," Saria said, pulling her into a little hug. "You are such a curious soul. It is genuinely astounding sometimes," she chuckled.

"We should be arriving soon," Vortell said, up ahead, and both sprites turned toward her. "Just a little farther."

The family of sprites had been walking for a few weeks now, taking short rests in whichever small pools of water they could find. Currently, they were looking for a place that, apparently, Vortell had been told about by the Bright Ones during her last visit to them. It was a place that had several small ponds, where they could remain and call home for a while, at least, until they felt like stretching their legs again, and they could find some other place.

Sometimes, Xhez would see those big, stretching bodies of water in the distance, and even though she'd heard the answer already, she'd ask why they couldn't just live there. But, according to her mothers, there was no safety to be found in those places.

"I see one," Vortell said, "over there. See? Another pond."

They'd been growing increasingly common with every day that passed. Xhez wondered how many other places there were like this, and if she'd ever get to put her feet down in a river like the ones her mothers told her to steer clear of.

That sort of daydreaming though was interrupted when Xhez saw a blue hand poking out from the pond ahead.

"M-Mothers, what is that?" She pointed at it.

"What is- EEK!" Saria yelped.

"Stay back," Vortell told them, "let me check it out. Remember, anything happens, you run."

"Keep close to me, child," Saria told Xhez and the two sprites hugged each other, both scared. Vortell, on the other hand, maintained a steel-eyed expression as she walked up to the hand. Slowly, she crouched and reached out for it.

With the lightest of touches, Vortell tapped the limb, but it did not react.

"Hm..." Vortell hummed before grabbing the blue arm by its wrist and pulling it out of the water.

What came out was a girl who looked a lot like Xhez herself, limp and lifeless, with a gaping hole in her chest.

"A sprite," Xhez muttered as Saria then breathed a sigh of relief.

"Ah... This sister must have died recently," Vortell muttered as she looked over her body. "Her skin is still deeply colored."

Xhez noticed that too, but more than that, she saw another detail that hinted at what had happened to this woman. And that was, her head carried no hairs.

Even if Xhez had barely run into them, she didn't need to think too hard about it to know whose work this was.

---

{Now}

"Xhez?" Rin called out to her, and the sprite's eyes blinked open, as she woke up.

"R-Rin?" She asked. [What a bad dream,] she thought as she saw Rin's yellow eyes looking down at her from above.

"Wanna come out for a bit?" The human asked and Xhez smiled.

"Yes, thank you," Xhez replied and, after just a second, Xhez leaped out of the bag and was standing in front of the human, in her full size.

Despite the bad experiences she'd had surrounding humans, including the one that had happened when Xhez walked into the city, she still felt herself warm up whenever she saw Rin's kind eyes aimed at her.

"Soooo, today I wanted to show you a bit more of our food, how does that sound?" Rin asked.

"Ohhh, sounds fun," Xhez replied and Rin gave her a thumbs-up.

"Alright, get your disguise ready then, and we'll walk out."

Xhez did just that, however, during the process of trying to cast the spell, she had some anxiety creep in, due to what happened with Maria.

"... Are you sure?" Xhez asked. "W-What if someone else sees through my disguise?"

"Well," Rin responded, "like Maria said, we just need to keep you out of any strong mages' sight. So, we definitely can't let Harriton, one of my teachers, see you, and if Sye ever comes around, we can't let her see you either. Aside from them, though, we should be alright."

"Uh, I see," Xhez nodded, though she didn't know who those two people she named were.

With that said, the sprite changed her colors, Rin lent her more clothes to put on, and the two were ready.

"Okay, come on."

Outside the sky was a brilliant mix between violet and orange as the sun was heading down the horizon. It was late in the day, and as Xhez looked to the side, out the Academy, she could see many humans walking into the building and out. She couldn't help but wonder how many of them would have a hostile reaction if they were to find out about her identity.

Regardless of the answer though, she intended to keep her disguise on at all times.

As the two walked up the nearby stairs, Xhez recalled the images she'd seen when she shared Maria's memory. She'd been meaning to ask about that, as Xhez had seen so many strange things.

She'd seen Maria fighting a creature bigger than any Xhez had seen so far and watched a human die in the process. She saw Maria laying in a bed, in a dark room, with another woman in front of her, naked, the two of them looking into each other's eyes just a few centimeters apart.

There were things she understood, especially now that she'd spent so much time learning with Rin, but there was still a lot that confused her.

After a short while, they arrived at a massive room, where there were many silver-colored tables spread out and plenty of humans sitting down and eating.

"Follow my lead," Rin told her, as the two walked up to a large woman who was standing behind a counter of sorts. "Hey, Jessie."

"Ah, Rin, what'll it be? Oh? And, who's this?"

"This is my sister," Rin gestured toward her casually. "I'm just showing her around. Could you give me something for her too?"

"Eh, sure thing."

"Thanks. Uhm... Oh, is that mashed potatoes?"

"Yep."

"Okay, two plates of that, please."

"Alright, alright, here you go. Enjoy."

With that, Rin handed her a plate full of some white fluff and the two sat down alone, at a table to the back. There were two metallic objects on each plate, and Rin picked one up.

"Okay, see this? It's a spoon, you just..." She then cut a piece of that fluff off and put it in her mouth. "Just like that."

"I see," Xhez nodded and she grabbed one. Then, hesitantly, and awkwardly, she did the same.

What she ended up tasting was sweet and flavorful, in a way that Xhez hadn't experienced before. She savored it, looking down at her plate with some wonder before taking another bite.

"Mmm!" She let out a noise that made Rin giggle.

"Glad you like it," Rin told her as she took bites as well.

And, at that moment, someone came over to the table that nearly made Xhez choke on what she was eating.

"Hey, Rin, who's this?" A high-pitched voice asked and Xhez turned toward it.

What she saw was a very small human with multi-colored eyes, floating on a pair of glittery wings.

Xhez was absolutely stunned.

"Oh, Eve. This is Xhez, my sister," Rin explained and the human's eyes turned toward her.

"Wow, yeah, the resemblance is definitely there," the girl with the wings laughed. "Nice to meet you!"

"U-Uh, yes, y-you as well..." Xhez replied, staring at her.

"Oh!" Rin seemed to catch onto what was happening. She laughed a little. "Uh, sorry, Eve, she's never seen a fairy before."

"Y-You are not a human?" Xhez asked when she heard that.

[Come to think of it... Her spirit does feel different. It's much brighter than a human's spirit is.] Xhez thought.

"You really haven't seen us before either? Oh, ho, ho. Well then!" Eve then said, before spinning around and striking a pose. "You're in luck, kid because you're looking at future adventurer, mage, supreme, Eve of the Northern Clan!"

"..." Xhez remained in silence. She hadn't heard of humans who could fly before. She was absolutely baffled.

"I think your introduction would hit a little harder with people who know what fairies are," Rin told her with a smirk.

"... No, it usually just gets me laughed at. But, they'll see!" Eve glared at no one in particular. "Anyway," she turned toward Rin, "wasn't it awesome getting to train as a group?"

"... Uh, it was okay," Rin nodded slowly.

"Hmph. Maybe it was a little awkward at first, but you'll see. On Friday, we'll do the same thing and it'll be better. Just need to spend some time with each other. We're young, rookie adventurers! What's the point if we don't hang out, every now and then."

Hearing that, Xhez looked around.

"A-All of you are adventurers?" She asked, surprised.

"Yeah," Eve looked back as well. "Never seen those either?"

"... Not this many in one place," Xhez muttered.

"Well, get used to it, the whole Academy's filled with us. Anyway, my potato's getting cold. Be right back."

Just like that, Eve flew away. However, as Xhez looked around, she was still reeling from the surprise.

Not just of seeing so many adventurers, but seeing other non-humans like her. She came to that conclusion because there were others here who, now that she was focusing on it, she could tell their spirits were different too.

And, only now, she realized that Rin herself had a unique spirit, though she struggled to tell why that was.

"Xhez? What's up?"

"I did not know non-humans in this place were considered normal," Xhez said, as she looked out at the others.

"Hm? Well, there's Eve and Varyn, but I wouldn't say they're normal," Rin responded. "I-I mean, other people wouldn't, you get what I'm saying, right?" 

Eve, of course, was the fairy they'd just spoken to, and judging by her line of sight, Xhez assumed Rin was talking about the boy with the animal ears when she said "Varyn". As surprising as his appearance was too, however, there was one other non-human here.

"What about him?" Xhez asked, pointing at a boy sitting with a few others. He had ashen hair and dim crimson eyes, with a kind smile aimed at the others around him.

"What? Dylan? No, he's human," Rin responded.

"... No, I can tell he is definitely not," Xhez shook her head as she watched him. "His spirit is... darker. How do I say this...? Muffled, maybe."

"... Seriously?" Rin narrowed her brows, confused.

"Yes," Xhez nodded at Rin. "I am certain. His spirit more closely resembles that of the skeletons we encountered than any humans here."

---

{Rin}

{The Next Day}

As Rin woke up, with the sun rising to indicate the start of a new morning, Xhez's words circled in her thoughts. [Dylan isn't human?] Rin asked herself. Sure, he had strange eyes, but so did Rin herself. She hadn't entertained the idea that he might not be human at all. She hadn't felt like she had a reason to. That said, it wasn't like she'd talked to him much anyway. 

Maybe, the next time she and the others got together to train, she could investigate a little. 

She wasn't allowed too much time to think on that, however, as someone then knocked on her door.

Elisa was still asleep to her right, so Rin stood, yawned, and rubbed her eyes as she walked over to it.

When she opened the door, Maria was standing outside.

"Maria?" Rin asked. "W-What's going on?"

"Get dressed, and get ready."

"For what?"

"We'll be heading out into the woods," Maria told her. "We're going to hunt some monsters together."
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"... What?" Rin asked, blinking.

"Like I said," Maria told her. "I want you to gain some confidence before your next mission. So," she took a deep, shaky breath, as though she was feeling just as nervous as Rin at the moment. "We're going to head out and fight monsters together."

"..." Rin gawked at her before she internalized what was happening. "Uh, crap, okay, yeah, can... Can I take a shower and get ready first, or...?"

"Go ahead, I'll wait out here," Maria replied, and, hearing that, Rin started her morning routine.

She tried to get through it as quickly as she could. In the bathroom, as the warm water hit her skin, she took deep breaths trying to calm herself down.

[This is really happening, this is really happening, what the hell?] She thought. It was easy for her to forget this fact due to the amount of time she'd spent around Maria, but her teacher was one of the strongest adventurers in the world. The fact that Rin could very well end up seeing that power in action was exciting.

A few minutes later, she was standing in front of Maria, wearing that worn-out armor she'd taken with her to the first mission, which was now in pretty awful condition.

"Okay, I'm ready," she said, trying not to sound too nervous.

"Good. Come."

And so, the two of them left the academy. On the way, Rin asked Maria about this random plan of hers.

"What are we going to do?"

"Well," Maria said, looking ahead and never turning to face Rin. "Because it was skeletons that you told me you had trouble with when you got lost, I figured you'd take them on again, now that you've learned a little more. Do you think you can handle it?"

"Oh, um, maybe," Rin responded, as they drew the eyes of the nearby citizens toward them. Admittedly, she didn't know. Despite what everyone continued to say about skeletons, she just couldn't believe they were that weak. She'd fought both kobolds, and skeletons, both of which were Rank D creatures, and yet, skeletons were much, much stronger than the former. 

"I will be there to guide you, every step of the way. Don't worry too much."

"Alright... Uh, where are we going?"

"There is a large, abandoned, cemetery to the northwest that holds a few undead. They should serve as a good place to train in."

Hearing that, Rin raised a brow. The way the spirit at Derain had presented it, although undead could rise at any moment thanks to Essence, in the case of that old city, it was a specific situation that led to the accumulation of hatred in the area, which then led to the curse that made those skeletons rise. She wondered if things were similar here.

"Wait, so, is there like, something keeping the skeletons alive?" Rin asked. "At the place I found, it was like that."

"Yes," Maria explained as the two of them reached Libera's northern gates. "Normally, when it comes to skeletons and zombies, in particular, there will be some sort of a focal point where the Essence in the area converges, and here, if you destroy the host of that Essence, the curse dissipates. However," Maria continued, "depending on the potential dangers of the site, and how close it is to civilization, we tend to leave some of these places working on purpose."

"What?" Rin asked, shocked. "Why?"

"So that rookies like you can go there and train," Maria quickly responded. "As I said before, skeletons are quite weak. Having a place like this where you can come, kill some enemies, leave, and repeat this process the next day, it's highly valuable to anyone seeking to try to improve."

[Huh...] Rin looked away. It did make some sense to her, though it made her feel strange that the Adventurer's Guild would just leave certain places like this up and running.

One question, however, came to her as she heard that. 

"Uh... But, can I ask you something?" 

"Of course." 

"Can some skeletons be stronger than others?" 

"Yes," Maria replied quickly, and firmly. 

"Really?" 

"... Rin, you and I are both humans, correct?" 

"Yeah," Rin nodded. 

"And, yet, we are not of the same level of strength." 

"Well, yeah, but we aren't monsters." 

"This is a principle that applies to all creatures, Rin. One specific member of a certain species or type of monster can always stand out. The reason, however, that skeletons are Rank D, is because the average one is of that strength level. But, you could always run into a skeleton or two that are anomalies, for one reason or another." 

"That..." 

"It's one of the flaws of the ranking system we use," Maria admitted. "But, the system is still useful, despite that, as most of the time the rankings are correct." 

The two of them then exited the city, and, far sooner than Rin had expected, she was outside again, in the Old World. She quickly saw the same cars and broken-down trucks that she'd seen when she first exited Libera this way, and where last time it had been surprising, this time it was eerier than anything, now that she understood what all of these things meant.

They walked for around an hour, mostly in silence, before Maria stood still, and Rin stopped just beside her. The road they were on took them to a vast, empty space, and as Rin looked to her right, she saw a giant machine covered in grass. It looked like a metal bird and was bigger than some buildings.

"Where are we going?" Rin asked, turning toward Maria.

The Rank S adventurer was looking to her left, a wide-eyed expression on her face, though Rin couldn't tell why.

"Maria?" Rin asked, and the adventurer blinked, shaking her head.

"I'm sorry?" She looked back at Rin as though she'd forgotten her student was there.

"I just asked where we were heading," Rin shrugged.

"Oh. Oh, right, sorry," Maria cleared her throat. "This way."

And the two of them went into the woods to the left. If Rin remembered correctly, the kobold fortress she'd gone to before was likely around her too, and just thinking about that place made her mood darken.

The smell of the forest, the sun kissing her skin, created conflicting feelings inside of her. On one hand, it was under these very conditions that the last month of danger and trouble had been created for her, but on the other, it was because of those circumstances that she'd met Xhez, who she already considered a good friend.

Her contemplation was cut off soon, though, when the two adventurers heard a strange shrieking sound in the air.

It was similar to that of a regular bird but far deeper. When Maria heard that, she froze, and Rin bumped into her.

"Agh- Maria, are you-"

However, as Rin's body touched the other woman's, she noticed that her teacher was trembling. Maria turned to look at her, and Rin shut up.

"Nothing to be worried about," Maria muttered. "Come on, it's right up ahead."

"... Okay," Rin nodded slowly.

Then, Maria continued walking, but at a slightly faster pace.

[What is going on with her? She's acting so strange,] Rin noted, but she didn't want to ask about it.

It was one of those moments where you could just tell the last thing the other person wanted was for you to bring up the very thing you were thinking about.

Like she said, however, soon, they arrived at a very peculiar place. It was like a giant, sprawling cemetery, with a thick fog covering it. She could barely see them, but it looked like most of the tombstones were broken, and even from a distance, Rin could see that the graves were dug up.

[I guess spooky fogs are just part of these places' whole aesthetic, huh?] Rin sighed.

Even as far as she was right now, she couldn't tell where the cemetery ended. She guessed this place was as big as the Academy, at least.

"You'll find them in there," Maria told her. "You don't have to go too deep inside. Just look around, fight a few enemies, come out, catch your breath, and keep it going. I..." Maria gulped. "I will be just a few steps behind you, watching, ready to assist if anything happens."

"Okay, okay," Rin started stretching. "Any tips?"

"Yes," Maria nodded. "As surprising as their agility can be, skeletons never respond well to pressure. In other words, if they keep dodging your attacks, look to overwhelm them. You'll find that you land hits more often than not that way."

"Oh. Yeah, that makes sense," Rin replied. "Anything else?"

"Not really. Other than that, fighting them is fairly straightforward," Maria shrugged.

"... Alright. I guess I'm going in then."

With that, Rin walked forward, toward the iron gates that held the entrance to the cemetery.

"Good luck," she heard Maria say behind her, and she gave her teacher what she hoped looked like a confident smile.
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After spending a while without fighting anything that genuinely wanted to rip her head off, Rin had to admit that she felt a little nervous. Still, having Maria right behind her as she walked through the cemetery did make things better.

The air was chilly and felt stagnant. Even as the sun hit Rin's skin easily through the cloudless sky, Rin felt her body turn colder with every step. With her fists clenched by her sides, she waited for the first enemy to appear. Sure enough, from her right, she heard bones clattering against each other and she saw a skeletal body walk out from behind a strange building between some tombstones, holding a sword and a shield.

[Okay... Calm down, take your time, and remember what you've learned,] Rin told herself as she closed her eyes and activated her [Spirit Flame]. Her hands and feet were covered in white fire, and she got into a fighting stance as the skeleton approached her.

It lurched toward her, dragging its legs as Rin waited just a little more, and then, as it got close enough, it attacked.

Rin dodged to the right, moving out of the way of its sword easily, and then she closed the gap between them. She went for a right hook and, predictably, the skeleton leaned back, dodging her punch.

[Remember what Maria said,] Rin told herself, however. [Overwhelm it.]

And so, she followed up with two punches to the skeleton's body, neither of which the monster avoided, and as the skeleton let out a pained screech, Rin followed up with a punch to its head that sent it falling back to the ground. The white flame from her fists spread throughout its body, and it shook and spasmed before falling still, without making a sound.

"Uh, I think it's dead," Rin said aloud and she heard Maria applaud her from behind.

"Good work," Maria told her as Rin turned to face her. "That ability of yours is useful. However, I'd rather you fought with your bare fists, Rin."

"Really?" The young adventurer asked.

"Yes," Maria nodded. "I don't want you relying too heavily on anything except your own body. Once you're able to consistently kill these enemies without this power, you can use it again."

Admittedly, fighting these skeletons without her [Spirit Flame] sounded awful to her. However, if Maria wanted this, then Rin was willing to do as she suggested.

So, putting her doubts aside, she canceled the ability, and her arms held no fire anymore.

"How do I kill them without the fire though?" Rin asked.

"You can break their bodies apart, but the easiest way is to break their skulls," Maria responded. "When it comes to most Undead-type enemies, there is a weak point that holds their life force, where their Essence is concentrated. For zombies, skeletons, and thralls, that point is their head."

"... Oh. Okay," Rin nodded slowly. "Well, uh, I guess I'll keep going."

With that out of the way, Rin walked forward just a few rows, before her next enemies appeared. Two skeletons, one on the left carrying a morning star, and the other carrying a spear.

She gulped and brought her fists up, hoping she was ready for this next trial.

---

{Maria}

With a quick dash, Rin dodged out of the way of the spiked ball the one on the left was using. With a kick, she sent this enemy back, just in time to avoid being stabbed by the other skeleton's spear. She grabbed the spear by the shaft, pulled the skeleton toward her, and then landed a straight, powerful blow at its chest.

However, since she wasn't using that ability from before, the skeletons didn't die. Instead, they slowly got up as Rin took a deep breath, and prepared herself again.

Maria watched all of this with some satisfaction. Rin was doing fine, for a beginner. It was easy for an amateur martial artist to lose hope in the path of the hand-to-hand fighter, as, obviously, someone wielding a hammer or an ax would have already finished this battle by now. However, once Rin progressed far enough, her hands would be able to do everything conventional weapons could do, and more.

All she needed was to get through the first, early, portion of weakness, and she would be rewarded later. Rin only needed to believe in herself until then.

But, at this moment, Maria wondered if maybe the girl could do with a demonstration of that reward.

The skeleton with the morning star attacked with a horizontal, wide, swing, and Rin nimbly ducked under it and came back up with an uppercut. Her punch missed, but the adventurer used her momentum and spun into a kick that shoved the skeleton back.

At this point, Maria noticed one of her student's flaws, and she called it out.

"Rin," she said, and the girl turned toward her. "No, no. Keep your eyes on your enemies. Just listen to me."

"R-Right," Rin responded, turning back toward the skeletons, as the one with the spear approached.

"Okay. listen. You need to be ruthless, Rin. You're getting these opponents into positions of weakness, but you're not finishing them off. This fight should have been over a while ago, understand?"

"Are you sure?" Rin asked. "How do I do that?"

"Run up and crush their skulls when they're in a position where they can't react. You're doing great, but you're being far too hesitant."

"Oh... Okay," Rin nodded as the one with the spear lunged for her. As Maria had taught her to do, Rin pushed the spear out of her way mid-swing, and then she ran up to it. She put one foot behind the creature and shoved it, tripping the skeleton.

"Good, now!" Maria instructed and Rin, though her arms were shaking, finally went and finished this side of the fight. She raised a foot up and brought it down on the skeleton's skull, crushing it under her boot.

With that, the skeleton ceased its movements, and Rin stepped back.

"I-It's dead?" She asked herself. "It's dead!" She turned toward Maria.

"Hey, focus, you still have one more opponent left," Maria told her, just in time for Rin to dodge a swing that may have taken her head off. Then, she did a spinning sweep with her right foot that brought the enemy down, and, just like with the other one, she crushed its skull with her boot.

"Holy shit!" Rin said, excited and surprised at her own feat.

"See?" Maria asked, walking up. "Don't misunderstand, Rin, it's okay to be careful. That's great, and it will help you down the line, but at the end of the day, you're fighting to end their lives before they end yours. If you never try to do that, you won't win. Understand?"

"Yeah, sorry," Rin replied.

"No, no. You're still only learning. It's okay," Maria said, putting a hand on her shoulder reassuringly. "But... I figured I may as well sho-"

At that moment, something happened.

Above, a sort of screech pierced the skies and the two adventurers froze, as a shadow passed over them.

A memory flashed in front of Maria's eyes and she quickly turned, looking up to see what had come.

A grey, draconic, creature with glowing blue eyes flew down in front of them and landed on the mausoleum to their right. Its body was rotten and wounded, to the point where some of its bones could clearly be seen.

When Maria's eyes landed on it, her lips parted and the Rank S adventurer just stared at the monster.

"Uh, Maria?" Rin asked, with a scared voice. "What is that thing?"

Maria couldn't respond. In her mind, she was seeing herself on that storm-covered mountaintop she'd been on three years ago. When she'd gone on what had been her last mission as an adventurer before she became a simple teacher.

"Maria?" Rin asked again. "I-It's going to do something..."

When Maria heard that, she shook her head and looked forward, seeing the dragon opening its mouth and a dark, purple Essence gathering at its mouth.

[Oh.]

Then, a black-purple beam shot out from its mouth, aimed at the two of them. Maria reacted in time, however, standing between Rin and the creature, and using nothing but her own body, she wrapped her arms around Rin, and shielded her student, taking the full force of the beam.

The pain was brutal, at first, mostly because it had been a while since Maria took any real damage, but as she remembered what it was like to take this sort of hit, she gritted her teeth and absorbed it. When the monster stopped, Maria let go and instantly spun, charging toward the monster. She jumped up into the air, and with one, easy, punch, she broke through the creature's head, killing it in a single strike.

Its Essence dispersed, and Maria took a trembling breath as her back stung. Rin jogged up to her.

"M-Maria, are you okay, what, uh, what hap-"

"It's fine," Maria shook her head, quickly casting a mid-tier healing spell on herself. "I'm sorry. I was distracted."

As she said that, she tried her hardest to push the memories out of her head.

"What was that thing?"

"An undead, almost skeletal, drake," Maria answered. "A Rank C monster. They are rare, as their existence requires several coincidences to occur, but I suppose a drake died here and found itself being corrupted."

"That can happen!?" Rin asked.

"Yes," Maria took a deep breath. "Sorry, Rin. Come on, let's keep going."
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{Rin}

After that brief interruption with the undead drake, things started to go much more smoothly for Rin. Taking Maria's advice to heart, she forced herself to finish off enemies as soon as she noticed any potential opportunities for it, and it had been working so far.

Right now, there was a sword-wielding skeleton in front of her. The butterflies in Rin's stomach had all but faded at this point, and after securing several victories against these enemies without the help of her [Spirit Flame], she could actually say that she was starting to get used to this.

The skeleton lunged for her and Rin dodged to the right, punching it in its chest. Her attack shoved the skeleton back, and then she grabbed it by its head and brought her knee up to its skull, breaking it. The skeleton fell to the ground and Rin took a deep breath.

"I-I think I'm doing a little better," Rin noted. "Am I?"

She turned toward Maria, but the adventurer wasn't listening. Maria had an absent look on her face as she sat on a dug-up coffin. She was looking down at her own hands, and Rin had to clear her throat to get her attention.

"Maria?"

"Hm?"

"Uh, am I doing better?"

"Yes," Maria nodded, lowering her gaze again. "Yes, you are."

Her voice was quiet and almost timid. Ever since that drake had appeared, her mood had clearly changed, though, Rin couldn't tell why. She hadn't gotten hurt, and the drake had been dispatched easily. It all made her wonder why Maria looked so shaken.

Still, every time Rin walked deeper into the cemetery, Maria would follow, so she figured it was okay to just keep going for now.

As she looked around, she noticed a few things. The tombstones around her had carved out markings, but she could just barely tell that some of them had numbers on them.

[1011-1030,] she read. [1004- 1092.]

[Hm... This is a pretty old place.]

Atop one of the tombstones, she noticed some sort of a necklace had been draped over it. She reached for it, about to take the thing to get a better look at it, but Maria grabbed her by the wrist and stopped her.

"H-Huh?" Rin turned toward her.

"... You can't do that," Maria said. "In places like these, corrupted by Essence, if you touch the wrong thing you can end up stirring several corpses at once. They're traps, basically," she said, as Rin moved away from it. "I'm sorry I didn't let you know a bit sooner, I was..."

"Nah, it's okay," Rin waved her hands. "I get it. Won't do it again."

"... I believe we're done for today, anyway," Maria said, turning away from Rin and walking back in the direction they'd come from. "The point was to get you used to fighting, and it looks like you are. We can do more before your mission if you feel like it."

Rin heard that and turned toward the other tombstones, seeing a few skeletons in the distance. She gave them all one last look before she started following Maria out of the cemetery.

Just like that, her training session was done for the day.

The two of them returned to Libera a couple of hours later, and, although it felt like they'd cut the trip short, Rin couldn't deny that she was at least, a little more prepared than before. She didn't know what she'd be doing on her mission specifically, but if it was anything like her first, then she guessed she'd be alright.

Maria didn't say a word on the way back. She looked a little better once they got out of the cemetery, but, still, she remained silent.

In fact, as they arrived, Maria let out a deep breath and put her hands on her hips.

"Good work," she told Rin, who raised a brow at her.

"Uh, thanks..." Rin muttered. "By the way, are you alright?"

"Hm?"

"You... looked pretty weird back there. Is everything okay?"

"Yes, yes," Maria nodded. "I was just thinking about a lot. I'm good, however. I should probably head back to the Academy, however. Goodbye."

She turned away and started walking but, Rin jogged up to her.

"I'm heading back there too, though," Rin said with a laugh. "We may as well just go back together."

"Oh. Right, of course," Maria chuckled awkwardly. "Sorry. I wasn't... I wasn't thinking."

---

As the two of them arrived back at the Academy, Rin saw someone waiting outside its gates. Cara was standing there, looking far more casual than Rin had seen her since she arrived. She had on a black sweater and tight pants of the same color that made her look like one of those theatre actresses she knew from Dren.

Rin walked up to the woman, a little smile coming up on her face as she saw her teacher. At first, her cold attitude had been intimidating, and, in some ways, it still was. However, after she'd been rescued by the adventurer, Rin's opinion of Cara had gotten better.

"Hey, teach'," Rin said, greeting her.

Cara's eyes went to her, and then she looked at Maria.

She opened her mouth like she was going to say something, but Maria passed Cara by, gave her a cold look, and walked right back into the Academy, without saying a word.

So, Cara ended up just sighing and turning toward Rin, while the brunette watched awkwardly.

[Oh... Right, they aren't on good terms, for whatever reason,] Rin remembered as she thought back to that argument she'd overheard before.

"Rin, hello," Cara said, "were you out training?"

"Yeah," she nodded. "Maria thought I could use it."

"Did she?" Cara looked away. "Then, I guess we had the same idea."

"Huh?"

"I wanted to spar a little with you," Cara said. "I know you've been training with Maria privately, but, if you only train with her, you'll get used to her style. You need to spar with different people so that you can learn to adapt to what different fighters are like. Especially since monsters have different tendencies. Does that make sense?"

"Um, I guess so," Rin nodded. "But... Are you gonna fight in that?" She asked, looking down at Cara's clothes.

"Yes. And?"

"Won't your outfit get all sweaty?"

At that, Cara gave a rare smile.

"If you could actually make me sweat, you'd give me my biggest surprise this year, kid. Come on, let's go."

Just like that, Rin had been roped into a second training session.

They went up to the Dueling classroom where Cara was going to test Rin's skills for a while. Here, Cara grabbed a wooden sword from a nearby rack and twirled it in her hands a little, as though she was getting a feel for it.

[Hm, so, what should I do with Xhez today?] She wondered as Cara stood in front of her.

"We're not gonna do anything too hard, I'm just gonna swing a bit at you, and you try to dodge, try to fight back. Sound good?"

"Yeah," Rin nodded. Thanks to what she'd been doing at the cemetery, she felt warmed up.

"Alright. And... Now."

Suddenly, Cara disappeared from Rin's sight.

[What?]

She felt a stick tap against her stomach, and she looked down, finding that Cara was pressing her sword against Rin's gut.

"Hm. Sorry," Cara said. "A bit too fast there. It's been a while since I've done anything like this."

[... These adventurers aren't human, I swear.]

After that moment, however, Cara adjusted her speed accordingly and the two started training properly. Immediately, maybe because she'd trained so much with Maria, she noticed a couple of differences between the two of them.

Maria, from what Rin had learned about her, not just in training but also from when she killed the undead drake, seemed controlled, always. Every move that Maria made during their practice sessions was always calculated and looked easy.

As for Cara, however, every hit she went for looked like she was applying all of her strength to them, even when, in reality, she was managing her power as to not hurt Rin. It made for a contrast that made Rin think about how, for all their apparent bad blood, they looked like two sides of one coin.

It also seemed like they knew each other well enough to where, as a brief pause occurred in their training, Rin held a hand up.

"Yes?" Cara asked.

"So, uh," Rin gulped, taking deep breaths. Cara was really making her work. "When Maria and I were outside she seemed sort of... Off."

"In what way?"

"Well, this drake came and attacked us, and I don't know, she just looked like she had a lot on her mind. Is that normal or...?"

"..." Cara sighed. "It's not my business to say. If you want to know more about her, it should probably come from her."

"Right, right," Rin nodded. "Sorry."
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{Cara}

{Four Years Ago}

"Cara, keep up!" Maria called out to her. "We're almost there!"

Looking back, Cara could see so much of the world from here that it awed her. The world behind this mountain looked like a painting made by the most brilliant of artists as opposed to reality, and yet, it was all as real as the massive sword on her back. A man's voice called out to her as well, then, and Cara turned toward it.

"Cara?" Maria's husband, a man who most affectionally referred to by his nickname, Taro, said to her. "Did you hear?"

"Hm?" She turned toward him. The boy, a kind-looking man with big brown eyes and silky black hair, was smiling, which was a given since they were all practically buzzing.

"We're almost there, come on."

"Right."

With that said, the three of them continued their venture up this perilous mountain. Currently, they were in a part of the world known as The Stretch. Most people, however, just knew it as the space between Cradle and Libera, where, if one didn't have access to the International Railroad, for whatever reason, they would have to make this journey on foot to get from one city to another. That task was an extremely perilous one, however, as this region held some of the strongest monsters in the world.

Maria, Taro, and Cara were all here, however, precisely thanks to that fact.

Because today was the day they would reach the pinnacle of the adventuring world.

"Ah, this is so exciting!" Maria stated as she looked back at the two of them, spreading her arms out wide. Unlike the two of them, of course, she wasn't carrying any weapons or wearing any armor. She was just sort of amazing, in that way. "When we kill this dragon, we're going to be loaded!"

"Don't think too far ahead," Cara said. "Just stay focused."

"Aw, come on," Taro told Cara. "It's okay to be a little eager. Gotta get those butterflies out somehow, right?"

"Sure. I'm just saying, talking about killing this thing isn't going to make the job happen. We still have to, you know, actually do the damn thing."

"I know, I know," Maria said. "But, just you wait, we'll all be Rank S next week, laughing our butts off as the Guild sings our praises all around us!"

That was the idea, anyway. Maria had been the one to come up with this plan, almost a year ago. As she, Taro, and Cara had all reached Rank A already, she proposed that maybe they were ready to climb up that last step. And, of course, there were only two ways to do that. One was to challenge some Rank S adventurers, but those were notoriously difficult to get a hold of.

The second, and the one that they eventually decided on, was this. To kill a Rank S monster. They'd argued about it with the Guildmaster for a few weeks, and it was eventually decided that if the three of them took one down, they would all be granted the rank.

The next step was to figure out which Rank S monster to go after. Generally, these were the strongest monsters out of the different categories that existed. So, for example, in the Undead category, the only Rank S monsters are lich-kings and perfected vampires. The Beast category held the most Rank S creatures out of any, with one example in that one being phoenixes.

However, the one they ended up going with was the single, strongest Draconic creature. The one that gave that category its name, of course, that being, a dragon.

The preparation for this task had taken up the entirety of the three adventurers' last year, as not only was it difficult to kill one, but it was also difficult to find one. They contacted the best-known hunters and asked for their aid in setting this fight up, and through some careful tracking, they were able to organize an assault on one lone grey dragon, who was currently resting at the very mountain they were on.

"And you thought this thing was just gonna fly away as soon as we got here. Betcha feel dumb now, huh?" Maria said, and Cara knew she didn't really mean anything by it. The two were just close like that.

"No, I felt dumb the second I agreed to help you fight a fucking dragon, I'd say," Cara replied.

"Dragon or not," Taro quickly interjected, "it's a monster like any other. Slightly more powerful, sure, but we've prepared."

"Yeah, yeah, I know."

Still, Cara couldn't convince herself this wasn't the most idiotic thing she'd done in her entire life. Glory and fame weren't worth anything if you died, after all. However, even now, as she saw Maria smile and jog over to Taro, giving him a brief kiss before they continued up the mountain, she remembered the promise she'd made to her.

A promise she'd made years ago, as a child, when the two of them were just simple rookies starting out in Cradle. The promise that, no matter what, she'd always have Maria's back. That hadn't changed when they became adults, and it hadn't changed when Maria proposed this plan.

She was allowed to think it was stupid, however, and she did.

Eventually, however, their stalling came to an end, and the three of them reached the mountaintop. Cara would never forget that scene. Above, the grey sky had started letting down a mild rain, almost as if weeping for what would happen next. Taro, the mage of their little trio, looked back and gave Cara a firm smile and a nod, letting her know he was sure that they would succeed. Ahead, the grey dragon was everything they'd imagined, and more.

Bigger than some buildings, with slitted yellow eyes that promised nothing but death as they looked back at Cara's group and ashen scales that gave it its namesake as a grey dragon. The monster, which had been sleeping, rose up and turned toward them, its movements making the ground tremble.

"Good luck, everyone!" Maria shouted, getting into her fighting stance. "Let our story become the stuff of legends today!"

It accepted their challenge, as dragons tended to do, being the proud creatures they were, and, like Maria had asked for, what happened that day would be sung about in taverns across Cradle for a very long time.

---

{Now}

"Cara?" Rin asked, and the Rank A adventurer shook her head.

"Hm?"

"Are you okay?"

"Of course, what's wrong?" Cara asked.

"Nothing, I was just wondering if we were gonna keep going. I had some stuff I wanted to do today."

"Oh. We can call it here if you want," Cara responded as she walked over to the nearby weapon's rack and put her wooden sword there.

"Alright. Thanks for the help, teach'," Rin smiled at her. "I promise, I'm going to do better on my next mission. Just you wait!"

With that, the rookie walked out of the room and Cara was left alone. She sat down on the floor and stretched her legs a little, as the memories ran through her thoughts. They stung to think about, but her brain couldn't help but remind her of them every now and then, it seemed. Long after Taro was buried and Cara's relationship with Maria was damaged irreparably, she still thought about it every now and then.

She wondered if maybe they just needed more time, or if she should have tried to talk Maria out of it, but what was done was done, and she couldn't change it.

A few minutes after Rin had walked out, however, someone else knocked on the door.

"It's not locked," Cara called out, and the person walked in.

She looked up and raised a brow when she found Maria walking up to her. Of course, as was the usual whenever her eyes laid on Cara, she aimed a glare at her.

"Cara," she said, crossing her arms.

"Yeah?" Cara asked, still on the ground.

"Please refrain from overworking my student, thank you. She needs to focus her efforts efficiently, with enough rest mixed in to truly improve. Understand?"

[Your student?] Cara asked in her thoughts.

"Okay," she replied, not wanting any sort of an argument today.

"..." For some reason, Maria looked displeased to hear that. Well, Cara knew exactly why that was, so she couldn't act too surprised about it.

"That's it?" Maria asked. "That's all you've got to say?"

"Yeah," she shrugged as she looked back into Maria's cold eyes. "That's all."

"... Hmph." With one final scowl and a simple pout, Maria stomped out of the room and all but slammed the door.

As she left, Cara let her back fall against the ground, and she stared up at the ceiling. Even today, after so much had happened, she could still remember the woman Maria used to be. All she wanted was to be able to bring that woman back somehow.

But, more and more, she had started to feel like that simply wasn't possible. Or, if it was, it wouldn't be up to her to do it.

And yet, she wanted to try. She just didn't know how.




A True Adventurer, Part Sixteen

{Friday}

The day of Rin's second mission was just ten days away.

And, currently, she was in the process of making sure she was ready.

After the day's classes, she and Eve's little group stayed at Maria's classroom after the class had ended, to practice a little with each other, in hopes of improving. Lisa, Eve, Dylan, Elisa, and Rin, all clashed their wooden weapons against each other as Maria watched. Well, everyone except Rin, of course, whose arms were sure to leave the room bruised.

In front of her, Eve was training with Elisa, as Maria stood beside them.

"If she swings horizontally," Maria advised as Eve tried her best to block some of Elisa's attacks, "stop flying and let yourself fall. It might save you some energy if you do that instead of micro-managing yourself so much."

"Uh, okay!" Eve said, putting on a very determined face as she and Elisa continued to trade blows, though Rin could clearly tell Elisa was holding back.

As far as Maria was concerned, however, all traces of that earlier nervous, anxious individual that she'd walked to the cemetery with before had disappeared, and the calm, always-smiling Rank S adventurer that Rin knew well had returned.

"You're doing great, though, Eve," Maria said with a smile. "Keep it up."

Almost as soon as she said that, however, Eve got caught with a hit at her right shoulder. She was pushed a little to the side, and Elisa stopped.

"Agh," Eve let out a soft yelp as she descended all the way to the ground.

"Sorry, sorry," Elisa said, crouching over by her side. Rin took a step forward, as did Lisa, but Eve raised a hand.

"No, I'm fine. I'm okay, don't worry."

The fairy stood up straight, letting out a deep breath as Elisa nodded and backed away. However, Lisa walked forward then. The blonde, big-breasted healer knelt down in front of Eve. Placing a hand on Eve's shoulder, she rubbed it gently in a soothing manner and said:

"Don't overwork yourself, Eve," Lisa said, smiling at her. "We have plenty of time, after all."

Rin raised a brow then as Eve blushed.

"... Yeah," Eve nodded. "Thanks."

["Thanks" for what? She didn't do anything,] Rin thought as Lisa chuckled.

"Okay," Maria clapped her hands together. "Well?" She smiled at Rin, Lisa and Dylan. "Are you three just going to sit around?"

"Nah, nah," Rin said, awkwardly as she stood up. "I was just taking a break."

"In that case, how about you and Dylan do a set? First to three landed hits wins."

"Uh..." Rin glanced over at the boy. "Sounds good."

"And you, Dylan?"

"Certainly," the crimson-eyed man replied, and he stood in front of Rin then, with a polite smile on his face as he got in a fighting stance with his practice staff. "Are you ready?"

"... Yeah."

After Rin had heard that the boy was, apparently, not a human, she'd gone out of her way to try to gauge the validity of that statement. She didn't doubt Xhez's ability to sense this sort of stuff, but she simply hadn't seen much evidence that suggested it in terms of his regular behavior. Xhez had indicated that his spirit was closer to that of a skeleton than a human, so, of course, Rin reasoned that he had to be one of those other undead monsters.

[So, let's see,] she thought, as she absent-mindedly began sparring with him. She dodged his attacks without much effort, as he wasn't really trying too hard either. [Is he a vampire? He's smiled a few times and I haven't seen any fangs or whatever... A zombie? Aren't those supposed to be rotten or something? Maybe he's-]

And then, the man's staff hit her upside the head, and the world flashed white as Rin went down.

"Rin!" Eve flew over to her quickly, putting a hand on her forehead. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah! Yeah, yeah, that was my bad. Sorry!" She said as she stood up.

"You got cut!" Eve said, as she then quickly made the spellsign for [Heal].

Then, Dylan also went up to her. He crouched by her side and Rin looked up, finding a pair of eyes that most other people would call "kind" looking back at her.

However, at this distance, they simply seemed emotionless.

"Are you alright?" He asked, with a quiet voice.

"Yeah, it's okay," Rin said, their eyes connecting for a moment. "I got distracted."

"I see," Dylan smiled and nodded. "Would you like to keep practicing?"

"Sure," Rin said, and then, Dylan helped her up.

And, just like that, the two resumed their training. Rin, of course, lost, getting hit two more times before she could even land one on him, and the two stopped at that point. The brunette sat down at a nearby wooden bench, and Elisa stepped up to Dylan.

"Oh?" Dylan raised a brow. "Would you like to practice?" He asked as Eve flew over to Rin's side.

"Hell yeah. Show me what you've got," Elisa said with a little grin, and for a moment, Rin felt like the same stunned girl who had run into her a month ago, when she'd arrived here. The two started fighting shortly after that, and Eve said something to Rin.

"You know," Eve started, as she took a sip from a bottle of water, "I hadn't expected someone from the Red Trident to be so nice."

Rin turned toward her as Dylan and Elisa's wooden weapons clanked in the background.

"The Red Trident? What's that?"

"Huh? You haven't- wait, no, right, you're from Dren," Eve said, out loud.

"Yeah," she replied, as Elisa got hit in front of her.

"Oh, I scored one," Dylan noted with a smile. Rin looked ahead and saw that Elisa had a slightly surprised expression on her face.

[Hm?] Rin raised a brow as Elisa regained her composure and continued fighting.

"Anyway," Eve continued, "the Red Trident is a mercenary group, Rin. They're sort of like adventurers themselves, but... They take more... Gritty, jobs."

As Rin was someone who had interacted with more than a couple of mercs, she knew what they were like and exactly what they did. She didn't need much more explanation than that.

"Wait," she lowered her voice. "Someone like that is here? Just studying at the Academy? Like it's nothing?"

"Yeah," Eve nodded. "I heard about it before I came here, actually. Sometimes, criminals become adventurers and work off their sentences going out and fighting monsters."

"Really?" Rin was shocked. "That sounds like a really easy system to abuse."

"I mean, Rin," Eve said, turning toward her, "when I say 'fighting monsters', I mean that they go out and fight things way stronger than anything we've fought with barely any preparation. So, in other words, a lot of them end up dead anyway."

"... Oh," Rin replied.

"Yeah. It's not exactly an 'out of jail free' card, but, it's an option for some people."

"I would like to clarify," Dylan said, in the middle of his practicing, without even turning toward them, "I am not a criminal. The Red Trident doesn't take jobs that are outright illegal."

Eve and Rin were slightly scared by that sudden response. He said that casually, in the middle of trading blows with Elisa.

"Uh, y-yeah, sorry for implying that," Eve replied.

"Your apology is accepted, friend," Dylan said with a smile, and then, he landed a second hit on Elisa's thighs. "Got you."

---

{Elisa}

"Sooo, same thing Monday?" Eve asked everyone as they all stood outside of Maria's classroom.

"Yeah, I'm down," Rin nodded with a smile. Lisa and Dylan both agreed as well, which just left Elisa.

She knew she was pushing her luck already, but something had surprised her about these training sessions. She was having fun.

"Yes," Elisa put her hands on her hips and nodded. "If you'll have me, I would like to keep doing this."

The fairy in front of her grinned, and for a moment, Elisa set aside the fact that she was absolutely going to get yelled at for this.

"Awesome!"

With that, the group disbanded and Elisa and Rin walked back to the room they shared, together. The walk started off a little quiet, but as the two of them got to the room, Rin spoke up.

"Uh, good stuff, back there!" Rin told her, as she walked up to that weird bag of hers and checked to make sure it was closed. Elisa thought it was strange, but she didn't think much of it.

"Thank you, I try my best."

"You do?" Rin asked.

"You don't believe me?"

"Uh, not really, no," Rin replied with a chuckle and Elisa giggled as well. She walked over to her own bed and sat down.

"Well, you're right. I don't want to make anyone else feel bad, after all," Elisa replied, and Rin nodded slowly.

"... Thank you, by the way," Rin said.

"Hm? For what?"

"For practicing with us," Rin told her, putting on the kind of smile that Elisa swore people had written about in some of Libera's most popular novels. "I know you don't have to, and... Eve seems really happy about it all. So, yeah, thanks."

"... Well," Elisa said, "I know I made a bad first impression. I'm trying to make up for it. Would you say I'm doing a good job?"

At that, Rin blushed.

"Y-Yeah... Absolutely."

Later, Rin took that bag of hers and went somewhere else, which left Elisa alone to prepare for her usual after-Academy activities. And, just the thought of that made her smile disappear.

She put on a white dress, and heels of the same color, like her fiance liked, and looked at herself in the mirror, scowling. Without a word, she exited the room and walked down the stairs, exiting the academy.

Her aunt was there, a glare fixed on her face as Elisa walked up to her.

"You're later. Again," she hissed.

"I'm sorry," Elisa apologized. "Training has been taking up some time lately."

"Yes, as if you need it," her aunt commented, turning her back on her and expecting Elisa to follow. Which, she did. "The Divine, after all, gave you a few gifts. Your family, your status, and those unsightly muscles you insist on growing. Only two of these are worth anything. I hope you realize that one of these days."

"... I understand, auntie," Elisa muttered as she followed her Carliah to a small car. The two of them got in, drawing the eyes of the citizens around them, and her aunt spoke to the chauffeur.

"To the Millen's house."

"Right away," the man replied and, with that, their car got moving.

As they moved slowly through the streets, a certain amber-eyed girl came up in Elisa's mind. Specifically, something she'd heard in Maria's classroom.

[... She's from Dren?] Elisa thought. [Hm... I swear I've met her before.]

However, nothing came to her mind as she arrived at her fiance's mansion.
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{Sunday}

"Ohhh, so, how does it work?" Xhez asked.

"I... Don't really know the details," Rin replied. "But, yeah, it takes you, like, halfway across the world.

The two of them were sitting at the edge of Rin's bed, precisely eight days away from when Rin would leave the city once more for her next test. Currently, it was the afternoon and, as Elisa was off somewhere else, Rin was telling Xhez about the International Railroad, figuring she could be interested in it. Maria had allowed Rin to take today off, so she figured she'd spend some time with Xhez.

"Could I see it?" Xhez asked, with awe in her eyes. "I-Is that possible?"

"Yeah, one of the stations is here in the city. We could take a trip over to it if you want."

"Wonderful!"

As Xhez celebrated, Rin grinned a little, wondering how she'd been so lucky as to end up with this sprite as a friend.

Then, however, someone knocked on the door.

"Shoot, get in the bag," Rin whispered and Xhez quickly did so, jumping and shrinking as she usually did, while the adventurer went to answer the door.

She had expected to find Elisa or Maria. Instead, as she opened the door, she came face to face with a woman she hadn't seen in a couple of weeks.

"Hello, rookie~"

Sye, the mage who had traveled with Cara and Eve as they had gone to look for Rin, was standing outside. The Mages Guild member was wearing a short purple dress, heavy eye shadow, a purple purse, and a few gold bracelets. She bowed when she saw Rin, and the adventurer had to resist the urge to close the door then and there.

"U-Uh, hi," Rin said, trying to hide the nervousness in her voice. She knew, after all, that somehow, someway, the Mages Guild was involved with what had happened to her. "I-Is there anything I can do for you?"

"Yes, actually," Sye replied. "I would like to speak with you."

"Um... We can't talk right here?"

"The middle of this hallway cannot be a comfortable place to have a relaxed conversation, can it?" Sye asked with a chuckle. "Besides, I have not yet had my lunch. With that being said, would you like to come to share a meal with me? We can sit in a nice, very public, location so that you know I'm not trying to harm you in any way. Would that help you relax a little?"

"... Was it that obvious?" Rin sighed, disappointed in her own lack of a good poker face.

"Yep. You are an awful, awful liar. But, that's good, considering I need your help to make my final report to my superiors before I head back to Cradle, and honesty is golden in these sorts of matters. Would you like to come?"

"Do I have to?" Rin asked.

"Absolutely not," Sye shook her head. "You are an adventurer, not a member of my Guild. As such, you are under no obligation to listen to a single word I say. If you tell me to shove off, I will dip, bow and walk away."

"Oh, uh, then..."

"But," Sye quickly interrupted her, "if you do come with me, I will make it more than worth your while."

"What?" Rin raised a brow. "What do you mean?"

"I'll treat you to something nice. I mean... No offense, but I've seen what they serve here and, I am sure you must be yearning for something more refined, right?"

"Not really."

"Eh, why pass up such a luxury anyway?" Sye shrugged. "Besides, my offer wasn't done."

Then, Sye reached into her purse and pulled out a plat. The coin glinted in front of Rin's eyes and the woman almost felt her throat dry up.

[Oh... crap.]

"This is yours the moment you choose to come with me," Sye told her. "I would merely like a moment of your time. How does all of that sound?"

"..."

[Okay,] Rin said to herself. [How stupid am I?] She wondered. [Am I really about to go with this lady, who could be out to kill me because I'm some sort of witness, just because I'm too poor to pass up one plat? Of course... not.]

---

{An Hour Later}

"I tell you," Sye said, "the food in this place melts in your mouth. None of the restaurants here surpass the best food Cradle has to offer, but a few come close, and this is one of them."

The rookie hung her head in shame as she listened to Sye speak, with the plat weighing heavily in her pocket.

[I'm weak.] 

A waiter walked up and placed two drinks on their table.

Ultimately, Rin's pockets begged her to go along with Sye, and the adventurer couldn't pass up the offer. She could already see the words written on her tombstone as she reached forward and put the glass cup to her lips and sipped some random tea Sye had ordered.

[Here lies Rin, too desperate to say "no" to even a single plat.]

"Rin, darling," Sye giggled. "Do you *still* believe I intend to do you harm?"

"I-I mean... No, I don't know, I..."

"I understand that you do not trust me or my organization, given the information that has come to light surrounding your circumstances, but," Sye put a finger up. "If I had truly wanted you dead, I would have slipped a knife in your throat the moment you walked out of your room. So, please, just relax already."

Rin sighed. 

[Well... She has a point,] she thought.

Although her mind was still telling her she was foolish for coming out here, she nodded.

"Uh, okay, that makes a little sense, I guess."

"Good, now, let's just eat the exorbitant pasta that I have ordered for us, and do as two beautiful women should do when they eat outside with each other, and let's chat for a little as we enjoy each other's company. Sounds good?"

Almost on cue, some lasagna, a local delicacy of Libera, found its way to their table. The two were in the kind of restaurant that, back at Dren, Rin would have believed her usual customers would love. The room they were in was dark, lit up with magical red torches, and devoid of other customers as there were nothing but empty tables around them.

Honestly, this space they were in felt far too intimate. This was the sort of place Rin usually imagined herself taking some dream girlfriend to. So, why had Sye dragged her out here?

"Now," Sye said, as she cut a piece of her lasagna off, "would you like to start the whole interview now, or wait until we're done eating?"

Rin was slow to answer, however, because she noticed something she hadn't before. Sye was, honestly, a beautiful individual. Her eyes were somewhat mischievous and made a dangerous pair with her slender face, like that of one of those poster models. Her lips, however, were what entranced Rin the most. They looked painfully plump and soft, which was a trait Rin loved in her female customers back at her old job.

Those same lips stretched into a grin as Sye lifted a thin brow.

"Rin?"

"H-Huh?" The woman shook her head. "What?"

"Heh," Sye chuckled. "You are simply adorable. I asked if you wanted to help with my report now, or get to it after this meal?"

"Oh. Won't the food get cold?"

"No," Sye replied. "I only have a few questions I wanted to ask you. If I'm being honest, this was mostly an excuse to go eat with someone. I don't actually know anyone here," Sye admitted. "I was having trouble finding some fun, so, I decided to test my luck with you."

"In that case then, uh, yeah, let's just get it out of the way."

"Splendid. Well then, the first question, did you identify any Mages Guild-related equipment or clothing at that fortress? Before or after you were displaced?"

"... Can you describe what that would look like?"

"Yes. Our guild members wear purple and gold uniforms, normally with hoods of the same colors when we're studying. We also carry with us some of these," she said, pulling out a badge of sorts. "It's our Mages Guild insignia. A crescent moon. Official members, so, anyone who isn't an initiate, is given one. Did you see anything like that?"

"..." Rin closed her eyes, trying to remember. "I remember the people who attacked me were wearing purple robes... But, I don't think they were purple and gold, specifically. And, I can't remember seeing any sort of badge on them."

"I see," Sye nodded. Strangely, she wasn't writing any of this down. "Next. Did any of them use the following spellsign?"

She asked as she drew a spellsign in the air. She wasn't pushing Essence into her fingers, so nothing happened, but still, Rin could tell it was a spellsign depicting a type of star.

"Um... No," she answered.

"Hm. In that case, I have nothing left to ask," she replied. "Now, onto our food!"

Just as Sye had promised, the lunch they went on to enjoy was something far better than anything Rin had eaten in this city so far. They largely ate in silence, as Rin couldn't find much to talk about and Sye appeared to be uninterested in forcing a conversation. The meal was over before too long. They washed down the meal with the tea Sye had ordered and the same waiter came to collect their plates.

Rin didn't feel full, but she wasn't about to be ungrateful for a free meal.

"Thank you," she bowed a little.

"Don't mention it," Sye told her. "I'm always glad to make a gorgeous woman's day better."

"..." Rin raised a brow, and she recalled what Sye had said a little while ago.

[Beautiful, gorgeous... Is she...?]

"Curious?" Sye asked, and Rin realized she was staring.

"S-Sorry."

"No, by all means, ask away," she said, leaning on a hand with an amused look. "I'm an open book."

Hearing that, Rin paused. She didn't know whether this sort of thing was considered normal here, people like her, specifically. Back at Dren, women who loved other women were common enough, but she hadn't seen a single same-sex couple since she'd arrived at Libera. On the other hand, Elisa, who had ordered Rin's services three years ago, was from Libera, so maybe she was an example of what was considered ordinary here.

Regardless, she decided to ask.

"Are you... Interested in..."

"Do I like women?" Sye asked, and Rin sighed, nodding. "No," Sye shook her head. Rin was surprised to hear that.

"Oh, sorry, I..."

"I *love* women," Sye continued and Rin blinked. "I'll admit to you, this is my first time visiting Libera. I was beginning to fear that I had stumbled upon a dreadful place that held absolutely none of our kind. Well," she chuckled, "excuse me, I don't mean to assume..."

"No, no, you're right," Rin nodded, smiling awkwardly. "Uh, guilty as charged."

"Oh..." Sye replied, arching a brow and a curious look came over her. "I'm glad to hear that."

As that was made clear, the two of them exited the restaurant and Rin turned in the direction of the Academy before Sye gently grasped her by the hand.

"... Rin," Sye said, as the adventurer turned toward her.

"Yeah?" Rin asked.

"... I do not mean to be too forward or sudden, though that is exactly what I'm doing," Sye stated, "however, I am leaving tomorrow. I was supposed to leave earlier, but I got an extension so that I could look around a little and speak with you. However, unfortunately, the last month has been somewhat of a... dry spell, for me, if you know what I mean."

Rin blushed a little when she heard that, as she quickly picked up on where Sye was going.

"We barely know each other," Sye shrugged. "So, do not be afraid to reject me, I am not speaking to you at this moment as a Guild member or a superior or anything of the like. The following suggestion I am going to make is simply that; a suggestion made by a desperate, desperate woman looking for a fun time," she stated, lacing each word with some silly dramatics. "But... Would you like to head over to my hotel later?" Sye asked. "I truly could use the entertainment. This trip has been utterly boring for me."

"..." Rin went quiet.

[What a bold person,] she thought.

"I promise," Sye grinned, "I know how to treat a lady right. I would hope the last hour showed a little bit of that off, no?"

"I..." Rin hesitated. "Can I think about it?" 

"Certainly."

And so, Rin paused.

A few different sides of her were clashing at the moment. One that had feared for her life in the presence of Sye just a bit ago, one that had, in all honesty, forgotten sex was even a thing thanks to recent events. 

She gauged the pros and cons of this, as the idea took shape in her thoughts. For one, being so close to the next mission, she figured she could use the distraction.  However, most importantly, she was certain Sye didn't intend to harm her.

As she's said herself, she had plenty of opportunities to do that today, after all.

[So... I guess, she actually is just that horny?] Rin wondered, briefly glancing at the woman. [I mean... She doesn't look bad at all. Hell, I'd say she's absolutely beautiful.] 

Now that she was looking at her a lot less fearfully, some thoughts began to circle in her mind. 

She could almost hear Felix cheering her on from the side, which made her smile a little. 

[Yeah, if he were here, it wouldn't be a question. He'd basically shove me at her.] 

Maybe it was silly, but she did wonder what an experienced mage could do in bed. She felt like she wasn't going to get this opportunity anytime soon.

[Huh,] she thought. [With all this adventuring stuff, that sort of thing hadn't even been a factor in my mind for a while. Maybe this could be good... to help get my mind off of stuff for a little.]

On that note, she felt a little courage appear inside of her.

"Okay," Rin replied. "But... Just for a little while. Maybe you can come pick me up later?"

Sye looked pleasantly surprised.

"Of course. See you later, darling."

With that, Sye turned away and Rin let out a deep breath. 

[Well, this is happening now,] she thought. [Who knows? I might end up with a story to tell Felix if things get... interesting.]
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{Xhez}

As the sprite slept the day away, she felt her bag shake a little and the girl opened her eyes. Looking up, she found Rin's amber eyes on her.

"Hey," Rin said, and her voice sounded a little strange.

"Hello," Xhez said, before yawning. "What time is it?"

"Evening," Rin replied. "Sun's just started going down. I wanted to check in on you, see if you wanted to stretch your legs a little."

"Yes," Xhez quickly answered. "I would like that."

"Okay. Come out, then."

Hearing that, she felt her bag be moved and Xhez briefly swam up to the top so she could get a feel for the area around her. Then, as Rin stepped back, she jumped up and grew into her normal size as she usually did.

"Ah," she yawned again. "What do you have in mind?"

"Um..." Rin looked away, as her cheeks turned red. "I'm going to be doing something in a moment, so, I can't take you anywhere tonight. I just wanted to hang out with you, for a little bit before then."

"Oh, I see," Xhez nodded. Then, she noticed something, and she chuckled a little. "It is weird. Ever since I started wearing your clothes, I've noticed how cold the air is."

"Really?" You want to put something on?" Rin offered and Xhez thought about it for a second, before agreeing. She was given a sleeveless black shirt and some shorts, and the sensation of these clothes on her skin made her giggle.

A moment later, the two were sitting side-by-side on Rin's bed. Xhez got curious, so she spoke up.

"Rin, what will you be doing?" She asked.

"I... It's..." Rin cleared her throat. "Nothing too big, just... Might take me a couple of hours, maybe."

"Ohhh, could you show me?"

Hearing that, for some reason, Rin laughed.

She looked over at Xhez, grinned a little, and looked away.

"Maybe some other time."

A little confused, Xhez raised a brow, but she didn't press more on that. Instead, Rin turned toward her and put a hand on the sprite's thigh. Xhez put her left hand over it.

"I also, uh, wanted to say, that... I know I haven't been showing you too much of the city, lately, but how about one of these days we go in and really explore the place, together. I'm new here too, so, there's a lot I haven't seen either. How does that sound?"

"Rin," Xhez said, before laughing a little, "as long as you are there, I will enjoy myself. Learning, enjoying your company, I could not ask for much more."

All she did was say how she felt, and yet, Rin's eyes gleamed.

"Thanks. I-I wish you would have found someone better than me, to show you around, but... Thanks."

"I do not need anyone else, Rin. You are more than enough."

---

{Rin}

Sometime later, after letting Eve know that she was heading out to see Sye, just so that if anything went wrong the fairy could tell the others, Xhez was back in her bag and Rin was trying to see what she had that could serve as good clothes to go out in.

"Uh, maybe this?" She wondered as she picked up the same black shirt she'd given to Xhez. "Hm... I don't have many options."

A part of her felt stupid since most of these clothes weren't going to be on her for too long, but, she still wanted to look good, for some reason. Even though this was, in all honesty, just sex she wanted to have for the sake of it, and she didn't really care about Sye on any deep level, she still had some small amount of pride to maintain.

In the end, she went with the sleeveless black shirt, smooth, and soft black pants, but she didn't really have any shoes worth this occasion. All she had were some sandals, the boots she wore on her missions and training, and some work-suited shoes.

[Hm...] She sighed. [Guess the shoes will have to do. I need a wardrobe upgrade desperately though.]

For a moment, Rin's mind wandered back to the early mornings she'd spend at the Silver Rose, getting ready for a day's work, looking at herself in the mirror, and hoping she looked attractive enough to help the establishment make some money.

[... It really has been a while,] she told herself. [I wonder if I've still got it.]

Rin couldn't get a girlfriend to save her life, since most of her time was spent at her job, but, as far as no-strings-attached sex was concerned, she had been fairly good at it. She hoped she still was.

As soon as she put them on, someone knocked on the door. Rin took a deep breath and walked over to it.

When she opened the door, Sye was standing in the hall, with her hands behind her back, and Rin's jaw hit the floor. The woman was in a sleek purple dress that looked like something Rin could imagine Elisa wearing.

[Mages love that color, huh? Or, is it just her?]

"Oh, my~" Sye spoke with a smooth tone, as she looked Rin up and down. "Simple, but effective. I like it. Black goes very well with your eyes."

"Thanks... So," Rin took a deep breath. "Wanna get going?"

"Of course," Sye replied. "No need to stall, I suppose. Come, darling, I live rather close to this place."

With that, the two of them walked out into the hallway. Coincidentally, Elisa was returning to her and Rin's room when she saw the brunette emerge, with Sye by her side. She looked surprised, but as the two of them passed her by, she smiled and gave Rin a wink.

[Ugh,] Rin groaned. [I really don't need to be running into people in the middle of a glorified booty call.]

However, with no other incidents like that, the two of them exited the Academy, and Sye led Rin to a small, expensive-looking hotel just a couple of streets away. The two walked into the lobby where Sye all but dragged her to an elevator, that took them up to the hotel's third floor.

The entire way, Rin felt a mix of anxiety and excitement in her gut. For one, she hadn't gotten laid in a while. Second, though, although she was fairly certain Sye didn't want her dead, she still wasn't comfortable around the woman. That tempestuous feeling almost made her shake with every step.

Here, Rin followed Sye to the first room on the left, where Sye opened a door and revealed...

A boring bedroom.

Rin felt both relieved and disappointed. 

"And, here we are, my home. Well, my home for one more day, anyway," Sye shrugged, stepping aside, allowing Rin to walk inside.

As she did, Sye closed the windows at the back of the room, making the room far darker, and then, she quickly lit a few candles casting the room in a dim orange glow. The candles were scented, carrying the smell of vanilla. Finally, she turned on a radio and slow music began to fill the air.

She didn't really know what she had expected to see. However, the fact that there was nothing but a bed, a mirror, and some luggage did make Rin breathe a sigh of relief.

"How much does this place-"

Before Rin could finish her question, a pair of lips pressed against the side of her neck, and she took a sharp breath as what felt like electricity coursed throughout her body.

[... Holy shit.]

"My dear adventurer," Sye whispered in her ear, "we have time, sure, but... I am rather excited about this. Could you forgive me for skipping the twenty questions portion of this occasion?"

"... Yeah," Rin took a deep breath, nodding. "Yeah."

"Good. In that case," she walked around Rin and then drew a spellsign in the air. Then, with a flick of her hand, her dress raised itself off her body, and Sye was naked in front of her.

[Right. Magic. Wow,] Rin thought.

Sye's body was... definitely something impressive. Long legs, small, cute breasts, and although her body wasn't quite as toned as Rin would expect out of her fellow adventurers, the swell of her hips and her smooth, perfect skin still appeared enticing to the point where Rin gulped as she looked at her.

"Are you just gonna stand there all night?" Sye asked and Rin snapped out of this little trance.

"Right, crap, sorry, uh..." She said as she went on to take her clothes off.

[Agh, come on,] she told herself. [You've done this a million times before. No need to be so nervous.]

She couldn't deny that it was different, though. She hadn't done anything like this out of her job in a very long time. 

And so, taking a deep breath, she removed her shirt, pants, underwear, and slipped her shoes off.

Sye looked pleased as her eyes scanned over Rin's body.

"By the Divine..." She muttered as an almost hunger-filled grin came over her. "Are you sure adventuring is the right career path for you? You certainly have a future in art modeling if you'd like it. I personally know quite a few painters who'd kill to have you pose for them."

At that, Rin laughed.

"Thank you," she replied, as Sye walked over to her. She grasped Rin's hands then, which felt soft, but sure, and pulled her over to the bed. Here, she spun around and pinned Rin on her back, putting her hands on the girl's shoulders as she let out a yelp.

"Ehk!" Rin squawked as she looked up at Sye.

"Aw, my apologies, did I surprise you?" Sye asked, amused. "I prefer being on top if you don't mind."

"... No," Rin gulped. "I don't mind."

Part of her job requirement, after all, was the ability to switch. Some clients, whether male or female, wanted someone who would show them a good time while they laid on their back and looked up at the ceiling. Others wanted someone they could dominate for a few beloved minutes in the day. Rin had experience on both sides of the equation.

It was due to that experience that Rin understood that this experience, which many regarded as nothing more than a simple, easy-to-do activity, was, in truth, an art form. However, Rin wondered if her skills were still as sharp as they had been in regard to this.

She wanted to take this moment to test herself, in that regard. Mostly, just for fun.

Mostly.

[Okay, calm down,] she thought, trying to remember what she used to do. Above her, Sye's eyes roamed all over her skin. [For now, all you have to do is let yourself look good. Build up the anticipation.]

Revisiting these skills she'd honed felt strange, but, at the same time, weirdly exciting.

"My..." Sye spoke, sounding thoroughly taken in by what she was seeing. "I apologize," she chuckled. "I hadn't expected you to look like this under those clothes."

"Well..." Rin breathed in, putting her hands on Sye's thighs. "You don't have to settle for looking."

Hearing that, Sye agreed, as was made clear when she placed her hands on Rin's arms and moved them toward her torso slowly. As her hands reached Rin's chest, then, she smiled, leaned down, and Rin closed her eyes as their lips met.

Kissing, in and of itself, was another surprisingly complex act. Some people liked it, some didn't. Some people liked to thrust their tongues down their partner's throats, others were grossed out at the mere touch of the other person's. Some liked kisses soft and romantic, others liked them harsh and passionate.

Rin tried to get a feel for Sye as their lips danced together. Sye moved at a slow pace and Rin did her best to match it. The other woman seemed like she was taking her time, savoring Rin's mouth on hers, before, suddenly, Rin felt a warm tongue poke out and touch her lips. The adventurer stuck her own tongue out and their kiss deepened.

Sye's hands went up and gently landed on Rin's face, while Rin wrapped her arms around Sye's back as their tongues caressed each other. Then, Sye broke the kiss and lifted her head up, looking down at Rin with half-lidded eyes.

"... So soft," Sye whispered. "Aren't you adventurers supposed to be rough?"

"I can be," Rin replied. "Sometimes."

"Hmph," Sye narrowed her eyes at her. Then, she took Rin's hands off of her and placed them up over her head, keeping them there. "I'll take your word on that. I prefer you like this."

Just like that, Rin believed she figured out Sye's "type".

[The candles, the music, the way she kisses, this... She's kind of a soft top,] Rin assessed. [Likes control, but wants this sort of thing to be more on the gentle side. At least, for now. Okay, I can work with that.]

Their make-out resumed then, and Rin let Sye take full control of how they went about this. Eventually, Sye's lips drifted away and started peppering kisses down Rin's chin, then down to her neck, and then between her tits.

Rin closed her eyes, biting her lip as she enjoyed the feeling.

[Holy crap, it's been a while.]

She nearly laughed as the thought popped up in her head, while Sye let her hands fall on Rin's chest. With her thumbs, she traced circles over Rin's nipples and the adventurer grinned a little.

This was the first time she was doing this of her own accord in a very, *very*, long time, and, simply put, she hadn't known she needed this so badly. Sye sucked on Rin's right nipple and she bit down lightly, earning a low moan from the adventurer.

She could feel herself getting into it and the sensation was like meeting an old friend after many years spent apart. 

Without a word, as the music from the radio continued to play in the background, Sye reached down between Rin's legs, letting go of Rin's arms, and her hand landed on Rin's pussy, out of nowhere.

"Oh!" Rin said as shivers went through her body.

"You are just dripping down there," Sye told her, looking into Rin's eyes.

[... You did that a little too fast,] Rin told her in her thoughts, holding back a chuckle. She couldn't help but be a little bit of a critic. [You have to ease the person into it if you're gonna take things so slowly.]

Outside of her thoughts, however, she arched her back and Sye kept her hand there. Two fingers of hers drew a line up and down Rin's lower lips while her mouth went back to teasing Rin's chest.

Rin placed her hands behind Sye's back, pulling her closer. The way Sye's body felt, pressed against her own like this, almost burned her.

Sye's hand found Rin's clit and began to toy with it, as Rin let out a high moan, and Sye smiled. Rin thought she'd like that.

"... What a lewd woman," Sye muttered and Rin nearly laughed.

[You don't know the half of it.]

Sye's hands then found their way inside of Rin, and she inhaled deeply as Sye went slowly, at first. Sye's lips went back up and she kissed Rin again as her hand started to push in even deeper. Rin made an appreciative sound, coming out like a muffled whisper, and Sye started fingering her properly then.

As their lips separated for a second, Sye asked:

"Want to see something?"

"... Huh?" Rin raised a brow.

"I am a mage, Rin," Sye stated then. "And, a rather good one. Would you like me to show you a little bit of that?"

Well, there it was. This had been one of the things Rin was curious about, so, she nodded.

"Perfect."

Then, Sye cast a spellsign and, suddenly, the hands that were inside of Rin felt far more visceral.

"Oh!?" Rin looked down, and as Sye pushed into her, Rin nearly screamed.

It felt so good it was almost painful.

"W-What are you doing?" Rin asked, shocked.

"l simply used a spell that heightened your senses," Sye explained. "How does it feel?"

"I feel... Holy fuck!" Rin yelled out as her pussy burned in the best way. and Sye laughed.

"I am glad you enjoy it. I wanted to give you a little reward for coming out to my hotel and trusting me, after all. Take it in."

Of course, Rin knew this sort of thing existed, specifically in the form of potions, but it was always her clients who would drink them. She hadn't known that this was what she'd been missing out on.

[Oh, fuck, fuck. Keep it together, keep it... Ah...]

She was nearly crying.

Then, Sye's lips found hers again and Rin's moans were muffled by the other woman's mouth, as they kissed. The mage's hands began fucking her again, but with this spell affecting her, the combined feeling of her tongue and her hand were more than Rin could handle.

And, she was pushed over the top.

"Mmmnnn!" Rin's body clenched up and an orgasm surged through her.

An explosion of pleasure happened, so intense that Rin pushed her hips up as she came. It rippled throughout her, and it took a solid minute before Rin felt her body calming down.

It felt like her body had become four times lighter.

[Holy sh...] Rin took deep breaths, as Sye kissed her forehead.

"Well," Sye, said, "it seems you enjoyed that," she said as she brought up her hands and Rin found that it was absolutely covered in her juices.

"... Sorry," Rin said.

"Oh, no, don't worry. I take it you haven't been affected like that before. This is just what happens when you introduce magic into this. However..."

Sye mounted Rin.

"It's my turn, wouldn't you say?"

Rin nodded, trying to regain her senses.

[Right, right. Let's do this.]

At this point, Rin was embarrassed enough. She wouldn't live this down if she didn't at least get to return the favor.

"... Bring your pussy up," Rin told her and Sye looked surprised.

"Oh?" She asked, amused. "If you insist."

And, so, the mage's legs came up, leaving Rin's head between them.

[Okay... How did this go, again?] Rin thought. Then, she stuck out her tongue as Sye cast the same spell on herself this time, and she touched Sye's lower lips with it.

"Ah..." Sye let out a satisfied noise, and Rin moved her tongue up, just to get a sense of what it was like to taste another woman again for the first time in a while. Some people didn't like going down on others, but Rin certainly wasn't one of them.

Bringing her hands up and gently squeezing Sye's ass, she started letting her tongue run up and down the mage's pussy. Sye put her hands on Rin's head, pulling her deeper in.

"Ohh, nice..." Sye giggled as Rin kept going. This wasn't all she had in mind, however.

Some of her strength returned to her, and Rin sped up. She didn't move too quickly, understanding that Sye preferred things on the slower side. Indeed, she looked up and found the woman grinning as Rin kept going.

"Goodness," Sye started grinding on Rin's face. "Yes, just like that~"

She did exactly as the woman asked, and maintained that pace. Considering how well she was taking this, Rin guessed that Sye used magic like this often. However, as the minutes dragged on, Sye was practically humping against Rin's mouth until, soon, her moans grew louder.

Louder, and louder, until, finally, Rin could feel that she was close.

"Ah, don't stop, don't stop, don't... Ahhh," Sye hunched over, her hands buried in Rin's hair, and soon, she was reaching the same point Rin had just a bit ago.

She sped up, just a little as Sye's moans increased in intensity. Sye's hands clutched Rin's head so tightly that it almost hurt, and Rin gripped her ass just as tightly, but soon, Sye came on Rin's tongue.

"AH!" She cried out, and Rin felt her body shaking as she kept her tongue digging deep inside of her.

A minute passed and Sye started giggling, as she lowered down and laid next to Rin.

"This trip was officially worth it," Sye stated.

"..." Rin just stared up at the ceiling for a while.

"You are very good at this. Nowhere near as innocent as you seemed."

[Good to hear that.]

"That said," Sye continued, placing a hand on Rin's chest. "The night is still young, is it not?"

"... Yeah," Rin nodded. "Just... Give me a second."

And, soon enough, they went right back to it.




A True Adventurer, Part Nineteen

{One Week Later, Monday}

[Am I ready?] Rin wondered as she sat at the edge of her bed, dressed in the same leather armor that she'd worn when she was taken away. Only, this time, that armor was worn-out and torn in a few places from just the one month that she'd spent out in the wilderness.

She clenched her fists tightly, looking down at her hands.

[All I can do is give it a shot, I guess.]

This was to be her second attempt. And, now, she'd really see if she had what it takes to be an adventurer. Provided, of course, that no other mysterious robed figures showed up. She didn't know what she was going to be doing, but she was going to try her hardest.

Before she could leave, however, she wanted to tell Xhez something. She tapped a little on her bag, trying to wake the sprite up gently, and then, she looked inside. Xhez was looking back at her.

"Hey," Rin greeted her. "Good morning."

"Good morning!" Xhez replied, and she seemed energetic. Rin put aside her anxiousness so she could talk normally to her.

"So, listen," Rin started. "I'm going to be leaving for a few hours today, alright? I have some adventurer stuff to do."

"Oh? Good luck," Xhez told her.

"Thanks, but, I was just trying to say that, if you wanted to come out of your bag today, you can. Harriton, the only other person here who should be able to see through your disguise aside from Maria, he's going to be out. So, I'm gonna leave the bag open for you to get out, walk around, and all that."

Additionally, unlike before, the order of the students who would be going out was revealed beforehand. Which was how Rin knew that she and Elisa would both be out of the room for the entirety of the morning, most likely. Since the blonde wouldn't be here, she figured Xhez would be safe to get out and cast her spell.

"A-... Alone?" Xhez asked.

"Yeah," Rin nodded. "I let the dean know yesterday about you, as my 'sister', I mean, and he said that it's fine for you to run around here, for a bit. So... Yeah. Try not to go anywhere else though," Rin told her. "Just in case."

"Got it," Xhez nodded. "I do not like the idea of being separated from you like this... But I will try to put it aside."

"I'm just giving you the option. You don't have to leave this room at all, if you don't want to," Rin assured her.

"... I understand. Thank you," Xhez replied. Rin nodded, and, with that, she took a deep breath.

"Well... I'm going now. See you later, Xhez."

"Goodbye," Xhez waved at her from inside the bag and Rin waved back, pausing for just a moment before exiting her room.

The others were already gathered at the front of the Academy. Rin walked out of her room, down the stairs, and came out to find her classmates standing before the teachers. Maria, Cara, Eli, and Harriton all stood out in front of them, and when they saw Rin, Cara stepped forward.

"Okay, you all have your next mission today," Cara said. "By now, I'm sure you understand how this goes, but I'll give you a little reminder. We're gonna take you to a place where you can find some low-tier monsters, and all you have to do is clear them out as best you can. Due to..." She paused, "recent events, Rin," she called out to the adventurer.

"Yeah?" She blinked, surprised.

"You'll be with Maria, this time."

"Y-Yeah, I know," she replied, as she'd been told yesterday.

"Okay. With that being said, Rin, Elisa, Aleah, Varyn. All of you, step forward. You already know who you're going to run with. The others, wait at the Academy until we return."

As Cara finished speaking, those adventurers walked forward and the others went back into the building.

"Rin," Elisa called out to her.

"Y-Yeah?"

"Good luck!" The sunlight-haired woman told her with a smile as Rin walked over to Maria.

"Thanks, um, you too!" Rin replied. As she approached the Rank S adventurer, Maria took a deep breath.

"Have everything you need?" Maria asked.

"Yep. I'm as ready as I'll ever be... I think."

"Then, come with me," Maria said. "Let's move."

---

{Xhez}

A small amount of time passed after Rin left the room, and Xhez played back her words in her mind.

[I... I suppose I should try to get a feel for this place on my own.]

Even though she said that to herself, however, the thought alone caused a chill to pass over her heart. It was ironic, of course, that she'd been so eager to do the same thing out in the forests, but now that she was here, she was scared.

That feeling clashed with her curiosity, both tugging and pulling at her desires, until, finally, she decided to just try it.

At least, for a short while.

Xhez swam up to the top of the bag and looked around, before promptly launching herself out of the water and getting into her regular size. Without Rin to be here to receive her, Xhez only had the cold air to focus on. So, she quickly cast that Illusion spell on herself, and searched for Rin's clothes, finding a brown shirt, some underwear, and black pants neatly folded on Rin's bed.

[She left those for me,] Xhez realized, and the thought made her smile.

A moment later, she was fully dressed and in her human disguise, trying to prepare herself for this.

[It will be okay,] she tried to tell herself. [Just... Take that first step. All of the others will be easier once you do.]

And so, she placed her hand on the doorknob and turned it, and as she walked out into the hall, she was bathed in sunlight. She took a deep breath, feeling a warmth invade her body, as she looked around.

[... Goodness,] she gulped. [Alright. Now what?]

A few places quickly came to her mind. She remembered the library, but she couldn't read the books anyway, so she discarded that option. She had no interest in that physical training place that she saw behind the Academy, and, she couldn't think of anything to do in the Meditation Center where she and Rin had spoken to Maria.

So, that left her with one option. The cafeteria.

She ended up deciding on that, for now. If she could get some more of that strange human food before Rin came back, she'd consider it a victory.

As she walked up the stairs, some of the adventurers glanced her way for a few seconds, but no one really paid her too much attention. So, she entered the cafeteria and found it nearly empty.

There were only a handful of people there. One was the lady who had given them their food when Rin and Xhez last came here, another was that fairy Xhez had met, and, to the back of the room, she saw *him*.

The non-human boy, Dylan, reading a book, alone.

Xhez blinked twice before walking over to Jessie, the lunch lady.

"Excuse me," Xhez said, trying to sound as normal as she could. "Could you give me some normal, average, human food?"

"... What?" Jessie asked, completely stunned, looking up at her. After an awkward pause, however, she made a surprised face. "OH! You're Rin's sister, ain't ya?" When she said that, Xhez nodded.

"Yes, I am."

"Ah, alright. Here you go, then."

And, very quickly, the lady slapped a few strange things onto a plate and handed it to her. The plate had been covered in tiny white specks with a few, small, but slightly larger, red, pebble-like items beside them. She hadn't seen anything like this, but she took the spoon and bowed to her.

"Thank you!"

With that, Xhez turned around and stood in front of the tables.

Right in front of her, Eve was sitting with her head in her arms, as though she was asleep.

"Hm?" Xhez got closer.

[Is she okay?] The sprite wondered as she leaned forward a little, to check on her. Then, the fairy raised her head a little and slowly half-opened her eyes.

"... Rin?" She asked, however, after shaking her head and blinking a bit, she promptly lowered her head again.

[Maybe she's sleepy,] Xhez wondered.

Shrugging, she left her alone and continued searching the room.

Once again, her eyes fell on the non-human at the back, Dylan. He looked bored, as though reading that book in his hands was just a way to keep his eyes occupied more than anything else. Despite the darkness Xhez felt coming from his spirit, she was curious enough to want to speak to him. She had felt a similar aura coming from the ghost she and Rin had spoken to before, and he turned out to be fine, so she felt she had reason to believe people could be okay in spite of that sort of thing.

[I suppose now would be a good time to investigate...] Xhez told herself. [I doubt he would attack me here, however, if I were to make him angry. There are a few people around us, after all.]

With that thought in her mind, she walked forward.

The boy looked up at her, narrowing his eyes briefly, and Xhez cleared her throat.

"Hello!" She tried to sound friendly.

"..." Dylan paused. He stared at her inquisitively for a second. Then, his skeptical look faded and he smiled, as his expression completely changed.

"Greetings."
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As Xhez sat down in front of Dylan, she smiled widely. Excitement bubbled up inside of her. She wanted to see if she could find out a little about him.

"Forgive me if I'm mistaken," Dylan said, "but you remind me of one of my classmates, are you related to a woman named 'Rin' by any chance?"

"Yes," Xhez lied. "I'm her sister."

"Ah, the resemblance is uncanny," he chuckled. "My name's Dylan. It is a pleasure to meet you."

"Uh, I am Xhez. It is nice to meet you as well."

Then, Xhez got to thinking. What she wanted to ask about, obviously, was Dylan's actual species. However, she gauged that maybe, if she asked right now, the boy would be too spooked to respond. Xhez knew she would react that way if the situation was reversed, after all. She figured that somehow, she needed to find a way to get the conversation to that point.

[Hm… What do I say?] Xhez asked herself. Before she could ask anything, however, Dylan said something.

"Rin never told us she had a sister," he said with a polite smile. "Although, I suppose I have failed to establish any sort of real camaraderie with her."

"Uhm, we…" Xhez looked away. "We had not spoken in a long time. We only m- I mean, reconnected, recently."

"Oh, I see! How nice," Dylan took a bite from his food. "I assume you're not from Libera, then?"

"I'm not," Xhez confirmed.

"Well, I hope you will enjoy the city, then."

As he said that, Xhez thought of something to ask.

"So, are you from Libera?"

At that, Dylan shook his head.

"No, I'm from Cradle."

That was the other of the two large cities Rin had told Xhez about, while she read that book to her. There was a third, it was called Cardana, but due to the distance between it and the other two cities, apparently, people didn't know much about it.

"What is Cradle like?" Xhez asked.

"Haven't been there? I'd say it's… different. Very different. It's rougher and colder, but it's also charming in its own way. There's quite a bit from the Old World to look at."

"The Old World?" Xhez tilted her head.

"Yes," Dylan nodded. "Cradle was the first city built after the Split. As such, there are many old, strange buildings there."

"Ohhhh, I see!" Xhez replied and Dylan chuckled.

However, at that point, their conversation stalled. Dylan took a couple of bites from his food, and Xhez wondered if, maybe, now was a good time to bring up the topic she *actually* wanted to talk about.

[Once I ask… How will he react?] She wondered, looking up at him. Although his spirit emanated some darkness, he seemed like a relaxed and calm individual.

Running out of patience, and eager to learn, Xhez took a deep breath and looked back.

[The only other people in the cafeteria are Eve, and the woman serving the food. No one should be able to hear this.]

With excitement running throughout her body, Xhez took a deep breath and leaned forward.

"Excuse me, can I ask you something?"

"Sure," Dylan shrugged with a smile. "What would you like to know?"

"What are you?" Xhez asked.

"…"

Dylan froze. His red eyes looked back at her, and Xhez waited for an answer.

"W-What?" Dylan asked, his voice shaking. "I'm sorry?"

"Oh, my apologies," Xhez leaned a little closer. "I asked, 'what are you?' I can tell you are not human, I wished to-"

Before she could finish speaking, Dylan wrapped one of his hands around her neck.

---

{Rin}

Admittedly, Rin couldn't quite decipher the emotions stirring inside of her at the moment. Part of her felt excited to show her teacher what she could do, another felt anxious. She half-feared that she'd run into those same creeps from before somehow, though she knew the likelihood of that was low. Still, a number of ridiculous thoughts came to her as Maria led her forward.

"So," Rin asked, in part just so that she could take her mind off of her own paranoid thoughts. "Where are we headed?"

"Your test will take place at the base of a nearby mountain," Maria explained. "There, you will face a group of cheren. Has Cara spoken about them in class?"

"Probably… But, could you remind me of them?"

"Sure. Cheren are Beast-type, Rank D, monsters. They're, essentially, giant spiders that can create numbing webs. Coming into contact with those webs will paralyze you, which is when they strike."

Maria continued to tell her about them as the two walked into a forest as colorful and vibrant as what Rin had seen in old paintings. It was like she was in a dream, almost.

"They might sound intimidating, but they're slow, and they rely almost entirely on their webs. Meaning, as long as you avoid them, you will be in almost no actual danger. If their webs do touch you, however, whichever body part was touched will be paralyzed for up to a minute."

[Okay… Pretty terrifying.]

"Don't let that get to you, though," Maria said, stopping for a moment so she could look back at Rin. "Remember, the only real danger they present comes from those webs. As long as you dodge them, this should be easy, and I know you have the speed to do that."

Maria walked over to her, placing a hand on Rin's shoulder. The rookie looked up at her teacher as Maria gave her a slightly forced, but encouraging, smile.

"I chose this trial personally, for you. As long as you keep a level head, and you remember what I've taught you, you will do just fine."

Nodding, Rin tried to take that in. Maria believed in her, and the beginner adventurer wanted to validate that faith.

"… What about my [Spirit Flame?]" Rin asked. "Can I use that?"

"I would prefer you try to win without it, however, in real fights like this, there are no rules. If you feel that you need it to win, to survive, then, by all means, use whichever tools you have available to you. This is an exam, not a training session, after all."

"Alright, I understand."

"Good. Now, come. We aren't too far from the place."

With that said, Maria continued to guide Rin forward. The nervousness in Rin's heart had been eased just a little by the vote of confidence her teacher had given, but she was still, of course, anxious. At the same time, however, she wanted to get it over with already.

Soon enough, however, the two of them were walking down a steep, dirt incline, and Rin could see what looked like a foggy pond up ahead. But, more alarming than that were the multiple boulder-sized lumps of webs scattered around the area.

[What the hell?] She wondered, as Maria stopped, and pointed toward the place.

"There they are. Take some time to inspect the area, get a feel for your opponents. Once you're ready, just walk up and take them out."

"... Okay," Rin nodded. "Any last-minute tips?"

"Just one. Their eyes are very sensitive. If you strike them, the creature will probably leave itself open for a killing blow. Other than that, remember, dodge the web, and you're good. If anything happens, I will step in and save you. So, do not hesitate. Fight your heart out."

Rin heard that and looked over at the pond. From this position, she could see a few large spider-like creatures walking around the dark waters ahead.

Letting all of her anxiety out in one breath, Rin walked forward.

"... Good luck," Maria said behind her, as Rin moved toward her enemies.
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{Xhez}

The water sprite couldn't breathe. Dylan's right hand was choking her so tightly that Xhez could barely squeeze out any air from her mouth. However, even as she felt her head turn lighter, what stood out to her was the boy himself.

He looked somewhat scared.

It was that realization that made Xhez realize the misunderstanding that had taken place. She only needed enough air to clear it up.

"I'm..." She managed to get one word out, putting her hands on Dylan's wrist. "Not... -uman... Either..."

And, as Dylan heard that, his eyes widened and he let go of her. Xhez took a deep breath as she was released, falling back on her chair. The crimson-eyed boy watched her skeptically as she raised a hand.

"... What are you, then?" Dylan asked, and there was a challenge in his voice. Xhez could tell that if her answer didn't satisfy him, he was probably going to get right back to choking her.

"I-" she coughed, "I'm a water sprite."

At that, he narrowed his eyes.

"Doubtful," Dylan replied.

"What?"

"I've fought water sprites before," he stated. "Give me a better excuse."

"I am not lying," Xhez said, before she reached back and, ignoring the strange feeling it gave her, she took a strand of her hair, painted black thanks to her Illusion spell, and held it out. "Touch this. This is my hair."

"..." Dylan looked down at it, and, finally, as he was looking at it closely, Xhez saw some confusion appear on his face. He looked back up at her briefly before reaching out and taking that strand of hair in one of his hands.

Quickly, he pulled his hand away, and when he did, he found that it had turned moist.

"... What?" He muttered. "But..."

"I am not lying to you," Xhez leaned in a little closer, trying to let her words reach the boy's heart. "I met Rin during her time outside of this city. She took me back with her because we became friends. I noticed that you..." Xhez looked behind her, just to make sure no one else was listening, "you are not human, and I wanted to ask because I would like to meet other non-humans."

"..." At that, Dylan inhaled sharply, and Xhez waited for an answer. "Come. Let's not speak here."

With that being said, the boy got up and began to walk out of the cafeteria, as Xhez followed him out. The two of them then went to the meditation room, and once they were inside, Dylan stared out the open wall at the back. Xhez felt a little nervous, but she was hopeful at the same time.

Dylan turned toward her, and his red eyes suddenly turned purple. His skin, which was a pale grey, became a darker shade, and from his back, a pair of dark purple wings sprouted, all while Xhez watched in shock. The room got much, much colder then, and the dark spirit that had originally been muffled came out in full force.

"... Well?" He asked, with a monotone voice. "You wished to know what I was. Have you changed your mind?"

"... No," Xhez shook her head, walking forward. "I-I just don't know what I am seeing."

"... Ah, my apologies," Dylan replied, taking a shuddering breath. "I'm an incubus."

"I, uhm, still do not understand."

"Hmph," Dylan huffed, walking toward her. "It means that I am a creature who requires sex with others in order to live. But, that, in doing so, I sap away at the vitality of those I lay with, whether I wish for it or not. Do you understand now?" He asked, looking down menacingly at her.

Xhez blinked.

"... No, I apologize, I did not understand a word of that."

Dylan blinked as well.

A moment later, he began to laugh. Then, all of those changes he'd just undergone began slowly reverting. His wings went back into his body, his eyes turned red again, and his skin became a brighter shade of grey before he turned away and walked toward the edge of the room.

Dylan sat down and shook his head, sighing as Xhez approached.

"I suppose that is why you still haven't run away."

"... I do not believe I need to," Xhez told him, sitting by his side. "You seem reasonable, after all."

"..." Dylan looked back at her. "Is that so? Well... I'd like to think that I am."

At that, Xhez smiled.

"So... Could you tell me a little about yourself? I would love to learn!"

Dylan looked back at her and smirked a little.

"Is this how you and Rin became friends?"

"Pretty much."

"... I understand," he nodded. "Sure. What would you like to know?"

---

{Rin}

As Rin approached her enemies, she tried to see how much she could determine about them from a distance.

Looking at them more closely, she could see that each one of these "cheren" had four legs, as opposed to the regular spider's eight, two on each side, and all were thin and smooth. At their mouths, they had two big, white mandibles. Maria had mentioned that their eyes were sensitive, and as Rin looked ahead, it wasn't too hard to see why they would be a target. The cheren had two, giant, bulging eyes pressed up against each other, that Rin could see all the way from here.

The next step was taking count of just how many enemies were around. All in all, there were just four of them. Two big ones, almost bigger than Rin herself, and two far smaller ones.

Once all of that information was internalized, she couldn't keep stalling. The rookie adventurer took a deep breath and swallowed her nervousness down. Behind her, just a short distance away, was Maria.

[Don't worry,] she told herself. [Whatever happens, Maria will be there to help. Just...] She paused. [Just try your best. You've got this.]

With butterflies in her gut and a shaky pace, she moved toward the spider-like creatures up ahead, and they saw her.

Her first instinct was to turn on her [Spirit Flame], but then she remembered what Maria had said. She had wanted Rin to see if she could defeat them without it, and although the rookie was worried the answer to that was a "no," she still honored Maria's request.

So, Rin put her hands down as one of those cheren let out a sharp shriek and began moving towards her. The other monsters noticed her, but that first one got a huge head start. Then, she got into her fighting stance and took a deep breath.

Just a short distance away, the cheren who had approached first shot out a glob of some strange, white, half-liquid substance toward her, and Rin ducked. The projectile hit a rock behind her, and Rin noticed how a web was created that covered a large portion of it. 

[The web!] She noted, avoiding the projectile. [That's all I have to watch out for.]

Quickly, the cheren got into melee distance and began swiping at her with its thin legs in strange diagonal patterns, which Rin avoided by moving away from it as she tried to figure out how it liked to attack. She could see each of the attacks coming, thankfully, which she hoped spoke to her growth in speed.

The cheren attacked her multiple times, showing no signs of letting up. Rin didn't bother dodging, instead, walking backward to avoid each hit. However, this led to her tripping over something and falling on her back. 

"Agh!" She let out a yell and the creature loomed over her, with its mandibles clicking.

It shot out another glob aimed straight at her face, but Rin dodged to the side and jumped up to her feet. However, she didn't step forward to attack. She was too nervous.

"Rin!" Maria yelled out then, and the adventurer looked over at her, with her hands shaking in front of her. "Fight back!"

As Rin heard that, while the other cheren had almost reached her, the first cheren charged toward her and the adventurer instinctively kicked it. Just that attack was enough to make the creature stumble, and Rin took a deep breath.

[What the hell am I doing!?] She thought, and it was like clarity had just surged through her. [Right, right, remember what you've learned! At the end of the day, it's about killing them before they kill you.]

With a sudden sense of courage that spread throughout her, she ran forward and Rin gritted her teeth as she tried to block one of its strikes with her left arm, fully closing the gap between them. Then, she reared back a fist and smashed it straight through the cheren's eyes, and the creature screeched before falling lifeless to the ground.

"Holy shit," Rin couldn't help but say as her hand was covered in green blood before the other cheren finally arrived where she was. A few globs of webbing shot out at her, and Rin dodged them all by dashing to the right before she ran forward at them.

She stomped on one of the smaller ones, crushing it, and then stepped back, dodging another projectile. The other small cheren leaped up then, jumping straight at Rin, but the adventurer reacted in time, landing a crescent kick with her left leg that sent it flying away.

She did not, however, react in time to dodge a glob that struck her left arm, and Rin instantly felt that arm go numb as a web covered it.

"Crap," she muttered before the last of the big ones began charging toward her.

[Don't panic,] Rin thought. [Whatever you do, just stay calm!] 

The cheren began swiping at her and Rin leaned out of the way of a few different hits. With one of her arms being rendered useless, it felt awkward to do this but she managed to make it work. 

Eventually, she noticed an opening when the cheren stopped and opened its mouth to shoot out another web, and Rin landed a firm kick on its eyes. 

[Yes!]

The cheren was stunned. At that moment, Rin recalled one of the bread-and-butter techniques Maria had taught her, and she took a deep breath.

[Like Maria said, don't hesitate. Finish it off now!]

With her right arm, she clenched her fist, pulled it back and lowered it as Maria had taught her, and waited.

The cheren recovered and began drawing closer. Rin watched it, prepared to react as it jumped up when it was near enough, and she chose that moment to strike.

With her right hand covered in blue Essence, Rin dashed toward it. Throwing her first forward, she punched it in the body, and her strike went straight through the creature, emerging from the other side of its body.

The piercing blow sent green blood spurting out, covering all of Rin's body, and the adventurer froze, as she couldn't believe she had just done that as the body of the cheren remained on her outstretched arm.

However, it was no dream, it was no illusion. Instead, the cheren slid off of her arm, which was fully covered in green liquid, and fell to the grass as Rin stared at her fist.

"I-I did it..." She hesitated to say, but those words managed to come out. "I did it!"

Looking to her left, she saw Maria crushing the smaller cheren that Rin had kicked away earlier, and the Rank S adventurer approached her.

"Nearly, you forgot one of them."

"S-Sorry..."

"No, don't be," Maria shook her head. "I saw enough. You did well. There's still a lot, and, let me repeat that, a *lot*, you need to work on. Just one example, you froze up at the start there, which I don't like at all, but... You did well enough to pass, I'd say. If this were a real mission, it would have been an undeniable success.

When Rin heard that, she almost felt like crying.

Sure, her fight hadn't been too clean, and as Maria had said, she showed too much hesitancy at the beginning of it, but this was her first real win as an adventurer. The monsters were far easier to kill than they'd looked, which Rin attributed to her training, and all of this felt like, finally, she'd gotten just a little bit of evidence that she could do this.

She could actually work this job. For at least a little while, anyway. How long she'd be an adventurer for, she didn't know, but she had what it took to not get killed immediately, and what was enough for now.

"So... About my left arm," Rin said. 

"Eh, the numbness will wear off eventually. Now, come, my dear apprentice," Maria said, with a smirk. "You smell awful."

When she heard that, Rin gave her a wide, happy grin, with specks of green in her teeth from the cheren blood that had gotten in her mouth.

"The smell of victory, teach'."

---

{Xhez}

By the time Xhez and Dylan left the room, she was fairly confident she'd found someone else she could trust in this academy. Dylan spoke of many things she didn't understand. Orphanages, bounties, adoptive parents. But, one thing that had become clear was that he was on a similar path to hers, just trying to find a way to fit in with civilization, and questioning why others like him couldn't do so in the past.

With that knowledge in her heart, Xhez walked down to Rin's room with a smile, happy about what she'd picked up.

[Oh, I can't wait to tell Rin, she'll be so happy to know this!] She told herself as she opened the door.

But, someone else was inside. A woman with a very distinct appearance.

"Hm?" The other woman asked as she looked at the sprite. "Rin?"

She was absolutely gorgeous. She had sunlight-colored hair and a pair of bright green eyes that were looking inquisitively at Xhez. Her body appeared much stronger than Rin's, and even though she was laying down at one of the beds in the room, she seemed taller than Rin.

[Wow,] Xhez thought, blinking a bit before she stepped forward.

"Oh, uhm, no," she shook her head. "I-I am Xhez. Rin's sister."

"Ahh, damn. Well, hey," the girl flashed a smile at her. "My name's Elisa."
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As Rin and her teacher walked back to Libera, the nerves from battle went away and all the rookie was left with was a feeling of victory bubbling up in her heart. The day seemed brighter, the air smelled fresher, and Rin's hopes were at an all-time high.

From the moment they left the forest, to when they arrived back at the city and walked through the streets leading to the Academy, Rin was smiling so much her cheeks hurt. They arrived at the academy's gates as the sun was just an hour or two away from falling down the horizon, and Maria stopped in front of Rin.

She let out a breath that clearly sounded relieved, for some reason, and then turned toward the student.

"Good work out there," Maria said. "We'll go over some stuff tomorrow. I want to write a little review of what I saw, and then we can iron out some of the issues you had. By the way," Maria said. "You should try to get yourself some more armor. Later on in your career, make no mistake, it will end up being useless, however, as for right now, a good breastplate could stop a kobold from stabbing you, understand?"

"... Yeah," Rin said, and her smile faltered for just a moment.

"I can buy you another small set later, but you should try to get some armor of your own." Maria let her know. "For now, feel free to rest up and celebrate. You've earned it."

When she heard that, Rin all but squeaked as she ran up and wrapped her arms around her teacher.

"R-Rin!?" Maria asked, remaining completely still.

"Haha, thanks teach'! See you later!" Rin told her, before promptly running inside the Academy.

She nearly collided with a couple of older students, but that didn't stop her as she raced up to the second floor and made a beeline for her room. Here, she opened the door, and she'd intended to get Xhez, bring her out somewhere private, and share what had just happened.

However, she saw that she didn't need to.

"... Huh?" She stopped at the door, looking into her room and seeing that Xhez was sitting on her bed, in her usual disguise, while Elisa was laid down on hers, covered up from the neck-down in a soft-looking sheet. The two had been talking to each other, casually, as Rin walked in.

"Oh, Rin!" Xhez greeted her, as Elisa looked over at her with a little smirk. "Goodness, you smell terrible," she said, still smiling.

Immediately, several things went through Rin's min.

[Crap, how much did she tell her? Does Elisa know already? How did she react? If she does, is she going to tell anyone else?]

But, she forced her mind to quiet down as she gulped and walked over to her bed, sitting beside Xhez.

"Hey roomie," Elisa smiled at her. "How'd your mission go?"

"Uh... good, good, as you can see," Rin replied, gesturing at her own body. Then, she took a deep breath. "So... W-What have you been up to?"

"Elisa and I were talking about the different villages!" Xhez let Rin know. "She told me about these towns located southeast and northeast of here called Alcalira and Prodden. Apparently, in the past, hu- I mean, people, used to go through all sorts of dangerous forests just so they could listen to the music in Alcalira, they were famous for it!"

"Wow, you were really paying attention," Elisa chuckled. "But, yeah, Xhez told me neither of you had been to any of those places before, so I figured I'd tell her a little about them."

For some reason, Elisa gave Rin a bit of a knowing glance, but Rin couldn't tell why.

"Elisa is so knowledgeable!" Xhez pointed out. "I have been learning so much!"

"Uh, awesome, I'm glad," she replied, though, she couldn't deny that a small part of her felt a tad bit inadequate after hearing that. Of course, someone like Elisa, who had been to many different parts of the world already and had received some of the best education money could buy, probably had more to offer in regards to knowledge than Rin did.

"... How did your mission go? Everything went alright?" Rin asked Elisa.

"Yeah," Elisa nodded. "Cara had me go and take out a few kobolds. Pretty easy, overall. Honestly, I'm hoping we get to the serious stuff soon. It mostly feels like we've been messing around."

"..." Rin blinked.

Here she'd been, so excited after beating her Rank D opponents, and Elisa all but shattered that excitement by reminding her that both kobolds and the cheren she'd just fought were, in fact, some of the weakest enemies out there.

[... Right,] she sighed. [I still suck. Can't forget that.]

Suddenly, to her right, Xhez's eyes flared up a little and she gave Rin an awkward smile.

"Um, Rin, c-could you take me home? I am afraid I have been out for a bit too long."

"Oh!" Rin nodded. "Yeah, sure, sure," she replied as she stood up and subtly tried to get Xhez's bag as the sprite said her goodbyes.

"It was a pleasure meeting you!" Xhez said.

"Likewise. Feel free to talk to me anytime. I'd love to show you around the city. You too, Rin," Elisa suddenly offered. "If you're up for it."

"Oh?" Rin was surprised to hear that. "Um... Maybe."

The sunlight-haired woman nodded and Rin walked out with Xhez by her side. They moved into the nearby bathroom and, here, Xhez quickly took off the clothes Rin had given to her as her disguise went away.

"I wish my spell lasted longer," Xhez told Rin. "I was having fun speaking with her. She is a very interesting person."

"Yeah," Rin nodded. "More than you know."

"Oh, by the way!" Excitement then bloomed on Xhez's face as she said, "I spoke to the non-human!"

"What?"

"Dylan! Your classmate," Xhez explained. "I found him in the cafeteria while you were away. I managed to have a small conversation with him. He seems like a good person!"

"But, what is he?" Rin asked.

"He is an incubus," Xhez revealed to her. "I must admit, the details of his existence are confusing to me, but I have confirmed that he is, in fact, not hostile to humans. So, don't worry!"

"Uh... Cool, I guess."

Rin had no idea how to take that first bit. Mostly, because she didn't know what an "incubus" even was. However, considering that Xhez managed to speak to him and she felt she could vouch for the boy, Rin was slightly relieved.

"Ohh, maybe later, you could speak to him? He already knows I am a water sprite, and I told him about how wonderful of a person you are, I am sure you would make good friends!"

Rin chuckled, blushing.

"Xhez, I'm not all that, but... Sure, if I get the chance, I'll try to get to know the guy."

And, with a pair of smiles, Xhez jumped into her bag and Rin went back to her room. She walked in and found Elisa looking out the window, the early evening sunlight landing on her face as Rin walked inside, finding some clothes to change in.

But, Rin was stunned.

This brief moment was like something out of a dream. She hadn't noticed it before, because Elisa had her sheet over her body. However, seeing her now, Rin realized that she was half-naked. The woman was wearing only some white panties and a white bra as she stood out in the open, with her flame-like hair falling down her back, ending just above her legs. She turned to look at Rin, and those green eyes mesmerized her.

"Well," Elisa said, "I didn't know beauty ran in the family like that."

Rin chuckled, a little embarrassed, putting Xhez's bag down over her drawer and then heading over to her bed. She kept her eyes low because she knew that if she looked up at Elisa, she wouldn't be able to tear her eyes away.

One of the unfortunate side-effects from having gotten laid a week ago was that now, Rin was painfully aware of what she'd been missing out on by focusing so hard on adventuring.

There was one other side-effect, but she wasn't thinking much about it right now.

After a while, Elisa went back to her bed and covered herself up again, and Rin could finally let her head rise, though she saw the blonde smiling coyly at her.

"I'm being serious, by the way," Elisa told her. "About that offer. If you want to head into the finer parts of town with me, I'd love to show you around."

"I know," Rin nodded. "Thanks for that. I'll probably-"

Before Rin could continue, someone knocked on the door. Rin stood up first, walking over to go open it and when she did, she found Eve there.

But, the fairy wasn't alone. Lisa and Dylan were there as well. Naturally, after her conversation with Xhez, Rin's eyes went to Dylan, and although he was wearing that same polite smile he usually had, his red eyes did hold some curiosity in them as he looked back at Rin.

"Uh... What's up?" Rin asked.

"We're gonna go celebrate!" Eve announced to her, spinning around in mid-air and nearly hitting both Lisa and Dylan with her wings.

"Really?"

"Yeah," Eve nodded. "Everyone did a good job today in their missions, so, we figured we'd share a drink or two. Are you down?" Eve asked, before looking behind her. "Oh, Elisa, you can come too, if you want!"

"... Sorry," Elisa called out. "The mission took a little out of me, I kinda just wanna lay down for the rest of the day."

"Okay, suit yourself," Eve shrugged. "Well, Rin?"

"..." Rin thought about it. Admittedly, everything that had happened in the last half an hour or so had caused some conflicting feelings to surface within her. And, how better to deal with those than to drown them out with copious amounts of alcohol?

She still had the plat that Sye had given to her, after all. In her mind, she'd earned a night like this.

"Sure. Are we going now?"

"Yeah!" Eve looked happy to hear her response.

"Okay, let me get ready then."

---

Almost an hour later, after Rin had changed, Eve, Lisa, Dylan, and Rin were all at the same bar that Rin had been to before. Only, tonight, it was absolutely packed. [People really go this hard on Mondays in Libera?] Rin wondered with a smile.

She was dressed in the same outfit she'd worn when she went to Sye's hotel, a firm reminder that she still needed to buy more clothes, and, of course, that she needed the money to do so.

At the corner of the bar, a couple of musicians were playing some songs with a hat placed strategically in front of them, just in case anyone wanted to give them some money. Ahead, at the center of the building, a crowd was dancing to their tunes. Behind them, was Rin's group.

"Wow, uh, can you handle that much?" Eve asked as Rin downed her fourth shot of the night.

"Oh, I'm a heavyweight, don't worry about me," Rin told her. All of those nights she'd spent drowning in alcohol after work had basically been training for stuff like this. "What about you?"

"Nah," Eve replied. "Two shots are enough to mess me up. Fairies are small, after all, buuut it's part of why we're the cutest things in the world!" She said, winking at Rin and the adventurer laughed, as Eve chuckled as well.

Eve was wearing a strange outfit that almost looked like leaves and vines were wrapped around her body. Lisa was wearing a sleek yellow dress with black stripes and black heels, while Dylan looked like he always did, wearing casual clothes.

Rin's eyes met his a few times over the course of their drinking,  but neither of them talked to one another.

"Eve!" Lisa suddenly leaned in front of Eve, and her, quite frankly, gigantic tits nearly fell on top of the fairy. "I just wanted to say, thank you for inviting us! This is lovely."

At that, Rin noticed that Eve blushed a bit and muttered a quick, "you're welcome," before looking away.

[... Oh?]

Before long, however, Lisa pulled Dylan over to the middle of the room, to dance, and Eve and Rin were left alone. Rin's eyes scanned the entirety of the room, aimlessly, wondering if she could see anything interesting happening.

However, suddenly, a man walked up to her.

"Hey!" He said, and Rin nearly flinched. He looked like a relatively young guy, with short, smooth brown hair and a shaved beard on his face. He was holding a drink in his hands, and, from the looks of it, he was alone.

Beside her, Eve raised a brow as he continued talking to her.

"Sorry, I just couldn't really get over how beautiful you are, I had to say 'hi', you know? What's your name?"

[Ah, I get it,] Rin nodded to herself.

He extended a hand at her, and Rin shook it calmly.

She went with the first name she could think of.

"Name's Triss," she said, with a lower tone than usual, trying to mask her real voice.

"I'm Jaiden, I was just..." He then leaned in bringing his lips close to her left ear so he could whisper something. "I was wondering if you were... you know, selling."

Rin blinked.

"Hey!" Eve said, "I heard that, beat it!" She said, pushing some Essence into her left hand, and when the boy saw that, he apologized and moved away from her. Eve sighed. "Ugh, the nerve of some people."

However, Rin's eyes remained on him for a few seconds, as he went over and sat down at a nearby chair, disappointed. Shaking her head, she went back to her drinks and pushed him out of her thoughts.

Eve ordered some more, all of which she paid for, as apparently money was no issue to her. That meant that Rin was allowed to fill her cup a couple more times, and, finally, she was feeling it.

A little tipsy, Rin found herself dancing alongside Lisa a few minutes later. She didn't really know what she was doing, but Lisa didn't appear to mind. The healer seemed like one of those people who, once they got going, it took a lot to stop them from having a good time.

The bar gradually grew emptier as things went deeper into the night, with hours passing in a series of blinks, and, a while later, Rin was holding Eve's hair back as she puked in a nearby alley.

[... Fuck,] Rin blinked. [I'm getting tired.]

"Is she alright?" Dylan asked, walking up to them.

"I'm fi-" Eve had started to reply, but she quickly puked again.

"Yeah, she'll be alright. I think."

Dylan chuckled a little. Rin guessed that Lisa was still inside somewhere.

"... By the way," Dylan said. "It seems we have a mutual friend, now. Well, another one, I suppose."

Rin nodded.

"Xhez told me," Rin responded. "I'm glad you two hit it off."

"I wouldn't go that far, but... She does have a very calming nature, I will give her that," Dylan told her. "I just wanted to say, I am glad to know people can still be so open-minded."

"... I'm not all that," Rin replied. "I think any normal person would treat Xhez well. She's great."

"Maybe. So," Dylan looked at Eve. "Should we get going? It seems you've had enough."

"Give me a few minutes," Eve replied. "Then, yeah, we can go."

"In that case," Rin said, "let me tell Lisa. I'll see if she wants to stay here on her own, or whatever."

Back at Dren, Rin would have advised against that, but Lisa was an adventurer. She could handle herself, Rin imagined.

And so, Rin walked back into the bar, and almost immediately, her eyes fell on the boy who had approached her earlier. He looked teary-eyed and heavily drunk, downing some liquor straight from a bottle as he sulked. It didn't take much to guess what was going on with him. Rin guessed that, maybe, it was the guy's birthday or something and he'd come out here looking to get laid for the first time, and, so far, he'd been unsuccessful.

Back at the Silver Rose, a few kinds of clients could be considered "common". One was the politician who had been married to someone for too many years and wanted to feel something new, another was the young man or woman who thought they could handle serious relationships and promptly realized they couldn't, and, another, was this sort of guy.

Putting that aside momentarily, Rin walked up to Lisa, who was shaking her hips with some strangers by the spot the musicians were at.

"Hey," Rin told her, "we're leaving in a bit!" She said, over the music.

"Oh, okay!" Lisa replied before pulling Rin in for a hug.

"W-Whahh!?"

"We haven't gotten to talk much, Rin!" Lisa said, embracing her. "You seem really cool, I'd love to know more about you!"

Rin blushed a little as their chests pressed together.

Rin giggled, pushing her away gently.

"Uh, tell me that when you're not running on this many drinks, and we'll talk."

"Okay!" Lisa replied happily before getting back to her dancing and Rin left her to it, figuring she'd come out in a few minutes.

Calming down, though, she was about to walk by the boy again, but she stopped.

[Hm... Why?] She asked herself, but, in truth, she knew exactly why she'd paused here like this. It was due to an idea that had been planted in her mind when she first came to this bar, a while ago,

The sad truth was that Rin still needed some money, even though she was at the Academy. She needed to be able to pay for some clothes, armor, equipment, all manner of things that the Academy didn't provide.

Maybe it was the alcohol in her system, maybe it was a result of some old habits, but Rin had realized something about this profession.

The adventurer she'd been when she started, when she went on her first mission, couldn't survive in this career. A true adventurer needed to be ruthless. Maria had made that clear to her at the cemetery and then on her test. A true adventurer needed to be decisive. The hesitance that Rin had shown before was clearly an issue she needed to deal with if she was to grow. And, a true adventurer needed to work hard. And, Rin knew better than anyone else that sometimes, "working hard" meant investing in your future, even if it meant doing something you didn't really want to do.

That said, if Rin was going to do this again, she was going to do it *her* way. She wasn't about to relive the last 3 years of her life.

The night she'd had with Sye had let her know that there were probably other women like her in this city, who wanted a bit of a female touch and simply couldn't get it. And, Rin wondered if she could take advantage of that somehow.

This particular case was just an exception.

So, Rin rolled her neck and stretched her arms before she leaned down in front of the guy.

"Hey," she whispered and he looked up at her, as though she wasn't even real. Rin put on a seductive expression, with half-lidded eyes and a little smile. "I can't give you what you really want, but... How much would you be willing to pay for some head?" She asked.

And, the guy quickly reached for his pockets, pulling out several gold varols.

[Yeah... That's a lot.]

Rin took them and put them in her pockets, gesturing for the guy to follow her.

---

"Eve, are you gonna be alright?" Rin asked as she carried her fairy friend in her arms, as the two of them walked back inside the Academy. Dylan was doing the same with Lisa, who was passed out in his arms.

"Yeh..." Eve said. "I'm just tired. Sorry that you had to see me like that, I swear, I usually know my limits. I was just... happy."

"We all were," Rin told her. "You don't have to apologize for that."

"... You are too kind," Eve told her. "Ugh, I am so glad I met you."

"Hahaha, come on, which is your room?"

"Ugh... That one."

After having been told about it, Rin went up to it and walked inside.

She hadn't thought that, like her, Eve was probably sharing the room with someone, so she didn't knock. When she walked in, she found a woman sitting by the back of the room, bathed in moonlight as she read a book in front of her. A black-haired beauty that looked back at her with apathetic eyes as Rin walked inside, dressed in a white nightgown.

"Oh, uh, Sara, hey" Rin greeted her.

"Hm?" The girl tilted her head at Rin.

"I'm guessing that's Eve's bed?" She gestured at the empty one.

"Mhm." And just like that, Sara went back to her book.

Rin dropped Eve off, giving her a last goodbye as she then walked out of the room and went back to her own. Here, she found that Elisa was still up, though she looked sleepy. Her radio was on, in the corner.

[Make it make sense, make it make cents, make it a beautiful night!] Some artist sang as Rin walked over to her bed. Elisa turned the radio off as Rin approached, but Rin held a hand out.

"Nah, you don't have to," she said. "I could use some background noise tonight."

"Okay..." Elisa blinked a little, looking over at her. "Had fun?"

"Yeah," Rin replied with a slightly raspy voice. "Um... Maybe you can come with us next time?"

"Absolutely," Elisa promised with a nod. "I just wasn't feeling it tonight."

[Even though you offered to show me and Xhez around?] Rin wondered.

"Eh, I get that, we all have those nights."

Rin slipped her shoes off and took off her clothes, feeling too tired to care too much about Elisa's eyes lingering on her as she did so. She laid down on her bed and stared up at the ceiling for a second.

"Well... Goodnight, Rin," Elisa said, as the music played in the background.

"Goodnight."

And, as Rin closed her eyes, she promised herself she'd take full advantage of her time here, and her skills. *All* of them, if she could.

Just for a short while, anyway, and of her own volition.




Roots, Part One

"Good, don't let up," Maria told Rin in the middle of their training.

She threw out a small flurry of punches, all of which Rin managed to dodge before the rookie tried to retaliate with a right hook. Maria ducked under it and tapped Rin's stomach.

"Egh-" Rin froze up, as she hadn't seen that coming, and Maria stood straight with a smile.

"You're getting faster," Maria said, clapping a little with a smile.

[... Still not fast enough, though.]

Five days had passed since Rin's second mission on Monday, and Rin was still hard at work. She and her mentor were currently in the Meditation Center, doing some basic sparring after the day's classes. Rin had felt that she'd slightly closed the gap between herself and her other classmates, but she still had a while to go before she'd fully caught up.

"Do those new clothes feel comfortable?" Maria asked, looking up and down Rin's body.

"Y-Yeah," Rin chuckled. "I, uh, got a little bit of money last week, so I figured I'd buy some new training clothes too."

"Good, good," Maria said, sounding glad to hear that. "Little things like these, Rin, can do wonders for our attitudes. And, your mentality going into training or work can affect you more than you know, so, it's nice to hear that you've freshened up a little."

Maria's personality had almost completely bounced back from the nervousness she'd shown before. Rin partially wanted to know what had happened, but, at the same time, as Cara had said, it was Maria's business.

[Maybe, one day, I can sit down with her and just ask,] Rin thought. [Not today, though.]

"I think we're done for today," Maria told her, and Rin let out a tired breath. "Get some rest. We'll pick back up tomorrow."

"Okay, thanks for the lessons!" Rin said, raising a hand up as she turned away, and Maria waved goodbye at her. She walked out and quickly hustled down the stairs, to her room. Upon opening the door, Rin saw that Elisa had gone somewhere else.

On top of the drawers to the right were two sets of armor. One that Maria had bought for her, and one that Rin had bought with the combined money she'd received from Sye and that one guy at the bar. Maria's set was composed of gloves, boots, and brigandine armor, all made of red drake scales, the remains of a Rank C monster. Maria apparently bought this set from an armory in town, and it cost almost the same amount of money Rin currently had.

As for Rin, she'd bought another set of leather, identical to the one she had before that got ruined from quick overuse, and after buying some regular clothes as well, she had just a little over six gold coins left, or six hundred silver coins, with just one more thing that she wanted to buy on her list.

[I still need to get a good dress and some heels or something,] she thought. [For... special occasions, and all that.]

At the armory, Rin had learned that most adventurers spent almost half of their money there on weapons, which had let Rin notice something convenient about her journey. Since she wasn't going to use any weapons, she was going to save herself a lot of varols on offensive equipment and the subsequent upgrades the others at the Academy would need to purchase.

At the same time, she asked about Maria's set and according to the guy who'd sold her it, armor of that kind would stand up to most Rank D monsters' attacks, but anything over that would still cut through her outfit easily.

So, basically, Maria had gotten her something that she could use for her current enemies. None of the ones she'd face in the future, however. And, even then, it was still incredibly expensive. 

That fact only solidified Rin's plan further in her thoughts.

Rin walked over to her bed and sat down, wondering for a moment what she should do something caught her attention. She saw it from the corner of her eyes. A letter her mother had sent a couple of days ago that Rin hadn't read yet.

[Right, crap,] she thought as she reached into her bag and plucked the letter out.

She laid down, holding the paper up as her eyes quickly scanned through what her mother had written to her.

[... "Things have been calm lately. Jay's been helping me settle into the new job, and Felix visits the house often, but..."]

After she read it, Rin blinked. 

[What? Mom's feeling sicker than normal?] 

Quickly, she was worried, because she knew how intolerable her mother's illness could be at its worst.

A little saddened to hear that, Rin put the paper aside and her brows narrowed for a second.

A part of Rin wanted to walk over to the station and ride back to Dren right this instant. She'd been taking care of her mother ever since Tristan, her brother, had left to become an adventurer, she felt like it was her responsibility to do that.

"But... I can't just..." She mumbled, sighing.

However, as soon as the idea had appeared in her thoughts, it started gaining some power.

[... Well, why can't I?] Her thoughts countered and Rin sat up. [It's Friday, so, I won't be taking classes again for two more days. I know Xhez would love to see Dren. I still haven't shown her the train either, so...]

Slowly, but surely, she convinced herself that it wasn't that bad of an idea.

She knew, though, that she was biased. Obviously, she'd want to go back and make sure her mother was alright. So, she figured she'd ask a third party for their opinion.

And, who better to ask than the person in charge of her training?

Rin quickly folded the letter up, put it back in her bag, and jogged out of the room. She walked down the stairs to the first floor, and, after going from one office to another, eventually, she found the one she was looking for.

"Come in," she heard Maria's voice say from behind one of the last doors to the right, as her office was at the opposite location of Cara's, and Rin walked inside.

The teacher looked confused.

"Rin? Do you need something?"

"Yeah," Rin nodded as she walked up.

This was her first time in Maria's office and, instantly, she noticed some differences between this one and Cara's. Cara's office was exceptionally clean and organized, with a few decorations that made the room, well, feel like an office. This one was... empty. There was barely anything in here, save for some folders sitting on a table to the right and a few bottles of water on Maria's desk.

[Uh... Okay.]

There was also one chair in front of Maria, which Rin sat down at.

"So, listen," Rin started, "I... I just got this letter from my mom. She's feeling a little bit sick and, I wanna go see if she's alright. Can I?"

"Oh, my, uhm, how severe is it?" Maria asked.

Rin didn't want to overload her with personal problems, but she decided to let Maria know a little about her.

"It's, uh, not a new thing. It's an inherited disease," Rin explained. "She's always had it."

A few people throughout her life called it a "curse", but Rin didn't like using that word. She doubted there was anything magical to it.

"Goodness, those are rare," Maria replied, nodding as she knew what sort of thing Rin was referring to. "So, you have it as well? Rin, you have to be careful with that sort of thing, you're working yourself hard every..." Maria began to say, but Rin cut her off.

"No," Rin answered, shaking her head. "No, I didn't get it, for some reason. But, yeah, she's had it all her life."

"Oh," Maria blinked. "Really?"

"Yeah," Rin nodded. "And, basically, drains her body of its energy, every now and then. Anyway," Rin waved her hands, "I was just wondering if I could take a couple of days off to go check on her. I could come back on Sunday," Rin stated. "What do you think?"

"Hm..." Maria looked down for a second. "It is a strange situation you're talking about, but... Sure. If you come back on Sunday, there should be no problems. However, Rin, have you taken your mother to a healer?" Maria asked. "Libera has better healers than Dren, I know that much. Maybe you could..."

"Yeah," Rin replied. "Mom's talked to healers from all over the world. Apparently, her thing is sort of unique. Everyone's said there's nothing to be done but make sure she's well taken care of whenever her health drops like this."

According to her mother, anyway.

"Ah, well, in that case, then, of course. Go ahead, it's alright. Try to come back on time, however."

"Thanks, teach'," Rin sighed with relief.

With another set of goodbyes, Rin's plan was set and she went back to her room. Now, there was another person she needed to tell about this, and Rin imagined she'd be excited.

If she could take care of her mother and show Xhez some new sights, then she figured that was clearly the best choice to make.

---

{Xhez}

{A Few Hours Later}

"Um, i-is this normal?"

"... Mostly," Rin replied, as her chest pressed against Xhez's face.

The two of them were standing in the middle of a crowd of humans, all packed up together at a place that smelled foul to Xhez. The sun was going down, and all of the people surrounding Xhez were carrying big square objects on wheels that made things even more cramped.

Of course, if anyone touched Xhez, they'd feel the moisture from her sprite skin and hair, so Xhez remained as close to Rin as she could.

Which made the fact that Rin's chest was so strangely large all the more notable as Xhez almost felt smothered by the woman's breasts.

"Rin," Xhez said.

"Yeah?" The human asked, keeping her eyes on the others around them.

"What is the purpose of those things?" Xhez asked, tapping Rin's boobs. "They seem heavy."

"Uh..." Rin chuckled a little. "W-Well, they have milk in them, sometimes. N-Not mine, other people's, I mean."

[Like the milk at the cafeteria? Really!?] Xhez asked as she looked back down at Rin's chest. Another question popped up in her mind.

"Ohhh, like the wa-" Xhez stopped herself, lowering her voice. "Like the water in my hair?"

"Yeah, something like that..." Rin replied with a smile.

Logically, Xhez came to a conclusion from that.

"Could I drink from them?" Xhez asked and, when Rin heard that, she burst out in laughter. "D-Did I say something silly?"

"N-No, no, no, you're right, you're right. It's just, uhm... hard to explain. Still, you'd be surprised how many people are into that sort of thing, I've heard some really interesting things, back home," she said, but Xhez didn't understand what she meant by that.

According to Rin, a sort of vehicle would soon arrive at this place, on the metal beams a short distance away, that would take the two of them to Rin's home. A town south of this city, known as Dren. Rin had told her that it was a little different from Libera, and, of course, Xhez was eager to see how.

A couple of minutes passed, and soon, the ground began to tremble and Xhez threw herself on top of the two lumps she'd been analyzing so heavily a moment ago.

"W-What is happening!?" She asked, clutching onto Rin as others around them gave the two weird looks. Rin kept a smile aimed at the crowd, trying to seem normal as she put her hands on Xhez's back and whispered:

"Don't worry, that's just the train," Rin explained.

[What? The train is doing this? How powerful is this invention!?] Xhez asked herself as she then saw something approaching from a distance.

Soon, it appeared in view, and Xhez's eyes widened.

A metallic, dark monster with no Spirit was traveling at an absurd speed, aimed at them. She gulped, but as she looked back up at Rin, she realized she wasn't lying. That thing was apparently the train.

And, then, it arrived.

With a screech that made Xhez cover her ears, the "vehicle" slowed down dramatically, grinding to a halt next to them, and the crowd began to form up into a few lines.

"Come on," Rin gently pulled her into one of them, and soon, the vehicle fully paused.

"All aboard!" A man yelled out and the lines of humans slowly began to file into it.

Rin and Xhez did the same. Xhez noticed the adventurer dropped a few coins into a box beforehand, and then she got a good look at the interior. This part of the train was completely different.

[Wow...] Xhez gawked. Strange, cushioned seats lined two rows of a long hall, and Rin pulled the sprite to the back of one of them.

Here, they sat down at an empty set of chairs next to a window, and Rin kept a comforting arm around Xhez the entire time.

"Well," Rin said, "here we are! How is it?"

"Whoa, this is so soft!" Xhez noted, patting the chair down. Then, to compare, she placed her hands on Rin's chest and the adventurer laughed. "Hm... You are softer, however."

"Uh, thanks?" Rin said before turning toward the window. "Actually, you should sit over here."

"Hm? Why?"

"You'll see," Rin said with a smile. "I saw this for the first time myself about a month ago. It's a nice view."

The two switched chairs and Xhez, who was still shaking just a little, but now from equal parts anxiety and excitement, took a deep breath.

Then, one of Rin's warm hands clutched one of hers. And Xhez turned toward her.

Rin gave her a wordless smile and Xhez found herself shaking just a little less upon seeing it.

After a while, the vehicle started to move, and then, Xhez saw what Rin was alluding to.




Roots, Part Two

{Rin}

The ride to Dren was long but the look on Xhez's face made every second of it worth it.

Rin's cheeks were starting to hurt with how much she'd smiled, seeing the sprite light up every time something pretty appeared in the distance. Colorful plains and rolling hills, under a sky so beautiful it may as well have been painted into the world. Birds of different shapes and sizes, some more monstrous than others, flew over their heads. Around them, the other citizens onboard the train appeared completely unimpressed, a testament to how much time they regularly spent on this thing, but it only made the contrast between their looks of apathy and Xhez's expression of awe all the more humorous.

Eventually, however, as the sun was almost ready to descend out of sight, the train slowed down and Rin took a deep breath.

She hadn't expected to come back so quickly. She wasn't sure when she had planned to come back at all, actually, but she was here. She was back home, and she wasn't alone.

Once the train fully came to a halt, Rin gestured at Xhez for the sprite to follow her, and the two of them stood up, letting most of the others exit the vehicle first before they came out from behind them. As the crowd dispersed into the streets ahead, Rin stretched an arm out and looked over at Xhez warmly, feeling slightly excited.

"Well... This is my hometown," she told the girl. "Dren."

It was funny how, despite the fact that she still felt sick of this place, having Xhez next to her made the town feel just a little bit more alive already.

A few guards gave them weird looks but as Xhez jogged up a couple of steps and looked around, Rin paid them no mind. The only people she cared to avoid were any mages who could potentially see through Xhez's illusion. Outside of them, everyone else may as well have not existed.

"The buildings are darker here than they were at Libera, and it is colder," Xhez noted.

"Yeah," Rin nodded, walking up to her. "It's definitely more depressing being here. Visually, anyway. Come on, though," Rin said, adjusting her travel back on her shoulders. "Before we do anything else... I want to go see my mom."

"Right, your mother," Xhez said, looking eager to meet her, "what does she look like?"

"She looks like me. Or, like us, I guess," Rin chuckled, looking back into Xhez's artificially-made amber eyes. "Come on, we don't live too far away."

The two of them proceeded to make their way down Dren's chilly streets. It was strange, but although Rin guessed that others would almost always prefer to be in Libera than to be here, just the fact that she knew this place so well made it feel slightly more like home. She'd walked through every bit of this town at one time or another, and everything she'd seen was still in the back of her mind, regardless of her last month of adventuring.

[Who knows?] She thought. [Maybe that'll change in the future.]

Half an hour later, the two stood in front of a desolate-looking house, with almost no space separating the front door from the street itself. Xhez looked up at Rin with questioning eyes as the adventurer hesitated to step forward.

"Is this your home?"

Rin heard that and blinked, focusing up again and pushing some pesky old memories away.

"Yeah."

On that note, she tapped on the door twice, and took a deep breath, closing her eyes. She stood there for a moment. Ten, fifteen seconds passed and she knocked again, feeling a little colder all of a sudden. Then, she heard a few muffled footsteps coming from inside and getting closer, and Rin stepped back.

She opened her eyes just as the door opened and when it did she found her mother looking back at her with wide eyes.

There she was. That near-perfect reflection of Rin herself, only a little shorter, paler, and, from the looks of it, she was sweating a bit.

Her lips parted but she didn't say anything. Rin inhaled sharply, and the two just looked at each other for a second.

"...Rin?" Lyn asked, and her daughter nodded.

"Yeah... Hi, mom," Rin replied and a little smile naturally appeared on her face.

Suddenly, her mother's arms were wrapped around her, and Rin felt her eyes tear up a little as she hugged her back. Her mother, however, was already shedding tears as Rin could feel them dropping on her right shoulder. As the two stood there, Rin felt like she was melting.

Then, Lyn let out a quiet, "huh?" As she looked behind Rin and saw the other person who had come along.

"Hello!" Xhez said, as energetic as always, and Lyn blinked.

She looked at the sprite, then up at Rin, then down at the sprite again.

"... W-What?" Rin could see her mother's mind trying and failing to process what she was seeing, and it made her giggle a little.

"Mom, this is my friend," Rin backed away and gestured at the girl. "Her name's Xhez."

"Greetings," Xhez said, bowing as she'd learned to do from watching others.

"... B-But... Why does she look like...?"

"Uh, it's probably better if I explain it inside."

"Oh, okay, then, yes, come in," Lyn said to them and she opened the door, standing beside it to allow them to enter the place, and Rin couldn't keep herself from smiling the entire time.

Her house looked almost the same as it had before she left, only, to her surprise, things were a little bit cleaner, and, Rin saw that there was even a carpet on the floor.

[What the hell?]

A carpet in and of itself wasn't a big deal, but her mother, especially after Tristan's disappearance, hadn't been one to care much about decorations.

"Um, Xhez," Lyn addressed her, "would you like some water? O-Or maybe some food?"

"Not really," Xhez replied.

"Oh, okay," Lyn replied, and, finally all three of them sat down at Rin's nearby couch. Rin sat between her friend and her mother. "I... By the Divine," Lyn chuckled, a sound of pure disbelief as she looked back at the two of them. "W-Why did you come back? Did something bad happen?"

"I got that letter from you," Rin stated. "I was worried you weren't doing well, so I decided to see you myself. Are you okay?"

"I... No," Lyn answered honestly and it hurt Rin's heart to hear that, but she wasn't someone who liked false hope either. "This latest wave of sickness has been particularly tough to handle. I believe it may have to do with how active I've been lately. You remember, right," she smiled at her daughter. "The job I got?"

"Yeah."

"Well, i-it seems I've been putting in more hours than I should have, but," she was quick to say, "I've been resting lately. My fever is getting better, at least."

Rin sighed, shifting closer and pulling Lyn into a hug.

"Mom, I'm guessing you're liking the job but you have to pace yourself."

"Of course, I understand," she said, chuckling a little. "It is rather embarrassing having my own daughter reprimand me like this. I won't mess up again, Rin. Don't worry. Now..."

Lyn looked behind her.

"Who's this?"

"... Okay," Rin pulled away and took a deep breath. "First things first, I need you to promise you aren't going to freak out, okay?"

Lyn raised a brow.

"Why would I?"

At that, Rin paused.

"Well, there's no better way to do this than to just come out with it, I guess. Mom," Rin looked up at her. "Xhez isn't human."

Someone else may have laughed when they heard that. Rin's mother, however, knew that she wasn't the type to joke around like that. So, when she heard Rin's words, she pulled back a little.

"What?"

"Yeah... I met her outside of Libera," Rin explained. "When I was in the forests because of... stuff, that happened. And, yeah, she isn't human."

"T-Then, what is she?" Lyn asked.

"... I guess it would be better for you to see than to hear, wouldn't it?" Rin asked, turning toward Xhez.

"May I remove the disguise?" Xhez asked.

"Yep. Go ahead."

"Good, I could feel that it was running out," Xhez said, and suddenly, her body began to glow white. Lyn raised a hand to her mouth, shocked, as the illusory colors of Xhez's body began to disappear.

And, from one second to another, she now looked like herself. A water sprite wearing human clothing.

Rin didn't say anything for a while, as Lyn just looked at her, stunned.

"So, yeah, this is Xhez. She's a water sprite."

---

After that, Lyn prepared some coffee for everyone before Rin went on to tell her about almost everything that had happened.

Almost.

She mentioned how she'd disappeared, how she'd gotten stuck in the wilderness with no way back to Libera, and how she'd met Xhez there. She said that Xhez helped her survive until Cara, Eve, and Sye managed to find her and that a little while after that she'd gone on her second mission and been successful, all while teaching Xhez about humanity.

However, of course, she left out the part about how she'd gotten the money to buy the clothes she was currently wearing. There was no need for Lyn to know that much about her time in Libera.

"Goodness," Lyn let out, as she listened to Rin's story while they sipped their coffee. "You sound like you're living out one of those cheap plays at the theatre."

"I feel like it sometimes," Rin laughed.

"And, wow, you've gotten in shape!" Lyn said, reaching over to squeeze Rin's biceps.

"Yeah?" Rin asked. The only part of her that she'd noticed had changed was her midsection, as Rin had seen the beginnings of a six-pack appear as she'd continued to work out with the other students. She hadn't noticed the rest of her body's changes, however.

"Yes! Your arms are so much thicker, a-and your legs as well!"

"... I've been doing my best," Rin said with a smile.

"But... What will the two of you do?" Lyn asked, looking at Xhez. "Is she to stay with you?"

"For the foreseeable future, yeah, right?" Rin asked.

"Yes! I wish to learn as much as I can," Xhez stated. "I enjoy being with Rin quite a bit, as well. She makes me very happy."

Rin blushed when she heard that, and Lyn pulled back.

"O-Oh. Are you two...?"

When Rin heard that, she nearly spilled her coffee by waving her hands back and forth.

"No, no, no, we're just friends," Rin replied. Honestly, she hadn't even entertained the idea of dating Xhez. She couldn't imagine how that would work.

"Oh, I see," Lyn said. "Ah... Rin, how long will you be here for?"

"Until Sunday morning," Rin replied easily. "Then, I have to get back to work at the Academy."

Lyn nodded.

"In that case, how about you show Xhez the town a little?"

"What?" Rin asked. "B-But..."

"I will still be here when you return, Rin," Lyn chuckled. "We have a couple of days to reconnect a little, don't we? It would be good to show Xhez around before we do that, I believe."

Rin paused, but eventually, she nodded.

"You can let Jay and Felix know you've returned, too," Lyn added. "I'm sure they will be just as ecstatic as I am to see you."

"Definitely," Rin said. "So... Xhez," she turned toward her. "Wanna head out?"

"Can you give me an hour in the water? I need to recharge."

"Oh. Okay."

Rin stood up as Lyn gave her a questioning look.

"Recharge? O-Oh my," She asked, as Xhez then stripped right in front of her, earning a blush from Lyn while her daughter grabbed a nearby white bowl and filled it up with water.

Then, she brought it back over to them and held it out in front of Xhez.

"Alright, go ahead."

Promptly, Xhez jumped up and front flipped into the bowl, shrinking in midair, earning a small yelp from Lyn.

"W-What!?"

"Yeah, just, uh, water sprite stuff," Rin said, as she held Xhez's bowl on her lap and sat down again. "So... How's the job been?"
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A couple of hours later, Xhez and Rin were walking out of the adventurer's old home, waving goodbye at Lyn as they emerged onto the street with Xhez in her disguise. They were heading to the Silver Rose because Rin wanted to greet her best friend and her ex-boss.

All the while, Xhez analyzed everything around her with elated eyes, but Rin stopped in her tracks.

"Hm?" Xhez noticed, stopping as well. "Is anything wrong?"

"..." Rin blinked as she had a sudden realization.

[Wait,] she thought. [I'm taking Xhez to a whorehouse.]

She hadn't quite thought this through until now. Here they were, halfway through to Rin's old workplace, and it had just dawned on her that she was throwing a lamb into a lion's den.

"Uh, Xhez," Rin said, awkwardly. "Come over here for a second."

"Huh? Sure."

Rin pulled the water sprite aside to a narrow, gloomy alley. Xhez appeared to be both confused and curious as Rin tried to think of how she was going to word this.

"Okay," she started, "so, listen, we're going to a place that's... kinda strange. You're gonna see a lot of weird stuff, but I'd say it's probably best not to interact with anyone on your own because, otherwise, well, they're going to try to involve you in weird stuff."

"Oh? Like what?"

"Stuff like... Hm," Rin looked away. She wondered how she should go about explaining this. Quickly, though, she got an idea. "Actually, it might be better to show you than tell you. Can that Spiritual Connection thing show you specific memories?"

"Yes," Xhez answered. "As long as you focus hard on them."

"Alright, then, yeah, do that, cause I suck at explaining things anyway."

"Right away," Xhez stated and the two of them hid behind a big dumpster, sitting in front of each other. Xhez leaned forward and their heads touched. Rin took a deep breath, as the sprite held onto her, and the spell began.

She chose a moment that had been a small ray of light amidst a sea of bad moments. It was one instance where a bored housewife had gotten away from her family for an evening and chose to spend it with one of the workers at the Silver Rose, who just so happened to end up being Rin herself. Rin could remember that particular time as being fairly decent compared to her usual sessions, so she let Xhez view that particular memory, out of all the ones she had to offer.

At the same time, however, as she was showing Xhez that memory, Rin saw herself in Xhez's body, sitting at the bottom of that pond in her regular size, bored and lonely as her mothers were away, somewhere else. It was a reminder of that isolation Xhez had grown up with, something she was glad to be alleviating now.

By the time they were done, when Rin opened her eyes, she found Xhez blushing intensely, though a smile was tugging at the corners of her lips.

"Well... There you go," Rin said after clearing her throat. "That's sex."

"Goodness," Xhez laughed. "My heart is racing, every part of me feels so warm!" She laughed. "What curious things that lady did with her tongue, it's so strange..."

"Uh, yeah," Rin nodded, brushing this aside, "anyway, the point is, the place we're heading to right now, remember what I said about jobs? How people have to do things for money? Well, in that place, people do the stuff that I just showed you to get paid. The ones who ask for those services are called 'customers', and if you're not careful, they'll confuse you for one of them."

"Ohhh, I see!" Xhez nodded.

"You understand? I'm just saying, try not to talk to anyone who, uh, looks particularly naked. Chances are they work there."

And, with that being said, the two continued on their walk. However, Xhez was strangely quiet now. Not in a sad way, rather, it was the opposite. She was wearing a wide smile on her face as her eyes remained fixed on the ground while she paced next to the adventurer. Rin raised a brow and tapped on her shoulder.

"Uh, are you okay?"

"Yes, yes," Xhez quickly answered. "I am just contemplating the memory you showed me. It was fascinating. Can you tell me something?"

"Sure."

"What is the point of that activity?" Xhez asked. "Is there some practical benefit?"

"... Sometimes," Rin replied. "Remember how I said that sprites and humans don't reproduce the same way? Well, yeah, that's how it's done when a guy and a girl do it. But, not always," Rin looked away then. "Some people do it just cause it feels nice. Some couples do it to express their love for each other. Some people do it cause they're bored and they have nothing better to do. Others do it cause it's a good distraction. If you have a rough day," she offered as an example, "you could always take a trip down to the Silver Rose and it was my job to do my best to cheer you up."

"It sounds complex," Xhez responded and Rin chuckled.

"Guess so," Rin replied with a sigh.

That smile didn't fade from Xhez's face to the point where Rin worried that she'd genuinely just corrupted a formerly pure-hearted individual. Still, it appeared that she'd understood everything she needed to in order for no accidents to happen during this trip to the Silver Rose.

Rin's own words circled in her mind a little. Before, while she had worked there, she hadn't thought much about these different reasons that people could have to go to the brothel. She was too busy hating most of her time there for that to matter. Now, however, that she'd distanced herself a little, she could see that she'd, hopefully, made a couple of people's days better, and that provided a tiny, minuscule amount of satisfaction in her heart.

Soon, the two of them arrived at the Silver Rose, and Rin took a deep breath.

[... This is so weird,] she thought. [Well, let's see how this goes.]

And, as Rin looked over at Xhez to make sure she was ready, the two of them walked inside. Immediately, music found its way to Rin's ears as she and Xhez went through the front door.

That music mixed with the sights that followed was something that Rin knew would be a moment of sensory overload for anyone who came in here for the first time.

Xhez gasped next to her and Rin could guess that was what she was going through right now, as the two had walked into what was probably the most colorful place in Dren.

Half-naked men and women strutting from one expensive couch to another, teasing customers who had come to pick one out to take to the nearby apartments. The assistant in the middle of the lounge was taking calls and organizing the sessions for each of the workers. Workers were recharging over at the bar, trying to fill themselves with a bit of alcoholic energy.

This had been Rin's second home for three long years, and now, she was here as almost a different woman, with a new friend by her side.

"This is incredible!" Xhez said in a loud whisper to her.

"Uh, yeah, it's quite the sight, I can imagine," Rin answered. Her eyes scanned the room, until a couple of workers looked up and saw her.

"Divine, is that Rin!?" One of them asked, and when the people in the lobby heard that, it was like her arrival had been announced via a microphone, the way everyone's heads turned toward her.

"RIN!" One of the young sex workers yelled and suddenly, a crowd of half-naked people formed in front of her.

All while Xhez's eyes darted from one person to another with great interest.

"H-Hey," Rin greeted them awkwardly.

"We thought you'd died!" One of them, a cute, slightly airheaded, girl with bobbed pink hair and heavy eye shadow, stated.

"What?"

"Yeah, Felix told us about how you went up to Libera to become an adventurer or something. Did you quit?" She asked.

"N-No, I'm still doing it, I just came by to visit," Rin managed to squeeze out as she was starting to feel a little claustrophobic. When they heard that, a few of them grinned and one girl stood up on a nearby couch.

"Let's get some drinks going, Rin's back!" She yelled and the Silver Rose's workers cheered.

[Oh, please, don't make this a bigger deal than it is,] Rin thought as she sighed.

The same girl with the pink hair noticed Xhez, then, finally, and she blinked twice before asking:

"Huh? Rin, who's this?"

"Oh, uh," Rin pulled Xhez closer, "this is my little sister, Xhez."

"You have a sister?" That pink-haired girl asked.

"Yep," Rin answered as the crowd then ran away from Rin, to the bar, where they were going to stock up on drinks for the occasion. "Anyway, where's Felix? I wanted to say hi to him."

"Oh, he's out with a customer right now," she said. "He might be back soon."

"Hm... And Jay?"

"In her office!" The girl pointed at it helpfully and Rin nodded.

"Thanks," she said, and she pulled Xhez with her, to the back.

As the two got away from the workers, it was as though they'd already forgotten about her as they focused on the alcohol they were buying. Rin stood outside of Jay's office with Xhez next to her, feeling like she was already tired.

"I love this place," Xhez proclaimed next to her, and Rin raised a brow. "Its energy is so agreeable!"

"Uh... Awesome," Rin muttered before raising up her hand and knocking twice on Jay's door.

A short series of muffled footsteps later, and the door opened, and Rin's old boss stood in front of her, shocked.

"L-..." She had been about to say her mother's name when she focused a little closer. "Rin!?"

"... Hey, boss," Rin said, and a smile appeared naturally on her face. As annoying as this woman could be, she couldn't deny that Jay had taken good care of her throughout her time here.

"What the hell?" And then, her eyes went to Xhez. "And..." She went silent.

"Uh, can I explain inside?" Rin asked, gesturing at the door.

"Yeah, yeah, sorry, come in," Jay stated, leaving the door open for the two of them, and Rin walked in with Xhez.

Once they were inside, Rin turned toward Jay and put her hands on her hips.

"So, how...?"

She was cut off, however, when Jay hugged her tightly.

"Fucking hell, Rin. I don't see you for a month and you don't even have the decency to hug me? Did they teach you nothing about manners up there?" Jay asked, and Rin could tell there was no actual bite behind her words.

So, with a smile of her own, she returned the hug and let out a deep breath.

"It's nice to see you again too, boss."
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After the initial shock passed, and Jay internalized the fact that Rin had just shown up out of nowhere, she looked over at Xhez with tangible confusion in her eyes.

"Who's this?" She asked.

"..." She was about to give the usual "she's my sister" spiel, but then, she decided against it. Jay knew her and her family too well to be fooled by such a thing. Instead, she went with:

"She's a friend, her name's Xhez," Rin stated. "It's a little bit of a long story, but..."

"Hm. I don't have much time, but sure, go ahead, explain," Jay replied as she gestured toward her desk and the chairs near it. She moved over there, sitting on the desk itself while Rin and Xhez sat down in front of her. "So, what's going on here?" She asked, as her eyes were centered on Xhez.

[I doubt Jay would freak out about a water sprite being here. Even when things went south, back in the day, she'd always been one to keep a calm head.]

"Xhez, go ahead," Rin told her and, as always, a small look of apprehension came over the sprite's face, but as she saw that Rin was confident she nodded and as she deactivated her spell, her body briefly flashed a white aura, and then, the regular water sprite was revealed.

The only sign Jay gave of being surprised was a subtle, extended inhalation.

"... Okay," Jay nodded. "What exactly am I looking at?"

Hearing that, surprised at how well Jay appeared to be taking this, Rin went on to explain everything that had happened, much like she did with her mother. Jay listened intently, and although Rin had thought she was largely unaffected by this news, she noticed that Jay visibly relaxed a little, growing less tense as Rin's explanation went on.

"... So, it took you just two weeks before you got into some shit?" Jay asked with a small chuckle as Rin finished her story.

"Yeah," Rin nodded. "B-But, uh, everything's been going well since then. Thankfully."

"Good to hear that. Did you go see your mother already?" Jay asked.

"Yeah, it was the first thing I did."

At that, Jay sighed.

"Did she tell you what was up with her?" Rin's old boss asked. "She's been getting sick lately but she refuses to tell me what's wrong."

Rin blinked, but, then she thought that knowing her mother, Lyn probably just didn't want Jay worrying about her.

"Yeah, but, it's okay," Rin waved a hand. "She's just been tired from all the work lately, I think. It'll pass."

"Hmph," Jay crossed her arms. "I tried to tell her to take a couple of hours off every now and then, but that woman just brushed me off every time."

"She feels useful, maybe," Rin shrugged.

"She *is* useful," Jay corrected her, "but, I want her to take care of herself too. That Asahiro stubbornness sure is something." Jay took a more relaxed posture then, hearing that. Rin felt that maybe she'd managed to lessen her concern a little, which her mother would probably appreciate. "So, how long are you staying here for?"

"Just until Sunday. I'll be showing Xhez around town, for most of my time here though."

"I see," Jay nodded. "Well, kid, I should get back to work. If you want to get a beer or two later, I'd definitely like to hear more about what the Academy's like."

"Sounds good," Rin said, standing up. Xhez did the same. "Xhez, your disguise."

"Right," the sprite nodded, and then, she cast her usual illusion spell. Surprisingly, she got it on her first try, a testament to how well she had this thing memorized by now.

[Come to think of it, muscle memory is a thing too. Is a sprite's physical memory as good as their mental, or, I guess, literal memory?] Rin wondered.

Waving goodbye at Jay, Rin walked out of the room with the newly disguised sprite by her side, feeling strangely nostalgic about all of this.

[Okay,] Rin nodded to herself as she turned toward Xhez, while music and dancing went on around her. [Felix isn't in right now, so, I guess I'll just go ahead and show Xhez around. I can always come back later, or tomorrow.]

She did, however, have one other thing she wanted to do before she left this place.

That plan she'd come up with a week ago, it was still in her mind, and, as Jay had put it, the Asahiro's were a stubborn bunch. She was going to try her hand at it. In order to do that, however, there were a couple of things she needed that she couldn't get from Libera.

Gesturing for Xhez to follow her, Rin walked out of the brothel, not bothering to stop to say goodbye to anyone else, though she doubted that they'd noticed since they were all partying anyway. She walked to a store that was located just beside the Silver Rose, a place so small that if one didn't know it was there, they could likely never notice it during their trips to this place.

It was a shop as small as Rin's room back at the Academy, but this was where the workers of the Silver Rose got their much-needed potions from.

"Uh, Xhez, can you stay out here for a bit?" Rin asked.

She figured this would be faster without the shopkeep asking about Xhez and who she was, as he too would surely recognize Rin.

"Okay," Xhez nodded, and Rin turned back toward the store.

The door leading into it was old and thin, and it creaked as Rin walked inside. The store smelled of dust and stagnation, with a couple of shelves lined up to the right that made it feel cramped, and the shopkeep's counter to the left. The man himself was there, and he brightened up when he saw the adventurer.

"Rin! It's been a while."

"Y-Yeah," Rin nodded, though she refused to engage in much more conversation with him. She wanted to get this done fast in case anyone else came in and caught her doing this. She didn't want any rumors spreading, after all.

There were three kinds of potions she needed, and she wanted to take multiple of each one. One was meant to prevent pregnancy, just in case something happened.

Rin wanted to do this on her own terms, and that meant excluding guys from the pool of available customers. After all, sleeping with people she wasn't even attracted to had been one of the sources of her three-year-long depression. However, she also wasn't entirely an idiot. If one random noble approached her that would give her, for example, ten plats for a session, she would swallow her pride and accept the money in a heartbeat, hence why she wanted that potion.

Another was one that could, temporarily, either shrink or enlarge different parts of her body. The trick was that as you drank it, you had to envision the changes you wanted to implement. She wanted these, not just because different people had different preferences in terms of the women they bedded, but because it would make her less recognizable. Finally, of course, there was the potion she used to change her hair color, which served the same purpose as the previous one.

The only real issue with this was that, in the case of the hair color changer, these things would run out quickly, as Rin would have to drop the contents of those flasks onto her head. As for the others, however, since Rin wouldn't be working nearly as often as she had before, she could stretch out their use for a long time, she figured.

The first was the only one that presented a problem. She needed to figure out how she'd get more of these, without having to come back here every week.

[... Wait,] she paused, just as she'd been picking up one of the flasks. [Xhez.]

Instantly, she felt a little dirty just thinking about using her friend's magical skills for this venture, but, at the same time, it made a lot of sense.

[Xhez wouldn't care either, I think,] Rin thought. [Hell, if I asked her, she'd probably be happy to do it.]

That hair-changing potion was the only problem. If she got around this, her idea would be far easier to execute.

Deciding that this was the best way to go about it, she put the flask back onto its shelf and instead, walked over to the shopkeep with only the ones meant to change her body and prevent pregnancies in her hands.

All in all, she had four flasks of both potions, eight in total. This was enough of those to last an entire month, maybe more, if she paced herself well.

"Could I get a bag for these?" Rin asked, with a rapidly beating heart, before she went to pay for all of it.

---

{Xhez}

As the sprite stood outside the store, she looked around and wondered why there weren't as many people here as there were in Libera. It wasn't all too different to that city, from what Xhez could tell, and yet, everywhere she and Rin had been to had been practically empty.

She'd noticed that when she first arrived. The station had been absolutely packed, sure, but, the streets weren't. Instead, there was a general sense of emptiness here, as far as the population was concerned.

"Well," Rin said, as she walked out holding a bag in her right hand, "time to see the sights, although there aren't exactly many of them," Rin said, and Xhez instantly brightened up.

However, she did ask about what she just noticed before they did anything else.

"Rin, why aren't there more people around?"

"Hm?" The adventurer appeared a little confused by that. She shrugged, and answered, "uh, well, apparently, ever since the Railroad got built, a lot of people just go north when they feel like they've had enough of this place."

"Why's that?"

"... More opportunities," Rin explained, as the two of them began walking down the street. "More places to see, things to do. If you wanted to be a singer, for example," Rin illustrated, "why would you sing to one thousand people here, when you could sing to ten thousand up in Libera? Or, if you wanted to make a company, why would you sell your stuff to ten people here, when you could sell it to hundreds in Cradle? I guess you haven't really noticed yet, because we haven't been to too many places around Libera," Rin said, "but, Dren's a small place in the middle of nowhere, really. There aren't too many options for people who want to make lives for themselves around here. Well, no" she sighed, "that's not fair. There are options, but... There are normally better ones, up north."

"I see," Xhez nodded. Indeed, the idea of moving away from home, spreading her wings, so to speak, was one she was very familiar with. However, from her perspective, she couldn't really see the differences between this place and Libera. Like Rin said, maybe she just needed more time in both locations before she could really understand.

Or, at worst, maybe it was a human thing, and she'd never get it, though she doubted that.

"So, anyway," Rin smiled at her, "how about we go watch a play?"

"A play?" Xhez asked, tilting her head. "What is that?"

"Uh, it's basically like this thing where some people in front of you act something out, and you have to, ehm, imagine the story they're trying to tell, in your head. Does that make sense?"

Xhez wasn't too sure about that.

"Maybe I will understand more when I see it," Xhez said.

"Yeah, maybe. Come on. By the Divine, it's been a while," Rin noted and the two of them made their way deeper into the city.

Rounding a few corners and earning weird looks from those who passed them by, eventually, they arrived at a building that definitely looked unique. It was tall and wide, with big red banners and a carved-out grey arch at its front, over two grand black doors.

A few people were filing in already, and there was a man dressed in a blue uniform outside, holding his hands behind his back, who watched them approach.

"Reservations?" He asked Rin.

"No," Rin shook her head.

"Extra fee then."

"Guess that hasn't changed," Rin mumbled as she took out twenty silver varols from her pockets. She handed them over to the man and he stepped aside, allowing them to enter.

The two of them did, and instantly, Xhez felt much colder. They walked through a dark hallway, and at the corners, Xhez saw blue torches perched up on sconces.

When they came out the other side, however, Xhez was at a loss for words.

A stage was placed down in the middle up ahead, surrounded by many rows of cushioned red seats. There was only one light in the room, and it was found at the ceiling, focusing squarely on that stage.

"Looks like not many people have shown up yet. Guess we're early," Rin noted.

The two of them moved up a set of nearby stairs and sat down at one of the rows to the back, with Rin letting the bag she had rest on the ground between her feet.

Xhez was shaking from how cold she was, and Rin noticed. A warm arm went around Xhez's back, and she looked up at the adventurer.

"What?" Rin asked with a smirk. "You're cold, aren't you?"

At that, Xhez smiled.

"Thank you," she said, snuggling closer to the human, though, for some reason, she felt a little embarrassed.

It took her a little to understand why, but then, she realized. It was because of the memory Rin had shown to her earlier.

At the end of that strange activity she and the woman had engaged in, the two had laid down and the woman had held Rin in a similar way. She could remember Rin's feelings from that instant as though they were her own, and this was how she'd felt.

[I would like to experience that for myself, one of these days,] Xhez noted, as she waited for this "play" to start.
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{Elisa}

At the end of the day, as bittersweet as it was, Elisa was still a noblewoman.

That meant that, on occasion, after her training and her classes, she would routinely find herself back in her old life. The same life she'd lead once this "indulgence", as her family called it, was over. This was why was currently in a pristine room full of gaudy decorations and expensive paintings, dining with both her family and the family of her fiance.

"Have you heard?" A woman, her fiance's cousin, asked at the other end of the elegant table that everyone was sitting around. "Cradle's taxes just went up again!"

"What?" A man asked, baffled, as Elisa looked down at the food on her plate and tuned them out.

She was currently eating some eldersen meat, the remains of a Rank B monster found far to the north, seasoned with garlic and presented to her with a side of ordinary mashed potatoes, all to be washed down with some sweetwater, drinkable flavored water found in random ponds northeast of Libera.

This dish alone cost a little over a hundred silver varols. To others, it would have been like eating something that was made in the Divine's Holy Realm itself. To Elisa, it was flavorless at this point.

This feeling was made worse by the fact that now because she'd begun training as an adventurer, she understood the incredible danger that went into acquiring this sort of thing. She wondered how many of the others around the table had thought of this.

"...lisa."

[Hm...] As per usual, nowadays, Elisa daydreamed about how she'd perform in her next fight.

In a very short time, she'd fallen in love with combat. When she'd first arrived at the Academy, she had an idea of what she wanted to do, but she wasn't sure if it could be done. However, in the last month, Maria had helped her accomplish that goal.

The goal was to fight out in the wilderness with dual greatswords. The reason why she had wanted to do this was simple: because she could.

Elisa had been born with a great amount of natural strength. As "unrefined" as a lady it made her, no one could deny that. This was why she was even allowed to study at the Academy by her family, to begin with. Here, she got to perform limit-breaking more often, whereas before she'd only gotten to do in the monthly training sessions that her parents had paid for as she'd grown up.

As impractical as it was, the results during her missions hadn't disappointed her. Elisa was cleaving kobold's heads off left and right on her handful of excursions, and she loved every bit of it.

"Elisa," her aunt spoke up louder beside her, and the sunlight-hared woman blinked.

"Hm?" She turned toward Carliah.

"Your fiance just arrived," she stated, and Elisa nodded.

Knowing that, and knowing the role she needed to play for the sake of her family, Elisa straightened up, cleaned her lips up, and checked to see if there was any meat in her teeth with a hand mirror to her right.

She could hear his footsteps coming from the hallway ahead, slightly muffled, and she already felt tired.

One, two, three seconds passed, and suddenly, the door swung open.

"Ah, Marvain, finally," her fiance's cousin said. "What took you so long?"

Marvain of the Ta'lin family. A rich, young, handsome man with blonde hair, blue eyes, and a body that was fairly in good shape, that Elisa absolutely could not stand.

[... Just don't choke him out in front of everyone,] Elisa told herself, [and another day will have gone by peacefully.]

"How is everyone doing?" Marvain asked, avoiding the question, "I trust the chef did not disappoint?"

"Never," Carliah answered to Elisa's left. "You pick the very best, every time."

"I am glad to hear that," he replied, making his way over to them. Elisa turned toward him and smiled kindly.

"How were your travels?"

"Well, I got caught up, unfortunately. A few... mutts wanted to be invasive, but they were promptly dealt with," he said, waving a hand. "I am here now, however, next to you, my wonderful, beautiful bride-to-be, and that is all that matters."

"Aw," one of his family members said at the opposite end of the table. "What a charmer!"

"Yes, I am rather lucky," Elisa said in response, and, without warning, Marvain pulled her in for a firm kiss.

Just as he also placed a hand on her left tit and squeezed it in front of everyone. It took every bit of restraint she had not to slap him. That wasn't to say that Elisa was a prude, but, even she, a woman who, by all accounts, wasn't very picky, understood the concept of there being a time and a place for things.

She found that her restraint was well-tested with this man as a partner.

"I must say, my beloved," he whispered to her, placing a hand down on her thigh. "If you've had enough of this dinner, I could very well use some stress relief at this moment."

"... Now?" Elisa asked.

"... Did you go deaf momentarily?" Marvain asked with a smirk. "Yes, now."

Elisa held back a sigh and instead, nodded, standing up from her chair.

"My apologies," she told the others, "my stomach did not quite agree with the food today, I wish to take my leave."

"Ah, how unfortunate. Well, it was lovely seeing you again, Elisa. Same time next week?"

"Of course," Elisa bowed.

And, with her fiance trailing behind her, she exited the room as he said:

"I will see her to the taxi, and then I will return. Just a moment."

With that, both of them were out. The taxi, however, was parked just outside Marvain's home where they currently were, but they did not go in the direction that would lead there. Instead, Marvain hurriedly pulled Elisa up some stairs and all the way to his room, as their feet paced hurriedly along the carpeted red floors of this place.

As soon as they were in Marvain's chambers, the man took no time at all in pulling his pants down, as Elisa stood by the door.

"Oh, goodness," he said with a long exhale, "I tell you, those wolf-ears are lucky we even allow them in this city with how brazenly they covet that which we have," he stated before turning toward her, his dick out and proud with his pants laying by his feet. "Well?" He said. "Don't just stand there, come 'ere."

It was almost hard to believe for Elisa that there was once a time she would have been doing this of her own free will with him. He was, after all, not a bad-looking individual at all, and, honestly, there were two specific kinds of people that Elisa had a weakness for.

The cute, somewhat meek types, and the cocky types who know exactly how much they're worth. However, very quickly into this arranged marriage, Marvain had taken Elisa's disposition towards this sort of thing to mean that she was, effectively, a mouth and a pussy on-demand, for his convenient use.

And, unfortunately, as the D'Ana family wasn't in the best financial state at the moment, he was mostly right about that.

So, Elisa walked forward and wordlessly got on her knees.

"Finally. Please, put those lips to good use already. It's been a while."

And, the noblewoman did just that.

---

Later, Elisa was exiting the building with her aunt by her side, as Marvain and his family said their goodbyes.

"Always a pleasure," Carliah told them.

"Do stay safe, dear," Marvain's mother said, walking up to her and kissing her cheek, and then Elisa's. "Go with the Divine."

"Go with the Divine," Elisa echoed, bowing.

The two of them then hopped into the taxi together, as Marvain and his family retreated inside. Of course, as they didn't care, no one questioned why Elisa was still around after announcing that she was going to leave.

"By the way," Carliah said to her as their driver quickly got the vehicle moving. "Next weekend, one of the Ta'lin girls is having her Rose Party."

[Oh, damn,] Elisa thought. [Been a while since I went to one of those.]

"You may bring two guests. As per usual, don't do anything to embarrass yourself or your relatives, and, aside from that, you can engage in those unnatural and disgusting activities you so love. However, I advise you," Carliah said before Elisa cut her off.

"Yeah, yeah, cut it out and stop before I get married, I know."

Carliah was, of course, referring to her trysts. Especially the ones she engaged in with others of the same sex, as these were viewed as unnatural and, well, gross, by those of the higher tax brackets.

She was *allowed* to do what she wanted, at least, until she got married, but it was still discouraged.

Funny enough, however, one woman quickly came to Elisa's mind. A certain amber-eyed classmate of hers, who she hadn't quite gotten to know as well as she'd like.

One who, apparently, was keeping some sort of a secret from her, as well. After a night of silent glares, the thought of this girl did bring a smile to Elisa's face.

Rin was just kind of fascinating like that. One of the main reasons being, and there was no way of overstating this, she was a woman whose beauty rivaled that of anyone Elisa knew who had apparently traveled all the way to Libera from Dren, without a name to pair along with those looks. And, if her limited wardrobe was any indication, without any money either.

They had a saying for this sort of thing, in Libera. It was as though her beauty had been stolen away from the Divine's hands.

[... You know what,] Elisa smirked. [Why not? Maybe this could bring us a little closer. I'd love to make one more friend before I officially become that man's sex slave. Just one friend, outside of those golden walls, and everything that comes next in my life could be just a little easier to do.]

---

{Rin}

When the play was done, Rin and Xhez walked out of the theatre, and the adventurer grinned as Xhez was absolutely glowing next to her.

"That was so strange!" Xhez said. "E-Even though they did not let me see their memories, it almost felt like I could view it all!"

"Uh, yeah, that's what it's like. They did a good job," Rin replied, still holding that bag full of all the potions she'd bought.

"And, the singing!" Xhez noted as well, referring to some scenes where a choir played as the action happened on the stage. "It was so... melodic. I have not done anything like that!"

"Really?"

"Yes, mostly, all I do is hold a single tone, but... Wow!" Xhez stood in front of Rin. "I would like to try it!"

"M-Maybe later," Rin replied, as citizens gave them weird looks. "We're sorta in the middle of the street, and all."

Side-by-side, the two of them began the walk down the street, back to Rin's house. She was glad Xhez was liking Dren, so far, and already, she was trying to think of the stuff she'd show her tomorrow. Maybe the two of them could take a trip down to her old school, or maybe she could show her a bar or two.

However, as she and the sprite walked up to her home's front door, it opened before they could reach it.

"Thanks again, but, you didn't have to," Rin's mother said, as a young man walked out.

"Pfft, it's no trouble, Mrs. Asahiro!" The boy replied, and Rin froze up. He turned toward her, and the two saw each other. When their eyes met, just like her, he remained perfectly still.

A second passed, though, and, soon, they were running into each other's arms.

"Felix!" Rin yelled out happily.

"Rin! By the Divine!" Felix replied as the two smiled at each other, and Rin tried her hardest to keep the bag in her hands from thrashing around too harshly. "Lyn told me you were here b-but, I..."

"It's..." Rin paused, taking a deep breath. "It's so good to see you."

"You too!" He said, and then, his eyes went over to Xhez, and although he still looked happy, he looked confused now, as well.

"Uh," he said. "Are there two of you now? What the fuck?"

At that, Rin chuckled a little.

"Yeah, you wish."

"Felix," Rin's mother called out. "Would you like to come back inside? If you and Rin want to talk, of course."

"Yeah, yeah," he said, grinning before turning toward Xhez. "It's nice to meet you though, Rin Number 2. Name's Felix," he stated.

"I am Xhez," the sprite said, bowing before everyone walked in.




Roots, Part Six

After Felix and Rin ran into each other, Rin dropped off her bag in her room and the two of them quickly decided to head out to a small coffee shop to catch up. Rin left Xhez behind, with her mother, who offered to let the sprite know a little about Dren while she went with Felix, just so the two of them could have some alone time together.

The place they went to was located just a couple of streets away from Rin's home, and right now, the two were sitting in a cozy spot by the front door, with Felix putting his elbows on the table and his hands under his chin as he asked:

"What's it been like?"

"It's... It's been something. Definitely something," Rin replied as their coffee arrived, and she quickly took a sip.

"Oh, come on," Felix said, "you're out there fighting monsters, eating hot adventurer pussy, and making plats, right? It has to be a little more than 'something'."

"No," Rin shook her head with a chuckle. "There hasn't been much pussy in my diet, unfortunately."

"Really?" Felix leaned back, crossing his arms. "What, are they that ugly or something?"

"I don't know what comes to your mind when you think, 'adventurer', but we're a bit too busy to just be having orgies all day."

"Then, enlighten me," Felix said, smiling kindly at her. "What have you been doing? I haven't talked to you in almost two months, I'm dying to know what you've done over here!"

And, that was how Rin got into it. She detailed what she'd gone through, as she had with her mother and Jay. At this point, talking about the kobolds and the psychos who had tried to kill her was something she'd gotten desensitized to. She could still remember the torn-up bodies of the family she'd found in that cave if she put her mind to it, but it was like her mind had locked those images in a vault of sorts.

After that, she explained Xhez to him, and Felix had reacted as well as her boss and her mother had, which gave Rin some hope that maybe humanity was more open to accepting the existence of water sprites than she thought. Not that she was going to scream about Xhez from the rooftops now, or whatever, but still. She felt a little more optimistic.

Finally, she got around to everything that had happened recently, and this was where her conversation with Felix deviated from that of her boss and her mother. Because, with him, she knew she could actually be honest about these ideas she'd gotten.

She just needed to explain herself the right way.

"So..." Rin started. "Uh, on Monday, I... I had an idea."

"Yeah?" Felix asked, tilting his hand crossing his legs. "Lay it on me."

"Okay, I just... I just want you to know I'm sharing this with you right now, so you can tell me what you think. You know, be honest," Rin told him. "Just be clear with me, alright?"

"Rin, when you told me you wanted to be an adventurer, what was the first thing I told you? I literally said that I thought you went crazy," he chuckled. "Yes, I am going to be honest. You have my word on that."

"Alright, just checking."

Then, Rin paused, and she swallowed down some of the nerves that had been building up inside of her, before stating:

"I need money. Don't get me wrong, I have enough savings to get by for a little while, and one of my teachers has been helping me out too, but, although the Academy gives you a bunch of stuff for free, I'm still going to need to buy stuff as I go up the ranks. And, the equipment that I have is going to wear out over time, especially if stuff like what happened to me before happens again, which there's always a chance that it will. So..." This was, of course, the hard part.

But, Felix cut her off.

"You need to borrow some?"

"N-No, let me finish," Rin replied. "I decided I'm going to work again."

"Oh. Well, shit, cool, what sorta job did you find?" Felix asked.

"Um... No," Rin laughed awkwardly. "I mean, I decided to 'work' again." She said, placing more emphasis on that word. Then, as Felix's smile slowly went away, replaced by a more contemplative look, she figured he understood.

"... You're serious?" He asked.

"Yeah," Rin nodded. "But, in a different way."

"Hm. Okay," he leaned a little closer. "Explain."

"Alright, so, this is what I've got in mind."

With that having been thrown out there, Rin began to talk about her reasoning a little. She went over a few, but very important, points. First, the people at Libera were undeniably more wealthy than those at Dren. This meant she stood to gain a lot more, especially since, if she did this, she'd be working on her own, as opposed to being part of a company, which would mean she gets to keep all of the money instead of working for a salary. Second, she knew there were likely many willing customers, as what she'd learned about Libera, from Elisa, from Sye, and just generally, alluded to the fact that there was a large number of women there who were, to put it simply, rather pent up. Finally, as she found out when she visited that bar, the guards were somewhat willing to let that sort of thing slide, as long as she didn't mess with anyone too important. And, of course, she also mentioned that she didn't plan on taking on any male customers if she went through with this, which would help in keeping her from developing the same self-pity she had before.

Felix listened intently, nodding along until Rin finished.

"... And, yeah," Rin said, letting out a deep exhale. "That's about it."

Felix scratched the back of his head.

"Okay," he said, "now, let me tell you every reason why that is a terrible idea," he said, lifting a finger, and RIn braced herself.

"Number one," Felix started, "prostitution is very much legal in Dren, and very illegal in Libera, from what I know. Like you said, the guards might be willing to look the other way, but that could always stop from one day to another. Second," he added, lifting another finger, "you don't know anyone in Libera. Part of why no one really fucks with us over here, I mean, figuratively speaking," he chuckled, "is because of Jay. People know that if they lay a hand on us, Jay will take their fucking heads off. That's not the case over there. For me," Felix said, sighing, "those are the immediate red flags I see here. Are you still interested in doing that?"

Rin heard, and she looked down at the table in front of her.

"Yeah," Rin nodded firmly. "I think that, as long as I do this in a smart way, pick the right people, pick the right places, the right times, I can stay out of trouble. Plus, I-I wouldn't be doing this every day, you know? It would just be an every-other-weekend sort of thing. So, yeah."

"..." Felix remained silent for a second. "Then, in that case, shit, go for it," he shrugged. Rin blinked.

"Really?" Rin asked, raising a brow at him.

"Oh, don't get me wrong, is it stupid? Yeah, I think so," Felix stated. "But, I also know you can be strangely clever sometimes. I mean, in the span of a few days, with the help of a few handouts, you got enough money to get into the Academy when you had nothing, you know? And, if you've made it this far without quitting as an adventurer, well, I don't think just any dumb hoe with good tits could do that sort of shit, right?" He laughed. "So, you've definitely got something behind that big forehead of yours."

"Okay, ouch. Uncalled for."

"I'm saying," Felix quickly added, "that, if you think this is a good idea, I trust you to make it work. But, Rin, please be careful," he said, suddenly. "I mean, we've been worried sick for you over here, and hearing this isn't gonna make that any better."

"D-Don't tell anyone though," Rin quickly said.

"I know, I know, my perfect little lips are sealed on this," he replied, putting his hands up. "Now... If all this serious talk is out of the way," he said, as his smile returned, "how about, later tonight, we get drunk and find you a hottie to practice with. That sounds good?"

Rin scoffed.

"You really just shrugged off everything I just said?"

"I told you," Felix added. "I trust your judgment. You can be dumb, stubborn, and reckless sometimes, but I like to think that your whole gimmick at this point is, 'hi, I'm Rin. I do really stupid things, but in smart ways sometimes.' And, honestly, I think that's cool, so yeah, give it a shot."

"You could just tell me I'm cool without all the 'dumb' and 'stupid' parts."

"Yeah, but then that head of yours would get swell up and get bigger than it already is, and that wouldn't look good to your future clients, now would it?"

---

{Xhez}

At the end of the day, it was decided that Rin and Xhez would share the adventurer's old room tonight and tomorrow until Sunday came and the two would go back to Libera.

Currently, it was midnight, and Xhez was still up, as her energy hadn't left her. Sprites, after all, were used to being up for months on end and then sleeping for months on end. She'd made an effort to sleep like a human, and the natural exhaustion she had from using her spells helped with that, but tonight, Xhez knew she'd get no sleep at all.

Rin was resting peacefully to Xhez's left, at her bed, after having come back covered in a strange scent and with faintly blushing cheeks, while Xhez was sitting at the bottom of an open jar filled with strangely bitter water, curled up.

[Maybe a walk would be nice,] she thought.

Then, spontaneously, she shot out of her jar and got back to her regular size as she usually did, letting water splash onto the ground in front of her. Stretching, Xhez smiled a little.

[... Now what?]

Without Rin to guide her, Xhez didn't know what she could do.

[Well,] she thought, walking over to the bed and sitting by its edge. [If I was in the forest, I would simply go on a walk.]

"..." Xhez paused. "Well, why not?"

And so, she was about to walk out the door, when she remembered.

[Oh, right, my disguise!]

Quickly, she changed her body's colors with that illusion spell of hers and then put on some of Rin's clothes, before heading out the room.




Xhez’s Night Out

Under the cover of the moonlight, Xhez exited Rin's house and walked down the street feeling so excited her fingertips were tingling. It didn't look like there were many people around, which she figured was good, just in case she ran into any unkind humans. The danger, however, added to the sense of adventure that she was currently feeling.

Every now and then, she'd see someone across the street who looked particularly gloomy or would hear a sudden sound in the distance that would make her flinch, but in the middle of it all, Xhez was smiling.

[Ah,] she thought, inhaling slowly, [where do I go?]

Rin had shown her a small number of locations by now, so she had a few options to choose from. Her first instinct was to head over to the theatre. With that excellent water sprite memory of hers, she retraced her steps from when she and Rin had walked out of the theatre and headed back to the adventurer's home, and soon, she found herself standing just outside the large doors.

There was no one around, however, as opposed to last time when there was a man standing out here. Xhez walked up and tried to open the doors, but found that she couldn't.

"Hm..." Nodding to herself, Xhez walked away and went to inspect her next option.

She was a little disappointed though. She'd wanted to hear that strange singing again. It had been an enlightening experience to learn that one's voice could be used like that.

[Now... Where do I...?]

The answer came as she was walking absent-mindedly, and saw that one building, in particular, was shining brighter than any other at this hour. [Hm?]

She looked down the street and found that the Silver Rose, the location Rin used to work at, was still lively. If anything, there appeared to be more people walking in and out than when she and Rin had gone there.

[Oh... Has something happened?] Xhez wondered, and her feet began taking her there automatically.

The humans walking into the building were dressed in very peculiar ways if what Xhez had seen so far could be considered normal. Gaudy red dresses and grey suits. From what Xhez remembered, they looked like they fit more closely with what people in Libera wore, rather than the citizens of this town.

With her hands behind her back and at a slow pace, Xhez walked in behind a small group of them, and once again, she was back here, looking around, completely astonished.

The music appeared to have gotten even louder since Xhez had left, and the humans walking from one place to another were far more naked than they had been previously. Some weren't wearing clothes at all, actually, which brought a smile to Xhez's face. 

[Hmmm... What a joyous atmosphere,] she thought happily. 

Seeing some of them like this, without wearing those layers of fabric they insisted on putting on, the humans felt much closer to what Xhez knew her own kind to be. 

"By, the, Divine, Rin!?!?" One of those naked women said. One who hadn't been here earlier, from what Xhez remembered. She walked up to Xhez with a shocked look on her face.

"U-..." Xhez was surprised by the sudden approach, but before she could even answer, the girl continued.

"I haven't seen you in ages! What happened? Did some monsters cut your boobs off?"

"Oh, um, no, I am not Rin," Xhez shook her head, smiling at her, and bowing. "My name's Xhez. I am her sister!"

"Ohhh! Wow, hi!" She greeted her then, and Xhez brightened up a bit. "Goodness, you're so cute!" She just about squeaked as Xhez chuckled a little.

"Thank you."

"Oh, uh, sorry, got a little excited there, my name's Delilah, it's nice to meet you!" She said. "So, are you looking for Rin? Cause, I'm sorry, your sister hasn't been here in a while. She's all the way up in Libera right now."

"No, I am here because I wanted to visit this place. I wished to..." She paused. "Get a feel of it, if that makes sense."

"Ah, well, how about I show you around then?" She offered, and Xhez smiled excitedly.

"Yes, I would appreciate that!"

"Alrighty then, come on," she said, gesturing for Xhez to follow her and the sprite did. She took her to the back left corner of the room, where a man was twirling a bottle in his hands as he poured its contents into a few glass mugs in front of him simultaneously. There were four humans sitting on stools there, and each one turned to face the two of them as they got closer.

"Everyone, this is Xhez, Rin's sister!" Delilah announced to them, and they all turned to look at her, astonished.

"Hello," Xhez said, putting her hands together and bowing respectfully.

"Holy shit," one of them said, "she looks just like her! You know, minus the amazing rack, and all."

"I know, right? They're almost identical!" A woman praised her.

It was good to hear that Xhez's disguise was working as intended, but soon, her interest was taken up by the liquid in one of the cups.

"Hm?" One of them, a young boy with a shaved head, somewhat flushed cheeks, and a few hairs on his chin, noticed her. "Ayyy, Rin has a sister? Holy shit!"

"Rin!" One girl proclaimed to Xhez's right. She had a smile on her face and cheeks just as red as the boy's own. "That girl is a treasure, you know? Gosh, I remember the first time I had a female client and I didn't know what the heck I was supposed to do, and Felix told me I could ask her for help. So, I did and she pulled me aside and took me to a bed and said, 'this is what you have to do,' with that super sultry voice of hers and, after that, oh, goodness, I haven't cum that hard in months!"

...

[Hm,] Xhez smiled, as the girl finished her story. [These people love her that much?]

"Anyway, darlin', you want a drink?" The same girl asked.

"Oh, sure," Xhez replied, without really finding a reason to decline. She took the cup and put the drink up to her lips.

"Wow," Xhez said, looking down at it. "That tastes awful."

"Ah, not a big drinker are ya?" Delilah asked beside her. "Come on, people, it's Rin's sister and the first thing y'all do is try to get her drunk?"

"I mean, Delilah, that was hard liquor and she looks just fine. She seems like she can hold a drink pretty well," the boy argued. "I mean, look at her. Are you drunk at all?" He suddenly asked Xhez, and the sprite blinked.

"Drunk?" She tilted her head.

"Yeah, drunk."

"What does that mean?"

"... What?"

[Oh, no,] Xhez thought, [did I ask something strange?]

The group all shot her a few strange looks and Xhez tried to think quickly, to divert them from this.

"U-Um, no, I am not drunk, I am a completely normal human."

Again, they all looked at her strangely.

Before anyone could say anything else, however, Xhez heard something and her eyes widened.

It came from the opposite corner, where the music was coming from. Before, it had been only those strange, machine-made sounds that came from the contraptions each of them was holding. However, just as Xhez was trying to act normal here, one piece was added to it.

A woman's voice.

Xhez turned toward them, and she found a lady standing in front of a metallic grey object on a chest-height stand of some sort. With crimson hair that swirled into a braid thrown over her shoulder, the woman took up the middle of the space wearing a brilliant red dress and gloves of the same color, and with her lips kept close to the item as she sang.

Xhez walked over there immediately, as the woman's voice spread out across the room, and Xhez was absolutely enthralled.

Standing in front of the small group of musicians, with workers and outsiders walking all over the place behind her, Xhez just watched in awe as the woman kept going.

This thing, this act, was something Xhez was desperate to know more about.

[How can someone use their voice like this? Could I do it!?] She wondered, as the woman finally noticed her.

She looked back at Xhez, raising a brow, but the sprite didn't move. Instead, she remained there for a solid two minutes, just watching in awe until the woman stopped. 

Throwing a small nod at the others behind her, and then, she walked off the small stage and approached Xhez.

"Do you need anything, sweetheart, or are you just a fan looking for an autograph?" She asked with a sly smile.

"U-Uh..." Xhez blinked. In a hurry, she replied. "C-Could you teach me how to do that?"

That, apparently, was the one answer the woman hadn't been expecting to hear.

"... What?" She asked, surprised, putting a hand on her hip.

"Um, I-I would like to learn how to sing like you!" Xhez tried to explain herself.

The woman looked even more surprised. There was a brief silence between them, and one of the musicians stopped as well, though the others kept going.

"Hey, do we need to call security? Leave her alone," he told Xhez, and the sprite was taken aback, but then, the woman started laughing.

[Huh?]

She put a hand on Xhez's shoulder.

"Oh my," she giggled again, "you are adorable! But, hun," she said, and Xhez wondered if those were kind, or pitying eyes that she was looking back at her with. "You shouldn't be aspiring to sing like anyone else, you know? You have to find your own voice. Find your own harmonies, and when you do, you sing your heart out!"

"I-I..." Xhez got a little closer to her. "I am sorry if I, uhm, am unclear," the sprite started, "I have been singing for a while, it is just that, I only discovered your style of singing recently. I wonder if it is something I could do as well. Does that make sense?"

"Aw, ain't you just the cutest!" The woman added, looking back at her for a few seconds with a smile.

She looked away then as if pondering something, and then, she shrugged.

"You know what? You've positively swayed my delicate little heart. So, okay, I'll show you something."

At that, Xhez beamed at her.

"Really!?"

"Yeah!" The woman replied. "Just a few little tips and tricks to get you started on your singing journey. How's that sound?"

"Y-Yes, I would like that," she bowed and nearly hit the woman as they were standing so near to each other.

[Oh, wait, I have not introduced myself,] Xhez realized.

"My name is Xhez," she stated. "What is yours?"

"... What?" At that, the woman looked surprised again. "Y-You don't know me?"

"Um, no, I am new to this place!" Xhez improvised an explanation.

"Well, so am I, sweetheart," she said, chuckling. "But I've been all over the world. Sorry, I was sure you were a fan."

"A fan?" Xhez asked, confused.

"Never mind," the woman said, chuckling a little. She looked away, with a contemplative look on her face. "Wow... You really don't know me? Are you joking or something?"

"No, I do not."

[Is she important to humanity?] Xhez wondered. She appeared to be making a fairly big deal out of this.

"... Goodness," she said, sounding almost breathless, shaking her head. "Sorry, it's been a while since this has happened. It's a little refreshing. Well, anyway, Xhez, my name is June. It's a pleasure to meet such a sweet girl. How about we find a little privacy?"

"Sure!" Excited to get on with the lessons, Xhez agreed and June gestured for Xhez to follow her.

"Boys," she called out to the others, "I'll be back in a bit."

One of them rolled his eyes but the others all nodded, and as the lady began moving away, Xhez followed, and the two walked out of the building.

June stood outside, turning toward Xhez and putting her hands on her hips. Others walked past them, into the building, but not before letting their eyes linger on her for a few seconds.

[She must be important somehow,] Xhez thought as June spoke up.

"Okay, can you still hear the music?" She asked, and Xhez nodded.

"Yes."

"Good," June clapped her hands. "Alright, so, first thing, let's do some warming up exercises. Repeat after me."

Xhez nodded, putting on a determined face and lifting a pair of fists up.

"I am ready!"

"Good!" June chuckled. "Alright, now. La, la, la, la, la, la, la, la~" She sang, and Xhez noticed how her tone changed, going from a deep pitch to a high one.

[Okay, I can do this!] Xhez thought, preparing herself and taking a deep breath. Then, after a moment, with her hands almost trembling from excitement, she closed her eyes and began.

"La, la, la, la, la, la, laaaa~"

Xhez sang in a moderate volume. She hadn't done this in a while, so she felt a little rusty, but a sense of enjoyment filled her up, and Xhez grinned as she opened her eyes and looked back at June.

"How did I do?" She asked.

Strangely, June's cheeks had turned red, as a blush appeared on her face.

"Good! Oh, goodness," June put a hand up to her forehead. "Sorry, I-I feel... A little warm all of a sudden. You're totally a natural though." 

"I have been singing for a very long time," Xhez stated proudly then. 

"I can tell!" 

"How long have you been singing for?" Xhez asked, curious. 

"Since I was little," June replied. "Back when I was younger, up in Cradle, just watching the train go in and out of the city every day, I used to sing to pass the time." 

"I was similar," Xhez said. 

"Aw, well ain't we just kindred spirits then?" 

[Kindred spirits?]

Xhez tilted her head as June waved a hand.

"Okay, now, let's maintain these tones. One at a time. Ready? We'll start low and get higher from there."

"Understood!" Xhez replied, and June took a deep breath.

"Oooooh~" she sang, in a surprisingly deep voice. "Now, you try. I want you to go the absolute lowest pitch that you can, understand?" 

The sprite nodded.

"..." Xhez took a deep breath. "Oooooh~"

And, suddenly, June nearly fell down.

"Huh?" Xhez held onto her. The woman looked up at Xhez and was going to say something, but a yawn interrupted her.

"Oh, goodness, I feel... I feel so tired, all of a sudden. I-I'm sorry, but could we sit down for a little bit?"

"Of course," Xhez nodded.

The two of them sat down nearby, at the edge of the sidewalk, and June yawned again as Xhez curled her knees up to her chest. As they remained in silence for a few seconds, Xhez wondered what was happening.

[Wait...] She suddenly realized. [Could my voice have done this?]

Obviously, Xhez knew her singing could affect the Spirits of others, as she'd used it to defend herself from monsters before, but her voice had never had this specific effect on anyone.

[Did I make her sleepy?]

"I'm sorry about this, dear," June said. "I guess... All of this traveling's taken a toll on me."

"Hm? What do you mean?"

"... Right," she chuckled, looking up at Xhez with kind eyes. "I keep forgetting you don't actually know me. It's gonna take me some getting used to. But, yeah, anyway," she started explaining, "my full name's June Daliah. I'm part of a musical troupe of sorts called Silk Touch. Me and my friends, inside," she gestured at the brothel.

"Oh, what is a troupe?" Xhez asked. "What do you do?"

"Well," June, said, leaning back on her hand as she placed it down on the stones they were sitting on, "we go from one place to another, singing and collecting tips from anyone who feels like donating. We started off about five years ago, in Cradle, but since then, we've gone everywhere. Every random village, every city... Well, except for Cardana," She stated.

[Cardana... Rin has not told me much about that place.]

"At first, it was hard to make ends meet. A lot of people, people in the villages, especially, don't wanna give random passing musicians their hard-earned money, you know? Over the last few years, we've managed to make a name for ourselves, but... I dunno, it's hard. I feel for the rookies like you," she said, looking at Xhez with a warm face. "That's honestly part of why I agreed to help you out just now. Cause, I've been there. It's hard to get started on this journey, but I promise, it does get better if you put your all into it."

Nodding, Xhez wasn't sure she fully understood, but it felt like she was being told that she could improve the quality of her singing, something she was very interested in doing.

"I am eager to learn!" Xhez replied and the woman laughed a little.

"That's good to hear," June said. "With that attitude, I'm sure you'll get even better down the line. But..." June trailed off, "enough about me, what about you? Who is this cute, doe-eyed girl who's come to learn from me, huh?"

"Oh... Well, I-I new to, uhm, these sorts of places. I-I was raised in a forest, actually."

"What? Really?" June asked, looking intrigued.

"Y-Yes," Xhez replied. "But, along the way, I met someone, this wonderful, beautiful person who took me to Libera. From there, I... Well," she decided at this point she could just be honest, "I have been looking to learn as much as I can. There are many aspects of civilization that are strange, and I want to know about them!"

"... And, is the realm of middle-class musical entertainment something you include in that list?" She asked, with a smirk.

"Uh, yes," Xhez nodded. "If that means singing, I suppose."

June chuckled a little.

"You are... A very interesting girl, Xhez, you know that?"

"Thank you," Xhez smiled. "But I assure you, you are far more intriguing than I am."

"Oh? Is that so?" June asked, and her expression changed slightly.

"Of course!" 

"Pfft, nah, I'm nothin' special, hun." 

At that, Xhez shrugged. 

"You are special to me," Xhez said. "With such a great level of talent, I knew as soon as I saw you that you were unique." 

"By the Divine, stop it," June waved a hand, grinning at her. "I didn't take you for a sweet talker like that."

[Sweet talker?] Xhez repeated in her mind, confused as to what that meant. [How can talking be sweet?]

"So, how about we get back to those lessons?"

"Right!"

June shifted her position a little, getting closer to Xhez.

"Now," she said, "I want you to sing a little higher than what you did last time. Like this, ooohhh~"

"Okay."

Xhez prepared herself. She worried, however, that her singing would put the woman next to her to sleep though, as there were clearly dimensions to her singing that Xhez didn't quite understand.

Still, the only way to find out what her voice could do was to use it, and this was a perfect situation for that.

So, Xhez began to sing again, as June had instructed.

"Oooohhh~"

She kept going for a few seconds until a hand fell on her thigh, and Xhez paused, turning toward June.

The sprite was shocked. June's cheeks were absolutely flushed. Her eyes were half-lidded, and Xhez swore she heard the woman let out a shuddering breath as she looked back at her. Their eyes remained connected for a few seconds, but neither of them said anything. Xhez couldn't because she was wondering what exactly was happening to June.

Eventually, however, June cleared her throat and said:

"G-Great job!" The musician stated, with her hand still on Xhez's thigh. The sprite felt her give it a gentle squeeze, and she also noticed June was breathing heavily.

"Thank you," Xhez replied with a smile. "But, uhm, are you okay?" She asked.

"What? Yeah, yeah," June nodded, and she took her hand off of Xhez as though it had been burned, "I just... Oh, dear," she lifted a fair hand and placed it against her chest. "Goodness... I was a bit obvious, wasn't I?" She asked. "If a little moment like this has me feeling this way, I suppose it's been a while."

"Hm?"

"Um..." June looked away, embarrassed. "Nothin', nothin'. Just, you know, like I said, I do a lot of traveling and..." She looked back at Xhez with red cheeks and shy eyes. "I guess I've been a little touch-starved. Maybe this place brought it out of me!" She said, laughing as she pointed back at the building. "It ain't every day you get to see gorgeous ladies just walking around so brazenly and all." 

Noticing that something was up, Xhez did as Rin sometimes would do, whenever Xhez was feeling nervous, and Xhez placed her right hand over June's left. The woman's eyes widened just a little as Xhez leaned in and said:

"Could I help?"

"What?" June asked, stunned.

"If something is wrong, I would like to assist you," Xhez put it differently, in case she hadn't understood.

"But... Are you sure?" June asked. "You... You understand what I mean, right?" June asked, tilting her head. 

"Yes," Xhez replied quickly. 

[Touch-starved... I would assume that means she wants a hug, right? Or, to hold hands?]

"... I'm sorry. Tonight, we're going to leave as soon as we finish up here. Me and my troupe, I mean," June said, speaking without meeting Xhez's eyes. "I wish I could take you up on that offer, but... It's impossible."

Xhez then stood up, continuing to hold onto June's hand. The other woman stood up as well.

"Do not worry!" Xhez told her with a smile. "Even if you are leaving later, can I not help you right now? It is the least I could do for you since you offered to teach me like this."

"What!?" At that, June looked scandalized. "B-But, this wasn't that sort of thing, I just wanted to give you a few lessons, I didn't want anything in return, especially not..."

"I see," Xhez nodded sagely. "But, I am offering assistance because I want to. I like you," Xhez stated. "It is simple, is it not?" 

"..." June gulped. Slowly, she placed her hand back on Xhez's leg and leaned a little closer. Her voice dropped in volume a little as she said: "but, we can't do anything tonight. If you 'helped' in any way, well, it wouldn't be enough, I'm sure, ya understand, sweetheart? I don't want to lead you on."

[What does that mean?] Xhez wondered, having not heard that phrase before.

"It is okay," she replied, however. "I understand."

"You do?" June took a deep breath. With her cheeks still flushed, she nodded and looked down, embarrassed. "Alright then... Um... In that case, I..."

And then, June put her hands on Xhez's cheeks.

[Huh?]

And the woman leaned her head down, pressing their lips together.

Xhez froze.

This had been one of the things she'd experienced from Rin's perspective when she showed her that memory. She had been so curious to know about it, and here she was, suddenly living it out herself.

[What do I do?] She wondered, but as she felt the woman's lips moving against hers, she figured she should do what Rin did back then, and suddenly, it felt like they were moving in unison with each other.

At a point, June's tongue entered her mouth and Xhez felt herself getting so warm, her body was nearly burning. 

[What... This is...!]

However, June separated, before Xhez could savor this sensation for any longer.

"Oh my..." June said. "Did I catch you off-guard? You were kinda still for a little bit."

"Y-Yes, but, I would like to do it again!" Xhez declared, and June laughed.

"So would I, but, if we do, I'm pretty sure I'm gonna end up ditching my friends. Sorry, we'll have to leave it at this, sweetheart."

Xhez was instantly disappointed to hear that, and the woman chuckled.

"Well, I warned you!" June stated. "But... Do... Are you interested in staying in touch?"

"What does that mean?" Xhez asked.

"Uh, just, keep talking to each other, basically."

"Oh. Yes!" Xhez nodded. 

"Okay, then, feel free to send me a letter or two, whenever," June said.

"How?"

"Just use Essence Messengers. I'll try to respond whenever I get some free time, alright? You said you were from Libera, right?" 

"Uh, yes."

"Then, who knows, maybe I can pay you a visit if we're ever in the city at the same time. Sound good? We can coordinate through letters."

"Sure." 

Xhez didn't really know what she was talking about, but she figured she'd ask Rin about it later.

"And, if ever we do meet up again, whether it's in Libera or Cradle or whatever," she said, putting a hand on Xhez's cheek and giving her a warm look. "We'll pick up right where we left off." 

---

One of the side-effects of having near-perfect memory was that Xhez could remember how things felt long after things happened. And, right now, as she walked back to Rin's house, she knew she'd remember the feeling of that human's lips on hers for a long, long time.

As Xhez entered the home, she closed the door behind her and made her way back to Rin's room. Here, Xhez took off the clothes she'd borrowed, let her disguise fade, and then jumped back into her bowl.

As she sank to the bottom of the glass container, she remembered June's kind eyes looking back at her.

[Cradle...] Xhez thought. [Maybe, someday I will go there.]

And, with that, she closed her eyes, trying to find some quick rest before the next day.




Roots, Part Seven

{Rin}

"... So, let me get this straight. You went to the Silver Rose alone, met June Dahlia, she kissed you, and then she told you to send her letters every now and then?"

Rin asked this, after spending a solid minute just internalizing what the sprite had said. 

"Yes," Xhez nodded. It was the morning after this had apparently happened, and she was already in her disguise today, as they would soon be going out of the house. "It was very exciting!"

Rin gave a deep sigh before taking a sip out of the coffee her mother made for her.

"... I... but... e-..." Rin shook her head. "Whatever. Uh, Xhez," she said, "it's fine if you want to see things on your own, you're your own person and all, but try not to get yourself into trouble, okay?"

"Understood!" Xhez replied brightly. "But, how do I send letters?"

"I can show you once we head back to Libera. June Dahlia... Seriously?" Rin muttered.

And with that, Rin continued on with her morning.

Today was, of course, Saturday. Tomorrow, she and Xhez would both return to Libera, so that meant that Rin wanted to make the most out of this day before she headed back. She came up with a few things she wanted to do before she left.

Mostly, just two. First, she and her mother were going to spend some time together with Jay, outside the house, and then after that, she wanted to take this opportunity to visit her father's grave.

She hadn't gone to the cemetery in a while. It felt like a good idea for her to pay her respects to her father's spirit before she left again.

From the radio playing in the corner of the living room, Rin heard:

[... something could happen here, folks. As much as I personally would love for there to be more supply routes connecting between the major cities and the outer villages, we need to ask ourselves, who are these routes benefiting? Is it us or the outsiders? Sure, Libera would get access to a few exotic ingredients here and there, but is that worth putting Liberan lives at risk?]

[Well, Carl,] some other guy replied to the first one, [personally, I think that it is the right thing to do to build these roads, but,] he quickly added, [the outer villages need to be the ones pulling most of the weight, because, as you said, they stand to gain the most out of this.]

Rin tuned the rest of the conversation out as her mother approached and sat down next to her on the couch.

"When was the last time we did anything together like this?"

"I... don't remember," Rin replied, trying to think back as Xhez listened to the radio. She seemed fairly interested in it.

"Well, I am glad we're doing something now," Lyn chuckled a little. "I just wish we had a little more time."

"There's no reason I can't come back again, sometime soon," Rin shrugged. "We'll find some time later."

"I would like that."

Just then, someone knocked on the door, and both Rin and her mother stood up. They walked over to it and when they opened the door, Jay was standing there. The woman looked back and forth between the two of them.

"... Not going to lie, seeing the two of you just appear right in front of me like that is jarring."

"Heh, aren't two Asahiros better than one?" Lyn asked. "I would think you'd be happy about such a thing."

"Pfft," Jay scoffed. "Anyway, good morning. Are you two ready?"

"Yes, would you like some coffee? It's fresh."

"Nah, I ate already."

"Then, in that case, Rin," her mother turned toward her, "are you and Xhez ready?"

She looked back, finding that Xhez was still listening to the radio.

"Xhez," Rin called out, and the sprite looked up at her.

"Yes?"

"We're going."

"Oh, right."

In a second, the girl was beside them.

"Now there's three of you. Wonderful," Jay said. "Alright, let's go."

The four of them walked down the street then, on their way to the only park in town. As relatively small as Dren was, it was rather impressive to Rin, now having seen Libera and having something to compare this place to, how much they'd managed to pack into such a small territory. On the way, they came across a stand where an old lady was selling some candy, and Jay bought a few bars of chocolate for everyone. When Xhez bit down into hers, Rin damn near saw her pupils turn into hearts with how much she liked it.

A few minutes later, they reached a space that was mostly grass, trees, and bushes contained within a square of stone. There were already a few groups of people, a few families, and their friends gathered around the area. The four of them sat down at a bench, made warm by the abundant sunlight.

Once here, Xhez looked around, and then tapped Rin's shoulder.

"What now?" She asked.

"Uh, nothing," Rin shrugged. "This is... Yeah, this is basically it."

"What?"

"Hehe," Lyn giggled and the two of them looked over at her. "For someone who's spent so long in a natural environment, I suppose this is quite boring."

[Hm... Yeah, I can see that being the case.]

As Rin considered that, something else came to her mind.

"Actually... The cemetery isn't too far away."

"Ohhh, you're right," Lyn replied. "You could take Xhez there, if you want, and show her around. Does that sound interesting to you, Xhez?"

"What's a cemetery?" She asked.

"It's..." Rin lowered her voice, leaning in a little. "It's where humans take other humans who have died."

"Where you bury them?" Xhez asked.

"Oh? So, sprites bury their dead too?" Rin asked, just as quietly as before, as to not alert the nearby citizens.

"Yes. My mothers told me that if we did not bury our sisters after they had passed, their souls would not be allowed to rest. Though, we do so in water. Is it different for you?"

"... Well, the idea is basically the same for us, but we put people in the dirt." Rin shrugged. "Wanna see?"

"Sure," Xhez replied, and the two of them stood up.

"Okay, we'll be back in a bit then," Rin told her mother.

"Have fun," Lyn waved them goodbye and the two began walking down the street. As Rin had pointed out, the cemetery was fairly close by, so, soon, the two of them were coming upon an iron gate and behind it were hundreds of grey tombstones. At that moment, Rin recalled Xhez's ability to sense spirits, and she worried that a place like this would be overwhelming for her.

"Uh, Xhez," she turned to the sprite. "Are you okay?"

"Hm? Yes," she replied.

"You don't feel anything?" Rin asked, pointing ahead.

"No," Xhez shook her head. "I do not sense any spirits here. It is likely they passed into the next realm, already."

"Hm," Rin nodded. "Alright then." [So, no skeletons or ghosts. Good. I've seen more than enough of those.] 

They walked inside, and quickly, the atmosphere changed. A cemetery, whether it was this one or the one Rin had visited with Maria, always had a way of making things feel eerie. They passed by several rows of graves, as Rin struggled to remember where exactly her father's tombstone was.

[No, no... There.]

She turned to the left, went past several of these dreary resting places, and finally, she arrived at the one that belonged to her father.

[Jiko Asahiro]

[1198 - 1238]

As Rin stood there, seeing his name like this made memories come back that she hadn't thought of in some time, as Xhez got closer.

"Is this it?"

"Yeah," Rin replied. "My, uh, my dad," she let out a deep breath as she tried to push those thoughts away. "Remember, what I said about the whole, one father, one mother thing? Yeah."

"What happened to him?" Xhez asked, eternally curious as always.

"... My dad was a soldier for Dren," Rin explained. "Uh, a soldier is basically someone who fights on behalf of the people who control the town. Think of it like this," Rin said, "where adventurers like me are supposed to fight monsters, soldiers usually fight other humans."

"Really? Why?"

"Because they do things to deserve it," she shrugged. "Any number of stuff could make humans fight each other. It's not really something I can explain briefly to you. But," she turned her eyes back over to the tombstone. "Yeah, one day, six years ago, in the process of being a soldier, he was taken out by some bandits."

"Bandits?"

"Humans who make a living by attacking travelers and stuff," she explained. "One day, he was helping escort a politician from Dren to some village to the east, and, yeah... Got an arrow straight through the heart, and that was it."

Rin's voice gradually lowered as she spoke. Her eyes remained on the tombstone, and, for some reason, she just kept talking.

"My family took the news pretty hard. Mom was a stay-at-home wife and both my brother and I were just kids at the time. We were sad, but, we needed money, so my brother became an adventurer. He didn't join the Academy like I did. He just told us he knew a guy, or something, and took the railroad up to Cradle, to join the Adventurer's Guild directly."

Rin placed a hand on the tombstone as she spoke, with her shoulders slumped.

"He would send us half of every varol he made off of his missions, and for about three years, he slowly made it up the ranks, taking harder and harder missions, but ones that paid more. And then, he just... went missing, one day. That was three years ago. Again," Rin chuckled sadly, "my mom and I, were sad, but, we needed money. And, that was how I started working at the Silver Rose."

She let out a deep breath, getting on her knees and bowing her head so low it touched the ground. She muttered a quick prayer to the Divine, then.

"Brightest of all, let the spirits of our loved ones guide us through these dark roads."

And she got back up to her feet, feeling a little lighter.

"I see," Xhez nodded, and she too looked somber. "I cannot imagine what I would do if anything like that happened to one of my mothers."

"Yeah... All you can do is hope nothing like that does," Rin replied. "Come on, I'm done. Let's head back."

After that, Rin and Xhez walked back to the park. Here, Rin found Jay with an arm thrown around Lyn, raising a brow as she walked up to them.

"Ah, Rin, did you finish already?" Her mother asked, without moving away from Jay. Actually, she seemed more than comfortable like that.

"Mhm," Rin nodded, sitting down next to her, and Xhez sat to her right as well. "I need to relax for a little bit."

"Well, that's what we're here for," Jay shrugged.

"... Right," Rin replied, closing her eyes and leaning back on the bench. "Right."

---

{The Next Day}

"We're really doing this again?" Felix asked as Rin made sure she had everything in her backpack. Of course, she was also carrying that bag full of potions, though neither Jay nor her mother knew what was actually in the thing.

"Yep," Rin replied, stretching her arms. Beside her were Jay, her mother, and the only addition to this little group that had changed since the last time this had happened, Xhez.

"You really can't ditch the Academy for a week or two? We only got hammered once!" Felix whined.

"Nope," Rin shook her head with a smile. "But, don't worry, I'll visit again, whenever I get the chance. Now, get the hell over here and hug me already."

"I'll hold you to that," Felix let her know, before giving her a quick embrace. Then, Jay approached.

"Don't get into any more trouble, kid," she replied, giving Rin a tight hug.

"I know, I know."

Finally, Rin's mother walked up and wrapped her arms around her. Rin held her for just a few seconds before the two separated and Rin said:

"Try not to overwork yourself, mom," she told her with a smile, "but, let me know if anything happens. Or, if you need me to send you anything or whatever. Okay? I love you."

"Of course. I love you too. Good luck on your missions, sweetie," Lyn said, planting a kiss on Rin's forehead, and stepping back.

Rin nodded and looked over at Xhez.

"Well, what do you have to say?" She asked and Xhez raised a hand.

"Right, uhm, it was a pleasure to meet all of you!" Xhez stated as Rin had told her to.

"Oh, wow, that sounded like 50% not awkward, awesome," Felix applauded her.

Shaking her head with a smile, Rin heard the train arriving, and as it reached the Dren's station, she waved her hand at them.

"... I really needed this," she acknowledged, as they all turned and walked away.

"Hm?" Xhez asked.

"Nothing, come on," Rin gestured at the train. "It's time to head back."




Midnight Maiden, Part One

{Monday}

With Rin's visit to Dren having concluded, it was time to get back to work. Now, as the cold morning air kissed the adventurer's skin, she and her classmates began their first class. Harriton watched them enter the classroom with a smirk, and Rin saw a jar on the desk in front of him, filled with small pieces of paper.

[Huh?] She tilted her head as she sat down at the back, next to Eve and Elisa.

"Welcome, good morning, everyone!" Harriton said, with his arms spread wide. He clearly looked a little excited.

As each of the students sat down, he quickly took the jar, opened it up, and stood in front of them all.

"Today, we're going to be learning about Rune Spellsigns. These spellsigns are ones that can be placed on surfaces, rather than cast in the air as you usually do, to achieve different effects. You can, for example, bless your home to make it so that Undead-type enemies are weaker when they step inside. However, we'll be doing that in just a second. Right now, I want to talk about your next mission," he said, smiling. "For your next mission," he told them, "we're going to be doing something different."

He reached into the jar and pulled out a piece of paper, placing it in front of the student closest to him, that being Carla. Then, he passed one to John, then to Seth, and eventually, every student in the class had one of them.

Rin looked down at hers and found the number "3" marked on it.

"What's this?" She muttered.

"I am glad you asked," Harriton pointed at her with a grin. "So, let me explain. At this point," he said, as he began to walk from one side of the room to another, "you've all got some experience dealing with monsters under your belt. Sure, you've only fought some of the weakest creatures in the world, but, you have enough experience for us to clue you into something."

He walked around his desk and sat down, putting his hands together as, with a smile, he said:

"Team-based missions," Harriton declared.

As he made that statement, some confusion spread throughout the classroom.

"What?" Harriton asked as he saw their reactions. "You didn't think this was gonna be a completely solo journey did you? No," he shook his head. "Sometimes, the Guild receives a mission that's too hard for any individual, low-rank, adventurer to take, but also too easy to bother the likes of Maria with. Such as, for instance, clearing out ruins filled with orcs or assaulting twin hydras at a lake. When this happens," he continued, "adventurers team up, and tackle these missions in small groups. Now, yes, they could take these missions on with ten other adventurers, but then the varols would be split between them and no one would make any money. This is why the 'Rule of Four' was made."

He said this, making quotation signs with his hands.

"It's an unofficial rule, by the way. You actually can tackle missions as 10 people if you want to, it's just not encouraged. Anyway, the Rule of Four is that these sorts of missions merit four adventurers of equal rank to take them on. They boost each other's strengths, and each one gets 25% of the cut when the job is done."

Then, his smirk grew, and he pointed in front of him, at John's paper.

"Now, those scraps I gave you. Take a good look at the number. Everyone who has the number, '1', raise your hand."

Rin, of course, kept her hands low. Around her, four people raised their hands.

Eve, Seth, John, and Lisa.

"Congratulations," Harriton said. "Those are your teammates."

"Wait, wait," Seth said, throwing his paper down. "Bullshit, I don't need a team."

At that, Harriton raised a brow at him and shrugged.

"If you want to sit this out, kid, you can. However," he added, "these missions pay a lot more than regular ones. Even when the cut's split, you'll still be making more than you would on your own if you add these types of missions to your list. So, sure, throw away the varols if you want to, but, I'd advise against it."

Seth glared at him, crossing his arms, but he didn't say anything else.

"Now, everyone with the number 2, raise your hands."

Elisa, Dylan, and Carla did as he said.

"Alright, since there are only three of you, don't worry, we'll be giving you a slightly softer mission. Though... I won't lie, two of you are pretty far ahead of everyone else, so if you feel like you can still take on a four-man mission, let me know."

"Got it," Elisa nodded.

"Finally, everyone with the number 3, raise your hands."

Rin did so, and she looked around.

[... Wait...]

The others who did the same were:

Varyn, the beastborn, Alea, the mage, and Sara, Eve's slightly scary roommate.

[... Shit,] Rin sighed. [I don't know any of these people.]

"W-Wait," Carla raised her hand. "Why can't we pick our teammates? When we graduate from the Academy, won't we be doing that whenever we take one of these missions?"

"A fair point, but no, not always. Adventurers travel a lot, as although the Guild is centered at Cradle, you can take missions in both of the major cities and at all of the different villages and towns. And, well, things, unfortunately, often happen that can make it so that you don't have your friends to rely on. And, if you wait for too long, another team will come in and take the missions away from you. So, no, sometimes you just have to team up with strangers. This is also training for those moments. If we just put you with your friends, or if we balanced the teams' strengths out, you wouldn't really learn anything."

Even though Rin hadn't talked to her much, she could clearly see that Carla and John were good friends, and that was why the girl had asked, as she gave the boy a disappointed look as she heard Harriton's response.

"With all of that being said, I highly advise you to get to know the people you're going to be going on that mission with. You'll be going one week from now, on Monday. So, I'd advise you to figure out how you want to go about this before then. Now, as I was saying, Runic Spellsigns..."

---

There was a strange tension in the air, as everyone went from one class to another. In the halls, as they went from Carliah's Culture class to Eli's obstacle course, and then as they finished that up and headed to Maria's classroom on the fourth floor, Rin could see others eyeing out their partners, and in truth, she was doing the same.

A few people had been lucky enough to get paired with others they knew, of course. Eve had been placed with Lisa, and Elisa had been grouped with Dylan, for example, all of which were Rin's training partners for the last week or so.

On Rin's end, however, it became clear rather quickly that none of them had ever truly spoken to each other.

Alea had an annoyed face stuck onto her portrait, Sara was... Well, Sara. And, Varyn looked like he couldn't care less who he'd been put on a team with.

During Maria's class, Rin was sparring with Dylan, narrowly avoiding thrust attacks from his wooden staff, and behind her, she heard Alea say:

"Of course, I'd get stuck with the girl who doesn't even use weapons. Fuck..."

Instantly, Rin understood that the next week was probably going to suck.

During the middle of the class, Rin sat down by the corner of the room, wiping some sweat off of her forehead and feeling her muscles burning as a result of the limit-breaking she'd been doing. Ahead, she saw Varyn approach Sara, all of a sudden.

[Hm?] Rin watched as he told her something, and the girl nodded. Then, she stood up and followed Varyn as he walked over to Rin.

"Rin," he stated, his animalistic, slitted eyes looking back at her. "Tomorrow, do you want to have a meeting?" He asked. "We can go over what each of us can do. Our strengths and weaknesses. Sara," he gestured at the emotionless girl, "has already agreed to."

He was speaking with a direct, decisive voice. As though he understood that, whether he liked this or not, it was probably the right thing to do.

"Sure," Rin nodded. "But, why not today?"

"I..." His voice lowered then, and Rin detected some apprehension. "I have to do something. I'm not available tonight, but tomorrow, I will be."

"Oh. Alright then, we can do that."

"Hm." He nodded, and then, he approached Alea, who was just a short distance away from Rin. "Alea," Rin heard him from here, "would you like to..."

"Yeah, yeah, sure, whatever," she waved him off. "I heard you from over there."

"..." Rin gave a deep sigh as she listened to the exchange.

However, it seemed to be settled that tomorrow, they'd have a team meeting of sorts.

[Let's just see how this goes, I guess.]

---

The night soon came, after Rin had her healing lunch and trained privately with Maria for a few hours, and, Rin felt it was time to try her little plan.

Elisa wasn't in her room, so Rin was free to let Xhez out of her bag and allow the sprite to stand in her full size, looking back at her with a wide smile.

"Rin! Hello!" She seemed weirdly excited.

"Uh, hi," Rin raised a brow. "What's up with you?"

"Hm?"

"You, um, look happier than usual."

"Ohhh, well, I spent most of the day remembering what happened," Xhez explained with a giggle. "That 'kiss' as you called it. I feel all tingly every time it comes to mind!"

Xhez announced and her grin proved infectious enough to make Rin smile as well.

"I'm glad you liked it that much."

"O-Oh, right, the letter!" Xhez then stated, getting closer to Rin. "How do I do that?"

"Well," Rin put her hands on Xhez's shoulders, gently pushing her back. "I need to teach you how to write first before you do that."

"How to write?"

"Yeah, so you can write a letter," she added. "But... With your memory, it'll probably only take, like, a day for you to learn that, actually. How about I show you tomorrow? Since I won't be taking any classes."

"Sounds wonderful," Xhez nodded.

"Okay... Now, uh, Xhez," Rin said awkwardly. "Could you do me a little favor?"

"Hm? Of course," Xhez replied. "What do you need?"

And so, Rin asked Xhez to change the color of her hair to white. The sprite did so promptly, and Rin took a deep breath as she thanked her for that, before letting the sprite know that she was going to head out.

"Oh, can I come with you?" Xhez asked.

"I... Sorry, but, no. Not this time."

It hurt to reject her like this, but Rin wasn't going out for anything normal. So, bearing the guilt that came with seeing disappointment appear on Xhez's face, she put a hand on the girl's shoulder and said:

"Tomorrow, we'll spend the entire day together, though. How does that sound?"

At that, a little smile broke through Xhez's disappointed expression.

"Is that a promise?" Xhez asked.

"Yeah. Promise," Rin nodded.

"Then, in that case, I will retreat back to my bag then. I look forward to it."

At that, feeling like she couldn't just leave things like this, Rin walked up and gave Xhez a small hug. The sprite, however, returned the embrace fully, and RIn thought she could feel her smiling against her body. When she pulled away, that feeling was confirmed.

"I'll see you soon then, Xhez."

And, finally, Xhez returned to her small, waterproof home. Rin closed the bag, and she took a deep breath, turning toward the bag of potions she'd gotten. She reached for one of the flasks that could change her body and took a sip. She closed her eyes and envisioned herself as having a much smaller chest, but slightly wider hips. When she opened her eyes, she looked down at herself and found that the changes had taken effect. This effect, and Xhez's spell, would only last for a few hours if Rin remembered correctly.

So, with that done, she turned toward the door and put on a determined expression.

[Okay, the first night,] she thought. [Let's see how this goes.]




Midnight Maiden, Part Two

In theory, Rin shouldn't have felt too strangely about this. What she was doing tonight, after all, had been what took up most of her day for three years already. However, as Rin walked down a dark street, hearing cars in the distance and people talking to each other in the alleys, her heart was beating rapidly against her chest.

[Stay calm,] she told herself. [This is just... a trial run. Just walk over to the bar, sit down, have a drink or two, and see what happens.]

There were many things, of course, that she couldn't predict. She had no idea if she'd run into any girls who were looking for a good time, any girls who were interested in the same sex, or if she could even get them to pay to begin with. And yet, she still felt excited.

As her heels tapped against the concrete, Rin did her best to hold back the blooming smile on her lips as, eventually, she arrived at the bar, hearing upbeat music coming from a radio inside. From the outside, it looked less active than when she and the others had come to celebrate, with only a couple of small groups indoors, dancing, and a handful of people standing around outside, talking with drinks in their hands.

Rin put on a confident expression as she walked in, through the open space. She went behind the group of dancing customers and arrived at the bar, quickly ordering a couple of shots of liquor to get herself loose.

When her drinks arrived, sitting on a stool, Rin crossed her legs, let her right elbow rest on the counter in front of her, and turned to look at the crowd. Narrowing her eyes, she put her skills to the test as she tried to find any women of interest here. The problem, however, was that there weren't many options to pick from.

Ahead, there was one slightly short girl with curly brown hair and a dimpled smile, chatting it up with a few friends. Out of everyone in this place, she looked like she was the most excited to be here, constantly grinning and laughing louder than the others. To the right of her, there were a few middle-aged women wearing dresses that looked far too formal for this setting, and who looked quite drunk, dancing at the corner of the room, if she could call their wild moves "dancing", anyway. Finally, at the other end of the bar she was on, there was a girl with short black hair, pale lips, and a scar over her right eye. She was wearing a sleeveless black shirt and black leather pants with boots.

Most notably, however, she had a pair of wolf ears on her head. She was smoking and looked like she was in her own little world, as though everything else at the bar didn't exist.

[Okay... I think those are my only options here,] Rin thought. [Now... How do I do this?]

Looking over at each of her options, one by one, she tried to weigh a few different things at once.

[First girl... She looks like she's either excited to be here because of one of her friends or because she doesn't do this sort of thing often. If it's that second one, then, yeah, she's probably in an experimenting kind of mood already. Those ladies over there,] Rin turned her eyes over to them, [well, a lot of the female customers I got back at the Silver Rose looked like them. Worried that they're letting their best years slip by, and overcompensating for it by going crazy. But, how crazy would they be willing to get?] She wondered, finally turning her eyes to the girl at the other end of the bar.

[Hm... She doesn't look like she's interested in anything at all, so that's probably a no.]

Nodding to herself, it was time to try something.

Quickly deciding on a strategy, she let her eyes rest on the curly-haired short girl, hoping the girl would notice her gaze. She did, and she looked away from her friends and over at her, for a short moment.

[Okay, moment of truth.]

With her legs crossed, her heart beating fast, and trying desperately to look as sexy as she could, she smiled just a little at her, with half-lidded eyes.

And the girl just looked away, completely uninterested.

[... Crap.]

Dropping the small act she'd put on, she let out a long breath and nodded to herself.

[Alright, the first failure of the night is out of the way. I guess that's a milestone in and of itself.]

Indeed, she almost felt like some of the pressure on her shoulders had lessened when that happened. Noting that, she put this little moment behind her, and focused on the group of middle-aged women at the side of the room.

[Well, this is pretty straightforward, at least.] She put her shot glass down and stood up. [They're all probably drunk enough to go along with me here. It's more a question of, if any of them are gay or not, or if they're all just here to get away from boyfriends and husbands back home. Let's find out.]

Rin walked up to them then, as the music continued to fill the bar. Letting the rhythm sink under her skin, she tried to get a feel for it as she drew closer to them.

Then, she started dancing. Nothing too complicated, no wild motions or spins, but mostly just the same sort of casual swaying of the hips that they were doing.

For a couple of minutes nothing happened, but then, Rin felt one of them looking at her. [Oh?] Resisting the urge to grin, she looked back and their eyes met, and the girl quickly turned away, blushing a bit.

Rin let a smile blossom on her face as she kept dancing, minding her own business. The one who'd been staring at her was a lady with long, smooth dark brown hair, wearing a golden necklace around her neck. The more Rin looked at them, the more she realized what was likely happening here.

[So... These are probably just noblewomen who came down here to hang out in the "dangerous" parts of town for a thrill, right?]

She'd seen it happen a few times in Dren and figured it was likely the same sort of thing. If that was the case, then this was going to be easy, as those tended to be some of the customers who were most willing to experiment with her.

It happened again a couple of minutes later, that she felt the woman staring, only, this time, when Rin looked back, she greeted the woman with a knowing smirk, and that blush on her face intensified.

She felt like it was time to act, so, she stopped dancing and walked over to the woman. Her friends didn't even notice her as she went up and extended a hand. Somewhat surprised, the girl took her hand, and gently, Rin pulled her away from her group, to the middle of the room.

Then, she got back to dancing, and this time, the two of them were openly sizing each other up.

A few doubts crept into Rin's mind as the other woman's eyes roamed her body.

[... By the Divine, I hope I actually look good like this. I've been, literally, looking like a whore for a long time. Do I still look like one? What's she thinking right now? Are my arms too toned? Are my shoulders getting too big?] She wondered, but as they kept dancing together, Rin shoved those thoughts out of her mind and got closer to her.

She swore she saw the girl take a sharp breath as Rin approached, and, feeling like she was getting all of the right signs from this, she took the girl's hands and she tried to remember what things were like back at the brothel.

She'd seen Felix dance with his friends a few times. She tried to make the images of those instances play out in front of her eyes right now.

[I wish I had Xhez's memory right now,] Rin thought, holding back a chuckle. Then, she took a deep breath. [Okay... Maybe...]

She raised the girl's hand and the woman did a little twirl. Then, Rin pulled her a little closer, and their hips moved in tandem with each other, as Rin could feel the woman's breath on her skin. Smiling widely at her, trying to let her know that she was having fun, she saw the lady smile back, and Rin applauded herself in her mind.

But all of that concentration was nearly broken when Rin saw someone walk in. Someone she knew, who she'd actually just spoken to today.

Varyn, her beastborn classmate, walked in. Casually, he cut through the pack of dancing customers and went to sit down beside the other beastborn woman at the bar.

[... What the fuck?] Rin looked over at him, blinking twice.

He said something to the girl that Rin couldn't hear over the music, and the girl looked to be annoyed. Varyn sighed and continued speaking to her, looking like he was trying to convince her of something.

Eventually, the girl stood up, shrugged, and Varyn stood up as well. Then, just as casually as before, the two of them walked out of the bar together, all while Rin stood in a daze.

[What just happened?]

"Um, are you okay?" She heard someone say and realized the lady in front of her was asking that.

"... Yeah," Rin quickly shoved this moment out of her mind and leaned in, putting on a seductive smile, and lowering her pitch a little. "Hey, want to get out of here?"

---

Just ten minutes later, Rin was in an elevator, on her way up to a random hotel's third floor, with that brown-haired lady sharing the space with her.

The two didn't even wait until they got inside the room they rented before they began making out. She still didn't even know her name, but that didn't matter at all right now. Rin had the woman pressed up against the elevator's wall, with her knee pressing between the woman's legs, under her dress, and the woman grinding against it, as the elevator eventually stopped.

Rin broke the kiss for just a few seconds then as she pulled the woman out and to their designated room. In a hurry, she unlocked the door, opened it up, took the woman inside, and pinned her down on the bed, just as Sye had done with her.

The lady under her looked a little anxious, but mostly excited.

Rin raised her dress up and took her panties off then, spreading her legs wide as the lady's eyes remained fixed on her with a sense of lust and curiosity clear to see on her face.

[... Well,] Rin thought, [if there's one thing I was proud of during my time at the Silver Rose, it's the fact that I was probably the pussy eating champion back there.]

She knew that as a matter of fact because, on occasion, customers would leave glowing reviews at Jay's office praising her for what she'd done with them.

[So, time to show her what this tongue can do.]

Smirking a little, Rin traced a path down from the woman's raised thighs to her lower lips with her lips, peppering little kisses here and there, before she reached the main dish and let her hands rest over the woman's legs as she loomed over it.

[Here goes nothing.]

And, Rin stuck her tongue out, and as soon as it touched her, she heard the lady let out a low moan as the adventurer got to work.

---

"Ohhh goodness," the woman let out as she laid on top of Rin. "You... How... What...?"

"Easy, easy," Rin told her with a smile. "This sort of thing is supposed to make you feel better, not make your head explode." The girl giggled and Rin's eyes wandered the gold necklace she'd taken off before the two of them got naked earlier.

"I was... I thank you, for this," the girl stated then, suddenly, as she placed a few kisses on Rin's chest. She was all cuddles and smiles after what they'd done.

"Why's that?"

"Well, I, ehm," she looked away, taking a deep breath. "In the part of the city where I am from, this... this sort of thing is rare."

That had been exactly what Rin wanted to hear.

Suddenly, this little plan of hers seemed a lot more viable.

"Really?"

"Yes," the woman nodded, letting her chin rest on Rin's right tit. "You lose a lot of respect in people's eyes for doing this. It's... It's quite restraining, I must say."

"..." Rin looked at her for a few short seconds.

[Okay, if there's ever a time where I can say this, then... It would probably be now, right?]

"Well," Rin said. "There's no reason we can't do this again, can't we?"

At that, the woman looked surprised.

"What?"

"Yeah," Rin said, lifting up a hand and running it down the side of the woman's hair. "I'm usually at that bar, every weekend or so. Maybe we could run into each other again. Coincidentally, of course," Rin winked at her.

"But..."

She looked back at Rin with wide eyes, as though she was considering it, but heavily debating it in her mind.

"You said it yourself," Rin tried to persuade her with a slightly deeper tone. She took the woman's left leg and draped it over her own body, sliding her hand up the woman's thigh lightly, as she said, "you have to relax a little every now and then. I could help with that."

She felt compelled to add, "for a price", at the end there, but, she hesitated. Something told her that if she did that, this girl would put her clothes back on and run away in a heartbeat.

That was another problem in and of itself. Sure, getting laid was nice, but she needed to figure out how she could get paid for it, without there being a literal brothel around her. 

"I..." Her eyes remained fixed on Rin's, and then, she gulped and nodded. "Sure. H-How about this Friday?"

"Works for me," Rin said with a smile, and she leaned in to give her a soft kiss.

"... Goodness, I-I just realized I don't even know your name," she chuckled awkwardly.

"Oh, my bad," Rin laughed as well. "Name's Triss. And you?"

"Iris," she replied, smiling widely at her. "Iris Ta'lin."




Midnight Maiden, Part Three

{Xhez}

{The Next Day}

"Ohh, so, if I put these two letters together, they form a different sound?" Xhez asked Rin, as the two sat together in Rin's room. The adventurer had given Xhez a blank sheet of paper, and a pencil with which she was to learn how to write.

"Yep. So, if you were going to write 'loop', how would you write it?"

"Uhm..." Xhez paused. "L, O, O, P?"

"Yeah!" Rin smiled at her, nodding, and Xhez beamed. "Holy crap, Xhez. You're getting this stuff so fast it's almost scary."

"Well," Xhez grinned warmly. "It is only due to having such a good teacher that I am able to learn so quickly."

At that, Rin laughed, and Xhez noticed that her cheeks turned red as she looked away.

"... You know, something tells me if you actually knew what you were doing when you say these sorts of things, you'd have girls writing you love letters every day of the week."

"Love letters?" Xhez tilted her head. "Are these different from regular letters?"

"Uh, yeah, they're letters where you just tell the person you're handing them to that you love them, basically."

"Ohhh, so, I could give one of these to my parents, for example?"

"N-Not really," Rin scratched the back of her head. "It would be someone you love romantically."

"Romantically?" Again, Xhez tilted her head, but in the opposite direction.

"Yeah," Rin nodded. "There are different kinds of love. There's platonic love, romantic love, familial love, you can love an object or a thing, a hobby, an idea even. There are a ton of different ways of loving."

"Ahh~ How interesting!"

"I can explain it to you in more detail after we finish this if you want. For now, though, let's just get back to the writing stuff."

"Agreed."

Thus, the two of them continued with the lesson. They'd been at this for a few hours already, as Rin had woken Xhez up earlier and given her the go-ahead to get out of her bag. She explained that Elisa was somewhere else and that the two of them could get on with the sudden tutoring, but that, unfortunately, later, Rin would have to take a brief break to speak with others.

She had a "meeting" soon, but she said she would keep hanging out with Xhez after it was done.

So, the two of them sat on Rin's bed, with Xhez in her disguise, huddled up closely as Rin showed her how to write one word after another.

"Love, by the way," Rin said, "is spelled like this. How about you write down, 'I love my parents'? Can you do that?"

"I will try," Xhez replied, nodding.

She took the pen and it felt awkward in her hand, but after seeing Rin write a few times, it became easy to mimic her motions. This entire lesson was sinking in her mind, as she memorized one thing after another from the moment she heard it.

"Like this?" Xhez asked.

"Yeah! Awesome, good job," Rin told her, and Xhez looked back down at the words on her paper as a question popped up in her head.

"How did you learn this? How long did it take?" She asked, looking up at Rin.

"Well," Rin sighed, leaning back. "It takes most humans years to pick this up. I'm no exception."

"Years!?" Xhez asked. It didn't feel complicated enough to merit such a high amount of time.

"We don't have your memory, Xhez," Rin told her. "Memorizing stuff takes a lot longer for us."

"..." Nodding, Xhez looked back at her paper.

[How many things could I learn in a short time that would normally take humans years then? Is this just one random situation, or could I make this happen with other skills and activities?]

As she wondered about that, Rin looked at the clock on the wall and she stood up. Xhez did the same and saw that it was 1:00pm. Rin had taught her how to read the time on that thing earlier today.

"Okay," Rin said, looking back at Xhez with her hands on her hips. "I have to go to my meeting now, but, when I come back, we'll get on with it."

"O-Oh..." Xhez replied, a little disappointed.

"Hey," Rin said, getting closer and putting a hand on her shoulder when she saw that reaction. "How about you take the lessons I've given you and try to think of words that you can write on your own? You're gonna get some of them wrong," Rin quickly added, "because, I have to be honest with you, the Common Tongue doesn't make much sense sometimes, but, I wanna see how many you nail."

At that, Xhez nodded, smiling up at her.

"I will try not to disappoint."

With that, Xhez saw Rin's expression quickly change to one of reluctance as she turned away from her, and walked out the door.

Xhez looked back down at her paper.

As it usually did nowadays, her mind wandered, and she found herself thinking about the memory Rin had shown her, and the kiss she'd shared with June.

"... 'I want to do sex'," Xhez muttered. "How would I write that?"

---

{Rin}

With an uneasy feeling in her gut, Rin walked up the stairs and went to the fourth floor, heading straight for the cafeteria.

[Let's just get this over with.]

For a second, she stood outside the cafeteria doors, hesitating. Balling her hands up into fists, she tried to inject some willpower into herself to just get through this, and she stepped inside. The place was largely empty, save for Jessie, the lunch lady at the back, and one lone woman, sitting at a table with a book in front of her.

The only other person here was Alea, who had apparently arrived early.

Rin hadn't taken her as the type to do that, but she figured that sort of timeliness was a good trait to have, so, she tried to take it as a good sign as she walked over to her table. As she approached, Alea looked up at her but didn't close her book just yet as Rin sat down at the opposite end.

"Haven't seen anyone else?"

"No," Alea quickly replied.

And, just like that, the two were locked into silence. Alea continued reading her book as Rin looked at her, wondering if she was comfortable with the lack of small talk.

Seeing her now, Rin took in her appearance. Something she'd only done in passing before.

Alea had bright green hair, several shades lighter than Eve's, and a very thin body, covered in toned muscles now, a testament to the time she'd spent training. Her clothes were the next thing Rin noticed. She was wearing a black skirt over a longsleeved grey shirt and some grey leggings, looking like the kind of girl Rin would catch working at a cafe, instead of training to be a rugged adventurer.

Then again, her current roommate was someone who most would say had no business being here either, so, Rin had already learned that adventurers came in all shapes and sizes.

[... Honestly,] Rin thought, looking away. [If she didn't give me such a bitchy vibe, she'd be kinda hot.]

She waited then, for a couple of minutes, until she caught Alea looking at her from the corner of her eye. Rin turned toward her, and Alea's eyes went straight back down to the book in her hands.

"... Yeah?" Rin asked.

"Hm?"

"Did you want to ask me something?" Rin raised a brow, having been fairly certain she'd caught Alea staring at her.

"No."

"... Okay."

Again, they went right back to not saying anything.

The next person to walk into the Cafeteria was Sara. Someone else that Rin had only gotten a good look at a few times, so, now, she took the moment to do so as she walked straight to the table, with that strange sword by her waist.

[Come to think of it,] Rin thought, as Sara sat down right next to her. [I don't think I've ever seen Sara without that thing. Is she that paranoid that someone's going to try to hurt her or something?]

Sara didn't say a word. She didn't say good afternoon, hello, or anything. She just sat down, with her back straight and put her hands together, looking down at the table with an emotionless face.

Looking at her now, Rin saw that Sara had long, silky black hair that was a little shorter than Rin's, and very pale skin, with bright blue eyes that remained perfectly still as she kept them on the table. She was wearing a strange set of armor today, a black suit with gauntlets of the same color, made from what looked like a mix of black leather and a metal she didn't recognize.

[... Sara, who are you hunting down after this?] Rin asked, resisting the urge to chuckle.

However, as she looked at her, another thought came to her mind.

[Honestly, if she wasn't so scary, she'd be kinda hot... Or maybe I'm just very, very gay. Or both, I guess.]

No one said anything, right up until Varyn entered the cafeteria. He was the last to come in, and also, the most normal-looking out of all of them, as he was wearing a simple grey shirt and some jeans. He sat down next to Alea and crossed his arms.

"Sorry for being late," he said, and Rin thought back to when she'd seen him at the bar.

[Who was that? His sister or something?] Rin wondered, but she quickly put that aside. It wasn't any of her business.

"It's alright," Rin replied as Alea closed her book. "Wanna just get right down to it?"

"Yes," Varyn nodded. "So, what can everyone do? If we're going to be working as a team, I figure the first thing we need to know is our roles. Alea, would you like to start?"

"Sure, I'm a mage," Alea said quickly.

"Yes, I am too," Varyn replied. "I know Rin is a fighter, just from her... Unique style," he pointed out. "You, Sara?"

"... I fight," Sara replied in a quiet voice.

"Okay... So, two mages, two fighters," Varyn said, crossing his arms. "What do we do with that?"

"On our end," Alea sighed, "it's obvious. Any dumbass could figure it out," she said, waving a hand. "One of us can focus on defensive magic, and the other one focuses on offensive magic. And, because I don't trust any of you to keep a sword from stabbing me in the gut," she stated, "I'll be our defensive mage. How's that?"

"..." Varyn looked slightly insulted, but after a second, he shrugged. "Fine. I will center my studies around offense throughout this time, then."

"The problem," Alea quickly continued as she put her chin on her hand, resting her elbow on the table, "is you two. Neither of you looks like you can take hits, to me, anyway, so if you're out there in front of us, the chances are you might get your heads lopped off before I can protect you. So, what are you going to do?"

[... Well, my bitch detector feels like it was fairly right,] Rin thought, sighing.

"We can-"

She stopped talking, however, when Sara spoke up.

"I will accomplish whatever duty you ask of me. Do not worry about me."

"..." Rin looked at her for a few seconds.

That was, probably, the longest string of words that she'd heard Sara put together. And, the finality with which she stated that made both Rin and Alea go quiet. She looked back at Alea, and although her face still showed no emotion, it almost felt like she was glaring at her.

"... Fine," Alea turned away. "And you?" She asked Rin.

"Uh, yeah, I'm pretty good at avoiding hits. So, Varyn," Rin said, looking toward him, "I'm pretty sure I can last long enough to let you throw some spells at everything we fight."

"That sounds good," Varyn nodded. "In that case, it seems like it's settled. I will focus on learning some offensive spellsigns before our mission, Alea will focus on defense, Sara..." Varyn just trailed off, never finishing that sentence. "And, Rin can work on avoiding attacks."

"Yeah, seems decent enough," Rin shrugged.

"Then, in that case, I suppose the meeting is over. Good luck with your studies," Varyn said, and Alea all but sprinted out of the cafeteria.

Stoic as ever, Sara got up and walked out, and Varyn did so as well, leaving Rin there.

[... Okay, I guess that went well,] Rin thought. [Let's just see what happens.]
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As Rin returned to her room, she wondered how this next mission would go. The main issue was that she hadn't paid much attention to her specific teammates over the course of her studies here, so although she heard them say what they could do at the cafeteria, Rin still wasn't sure how they'd all mix together when the mission inevitably came.

For now, though, she pushed those thoughts out of her mind as she arrived back at her room. And, before she even opened the door, she could hear two familiar voices coming from inside.

"... yes, I believe so," Xhez told Elisa, as Rin walked inside.

"Oh, hey roomie," Elisa greeted her as Xhez smiled brightly when she saw Rin. The raven-haired adventurer, however, raised a brow when she saw Elisa sitting on her bed, next to Xhez. The sprite still had her notebook and her pencil in her hands.

Rin kicked her shoes off then, stretched her arms, and walked over to her bed, where she joined the two of them, sitting down at Xhez's left side, and the sprite was practically sandwiched between both women.

"Did your meeting go well?" Xhez asked.

"Meh," Rin shrugged. "We'll probably be alright though."

"Oh, are you talking about the team mission?" Elisa asked.

"Yeah. Have you talked to your teammates?"

"Eh, I already know Dylan from the training we've all been doing. Haven't spoken too much with Carla though, so I'll probably try to get to know her just a little bit before we head out."

"Sounds good."

"Anyway," Elisa waved a hand, "Xhez, over here, told me she's been trying to learn how to write."

"O-Oh..."

[Crap, if Elisa wasn't suspicious before, that probably did it.]

Gulping, Rin tried to just go along with it.

"Y-Yeah, she's always had trouble."

At that, the sprite nodded with a wide smile as she looked back at Rin.

"There were several things I have been wanting to say but, could not find the right words for."

"And, well, me being the generous person that I am, I decided to help out with that~" Elisa said.

Rin raised a brow.

"Like what?" She asked Xhez.

"Like this!" Xhez replied, pushing her notebook in front of Rin.

The adventurer looked down at it and slowly read the crooked words Xhez had written down.

"I want to..." Rin said, before stopping when she encounter the next verb in that sentence. "Elisa," she said.

"Mhm?"

"... Try not to teach her stuff like that."

"Why not? She wanted to know," Elisa laughed. "She told me this was how she felt."

[Seriously?] Rin asked in her mind.

"Is there a problem?" Xhez asked innocently as Rin put the notebook back in her hands.

"No, no, just... I'll explain later."

"I dunno," Elisa shrugged, "it seems to me like Xhez is trying to experiment with new things. I just figured I'd show her the ropes."

When Rin heard that, she gave Elisa a look that must have been frightening to see because Elisa raised her hands up.

"Kidding, kidding," the blonde chuckled. "Don't worry, I'm not gonna corrupt your sister. Even I have boundaries."

Hearing that, Rin let out a deep breath. For some reason, the thought of Elisa trying to seduce Xhez somehow made Rin feel... weird.

[Though,] she thought, [with what happened between Xhez and June, chances are that Xhez might end up getting herself to that point all on her own.]

"Rin," Xhez said then, leaning forward. "Can you teach me how to write the letter now?"

"Huh? Oh, right, uh, sure."

Rin went and ripped out a sheet of paper from the notebook that they'd use to send the letter. Elisa went back to her own bed then, turning on her radio after asking Rin if she didn't mind. With the blank sheet in front of them, Rin began to give Xhez some instructions.

"So, first things first, you say 'hello', and her name, and then, underneath that, you just write whatever you want to tell her."

"Ohhh. I see!"

With those short guidelines to get her going, Rin sat by, looking down at the notebook as Xhez went to work. The more words Rin saw the sprite write out, the more she noticed something.

[That's my handwriting,] she realized. [Did she pick it up from me showing her how to write letters individually earlier? If she did, then, yeah, she can learn physical things super quick too.]

Rin grew more impressed by the day with this girl.

She watched as Xhez strung together a few adorable sentences, mostly just talking about how excited she was to keep singing with the woman, and that she wanted to see her again as soon as possible, but, the last thing she wrote made Rin stop.

["I also want to f..." Okay, no.]

"Uh, Xhez, you probably shouldn't say that," Rin told her.

"Hm?"

"That last part, I mean."

"Oh? Why?"

"Trust me on this one, okay?" Rin said, giving an awkward chuckle. "It's, um, a bit direct."

"... Well, alright," Xhez shrugged. "If you say so."

"Heh," Elisa giggled a little across the room, as she watched them. "Oh, by the way, Rin, there was something I wanted to ask you."

"Yeah?" The adventurer tilted her head.

"A friend is having her Rose Party soon. I was told I could bring two guests. Do you want to be one of them?"

At that proposition, Rin's brows shot up.

"Me?"

"Yeah," Elisa smiled warmly at her, laying on her side now. "I think it's kinda ironic that we're roommates but we've barely managed to spend much time together. Alone, I mean. So, how about it?"

A part of Rin was undeniably ecstatic. After all, that crush she had still hadn't faded yet, even despite the slight disillusion that had occurred shortly after the two of them met.

"What's a Rose Party?" Rin wanted to know first before she answered.

"Uh..." At that, a rare embarrassed look came over Elisa. "Let me explain something first. Virginity is kind of valuable among noblewomen. It's sort of viewed as this thing you give to the person you love. No one actually does, of course. I mean, pretty much every girl I know spread her legs for the first dude they could as soon as they could, but it's still this idea that people like. So, a Rose Party is this thing you do when you get engaged where you pretty much announce to everyone that the guy you're engaged with took your virginity," Elisa explained. "Again, the vast majority of the time it's bullshit, but it's a nice sentiment though."

"Oh, uh, okay. I think I get it."

One thought immediately came to Rin's mind, however.

[So, is she going to have one of those?]

Knowing Elisa herself was engaged, from that one conversation between her and her aunt that Rin had overheard, she wondered about this.

Pushing that aside, however, Rin said:

"What's it gonna be like?"

"Eh, just a bunch of hot, rich girls dancing and gossiping for a few hours. But, there are probably going to be enough drinks to turn things into an *actual* party later on though," Elisa said, with a wink.

"..." As soon as Rin heard that, her entire perception of the conversation shifted.

Suddenly, another part of her entered the conversation. One that wanted to learn as much as she could about this higher class of society, just to see if she could squeeze out a few varols from them.

"Yeah," Rin decided then. "I'll go. When is it?"

"Saturday," Elisa replied. "Probably going to cut just a little into our time preparing for the next mission, but, it's just one night though. Shouldn't be too bad."

Nodding, Xhez put her paper in front of Rin.

"Like this?"

"Yeah," Rin quickly replied as her eyes took the letter in. "Okay, let's send this thing."

---

On Wednesday morning, Rin and the other students were going about their classes, just before midday arrived. They went to the obstacle course, intending to do their usual working out, but they found something strange.

The teachers, with the exception of Carliah, were all there.

Cara was standing with her back pressed against the academy's wall, and one knee raised as she saw them approach. Maria and Harriton were both down here, standing next to Eli with their hands behind their backs and smiles on their faces as they watched them draw closer.

[Huh?] Rin asked in her mind. Maria hadn't told her about anything like this.

"Welcome," Maria said, bowing to them.

"What's going on?" Eve asked, flying up.

"Today, and Friday," Eli announced to them, "we're not gonna be working out. Instead, we're going to do some team fighting simulations."

"What does that mean?" The fairy asked.

"It means," Maria elaborated, "that each of the selected teams will be taking turns fighting us. You are to do so as a means to develop a sense of how each of you will be operating on your mission."

Cara then pushed herself off the wall and unsheathed her greatsword, stabbing it into the dirt as she stood in front of the students.

"So," Cara said. "Who's up first?"
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Some people Rin didn't know walked into the obstacle course and placed some weapon racks on the side. Then, Maria went and handed everyone their weapons. One student quickly stepped up after they all got them, while Rin watched from the side.

"Alright," Seth grinned, cracking his knuckles, holding an ax in his hands. "Let's do this."

"This isn't a one-on-one, kid," Cara told him. "You might wanna ask your team if they want to step up first too."

At that, Seth clicked his tongue and turned around, trying to find them.

"Well?" He spread his arms as he looked back at the class. "Come on, already."

Hearing that, his teammates walked up with nothing but reluctance on their faces.

"Okay, now, let's do this," Seth said again.

"Sure. The rules are simple," Cara stated as each of the adventurers held their weapons nervously. "The fight ends when one of you manages to land a hit on me. Whether with magic or with your weapons, either way, works. We'll be doing this until every single team," she gestured at them all, "has hit at least two of us once."

"Is that it?" Seth asked.

"Yes. Until then, we keep going. Is that clear?"

"Y-Yeah, but," John said, raising his hand, "we're using live weapons here, is that alright?"

"It'll be fine. Try your hardest," Cara told them. Hearing that, John nodded and backed up.

"Well, shit, alright," John muttered.

John, Lisa, and Eve stood next to each other, while Seth was just a couple of paces ahead. Cara glanced over each one of them, before saying, "begin."

Seth did not hesitate. The man charged forward, holding his ax by his waist before raising it over his head and trying to bring it down on Cara.

The Rank A adventurer didn't even raise her sword. Cara stepped to the side, letting the weapon fall gracefully through the air before she brought a knee up and struck Seth in the gut.

"Agh!" Rin was fairly certain she saw some spit fly out of Seth's mouth as he fell to his knees, and Cara casually stepped away from him.

"A telegraphed attack like that might work on a kobold, but not on anything with half a brain," Cara stated, looking at the others while Seth remained on the ground. "Well? We started already. Fight me."

"R-Right," John said before he started drawing a spellsign in the air. Eve and Lisa both soon joined him, and a series of [Fireballs] flew through the air, heading straight for Cara. Their teacher raised her sword and used the flat side of her greatsword to block every projectile.

"Aaah!" Seth rose then, swinging his ax wildly as Cara's eyes went back to him. Again, she didn't even bother to use her weapon to block his attacks. Dancing around each swipe, Cara dodged out of the way of Seth's hits, before ducking under one of his horizontal swings and giving him a hard punch to the gut.

Again, Seth fell on his knees.

"Are you just going to watch him?" Cara asked the three mages. "Seems like a weird strategy to me, sitting around while your melee fighter is on the enemy, distracting them."

"What if we hit him?" Eve asked.

"It's up to you to figure out how not to do that," Cara replied. "That's called 'team synergy'. It's what we're training for, right now."

Having said that, Cara took a few steps away from Seth, and everyone waited for the boy to get back up. Once he did so, glaring at Cara intensely, the teacher aimed her sword at him.

"Again."

It took almost fifteen minutes before a hit was finally landed on Cara.

While Seth was trying to get his ax to strike Cara's body, hitting nothing but wind throughout the entirety of the time they spent, John, Lisa, and Eve started getting more comfortable with the spells they were casting. Eventually, Cara had to start using her weapon to deflect Seth's swings, all the while dodging out of the way of the [Fireballs] until finally, one caught her in the back, and she raised her sword.

"Done."

Seth, however, had been mid-swing when this happened. His ax caught Cara's waist, sinking into her hip, and the students all gasped.

Cara, however, didn't even flinch. No, it honestly looked like she didn't even feel the injury that had been inflicted. Even Seth appeared a little shaken, as he looked up at her while the edge of his ax remained in Cara's waist.

"... You wanna get that thing out anytime soon?" Cara asked him, and Rin swore she could hear some venom in those words.

Seth did so, and Cara cast the basic [Heal] spell on herself, before putting a hand on Seth's shoulder.

"If I were you," she said, "I'd learn a little restraint before we get deeper into the semester. Otherwise, it's going to be a pretty short career for you, one way or another. Got it?"

"... Yeah," Seth replied, and Cara walked away.

"Well then," Harriton smiled, walking forward as Cara left the area. "I'm up next. Who's stepping up?"

After that, it was Elisa and her team's turn. Dylan, Elisa, and Carla stood next to each other, as Harriton put his hands behind his back and bowed to them.

"You aren't taking a sword, sir?" Dylan asked.

"Nope. I'm nothing but a mage," Harriton shook his head with a smile. "A sword is little more than a butter knife in my hands. Whenever you're ready, you can go ahead and start."

Elisa, Dylan, and Carla, all looked at each other then. Elisa was holding one greatsword in each hand, Dylan had his spear, and Carla was using a pair of small daggers.

[Wait, so, they don't have a mage?] Rin just realized.

The first to run forward this time was Carla. The dark-skinned, short-haired woman dashed forward, and she seemed fairly quick to Rin's eyes. Harriton saw her coming and quickly drew a spellsign.

Vines spawned from his left palm then and wrapped themselves around Carla.

"W-What!?" Carla asked as she dropped her weapons and fell to the ground.

"You're dealing with a mage who spends pretty much every day researching different spells, kid," Harriton smirked, shrugging. "Expect the unexpected. When you go out there and fight monster mages, you won't know what they can do either."

In the middle of his statement, Dylan charged forward next. He was even faster than Carla, and Rin saw Harriton raise a brow.

"Oh, an opportunist!" He said as Dylan arrived in front of him and thrust his spear forward.

Harriton, like Cara had before him, dodged out of the way of every swing and then drew a spellsign so quickly in the air that Rin barely caught it. However, when he finished it, Dylan went for a spinning slash and Harriton struck him in the chest with his open right hand.

Well, it looked like he had, but as soon as his palm touched Dylan's body, the boy was launched back, flying through the air.

"You're fast," Harriton said, as Dylan rolled to a halt. "Genuinely. You have a bright future ahead of you if you work hard enough. Now, Elisa, Elisa," Harriton turned to face her. "Your teammates are down and out. What are you going to do?"

"... No reason I can't take this moment to test myself, can't I?" Elisa asked him, grinning a little.

"If you want to, sure," Harriton shrugged. "It's up to you."

"Okay, in that case..."

She was the last one to run at him. Dragging her greatswords, Elisa made her way up to him, before she raised one up and tried to slam it down on Harriton. The mage moved out of the way, and Elisa's weapon caught nothing but air, but then she raised her second sword up and swung it from one side to another.

This time, Harriton ducked under it and Elisa maintained her momentum, spinning into a third strike that Harriton leaned out of the way of.

Rin was left feeling entranced. It was an absolute spectacle watching Elisa fight, even if her swings weren't connecting.

Then, Elisa threw one of her greatswords in the air, and Harriton looked up at it.

"Hm?" Rin heard him as his head tilted up, and Elisa grabbed her second greatsword, wielding it with both her hands as she went for a stab. Of course, she missed, but as her first weapon fell from the air, Elisa caught it and transitioned into another swing, aimed at Harriton's left leg.

He raised it up, avoiding the hit, and Elisa dropped both her weapons then and lunged for him.

"Oh!" Harriton said, trying to pull away, but he was too late, and Elisa caught his foot, falling on her chin.

"Caught you!" Elisa stated as Harriton looked down.

"Well, well, that you did!" Harriton laughed. "Alright, alright, I'll count that. We're going to be here for a while, after all. That little trick you did, though," he said, as Elisa stood up and wiped the dirt off of her body. "Where did you learn that from?"

"Uh," Elisa laughed awkwardly, "my old trainer taught me that."

"Worth every varol then, I'm sure," Harriton replied. "That's it for me then. Later!"

Just like that, he left. The vines trapping Carla unwrapped themselves and Elisa's team went back to the group.

Finally, Maria walked forward.

"I believe there is only one team left, no?" She asked with a little smile.

And so, Rin's team stepped up.

Varyn and Alea both remained at the back as Rin and Sara stood out in front of Maria. The Rank S adventurer's eyes were on Rin for a moment, before she turned her gaze to the others.

With her hands behind her back, Maria said:

"Whenever you're ready."

[Okay, how...?]

Before Rin's mind could get the third word out, Sara was already running forward. [What the...?]

She unsheathed her blade mid-sprint and swung it at Maria's stomach. The adventurer dodged it, with her hands still held together behind her.

But, one thing quickly became clear as Rin watched Sara go for it.

She was probably the fastest student here.

Rin was too shocked to move. Holding nothing back, Sara's agility and quickness put everyone else to shame as she gave multiple swings in the same amount of time that it took Rin to take one breath. Maria, however, avoided every single one with ease.

Then, a sphere of ice shot out from Varyn's hand behind Rin, surging through the air, aimed at Maria's head.

Maria ducked, and finally, she punched Sara in the gut.

"Egh-" It wasn't loud, but Rin heard Sara grunt as she was hit.

The raven-haired woman didn't stop, though. Unlike Seth, who took one hit and was rendered immobile, Sara kept swinging her sword as another sphere of ice shot out from Varyn's hand, joined by a [Fireball].

"Good, good!" Maria said, as she then took Sara by her wrists in the middle of one of her attacks and spun her around, using her body to block the incoming projectiles. Both of them crashed into Sara's body, and Maria dropped the girl, who curled up on the ground, before outright disappearing.

[What?]

Rin heard the wind whistle past her ear and turned around, finding Maria striking both Varyn and Alea's stomachs simultaneously. Both of them fell, and Rin froze up.

"Well then," Maria said casually, turning to face Rin. "This seems familiar, doesn't it?"

Chuckling awkwardly, Rin got in a fighting stance.

"Uh, yeah, kinda."

"Don't hold anything back, Rin," Maria told her then. "Now, come on."

A sequence began then that was a lot like the private sessions she and her teacher would share, but Rin wasn't able to land any hits. Knowing how her teacher fought, though, she was able to prevent herself from getting hit too many times, though Maria did strike her in the shoulder once, and in the thighs twice with a few strong kicks, which made moving around harder for her.

As the two traded fast punches, Sara stood back up and ran toward Maria. Swinging her sword this time, Rin stepped back, giving her space to work, but she noticed that she was far less fast now.

[Find an opening,] Rin told herself. [Just...]

At one point, Maria leaned out of the way of a stab and pulled Sara by her elbow, throwing her to the ground, and Rin saw her opportunity.

She dashed in, went for a punch aimed at the back of Maria's head, and without the teacher even seeing her, she leaned out of the way.

"W-What!?" Rin audibly said before Maria landed a hard elbow at her stomach.

And Rin went down as the wind was knocked out of her lungs.

"Good try," Maria said, "but, highly predictable. Monsters will try to bait you, every now and then, like that. Most of the time, openings will be real, but some stronger creatures are just trying to get you to fish for hits before they catch you. Hm?" Maria looked around, finding Rin's entire team on the ground and groaning. "Oh my. Well, let's take a breather, and get right back to it."

"W-What?" Eve asked as Rin coughed on the ground.

"Yep. They have to hit me," Maria told her, as Cara returned to the obstacle course with a few bottles of water in her hands. "We are not moving on until they do so."
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{A Few Hours Later}

"You, uh, really didn't take it easy on us, huh?" Rin asked with a chuckle, as she stood across from Maria, at the Meditation Center.

It took another two attempts before Rin and her team finally managed to land a hit onto Maria. It got to the point where, honestly, Rin wondered if she had done something to piss Maria off, and she had just taken it out on them this way. But, eventually, they had achieved it. The students all vacated the obstacle course, ate at the cafeteria, and now, Rin was standing in front of the woman who had just put her through hell a few hours ago. 

"Of course, not," she replied. "This sort of mission will be unlike the ones you've done before. You need to be ready. Hence why, later, I will be just as hard on you again."

"Yeah, I get that."

By now, the healing food Rin had eaten at the cafeteria was beginning to soothe her body, and she and her teacher would soon begin their usual training, all while Rin wondered if there was anything she could do to raise the chances of her team's success. Sara was a very talented fighter, from what Rin could see, but she feared Sara may not be enough to carry them through whatever the teachers have in mind.

"Today," Maria said, grabbing Rin's attention, "I will teach you another bread-and-butter technique."

"Oh, okay, cool," Rin nodded. "What is it?"

"The Dancer's Fury," Maria stated. "A series of complex kicks with the particular effect that, if you perform each one correctly, each kick will be stronger than the last."

"Ohhh, nice," Rin smiled, nodding. "How do I do it?"

"First, as you push your Essence out through your legs, you open with a crescent kick," Maria said, performing the move in front of her, "then, with the same foot, you transition into a side-kick, and then, you jump up and perform two quick spinning kicks," Maria said, before leaping into the air and doing just that, in an incredibly graceful manner, ending with something that resembled the crescent kick that started the sequence off.

"If you get it right," she said, as she landed, "the final two kicks will destroy most enemies at your same rank."

"Alright," Rin said, taking a deep breath and readying herself to try the same thing.

[So... Start with this,] she thought, performing the crescent kick, [then, do this,] she thought as she did the side-kick, [and then...]

But, as she jumped for the last move, she lost track of her own movements in mid-air and fell on her knees.

"Agrh," she hissed, "my bad."

"Eh, don't worry, that last move is tricky. Take some time, practice it a bit, and we'll see where we go from there."

Nodding, Rin did just that. However, as she stood up, a question popped up in her mind.

"So, where did you learn this stuff from?"

"Hm?" Maria tilted her head. "Most of it from a handful of people at Cradle, some of it from the outer villages. Even then," Maria shrugged, "I am sure I have not discovered every single technique there is. Our path is one others rarely choose to take, which makes acquiring this knowledge somewhat difficult. But, don't worry," she told Rin, giving her a thumbs-up, "that's what I'm here for."

---

Once their training was done, Rin walked down the stairs and went to her room. As she stepped in, finding it empty, she began changing out of these clothes and into something slightly more suitable for heading into the city, a longsleeved white shirt and some high-waisted black pants.

Although her first little excursion downtown had been a success of sorts, she slowly came to realize that she just didn't have enough knowledge of Libera yet to gather where she could go to do this in.

She felt it was time for a sort of scouting mission, to get to know this place. And, as she had that thought, she knew there was someone just a couple of steps away who would appreciate tagging along on that.

Rin opened up Xhez's bag, tapping it once or twice to wake the sprite up.

She saw the girl's eyes blink open, and a little smile came over the shrunken sprite when she saw Rin.

"Hey," Rin greeted her, producing one of her own. "Had a nice rest?"

"This sort of schedule still feels strange," Xhez replied, "but, I feel I will get used to it."

"Good to hear," Rin replied. "So, listen, I'm heading into the city to look around a bit. Want to come?"

"Oh, sure!" Xhez quickly replied and Rin stepped back, to give her space to do her thing. One flip later, and Xhez was standing in front of her in her full size.

"Get your disguise ready then," Rin told her as she looked for some clothes to let her borrow, "and we'll get going."

"Right!"

Once she was done, the two of them were about to exit Rin's room, with a pair of excited smiles. Although there was definitely some anxiety under Rin's skin, since the whole point of this was to explore places neither of them had seen yet, she couldn't deny she was eager to get to know the city.

However, just before they did, Rin's messenger bird suddenly arrived at her window, carrying a letter.

"Huh? Is this from mom?" Rin asked, as she quickly walked over to it and retrieved the envelope, which made the bird turn to wood as it sat on her bed.

When Rin looked opened it up though, she quickly realized that wasn't the case.

"... This," she muttered, "this is from June."

"What?" Xhez asked, quickly sitting by Rin's side with a wide grin.

"Yeah, hold on, I'll read it out. Ahem," she cleared her throat. "Dear Xhez. First of all, I hope you're having a wonderful morning, noon, or evening, or whatever. I wanted to let you know that I got your letter and everything you said made me very happy," she read out, pausing as Xhez let out some excited-sounding noises when she heard that. "I didn't really know what to tell you, here, since, ironically, I've always been better at talking face-to-face than through writing, but, we may have the chance to... do that soon?" Rin tilted her head as she read that. "I will refrain from saying anything more, so as to not get your hopes too high up, but I believe a chance for us to meet again may be on the horizon. Love, June."

Rin blinked, as she took the letter and folded it up.

"Wow. Holy crap."

"Um, did I understand it right?" Xhez asked, leaning in. "She said she's coming soon?"

"Maybe," Rin said, chuckling. "Though, she didn't really specify a time at all."

"Ohhh, still, how wonderful!" Xhez moved from one side to another, in an excited, but funny-looking way.

Giggling a bit, Rin stood up.

"Okay, ladykiller, come on," she told the sprite. "Let's get going."

"L-Lady killer!?" Xhez asked, paling.

"No, no, it's an expression," Rin waved a hand. "Come on, I'll explain on the way, we have a city to explore."

---

"Hmm... This is all so... busy," Xhez said, as she and Rin walked down a street filled with people.

They had ventured to the southwest parts of Libera, in the exact opposite direction of the academy, south of the train station. Here, it almost felt like they'd entered an entirely different place. People were carrying bags of materials that looked far too heavy for any normal person. There were some younger-looking citizens reading books as they walked down the sidewalk, nearly running into a few others as they walked by them.

However, the most perplexing thing they came across were the sounds of fighting going on down the street.

[Is something happening?] Rin wondered, as she and Xhez continued their walk before realizing that those noises were, in fact, coming from a building to the right. There was a line of citizens looking to enter, but each one was stopped by a bouncer-looking individual, standing by the side of the door. He would search them, then cast a quick spellsign in the air, before letting them through.

"We should investigate!" Xhez whispered to Rin.

"Uh... I don't..."

However, just as she was about to explain to Xhez that this could be a bad idea, a small car pulled up right ahead of them.

And, when Rin saw the people who walked out, her eyes widened.

It looked like a married couple, but the both of them were dressed in such flashy clothes that Rin doubted they were actually from this part of town. A few of the citizens looked at the car with blatant greed in their eyes, but a couple of glares from the owners shot them down, and they moved along.

They walked up to the guy standing by the door, and he quickly let them in without any such vetting like he'd done previously.

The effect it had on Rin was simple, though. Now that she knew this was a place where nobles went, she was too curious not to ask about it.

But, she didn't have to ask him.

[I can talk to Elisa, or Eve, when I get back. I'd be shocked if this was some super-secret thing even they didn't know about,] Rin thought, pulling Xhez lightly by her elbow.

"R-Rin!?"

"Don't worry," Rin told her, under her breath so they didn't hear. "I'll find out, but there are definitely better people to ask than them."

As they walked away, the sounds of a crowd cheering and men grunting filled the street, making Rin's curiosity grow with every step she took.

[Okay...] Rin thought. [Definitely a few interesting places, but, maybe it would be good to...]

However, just as she was thinking of heading back to the Academy, she saw one of her classmates walking down the street.

Seth was there, keeping his head low, and carrying a large cylindrical bag of some sort, as he moved up the sidewalk.

Just as Rin caught sight of him, he looked up and noticed her as well, and he stopped just a few steps ahead of her.

"..." Neither of them said anything. They weren't friends, and, from Rin's point of view, Seth was just a regular asshole. His eyes, however, went to Xhez, and he raised a brow, before looking back at Rin.

"... Hmph."

Without a word, Seth lowered his head again, and kept going, walking right past them and nearly bumping into Xhez.

Rin turned around and watched him go.

[What the hell is that guy's problem?] She wondered, but then, as Seth stopped, her lips parted. [Huh?]

Seth went into the very building she and Xhez had been curious about, and, like the nobles from before, the guy didn't even vet him. He just let Seth walk in.

"... Okay," Rin shrugged.

[Well, if that's the kind of people I can find in there, then I suddenly don't really want to go in anymore.]
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{Friday}

"So, who's up first, today?" Cara asked.

Hearing that, Rin walked up, raising her hand. Behind her, Varyn, Alea, and Sara followed. Eli's class, which had been turned into a class for practicing fighting as a team until their mission arrived, had just gotten underway, and all of the students were gathered at the obstacle course.

"Okay," Cara nodded when she saw them. "Rin's team. Let's do this."

[Um, please don't call it my team,] Rin thought. [I really don't need that kind of pressure.]

As she heard that, however, Rin took up a fighting stance. Sara took out her sword as well, while Varyn and Alea got ready to cast spells from behind them.

"Same rules as last time," Cara let them know before she unsheathed her greatsword. "Begin."

As soon as she said that, Rin and Sara both ran forward. Stomping along the dirt, Rin went for Cara's left while Sara flanked the teacher from the right. As Sara approached, she swung over her head with her sword, and Cara side-stepped the attack, avoiding it. Rin kept running until she was behind her, as Varyn and Alea both began casting spells, and when Rin saw Cara making an effort to dodge them, she charged in.

[She's open!] Rin thought, pulling back a fist.

"Hmph," she heard Cara scoff. Then, the teacher leaned out of the way of a [Fireball] that struck Rin's chest.

"MMM!" With her lips closed, Rin felt the flame burn her nipples and she went down, falling to her knees.

[Holy crap,] she thought as she bit down on the insides of her cheeks. [I might cry, holy shit.]

Alea was running toward Rin then, as Sara and Varyn kept Cara distracted. The mage drew a quick spellsign and Rin felt relief enter her body soon as Alea's hands hovered over her.

"T-Thanks..." Rin smiled up at her, grateful.

"..." Alea didn't say anything as she looked back at Rin. Instead, she huffed, and turned away, standing up and looking toward their teacher. Rin did the same, taking a deep breath.

"Okay, guess I'm-"

"Wait," Alea said, putting a hand on Rin's shoulder. "Not yet."

"Uh, why?" Rin asked.

"What, are you dumb? You have to wait for an opening. An actual opening this time," Alea said, and Rin sighed.

"Fine."

Sara swung her sword quickly from one side to another, showing no signs of slowing down, all while Cara maneuvered around her effortlessly. Varyn would try to launch a couple of spells here and there, but all of them would fly right over the woman's head, without exception.

Eventually, Cara stopped Sara by grabbing onto her wrist as she went for an attack.

"Now!" Alea said behind Rin, and the adventurer's eyes widened.

"R-Right!"

She ran forward, as fast as she could. The Rank A adventurer quickly noticed, and threw Sara to the ground, to prepare to dodge Rin's incoming attack. However, Sara went with the momentum, rolled, and then went for a slash at Cara's waist. The adventurer blocked the attack with the flat of her blade before kicking Sara away, and at that moment, Varyn and Alea both launched a pair of [Fireballs] at her.

Cara ducked under them, just as Rin was arriving at her spot.

[Come on!]

Rin lunched forward and tackled Cara to the ground.

Or, rather, she tried to.

Cara took the hit, and it felt like Rin had run straight into a wall instead.

"AGH-"

She slid to the ground then, falling on her back as Cara smirked over her.

"Alright, I'll count it. Good job."

[Uh, yay!] Rin thought, trying to brush the pain off.

---

"Okay," Rin said, as she and her group sat at the cafeteria. "Where do we start?"

"Sara," Varyn quickly said, turning toward the stoic girl. "It's good that you're so fast, but you need to take your teammates into consideration before you go in like that. Rin was in no position to help when you started the fight, and that made it easier for Cara to take you both on one at a time. If you do that in front of a group of kobolds, for example, you're just putting a target on your back."

"..." Sara heard that nodded, and then took a sip from her cup of water, calmly.

"Well, alright then," Varyn muttered.

After the earlier session, Varyn managed to convince everyone that it would be a good idea to go over what they'd done. He wanted to further solidify the team's weaknesses and strengths before they went out on Monday, which was just a few days away. From Rin's point of view, she had high hopes for them, but some concern still managed to sink under her skin.

At the same time that she heard Varyn speak, Rin wondered what she was going to do after this.

[Wait, today's Friday!] She quickly remembered. [I have to go meet up with Iris later,] she realized.

"Rin," Varyn said, with his arms crossed.

"Y-Yeah?" Rin answered as she was taken out of her thoughts.

"On your end... How do I put this?" Varyn asked himself, looking away. "It's like... You're bad at responding to unexpected things if that makes sense. I mean, from what I could see, anyway. You need to learn to roll with punches more, you understand?"

"Kinda?" Rin replied.

"Eh, try not to freak out so much, is probably the better way to say it."

"Oh. Um, okay, I'll try."

"As for me and Alea, I feel like we have the same issue. It's pretty damn hard to find moments to use our spells without hitting the two of you in the back," he stated. "But, we can probably work on it over these next few days."

"Sounds good," Rin replied.

A silence fell over them. No one said anything, as Sara just watched each of them emotionlessly, and Alea kept a permanent pout on her face as she rested her head on her hand.

"... Well, shit, in that case, I guess the meeting's over."

---

Several hours later, Rin was putting her white hair into a ponytail, as she got ready to go back out. She and Xhez, who had just cast her color-changing Illusion spell on her, were alone in Rin's room. The sprite held an excited smile. One that, unfortunately, Rin was going to have to dampen a bit.

"Uh, sorry," Rin said. "We can't do anything tonight, I have someone I need to go talk to."

"Oh..." Xhez's disappointment was clear to see.

"Tomorrow, though," Rin smiled at her, "we've got the morning and the early evening to ourselves. At night, I need to go to that party Elisa had talked about."

"Ohhh, I see," Xhez nodded. "I am looking forward to it!"

"... This might end up happening more and more, every now and then, by the way," Rin let her know as she finished up and walked closer to Xhez, her black heels tapping against the floor. "I'll always make some time for you whenever I can find it, but, yeah."

"That... does sadden me a little."

"I know, but, I promise," Rin said. "I'm never gonna leave you in here for longer than I have to. We're partners, we gotta stick together."

"In that case," Xhez smiled up at her. "I can hold my eagerness back a little, while you handle your stuff."

Nodding a little, enough fondness for the sprite built up inside of Rin, at that moment, to where she found herself leaning in and placing a quick kiss on Xhez's cheek. She simply felt like it.

"You're the best," she said. "I'll see you later, then."

"Good luck," Xhez replied before she jumped back into her bag, and Rin closed it up.

Then, she took a deep breath and turned somewhat serious.

[Time to go out, and see what happens, I guess.]

And, with that, after taking a sip from her body-changing potion to make her boobs pop out a little, she walked out of her room, wearing a black dress and the necklace her mother had given to her before.

As she walked down the halls, every student she ran into, all of them being second and third years that Rin didn't know, gave her a weird look which made Rin aware of just how out of place she currently looked. She ignored them, however, as she exited the Academy's grounds and made a beeline for the bar.

She and Iris hadn't settled on any sort of time, but she figured she'd likely go back at around the same point she and RIn had met.

As the adventurer moved through the streets, a couple of cars driving past her, she went over one particular dilemma in her mind.

[So, how am I going to make money off of this?] She asked herself. [I mean, if I play my cards right, maybe I can end up with a sugar momma or something? I guess that would be a victory?] She chuckled a little to herself, as she continued on her way.

Eventually, she arrived at the bar, and she found Iris standing outside.

However, she was alone this time, unlike before when she had all of those other middle-aged women with her, and there was a small, cleaned-up, and polished, car in front of her.

[Hm?]

As Rin approached, the brown-haired elegant woman turned toward her and smiled warmly, though Rin could clearly see that she was also fairly nervous.

"Hey," Rin greeted her, letting her voice drop a couple of octaves. As she approached, other far more average-looking people watched as Rin gave the woman a kiss on the cheek that was far longer, and softer than the one she'd given Xhez earlier.

"Hello," Iris took a deep breath. "Good evening," she bowed. "I trust your day is going well?"

[Hmph,] Rin nearly laughed. [She sounds almost as awkward as I usually do.]

"Better, now that I'm with you," Rin replied. "So, is this thing yours?"

Rin pointed at the car, and the woman nodded.

"Y-Yes, I was, well, I had hoped to lead into it a little more, but, since you're asking, I was wondering if you wanted to come with me to the northern side of Libera. N-Not that I don't appreciate..." She looked around with barely hidden disgust. "Everything around here, but I wanted to take you around. Show you a little of my world tonight."

Rin smiled.

"Sounds like fun."

"Perfect," Iris replied, before walking around the vehicle and getting into the driver's seat. She unlocked the door, and Rin had to hide a grin as she entered.

[Holy crap, holy crap, holy crap, I'm actually in a car!]

It might have been immature of her to feel this giddy, but as someone who had only ever been in cars a handful of times throughout the entirety of the twenty years of her life, she was excited.

"Put your seatbelt on, please," Iris said.

"R-Right."

Rin let her seductive act drop for just a second as she did that. Then, she turned toward Iris and asked:

"Where we headin'?"

"Well, we have a couple of options. A restaurant, or a music lounge, where some friends are, currently. Which would you prefer?"

"..." Rin considered those options.

[I'm not really too hungry right now, and, if I get to meet those friends I could learn a little more about the rich people here. So...]

"How about the lounge?"

"Alright then," Iris replied and the car began moving.
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"Well, here we are," Iris announced as the two of them walked past a giant fountain and a path of stone, hugged by a trail of flowers, into what Rin would have called a mansion back at Dren.

"... Wow," Rin said, taking a sharp breath. "This is..." She cleared her throat, trying to inject some confidence into her tone. "Quite a beautiful place."

"I'm glad you like it."

In front of Rin was a large sapphire chandelier hanging over a carpeted red floor. There were golden decorations placed throughout the room and the air carried the scent of vanilla. As Rin looked around, she saw a room to her left that had so many windows, it may as well have been out in the open. In that room were many different people, all wearing outfits just as expensive-looking as the one Iris had on. To Rin's right, there was a lady in a black corset serving drinks to others, and to the front, there were two curving stairs leading to a second floor, all while music played from a radio that Rin couldn't see.

[... This is insane,] Rin thought. [I feel like just breathing here costs more money than I have.]

"Excuse me," Iris said with a slightly awkward, but endearing expression. "There are some people I need to greet."

"That's okay," Rin smiled. "I'll just take a look around. And," she leaned in, winking. "Maybe after you're done you can show me any of the rooms that are a little more hidden. Places with some privacy, ya know? Has to be more fun than just talking to people, right?" 

"I-, b-but...  Right," Iris let out a deep breath as she walked away.

[Cute,] Rin smirked a little before turning her eyes toward everything else. [So, what is going on around here? Do people just sit around and relax all night? I mean, I get it, I would too, but, yeah.]

With that thought, she began moving around to see if she could find anything interesting.

Quickly, she spotted two suits of armor on mannequins, placed right next to each other. One was the standard knight-like set, with an engraving on it that said "Sir Marlon XIV", but the other was far less typical. It looked like something a person threw together randomly, with steel and leather mixed in at different points, and below it, a small piece read, "Orlain Ta'lin"

"Ta'lin," Rin echoed. "So, this guy was, or is, related to Iris?"

"Thank you for waiting," Rin heard Iris say, and she flinched.

"H-Hey," she swallowed her surprise away. "Who was this?"

"Hm? Oh, that's a fake replica of my grandfather's armor."

"Who was he?"

"Meh, just an old adventurer. Barbaric, I know," she waved a hand. "But, he retired quickly after he left his mark on the occupation."

"Uh, was he important? I mean, aside from the Rank S thing."

"Hm? Well, yes," Iris replied, she smiled a little proudly. "Orlain was, at one point, the single richest individual in Libera. He made that money by taking on missions so hard that no one else would take them. When he completed enough, he retired and helped lay the foundation for what my clan is today. As... grotesque," she said, "as his job was, he took advantage of it, so most remember him fondly."

"Wow," Rin said, looking back at the armor. "How much money did he make overall?"

"The precise number eludes me, now, Triss," Iris said, and a little blush came over her. "I believe you said that you wanted me to show you around. Well, I... I would like to do so as well." She said, raising a bottle of what looked like wine.

"Yeah," Rin grinned a bit. "Take me away."

---

{Xhez}

The sprite didn't know how much time had passed since Rin left, but at one point, she started to feel like she wanted to spread her arms a little. Aiming through a small crevice that Rin left in her bag, the sprite shot out into the air and, as usual, reverted into her regular size in mid-air, landing gracefully in the center of Rin's room.

It was empty, thankfully, and Xhez quickly cast her disguise on herself before looking for some of Rin's clothes to borrow.

Due to the clear difference in their sizes, Rin's shirts and pants were always very baggy, but Xhez managed to throw something on that seemed comfortable, before she moved out of the room and into the Academy's halls.

[Hm. No one,] Xhez thought, as she looked from one side to another. [I suppose it is late. Oh well, where do I go?]

Just as she asked that, a door opened to her right. Down the hall, she saw that fairy fly out of one of the rooms and begin floating her way down the hall, towards where Xhez was.

"Oh, Ri... No,"  Eve said as she drew closer. "Xhez, right?"

At that, the sprite smiled, nodding.

"Yes!"

"Ahh, hi there."

"Hello, fairy!" Xhez replied.

"... Uh, okay," Eve chuckled a little. "So, is Rin around?"

"No," Xhez shook her head. "She went out earlier."

"Without you?"

"Hm?" Xhez tilted her head. "Yes."

"Oh... Well," Eve tapped her chin with a finger, "I was going to walk a little bit around the city. Wanna come with me?"

"Sure!" Xhez agreed quickly and the fairy flew up a little, stopping when she saw that Xhez wasn't following.

"Hm? Is something wrong?"

"I thought you said you were going to walk," Xhez said, confused.

At that, Eve laughed.

"N-No, Xhez, that was just an expression."

"An expression?"

"Just, uh, something you say that's not that serious?" She shrugged.

"Ohhh, I see!"

[People sometimes say things they do not mean,] Xhez noted in her thoughts. [I am learning!]

On that note, the two of them soon exited the Academy and walked through the gates at the front, coming out onto the city's streets. As Eve flew next to her, tried to think about the various different paths that she and Rin hadn't yet explored.

The parts of Libera that she hadn't yet committed to memory.

"So, Xhez, how old are you?" Eve asked.

"I am twenty-three years old," the sprite replied.

"Okay, wanna go drink a little?" The fairy offered happily.

"Drink what?"

"Uh, liquor, beer, whatever you're into, I guess," Eve shrugged.

[I know not what these words mean...] Xhez thought. [Oh, wait, liquor was what I drank at Rin's workplace! But, that was disgusting.]

"No," Xhez firmly shook her head.

"Oh, uh, shit, sorry."

"Why do people drink those things?" Xhez asked. "They do not even taste good."

"It's not really about the taste," Eve chuckled, "sometimes there's just stuff you really don't want to focus on. In my case, yeah, I've got a few of those today, unfortunately."

Sensing some sadness, Xhez leaned in a little.

"Is something wrong?"

"Uh, nothing too bad, just..." She raised a brow at Xhez, before turning away. "I... I think I have a crush on someone," she mumbled. "And, it sucks."

"Have a crush?" Xhez echoed, confused.

"Yeah," Eve gave a deep sigh. "There's this, uh, girl I think I'm starting to like and... I dunno, it just feels bad cause, well, she's human and I'm..." Eve aimed a sweeping gesture at herself. "Yeah."

"So, you are starting to like someone, and you are sad?" Xhez asked.

"Basically."

"Why?"

"... I just expl- Xhez, look at me," Eve laughed loudly. "The girl I'm talking about could crush me with just one boob, it definitely wouldn't work."

"I thought 'having a crush' was a good thing?"

"No, I mean, she could literally crush me, like her tits could suffocate me, straight-up!" Eve explained. "A-Anyway, I'm just, yeah, I'd like to get my mind off of it a little. So, if you don't wanna drink anything, that's fine, but maybe we can stop by a place and I'll get a little for myself?"

"Okay," Xhez nodded, thinking that she at least understood that last part. A question then popped up in Xhez's thoughts. "So, you are an adventurer as well?"

"Yeah."

"How do you fight monsters, then?" Xhez asked. "You are so small!"

"Uh, it isn't easy," Eve replied, shrugging. "On my first mission, actually, this one thing swung a club that hit me in my waist and sent me flying into the air," she chuckled. "But, I've been getting by with my Essence."

"Oh, you are a mage?"

[I believe that is the word Rin used for them,] Xhez thought. [Those who use their Spirit like I do.]

"Yeah."

"Could you show me something?" Xhez asked.

"Maybe when I'm a bit drunker, I dunno."

Soon, they came upon a small, open building where a man was selling bottles of liquid over a counter. Eve went up to him and got one before the two walked away. All the while, Xhez would ask about some things she was curious about.

Eventually, however, they circled back to the Academy, where they walked back to the floor where Rin's room was, and Eve paused.

"Well, Xhez, it was nice getting to talk to you a bit," Eve smiled. "I'll see you around."

"Goodbye!"

As the fairy flew away, Xhez made an excited little noise.

[I am learning more every day!]

As Xhez walked back into her room, she found that it was still empty.

"... Well," she said to herself, "back to the bag I go."

After Xhez got naked, taking off Rin's clothes and putting them back where they were, she let her disguise slip away, and gave her arms one last stretch, before she went to jump back into her bag.

Just before she could, however, the door opened.

Xhez froze, standing in the middle of the room in her regular sprite form.

And, Elisa walked inside, wearing a white dress as she quickly spotted Xhez, and froze in much the same way she had.

Xhez raised her hands.

"I..." Xhez's throat felt tight.

"..." Elisa didn't say anything, as she closed the door.

"Um, Elisa, hello," Xhez waved at her.

When she heard her voice, a look of stunned recognition passed over her face.

"Xhez?"
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[Well... I suppose I made a mistake,] Xhez thought as Elisa walked closer to her, looking at her with intense curiosity. [But, maybe I can prevent this from becoming a bad thing!]

"This is... Xhez, what am I seeing?" Elisa asked.

"Um, could we sit down?" Xhez asked. "I would like to explain this to you in a slightly calmer position if you don't mind."

A couple of seconds after that, the two of them were sitting at the edge of Rin's bed, side-by-side. Elisa remained silent as she waited for Xhez to explain this to her, and the sprite tried to think of the best way to do that.

[I have done this a couple of times before, with Rin's family... The same sort of explanation would likely be enough here,] Xhez figured as she turned to look at Elisa.

"Rin and I, we are not actually sisters."

"Yeah, I sort of figured that out on my own," Elisa said, crossing her arms.

"Right, well, you know what happened to Rin sometime ago? When she went missing?"

"Mhm."

"Well... We met in that time."

Xhez went on to tell her everything that had happened. Just as she had with everyone at Dren, Xhez explained how they met, the little pact the two had made, and their journey through that dangerous forest. Elisa listened quietly, her eyes kept steadily on Xhez's own. her lack of a real reaction made Xhez worry that she was explaining this wrongly somehow. But, all she could do was relay what had happened to her, and hope for the best. So, she did that.

When she was done, Elisa just looked at her for a while.

"... And, this entire time, Rin's just been keeping you here?"

"Yes," Xhez replied. "She has promised to show me what human life is like. And, so far, she has kept that promise. I care deeply for her, as a result," Xhez added.

At that, Elisa raised a brow at her.

"So, how the hell did you make yourself look like her?"

"An Illusion spell, I believe is what it is called," Xhez replied. "Rin helped me learn it." As Elisa offered no response, Xhez continued, saying: "I... I mean no one any harm," Xhez stated. "I merely wish to learn. If you do not believe my words because I am not human, you could ask Rin, when she comes back. All I want is to understand you. That is my only objective. I-I have spoken with you already, a few times," she added. "Do I seem like a bad person to you?"

Again, Elisa largely remained silent, before finally, she let out a sigh and turned to face Xhez, crossing her legs.

"No, you don't," Elisa replied, and Xhez smiled a little, feeling hopeful. "Look, the way I see it, this is between you and Rin. So, whatever it is you two are up to, I'll stay out of it."

"Thank you," Xhez replied. "I hope we can keep speaking to each other, as we have before. I enjoy our talks."

Although the woman appeared frustrated, when she looked at Xhez, the sprite didn't see anger on her face. She felt like that was a good sign. 

"... We'll see."

---

{Rin}

At the end of the night, all Rin got to do was work on her cunnilingus skills a little, but she still hadn't managed to squeeze any money out of Iris.

That said, as she arrived at the Academy later and found Elisa already asleep, with no Xhez in sight, Rin felt a little hopeful for the next day.

The following Saturday morning, she was carrying some excited energy as she looked forward to her evening plans.

[That Rose Party,] she thought. [If there are other women like Iris there, maybe I can get something done. Even if I can't, just learning a little about the nobility in Libera could be useful, so, whatever happens, I won't complain... too much, anyway.]

Before that, however, she needed to get some training done.

Dressing up in the armor she'd bought for herself before her short trip to Dren, Rin jogged up to the Meditation Center to see if she could find Maria here. Indeed, as Rin heard her muffled voice from behind the door, she guessed that Maria was there, however, she could hear someone else.

"I'm just saying, considering Sara's inclusion, it might be better for me to-" Cara was saying before Maria cut her off.

"No. We all saw what happened the last time you led Rin out on a mission. I'm handling her missions personally, now. I refuse to allow that to happen again."

[Oh, crap.] Rin felt awkward as she heard that.

Soon, the door swung open, and Cara, of course, was standing there. She looked at Rin for a couple of seconds before saying:

"Your timing sure is something," and then she walked away.

[Yeah, I know,] Rin sighed, as she walked in. Maria, of course, was already looking her way.

"Hey, teach'," Rin held up a hand. "Good morning."

"Good morning, Rin," Maria said, as she sat down on the floor with a huff. "I'm sorry you had to hear that."

"No, no, it's fine," Rin replied, waving her hands in the air as she did the same, sitting in front of her. Something else came to her mind, however, and Rin said, "but, uh, I think Cara means well... Do you really have to go so hard on her?"

And, when she said that, for the first time since the two of them had met, Maria looked at her with what Rin could only describe as hostility.

Rin was taken aback.

"U-Uh..."

The look on her teacher's face disappeared in a second or two, replaced by a sudden melancholy, but the brief aggression in her eyes was enough to send shivers up Rin's spine.

"You came to train, right?" She asked, then.

"Y-Yeah."

"Then, let's get on with it."

Just like that, she ignored Rin's statement and the two went on with their day as they usually did. What Maria had planned was different, though. Instead of the normal sparring or practicing new techniques, Maria walked out of the Meditation Center for just a minute, before bringing some workout equipment from the nearby gym.

"Here," Maria said, as she dropped a barbell in front of Rin. "Today, we'll be doing some strength training."

"Really?" Rin raised a brow. "I'm, uh, kinda surprised. Why are we doing this?"

"Do you remember what I explained to you a while ago? About the different stages of the martial artist's journey?"

"Uhm... Vaguely."

"Okay, well," Maria explained, "one was the Stage of the Body. In order to progress in this stage, you must train your body to its physical peak. Eli has been having all of you do dynamic training with his obstacle course, but you need to improve your different physical traits individually to truly become the martial artist you need to be. So, today, we will be starting with your body's strength. Wait here, while I get some weights."

"Sure."

Again, Maria exited, and when she came back, she was holding five plates, in each of her small hands. Each one weighed fifty pounds, meaning that in total she was carrying 250 pounds in each hand like it was nothing. She placed them all on the ground easily, and set them all on the barbell, as Rin watched.

[... Actually,] Rin thought. [Can I lift this? How strong have I actually gotten?]

"Alright then," Maria said, as she finished putting the plates on the barbell. "Go ahead and start, whenever you're ready."

"Uh..." Rin said, staring at the object with worry.

"Rin," Maria chuckled. "I suppose you haven't gotten too many opportunities to test yourself, but I promise you, you can already lift this. Go ahead and try."

"If you say so," Rin replied, and Maria showed her the position she needed to take, spreading her hands on the bar and her feet.

Then, Rin deadlifted the bar, and she was surprised when she found that, although it was heavy, she was doing it. 

[Holy crap!] Rin smiled down at herself. [I'm doing it! I'm actually-]

"Good, I want fifty squats," Maria told her before she hopped on top of Rin's back. 

"AGH!?" Rin let out a strained yelp as Maria wrapped her legs and arms around Rin's body. "M-Miss Camille!?"

Maria chuckled in her ears, her demeanor having returned to what it normally was.

"Just giving you a bit more of a challenge. Go ahead. Fifty squats."

---

[My ass...] Rin nearly cried. [My ass is on fire.]

Every step she took down the stairs when the training session was done nearly made her cry. She couldn't wait for the healing food from the cafeteria to get to work already.

Rin arrived at her room a little while after that, but when she walked inside, she froze.

Elisa was standing there, looking like an absolute angel. With her sunlight hair tied into a ponytail, and wearing a red dress that showed off her strong arms, and thighs, she looked over at Rin with a smirk.

Though, she saw that with how Elisa had her eyes narrowed, there was some other emotion mixed in there, aside from amusement. 

Rin also noticed she was wearing a certain necklace. One that was a lot like the one she'd stolen three years ago, with the symbol of a phoenix. on it.

"U-Uh...." Rin paused.

"Well? Aren't you getting dressed?" Elisa asked. "We're heading to the Rose Party, aren't we?"




Midnight Maiden, Part Ten

Just to avoid the unnecessary awkwardness, Rin was getting dressed in the girls' bathroom, near her and Elisa's room. There was an almost tense silence in the air, as she put her black heels on and checked herself out in the mirror. What looked back at her was a nervous woman with raven hair and a pair of slightly anxious amber eyes, wearing a slim, short black dress. She inhaled deeply, trying to calm herself down as she heard a knock on the bathroom door.

With the tapping of her heels echoing, she walked over to it. As Rin opened the door, she found Elisa standing on the other side.

She smiled a little as she saw Rin. Her eyes briefly went down, before flickering back up to meet the adventurer's eyes.

"You alright?" She asked.

"How long have I been in here?"

A little over twenty minutes. Everything okay?" Elisa asked. That weird look from before had faded, and the usual charming smile on her face had returned.

'Yeah, yeah, I'm just... Nervous," Rin chuckled awkwardly. "I haven't really done anything like this."

"What, you've never gone to a party?"

"Uh, no, not that, I mean, I've never surrounded myself with nobles the way we're going to be doing in a bit."

"Well," Elisa shrugged, "I would say that barely matters. At the end of the day, it's just a party like any other. Just... a snobbier one."

"Hmph," Rin nodded, smiling as she looked away. "So, uh, do I look good?"

"Downright stunning," Elisa replied easily. "I'm sure at least a few people are going to be jealous of me when we show up."

"Nah, I think they'd be more jealous of me, personally," Rin replied absent-mindedly. Elisa raised an elegant brow at her but didn't press on that.

"... By the way," she said, suddenly, looking away. "I should probably tell you that, while you were gone, I-"

A honk coming from outside the academy interrupted her. Elisa paused, looking over her shoulder to where the sound came from, before turning back toward Rin with a sigh.

"Looks like our ride is here," Elisa let her know.

"Okay," Rin paused. "Uh, so, what were you saying?"

At that, Elisa looked back at her, before shaking her head.

"Nothing. If you're ready, then, let's get going."

"Right."

With that, the two of them stepped out into the Academy's halls and walked down the stairs to exit the building. They ran into a couple of students on the way, Alea and Dylan, but outside of a pair of curious glances, they didn't interact with them on their way to the car parked outside.

Rin continued to take steady breaths, trying to calm her nerves as she and Elisa got in the vehicle.

Without a word, as soon as they were inside, the driver, an old man dressed in a brown uniform, started the car up and got it moving.

"This is Marley," Elisa let Rin know, introducing him. "If you get tired, or sleepy, or whatever, and you want to leave early, just ask him and he'll take you back to the Academy."

"Okay," Rin nodded. "Thanks. Uh, nice to meet you, Marley."

"Mhm." He gave her a small nod through the rearview mirror.

It didn't take long for the car to arrive at their party's destination. Just a five-minute drive later, the pair were arriving at a spot in the northwest part of Libera, a few streets north of the train station. Here, there was a massive, brown building with intricately carved walls outside and lush windows, where several men and women in suits, skirts, and dresses were entering.

[Okay, moment of truth. I just hope I learn a little.]

The two of them exited the car and, a moment later, attracting the eyes of many people whose clothes probably cost more money than the amount Rin had in total, they entered the luxurious space.

It was bigger inside than it had looked from the outside. Gaudy decorations, massive paintings, and complex carpets were all over the wide space. Upbeat music made its way to Rin's ears from a radio she couldn't see. At the corners of the room, there were people who looked like butlers standing, ready to work at a moment's notice. Rin noticed a couple of them had animal-like ears, one girl had the ears of a bunny, while a boy had wolf ears like Varyn did.

She even saw a couple of fairies flying in elegant clothes seemingly made of vines and leaves. It was a first impression that made Rin pause.

"So," Elisa whispered in Rin's ear, sending shivers up her spine as she flinched. "Wanna walk around a little?"

"Sure," Rin quickly answered. "This is... Wow. Eh!?"

Rin flinched as Elisa put a gentle, but firm hand on her lower back.

As Rin looked up at her, though, she found that there was no real wonder in Elisa's eyes when she looked out into the rest of this place. Mostly just apathy.

"Yeah, it's... It's something, alright. I'll be honest," Elisa muttered. "Being out there in the woods, fighting random monsters, seeing broken-down roads and cars, you know, all those memories from the Old World, it almost made me forget places like these exist."

"Uh, I get what you mean," Rin told her. "This feels like a dream."

"Well, it's a dream that comes with alcohol and good music, at least. Come on, let's get to know the place."

On that note, Elisa practically escorted Rin throughout the area. As she'd guessed, every now and then she'd see the eyes of the nobles, mostly the men but a few women here and there, hover on them, as they looked with a clear appreciation for the view they were beholding.

[Makes sense,] Rin thought. [Elisa is kind of gorgeous, so, yeah.]

She couldn't deny that being next to the woman did give her a small bit of pride. One that quickly went away, however, as a woman dressed in something far more lush than anything Rin had ever owned suddenly jogged up to Elisa and wrapped her arms around the woman.

"Oof-" Elisa let out, clearly a little surprised, but she returned the embrace once that faded.

"Elisa! I haven't seen you in forever, how have you been?"

"Priscilla? Holy shit," Elisa chuckled. "I've been good. It's nice to see you again."

Priscilla's eyes then fell on Rin, and the adventurer gave her an awkward wave of her hand.

"Oh? Who's this?" She asked.

"Uh, this is Rin," Elisa introduced her. "A friend of mine. From the Academy."

"Ohhhh, that would explain the shoulders, mhm."

[What's that supposed to mean?] Rin asked in her thoughts as she raised a brow.

"Anyway," Priscilla completely disregarded Rin as she turned back toward Elisa. "What have you been doing?"

"Uh, nothing much, just..." As the two of them began to catch up, Rin's eyes went elsewhere.

She began looking around, trying to see if she could find anything else of interest, outside of the beautiful decorations. A few couples were dancing to the music in the air. There was one man, all alone, drinking straight from a bottle at the back of the room, sitting at the first steps of a staircase. To his right, there were two women, both sitting on, presumably, their boyfriends' laps as they spoke.

However, as they did, Rin saw their hands interlocking and a pair of mischievous smiles looking back at each other, which made her wonder if all they were doing was talking.

Finally, the last interesting thing she saw made her freeze. Behind her, the front door opened and she turned to see who had come in.

[Oh... Shit.]

Iris Ta'lin. The woman she'd managed to seduce a week ago, was walking into the building with a younger-looking boy by her side.

[Well,] Rin praised her, [she looks damn good tonight.]

The boy beside her, a guy with bright blonde hair, blue eyes, and a smirk stuck to his portrait, looked at everything in the building as if he owned it all.

His eyes stopped, however, when they landed in Rin's direction, and the adventurer worried she'd been caught staring.

However, as he made his way over to them, followed by Iris behind him, she realized it wasn't Rin he was looking at, but Elisa.

Immediately as he arrived, the first thing he did was smack Elisa's ass.

Rin's eyes widened.

Priscilla smirked and walked away. The sunlight-haired woman turned around and, when she saw who had done this, she let out a sigh that seemed like she was already exhausted.

"Good evening, my love," the boy said, as he kept his hand right where he'd planted it. "How has the night been for you?"

"Just fine, dear," Elisa said, with a voice so different from the one Rin usually heard her speak with, that immediately, she connected the dots in her head.

[Oh...] She thought, looking back at the boy. [So, this is the guy?]

"Ah, and who is this lovely woman? I am sorry to have interrupted you," he stated, taking his hand off of Elisa briefly as to bow to her.

Elisa spoke before Rin could introduce herself.

"This is Rin," she said, as Rin had opened her mouth to answer. "A friend."

"Ah, I see," he nodded. "My name is Marvain Ta'lin. A pleasure."

"... Yeah, you too," Rin replied.

[Wait, Ta'lin? They're related?] Rin was surprised to find out.

And, everyone looked at her awkwardly.

[Hm?] She asked in her mind, as there was a strange pause in the air.

Then, she saw Elisa mouthing one word:

"Bow."

When Rin did so, everything flowed normally again.

"Rin, was it?" Iris said, approaching her. Seeing the woman like this, with a more refined and haughty air to her as she walked up to Rin and stretched out a hand, was honestly a little charming. Though, maybe that was because Rin found her to be cute in her own way when they'd spoken earlier. She wondered if she'd still think it was charming, and not intimidating if this was their first time meeting.

"Yes, are you his sister?" Rin asked.

She genuinely meant the question, as although the boy looked way younger, Iris looked just a year or two over thirty. However, her question made the woman blush a little, and her refined composure briefly left her as she replied:

"No, no, but thank you for flattering me so," she said, before adding, "my name is Iris. I am his mother."

"..." Rin blinked.

[Oh.]

She blinked again.

[Oh shit.]




Midnight Maiden, Part Eleven

It had taken a while for Rin to regain her composure after hearing that she'd had sex with Elisa's future mother-in-law, but soon she managed it. As Marvain and Iris spoke to Elisa, Rin pretty much just stood there, waiting for the conversation to finish so that she and Elisa could go and take a look around, as the woman had said they would. Marvain, however, apparently had a different plan.

"My love," he said, taking one of Elisa's hands. "I do feel so tired after my trip here, could we please, take a moment together just to rest?" He asked with what Rin knew many people would call a charming smile. Elisa, however, almost looked disgusted.

However, the tall woman answered:

"Yes. Right now?"

"Please," Marvain nodded. "We can likely find one or two good rooms."

At that, Elisa turned to Rin.

"It looks like... my fiance is in need of me," she spoke with a very frigid voice. "Remember what I said. If you feel like leaving at any point, just talk to the driver outside. He'll take you back to the Academy."

The way she said that it was like she was trying to make it clear to Rin that she was going to be away for a long while.

"Uh, okay," Rin nodded.

And, in a flash, Marvain all but dragged Elisa away.

[Hm. She did not look too happy about that.]

As Rin turned toward Iris, however, she caught the woman looking down at her chest. As Rin's eyes fell on her, she tried to pretend she hadn't been doing that, and Rin held back a smirk.

[... Well, good to know she doesn't just like me when I'm Triss.]

"So," Rin crossed her arms, making a point out of pushing her boobs out a little. "I'm sorry if this is something I should know, but I'm new to the city, uhm, what do you do?"

"Not much. These days, anyway," Iris replied, looking away. Her eyes scanned the party as she talked. "I used to manage a bank in Cradle, but upon certain things happening I've retired a little early. And you?" She asked.

"I'm training to be an adventurer," Rin smiled. "I met Elisa at the Academy, actually."

At that, Rin saw just the slightest hint of disdain appear in Iris's eyes. It reminded her of when she showed Rin her grandfather's armor, during their last evening together. However, she quickly let that expression fade and then smiled politely before she said:

"How interesting. Well, Rin, it has been a pleasure, but..." She looked down at her watch. Rin did the same, trying to read the time from here. It looked like it was just a little past 9. "There's a friend I wish to meet, and I do not know if she's here or not, so, I must take my leave."

"Oh, no worries," Rin replied, smiling back at her. "Goodbye. A pleasure to meet you."

"Likewise."

Just like that, almost in a hurry, Iris walked away. Rin was left alone then, her hands held together as she looked around.

[Elisa's gone,] she thought. [Iris just went away. I don't know anyone else here, so... I don't really have anything to do anymore.]

Then, she tilted her head.

[... As myself,] she added. [I don't have anything to do as myself anymore. But, what if...?]

Then, she exited the building.

Remembering what Elisa had said, she quickly located the driver and entered the car, making the man flinch as she did.

"Hey," Rin told him, "could you take me back to the Academy? I suddenly feel tired."

And so, the man did just that.

Rin tried her absolute hardest to memorize the path back as he did. The car moved slowly enough to where Rin was able to make a mental note of every turn. It helped that there were parts of the city on this path that Rin had already explored. When she got back to the Academy, she let the driver know she wouldn't be coming back, and he drove off.

Rin jogged inside the building then.

She didn't see anyone but the secretary, who gave her a weird look as Rin went up the nearby stairs and made a beeline for her room. Here, she quickly tapped Xhez's bag and stirred the sprite awake.

"Hm? Rin?" She heard from inside the bag.

Rin tried to calm down, smiling down at Xhez.

"Hey, sleep well?" She asked.

"Ah," she yawned. "Yes. How are you?" Xhez asked.

"Uh, good, good," Rin nodded. "Hey... Can you do me a favor?"

"Of course," Xhez quickly replied. "What do you need?"

---

[Okay... It was this way, right?] Rin thought as she moved through Libera's streets, now with smooth white hair flowing down her back. Additionally, she was wearing the same dress as before, but she'd had Xhez change the color of her dress to white as well. Now, she almost looked like a ghost, but she looked different, which was all that actually mattered.

In the distance, she heard loud music playing, and people talking to each other. Gasping a bit, her heels tapped quickly against the ground as she hurried to see if she had found the building. Indeed, she had.

[Yes!] Rin thought, smiling to herself. [Now, let's see what happens.]

She almost felt like a different person when she was wearing this disguise. More confident, more cunning. There was a guard at the front that Rin saw giving everyone a look up and down. She hadn't noticed him before, but she guessed that was the person who was supposed to be making sure everyone was actually meant to be there, but he looked at her, gazed at her for just a few seconds and continued letting his eyes roam on everyone else. That only made the ego boost better.

When she walked in through the front door, the look she gave everything was that of a predator stalking its prey.

[Hello, everyone,] she greeted them in her mind. [Are there any lonely girls in need of some stress relief? I am willing to serve.]

She looked around, eagerly, trying to scout the place out. There were, of course, nobles all over the room, all drinking, dancing, chatting, or doing all three at the same time. This time, Rin wasn't going to take it easy. She had to see if she could squeeze out some money from this. And, if she could, then it was a good sign for the future.

Before she could find any prospect, however, she ran into someone.

Iris, who had been walking aimlessly from one room to another, nearly spotted her. Rin, however, ducked out of the way and hid before she could.

The reason was simple. If the two of them met up here she knew how it was going to end, and, as fun as it would be, she wasn't trying to have some casual sex tonight. She was on a mission. So, she waited for Iris to leave the area before she continued her search. Unknowingly, she'd ended up next to a thin, cramped set of stairs.

And, from this set of stairs, she heard a sniffle.

She turned toward the sound and found a woman, wearing a red dress with short black hair, sitting on the steps, crying.

[Hm?]

Out of reflex, genuinely concerned, Rin put a hand on her shoulder.

"Uh, are you alright?" She asked, her voice momentarily returning to her normal one.

The girl looked up at her and sniffled again.

"M-My apologies," she quickly stated. "I... You do not have to be concerned for me. I am..."

However, before she could even finish that statement, she sniffled again and Rin shook her head.

"What's wrong?" She asked.

"It is nothing, just... something silly. I will be okay, I promise."

"Well," Rin smiled at her, "if it's something silly, then you can just tell me, right? Get it off your chest."

At that, the girl looked up at her, with a pair of searching, intrigued eyes.

"I... I was dumped."

"Oh," Rin said. "Sorry to hear that."

"It is okay," she replied. "I just... Ugh! I came here with my boyfriend, because, you know, this is a Rose Party, and I thought it would be romantic and he told me he loved me before and I told him I loved him so I thought it would be cool if we saw this sort of thing together but when we met up he got here with some other girl and he went up to me and told me that he wasn't feeling it and I was like, 'but why?' And he was like, 'I don't know', and before I knew it he was leaving me there for that other skank, and I wanted to go back home but I can't because he was supposed to be my ride back and now, all I can do is walk but the streets are so scary at this time and I don't want to, but I have to, and, I don't know what to do!"

She stated, all as Rin listened, with her eyebrows raised. She blinked.

"Wow. That's rough."

"Ugh," the girl let out a sigh. "I'm sorry to unload on you like this, it's just..."

"No, don't worry," Rin smiled at her. "It's healthy. You'll be feeling better in no time, promise."

[Now,] she thought. [Back to the mission.]

However, as she looked away, the girl continued.

"What's your name?" She asked.

"Triss," Rin replied absent-mindedly as she looked back out into the room.

"Nice to meet you. Uh, I'm Gwen." The girl reached up and Rin shook her hand. "Anyway, yeah. I swear, I almost just wanna fuck one of his friends or something to show him what he's losing out on!" She stated with malice lacing every syllable, and Rin stopped.

"..." Rin smirked a little, turning her eyes back down on Gwen. "Hey, Gwen."

"Yeah?"

"I think that sounds like a wonderful idea. But, you know what would really make you feel better? Trying something you've never done before," Rin stated.

"Like what?" Gwen asked curiously.

"Hm... Well, have you ever been with a woman?"

"W-With a woman?" Gwen asked, pulling back, her eyes wide. "What?"

"Yeah," Rin smiled, as she sat down next to her. "Have you?"

"That's unnatural," Gwen quickly replied. "I... I've been curious a couple of times, but I could never..."

"Unnatural? What's unnatural about two girls making each other feel better? I think that's as normal as breathing itself."

"... Wait," Gwen raised a brow at her. "So, you've...?"

"I have," Rin stated, and Gwen looked up at her, scandalized. "Plenty of times, actually. And, if you want, I could show you a little glimpse into what it's like."

Gwen looked back up at her, hesitant.

"I don't know," she said in a low voice. "You, this sort of caught me by surprise," she laughed awkwardly. "I..."

"If you don't want to," Rin added, "feel free to reject me. I'm only giving you an offer. I'm not trying to force you into anything. So, yeah, just think about it."

Hearing that, Gwen nodded. The two of them remained in silence for a little bit, as Rin looked out into the room. Through the corner of her eyes, she could see the woman checking her out, however.

[Hm... Maybe I came on too strongly,] she thought. [But, this is as good an opportunity as any I'll get tonight.]

"Uhm... What would we do?" She heard Gwen ask, and she held back a smile as she turned toward her.

"Nothing much," Rin stated. "We would seek some privacy, go into a room, lock ourselves in, and just... explore for a bit," she explained. "If you change your mind halfway through, we both walk out and it'll be like we never even met."

"I-I see..." She nodded slowly, taking a deep breath.

Again, Rin could tell she was, at least, considering it.

Now, however, came the hard part.

"But, if we are going to do it," Rin said, "I would need some sort of payment."

"What?" Gwen tilted her head. "You want me to pay you!?"

She asked that at an incredibly loud volume and Rin nearly ran out of the building when she saw a couple of heads turn their way. Still, she remained calm and said:

"Yes," she nodded.

"Why?" Gwen asked, half-indignant.

"Because," Rin took a deep breath, forcing her nerves to ease up. "I'm a professional."

When she heard that, Gwen looked confused. However, two seconds passed, and she put two and two together.

"You're... You're a wh-"

Rin put her hand over the girl's mouth.

"Correct," she stated with a smile. "A very good one, actually," Rin said, pulling her hand off the girl's face. She looked stunned. "In fact," Rin kept going. "I've been working for years at this. I started in Cradle," she explained, making up a story. "I've done this many times, Gwen. I've done this for people who have more money than you've probably ever seen. It's normal," she shrugged. "Sometimes, people just need some relaxation. Be it because they're depressed, or they're getting over a break-up, or they just need to spice up their daily routine. In those cases, you would call me," she winked. "And I would serve. And I still do, especially when cute, down-on-their-luck girls like you need someone. So, to that end, I can make all of your problems go away for about an hour. All I need is a little bit of gold for it, and trust me," she said, "I'll make you forget all about that asshole."

Gwen listened to all of this with parted lips and a shocked look on her face. When Rin finished, she looked down, at her own hands.

She took a deep breath, and Rin waited.

Obviously, she'd made that whole Cradle story up, but all that mattered was the confidence with which she spoke. She thought she did a good job, but now, all she could do was wait to hear Gwen's reaction.

[I gave it the best shot I could,] Rin thought. [If I have to run out of here and sprint back to the Academy, at least I'll know I tried.]

After a couple of seconds, Gwen looked up at her.

"Okay," Gwen said. "B-But, I'll pay you after we're done. And, if I'm not feeling it like you said, I'll get out and I won't pay you at all."

Rin let out a relieved breath, smiling back at her.

"Sounds good to me."

And, so, the two of them got up, and walked up the stairs, to look for some privacy.

---

An hour later, Rin was holding two gold coins in her hand, standing at the back of a crowd that had built up in the lobby.

Ahead, there was a man in a suit holding a microphone, and a woman next to him, their arms locked as they spoke to the audience with a pair of grins on their faces. They were, of course, the two who were hosting the party.

All the while, Rin looked down at the varols in her hand, smiling. To her right, Gwen was sitting next to her, holding her other hand, as she leaned her head on Rin's shoulder.

"Told you," Rin said, as the guy said something about the love of his life and the night they'd shared that led to this party's making.

"..." Gwen, although looking a little concerned, remained pushed up against Rin, awfully cuddly after what they'd just done. "So... May I ask something?"

"Sure."

"Triss, will I ever see you again? That was, I-I don't know, but, I think I'd like to do a second time."

"Absolutely," Rin replied, "as long as you've got the coin for it."

Hearing that made a slightly irritated expression appear on the girl's face, but she nodded.

"Where can I find you?"

"Hm... How about," she said, as she put a finger on her chin. "By the train station. Every weekend. Midnight. Tell your friends," Rin said with a smile. "Let them know, in case they're ever feeling bad too. I'll warn you, though," she said. "I do have a life of my own. So, I might be there, I might not be there. But, if I am, I'll show you another glimpse into heaven."

Then, the woman began tossing flowers into the audience. One of them reached all the way to where Rin was.

"Huh?" She asked as she picked it up. "What's this?"

"Oh, uh," Gwen said, "at the end of the Rose Party, the woman in the relationship throws flowers and, whoever catches them is considered, like, the next innocent girl who's going to find the person she loves. I thought it was going to be me, but," Gwen said, snuggling closer to Rin, albeit with an annoyed expression, "instead, I found you."

Rin raised a brow at the rose in her hand.

[Really?] She thought, smiling and shaking her head. [All it took was finding this flower, and now, I'm going to meet the woman of my dreams? What a deal.]




The Team Mission, Part One

{Monday}

Rin looked at herself in the mirror, in the bathroom. The difference between her right now, and how she looked a couple of days ago, however, was that this time she was wearing the set of leather armor she'd purchased for herself. She could take Maria's red drake armor, but it felt like cheating. Her teacher had instilled into her that, in dire situations, she should use the advantages that she'd gotten, but until put in those spots, she should try to get by with her own talent and equipment, and she'd bought into that notion.

Covered from her neck down, looking at her raised hands, she took a deep breath, clenching them into fists.

[Let's do this,] she then thought, turning around and walking out into the hall.

Before she exited the Academy, she needed to gather her things. Heading into her room, she quickly looked for a backpack she'd bought yesterday, packed with food and water that Jessie from the cafeteria had been kind enough to give to her.

[Oh, right,] Rin remembered then, jogging over to her regular bag and taking out the necklace her mother had given to her. [What did this do again? I think mom said something about my Essence.]

She considered putting it on, but, again, feeling like it would be cheating, she hesitated. She did, however, throw it into her backpack, just in case.

With that done, there was just one thing she needed to make a decision on.

Pausing, she looked over at Xhez's bag and considered whether she should take her with her or not. The reason was that she had no idea how long this mission would last. All the students had heard so far was that it was "different". Although she didn't know what to expect, she still took into account the possibility that this mission could last longer than the previous ones.

[Hm...] She kept her eyes on it. [Eh, sure. Xhez might appreciate coming with me, if it does take longer than the others.]

Having decided that, she walked up to the bag and woke Xhez up.

---

A while later, she was walking out of the Academy with Xhez's bag tightly tied to her waist, as the sprite had agreed. Her arms felt colder from how nervous she was. However, as she saw her team up ahead, she tried to bury those feelings under a sheet of confidence, walking up to them.

The teachers were gathered in front of them. As Rin got closer, Varyn turned toward her, his arms crossed.

Maria cleared her throat when she saw Rin arrive, as she'd been the last one.

"Okay, we're all here. Now, everyone, listen up," she said. "I'm going to break down today's mission."

Rin made an effort to focus, putting her hands on her hips as she waited for the instructions.

"To the east," she started, "there are a few different cursed areas we've marked out. I assume your Zoology teacher has told you about undead monsters? Well, we're going to teach you a basic purification spell, that cleans up the Essence in an area. That will be your objective."

Quickly, Elisa raised a hand.

"Sorry, my team doesn't have a mage," she stated. "So, how are we supposed to do this?"

"Harriton will be going with yours, for that reason. He will perform the purification spell, but, he will do so at the rate of an amateur spellweaver. So, do not fall under the impression that you're going to have an advantage. He's going to be holding back quite a bit."

"Oh, okay, thank you," Elisa replied.

"As for the rest of you," Maria said, "team 1, Eve, Seth, John, and Lisa. You're all going with Eli. Team 3," she looked at Rin, "you'll be coming with me."

"I dunno, feels a little biased to me, but..." Rin heard John mutter to Carla, to her right.

Sighing, she realized this meant Cara was going to be sitting out.

Indeed, the other teacher had a stoic expression on her face, but Rin swore she saw some disappointment in that look as well.

[... She's probably still beating herself up over what happened to me,] Rin thought. [I've pretty much forgotten about that already, with everything that's been happening.]

She felt sorry for her, but she wasn't about to interrupt Maria right now. Maybe, however, she'd try to ask her to lay off of Cara later. Sure, one could argue that as Rin's teacher, she messed up, but Rin herself felt like the circumstances were so weird she couldn't hold it against her too much.

"Okay, everyone go with your assigned teachers, and we'll head out as soon as everyone is ready."

At that moment, Eve flew over to Rin. As the fairy hovered in front of her, Rin smiled.

"Good luck, Rin. Be careful out there!"

"Yeah, you too," Rin told her. She thought of something and added, "you know, we haven't gotten to talk too much recently. We should hang out more."

"Mmmm!" In a way that reminded Rin of Xhez, Eve made some excited noises and nodded eagerly. "Hell yeah! Just gotta take out these undead first. See you later!"

"Bye," Rin waved at her as she moved away from her. Then, she was left with only her own teammates.

Looking at them now, Rin felt shocked by how different they all seemed. Varyn was dressed casually, but Alea was wearing a similar type of armor to the one Rin was wearing. As for Sara, however, she had on that same black suit from before, that made her look more like a bounty hunter than an adventurer.

Additionally, she had a scowl on her face, though her eyes weren't looking at anything in particular.

[Uh, is she okay?] Rin wondered, a little concerned before Maria raised a hand at them.

"Let's get moving."

"Right," Rin said, and as she walked forward, the others followed.

With that, they were the first to leave Libera, the eyes of various citizens following them curiously as Rin, yet again, exited the gates into the ruined world that rested just outside of Libera's walls. This time, however, she felt slightly more prepared than before.

Rin could see lush mountains in the distance. She was genuinely excited. After the last week or so of training, and her previous performance against the cheren, Rin felt like she wanted to test herself again.

Of course, there was one element of this trip that she was already experiencing that she felt she could do without. That being the overwhelming sense of awkwardness, as none of them could quite consider each other "friends".

"Ugh," Alea scowled at the grass they were walking through, "The ground feels all mushy." 

"So?" Varyn asked. 

'So, it's uncomfortable," Alea replied quickly. 

"Hm. How tragic. You know, if this were a longer mission, you'd have to sleep on that ground. Wouldn't that be wonderful?" 

"I'm sure you'd know," Alea said. 

Before Varyn could respond to that, Rin stepped in.

"Hey," Rin stopped, looking back at them as she called out. Both of them looked forward at her. "I don't know if you forgot, but we're a team. Even if it's just for today, we're going to be working together. The least we can do is try not to make it worse than it has to be."

At that, both of them remained silent.

"Students?" Maria called out from ahead. "Something wrong?"

"Nah," Rin replied. "We're fine."

"Alright," Maria shrugged and everyone kept moving.

Rin nodded.

As they kept going, Rin saw a large, sprawling lake up ahead, with an equally sizeable white stone bridge cutting a path in the center of it.

As the group drew closer to it a series of sounds came to her ears.

"A horse. No, two horses." Varyn muttered behind Rin, relaying what his heightened senses allowed him to note.

"Good ears," Maria stated up ahead in response, but Rin was more surprised that she'd heard that. Even to Rin, it sounded like Varyn had spoken softly, and she was standing just a step in front of him.

Then, she saw what looked like a small caravan moving towards them.

"Nobles?" Rin asked, squinting.

"I see two horses pulling a wagon with a few men in heavy armor sitting on it. Others wearing robes," Varyn described it.

"Knights, maybe." Alea declared. "Probably from Cradle."

"Why?" Rin asked. "Wouldn't they be from Libera?"

Alea rolled her eyes as if Rin had asked something that was supposed to be common knowledge.

"The soldiers of Libera wear a more modernized, thinner kind of armor. Full plates, metal helms, all that kind of stuff is what Cradle knights wear. Everyone knows that."

[... Sorry for having questions, I guess.]

As that group got closer to them, Rin started noticing a few heart-shaped symbols on the white wooden walls of the wagon. Then, when she got a good look at the people sitting on the vehicle, she saw that not all of them were dressed in armor, as Varyn had said. One of them was far younger than the rest, a little boy of maybe ten years, that stood up and looked out into the river.

"STOP!" The boy called out and the coachman driving the wagon quickly slowed the vehicle to stillness. "I want to see the water!"

A middle-aged man, also wearing a white robe, scooted closer to the coachman. He had slick grey hair and a pair of sharp blue eyes. Rin could already tell just by the way he placed his hands on the wagon's edge and laughed boisterously that he was one of those people who thought they had life figured out. It was a kind of ease that Rin aspired to have one day.

"How does that sound? Do we have the time for it?" He asked.

"Sure, maybe a ten-minute break?" The coachman told him.

"That works, Dallus?" The man asked the young boy and the kid nodded. "Alright, go ahead. Don't get in the water though. Someone, help him out."

As the adventurers and their teacher drew closer, a few of the people on the wagon jumped off onto the stone bridge that began just a few feet away from where Rin stood. The coachman looked over at them, along with the middle-aged man.

"You folks lost?" He asked. Rin raised a hand in a greeting as Maria walked forward.

"Oh, no," she answered. "We're adventures, on our way to complete a mission."

"Really?" The man beside the coachman smiled. "That's fairly respectable. None of you are injured or anything, right?"

The way he talked let Rin know he wasn't aware he was speaking to a Rank S adventurer.

"Why do you ask?"

"We're healers." The man told her. "Name's Alan. We're traveling healers, specifically. I'm the leader of this little tribe."

"Oh," Rin took on an impressed expression, as she walked up, standing by Maria's side. "Where'd you come from?"

"Well, we just finished a bit of work in Alcalira."

"Really?" Maria perked up a little. "A quaint little village. How are those folks?"

"Eh, not too good these days," he replied.

"Monster trouble?" Maria asked.

"Not quite. At least, not that they're aware of right now. No," he shook his head. "They've been dealing with abductions."

"... What?" Maria clearly hadn't been expecting to hear that. None of the group had been.

"Yeah. Apparently, travelers have been disappearing lately, traveling from one place to another."

"Are you sure no monsters took them out?" Maria asked. "That sounds like a possibility."

"Their scouts haven't been able to track any bodies," he responded. "No blood, no trails. They just sort of... disappear."

"Hm... I see," Maria stated.

[Wow. Sounds weird,] Rin thought.

Allan looked over to where his son was.

"Dallus? You alright? Don't lean too far. Don't want to get yourself wet before we keep going." He told the boy. The kid was on the shore of the lake, looking into the water.

"There's somethin' shiny!" The boy said. "In the water!"

"Yeah, ignore it," Allan replied.

"What is it?" Rin asked, walking up to the edge of the bridge to look down.

"I don't know but the water can be home to some strange things sometimes. My grandma used to say it lures people in," he continued with a lower voice, so as to not alert the kid, "I don't know about that, but I do know the water is no less dangerous than any forests. All kinds of monsters call it home."

"You are not wrong," Maria said, turning toward Rin. "Expect monsters in every corner of the places you travel through. You would be surprised where they can lurk."

"Wow." Another childlike voice spoke from behind Rin. She turned around and found a little girl looking up at Sara. Specifically, she was looking at her sword.

"Uh…" Rin raised a hand, about to ask the girl not to bother her, but the girl said something before she could do that.

"It's pretty." The little girl noted. Sara tilted her head. "Can I touch it?"

"Y-You shouldn't…"

"Sure," Sara said, with a volume barely above a whisper. Rin stopped. Sara got down on her knees and briefly untied her sword from her belt, letting the girl try to hold it. She made a wowed expression before giving off a few giggles.

Sara's face remained expressionless, but Rin was surprised, in a good way.

"Alright," Allan called out. "Everyone get back on the wagon. We've got a long trip, best not to waste too much time."

One by one, the kids and healers who were watching the water got back on the vehicle and the man looked at Rin.

"Do take care now, this path is dangerous. Good luck with your mission!" He said to everyone.

"Thank you!" Maria replied.

"Yeah, yeah. Thanks. Good luck out there." Rin bowed a little as the man nodded.

"Alright, stay safe."

With that, the group got back in their seats and the coach got the horses moving again. Rin's team watched them go.

Rin found Varyn breathing deeply. She got closer to him and said:

"Anything up?"

"No, no, just… soldiers, knights, guards, and I… We don't tend to get along." He gestured at the animalistic ears on his head and Rin nodded.

"I get you." She told him.

"No, I don't think you do. But, come on. Let's keep moving."




The Team Mission, Part Two

"So," Rin said, jogging up to walk by Maria's side. "Where is this place?"

"We will be arriving fairly soon," Maria replied. "It's about another hour's walk away."

Hearing that, Rin stretched her arms, making some big gestures to keep her body warmed up.

[What exactly will we be fighting?] She wondered. [Skeletons, like before? Or, are there maybe some other kind of undead out there?]

"Ugh, another hour of this crap?" Alea muttered a bit of distance behind her, and Rin heard Maria hold back a laugh.

"Maybe if you put in the work, and you get pretty rich, you can hire other adventurers to carry you to your missions," Varyn told her.

"Yeah? Are you volunteering? I'll probably make way more money than you ever will, so, just let me know."

"Wow, so confident. How come?" Varyn asked.

"Because, unlike the rest of you plebians, I actually have a plan laid out for myself," Alea declared.

"That's good!" Maria interjected, from ahead. "It's nice to have some idea of where you're going. That's very diligent thinking."

Alea didn't respond to her praise, settling for just looking away bashfully. 

As Rin looked back, she noticed that Sara was lagging behind everyone, a considerable distance away.

[Hm... Is she alright?] Rin wondered, and she stopped, letting everyone else keep going ahead as she waited for Sara to catch up.

When she did, Sara looked up and noticed Rin.

"...?" She said nothing, but she was confused.

"Are you okay?" Rin asked.

"..." At that, Sara paused. "Yes. I will do what is asked of me."

Rin blinked. 

[... What?]

"Uh, that's great, but, I mean, are you feeling alright?" Rin added. "I don't know, you seem a little more nervous than usual, or something."

"I am fine," Sara replied, with that same quiet, calm voice she usually had. "Do not worry."

"If you say so."

Together, they closed the distance between them and the others, and their short journey into the eastern land continued. The sky above continued to darken, and Rin wondered if it would soon begin to rain. Aside from that fact, however, everything was just as colorful and vibrant as it usually was.

At one point, when Rin and Sara passed by a pair of high trees, she looked up and saw some metallic structure trapped in the branches. Moss and vines grew around it, hanging from its body as both adventurers walked under it.

[Things from the Old World always show up at the weirdest moments,] Rin thought. [But, if you look, sometimes, it feels like they're everywhere.]

Eventually, Maria stopped as she reached a hill, and she waited for everyone to be close enough to her before she pointed ahead. As Rin reached her position, she looked toward the area she was highlighting and found what looked like an old fortress. Bigger than the kobold fort she and Cara had visited on her first mission, but smaller than the Academy.

It looked like giant blocks of stone had simply been dropped in the middle of nowhere, with no trees, grass or, really much of anything other than dirt surrounding it.

[Are all of the enemies inside?] Rin wondered before she noticed that she was wrong. There was one thing nearby this place.

Looking closer, in the distance to the north, there was a large body of water, clear and blue.

"That's the place. Like I said before," Maria turned toward them. "I'm going to teach one of you two," she pointed at Varyn and Alea, " how to do the purification spell, and one of you is going to handle that while the others back them up. Which one of you wants to do it?"

"Hm," Varyn put a hand up to his chin. "I'd say it should probably be me. If Alea's our healer, it makes sense, just in case anything happens to the others, she can help them out. Do you agree?"

"Yeah, fine," Alea replied.

"Great," he said with a dry tone.

"In that case, here you go," Maria said, before handing over a sheet of paper to him. "On that thing is a spellsign. Take a moment to learn it before you and your team head down there."

"Alright."

Varyn walked away then, unfolding the paper to study the spellsign he'd been given. Maria put her hands behind her back and looked at everyone.

"So, how are we? Excited?" She asked with a smile.

"Kinda," Rin replied, smiling back.

"I just wanna get this over with already," Alea, who had sat down on a rock, said in a hushed voice. "I wasn't meant to be working with groups."

"Really?" Maria asked, walking closer to her.

Rin saw some nervousness appear briefly on Alea's face, hiding just under her permanent scowl. She straightened up a little, taking a subtle breath that Rin had caught from years of having to read the body language of her clients. From what she could tell, Alea was either very scared of the woman or had great respect for her. Or both.

"Well, if I may let you in on a secret," she winked, "this isn't going to be the last time you four will be working together." 

"What!?"

"Yep. Therefore, it's a good thing to try to get used to these sorts of missions," Maria told her. "Outside of the Academy, team missions tend to be very lucrative. But, they can be dangerous as well. It's good to try to work on that."

"..." Alea looked away, looking a little embarrassed. "Whatever."

"And you?" Maria turned toward Sara.

"I am fine," Sara said, in almost the exact same way she'd told Rin.

"Good."

Unlike how she'd done with Alea, Maria didn't press on Sara's reaction. Maybe because she was convinced Sara was going to do well. If so, then, Rin could have a little bit of confidence too that the woman was going to carry this team.

Sometime later, Varyn walked back to the group, the paper curled up in his hand.

"I'm ready."

"Well then," Maria turned to the others. "Off you go. I will be behind you, watching over you, in case any particularly powerful creature arrives. If, however, I sense that you are capable of killing the enemy, I will not intervene until something seriously goes wrong. Understand?"

Everyone nodded.

"In that case, go on ahead."

---

"... Definitely looks bigger in person."

Rin stood in front of the stone fortress's doors, with her team next to her, and Maria just a few steps behind.

"Sara," Varyn said. "You should probably be the first to go in."

However, the raven-haired girl wasn't listening. She was just staring up at the fortress, with a glare in her eyes. Varyn raised a brow and cleared his throat.

"Sara?" He asked again.

"Hm?" She turned toward him.

"Could you be the first to go in? You're the most suited for it."

Calmly, Sara nodded and walked forward. Quickly, she put her hands on the wooden rotting doors at the front and pushed them open. It was so dark inside that, from where Rin was, she couldn't see much of anything. All she saw was a bit of dust float up into the air, as Sara walked inside.

Alea quickly drew a simple spellsign in the air, and a blue orb appeared over her head. As she walked in after Sara, it illuminated the area.

What Rin saw let her know the fighting would probably start sooner, rather than later.

Several dead bodies. Not skeletons, exactly, but rather, almost petrified-looking corpses belonging to what Rin guessed had been soldiers, once upon a time.

[Hm. How old is this place?] She wondered as she went in after Alea. She looked around for any signs of the Old World, but as she couldn't find any, she figured that either this ruin wasn't that old, or it was older than she could imagine.

One corpse was sitting at a chair to her left.

"Hm..." Curiously, Rin walked over to it. The body was crouched, wearing some sort of iron armor, rusted and heavily dented.

[Oh,] Rin thought. [This thing is wearing some sort of bracelet.]

She began to reach for it, but as soon as her hand was about to touch the item, she stopped herself.

[Maria had told me not to do this. Right. Nearly fucked up,] Rin thought, turning around and finding Maria looking at her with a pleased smile.

"Good restraint," Maria said, clapping a little. "If no one messes up in that way, you'll only...."

Then, the body in front of Rin let out a groan, and the adventurer flinched.

[What? But, I didn't...] She looked to her right and saw Alea taking an accessory off of a corpse on the ground.

"Shit."

And, just a beat later, every corpse near them let out the same sound and began to stand up.

"Oh well," Maria said. "Have fun."




The Team Mission, Part Three

Once the bodies started rising, Rin quickly put her stuff down, being extra careful with the bag Xhez was in, and she fell into a combative stance. Alea yelped, running backward to place herself behind Rin and Sara. Varyn did the same.

As far as synergy was concerned, they had basic positioning down, at least. Now, it was time to see how well they could actually fight.

As for Rin, she didn't hesitate. As the body in front of her began to rise, she stepped back, spun, and landed a crescent kick that tore its jaw off. And yet, the monster was still alive.

[Right, with undead you have to go after their heads,] she remembered. [If things get too desperate, I can always use my Spirit Flame too. But, for now, I should try to get through this without it.]

On that note, she pulled a fist back and landed a straight punch that made a cracking sound ring out. With another one, the creature went limp, and Rin quickly turned to see what else was happening.

Behind her, Sara was cutting a couple of enemies in half, while Varyn and Alea focused on weaving flame spellsigns, aiming projectiles at the undead in the distance.

[So far, so good.]

Hearing a guttural moan to her left, Rin turned toward the noise just in time to avoid being bitten in the neck by a creature that had gotten too close. Her response was to take the creature by the back of its head and pull its skull down, delivering a crushing knee at the same time.

The monster fell back and Rin stomped on its head, earning another kill.

[Keep going,] she told herself, turning toward the other creatures in the building, [keep your momentum up!]

Running forward, she found a lumbering undead, carrying a rusted sword, making its way to Sara, who had her back turned to it. Rin charged toward it before leaping into the air and performing a spinning kick that sent the monster to the ground. Again, she crushed the monster's head as soon as she had the chance and kept going.

At the same time, spheres of fire were sailing past her head, crashing into other enemies.

Before too long, there was just one monster left. Rin wasn't even breathing heavily yet. She got ready to take it down, as the creature was walking toward her. However, before it could arrive, Sara ran straight into it, stabbing it through the waist.

That wasn't all, though. Sara carried it into the air and rammed it into the nearby wall. As its rotten flesh fell on top of her, Sara pulled her sword out and held it up in a reverse grip, before bringing it down on top of the undead.

Once, twice, three times, and soon, it was clear the monster had died a while ago, but she was still stabbing it.

Looking at Sara now, her face was finally showing emotion. She looked absolutely furious. 

Rin dropped her hands as she watched.

"Uh," she said. "I think it's dead."

At that, Sara turned toward her with a glare, and Rin pulled back. 

"Uh..."

"..." Without a word, she ripped her sword out of the monster. The expression on her face faded, and she walked away, deeper into the room.

[... What the hell was that?]

"Good job!" Maria clapped for them, walking to the center of the room with a smile on her face.

"Is that it?" Alea asked. "That was the mission?"

"Hm? Of course not," Maria shook her head. "Have you forgotten your objective? You have to purify this place. If you don't, these creatures will all come back to life, and you'll have to repeat this fight again."

"Even though we broke their heads?" Rin asked.

"Yes. Unless you use fire to kill them or purify this location, their injuries will simply be repaired by the corrupted Essence here, right in front of you. Your mission has only just begun."

Hearing that reminded Rin of how she "cleansed" the ruins of Derain with Xhez. Though, they hadn't gone about it in the same way. Maybe there were multiple ways of purifying places. 

Sometime later, though, they were doing just that.

Rin took Xhez's bag and separated it from everything else, putting it in the corner of the room just so no one would accidentally step on it or something.

While the others kept a looked out, just in case more monsters made an unwelcome arrival, Varyn used some chalk to draw a rune in the middle of the main room. The purification spell in question was one of those runic spellsigns Harriton had taught them about a while back. It required constant concentration on behalf of the person performing the spell, which meant that Varyn was to keep his mind focused solely on the task at hand.

"Can I at least take a break?" Varyn asked Maria.

"Yes," Maria nodded. "You need to extract your Essence from the rune in order to do that, but be careful, because if you do so too abruptly, all of your progress will be undone."

"Great," Varyn replied, before sitting down in front of the rune he'd drawn and crossing his legs. "How long will this take?"

"A few hours," Maria replied.

"... Well, I wanted to sit down and rest anyway, so, whatever," the boy replied before he closed his eyes and drew another spellsign in the air. When he did so, Essence began to flow from his hands to the rune in front of him. Once it did, the chalk outline began to glow, and the spell began to work.

"So, can you only draw these runes with chalk, or what?" Rin asked, walking toward her teacher.

"You can do so out of pretty much any materials," Maria replied. "The important thing is that the shape of the rune is clearly laid out. However, I will note that the potency of these runic spellsigns is increased when you use something connected to humanity."

"... What?"

"Human blood, for example," Maria stated, with a solemn expression. "Over the course of history, there have been several instances where some necromancers decided that their pursuit of power was worth more than the lives of the people around them. So, they would murder innocents by the dozens to increase the power of these spells. I tell you this," Maria said, "so that, in the near future, when Harriton dives into the more... ethically grey parts of Essence, you understand why certain practices are outright illegal."

"Uh, okay, I understand," Rin nodded.

"Anyway," Maria said, addressing the rest of the group, "Varyn has gotten started. Now that he is in this position, and your team has effectively lost a member, I ask you, what do you think is the right thing to do?"

Rin looked away, pondering the question.

"Maybe, check the rest of this place to make sure there aren't any other enemies?"

"That is an option," Maria said.

"We should probably clear out these bodies, right?" Alea added. "Will burning them kill them permanently?"

"Generally speaking, yes," Maria answered. "Though, the area itself will remain cursed, which means that any other corpses you missed will still rise up. Because of this, a lot of people don't even bother, but, you can go ahead and do that if you want to spare yourself the fighting."

"Okay," Alea replied, "we should probably take all of these things out then. Burn them all at once. Don't just stand there," she told Rin, annoyed, as she moved over to one of the bodies. "Help me out."

"Right," Rin replied with a sigh.

Sara joined them quietly, and soon, the three women were dragging one body after another out of the building. When they were done, Alea cast a spellsign that resembled three upward arrows stacked on top of each other, and a stream of fire emerged from the palm of her right hand, burning the pile they'd made.

"Like I said," Maria warned them, as they returned to the fortress. "There are other bodies resting under the ground. Don't let your guard down."

---

A couple of hours passed, and Varyn was still sitting there, his eyes closed and his body so still that Rin wondered if he'd fallen asleep. She'd checked out the rest of this place and found nothing. No bodies, nothing she could take back to Libera and sell, nothing that indicated what this location had been like before it fell into desolation.

For a while, she sat with her back pressed against the wall, and with Xhez's bag right next to her.

[Did the commotion earlier wake Xhez up?] She wondered though she wasn't about to check right now, with everyone else around her.

Suddenly, a bottle of water was being held out in front of her, and Rin looked up to find Maria holding it.

"Good work earlier," Maria said in a slightly quiet voice. "You're not hesitating as much anymore."

"I have a really good teacher to thank for that," Rin said with a smile.

"Really? I would like to meet them!" Maria replied and the adventurer chuckled a little. However, when she felt someone glaring at her, she looked to her left. Alea had been scowling in her direction, but when Rin noticed, she turned away.

[Uh... Okay.]

After that, she grew even more bored than she was already.

While everyone else just sat around, waiting for Varyn's spell to be completed, Rin remembered something.

[Actually, there was some water to the north of this place. I'm pretty sure Xhez would love to see it.]

She looked down at the bag next to her.

[Hm... Then again, if I walk out mid-mission and they end up having to fight without me, I'm pretty sure Alea would stone me or something.]

"Eh, maybe later," she said to herself, before closing her eyes and continuing to wait.
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---

Another hour passed without incident, and it was getting to the point where Rin wondered why they were even still there.

[Couldn't they just use this place for training?] Rin asked herself. [Purifying it like this seems like a waste. Unless there's something I'm missing, I guess.]

She stood over Varyn, as the boy continued to perform the spell, with her hands on her hips.

[Damn, he hasn't moved in hours,] she thought. [That concentration is something else.]

"Uh," Rin turned toward Maria, "are any other enemies going to pop up?"

"Most likely not for another hour or so," Maria answered.

"Oh. In that case," Rin quickly said, "is it okay if I go outside for a little bit?"

Maria raised a brow.

"Why's that?"

"There's this lake nearby, I, ehm, wanted to wash something."

"Hm. If it won't take too long, then sure," Maria replied.

"Okay, be right back!"

Having heard that, Rin picked up Xhez's bag and walked out of the fortress in a hurry.

---

{Xhez}

A rustling woke the sprite up. That had happened a couple of times already, and Xhez wondered if she should just go back to sleep the way she had before. However, as the sun was soon on her face, she realized this time was different.

Just a second later she was looking up into Rin's big amber eyes.

"Hey, wanna come out?" Rin asked, and the bag remained still. Xhez nodded from inside, guessing this meant Rin had set the bag down somewhere, and soon, she was jumping out, and landing just beside the adventurer.

However, they weren't in her room, as they usually were. Instead, a vast field of dried grass and distant trees surrounded them.

"W-Whoa," Xhez said, surprised. "Where are we?"

"On my mission. Turn around."

Rin had a cheeky smile on her face as she said that. When Xhez did as she asked, she saw why.

"Ahh!?" Her eyes gleamed as she found a large body of water, stretching out for dozens of meters. "Rin, what, where?"

The girl chuckled, sitting down next to the sprite's bag. She looked back at a strange grey building that was some distance away, checking for something.

"Yeah, I figured you might wanna stretch your arms a little. Sorry for keeping you in the bag for so long, but, I never found an opportunity to let you out until now."

"It is okay," Xhez chuckled. "I appreciate your efforts."

"Well, wanna take a swim?" Rin asked and Xhez was already in the water before Rin had even finished the question.

Swimming in places like these felt different from swimming in the water she made. There was a purer, fresher feel to it, similar to how it feels to walk outside after spending a lot of time indoors. The same way the air just felt different, the water did as well.

Xhez's smile grew as she spun around in the pond a few times, the coldness of it feeling like a familiar embrace on her skin. However, she soon spotted something that made her pause.

At the bottom of the pond, there was something that looked a lot like a water sprite. However, there were some unsettling differences that made Xhez hesitate to check.

The sprite's hands were incredibly large, with each individual finger reaching double the length of Xhez's own, and ending in sharp claws. The sprite's feet and shoulders were equally wide and bony, and as the sprite's mouth was open, Xhez could see dozens of fangs that it carried as its teeth.

[What am I seeing?] Xhez wondered, as she reached for it. [What is this?]

She reached closer.

And closer.

Until she touched it.

But nothing happened. The sprite was long-dead, it seemed like.

[Hm, its spirit has yet to pass on,] Xhez realized, as she could feel a slight darkness coming from it. [I should show this to Rin. Maybe she'll know what happened.]

And so, with a considerable effort, she pulled the heavy sprite up to the surface.

As soon as Rin saw her and what she was carrying, her brows narrowed and she shifted closer.

"W-What the hell? Xhez?" She asked as she looked at the sprite Xhez had dragged up. "What is... is that a sprite?"

"I believe so," Xhez replied, taking deep breaths as her arms felt tired from the exertion. "But... I have never seen a sprite like this. I, I know I am the first sprite you met, but have you ever heard of anything like this?"

As both girls looked down at the strange creature laying on the grass, Rin shook her head.

"No, I-I don't..." Rin's confusion only grew as she continued to analyze the creature.

A different question popped up in Xhez's thoughts then.

[I should check her memories,] she thought, [maybe something happened to her that turned her into this thing.]

With that in her mind, Xhez leaned down and pressed her forehead against the creature's own, but Rin quickly reached out and held her by the wrist.

"Xhez?"

"E-eh, what?" The sprite was startled.

"What are you doing?"

"I am going to use my Spiritual Connection," she replied.

"Why?"

"Well, something has to have happened that made it become like this," Xhez explained. "I must stress, Rin, I have never seen a sprite like this. This is... I do not believe this is normal."

"Did your mothers ever say anything about this?"

"I... Well," Xhez paused.

[Did they?]

Trying to remember now, she knew for certain that they never told her about this directly, but they may have alluded to it a few times. After all, they'd explained to her that, before Xhez was born, both of them used to live in a community with other sprites. But, then, something happened, and it was because of that vague thing that they ended up alone.

[Could it have been something that had to do with this?]

"I need to check," Xhez quickly decided. "If this is some problem affecting my kind, I would like to know."

At that, Rin paused, but after a while, she nodded.

"Okay," she said, taking a deep breath. "If you think it's a good idea, go ahead."

With a solemn expression, Xhez looked back down at the sprite beneath her.

[Alright then, sister,] she thought, as she leaned down. [What happened to you?]

Thus, she activated her Spiritual Connection.

In an instant, she found herself in the body of this sprite and, as she'd hoped, she wasn't like this before. The sprite's name was Vilmie, and she seemed normal, sporting the same sorts of proportions as Xhez and carrying an easygoing, positive attitude as she walked through a dark forest Xhez hadn't seen before.

There was another sprite by her side, one with shorter hair and the same kind smile that she currently had. The adoration Xhez felt in her heart for her, and the fact that they were holding hands as they went on their stroll, let Xhez know these two were lovers. Everything seemed fine, for a while.

Soon, though, the sprites came upon a pond. The very one that Xhez had been swimming in, in her own body. It was nighttime, and that allowed Xhez to see that the pond was glowing a bright purple color.

Of course, being the sprites they were, curiosity filled the hearts of these two, and then they were going inside, taking a moment to swim in this place. For a while, things felt fine. Just like Xhez, before, there was a refreshing sensation that washed over Vilmie, and she felt so elated that she pulled the other sprite to her and embraced her.

Everything was going so great, that it made what happened next contrast all the more heavily.

Suddenly, a different feeling began to fill Vilmie's spirit. From happiness and refreshment to deep and utter hatred. It was pure rage, but it had no particular target. No cause. No reason to exist. However, this anger was so intense that, when Vilmie's eyes met her lovers, there was no love in them anymore.

And when she pulled the girl to her again, it wasn't to hug her, but instead, to bite down on her neck and rip a chunk out, so savagely that Xhez's own heart felt frozen.

And then, Xhez was back in her own body, as the memory concluded.

But, the anger she felt when she was in Vilmie's body hadn't left.

Instead, Xhez felt it slowly begin to fill up her own heart. Slowly, gradually, her body felt warmer and warmer as rage spread out from her spirit. Then, when she looked up at Rin, that anger found something to direct itself at.

Next thing Xhez knew, she was trying to claw Rin's face off.

"W-What?" Rin stopped her easily, though, grabbing her by the wrists. "Xhez!?"

The sprite growled in response, gritting her teeth as she looked back at the adventurer, feeling nothing but hatred.

"Aaagh!" Xhez snarled, trying her hardest to fight back, to keep her assault going. But, as Rin pinned her to the grass, looking down at her with concerned, worried eyes, Xhez stopped.

[... What am I doing?] She thought, suddenly, and as soon as that voice, her own, popped up in her mind, she started to fight back against the spreading hatred inside of her.

It wasn't something she was doing consciously, though she was aware of it happening in her body. Instead, it was like her spirit was trying to rid itself of that hatred all on its own. Taking steady breaths, trying to calm herself, that darkness that had erupted inside of her soon diminished, becoming nothing in just a few seconds.

All while Rin stared down at her, so worried that the sight broke Xhez's heart.

"Xhez?" She asked.

"I... I do not know what just happened to me," Xhez replied slowly then, and Rin released her. As soon as she did, Xhez hugged the adventurer, feeling chills go down her back.

"What the hell was that?" Rin asked.

"... I... A dark... I do not know," Xhez replied. "I cannot explain it."
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{Rin}

For a while, both of them just sat there, with the sprite's corpse still laid out in front of them.

"And..." Xhez said, "that was it. When she bit down on the other sprite's neck, I came back to myself and that happened."

It was difficult for Rin to come to terms with what Xhez had just turned into a couple of seconds ago, but, seeing this creature in front of them right now, one thing became clear.

"So, I guess this is what Maria was talking about when she said you weren't like the other sprites she'd seen. It's because they were all like this," she stated.

"... If that is the case," Xhez took a deep breath, "I suppose it makes sense why we are viewed as monsters. But, t-this is the first sprite I have run into that is like this. Are these truly so common?"

"Maybe," Rin shrugged. "I guess I could ask Maria about it later."

"... It was frightening," Xhez said, visibly shuddering next to her. "It was as though all of my... my feelings, my thoughts, everything, just turned to nothing in an instant."

"I was pretty scared too," Rin chuckled awkwardly. "I don't think I've ever seen you so angry. But, it wasn't really 'you', though, right?"

"It was not," Xhez shook her head. "I do not even understand how my actual self returned. And, I wonder, why did I return, whereas she did not," Xhez said, lifting her eyes to the sprite corpse.

"Let's just be happy that you did," Rin said, throwing an arm around Xhez and pulling her close.

The sprite's response was simply to close her eyes for a moment, as the two of them sat there. They remained in front of that water for a couple of minutes before Xhez decided she wanted to go back inside her bag, just to think for a while. When she was in, Rin stood up, took the bag, and went back to the fortress.

In the process, she tried as hard as she could to get the image of Xhez trying to attack her out of her mind, but it really was so unexpected that it lingered in there like a stinging cut. When she got back to the others, walking in through the open fortress's doors, she found that nothing had changed.

Varyn was still performing the ritual, Alea was sitting with her back to the wall, and Maria was speaking with Sara.

"If you don't mind me asking," Rin heard Maria say, "what sort of preparation did you receive before coming to the Academy? You seem quite skilled."

"..." At that, Sara just looked down. "I trained."

"Ehm, yes, I could tell, but... Oh well," she shrugged, gauging that Sara didn't want to talk about it. "I guess it doesn't really matter."

Then, she noticed Rin and smiled at her.

"Ah, you're back."

"Any monsters popped up while I was gone?" She asked.

"No."

"Good," Rin replied, glad that she hadn't missed anything too important.

She placed Xhez's bag by the corner of the room, same as she'd done before, and sat down beside it then, crossing her legs.

Soon, though, she noticed something. Outside, the sky began to darken.

[Hm?] Rin narrowed her eyes as dark, nearly black clouds began spreading above the fortress.

In addition, the air grew substantially colder in a blink, so much so that Rin could faintly see her own breath.

"Uh, what's going on?" Alea asked their teacher, which let Rin know she wasn't the only one who'd just gotten colder like that.

"The ritual is close to finishing," Maria said, with a smile.

"So, what's with all the clouds, and the cold-" Rin asked, as thunder cracked above them. Even Varyn flinched at that, but he regained his composure quickly, "and the thunder?"

"Now," Maria said, "the cursed area will try its hardest to prevent you from purifying it."

"... What?" Rin raised a brow, as she heard then heard a groan-like sound in the distance, outside the fortress. She stood up quickly, looking outside, and found a hand sticking out of the dirt.

"You could consider this the *real* start to the mission."

Just as Maria said that several corpses burst out of the dirt at once. Their rotting bodies were covered in worms, and they were holding old weapons in their hands. Bows, swords, axes. Each one with emotionless faces, all looking straight at Rin.

"Well," Maria said, as Sara and Alea both went up to the door. "It seems you have guests outside, and Varyn is still performing the spell. What will you do?"

[... Okay,] Rin took a deep breath, [this looks scary, but if they're all as weak as the other undead were, we should be fine. There are so many of them though...]

She counted at least twenty, at the front of the fortress, but she could hear those guttural sounds of theirs coming from every direction.

Sara was about to run forward, but Rin put a hand on her shoulder. She raised a brow at Rin, confused.

"Sara," Rin quickly addressed her, "stay near me, okay? We need to make space for each other. They'll surround us, otherwise."

The raven-haired girl nodded and then, with a focused, determined look, charged toward the nearest undead, decapitating it in one smooth motion.

"... I'm going to use my Spirit Flame," Rin told Maria, looking back at her. "Is that okay?"

"It's your choice," Maria shrugged. "If you feel that you need that ability, by all means, go on ahead. I personally disagree. I think you're skilled enough to handle this, even at an amateur level. Like I said before, though, I don't want you using it as a crutch, but it's ultimately up to you."

"..." Hearing that made Rin pause.

[She has faith in me,] Rin took a deep breath.

As Alea began to weave fire-based spellsigns, and Rin saw Sara slicing up a couple of other monsters, she clenched her hands into fists.

[Screw it.]

Then, without activating the ability, she ran forward and joined Sara, kicking away an undead that had gotten too close to her.

Thus, the fight began.

Emerging outside, as fire spells flew past Rin, she noticed that the number of enemies was larger than that which she'd originally estimated. Much larger. There were, maybe, a total of over a hundred of these things, all slowly lumbering toward the fortress.

[How strong are they?] Rin wondered as one drew closer to her than the rest. [Let's see!]

Then, with a crescent kick, she caught the side of its head. The monster was still standing. Rin followed up with a straight punch to its forehead that made the creature recoil, but it was still up. It swung the sword in its hand recklessly at her, with no grace or thought put behind its action. Rin jumped back, avoiding the hit and nearly running into another monster that then tried the same thing.

She avoided this one in the same way but ran into another one.

[I'm getting surrounded,] she thought, before a sphere of fire caught one of them, burning its head to a crisp and killing it.

"What are you doing, you moron!?" Alea yelled from her spot by the doors, at Rin. "Start fighting already!"

"It's not that easy," Rin muttered through her gritted teeth, but the girl's quip did prompt her to run toward one undead and sweep its legs. Then, she stomped on its head once, twice, and then a third time was enough to finally kill it.

[They're slow,] Rin thought, turning around to see if there were any behind her. [They can take a hit, but as long as I have space to work with, I can deal with them.]

In the distance, Rin watched as Sara blocked an attack from one undead, and then stabbed it through its head with a practiced forward motion. However, another undead raised an ax over its head and was about to bring it down on her, from behind. Rin lunged toward it, weaving through a couple of enemies, and she kicked the creature back. Sara noticed it, and then killed it the same way.

"Like I said," Rin told the girl, as she put her hands up and turned to make sure she wasn't gonna get caught by surprise. "We need to stay close to each other."

"Uh, hey!" Alea called out, and Rin looked over at her. "Don't leave me alone over here! They're trying to get to Varyn!"

[Crap,] Rin thought, running back to where she'd been positioned originally as Alea shot more fire spells out, killing off a couple of undead before Rin arrived and drew their attention.

[There's just a lot to keep up with,] Rin thought. [Priorities. First of all,] she started to list them out as she pushed one undead away and kicked another in its gut, [this entrance. I can't let them get in. Second, Sara. She can kill these things faster than I can, I just have to make sure she doesn't get caught off-guard. And, if I do that, then this should be...]

"Easy", was the word she'd been about to say. She was interrupted, however, when she spotted something manifesting up ahead.

[What?]

Lightning hit the ground, and in a flash, a creature appeared. One that was dressed in grey armor, and holding a thick black greatsword in its hand. It had a skeletal head, but its hands and feet were covered in steel. In its eye sockets, Rin saw two glowing red eyes, and something came to her mind.

[Wait, that looks a hell of a lot like the thing I fought at the ruins, after I met Xhez,] she realized, pushing more enemies away.

"Stay calm, and work together!" Maria called out, mostly just to Rin and Alea, as Sara was pretty far.

And so, the monster began walking toward them slowly.

[Okay, like she said,] Rin thought. [Just stay calm. Just-]

"Agh!" Rin heard a cry come out from her right, and she saw that one of the undead had just stabbed Sara through her right leg, just as the number of undead around them seemed to increase.

"... Shit."
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{Six Years Ago}

{Sara}

"Faster!" Her father called out, as Sara's mentor slashed toward her. Sara, seeing the wooden sword coming for her head, ducked under it and, with her own, she stepped forward, trying to smash it into her father's abdomen.

Instead, he grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her, flipping her in the air, and throwing her down.

"Agh!" Sara choked up, as the wind was knocked out of her lungs.

"Stop!" Her father called out, and her teacher instantly stepped aside, bowing. Then, Sara's father, clad in black armor, walked toward her, his metallic boots clanking against the ground. "Are you okay?"

That was the first question he asked. As disappointed as Sara knew he was in her, that was always what he cared about the most. Even as she lagged behind the others, even as she failed to improve at the same rate that everyone else was, forcing these late sessions, he just wanted to know she was doing okay.

She nodded, of course.

Sara wasn't angry, Sara wasn't sad. She was just disappointed in herself.

"Let's call the session here," her father stated. "We'll resume tomorrow."

"Leon," her teacher called out her father's name. "You know she needs more practice. You can't keep coddling her like this."

"What my daughter needs is rest. You know how important rest is to an enari. Tiredness dulls your techniques, slows your hands. She'll resume tomorrow."

He said that with all of the finality that only an enari leader could muster. Sara's teacher bowed, then, and simply walked away.

"Now, Sara," he knelt beside her. "You sure got your ass kicked."

Sara nodded. Silently, she sat up and hunched over a bit.

"Eh, don't be too hard on yourself," he put a hand on her shoulder. "You're still improving. Come. We'll get some food to put in that stomach. You're looking a little thin these days."

Together, the two walked out into Sara's home village of Valencia. A few of her neighbor's children were recklessly running through the muddy road, as old men and women dragged heavy goods from one place to another. Every now and then, Sara would see a person dressed in that same black armor her father was wearing, and she'd receive a small hint of a vision into what she was supposed to be.

What she wasn't sure she could become.

"Aye!" Leon greeted a man who was handing out strange desserts on the side of a road. "I'll have one."

"Blessings upon you, enari," the man bowed as Leon tossed him a few silvers. "Ah, is this your daughter, sir?"

"That's right," Leon answered, putting a hand on her shoulder proudly.

"As precious as a puregem from the Abyss itself," he told him and Leon laughed heartily.

"Let me tell you, one day," Leon said, "Sara, here, will swing her sword with more elegance than any of the enari grandmasters. That, I believe with all my heart."

As they spoke, Sara looked around. Valencia was so small, one could traverse the entirety of this place in just an hour. As far as she knew, no one cared about this village. It wasn't on anyone's mind to the far west and the merchants who came here would often only come, sell their things, and leave to find a better land as soon as they could.

But, to Sara, it was her home. And, even if she was bad at it, she would train to be able to fight for it.

---

{Now}

As Sara fell, from being stabbed in the back of one of her legs, visions of the past flashed in front of her eyes.

Her throat felt tight. She felt like, if she focused on the sounds around her, she could see those same monsters that had caused the scars her heart still had to this day. However, a voice cut through to her.

"Sara!" Her ally, Rin, yelled out, and suddenly, a pair of hands were under her own, and Sara was being pulled back.

Dragged back, was more like it. Past many undead, swinging their weapons recklessly, Rin moved with a speed and strength that Sara didn't associate with her.

When they reached the fortress' doors, and Rin cried out in pain as she dropped Sara on the ground, Sara understood why.

[She used Essence,] she realized. [Was I in that bad a position?]

"We can't have you fucking up like that!" Alea said, quickly placing her hands on Sara's injured leg as she cast her healing spell. "Don't be so reckless!"

However, despite how loudly she told her this, Sara was barely listening.

In the back of her mind, all she could see was fire and blood. The guttural moans the undead were giving off reminded her of the same pained cries her friends and family let out during their last hours. And, the sharp pain in Sara's leg made her feel just as weak as she had been on that fateful day.

As that pain was soothed away, though, Sara shook her head, looking down at herself. Her wound had disappeared.

Noting that, she stood up so quickly that Alea flinched.

"Thank you," Sara told the girl quietly.

"... Whatever, just be careful," Alea replied, standing up.

Then, taking her sword up again, Sara allowed the anger festering in her heart to fuel her next actions. Ahead, her amber-eyed teammate, who, earlier, had made the strain on her body obvious with those pained sounds, was trying her hardest to hold off several undead soldiers at once. All, of course, because she'd gotten careless. If her father could see her now, she was sure she'd be scolded for that.

All she could do now, though, was make up for it. So, once Alea was done healing her, she ran forward and quickly slashed off the head of an enemy that had been about to attack Rin from her left side.

"Sara!" Rin said, smiling as she realized Sara was back in the fight, with a certain gratitude in her voice that she found confusing.

After all, she was only doing what she was supposed to. It had been her own mistake that caused this brief interruption to begin with.

[You need to be better.]

That was all she could think right now. And that same self-hatred was what spurred her on, as she cleaved through one enemy after another.

In the middle of each skirmish, Sara gritted her teeth and scolded herself.

[You are too slow,] she thought. [If you were faster, everyone would still be here.]

As she stabbed through a monster's gut, past its armor, and her ancestral sword failed to push all the way through, Sara bit down on the insides of her cheeks.

[You aren't strong enough either. You're pathetic.]

"Agh!" Tearing her sword out, she quickly transitioned into another slash aimed at the monster's neck, and its head fell off just like those of the other monsters she'd killed so far.

Then, a sword pierced through Sara's right shoulder, from behind.

"A-" Her breath caught in her throat as she saw the weapon emerge out from in front of her. She pushed herself off of the blade, and her right arm went limp as a searing pain spread out from that spot.

With her off-hand, she turned and killed the undead creature that had done this to her.

Then, as quickly as she could, she ran back to her mage ally.

Wordlessly, as Rin managed to kill more undead on her own, Sara paused in front of her.

Alea quickly drew a circle in the air and immediately, the pain was healed away.

Maria, though, spoke up, still sitting near Varyn.

"Sara," she said. "Calm down. You're not thinking things through out there. Just take a second to breathe."

Sara's hands clenched around the hilt of her sword.

Maybe that was wise, maybe her teacher was right, but she couldn't allow herself to do that. Anger and vengeance were solely what had been driving Sara to improve for years. She couldn't just do away with that now. Not when she was finally on her path to becoming the monster slayer her people had needed before, and maybe others would need in the future.

So, ignoring Maria's words, Sara ran out and did the same as she'd been doing before.

She only managed to kill a few creatures though, before she noticed a few things. Firstly, the number of undead was decreasing, and second, Rin had stopped, looking at a different enemy.

That was when Sara's eyes fell on the approaching skeleton. It was different from all the other enemies around them, carrying a heavy greatsword and wrapped in dark armor, quite like Sara's own. The glowing red beads in its eye sockets hinted at some hidden power, that made Sara pause.

Rin was in a fighting position, looking like she was about to take it on.

Sara looked around. There were still so many undead left, aside from this other one. If Rin intended to fight it, Sara needed to keep the others from getting involved. If she managed to clear them out before the fight ended, she could join, and between the both of them, with Alea's help as well, she guessed they could win that next battle easily.

[You know what you have to do,] she told herself. [Just do it already.]

Putting Rin out of her thoughts momentarily, Sara got to work. She charged toward the nearest creature, stabbing straight through its nose. Another one swung an ax at her. Sara deflected its weapon before cutting its legs off and impaling it as it fell to the ground.

One quick kill after another. Minutes passed, and by now, Sara had lost herself in the fight. Between her blade and the spherical projectiles being cast out toward the weaker undead, she and Alea managed to put crowds of them down with ease.

The more she killed, the easier it got, as there were fewer enemies surrounding her. She decided she could leave a few of them standing, for Alea to finish, and focused on the bigger one who had arrived earlier.

With that thought, she heard Rin struggling against the skeleton just a short distance away. Sara turned toward her and inspected the ensuing fight.

Rin wasn't really getting any offense in. All of her efforts were focused solely on avoiding attacks that were coming much quicker than Sara thought was possible, from an enemy of that size, wielding a weapon that was just as impressive.

After just one short second to catch her breath, Sara ran up to help.

Just as she arrived, the enemy's greatsword swung at Rin from the side, at an angle that Rin couldn't move away from. The girl stumbled back, and Sara stepped between her and the enemy's sword, blocking the attack herself.

"Agh!"

Sara's hands shook as her weapon clashed against the skeleton's own. Its attack was so strong, it made just blocking this attack sting.

Still, determination alone made it so that Sara took her sword up and tried to attack this thing.

Swinging at it three times in quick succession, the skeleton blocked all of Sara's attacks so easily that it made the girl let out a frustrated grunt, trying to will her body to move faster.

She did, however, pause to make sure she and Rin weren't being flanked, when, she realized something.

[There are no other enemies left,] she thought, surprised, as she saw many piles of ash on the ground, evidence of Alea's successful killing spree. [This is it. If there was a time to use Essence, it would be now.]

And so, she leaped backward, pausing a short distance away from the skeleton. Taking a deep breath, she quickly let Essence run all throughout her, as Rin stood nearby, ready to fight.

Behind them, Sara saw Alea jogging over to them out of the corner of her eye. She looked exhausted, which was a testament to just how many spells she'd been casting. With all three of them here, Sara paused.

[It's time to end this.]

With her Essence running through her, boosting her natural strength and power beyond the amount that was already considered impressive among the students, she ran behind the skeleton. Getting its attention, the creature turned to face her, lifting its weapon in the air. Then, fire surged out from Alea's palm and covered the entirety of its body.

Spotting an opportunity, Sara lunged forward. With her sword outstretched, she went to stab its head, but the monster swung wildly at her, and she stopped in her tracks, narrowly avoiding getting cut in half.

Rin leaped up, spinning in the air and landing a kick onto the skeleton's head from the side. Again, the skeleton swung wildly, turning toward her, and Sara found the opening she needed.

In a flash, she moved up, jumped, and stabbed straight through the monster's skull. Pushing the creature down, as the flame ceased covering it, Sara removed her sword and found that the monster was finally dead.

As soon as she noticed that, Sara looked from one side of the battlefield to another, trying to make sure, one last time, that there were no more opponents. Indeed, there weren't any. They'd won.

...

{A couple of hours later}

"Holy crap, we did it!" Rin said, raising her arms as everyone walked behind her. "We- ow, ow, crap." She held herself. Sara was feeling the same way.

Rin seemed quite happy, though. As soon as things had been handled, the group left the fortress, and were currently on their way back to Libera, as the sun was beginning to retreat past the horizon.

"Good focus," Maria told Varyn. "Although so much chaos was unfolding, you managed to remain concentrated on the ritual. You show a lot of promise."

"Thank you," Varyn replied, with a respectful tone.

"Uh, hello?" Alea said, annoyed. "Really? No one is gonna talk about how I kept all of your asses alive? I literally wiped out at least forty of those things!"

"You did very well, Alea," Maria added then. "Your prioritizing was on-point. You were quite impressive."

At that, Alea went silent.

"... Thanks."

As for Sara, however, she remained silent.

Her hand was kept wrapped around her sword's hilt. Sara's eyes remained low, and as the group walked, all she could think about was the mistakes she made all throughout the mission.

The injuries she'd sustained, the attacks she hadn't seen coming. Marks of an amateur warrior, something she wasn't supposed to be, this far into her journey. It made the resentment she felt, aimed at herself, continue to build up in her heart.

[I am pathetic,] she thought. [I need to be better. I need to-]

Right up until a hand fell on her shoulder.

She looked to her right and found Rin there, with a smile on her face.

"Hey," she said. "Good job back there. How did you get that good at fighting?"

"..." Sara didn't comprehend her question. She'd performed awfully. "I-I..."

Without being able to think of anything, she looked away, hoping Rin would leave her alone.  She didn't though. The amber-eyed girl was still looking at her, waiting for an answer.

"I trained," Sara replied softly.

"Okay," Rin giggled. "I know. How did you train, though?"

"..." Sara took a deep breath. "At home."

"Oh, like, with your family?"

Hearing that, Sara felt a stabbing pain in her heart.

She nodded, incapable of producing any words there without her voice cracking.

"Sounds cool," Rin told her.

[... This girl's presence,] Sara thought, as she looked away, feeling embarrassed to have such big eyes fixated so purely on her. [It's... Too much for me.]




The Team Mission, Part Seven

{Rin}

The pain in her muscles from running Essence through her body could only be compared with her elation at the outcome of the mission. When it was all said and done, the mission was completed with only a handful of mistakes made by Rin and her team, and she felt like that was the best she could hope for.

[Maria had said we were going to be teaming up again, in the future,] Rin thought, as she walked behind everyone. Looking at each of her allies, Varyn, Alea, and Sara, she figured things might not be that bad. [Sure, we aren't friends, but I think we can work well together. At least there's that.]

They arrived back at Libera just as the day turned to night. At the city's northern gates, Alea wordlessly walked away, in a direction that looked like she wasn't going back to the Academy just yet.

Varyn turned toward Sara, Maria, and Rin.

"Good work back there," he told Rin. "Bye."

"See ya in class," Rin replied, and he walked away as well.

That left Maria with two students here, who she looked at with a smile.

"Well, both of them left before I could make the offer," she chuckled. "I'd say your performance calls for a minor celebration. How about we go get something to eat? I'm guessing you're both starving, aren't you? We've been walking around all day."

"Sure," Rin nodded.

Sara though paused.

"There is food at the cafeteria," Sara said.

"Uhm, yes," Maria replied, "but, maybe I could treat you to something a little nicer. How does that sound?"

"I..." Sara said softly, and she looked away.

Noticing this reaction, Rin leaned close.

"Maria has great taste," Rin argued in a whisper, winking at her. "She took me to eat a while ago and, yeah, it was great."

Looking up into Sara's eyes felt strange. Although the girl's face showed no emotion at all, the more Rin talked to this girl, the more expressive her eyes felt. Seeing them right now, Rin felt like maybe she was considering it. Eventually, she nodded, and Maria grinned.

"Great, let's go!"

Soon, the Rank S adventurer led them to a nearby establishment. It was a quaint-looking place, one that looked a lot less expensive than the restaurant Sye had taken Rin to a while back, and yet, she knew Maria probably had far more money than that mage did, just from being such a high-rank.

[I guess she's just frugal like that,] Rin thought, as they walked inside. There were a few round tables spread out, and a counter at the back where a man was waiting patiently for customers.

"Take a seat," Maria instructed both girls and they did as she asked, sitting by a nearby window. Rin sat closest to the glass, while Sara sat down opposite her.

As Rin glanced up, she found that, again, although others might say that Sara's face was the same as ever, she was starting to see little details that hinted at how Sara actually felt. The way her eyes would go down to the table, meet Rin's for just half a second, before returning to it. The way her hands were tightly placed on her own thighs. How she almost flinched anytime a sudden sound, like the door opening or a small bell ringing, emerged.

[Hm...] Rin put her right elbow down on the table, resting her chin on it. [What is up with her?]

As much as she felt like the girl was a little uncomfortable, Rin knew she wouldn't get any answers if she just asked. She'd tried it before, after all. So, instead, she said:

"Hey," she said, in a slightly low voice, trying not to startle Sara. The girl's eyes snapped up at her, this time remaining there.

"Yes?" She asked quietly.

"I'm still kinda curious about your training," Rin said with what she hoped looked like a polite smile. "I'd love to know more."

When she heard that, Sara looked away again.

"..." She paused. "I-I..." Her voice sounded slightly strained. "I trained with my father."

[Oh. Okay, now we're getting somewhere,] Rin thought, as, in the background behind Sara, Maria was waiting for their meal to be prepared so she could take it over to the table.

"Ohhh, cool, was your dad a soldier?"

At that, Sara shook her head.

"He..." She paused again. The way she spoke, it was as though every word required her to build up the energy to deliver it. "He was an enari."

"... A what now?" Rin tilted her head.

"Enari," Sara said again.

"I, uh, don't know what that is."

"Hm?" That seemed to surprise Sara. "The enari were the protectors of my village."

Little moments like these, when someone managed to get a genuine reaction out of Sara, Rin noticed that she was able to string together more words than usual. And, honestly, she found it adorable.

"Oh, what were they like?" Rin asked, feeling like she'd managed to tap into a good conversation. She was curious, but more than anything, she just wanted to keep the girl talking.

Rin doubted she could be friends with Alea, or truly get familiar with Varyn, but if she could make a friend here with at least one teammate, she'd be happy.

"They... they dressed like this," Sara replied, spreading her arms, and looking down at herself. "They were very strong. And, they were very skilled."

"Hm... And, your sword?" She asked. "Is that an enari thing too?"

That question made Sara's expression turn just a bit sadder, and Rin felt like she'd messed up.

"Yes, and no," Sara replied, shaking her head. "It's... special." 

And, just as Rin was about to ask why it was special, Maria arrived, holding a large plate that had three small bowls on it.

[Dammit!] Rin thought. [I was making so much progress with her.]

"Some yariko soup," Maria told them, as she sat down next to Sara. "Genuinely delicious. Try it."

"Thanks," Rin told her, grabbing one of the bowls and one spoon. With it, she scooped up a bit and put it in her mouth, and the taste made her eyes pop out. "Oh, that's really good!"

"Hehehe," Maria looked a little smug. "I know how to pick 'em."

Sara took a sip herself but had no visible reaction.

"Well, Rin," Maria continued. "How do you feel? Another mission, more fighting, and you're still in one piece."

"Yeah," Rin smiled at her. "Mostly thanks to you, so, yeah. Thanks again for all the training."

"I'm always willing to help," Maria replied. "That goes for you too, Sara," she told the girl next to her. "You need anything, or if you just want to train a little, you can always ask."

Sara nodded.

[Back to silence again,] Rin thought. [Oh well. At least I think I get how she works. I really do wanna learn more about her. Maybe I will soon.]

"Now," Maria looked up at Rin. "You can't let yourself settle, just because you're finding success. Once you're past this initial stage, where you stop bumbling around and you actually know what you're doing, you need to work on those fundamentals. Sharpen those up, and soon, you'll reach the next stage."

"The next stage..." Rin mumbled. "About that, when are we actually going to be doing missions?" Rin asked.

"Hm? You mean, official guild missions? For money?" Maria asked.

"Yeah."

"Next semester," her teacher quickly answered. "Early January, most likely. Though, they will all be low-level missions, so don't get your hopes too high up."

[Just a couple of months away,] Rin noted. [Okay, that sounds fine. Hopefully, I'll be ready by then.]

"The first semester is meant to give you a foundation," Maria added. "After that, you can start building on it. Some people drop out of the Academy at that point, and head up to Cradle, or go from one village to another, going all over the world and doing missions. As for you students, though, if you stay at the Academy, which I highly suggest you do, you would be doing smaller missions here in Libera, in between training and classes."

"Okay," Rin nodded. "Looking forward to it."

Then, just before Rin went back to her soup, she remembered something.

"By the way," Rin said after she cleared her throat.

"Yes?"

"... Water sprites," she threw the words out, and Maria's brows raised. "The ones you've seen."

"... What about them?"

"Do they normally have monstrous hands and a bunch of fangs?" Rin asked. "Because I saw one like that, at the water north of the fortress."

When Maria heard that, she sighed.

"Yes," she answered. "Yes, they do."

---

The meal was done a short time later, and all three of them went back to the Academy.

Maria explained to Rin something that was keeping her mind busy throughout the entire walk back though. Apparently, every water sprite Maria had ever seen fit that description that Rin gave her. All except for Xhez, which went unsaid of course, as Sara was sitting next to them.

It made Rin wonder a few things, however.

[Is Xhez just one exception? How many of those monster-like ones are there?]

Though, one thing was for sure. She'd finally learned why sprites were treated like monsters.

It was because, as far as most adventurers knew, they simply were all monsters. She knew that already, of course, but now she'd seen why, personally.

"See you tomorrow, Rin," Maria told her as they walked into the building. "Rest up."

"Yeah, goodnight."

Maria left. Rin and Sara walked up to the second floor, where Sara's room was first. They paused in front of it, as Sara put her hand on the doorknob.

"Good stuff, Sara," Rin told her, trying to be charming. "Maybe we can train together sometime soon? You're really skilled, I'd love to."

"..." Sara looked away. "Sure."

Her voice was so faint, Rin almost didn't hear it. Then, she opened the door, and walked into her room, closing it quickly after.

Rin giggled as she saw that.

[Okay, I guess I was wrong. She's not scary at all.]

And, with that thought, she went to her own room.

Elisa hadn't come back yet, which meant the room that welcomed her was empty. Rin put her backpack down by her bed and Xhez's bag atop her drawer. Then, she took all of her armor off and stretched her arms.

Half-naked, with just a bra and her underwear on, she walked over to her bed and laid down. Covering herself, she stared up at the ceiling and put her hands behind her head as she tried to take stock of everything.

[Between what happened at the Rose Party and this mission, I feel like I'm finally making good progress.]

A smile bloomed on her face then, as she realized that.

[You know what? I haven't completely failed yet, and that's a win in my book. Now, I just need to keep it going. Let's see what happens.]
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{Friday}

{Sylvia}

[... What am I even doing? This is so dumb,] Sylvia thought to herself as she walked down one of Libera's empty streets, with one of her closest friends by her side.

"Are you sure we aren't going to get mugged?" Sylvia asked her.

"Of course, not, but trust me. The sex is worth the risk!" Gwen promised, smiling so brightly her teeth nearly illuminated the moonlit road.

Sylvia was a dark-skinned noblewoman with silky black hair tied into a ponytail, wearing a simple brown shirt and a black skirt. Next to her, Gwen was wearing a dress with a v-neck cut so deep it nearly showed off her entire chest.

It was currently just a bit past midnight, a couple of days after Gwen had spoken to her about this mystery woman she'd met at the Rose Party that had taken place a week ago. She'd told Sylvia all about the way the woman approached her, consoled her, and ultimately fucked her brain out for a couple of gold coins, with the assurance that if she wanted that experience again, all she needed was to come here.

Somehow, someway, Gwen, in all her free-spiritedness, pitched to Sylvia that maybe the two of them could meet this girl together. Of course, being the best friends that they were, Gwen often enjoyed sharing as much of her life with Sylvia as she could.

This, however, seemed like a tad much to Sylvia, but she still accepted. Mainly, because this proposal was her one chance at something she'd always wanted. Looking at Gwen now, it popped up in the back of Sylvia's mind that she couldn't care less about this mystery girl. No, she was here for the brightly grinning girl next to her, who she'd always loved but never dared to try to confess to.

In that sense, she supposed she should thank this "Triss" lady for giving her an actual chance at that. Still, she was allowed to be nervous about it.

"Are you sure she can take multiple, ehm, customers at once?" Sylvia asked. She wondered if Gwen had even realized that, in doing this, the two of them were on their way to ask for a threesome.

[Has she always liked me like that?] Sylvia wondered. [Or, does she want to take turns individually?]

"I can't imagine why she wouldn't," Gwen shrugged, in a manner so carefree it made Sylvia envious. "She'll probably be elated to see us!"

"..." Sylvia nodded, looking away.

[Whatever happens, I just hope things stay as good as they are between us.]

Moments later, the two of them were arriving at the train station, where Gwen had said that Triss would apparently be waiting. The train had probably just recently finished its last trip for the day, as there were no guards anywhere nearby.

Instead, under one lit lamppost, was a white-haired woman sitting on a bench. Sylvia's eyes narrowed, trying to get a better look at her.

[Is that her?]

"That's her!" Gwen quickly answered her mind's question, and she started jogging over.

"W-Wait!" Sylvia said, following behind her.

As they got closer, the woman noticed them and stood up.

And, Sylvia stopped, as what she saw made her jaw drop.

[... By the Divine,] she thought, as Gwen nearly tackled her with a hug. [Is she real?]

What stood in front of her had to be the lewdest woman she'd ever seen. Curves packed up in a black dress that looked like they belonged on a bitchy love interest character in a trashy romance novel and not in real life like this. Tits that looked like they would give anyone who had them back problems. And, a face with amber eyes so inherently sultry and gorgeous that it made Sylvia feel like she was committing some sort of sin just by looking at them.

However, as she wrapped her own arms around Gwen, it became evident that she was actually real.

"It's good to see you," Triss told the woman. "How have you been?"

"Hmph," Gwen then took a step back, and, in a way that was such a contrast from how happy she'd been up until that point that it made Sylvia chuckle, she pouted. "I'm surprised you care. I've been good, actually."

"Of course, I care," Triss said, putting a hand on her face. "This all started because I wanted to help you, after all. It's great that you're doing well."

Hearing that, Sylvia took a deep breath, crossed her arms, and walked forward.

"Hm?" The woman ahead raised a brow. "Who's this?"

"Oh, sorry," Gwen's smile quickly returned. "This is Sylvia, my best friend," Gwen stated, running over to the woman and pulling her toward the supposed sex worker. Triss seemed amused. "I brought her here!"

"... Okay," Triss laughed. "Why's that?"

"Oh, ehm, I was wondering if you could do her too," Gwen said. She talked so openly that Sylvia felt her face warm up, and she looked away. "She's never been with a girl either, I thought it'd be fun!"

"Oh, is that so?" Triss asked. Then, she took a couple of steps over to her, and suddenly, Sylvia's vision was filled with nothing but that lewd woman. "Hi, what's your name?"

"Sylvia," the woman said, trying to sound proud. Her family had instilled that into her since she was a child, and she wasn't about to forget it here.

"Very pretty name," Triss said. "I'm Triss."

"I-I know," Sylvia replied.

"Oh..." Triss replied. The way Sylvia said that must have been a bit curt because her expression changed a little, as she looked Sylvia up and down. "Hey," she followed up. "Did she drag you here against your will?" She pointed at Gwen.

"What!? I-I wouldn't-" Gwen began to respond but Sylvia quickly clarified.

"No, no," she shook her head.

"Okay, just making sure," Triss giggled. "You seemed a bit put-off."

"I... I'm just nervous."

"Don't be," Triss replied, walking up to her and taking her hands gently. "Everything we're about to do is all in good fun, right?"

"... Right," Sylvia nodded. "Well, outside of the part where we pay you."

"That's how you reward a job well-done, where I'm from," Triss winked.

"We'll see," Sylvia replied with a little smile.

[Well, at least she's easy to talk to. Maybe this won't be so bad, after all.]

"So," Triss clapped her hands. "Are we having a threesome, or what?"

"W-W-W-What?" Gwen asked, stuttering multiple times in rapid succession.

"Hm?" Triss put her hands on her hips. "I thought that was what you were both here for," she shrugged. "Was I wrong?"

"N- I," she blinked rapidly, and this had been what Sylvia was scared about. "I mean... I had thought we'd do this on our own, separately."

[... Yeah, of course,] Sylvia sighed, and she hoped Gwen hadn't heard how disappointed she was.

Triss's eyes though were on her, looking at her curiously before she looked back at Gwen.

"Well, if I may be allowed to suggest something, I'd say we should do this at the same time," Triss replied and her voice had suddenly taken on a deeper pitch.

"What?" Gwen looked absolutely scandalized. Sylvia raised a brow.

[Seriously?]

"Seriously!" Triss added.

"But... I..." Even with the lamppost and the moon as the only sources of light, as Gwen looked over at Sylvia, she blushed.

"Trust me," Triss said, wrapping an arm behind her back. "There's nothing quite like having two gorgeous women on you like that. Sylvia, what do you think?" Triss suddenly asked, and Sylvia's lips parted.

"I..."

She'd been about to reject the idea. However, something in the way Triss was looking at her felt like she wanted her to be honest. So, she gulped her nerves down and said:

"Y-Yes, I think that would be nice."

Gwen's eyes widened, and Triss quickly stepped in.

"See? Your friend agrees! So, what do you think? How about we do some more experimenting today?"

Gwen's eyes remained on Sylvia for a few seconds.

"Um... Sure," Gwen said then, nodding. "Yeah."

"Awesome! Come on, there's this nice hotel nearby. You're paying, of course."

With that, she all but dragged Gwen down the street.

But, not before passing by Sylvia and whispering in her ear:

"You're welcome."

---

That was how, sometime later, Sylvia was on her knees on a bed in the middle of a random hotel room, with Gwen in front of her.

Her friend had her legs spread and had Triss hugging her from behind, as Gwen was sitting on her lap with her head between Triss's boobs.

"I..." Gwen said.

"I think," Triss said, with her lips close to Gwen's left ear, "that your friend is going to do a great job. She's your best friend, after all. She wouldn't disappoint you, right?"

[You really don't need to put that much pressure on me,] Sylvia replied in her mind as she took a deep breath and crawled forward.

What had happened up until this point was enlightening, to say the least. Kisses and moans were shared by all as they'd come into the room earlier, and quickly threw their clothes aside. However, Gwen and Sylvia hadn't yet done anything with each other. No, instead, they traded moments with Triss, with the sex worker sucking on Sylvia's tits and having fingered Gwen for a few minutes. But, now, she'd called for Gwen to get in this position, with something on her mind that was flustering both of them intensely.

Gwen remained wide-eyed as she laid on Triss's body, now, looking down at Sylvia' whose lips were quickly approaching Gwen's pussy. All the while, Triss was massaging her chest with a happy look on her face.

"You're gonna do her right, huh, Sylvie?" Triss asked, and without taking her eyes off of the beautiful image in front of her, Sylvia nodded. "See? She's got this."

Finally, putting aside all of her nerves, Sylvia leaned down and let her tongue touch Gwen's folds. She had her hands on Gwen's hips and felt them flinch when she did, and a low moan escaped the girl.

Sylvia had been dreaming about this moment for years, and now that it was actually happening, she wasn't sure if she could handle it.

[I've only done this like once before,] she thought. [What if I'm too bad at this?]

Her worries were pushed to the back of her mind, though, as she dragged her tongue up and forced a moan out of Gwen's lips. Triss licked one of her ears then, at the same time that Sylvia was getting to work, and she saw Gwen's chest move up and down as her breathing intensified.

"Syl..." Gwen let out, and her eyes were fixed so firmly on her that Sylvia had to look away, to prevent herself from getting more nervous than she was. She kept going then, kissing her pussy more as Gwen spread her legs even further.

A while into it, Gwen grabbed onto Sylvia's head, as the woman was fully enthralled by the action she was performing. As Triss continued teasing her, Sylvia showed her as much love as she could, and soon, Gwen's moans picked up.

It happened unexpectedly. One second, Sylvia had been keeping her eyes closed as she let her tongue roam over her friend, and then the next, Gwen was lifting her hips, proclaiming loudly that she was cumming.

Her orgasm was so sudden that Sylvia pulled back, as Gwen arched her back. Her leg muscles visibly flexed and Sylvia felt like she was watching something truly beautiful take place. But, it was over before she could appreciate it any further.

As Gwen was breathing heavily, Triss gave Sylvia a thumbs-up.

"Good job!"

"... Thanks," Sylvia replied, stunned.

"Syl..." Gwen looked almost teary-eyed.

"How about," Triss said, pushing Gwen up a little so she could slide out of the bed. "I give you two some alone time."

"W-What?" Sylvia asked.

"Enjoy!" Triss said, quickly throwing on her dress, without her heels, and walking out into the hallway.

[But... What?]

"What was that?" Gwen asked.

"I... What do you mean?" Sylvia asked in return. Gwen shifted closer, to where they were face-to-face.

"You just did that," Gwen said. "I don't know, I... Do you...?"

[Oh.]

Sylvia gulped. She understood now.

"Gwen, can I tell you something?"

"... Yes," Gwen replied, looking up at her with bright, big eyes.

"I like you," Sylvia said. "A lot, as you could tell. I've liked you for a while, I... Sorry, I just thought..."

Suddenly, the girl was hugging her.

"I didn't know," Gwen told her softly.

"It's alright!" Sylvia laughed. "I'm sorry I just did this with you and, you didn't even know how I felt and all. I'm sorry if I just made things awkward between us, I just wanted to... Just once, I-"

She was cut off, though, as Gwen pressed a kiss against her lips. Sylvia returned it eagerly, and as their lips smacked, Triss walked back inside.

They stopped, turning toward her.

"Aw, good for you!" Triss applauded them. "So, do I go now, or am I invited into this new little affair of yours?"

At that, Gwen got off the bed and pulled Triss to them harshly.

"That was nice, don't get me wrong," Gwen told Sylvia. "But, I came here expecting a professional's touch. And, by the Divine, I'm going to get it!"

"Alright," Triss turned toward Sylvia. "And you?"

"... Sure," Sylvia shrugged. "Why not?"




Fists and Roses, Part Two

{Rin}

"Thanks a lot, Triss!" Gwen waved happily at her, as her other arm was wrapped around Sylvia.

"Thank you," Sylvia bowed.

"No problem," Rin said. "Tell your friends! If you're interested in the same again, you know where to find me."

With that, she walked away from them, putting the golden varols they'd given to her in her purse.

Four in total. The mark of a job well-done, as she'd said before.

[That was something,] Rin thought as she began making her way back to the academy. [Really productive night, though!] She'd need to wait for this spell to wear off before she could walk indoors though.

It was currently five days after the team mission had taken place, and in between all of her training, Rin had been excited for this night to happen. If the clinking of those coins in her purse was anything to go by, it didn't disappoint.

Now, she needed to keep getting better, grow as an adventurer, and things would be fine from here into the future, as long as things kept going as they were right now.

Once the hair color change wore off, Rin made her way back to her room, where she found that Elisa was already asleep. Carefully, she moved to the back, took her clothes off, and jumped into her bed, with a satisfied little smile on her face.

With that grin plastered onto her portrait, her day came to a close.

---

The next morning, on Saturday, Rin woke up on her own as the sunlight hit her face.

"Ugh," she groaned a little, forcing herself to sit up. Today being Saturday, she was mostly just going to train, and she wanted to get to it already.

As she opened her eyes, she saw that Elisa wasn't there. She could guess the other adventurer was already hard at work, which was admirable.

[May as well get to it on my own, too,] Rin thought, standing up to go get ready for the day.

A while later, she was fully dressed in the loose white shirt and black pants that she often employed for her training sessions, and was walking out of her room, with a few things on her mind. Of course, one was her training, but another was what happened with Xhez on the team mission. As Maria had made it clear to her that Xhez was special, in that she wasn't a monster like most sprites, she wanted to investigate that.

[The library,] Rin thought. [Maybe Harriton would-]

She turned to the right, about to start walking, and ran into someone. It felt like she'd moved straight into a wall.

"Aghk," Rin took a step back, trying not to fall down.

The person she'd run into was Seth.

"Tk," her classmate clicked his tongue with annoyance, and then walked away, without so much as offering a simple apology.

[Motherf... Ah,] Rin thought, watching him walk away. She noticed, then, that he was carrying that same large bag on his back that Rin had seen him use before. [Oh, is he on his way to that one place?]

She could faintly remember where it was.

[Hm. Whatever.]

On that note, she began walking up the stairs and went straight to the library. The smell of the library always hit a little strangely, as there was nothing quite like the dusty, but also strangely over-perfumed room.

Inside, she found just two people. One was Alea, who was at the back of the room, studying from a book of sorts. The other was Harriton, who was sitting at his desk with his feet kicked up on the table.

"Oh, Rin," he greeted her. "Good morning."

"Morning," she replied to her teacher, before heading over to him. "Hey, can I ask about something?"

"Yeah, lay it on me."

She noticed Alea shooting her a slightly annoyed glance before looking back at her book. She didn't pay any attention to it, though.

"So... About monsters, like, uh, water sprites, for example," she stated, "is it possible for them to... I don't know, evolve?"

"In what sense?"

"Like, ehm, growing claws all of a sudden, or getting bigger and wider."

"Well," Harriton shrugged. "I'm sure some are more powerful than others. Some are probably a little scarier-looking too."

"No, I mean, like," Rin pressed, "could they end up looking completely different somehow? I don't know, could they end up looking human, maybe?"

"..." Harriton stroked his chin. "Rin, um... Are you feeling alright?" He asked.

"Huh?"

"I mean, did Varyn do anything to make you uncomfortable? Is that why you're asking me this?"

"..." Rin blinked.

[What?]

"If you want to know more about Varyn and his kind, you can just ask him, you know? He's your classmate."

"What- no, Harriton, where did you even- why...? What are you talking about?"

As genuinely confused as Rin looked, Harriton raised a brow.

"Oh, you're not talking about him?"

"No, why would I be?"

"I thought for sure this was some convoluted way of asking how beastborn could end up turning into werewolves. You had me a little worried all of a sudden," he chuckled.

"No, I didn't even... Is that something that can happen?" Rin was taken aback.

"Eh... Yes, but, it's not likely," he quickly added. "You don't have to be scared of Varyn, but, yes. It can happen."

"What do you mean?"

"... Did you never learn about this in history class, growing up?" Harriton raised a brow. "That's weird. You really have no idea?"

"None."

"Damn. Well, alright then," he shrugged. "Tell me, how much do you know about the Split?"

Hearing that get brought up was curious. But, Rin answered.

"It was, uh, the event where like, 70% of humanity just disappeared, right? The end of the Old World?"

"Yes," Harriton nodded. "For us."

"... What?" Rin asked.

"For us. As in," he continued, "for humanity, 70% of people went missing. For beastborn, half-humans like Varyn, 70% of them turned into ravenous monsters."

"..."

Rin was so shocked, she couldn't say anything for a while.

"Same thing happened to fairies, actually," Harriton added, turning his eyes back to his book for a moment, as it looked like he was getting a little bored in the middle of his explanation. "Beastborn became rabbit monsters and werewolves, fairies became spriggans. It was why humanity went to war with beastborn and fairies a few times, before eventually subjugating them, and later treating them as, you know, 'regular' people," he said, making quotation signs. "On occasion, some beastborn would turn into monsters. Some fairies would too. But, yeah. It's not terribly likely, but it can happen."

"..." She just blinked.

She couldn't find anything to say.

"But, yeah. Point is, the Split had some weird effects on the world. Effects that are still being felt today. Sorry if I didn't answer your question well, but yeah, don't worry about your non-human classmates. They'll be fine, as long as they don't interact too much with Corrupted Essence."

"Corrupted Essence? Like what turns people undead?"

"Yes," Harriton told her. "Corrupted Essence is like... A wind storming through a forest, with magical properties. It's unpredictable, unstable, and, to put it simply, does whatever it wants."

"I... Uh, t-thanks," Rin quickly replied, before jogging out of the room.

[I need to ask Eve about this,] Rin decided.

Running down the stairs, she quickly located Eve's room and tapped her knuckles against the wooden door. Some quiet feet shuffled behind it, and quickly, the door was opened.

Sara was looking back at Rin, then.

It was jarring, seeing her without that black armor like this, in regular sleepwear.

"..." Sara blinked. "Hello."

"Hey, uh, is Eve here?" Rin tried to peek over her shoulder.

"No."

Sara remained quiet.

Rin blinked.

"Uhm... Could you tell me where she is?"

"Yes," Sara nodded. "She is... Uh..." She looked away, trying to remember. "Shopping."

"Oh, okay, at the markets? I'll check, thanks!" Rin replied before running off.

She walked in a hurry, as she felt like she'd just heard something very important. In the process, she nearly ran into Cara, who was walking into the Academy on her own.

"Sorry!" Rin called out to her.

"H-Hey, be careful!" Cara called out after her, but Rin did not slow down. Ignoring the curious eyes of everyone around her, and the uncomfortable way her boobs bounced as she ran, she cut through various streets, on her way to Libera's northwestern parts, where all those restaurants could be found.

Once she was there, she went looking from one building to another, running through crowds of locals, determined to try to find her fairy classmate. It took a lot of searching, and a lot of failed attempts, but eventually, she found Eve at a general goods store.

The fairy was flying next to Lisa, who was inspecting some novels.

Rin opened the door in a hurry, pausing to catch her breath as Eve looked over at her.

"R-Rin?" Eve asked, flying over to her. "Uh, are you okay?"

"Eve!" Rin said. "The Split!"

"What?" Eve raised a brow, as Lisa approached.

"Are you okay?" Lisa quickly asked, with that kind voice of hers.

"Yeah, yeah, sorry, I just," Rin tried to regain her composure. "I just had some questions I wanted to ask."

"Me?" Eve raised a brow.

"Yes!"

"And, these questions couldn't wait until I got back to the Academy?" She asked with a smirk.

"Uh..." Rin paused. "Yeah, but, I was excited!"

"Pfft," Eve laughed. "Okay. What's your question?"

"Right, sorry, the Split," Rin continued. "What were its effects?"

"Uh... On who?" She asked, raising a brow.

"On fairies, and on the beastborn."

"Huh? That's... a little out of nowhere," Eve said, looking at her strangely. "Well, I can tell you about fairies, but I'm not too sure about all of the effects it had on the beastborn. Still, do you wanna hear?"

"Yeah!" She nodded eagerly.

"Well, alright then," Eve shrugged, as though the topic was of little importance to her.
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As the two of them talked, Lisa's eyes went from one girl to the other, in between looking down and scanning pages from the novel she'd bought.

"So, I..." Rin shrugged. "I'm curious. Harriton told me a little about it, and I wanted to know more."

"Oh. Uh, sure, then. Wanna sit down somewhere, though?"

"Yeah, sounds good. Oh, and, sorry, Lisa, for interrupting like this," Rin told the girl casually. Eve blushed, for some reason, but Lisa just waved a hand.

"It's okay."

On that note, the three of them exited that bookstore and went looking for somewhere they could talk. They found a table set beside a store, in between a few merchant's stalls, with four chairs placed around it. They were empty, so the girls just sat down here before Eve got started.

"Right, so, yeah," she looked up, trying to think. "So, about the Split... In school, we were taught that a little over a thousand years ago, like with humanity, everything changed. But, for us," Eve began to explain, "well, you know how we have two clans?"

"Uh, the northern one and... I forgot the other," Rin said.

"That's fine," Eve shrugged. "Anyway, there's the Northern Clan, where I'm from, and the Western Clan. But, there used to be more. There were a few Southern Clans, Northeastern Clans, among others, but they all fell apart when the Split happened. To humans," Eve continued, "it just made you all disappear, but for us, it turned us into these, ehm, monster-like fairies called spriggans."

"What's a spriggan like?" Rin asked.

"Well, they're as big as you," Eve told her, "they don't have wings, and their skin is made of wood. Aside from that, they have a stronger connection to nature than we do."

"What does that mean?"

"It means spriggans can control animals, and even use enhanced earth-based spellsigns," Eve said. "Apparently, fairies could do the same once, but, over time, our spellsigns deteriorated. We're still more powerful with magic than the average human," she said with a bit of smugness, "but yeah. We're just not the same fairies anymore."

In part, this was all stuff that Rin had already heard from Harriton, but the added context to the fairies' side of things did seem like it could be applied to sprites as well.

However, there were a couple of questions still on Rin's mind.

"So," she rested her head on her hand, "if fairies were turning into monsters, how did they stay friendly with humanity?"

"We didn't," Eve quickly answered. "For a long time, we had plenty of wars with humans. Mostly, because the ones who were left after the Split saw fairies as either monsters or future monsters. We lost most of them," Eve shrugged. "But, after a while, when the rate of fairies turning into spriggans finally started dropping, deals were made and the hostilities stopped. I don't know anything about beastborn or whatever other races are out there that we just don't know about," Eve shrugged, "but, if you want to know more, you can probably just ask Varyn. He's on your team, right? He seems nice enough, too. He'll probably tell you."

"... I guess so," Rin nodded. "Thanks."

"No problem," Eve smiled.

Lisa then spoke up.

"That was cute," she said, off-handedly.

"W-What?" Eve asked, pulling back.

"You explained all of that so enthusiastically," Lisa said, with a smile. "It was nice."

"I mean... Eh, Rin, she asked, and I... Yeah. Anyway!" She flew out of her chair. "How about we head back to the Academy?"

"Sounds good."

As that conversation concluded, Rin had a lot on her mind. It sounded like there was a time when fairies were confused for monsters, just like sprites were. However, that begged a question.

[How did they end up so differently?] Rin asked herself. [Even if the sprites fought with humanity for a while, it sounds like, eventually, they should have just realized there were a few sane sprites left. But, apparently, they never did. It's probably worth telling all of this to Xhez, though. If anything, just to see what she thinks.]

As the three of them then passed through the gates leading into the Academy's front yard, a woman exited the building. Wearing a casual black leather jacket and jeans, Cara appeared to be heading somewhere.

Rin smiled when she saw her teacher and waved at her.

"Hey, teach'" She called out, and Cara's eyes glanced up at her.

"Hm. Are you three doing okay?" Cara asked, putting her hands on her hips as they all stood in front of her.

"Y-Yes," Lisa stammered for some reason, as she bowed. "We were just doing a little shopping," she said, showing off her book.

"Good. Don't skimp out on your training, though," Cara said, walking past them.

Rin, however, thought about something then.

She remembered how Maria had scolded her before, along with the slight hint of guilt that she could sometimes see on Cara's stern face whenever they looked at each other.

"Uh, you two go on ahead," Rin told the other girls then, turning around and jogging over to Cara.

"Sure, bye!" Eve called out and Rin waved back, before arriving next to her teacher. Cara stopped, turning to look at her.

"Rin?" She asked.

"Hey," Rin smiled brightly. "I just... wanted to see how you were doing."

At that, Cara blinked.

"... Why?" Cara asked.

Her voice sounded so confused, it was almost funny.

"Cause," Rin quickly replied, "I... You know, you were the one who got me to come here, all that time ago, and I haven't really gotten to know you that well."

"Well, I am your teacher,"  Cara crossed her arms. "It's not really too necessary, is it?"

"I know, but," Rin persisted, "considering... Considering how much I owe you, I don't know, I'd like it if we could hang out. Once or twice, anyway."

"Pfft," Cara scoffed, turning away and walking off. "You don't owe me anything," she said, as Rin followed her.

"I'd say I do!" Rin jogged up to be by her side. "Oh, shoot, you're busy, aren't you? Sorry if I'm bothering you, am I bothering you? Yeah, I am, sorry."

"..." At that, Cara sighed. "It's okay. I'm not doing anything. You can tag along if you want."

"Oh. So, where are we headed, then?" Rin raised a brow.

"The Arena," Cara replied.

She said that, as though Rin was supposed to know what that was.

"And, uh, what's that?"

Cara raised a brow at her.

"It's been a month, have you not gotten to know the city, yet?"

"Uh, no, it's just... I missed that."

"Whatever," she shrugged it off. "It's a place where people fight each other for money."

Hearing that only made Rin's confusion bubble up even more.

"What?"

"Exactly what I said," Cara replied. "If you haven't seen it before, then, I guess you'll understand once we're there. If you... I dunno, wanna talk for a while, I guess, we can do that after."

With that being said, the two of them began walking through Libera's streets, together. They moved to the western part of the city, just under the train station. Here, a few cars passed them by, each one stopping just short of a certain black door that Rin had come across before.

[Wait...] She realized. [Is she taking me to that place from earlier?]

Indeed, that became obvious as the two of them formed part of a line of people, waiting to enter the building. A man at the front checked each one, but a while later, when Cara and Rin eventually got to the front, he only looked them up and down once before allowing them to go in. Specifically, though, it was Cara, who the guy looked at.

[I guess even Rank A adventurers are a little famous,] Rin assumed.

When they made their way indoors, Rin was stunned. Immediately, they heard a crowd, frantically cheering and calling for punches to be thrown. Rin could hear smacks and thuds up ahead, past a circle of people. The building was dark, and this one corridor they were in led to a spot behind the structure, out in the open.

Here, their destination became known. It was a place nestled between a few different other buildings, where Rin could see people spectating from their windows. There were benches at the sides, where Rin saw nobles sitting, and there was a crowd surrounding a stage up ahead.

Finally, on that stage, were two grown men, punching each other in the face, for the crowd's amusement.

"This is the Arena," Cara stated. "Follow me. I've got my own seats here."
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The sounds of the raucous crowd were almost dizzying. Following closely behind Cara, Rin kept her eyes to the right, on the pair of beefy guys on the stage, currently trying to knock each other out.

She hadn't noticed him before, but there was one much smaller dude standing beside them, wearing a white robe.

It was honestly quite fascinating. She and her teacher sat down a little while later, not as high up as the nobles were, but at the center of the same area. Once here, Cara crossed her arms and began watching properly, as did Rin.

The two fighters weren't too quick, but it looked like their punches were heavy. They were wearing some strange wrappings around their hands and wrists, and both men were shirtless. The stage had dried blood on it, though the two competitors weren't too injured themselves, so Rin understood that the stains came from previous fighters.

One guy landed an uppercut on the other, and Rin briefly saw something in his teeth, as the guy's head pulled back and his mouth opened.

"Did they have anything like this at Dren?" Cara asked, and Rin turned toward her.

"No. At least, not that I know of."

"Hm. This place has been around for a few decades," Cara explained. "I first found out about it when I came here with..." She trailed off, and then looked over at Rin. before shaking her head. "Never mind. Point is, I came here a while ago, and... Yeah. Ever since then I've come back on occasion."

"Why?"

"Just to watch," Cara shrugged. "It's different seeing people fight other humans as opposed to fighting creatures. The strategies change. The pacing changes. But, it's good to observe, even for us. Every now and then, on a mission, you might run into a bandit or two. If that happens, you might be able to overpower them through brute force, but if the person you're fighting is stronger, things can get complicated."

"Is it even possible for random bandits to be as strong as adventurers?"

"Anyone can use Essence, Rin," Cara told her. "Anyone can limit-break. Anyone can learn spellsigns. So, yes, there are definitely some bandits out there who, if they chose to ditch that life and pursue something within the Guild, they'd likely be classified as Rank C or even Rank B adventurers."

"Hm..." Rin nodded, and then, a smacking sound from ahead earned her attention.

One guy had tackled another to the ground, and both of them were engaged in some strange wrestling that looked pretty funny to Rin's eyes. In a moment, though, one managed to wrap his legs around one of the other guy's arms, and pulled back on it, stretching the limb until the guy started tapping the ground. The guy in the white robe then stepped in and the one who had locked in the hold ceased, as the crowd began to cheer.

The victor, with the smaller guy lifting one of his hands up, basically gave a roar of success as the crowd cheered him on.

"This fight just ended, unfortunately," Cara told Rin. "It might be a while before the next one starts."

Understanding that, Rin looked toward the others in the audience, trying to get a feel for the people in the building. All in all, she was surprised at how many people of different backgrounds, as far as she could tell, were here. The nobles behind her, the people in the audience with shirts and pants so tattered and dirty that Rin could only guess they were peasants, and those in between, like herself and Cara. In Dren, and in Libera as well from what she'd seen, a lot of these people wouldn't be caught dead near each other. And, yet, here they were, patiently waiting for the next fighters to come out.

Something that happened sooner rather than later.

From a door up ahead, two guys walked out, and the audience grew excited.

"Ladies and gentlemen!" A voice suddenly spoke up, and Rin flinched.

[Oh, a microphone?] She asked herself, looking around.

"This upcoming match is to be a bout between two experienced warriors! Fighting on the left side," he stated, as both fighters stood at opposite ends of the stage, with one closer to Rin and Cara, both facing the entrance the adventurers had come from, "he is a blue-ranked contender. Holding a professional record of four wins and zero losses, Nathan Ivyll!"

The crowd gave a half-hearted cheer, applauding just a little.

"Fighting on the right side, he is a blue-ranked contender as well, holding a professional record of five wins, and one loss. His name is, Bloodstone Vandalheart!"

"... What?" Rin asked, raising a brow as the audience cheered much more strongly. She turned toward Cara. "Who the hell named their kid that?"

Her teacher chuckled, shaking her head.

"It's a stage name, Rin. Some fighters take those up so that they can either hide their real identities or try to make a little character for themselves, so they stand out more in the eyes of the crowd."

"Oh... You can do that?" She asked.

"Yeah. This shit is legal, but a lot of people see this stuff as being brutish. The fighters all have their own lives outside of here too, so, yeah. A lot of them try to make it at least a little harder for people to recognize them. Though, obviously," she gestured at them, "when they look like that, they get recognized all the same."

"Let the battle begin!" The voice said, and the same small guy in the white robe from earlier looked at both fighters and nodded. Then, he stepped back, and they charged at each other.

They collided in the center of the arena, placing their hands on each others' abdomens, grappling, as the crowd buzzed.

[Hm, I guess it is pretty entertaining. Kinda wish I had something to eat, though.]

"Say, how much money do they make from this?" Rin asked.

"Dunno," Cara replied. "But, I imagine it's probably a lot, given the kinds of hits they're taking."

On cue, one guy was punched so hard in the chin that his body was sent flying back. He nearly fell off the stage, and he didn't get back up. The small guy in the white robe made a gesture at someone and then ran over to him, quickly casting a healing spell.

"Your winner, Bloodstone Vandalheart!"

And, as the strangely named fighter raised his hands in victory, the crowd roared.

---

A while later, both women were walking up to the Academy. They were only at the Arena for a couple of hours, but it was still fairly enlightening for Rin. It felt like she'd stumbled upon some sort of subculture in Libera, that had been condensed into that small building this entire time.

"You should get to work," Cara told her. "I assume Maria's probably not too happy to know that you aren't training."

As her teacher said that, a slightly sad look came over Rin, and she cut Cara off, standing in front of her.

"I..." Rin paused, as Cara raised a brow. "I just wanted to let you know, uh, it's not your fault. You know, what happened on the first mission."

At that, Cara let out a deep breath and turned away.

"I appreciate the thought," she replied softly. "I should have acted faster, though. And, I didn't go quite as hard on the enemy as I could have. When you're a high-rank adventurer, you learn to hold back a little, just in case a stronger enemy appears mid-fight, so you can have some energy saved up for it. I should have assumed that wouldn't happen though. Still, thanks," Cara gave Rin a little smile. "It's nice to hear you aren't holding it against me."

Rin gave Cara a little smile of her own.

"Of course. Well, see you later, teach'!"

As that was said and done, Rin raced up the stairs all the way to the Meditation Center, where she wanted to get started on today's training. Additionally, seeing those guys fighting earlier had put her in the mood to throw a few punches.

As she arrived at the fourth floor, she walked over to the Meditation Center's door, where she stopped as she heard Maria speaking inside.

The voice that responded to her was one Rin wasn't expecting, though she couldn't hear what was being said.

As she opened the door and walked in, her suspicions were confirmed, as she saw Elisa sitting cross-legged in front of Maria.

As soon as she saw Rin, Elisa gave her a friendly smile and a wave, which Rin took as a testament to how they were finally on fairly good terms after their situation had gotten off to such a troublesome start.

"What's up?" Rin asked, walking in.

"We were waiting for you," Maria replied, standing up.

"Oh?" Rin tilted her head. "Why's that?"

"I had something a little bit different planned for today, and these next coming days," Maria said, walking over to a pair of wooden swords that had been laid down next to the wall to her right. She threw them over to Elisa, and the girl caught them, twirling them in her hands.

"I wanted you to fight Elisa today," Maria stated. "Just so you can get a feel for different styles. I don't want you thinking every enemy is going to fight like me, or like a mindless undead."

"How about it, roomie?" Elisa asked, pointing one of her swords at her. "We haven't gotten to spar too much these days. Wanna go a few rounds?"

[In a few different ways,] Rin thought. That remark snuck into her mind so suddenly that she nearly blushed before she nodded.

"Okay. You're on."
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{Elisa}

As Maria watched from the sideline, Elisa moved forward with her two swords. Rin, waited for Elisa to attack, focused and ready, and then dodged around her. The noblewoman was surprised at the sudden agility Rin displayed. The hand-to-hand fighter kicked her lightly in the back, and Elisa was pushed forward.

Looking back with a bit of a smirk, she saw Rin getting into position again.

[She's gotten faster,] Elisa acknowledged. She'd seen hints of this progression in their earlier training sessions after class, but right now, with the two of them being mostly alone in this room, she was feeling that improvement herself.

She ran toward Rin again and made a couple of stabbing motions, making sure to never aim for the girl's head, as she didn't want to accidentally poke an eye out or something. Rin leaned back and forth, flexibly dodging one thrust after another, before she stepped in and landed a palm strike on Elisa's gut.

The larger woman tanked it, however, and put a foot behind Rin's legs. With the back of one of her swords, she tripped Rin back and with a yelp, the other adventurer fell on her butt.

Smiling, Elisa briefly let go of one of her swords to help Rin up.

"When did you learn to move like that?" Elisa asked.

"Ehm, well, I do have one of the best adventurers out there on my side," Rin replied, looking a little embarrassed.

"As flattering as that is to hear," Maria said from the side, with a bit of a smile, "let's get back to the training."

"Right," Elisa replied, getting her other sword.

All in all, the session went by pretty quickly. As the sun descended past the horizon outside, both girls said their goodbyes to their teacher before walking to the cafeteria, together.

"I don't know," Rin said to Elisa, as the two were talking about their missions. "I just hope next time I get something that's not undead. I'm getting pretty tired of those things."

"Maybe we'll get to fight those giant rats Cara talked about last class."

"And here, I thought there wasn't a worse option. Glad to know I was wrong," Rin replied to her, as Elisa chuckled a little.

Thanks to this moment, however, Elisa felt good enough to where she was considering if now was the best time to let Rin know about her encounter with Xhez. She doubted any moment in the near future was going to have any amount of better energy between them. So, the two of them entered the cafeteria as Elisa decided it would be best to speak to her about that soon.

[Hopefully, this really hammers home the point I'm trying to make to her,] Elisa thought. [I get that there's probably some weird stuff I've learned over the course of my life, but, if I can unlearn just a little of it, maybe that would be nice. And, with those two, that process might be a little easier than I thought.]

For now, however, they simply walked over to where Eve, Lisa, and Dylan were all gathered at one of the tables, as Elisa smiled to herself.

---

{Rin}

There was a lot that Rin currently had her mind on.

Her training, showing Xhez around the city, her studies as she figured things were about to get harder, and, of course, the Arena that she and Cara had gone to before.

Every time she closed her eyes, she almost felt like she was back in that building, with the crowd's cheers surrounding her as she watched those buff guys punch each other in the face.

[Even though they were fighting hand-to-hand, it was so different from how Maria does it. It looked a little mindless,] Rin thought, [but... is it?]

"Hello," Lisa greeted both her, and Elisa and Rin put that thought away.

"Greetings," Dylan did a little bow, seated as he was. Knowing what she'd learned about him, Rin's eyes remained on him for just a little while, before she waved back at everyone.

"Hey!" Eve waved at Rin, before holding up a bowl full of noodles. "This is literally the best thing I've tasted in this place, go get some!"

"Really? Alright, be right back," Rin replied with a smile before she and Elisa went over to Jessie and took some bowls for themselves.

As she turned to walk back to the table, though, she saw someone in the back. Sara was eating by her lonesome, at the corner of the room.

[... Hm.]

Putting that aside for a second, she sat in front of Eve before taking a bite out of the food she'd received.

"Holy crap," she said, with her mouth full, "this is delicious!"

"Mhm, mhm," Eve nodded. "I asked and, apparently, this is some sort of old Cardana recipe, from before their isolation started. I have to say, if the food over there is this good, it might be worth adding a new road to the train tracks."

She was inclined to agree, as she chewed down more of it. Before long, though, her eyes moved toward the black-haired girl at the back. Emotionless as she was, she saw Sara absent-mindedly poking at her noodles and lifting some up into her mouth. A little curious, Rin asked:

"So, is Sara alright?"

"Hm?" Eve tilted her head. "I assume so. Did anything happen?"

"I mean, I'm just asking cause she's all alone over there."

"Oh. Well, I normally just assume she wants to have her space," Eve shrugged. "She doesn't really talk much. Even in our room, all we do is say 'goodbye' and 'good morning' to each other."

"Hm..." Rin paused. "Be right back."

And, just like that, with everyone at the table looking at her as she left, she walked over to where Sara was. Putting her bowl down in front of her classmate, Sara's eyes slowly dragged up to meet her own.

"Hi," Rin smiled.

"... Hello."

As always, Sara's voice was low and almost sounded tired.

[Right, that's just how she is,] she had to remind herself.

"Is everything alright?" Rin asked.

"Yes," Sara quickly replied. "I am fine."

"... Cool," Rin nodded. "Well, we haven't gotten to talk much lately. So, what's your day been like?"

At that, Sara narrowed her eyes, looking away, as though trying to remember what she'd done today. The look on her face was, in a weird way, kind of cute.

"I woke up. I ate. I saw some birds. I trained. I ate again. I trained again. I'm eating again now," she stated, before promptly putting some of those noodles in her mouth as if to illustrate her point. Once she finished, she gulped down her bite and said, "that has been all."

"Oh... What kinda birds did you see?"

"... I do not know," she replied. "But they were colorful."

"Ohhh, awesome," Rin replied.

For a brief moment, as Rin smiled at the girl, a slightly uncomfortable look appeared on Sara's face. She hoped she wasn't coming on too strongly.

[I just wanna get her to open up a little,] Rin thought. [Maybe I should actually give her space, though.]

"..." Sara continued to watch her, and Rin struggled to come up with anything to say. However, before she could give up, Sara spoke up on her own. "... you?"

"U-Uh, sorry, what?" Rin asked. She hadn't heard her well.

"I..." Sara looked down, at her noodles. "I asked, 'and you?'" She stated.

"Oh!" Rin's eyes widened, and when she heard that, a wide grin appeared on her face, before she told Sara all about what she'd done so far.

---

Sometime later, she was coming back to her room, with Elisa by her side. In her mind, Rin could still see Sara patiently listening to her.

[I'll try to talk to her again tomorrow!] Rin thought, nodding to herself. [I'll get you outta that shell in no time!]

"Rin," Elisa suddenly said. The amber-eyed girl paused.

"Yeah?"

"... Can we talk for a second?"

"Oh, uh, sure," Rin replied, as she walked in with her. "Is everything alright?"

"Yeah, yeah," Elisa replied. "I just wanted to tell you something."

"Oh. What's up?"

Elisa walked halfway through the room, and then stopped short next to Xhez's bag.

"... I should probably just get it over with," Elisa muttered to herself. "I wanted to let you know, I ran into Xhez, while you were gone. A while back."

Before Rin could reply, Elisa added:

"The actual Xhez," she stated, and Rin's eyes widened. "Blue skin and all, I mean."
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Rin blinked. With her mouth open and her eyes wide, she struggled to speak.

"What?" She finally asked.

"Yeah," Elisa shrugged. "I saw Xhez. She told me she's a sprite. She explained how you two met, that you aren't sisters, all of that."

So many different thoughts were swarming Rin's mind right now, that it made it hard to process this.

[How did this happen?] She asked herself, as Elisa stood in front of her. [Actually, no, what matters is...]

"Are... What are you going to do?"

Rin's voice sounded exceptionally worried, and with good reason. However, Elisa didn't look angry at all. Instead, she just smiled at Rin and put her hands on her hips.

"What am I going to do? Nothing," Elisa shrugged. "I just wanted to let you know."

Out of everything she could have said, that was the last thing Rin had expected to hear.

"You're not mad?" Rin asked, and Elisa outright scoffed.

"No. I was just saying because I wanted you to know that you can trust me with this sort of thing." She smiled at Rin, then, with some hope in her eyes. As far as Rin could tell, she was being genuine with her.

And she didn't know what to say to that. She hadn't expected this sort of attitude from her at all.

"I..." Rin, as shocked as she was, tried to string some words together. "Thanks. I'm just... Wow, I didn't see this coming," she said, chuckling nervously. "I don't know what to say."

"Eh, I have a tendency to leave women speechless. It's understandable."

With a little wink, Elisa continued to ease the tension in Rin's body until, soon enough, the two of them were sitting down at Rin's bed.

"So, who else knows about this?" Elisa asked. "Just in case Xhez and I end up out in public together, for whatever reason."

"Just Maria and Dylan," Rin replied. "As for everyone else, I think it would be alright to tell Eve, but I... I don't wanna do that unless I have to. As kind as some of you all seem, I, you know, I can't be sure that people won't freak out. For sure, I know I can't let Cara see Xhez in her actual form. She'll probably cut her head off on the spot."

"Yeah, I get you," Elisa nodded. "But... Yeah, just know that, in my case, it's alright. And, uh, good luck with her. Showing her around Libera, and all."

Rin looked up at Elisa, with a warm smile on her face. If for whatever reason, this was just some elaborate way to score points with her, Rin couldn't deny that she'd succeeded.

---

The next day, on Sunday morning, Rin decided she wanted to investigate something before her next training session. This meant heading into the city again, but as her sprite companion had missed out before, Rin figured she may as well have the girl accompany her this time.

She'd offered Elisa the opportunity to come, but the noblewoman said that she would be busy.

So, as they usually did, Rin held out Xhez's bag for the girl to jump out of. Only, on this occasion, Elisa was watching by her bed. The sunlight-haired woman had a curious expression as Xhez flipped out of her container and grew into her normal size in midair. Elisa flinched when she saw it happen.

"Holy shit."

"Heh," Rin chuckled, as Xhez heard that and looked over at the woman.

"Elisa!" She noted her presence. "You..." She said, turning toward Rin. "You spoke?"

"Yeah, she told me she knows," Rin nodded, as Elisa stood up and walked over to her.

"This whole time, you were right there," Elisa stated, looking Xhez up and down.

"Y-Yes, I was," Xhez replied. "Um... So, should I make my disguise?" She asked Rin. "Are we heading out?"

"Mhm. There's a place I want to check out. I figured you'd want to tag along."

"Is she coming?" Xhez quickly asked, pointing at Elisa with a smile.

"Nah," Elisa shot down the idea. "I've got to, uh, go somewhere. I hope you two have fun, though."

Saddened to hear that, Xhez's shoulders slumped in an endearing way before she then quickly cast her disguise. At the same time, Rin searched for some clothes to give to her.

[Been a while since I washed my stuff,] Rin thought, grimacing a bit. [I've been so busy though.]

By the time she picked something out, Xhez's body was glowing and changing colors. The process unfolded right in front of Rin's roommate, who looked completely shocked.

"Wh-, that was it!?" Elisa asked, a disbelieving smile on her face. "You just changed colors and... That was really it?"

"You'd be surprised how effective subtle changes can be," Rin said to her, as she passed her clothes over to Xhez, along with some sandals. "In Xhez's case, as long as she looks just a little human enough, most people just shrug off whatever weird things they notice about her."

[And,] she added in her mind, [back in Dren, all I had to do was change my hair color and a lot of people wouldn't recognize me anymore. Iris didn't either, for that matter. It doesn't take much effort to fool someone.]

"Mmmph!" Xhez slipped into the shirt Rin had given to her. Then, as she finished putting her sandals on, Rin checked to make sure that she was ready.

"Okay, I think we're good to go."

"Goodbye!" Xhez waved at Elisa. With a smile, Elisa did the same.

"See you later," Rin told her, and with that, both of them were exiting the room, as Elisa remained inside.

With Xhez's help, as Rin only vaguely remembered where the place was, they returned to that building. It was earlier today than when Rin had gone before, and as the two of them reached the street that the building was located in, Rin saw that there was barely anyone there.

Instead, only two people were at the place, waiting by the closed door, seemingly looking to be allowed inside.

As Rin saw one of them, she sighed.

[Ugh, really?]

Seth, her classmate, was there, leaning on the wall with his arms crossed and his eyes closed, with one of those large cylindrical bags by his feet. The other guy was a bit smaller-looking, and slightly older, wearing a black business outfit.

[Should I even go any closer?] Rin wondered. She didn't exactly hate Seth, but she sure didn't like him either.

Xhez, however, was completely unaware of the ongoing struggle inside Rin's mind. She walked up to Seth, and before Rin realized what she was doing, Xhez touched Seth's elbow.

"..." Seth's eyes quickly opened, and they looked down at Xhez.

As he saw her, a brief look of confusion surfaced on his face.

"Excuse me," Xhez said, politely. "The door is closed today. Why is that?"

Rin quickly walked up just to prevent anything bad from happening to the sprite, though she didn't think Seth was just gonna deck her on the spot or anything. Still, she wanted to be safe. As she came into his view, his eyes turned toward her.

"Why are you here?" He asked Rin, completely ignoring Xhez's question.

That brought Rin's true objective to her mind, and she guessed this was not that bad of an opportunity to ask about it. If Seth was a frequent visitor to the Arena, then maybe he would know.

So, trying to put aside her distaste for this guy, she said:

"I wanted to learn more about the Arena." She tried to inject as much confidence into her voice as she could. "How much money the fighters make, mostly."

All that did was make Seth laugh.

"... Don't tell me," he said, smirking at her, "you aren't actually thinking of signing up, are you?"

In truth, the idea hadn't really come to her mind up until now. She was mostly just curious. However, as he asked her this, she narrowed her eyes at him.

"And, if I am?"

"Then you're fucking insane," he stated. "As scrawny as you are, you might be good enough to beat up a few mindless beasts every now and then, but the only way that fighting actual human beings is going to end for you is with you getting laid out on the canvas. If that sounds good, then, hey, go ahead."

As soon as he finished saying that, the door opened. Someone walked out, looked over at Seth, and gestured for him to come in.

Without another word, Seth did just that, with the other guy dressed in the business outfit following behind him.

And, although Rin hadn't even considered it before, just hearing Seth demean her like this made a spiteful voice rise up inside of her. 

[... Yeah?] Rin asked in her mind, and her pride felt challenged. [We'll see about that.]
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That conversation with Seth sparked a small fire in Rin's heart. That Asahiro stubbornness made itself known in Rin's annoyed pout.

[So, he thinks I can't fight?] She scoffed, as Xhez looked at her from the side. [What the hell gives him the right to say that?]

"Um, Rin?" Xhez touched her left elbow and Rin blinked, focusing on the sprite.

"Yeah?"

"What is this place? Have you found out already?" Xhez asked, curious. "When the door opened, all I could smell was that strange human sweat of yours."

"It's a place where people fight for money," Rin said. "I just felt like checking it out a little. Seeing what it's all about. Doesn't look like they're open right now, though."

"Oh. So, what will we do?" Xhez asked.

"Let's just wait it out. Hopefully, they'll start things off soon."

They didn't.

The two of them sat there for three hours. At a point, Rin was sprawled out on the ground, looking up at the sky and hoping the door would open soon, as Xhez just watched everything around them with a patient smile on her face.

In the middle of it all, the adventurer's mind drifted to where she was thinking about some of the other matters that had been concerning her recently. Specifically, she wondered if she should tell Xhez about what she'd heard, or if maybe, it would be better to investigate further before relaying the information to her.

[Nah, I may as well get it out of the way before we go in,] she thought. [There's no one around here right now anyway. It should be fine to talk about this.]

"Xhez," she opened, and the sprite looked down at her.

"Yes?"

"I asked around a little," Rin stated, from below, before sitting up and shifting closer to her. Crossing her legs, Rin continued. "About your 'situation', remember? What happened at the lake?"

Hearing that, Xhez's eyes widened a little and she nodded, leaning a little closer.

"What did you learn?"

"I heard that, about a thousand years ago, there was this... I don't know, sickness? Condition? Something, that would turn fairies into monsters. Apparently, the same thing happened with beastborn, like Varyn, the guy with the wolf ears. Considering the similarities," Rin shrugged, "I think it's a safe guess that the same thing happened to that girl we saw."

"... Goodness," Xhez mumbled, looking away. "Something that can turn ordinary beings into monsters... I never heard about anything like this. I-I suppose it is good to know now, however."

"Hm, well, even if we know that's what happened, we still don't really get why, or how it can be countered. How you got rid of it so quickly, either," Rin replied. "Maybe we can ask around a little more, though."

As soon as she said that, the door next to her opened.

Rin turned to look and found that this time, the door wasn't being closed.

A couple of people immediately arrived at the building and headed in, as another man walked out and stood by the side of it. The same guy who'd been controlling the line the last time.

"I think they're open," Rin told Xhez. "Let's go."

The two of them stood up then, as the guy turned and raised a brow at both girls. Rin walked up, ahead of Xhez.

"Hey," she greeted the guy, raising a hand. "Can we go in?"

"Sure, but there aren't any fights on just yet," the man replied. "The first one starts at 4."

"What time is it right now?" Rin asked.

"2."

"Oh, okay," she nodded. "Um... Can I still go in, though?"

"Sure, just saying, there's nothing to do."

"Uh, I don't mind."

"In that case, that'll be fifty silvers each of you, if you're planning on standing in the crowd. For the seats, that'll be two gold coins each."

[I'll pass on that,] Rin thought as she reached into her pockets and pulled out one gold coin. The man took it and stepped aside.

With that exchange done, both women walked into the building, finally. Unlike before, now, everything was empty, which thankfully, though, allowed Rin to see more of it. There were a couple of broken chairs tossed aside at the corner to the left, some empty bottles of water littered throughout the space, and a few trash bins.

The stage, or "canvas", as Seth had called it, was empty. The blood that Rin had seen previously had been cleaned up, and the chairs to the left were all empty. Finally, there were two doors, one to Rin's right, and another straight ahead.

From those doors, Rin could hear people talking, along with various smacks and thuds ringing out.

[What's happening over there?] Rin asked herself, as Xhez tugged on her sleeve.

"This smell is almost nauseating," Xhez told her, as she looked around.

"Really? It doesn't bother me that much," Rin shrugged.

"The air is a little suffocating in here," the sprite continued. "Is the fighting you mentioned going to begin soon?"

"Not just yet. But..." She paused, as she heard more of those thuds and smacks. "Something else might be happening."

The curiosity she was feeling tempted her to go and investigate, but she wasn't too sure what would await her at the other side of those halls. It concerned her, of course, because she didn't want to put Xhez in danger.

Still, she really wanted to know what was over there. So, she turned toward the sprite.

"I need to check something out. Can you stay here for a second?"

"I... I would rather not be in such a place," she said, looking around. "Do I have to?"

"..." That made Rin pause.

[Ah... if she really dislikes it so much, then, yeah, I can't just leave her here.]

"Alright, come on," Rin said, and Xhez smiled a little.

"Thank you."

As that was settled, the two of them moved forward, heading through the opening at the front. As soon as they did, Rin's brows shot up.

[Oh, wow,] she thought, as she looked around. [Is this a training room?]

Ahead, there was another canvas, just like the one behind both girls. In this room were many men with bulky and strong physiques, and only one woman who had short grey hair and was sitting behind a counter to the right. Some guys were laughing with each other as they spoke in the distance, their eyes briefly moving onto Rin and Xhez with visible confusion.

On that canvas, up ahead, Seth was fighting someone. Both of them were wearing some strange padded gear, as Seth tried his hardest to knock the guy out, from what she could see.

[What's happening in here?]

One of those guys who had been talking before walked up to her then. He had a smug look on his face, a bald head, and a thick beard, with one long scar running over his hairy, bare chest, as he wasn't wearing a shirt.

"Good afternoon, ladies. Are you lost?"

"No," Rin quickly replied, smiling politely. "Uh, actually, I had some questions I wanted to ask about."

"..." The guy paused, as did Rin.

[Uh...] She thought, as he only smirked at her, looking her up and down. [Did I say something weird?]

"Sure," he said, and Rin could tell he was trying his hardest not to laugh. "What questions do you have?"

"I-"

"Do you wanna know where the nearest spa is?" He asked, then, before she could finish. "Do you want to find a stylist or something? I mean, what is it? I think whatever directions you got that led you here were mistaken, dollface."

[... Oh,] she thought, as her smile faded. [He's an asshole.]

"I-"

Again, she was cut off. However, not by this guy in front of her. But, by another man, who walked in from the right.

"Knock it off, Evan," he said. Unlike the man in front of her, this one was wearing a fairly casual outfit, sporting a white shirt, running shoes, and some shorts. He had smooth black hair and a beard just as thick as the other guy's own. "Nothing wrong with wanting to learn more about the business."

"Oh? You're gonna entertain here, Trodon?" Evan asked, amused. "Eh, and here I was thinking I'd found a bit of fun for a few minutes. Fine."

He walked away, then, as Trodon approached.

"Pay no mind to him, he's just a jackass like any other. What can I do for ya?"

As Rin heard this man's far more respectable attitude, she smiled a little.

"So, I was wondering how much money people made here," she asked. "I just came here the other day and I'd never seen anything like it. I was curious."

"Ah, well, the fighters-" he stopped talking as the thuds emerging from the punches being thrown ahead rang out loudly. "Come with me, things are a bit noisy here."

"Alright," Rin shrugged, as she followed behind him.

She noticed Seth sneaking a suspicious glance at her, but she ignored him."

They went into a small office of sorts. Here, Trodon sat down and put his hands together.

"The money, right? That's what you wanted to know about?"

"Yeah," she nodded.

"Hm. Well, there isn't too much to say," he shrugged. "People regularly make around, ehm, maybe fifty silvers per win. The more popular fighters make more, of course, and the bigger matches, but those are rare. Typically, though, as long as you win consistently, you can put food on your plate. Why did you want to know?"

[... Well, it doesn't hurt to ask, right?]

"I was wondering if maybe I could get into this." She asked. "I-I have experience fighting. I'm a classmate of Seth's, actually. I'm training at the academy. I was just curious if maybe I could do this on the side, is all."

His expression changed when she heard her mention Seth and the academy. Suddenly, he looked a tad more invested.

"You're an adventurer?" He asked. "Then... Maybe."

And, as she heard that, Rin beamed.

[Eat your heart out, Seth.]

"But, you'll still get your ass kicked," he shrugged.

And just like that, her grin faded.
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"What?" Rin asked, baffled.

"Just ask Seth," Trodon shrugged. "There's a reason the boy hasn't participated in a real fight yet. He's working on his skills because he knows that just because he can crack a few monster skulls doesn't mean shit over there."

"But, what about my skills?"

"What about your skills?"

"I've been training hand-to-hand," Rin explained. "Seth hasn't. I mean, at the Academy he hasn't. So, I should have an advantage, right?"

"Maybe. Who have you been training with?"

"Oh, uh, Maria. The Rank S adventurer, do you know her?"

Rin's question was answered by the change in his expression. From casual disinterest, suddenly, he looked outright shocked.

"... Maria? Are you serious?"

"Yeah!" Rin nodded, feeling a little proud. "So, I've got a pretty good shot, right?"

"I... Eh, it still depends," he replied, though his answer was far more hesitant now. "If she's been teaching you specifically how to win fights against other humans, then, maybe. Still," he relented, "with a teacher like that, I think you'd be justified in giving it a shot."

"So, I can sign up!?" Rin asked, smiling widely.

"Sure. Let me do the talking, though. They won't take you seriously on your own."

As they reached that conclusion, Trodon stood up and walked out of the room, as Rin and Xhez followed behind him. They emerged back in the same room from before, only now, Seth wasn't here anymore. Together, they walked up to the grey-haired woman behind the counter and Trodon gestured at her.

"We have a newblood," he said. "Get her registered, and check if there are any other newbloods to set up a fight with."

"Sure," the lady replied curtly before looking through a notebook in front of her. As she did, she asked: "do you have the registration fee ready?"

"Um... Maybe? How much is it?"

"Two gold coins," she replied.

[... Oof.]

"W-Why?" Rin asked, chuckling awkwardly.

"Well," she explained, "as a fighter, you no longer have to pay to come in. So long as you continue fighting, of course. Are you prepared to pay it?"

[Hm... Well, if this is a way to make some more money, then, it's an investment.]

"Yeah, yeah," she replied. "Here."

"Perfect," the lady replied, as Rin passed her the coins. "Now, then, my name is Olina. It is a pleasure to meet you, fighter," she bowed. "Will you be fighting under an alias?"

"Uh..." Rin stopped to think about it for a moment. She hadn't considered that at all.

"I'd suggest you do," Trodon told her. "Maybe, go ahead and get yourself a makeover and come back looking mildly different. Just so that, in case you get humiliated, those in the audience will not recognize you."

[Hm... So, I should come up with another disguise?] Rin asked herself.

"Sure, then."

"Alright," the lady said. "What will your name be? Typically, something dramatic-sounding tends to do the trick."

"..." At that, Rin paused.

[Something dramatic? Like that other dude I saw before? Okay, how about...]

"Maybe, something with Lyn in it?" She mumbled to herself.

"For a surname, I've got a few suggestions here written down," the lady told her. "Lyn Stormheart. Lyn Silvertongue. Lyn Rosecaller, Lyn Spirithands."

"Wait," Rin stopped her. "Rosecaller. Lyn Rosecaller, that sounds pretty good. Does that mean anything?"

"Yes, actually. A 'rosecaller' was once a Liberan champion of sorts who would fight on behalf of women who have had, ehm, how do I put it politely? Have had their dignity tainted? In such situations, the person who did it and the offended party would call for champions to duel for them."

"Hm. Okay, that sounds kinda cool," Rin smiled. "Lyn Rosecaller, then."

"Perfect. I will let the security guard know you are one of the fighters, then."

Just like that, next Saturday, just a couple of days before Rin's next mission, she had an appointment at the Arena. As she and Xhez walked out of the building, seeing that a line had formed outside already, she smiled to herself.

[Hand-to-hand fighting, for money! This feels like it was practically made for me!]

Walking with a smug expression on her face, she and the sprite left the area, as Xhez looked up at her somewhat confused.

"What was the point of all of that?" She asked.

"Well, well, well," Rin put her hands on her hips, "I think I just got an opportunity to make a little more money... hopefully."

"Oh. Do you intend on fighting?"

"Yeah! Sounds good, right? I really feel like I'm finding stuff that works for me."

"I suppose," Xhez replied, as her confused expression gave way to a happier look. "Congratulations!"

---

{Maria}

The Rank S adventurer's day had been fairly ordinary so far. There wasn't much to do on the weekends anyway. Usually, she'd shape up her week's lessons, try to think of something to show to the students in class, and maybe write a letter or two to get back to her family, sometimes. But normally, training a certain someone tended to make up for that, and fill up the space in her day. However, that student of hers hadn't shown up.

[Hm... Rin hasn't come in today, yet,] she acknowledged, as she sat in the Meditation Center with her legs crossed, looking out into the open landscape beyond Libera. [Maybe I should get going,] she thought. [Perhaps something's got her busy.]

However, for now, she kept her eyes on the distant view. And, of course, as she dreaded, her mind began to wander to a couple of unpleasant places. She saw her late husband and felt a sadness fill her heart as she remembered her time with him. The day they'd married, the years they'd shared.

Then, her mind's eye gazed upon someone else, and Maria let out a deep sigh. The same woman she scorned so much, the one who refused to leave her side no matter how badly she messed up. Even though, that was what she thought she deserved.

In fact, Cara hadn't shown her any of the resentment Maria felt she was owed due to her mistakes. If anything, she did the opposite. Something that only made the wound in Maria's heart wider.

Specifically, there was one night that was a recurring moment in Maria's current daydreams. One night where Maria had a few drinks too many, and Cara had been there to console her. One night where Maria had, unfortunately, all but spit on her late husband's grave.

Even though this was the case, however, every time she remembered that night, her body would warm up. Her heart would start racing a little, and her hands would clench into fists just to keep them from moving elsewhere.

[Get that out of your mind,] she thought. [It happened, it's done, just... Ignore it.]

As the other teacher continued to take up space in her mind, however, she nodded to herself and stood up.

[I should just go.]

As she went to exit through the door, however, she nearly ran into someone.

The amber-eyed girl in she'd been waiting for stood there, smiling widely from out in the hall.

"Hey, teach'," Rin greeted her. "Sorry I was so late today."

"It's okay," Maria quickly said. "I hope nothing bad happened."

"No, no, actually, I wanted to tell you something."

"Ah. Okay, come in, then."

Letting her through, the two of them walked back to the spot where Maria had been sitting. Facing each other, Rin hadn't stopped smiling the entire time. It made the teacher curious.

"Alright, alright, alright," she sounded excited, "so, I went into the city a bit ago and I found this one place called the Arena. Do you know about it?"

"Hm? Of course," Maria replied. "I... I used to go there. Quite a bit, before I became Rank S."

"Really? Well, yeah, I went there and I asked if I could sign up. They said I could and, now, I've got a fight lined up this Saturday!"

Maria was surprised to hear that.

Not in a good way, though.

"Rin," Maria said, frowning. "I... You might want to bring those expectations down a notch. You are not ready at all for that sort of thing." 
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{Rin}

"What? Why?" Rin asked in return.

"I've been training you to fight mindless beasts, Rin. Fighting other people is a different matter entirely."

"I know that, but, with how much I've been training, shouldn't I be strong enough to put up a fight?"

"Not necessarily," Maria replied. "A lot of these people, Rin, have been doing this for years. Along with that, of course, comes training. Some people grow up wanting to fight in these sorts of places, and start limit-breaking as soon as they can in order to get there. Your advantage comes in the form of the cafeteria's healing food. With that, you've been able to do many months', maybe even one year's worth of progress in just your time here. However, unless the person you fight is a complete beginner, your opponent will still likely be stronger than you."

"W-Well," Rin said, "they did say they were going to match me up against a rookie."

"Then, in that case, you have a slightly better chance. Good," Maria nodded. "Still, it won't be anywhere near as easy as you seem to believe it will be."

As Rin internalized that information, she obviously felt disappointed, but she tried to keep her head up.

"Can you help me?" Rin asked. "Get ready for it, I mean."

At that, Maria blinked.

"Rin, if I gave you the impression that I wasn't going to help, I apologize," Maria said, with a kind smile. "Of course, I will. I am just letting you know how difficult you can expect this to be. Understand?"

"Yeah, totally!" Rin replied as some of her energy returned upon hearing Maria's reassurance.

"Good. Then, well, we're going to have to add this in with our regular stuff, as I will not allow you to skimp out on your monster training. That side of things will still be our main focus, but, maybe, at the end of every session we can throw in a few human-specific tips and tactics to use. Let's get to it."

---

[Elisa]

"Of course, I'd love to know how high her scores were," Elisa told her future father-in-law as she sat down with Marvain's family, at a pristine restaurant downtown. Sitting next to her was Carliah, holding the same smile on her own face as she heard Elisa respond.

Elisa was lying, but she tried to sound interested as Marvain's dad went on.

"Little Suzy's scores were the highest in her class!" He proudly declared as he sliced off a piece of pork and stabbed a fork into it. "That girl's a genius. Maybe, almost as smart as my son himself."

"Wow, that's impressive!" Elisa replied, and to her own ears, her voice sounded almost like she was mocking them. She hoped it sounded different to everyone else.

"Last time, during her elementary school class, they had the students prepare these fake, ehm, what are they called? Volcanoes? Right, fake volcanoes, and..."

As he went on, Elisa snuck a glance around the table. Carliah kept her eyes aimed at Marvain's father, while Marvain himself only looked down at the food in front of him. The only person here who seemed to be as bored as Elisa was, and was showcasing it openly, was Iris, Elisa's future mother-in-law.

With a hand under her chin, her eyes were nearly closed as she had finished eating a while ago and looked like she was waiting for the first chance she could get to leave.

Curiously, Elisa had noticed that her attitude had changed recently. She looked a little more bored in general, and there was always a subtle pout on her face. This was the only thing in this restaurant that Elisa was actually interested in asking about, and yet, she couldn't, due to the risk of coming across as rude.

The meal dragged on for what felt like an eternity before everyone was finally finished and someone was picking their dirty plates up.

[Finally!] Elisa thought. [What time is it? Maybe if I can get back to the Academy soon enough, I can actually do a little bit of training.]

Unfortunately, she felt like she'd been getting a little softer lately. At the same time, she was just tired. These little family excursions had been taking a toll on her, after all.

As everyone got up and began to get ready to depart, Marvain's father spoke up.

"Oh, excuse me, I need to go to the restroom."

"We will wait for you to return before we leave," Carliah replied.

"Eh, you don't have to," he said, before leaving. However, everyone, of course, stayed.

At that moment, others entered the building and a couple of voices came to Elisa's ears, one of which was familiar.

"Mhm, mhm! The cushions were so soft I almost fell asleep!" One pale girl, with short black hair and a dimpled grin on her face, the other, a dark-skinned woman who was listening to her as she spoke excitedly. "I would do anything to go back there!"

"Just as long as you don't embarrass yourself," the woman replied, shrugging.

[Who were these two, again?] Elisa tried to remember. [Wait, that's Gwen, right?] She remembered.

The girl with the pretty smile was a friend of one of her cousins. She'd spoken to her a handful of times, but not enough to call her a friend herself.

[Maybe I need to change that,] Elisa thought, with a smirk. [She's kinda cute.]

After checking in, the two of them sat down at the table next to Elisa's. While they all waited for Marvain's father, she overheard their conversation.

"So..." Gwen said, after a pause. "Do you want to see her again?"

"... Maybe," the other woman replied, in a hushed tone, although Elisa could hear both of them clearly. "I... Isn't it risky to do it two weekends in a row?"

"I know, but... it was so exciting! I'm already saving up a bit just so I can give her something extra."

[Ah...] Elisa smirked, as she heard that. [Wait, Gwen. Isn't she the one the rumor was about?]

It was the "weekends" part that had tipped her off. The rumor in question was one that had started just a short while back. The talk amongst the nobles was that this same Gwen had discovered some sort of lesbian prostitute hiding in the middle of Libera. Considering the fact that she was talking so loudly about this right now, she'd probably started that "rumor" herself. Elisa hadn't known whether it was true or not, and really she hadn't cared. It was interesting, sure, but Elisa had never been someone who had much trouble finding a companion to share the night with.

Though, maybe with her being engaged, that would soon change. In that case, it wouldn't hurt to know a little more about this.

[... You know what,] Elisa smiled to herself, [why not?]

Standing up, she walked over to Gwen.

"Excuse me, hi," Elisa said, with a friendly tone.

"O-Oh, hello," Gwen paused as she looked up at her. "Can I help you?"

"Yeah, sorry, I just wanted to ask you about something. Can you come outside with me, for a moment?"

"Oh. Sure."

Just like that, the two of them exited the building, and Elisa looked around to make sure not too many people were around.

"Hey, so, I just wanted to ask you about this thing I heard... It's a little embarrassing, but, I... I wanted to know if you actually met that strange woman everyone keeps talking about. You know, *that* one?"

Elisa really stepped up her acting for this matter, trying her hardest to put on a meek tone.

At that, Gwen looked to her left, and then to her right, and whispered:

"Yes!" As a big smile bloomed on her face. "That actually happened!"

"By the Divine!" Elisa replied, putting a hand up to her lips. "Who was it? H-How!?"

"Okay, okay, let me give you the rundown..."

"Please," Elisa smiled. "I am dying to know."

Then, Gwen recounted her experience to Elisa, and it was odd, to say the least. Apparently, this white-haired woman had just shown up a couple of weeks ago, having come in from Cradle, with the singular purpose of selling her body to random local noblewomen. Stranger still was the fact that, apparently, Gwen had met her at that Rose Party that had happened previously, but Elisa hadn't seen her.

[Maybe I was too busy with Marvain,] she lamented. [Damn shame, I would have liked to have gotten a look at someone like that.]

"So, what does she look like? Aside from the white hair, I mean."

"Okay, so, she's got a bit of muscle on her, actually," Gwen said, looking away as though she was imagining her right then and there. "And, her boobs are ginormous! I mean, seriously, super squishy and, like, just a big pair of balloons!" She said as Elisa chuckled.

"Nice, nice."

"Yeah, and," Gwen continued, "she's got these big, warm yellow eyes! I didn't even know that was a color people could have!"

That made Elisa pause.

"... What?" She tilted her head.

"Yeah! And, her voice was super sultry. Every syllable that came out of her mouth had my toes curling!"

Gwen kept going, her voice getting progressively louder, but Elisa's mind remained on one aspect.

[Yellow eyes?] She thought. [Well... It can't be... It can't be Rin, right?] Elisa thought, as she recalled that night. [I mean, she...]

When she remembered the fact that she had taken Rin to the Rose Party, Elisa took a deep breath. Nearby, a door opened and closed, and familiar voices spoke up, but she couldn't hear them. She was distracted.

[But... How? I mean, her hair for sure isn't white. And, Rin's no mage, so...]

"Elisa," a voice interrupted her thoughts.

"Y-Yeah?" The stammer that came out of her this time was genuine.

"We're leaving," Carliah told her.

"Oh," Elisa replied, looking back at everyone, who had come out of the restaurant and were all standing just a few feet away. "Uh, bye."

Soon, she and her aunt left the area.

"That was good," Carliah said. "Hopefully, we can continue to make a good impression on them."

"Yeah," Elisa replied, but she was barely listening.

Even now, as they entered the waiting taxi nearby, her roommate took up all of the space in her mind.




Fists and Roses, Part Ten

{Rin}

{Monday}

"Last time, we went over the Liberan region and the monsters you could expect to find around here," Cara stated, as everyone gathered in her class, listening intently. "Today, we're going to be going over Cradle's region, just in case any of you head up there in the future and start taking missions."

Hearing her, Rin got ready to jot down some notes. However, she noticed something out of the corner of her eye. Elisa was looking right at her, with a curious expression on her face. As Rin turned to see if she needed anything, the noblewoman looked away.

[Uh... Is everything alright with her?] Rin raised a brow but didn't say anything.

"A bit of a history lesson first," Cara said, grabbing Rin's attention again. "Cradle was where the Split began, a thousand years ago. The explosion that caused most of humanity to disappear originated there and spread from that city, out to the far reaches of the world. After that, it was the first city to be re-populated by humans, once the Tribal Years passed and the few humans left reconnected with each other."

She lifted a piece of paper then and showed it off to the class. On it was a dragon of sorts, drawn onto it with giant crystalline blue spikes falling down its back, all the way to its tail.

"What's important for us to know, though, is that the monsters in this area were more heavily affected by the Split than others, and as such, are generally more fearsome. Anything you've learned about so far, things like zombies, yarikos, and skeletons, you can imagine you'd find an upgraded version of near Cradle. Skeleton heroes, thralls, wraiths, ancient dragons, and the like. You can encounter these anywhere, let me be clear on that, but there's a slightly higher chance of finding them north.

Rin paid as much attention as she could, but she couldn't deny that her focus was being pulled elsewhere. This Saturday, after all, she'd have her fighting debut. She was both excited and, due to Maria's warning earlier, nervous.

All of the classes felt like they passed by fairly quickly, due to Rin's distracted mind, however, she still noticed that throughout the entire day, Elisa's eyes remained on her, watching with great interest. Even after everyone finished up Eli's class, headed up to take Maria's dueling class, and finished it up before going back downstairs to have their healing food, Elisa watched her closely.

[I mean, if she really wants to ask me something, she can just do it,] Rin thought, as she walked into the cafeteria by Eve's side, while the fairy told her about some of the stories she'd heard from others regarding the monsters found north.

"Mhm," Eve nodded, as she flew by, "I heard the spriggans up north are even more wooden than the ones here. And, way more powerful too!"

"Is that so?" Rin asked, before finally turning to try to meet Elisa's gaze. Again, when their eyes met, the noblewoman just looked away.

"Yep! I heard a rumor that they aren't aggressive towards fairies either, actually. Though, that's just not really confirmed because, well, if a regular fairy ever runs into a real spriggan that's just death waiting to happen."

The meal went by in a flash, and finally, Rin was by her lonesome, heading up to train with Maria. This had been the moment she'd been looking forward to all day, as she yearned to prepare herself adequately for her fight.

Maria welcomed her into the Meditation Center with a smile, and Rin bowed a little.

"Hey, teach'," Rin greeted her. "So, how am I going to avoid getting my ass kicked on Saturday?"

"Whoa, hold on," Maria told her, with a giggle. "Remember what I said? I told you we'd be adding your human-fighting training in with your monster-fighting training. Not replacing your lessons altogether. For now, we're going to do some regular stuff first. We'll get to your fight preparation later."

"Awww!" Rin whined. "B-But, I was looking forward to this!"

"You can keep doing so," Maria shrugged. "It's good to be excited. But, first things first, we need to continue practicing the fundamentals. Let's go over the routine, then, starting from the top. First things first, we do some Essence building, and then, we do some strength training. Then, we'll get to your new lessons."

---

{Elisa}

Elisa knew she'd behaved like an absolute creep today, but she couldn't help it. The possibility that the woman sitting next to her in class, jotting down the words of her teachers with the determination of any normal adventurer was secretly selling her body out on the weekends to a bunch of desperate noblewomen (like her) was absolutely stunning to think about.

The more she looked at her, though, the more she thought that Rin was absolutely the kind of go-getter type who would do such a thing. But, she still wanted some confirmation. She wanted to go into the room and maybe find some hidden costume labeled "prostitution outfit" that Rin had in her drawers or something, that she'd take out and put on whenever she went to work.

If only it could be that simple, however, as things currently were, there was still one big question. Rin was not a mage. Knowing that, how did she change her hair color?

She definitely wasn't doing it herself, which meant the answer came quickly. Someone else, or something else, had to have been doing it for her. Now, Elisa wasn't about to go through Rin's things just to find some mystery potion, but she did have one good guess about what Rin could be using to facilitate these weekend adventures.

Or, rather, who she could be using.

As Elisa returned to the room she shared with Rin, a little later after her meal as Carliah wanted to let her know she'd be having dinner with her fiance tonight, she was glad to find out that Rin was still up on the fourth floor, training with Maria.

That gave her the opportunity she needed to ask the water sprite the necessary question. So, she went up to the bag she'd been told Xhez called home these days and opened it up.

And, sure enough, she spotted Xhez's silhouette under the surface of the water, laid out.

She tapped on the bag lightly, watching the water shake, and Xhez's silhouette rose up to the top then, as her face broke through the water.

"Oh? Elisa?" Xhez asked, from inside the bag.

"Hey there," Elisa greeted the sprite. It was still so jarring that the woman was being kept in such a small container.

"Hello!" Xhez energetically replied. "Is Rin there?" She asked, and Elisa shook her head.

"Nah, it's just me," Elisa let her know. She was a little bit surprised to see Xhez's face turn so disappointed so quickly. [A bit attached, isn't she?] Elisa asked herself, before continuing to speak. "I wanted to ask you something."

"Oh." Upon hearing that, Xhez brightened up a little. "What would you like to know?"

"Just one question, real quick," Elisa told her. "Has... This might sound strange, but, has Rin asked you to change her hair color recently?"

Xhez's answer didn't just come out quickly. It came out confidently, and firmly.

"Yes."

"Oh..." Elisa took a deep breath. "Uh, how many times?"

"Just a couple."

"Do you remember how long ago?"

"Ah, I have been asleep for a while," Xhez replied. "It is hard to keep track of human time like this."

"Ah, okay, that's fine. Thanks for telling me."

"You are welcome," Xhez said.

"So.. Do I just close the bag now, or what?" Elisa asked.

"Yes, but, before you do," Xhez said, interrupting her as she went to do just that, "could I ask you something?"

"Yeah, absolutely."

Then, Xhez smiled up at her.

"Did something good happen?" Xhez asked. "Your spirit seems brighter than usual."

"... You can read spirits?" Elisa asked.

"Yes," Xhez nodded, floating in the water. "Yours seems... lighter right now, than normal."

"Hmph," Elisa smirked when she heard that. "Something good? I don't know... Maybe, something more interesting than anything. But, thanks for answering my question. Uh, by the way, don't tell Rin I asked you this."

"What? Why?"

"I just... I'll let her know myself. She might think it's weird, coming from someone else."

"Ah. This must be a human thing. I will remain silent."

And, with that, Elisa received the confirmation she had wanted. And, now, as she closed the bag up, saying "goodbye" to the sprite inside, she wondered about this. Her mind drifted and, as she started getting ready to head out, it fell on one specific memory.

A memory from three years ago, where Elisa had a somewhat memorable encounter with a yellow-eyed, white-haired woman.

And, when she remembered that, her eyes widened.

[Holy shit...] She realized, chuckling to herself. [Rin... That was her!?]




Fists and Roses, Part Eleven

{Tuesday}

"What do you think the next mission will be?" Elisa asked Rin, as the two were laid down on their respective beds, chatting during the morning.

"No idea," Rin replied, "but I really hope it's not more undead. I'm getting tired of them."

"Same. I'm hoping we'll get to fight something big soon," Elisa stated, grinning as she glanced at her swords, which rested against the wall at the back. "I got those things for a reason. Sure, it feels nice to smash a skeleton to bits with them, but I want to see how they perform against something that deserves that size."

"Like what?"

"Maybe a werewolf or a golem, or something," Elisa shrugged.

"... Well," Rin smiled over at her. "Whatever it is, I'm sure you're gonna kick its ass."

Before, Elisa could have taken those gentle expressions the girl often threw out in stride, but now, after realizing that the two had met in the past, Elisa felt her heart stir whenever Rin's lips curled up like that.

It had been a small realization at first but over time, as she remembered the specifics behind their encounter, the mere sight of Rin made her heart speed up a little.

[Calm down,] Elisa told herself. [It's still the same old Rin. She's cute, adorable even, sure, but you don't have to be so...]

She couldn't find the right word to finish that thought. Instead, as Rin spoke up, her mind paused and her eyes went back over to her.

"I still have a long way to go," Rin said. "Which kinda sucks, by the way, because I feel like my hands are gonna end up looking like they belong to an old farmer by the time this is over," she told Elisa, lifting up a hand to show how her knuckles had begun to swell just a bit over time.

"Eh, just a show of strength," Elisa told her. "Lots of people like women who could easily kick their butts. I'd say you're gaining points."

"Oh?" Rin asked, raising a brow at her. "Are you one of them?"

That question delivered confidently, caught Elisa off-guard. She ended up having to shrug in response, as she wasn't able to think of anything.

[Seriously, what is happening here?] Elisa asked herself, taking a deep breath. [Why do I feel so...?]

All she knew was that this woman's presence had quickly become somewhat overpowering. As the two of them settled into a small silence as Elisa stared up at the ceiling, she began to remember what that day had been like. The day where she first met this adventurer, on a trip with some friends who she'd since lost contact with.

---

{3 Years Ago}

"This is gonna be so fun!" One of Elisa's friends, a bright girl with a dimpled smile named Patty, said as the train they were in began to slow down.

"Hopefully," Aina, Patty's best friend and the resident downer of their little group sighed. "For all we know it could just be really basic here."

Elisa let out a yawn, looking out the window and seeing how the landscape changed from what it was like at Libera, while they finally arrived at Dren. This was part of a short trip she and her friends had organized to celebrate Patty's nineteenth birthday. They had gone up to Cradle already and were now heading to the opposite side of the land for a quick stop at Dren. They weren't planning on staying here for too long, though.

In fact, there was really only one thing they wanted to see. The brothels.

Elisa and pretty much every other noble in Libera had often heard tales of the sort of degeneracy that Dren allowed legally. So much so, actually, that even Elisa, someone who really had no trouble getting others to share a bed with her, was curious. So, the plan was simple. They'd only be staying a couple of nights and during that time they'd see what debauchery they could get up to here, and then they'd come back to Libera where, whether the services were good or bad, they'd likely rarely speak aloud about it to anyone.

"Finally," Elisa said, standing up and stretching her arms as all of the people onboard quickly began walking out of the vehicle. "Now what?"

"Well," Patty smiled as she pulled out a note from her pockets, "we have a few options."

"What?" Aina asked. "Did you get a checklist of brothels or something?"

"H-Hey, don't be so loud!" Patty said.

"Isn't it legal here? It's fine," Elisa chuckled as others continued to mind their own business, walking away.

"Anyway," Patty cleared her throat. "We only have one place really that we're gonna check out, so I hope it's good."

"Right, what was it again?" Elisa asked.

"The Silver Rose!" Patty declared happily. "It's the only place that has male workers."

"Ohh, right," Elisa nodded.

"Thank the Divine," Aina muttered.

"Heh, why do you sound so relieved?" Elisa raised a brow at the brunette.

"Not everyone's a carpet muncher like you," Aina replied.

"Eh, that's true, but aren't-"

Aina quickly reached up and covered Elisa's lips with her hands, scowling at her.

[Oh, right, secret. Forgot.]

Elisa gave her a thumbs-up and the woman retreated. Patty basically ignored the whole exchange.

"So, yeah," she continued. "That's where we're headed."

---

A while late, the three of them were walking up to a building that looked surprisingly classy. Were it not for the sign outside proudly signaling that it was, in fact, the brothel they were looking for, Elisa would have never guessed this was a whorehouse. Based on the lush design and the music she could hear coming from within, she would have sooner guessed this was some sort of a lounge.

"I'm so excited!" Patty said, before all but skipping into the building. Aina and Elisa followed behind her and as they entered, they froze right in the same spot that Patty froze when they saw the same thing she saw.

From the outside, one who didn't know what this place was could mistake it for something entirely different. From inside, however, that wasn't a possibility.

[Holy shit,] Elisa thought as she saw half-naked, and some entirely naked, white-haired men and women walking from one place to another. There were people who looked like they didn't belong, people who looked like Elisa and her friends, here too, scouting out every worker they saw with big eyes and lust on their faces.

And, Elisa couldn't blame them. Everyone here looked genuinely stunning.

"So..." Aina said, after gulping. "How does this work?"

"Right this way, please," someone signaled for them with a chuckle and they spotted a sort of secretary right in front of them. They'd been so shocked they completely missed her. "All you have to do is select a worker from the ones you see here, pay upfront here and you will be escorted to the apartments where you can begin your session."

"Oh... Uh, thanks," Patty replied. The secretary just bowed respectfully.

[Okay,] Elisa thought. [Just... pick someone, pay, and they'll do the rest of the work, I take it. Cool. There are so many options to choose from though.]

Picking one gorgeous person to fuck out of so many here was like picking one out of a hundred different gems to collect. They were all great, but at the same time, they were all similar.

[Maybe I should...]

That was until Elisa's eyes fell on one lone woman.

At the back, by a bar-type place, there was a single white-haired worker sitting there with her legs crossed and a sullen look on her face. Out of everyone here, she was the only one who looked like she wasn't enjoying herself. She had a cup beside her, probably full of alcohol as she brooded on her own.

And, yet, she was absolutely the most beautiful person here. Her cascading hair, the soft amber eyes she carried, the swell of her chest, and impossibly alluring curves, leading up to a pair of thick legs.

She looked like she belonged in a famous painting, not in a random brothel.

"I'll take her," Elisa pointed over at the woman, having made her decision.

"Who... Oh," the secretary realized. "Ah, be kind to that one, okay? She's new."

"Really?" Elisa asked. "Alright, I'll be gentle then," she said with a smile.

The secretary then stood up and walked over to her. They talked out of earshot, the woman looked over at Elisa, who tried to put on a confident pose as she placed her hands on her hips, and the two walked back over.

"Hello," she bowed and Elisa swore she looked even better up close.

"Hey," Elisa said, a little breathless. "So... Now what?"

"Come with me," she replied.

And, what followed was some of the best sex Elisa ever had up to that point.




Fists and Roses, Part Twelve

"Elisa?" Rin asked.

The blonde had been so lost in her memories that she had no idea how much time passed between her last two sentences. She turned her head over to Rin and asked:

"Yeah?"

"I just wanted to know if you're going to come train with me, Eve, and the others tomorrow after class."

"Oh," the noblewoman said, taking a deep breath. "Yeah. I... I have to check if I'll be available, but, if it's up to me, then sure."

"Awesome," Rin smiled back at her. Now, after having spent so long remembering what that day had been like, that smile cut deep into her heart.

[... How the hell did she get here?] Elisa thought. She couldn't imagine how this sort of change could happen in someone's life. It would be as if she stopped being a noblewoman to go live out in the forests as a hermit. They were two different worlds.

Two worlds that, in Rin's case, she had apparently been connecting on her off-time.

[Well... Whatever.] Elisa exhaled her curiosity away. [It's none of my business.]

---

{Rin}

Rin's morning had been surprisingly pleasant so far. That talk with Elisa felt like some good bonding time, her walk through the Academy's halls had been entirely devoid of Alea's or Seth's douchebaggery, and now, she was on her way up to the Meditation Center for what she hoped was going to be some good training leading up to the weekend.

[I probably shouldn't even do the whole Triss thing on Friday, either. If somehow I end up being too tired to fight the next day, that would really suck.]

Eventually, she reached the fourth floor and walked over to the Meditation Center, where she found that the door was open. What she saw inside, however, was not Maria, but someone else who was sitting at the same spot where Rin's teacher could usually be found.

Sara had her legs crossed on the floor and her back straight as she looked out through the open wall. Raising a brow, Rin walked inside. If Sara heard her footsteps, she showed no sign of it right up until Rin was standing beside her.

"Hey," she smiled down at the woman, who then glanced up.

"..." Sara tilted her head a little, which Rin took as her way of offering up a greeting.

"Is Maria around?" Rin asked.

"Yep, I'm right here."

Her teacher's voice suddenly came from behind her and when Rin turned, she found the woman holding a cup of coffee in her hands.

"Oh, good morning."

"Good morning, my student," Maria replied, taking a sip from her cup as she walked closer. "So, today, we're going to be focusing exclusively on fighting other humans."

"Uh, really?" Rin asked, feeling caught off-guard after everything Maria had said about not wanting to skimp out on monster hunting training.

"Yes," Maria replied. "Because, well..." Her smile went away, then, as she looked down into her cup. "I spoke with the dean and he let me know what your next mission will be."

"Don't you pick them?" Rin asked.

"In truth, I make suggestions. Most of the time, those suggestions are met with agreement, considering my rank, however, this time that did not come to pass due to... Well, the point is," she waved a hand. "Learning how to fight other humans has suddenly become far more useful for us."

"Oh. Uh, awesome," Rin replied.

"Anyway," Maria's smile returned, "that's why I asked Sara to help us out here today."

On cue, the woman stood up, approaching the two of them.

"Okay, what are we doing?"

"We're going to be working on some of the specific nuances you run into whenever you fight a person."

Maria stated that and walked in front of Rin, with one hand held behind her back. Then, in a blink, she brought a fist up and Rin flinched, pulling back.

However, then, she took that same fist and pressed it against Rin's chest.

"Feints, measurement, and reading," Maria listed off. "All of these are things you can find in any fight you analyze between two people. Feints, for example, can be summed up as making your opponent believe you're going one way, before going the other. Measurement just relates to the distance between you and your target with the purpose of being able to determine your own footwork and punch accordingly. And finally, reading means your ability to predict your opponent's next move based on patterns you identify in their fighting style."

Finishing her coffee, she walked a few steps away and put her cup down by the wall.

"We've gone over some of this before, but it's good to revisit it now. And, Sara is going to help me illustrate all of this."

At that point, Sara stood in front of Rin and held two fists up.

"Now, all of this applies to armed combat as well," Maria explained. "However, in less controlled environments, you can make do without these things, because swinging your sword hard enough at any given monster will get the job done. In the Arena, these things are indispensable. That's why you will be sparring with Sara today, who has thankfully agreed to help us here. I've given her some techniques and moves to use, and she's going to focus on those. Whenever you're ready, you can start."

"... Okay," Rin replied, before rolling her shoulders and stretching a little. When she was done, she put her own fists up. "Let's go."

Instantly, Sara moved forward, looking like she was going for a punch aimed at Rin's gut. Rin went to block it.

Instead, however, Sara went up and punched Rin in the shoulder. The hit was hard enough to send Rin back a couple of steps.

"Ah," she hissed. "Crap."

"You reacted too quickly," Maria told her. "Sara hadn't committed yet to any sort of move before you blocked. The rest of your body made for a fairly easy opening to exploit. Do you see why that sort of move is effective?"

"Uh, yeah, I think."

"Good. Again."

---

By the time they were done, Rin's head hurt.

Partly because she'd been struck a few times, partly because just today she'd learned so many different dimensions to fighting that she hadn't been fully aware of. It felt like there was a level of trickery achievable in fights that she had only just discovered, like a long road that had been shrouded in dense mist and had just been opened up, only to see that it stretched endlessly.

Only, as daunting as it was, it was just as exciting.

[Ahhh, I can't wait for Saturday!] She thought. [This is gonna be great. I can feel it!]




Fists and Roses, Part Thirteen

{Friday}

One more day was all that was left before Rin's debut at the Arena. One more day of training her ass off to make sure she was ready. She had no idea who she'd be fighting, but whoever they were, she wanted to give them a hard fight.

At the very least, she wanted to avoid getting knocked out and embarrassed in front of a full spectating audience. Then, after that, depending on how she did, she would decide whether she'd keep at it or not. For now, though, it definitely seemed promising.

During the morning, Rin woke up to an empty room, as Elisa wasn't at her bed. Well, a nearly empty room, as Rin yawned and went up to Xhez's bag.

"Hey," she greeted the sprite after opening it up. However, the sprite was still asleep. She tapped on the bag and Xhez stirred just a little, but as far as Rin could see from above, she refused to wake up.

[Hm. Guess that sprite sleep cycle is hitting hard today. Alright, I'll ask if she wants to come with me into the city later.]

With that out of the way, it was time to get ready for the day. She took a bath, put on some training clothes, and quickly walked up to the Meditation Center.

Maria was standing outside the room though, with her back pressed to a wall. When she noticed Rin arriving, she smiled.

"Hello."

"Good morning," Rin replied with a smile of her own. "So, what are we doing today?"

"For now, we're going to be doing the same as before. Practicing reading your opponents, expanding on your Essence, and general sparring. Later, however," she tilted her head, "we'll be doing something different. Come in, let's get started."

Doing just that, their training picked up right where it left off.

Sara wasn't here today, so Maria filled the role of sparring partner. With that being the case, today's training session was far more akin to everything they'd done so far. During one sequence, however, something strange happened.

It happened when they began to work on Rin's Essence. Maria instructed Rin to allow Essence to run through her body, but in short spurts. It was a new step in their sparring that she hadn't introduced before.

Rin was concerned that she wouldn't be able to get much training done if she did this, but Maria told her to trust her and Rin did, as her teacher said she'd see the point later.

As the two of them were fighting, the room felt like it was getting darker. Maria threw a slow punch and Rin dodged out of the way of it, blinking a few times to make sure nothing was in her eyes. But, no, the light from the outside felt like it had been dimmed, and around Maria's body was a golden aura, contrasting heavily with the sudden darkness.

However, as soon as everything around her had changed, it all went back to normal.

"... Hm?" Maria paused, holding a fist in front of her. "Are you alright?"

Rin shook her head and stepped back.

"What did you do?" She asked.

"What do you mean?" Maria asked, appearing confused.

"Everything got darker," Rin replied, feeling breathless all of a sudden. "Everything except you."

At that, Maria's eyes widened.

"What did you see?" She asked all of a sudden. "Was there anything around me?"

"Yeah, you were almost covered in, like, gold."

"..." Maria pulled back. "Oh my."

"So, what was that about?"

"Are you still seeing me like that?"

"Nah, it was only there for about a second," Rin replied. "Everything's back to normal, though."

"I see..." Maria nodded slowly, a smile spreading on her face. "You might be more talented than you thought."

"What was that?" Rin asked, as her curiosity rose.

"What you saw was a glimpse into a specific Essence ability, called the Fighter's Aura," Maria explained. "Here, I'll show you," she said, closing her eyes.

Then, Maria stood straighter. With her feet pressed together and her hands behind her back, she took a deep breath and lowered her head. Then, she brought it back up and when her eyes opened, they were bright, glowing gold, with small black diamond-shaped symbols surrounding her pupils.

"Holy crap," Rin muttered.

"It is something you are supposed to unlock later on as you continue to hone your body and Essence," she said, as she closed her eyes and opened them again, and they went back to normal. "It allows a fighter to see the Essence inside their opponent."

"Oh, uh, what does that do for you?"

"Well, if we were in a real fight, and all of a sudden you saw my Essence flare-up, it would mean that I'm likely going for a more powerful attack. Or, if you see that my body is entirely devoid of Essence, it could present an opportunity for an attack of your own. Anyway," she said, "getting little glimpses of it here and there does happen, but I never imagined that would happen this early for you."

"So, I'm not a talentless piece of trash?" Rin asked, with a growing smile.

"Uh, no," Maria raised a brow at her. "Was that really something you needed confirmation for?"

Rin shrugged.

"It's good to know for sure, I guess."

---

Several hours later, after some lunch, when their training session was done, they walked out of the Academy and Rin couldn't shake that grin off her face. Between what had happened today and the fight tomorrow, she felt like she was meant to be on this path.

[Maybe this sort of thing is my calling,] she wondered. [We'll see, I guess.]

The streets of Libera buzzed in a way that almost mirrored how excited Rin felt about everything. On the way, she and Maria remained largely in comfortable silence, before they walked up to the Arena's building. There was already a line of people outside, a short one but a line all the same. Everyone in that line gasped when they saw Maria approaching.

Rin saw that and smiled a little.

[Imagine people having this reaction when they see me. Nah, that's impossible.]

Even the guard at the front appeared a little shaken.

"M-Maria!"

"Greetings," the Rank S adventurer said. "Are there any fights booked for today?"

"Yes, yes, ma'am, in about twenty minutes."

"Good, good. May I?"

"Of course."

Without hesitation, she was allowed in. As Rin followed behind her, the impressed stares of everyone around them even managed to make Rin herself feel a little embarrassed, though she wasn't the focus of them.

Now, on the third time she'd come here, she was moving up to the seats at the side of the stage, with Maria, as they waited for the fighting to start.

"Does it never get overwhelming?" Rin asked, then. "All the stares, I mean."

"Not really," Maria shrugged. "I... This feels somewhat embarrassing to say, but I don't really go out much outside of what I do around the Academy. Training you, training the other students, I don't spend much time outside soaking in the shocked looks."

"Hm. I'd absolutely take a walk around the city every day, just for the ego boost," Rin chuckled.

"Hehehe," that made Maria laugh a little. "Someday, you'll get there."

"I hope."

A few minutes later, that voice on the microphone started up. It called out the names of the two sweaty shirtless dudes who walked out onto the stage, as Rin leaned forward to try to get a closer look.

"Keep an eye out for those techniques I mentioned," Maria told her, as they got ready to fight. "Reading, measuring, the patterns in these fights. They are nowhere near as mindless as people believe."

Nodding, Rin tried to do just that.

The guy on the microphone let them know they could start then, and the fists started flying.

Showing Rin a small glimpse into what she could expect tomorrow.
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{Saturday}

"Hey, Rin," Elisa called out. "Wanna go downtown for a bit? I've been in the mood to have some moonshrimp."

"Sorry," Rin replied, as she finished putting her boots on and took Xhez's bag in her hands. "I... have something I need to do."

"Are we heading there now?" Xhez asked, from inside the bag.

"Yeah, come on out."

"Right!"

Xhez jumped out of the bag then and quickly went through her illusion spell. Elisa, who was at her bed, looked like she'd finally grown desensitized to it as she didn't have any sort of special reaction.

"Oh. Maybe some other time, then?" Elisa asked.

"Yeah," Rin gave her a smile. "Maybe I'll take you up on that when I come back?"

"... Eh..." It was Elisa's turn to make a regretful expression. "I might have to do something at night. I'll see if I can get back here early, though."

"Sounds good," Rin nodded.

"So, where are you taking Xhez to today?"

"Heh," Rin smirked at her and gave the woman a little wink. "It's a secret."

At that, Elisa raised a brow, but she quickly added:

"Alright. See you later."

"Bye!" Rin waved at her before jogging out of the room.

[Okay, let's do this!]

The day of her debut bout had finally arrived, and the butterflies in Rin's stomach were a testament to how nervous, but eager, she felt.  As she walked out of the Academy, she disregarded the few weird glances she received from some of the other students on the way, though she didn't see any first-years.

"You seem to be smiling a lot today," Xhez noted with one of her own. "Your spirit feels warmer than normal."

"I'm just kinda excited," she shrugged, taking a deep breath. "I've been training up for a while. I'm gonna put those skills to the test today."

"Who are you fighting?" Xhez asked.

"I... don't know. All they said was that it would be a beginner," she shrugged. "Whoever they are, though, they weren't trained by Maria, so I'd definitely be surprised if they beat me."

"I see," Xhez nodded. "And, if you win, do you get any of that 'money' you had told me about?"

"Exactly!" Rin said, with varols practically shining in front of her eyes. "As easy as could be, too!"

[Before I get it, though, I have to win,] she reminded herself. [But, well, that'll probably happen.]

Sometime later, Rin and Xhez arrived at the arena, and as they did, the adventurer saw a large line formed up outside the Arena, full of different people who were all eager to watch some fights today. She went up to the man at the front, the same guard who had seen her walk in before, and, as soon as he saw her, he stood aside, knowing she'd registered.

Ignoring the confused onlookers, she made a beeline for the back.

Trodon was at the front, speaking to some random fighter. There were actually quite a few of them here, and Rin wondered if she was going to fight any of them. However, for now, she had one question on her mind.

"Hey!" She jogged over to Trodon. The man pulled back, as though surprised to see someone call out to him so energetically. "Where's the nearest bathroom?"

"Uh, over there," he gestured in its direction.

"Awesome, thanks!"

As soon as the word came out of her mouth, she was pulling Xhez with her as she sprinted over to it. Once they walked in, she locked it behind her and the sprite and turned toward her friend.

"Okay," Rin said. "Do the thing I told you about."

"Why are we doing this, again?" Xhez asked, tilting her head.

"I'm gonna fight under an alias," Rin clarified. "I need to look different."

"Ah, right," Xhez smiled before then casting the same illusion spell she'd used before.

Only, this time, she'd used it to turn Rin's hair a fiery orange color that mirrored Elisa's own. At the same time, she made Rin's body appear just a bit thinner and more defined than it was. Looking down at herself, Rin grinned.

"Thank you," she told the sprite.

"No problem," Xhez replied. "I am just glad to see you so happy."

Rin giggled a little at that. Her heart warmed up in a strange way at those words, but she put that aside for now. Now, she needed to know when she was going to fight.

She then headed out of the bathroom with Xhez behind her and went back to Trodon. The older man had an equally surprised expression on his face as she walked up, but this time it was because of her hair.

"You took that alias advice I gave you to heart," he said.

"Mhm. So," Rin said, taking a deep breath. "When am I fighting?"

"One hour," he quickly replied. "You can sit outside and watch the fights that go on before yours if you want, just to get a feel for them. Before your fight, come back here and I'll give you everything you have to wear."

"What? I can't fight in this?" She asked, gesturing at her clothes.

"No. Anyway," he quickly said, waving the matter away, "take a walk or something if you need to. And, by the way, if you want to cancel, it's never too late. Just saying," he quickly added as he saw the offended look on Rin's face. "I'm just saying."

"... Okay," she nodded. "Well, I guess I'll be back in a while."

And, with that, she walked back out to the stage. Almost exactly as she had, she heard that voice on the microphone start speaking.

[Who's talking?] She wondered. [He's around here somewhere, isn't he?] She wondered before she went to sit down by the western corner, out of most of the regular audience's sight. Xhez sat down with her, and Rin curled her knees up to her chest as she waited for the fight to happen.

"This place still smells terrible," Xhez muttered.

"I'm probably gonna smell just as bad by the time I'm done," Rin chuckled. Her laugh grew even louder when she saw the disgusted look that appeared on Xhez's face. "Well, if the fight goes on for too long, anyway," Rin added with a smile.

The voice then started to introduce the next fighters.

"... and gentlemen, this upcoming match is to be a bout between two up-and-coming warriors! Fighting on the left side," he stated, as both fighters stood at opposite ends of the stage. "He is a white-ranked contender hailing from Libera, coming in with a record of 2 wins and 1 loss. His name is Jaime Knifehands!"

A thin man with striking blonde hair and some bandages wrapped around his knees walked out then. He wore shorts and spread his arms out widely at the audience, taking the adoration in.

"Fighting on the right side," the voice continued, "he is a white-ranked contender also hailing from Libera, a man who has quickly built up a record of 4 wins all by way of knockout, his name, Deathtouch!"

As that was said, a man of a far larger stature emerged. He was, to put it simply, an absolute monster of an individual, larger than anyone Rin had ever seen. With a full beard on his face, a shaved head, and a long scar running over his right eye, she was impressed at how the guy standing opposite from him didn't look too scared.

[Hm... Well, yeah,] Rin thought, [if I had to bet, I'd probably put my money on him. The other guy might surprise me though. Let's see what happens.]

Then, the much smaller guy between both fighters gestured at them and each one said they were ready, before letting them know they could begin.

And, the fight started.

Rin made sure to pay as much attention as she could, keeping an eye out for the strategies that Maria had taught her, as she'd soon have to employ them herself. Sure enough, she saw Jaime putting them on display immediately. The blonde-haired man stood a couple of meters away from the bigger guy, but would periodically close the gap to land a straight punch onto the guy's face that he was too slow to dodge out of the way of. He seemed mostly unaffected by it though.

Then, Jaime swung again and this time, the man moved pre-emptively, avoiding a hit.

[That's the whole measuring thing,] Rin thought with a smile, as she caught that. [Big Guy knew the extent of where the guy's fist would come to, and managed to dodge it. This is actually kinda cool.]

Then, something happened that took that smile right out of Rin's face.

Jaime went for another punch, but the man grabbed him by the wrist, pulled him in, and landed an elbow at his mouth so hard that Rin saw at least four teeth fly out.

Needless to say, Jaime went straight down to the ground, and blood poured out from his mouth as the smaller guy from earlier quickly went to heal him.

The crowd went crazy. The microphone guy announced Deathtouch's win. Rin's eyes though, couldn't move away from the fighter who'd just been decimated.

[... Oh shit.]

And, suddenly, it all felt a lot more real.
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Finally, the time had come. Rin was in the back, sitting on a wooden bench as Trodon wrapped some cloth around her hands. Her fighting outfit, which Trodon had handed to her, consisted of a baggy white shirt, some painfully tight black shorts, and those wrappings.

So many things were running through her mind at once, that it made the pounding of her heart against her chest speed up.

[Who am I fighting? How good are they?]

[Where's Xhez going to be when the fight starts? If I end up losing badly, she's probably going to worry a lot.]

[Is it too late to go pee? Ah, this is nerve-wracking!]

Amongst it all, that last moment of the fight from before played back in front of her eyes over and over again. She wondered if she was going to end up like that, with the referee, as Trodon called him, having to pick her teeth up from the stage after it's done.

"Alright, you're set," Trodon told her. "You're going to be walking in through there," he pointed at the door. "Just wait for the referee to give you the sign and you can walk out. The rules are pretty simple. You fight until one of you submits, the referee stops the fight because it's too one-sided, or one of you can't fight anymore, be it because you're unconscious or whatever. You can't use magic, Essence, weapons, and you can't punch the guy in the balls, or in the back of the head. Outside of that, everything goes. Alright?"

"Wait, why can't I use Essence?" Rin asked.

"Because if you do, the boost in strength might mean someone accidentally dies. And, well, we don't want that, now do we?"

"O-Oh."

The confusion on her part came from the fact that the way she was trained, she was used to that being the objective. Upon thinking about it a little, she quickly realized that if she could punch holes through skeletons' heads with Essence, she could probably do the same to an actual person, and, yeah, that would cause some problems.

"Okay," Rin nodded, putting on a nervous smile. "I got it."

"Remember," Trodon told her, "I say this to every fighter because it's true. The fact that you're even stepping in there means you're half a winner already. That takes some serious courage. Best of luck to you."

"Thanks."

Just like that, Rin and Xhez were the only ones there. In the background, other fighters were busy sparring and the sounds of their punches served as a bit of background music as Rin turned toward the stage.

"Holy crap, this is stressful," she said, chuckling a little as Xhez watched.

"I believe you will do well!" Xhez said.

"Let's hope so," Rin replied. "Tell you what. If I win, we'll go eat something nice later. If I lose, then, maybe I'll just take a nap or something and sleep the shame away."

As she said that, she looked ahead and saw the referee gesturing for her to walk out.

[Well... It's time.]

Then, a pair of slightly humid arms embraced her, suddenly, as Rin was about to go.

"Good luck," Xhez said, pulling away with a smile.

[... I am so lucky I met you,] Rin thought, grinning back at her, as she nodded.

[Let's go.]

As Rin walked out onto the stage, she heard the audience clap and roar as her opponent walked out at the same time, and she laid eyes on him.

The man who walked out had dark skin and arms wrapped like hers. On his back, Rin could see a sheet of golden fur that ran down his body, and he had a pair of wolf ears on his head, along with a golden headband.

[... Okay,] Rin thought, taking a deep breath. [Doesn't look too tough, but, yeah. I still need to be careful.]

Amongst the crowd's cheers, there were also some curious looks and muffled questions that Rin could hear, as a few people gestured at her. There were many nobles seated to the right, as well, as the building in general held far more people than when Rin had arrived. She swallowed some of the saliva that had been building up in her mouth and put her hands on her hips.

"Ladies and gentlemen," the announcer started, as Rin kept her eyes on the crowd. "Keep your eyes on our fighters right now, because these could be a pair of future stars! The upcoming match is a bout between two beginners," he said, as he introduced them.

Rin's eyes went to the right, back to the nobles' seats. She couldn't see anyone she recognized, though, after a while, she saw someone wearing a white hood over some robes of the same color.

It was hard to see from this distance, but Rin could barely make out some short brown hair falling over her shoulders.

[... Hold on,] Rin narrowed her eyes. [Is that...?]

"... Lyn Rosecaller!" The announcer declared her name and Rin's eyes snapped back to the front.

[Right. Focus.]

"Fighting from the left side, with a record of 1 win and 0 losses, this beastborn's name is Oni Fangblade!"

[Glad to know everyone has an edgy name around here,] Rin thought as the referee signaled for her to walk up.

And so, she was here. Standing in front of her opponent, she scanned his face just to see what he could be thinking. He had no emotion on his portrait, other than a slight pull of his brows, as he watched Rin without even blinking.

[You've got this,] Rin told herself, as he got into a fighting stance, and Rin did the same. [You've got this.]

"Ready?" The referee asked so quietly that Rin almost didn't hear him. Though, it might have been the audience's sounds that made it sound so low.

She nodded. Then, he asked her opponent the same question, and he nodded as well.

"Begin."

As soon as he said that, the boy charged toward Rin, much faster than she'd anticipated.

[Crap!]

She tried to jump back, but he landed a shot square on her abdomen that knocked the wind out of Rin's lungs.

"Ah-!"

As with his speed, he was also stronger than she thought he'd be. She staggered, nearly falling back as the boy went to follow up with a pair of blows to the head. However, by the time he launched them out, Rin got her bearings.

She gritted her teeth and used the momentum from being hit to spin, landing a kick on his chest that pushed him away.

He was clearly hurt by it if his pained expression was anything to go by, but the determination on his face hadn't changed. And, Rin took up the same position.

[A solid kick didn't do much damage to him,] Rin thought, taking a deep breath and trying to calm herself down. [Or, maybe I didn't put enough strength behind it.]

He charged toward her again, just as he'd done at the beginning, but now, Rin was ready. He went for a right hook onto her jaw, but Rin leaned back and dodged out of the way. Then, he continued with a left hook that Rin dodged just as quickly, and a punch aimed at her body that Rin managed to block. This small combo was followed by a series of jabs that Rin leaned out of the way of, her sunlight hair swinging from one side to another with the movement of her head.

She didn't retaliate at all, however, on purpose. As the fight started properly, Maria's lessons resurfaced in her mind, all at once.

[Measure his distance, read his patterns,] Rin told herself. [How does he fight? When is he open for a counter?]

Determined to figure this out, she didn't make a single attempt at returning fire. However, naturally, just due to the sheer volume of punches the boy was throwing out, a few of them landed.

Rin was hit across the chin with an uppercut which made the world turn white for a second, and she was punched above her left eye with a curving blow, which stung long after the hit had connected, as Rin felt something liquid rolling down her left cheek.

Still, with her teeth gritted, she kept her hands up and watched, analyzing him.

Right up until the referee said something.

"Hey, defend yourself! If you don't fight, I'll stop it!" He let her know.

"W-What?" Rin muttered.

[Oh, right. Crap. If it's too one-sided they'll just give the guy the win.]

Noting that in her mind, Rin understood she needed to figure this out fast. Or, at least, launch some punches of her own. So, she did just that.

As the boy went in and tried to land another combo, Rin stepped in as well. She threw a punch right down the middle, between his hands, and it caught him on the nose. Rin felt a crack under her knuckles when it happened, and the boy staggered back.

"Agh!" He cried out, as Rin watched.

[That was a good hit, right?] She thought, watching him continue to stumble. [I need to add to it!]

She followed up with a series of blows of her own. A few were aimed at the boy's head, others were aimed at his body. Each one found their mark, as the boy looked like he was about to fall off the stage with how far back he was stumbling.

[Wait, can't I just finish the fight right now?] She wondered. [Yeah, now's my chance!]

It was her turn to lunge forward then. Rin sprinted toward her target, just a few steps, before pulling an arm back for a haymaker.

And, as she threw it, the boy leaned out of the way, caught her by the wrist, and pulled her down to the ground, right by the edge where the crowd was.

[What!?]

As the audience roared, he then tried to put her arm between his legs, and Rin raised a brow.

"What the hell are you- OW!"

As he pulled back, she nearly felt her arm break. As the pain grew in her arm, she knew she needed to do something, and all she could think of was to pull against him. Surprisingly though, this worked to prevent her arm from snapping, and both Rin and the other fighter learned that she was physically the strongest one in this fight.

Still, he wouldn't let go of this hold he'd put her in.

[How do I...?]

With the boy trying his best to pull down, and Rin resisting that force as much as she could, she soon decided to just start punching the guy from there. She reached as far as she could, and she landed a punch on that same broken nose that made the boy's hold loosen. Keeping her arm where it was, she went for a second, third, and then a fourth punch that finally made him let go.

But he wasn't about to let Rin stand up again. Instead, as blood came down from his nose, he reached up and pulled Rin by the shirt, trying to yank her down.

"Uah!" She yelped before she pulled away.

[This guy is annoying!] She thought as she tried to pull as hard as she could. [Aren't we supposed to be punching each other? What is this?]

Both of them tried, and tried, tearing the fabric bit by bit until, finally, it broke apart.

...

There was a pause.

Rin looked down at him, he looked up at her.

The boy had a stunned look on his face and even the audience had stopped cheering.

Rin, however, capitalized on this moment of confusion by reaching in and punching him as hard as she possibly could without forcing Essence into her body.

That hit, finally, did the job as the boy fell on his back and didn't get back up.

Quickly, the referee was by his side, healing him, but not before throwing a weird, awed look at Rin.

Rin, however, didn't care. As she realized what she'd just done, she raised her fists into the air, stained with the guy's blood, and grinned.

"YES!" She yelled out, as she puffed her chest out with confidence. "I..."

When the crowd started hollering, as opposed to cheering, that was when Rin realized something was up.

It was only when she looked down at herself that she noticed it. In the struggle, her shirt and her bra had both been completely ripped apart.

And Rin's chest was bare, out in the open, for all around her to see.

"Y-Your winner," the announcer said, "Lyn Rosecaller!"

[...] Rin blinked. [Crap.] That, however, didn't make victory taste any less sweet. [Eh, whatever.] She kept her hands raised. [I did it!]
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"Well... That's one way to make a name for yourself," Trodon told Rin, as she looked down at the payment she'd received from her win.

"It's not like I did it on purpose," Rin muttered. By now, her sunlight hair had returned to its regular color. In addition, after that wardrobe malfunction, she was given yet another baggy white shirt to cover herself up with.

"Regardless, congratulations. It seems we all underestimated you to some extent."

As the excitement wore off, though, Rin felt differently. Ultimately, it was the strength that she'd accumulated during her training as an adventurer that allowed her to come out on top, but she felt like if she'd gone up against someone equally as powerful, she would have lost.

Still, as she sifted through the forty silvers she'd received, she did feel a small amount of validation.

"Will we be seeing Lyn Rosecaller again in the future?" Trodon asked. "Or, was that enough to satisfy your curiosity?"

"No, I'll definitely be back," Rin said. "When can I take another fight?"

"You gotta talk to Olina for that," he replied.

"Okay. See you next time. And, thanks for helping me get set up," Rin said, as she turned and walked out of the room.

"Don't mention it," she heard Trodon say, as she left.

Outside, Xhez was sitting by her lonesome, looking around at everything with a slightly annoyed expression which Rin attributed to the pungent scent of sweat in the air. Seeing that, with a small chuckle, she hurried her pace a little so that the two of them could leave soon. Before that, however, she needed to talk to Olina.

The woman looked up at Rin as she approached, bowing her head a little.

"Good work out there, fighter."

"Thanks," Rin replied. "So, when can I fight again?"

"Let's check," the older lady said as she looked down at her notebook. "I have... one fighter free on Wednesday. Another beginner, with two wins and no losses. How does that sound?"

"I'll take it," Rin replied.

"I'll jot you down for that spot then. Good luck."

With that done, Rin walked up to Xhez then, who looked up and stood as soon as she approached.

"Can we leave?" Xhez asked, as soon as Rin got there.

"Yes, yes," Rin said, laughing. "Sorry for making you put up with this."

"How can you tolerate this sort of thing?" The sprite asked. "My nose feels as though it is burning."

"Eh, you get used to it," Rin shrugged. "Come on, let's get out of here."

Finally, the two of them headed out. By now, the sun was going down and even though she hadn't done too much physical exertion, she felt more tired today than she had at any other point in the week.

[Can't wait to get back to the Academy. I need a nap.]

However, as she walked out into the street, she found Maria standing at the front, drawing the eyes of the various spectators who had come to watch the remaining fights.

"Maria?" Rin asked, approaching her with Xhez by her side.

"Hello," Maria said with a smile, as her eyes briefly went to the sprite accompanying Rin before going back to her.

"Hi," Rin said, a little confused. 

Then, she remembered the cinnamon-haired lady she'd spotted before.

"W-Wait, were you...?" 

"Ah, you noticed," Maria smiled. "Indeed. Did you think I wouldn't come to see how my student performed?"

Hearing that made Rin feel warmer for some reason, as she smiled widely at her teacher.

"What did you think?"

"I believe there are definitely plenty of rough edges we need to iron out, but, overall the fight did not grant me any knowledge I didn't already have. You are a fighter with much potential that simply needs to be brought out of you. All we need to do is keep working on that."

Rin could not be any more elated to hear that.

"I am, however, surprised you took her along," Maria added, as once again her eyes fell on Xhez.

"Why?"

"As I said before, Rin, you need to limit the number of times you take Xhez around the city," Maria explained. "If you happen to run into a mage of some sort, you could end up putting her at risk, and magic is something the nobility does indulge in at times. Nobles who sometimes come here, as well."

"I... Personally," Xhez added, "I would rather not come back to that place. I apologize."

It was rare to hear Xhez be so decisive about something. Knowing that, Rin decided to be respectful of her wishes.

"Alright," she replied. "I won't drag you here again."

"Thank you," Xhez said, and a smile of her own quickly blossomed on her face.

"Now then," Maria quickly interjected, "a victory like this calls for some celebration, I would say. How about we go get something to eat?"

She opened her mouth to say "yes", but soon, she remembered the conversation she had just before leaving to go fight and stopped herself.

"Sorry," Rin replied. "I kinda might have something to do now, maybe?"

"You do not sound too sure of that," Maria raised a brow.

"Uh, well, yeah, but..."

"Don't worry," Maria said. "I understand. Still, maybe we can go out one of these days. Take a little break from the constant training."

At that, Rin nodded, feeling like things were firmly on an upswing.

"I'd love to."

---

Soon, Rin was back in her room, and Xhez was in her bag, already asleep. Elisa wasn't here, which did bum Rin out quite a bit, but as tired as she was, maybe that was for the better.

The fight played out in her mind a few more times, as Rin thought about what she could have done differently.

[I was way too slow to piece things together,] she thought. [Plus, I need to learn how to avoid getting put in those sorts of weird holds.]

Despite that, however, as she remembered the conclusion, even if it did come with a cold wind making her bare nipples hard in front of a drooling crowd, she couldn't help but smile.

The door opened then, as Rin pulled herself out of that daydream.

Elisa was there, wearing an elegant white dress and some heels that made her look much taller than she already was. Rin blushed a little, pulling her eyes away from the woman's strong, firm arms.

"Hey," Elisa said. "Sorry, I tried to get back here as soon as I could. Do you still wanna do anything?"

"I..." Rin considered it. She really, really, didn't want to get out of bed right now. "Give me a second? I just got back."

"Oh, okay. I'll take a second to change out of this, then," the noblewoman replied.

[Oh Divine, please,] Rin thought, as she kept her eyes on the ceiling. [I feel so horny right now and I don't even know why. Well, scratch that, she's hot, that's definitely part of it, but, I dunno. I'm just... in the mood all of a sudden. I would give all of the coins I just made to cuddle for a few seconds.]

As she had those thoughts, Elisa didn't exactly help the matter as she undressed right in front of her.

Rin nearly groaned with how much effort she was putting into keeping herself from staring.

"By the way," Elisa suddenly said, as she thankfully put some regular clothes on.

"Yeah?"

"... Are you sure we've never met?" Elisa asked, without looking at her.

Rin was caught so off-guard that all of her horny thoughts went right out of her skull.

"Are you really sure, I mean," Elisa told her. "I really can't shake the feeling that I've seen you before."

As good of a mood as Rin was in, she turned her eyes up to the ceiling.

[... Should I?] She wondered.

However, as soon as she asked herself that, she quickly rejected the notion. Elisa had been accepting of some things so far, but Rin had no way of knowing that she'd be accepting of Rin's former profession. Even if she had paid for those services herself, she didn't know how Elisa felt about it. If she viewed that as a regret of hers, something to be ashamed of.

If she did, all confirming her suspicions would do was ruin what they'd set up. And, now that they'd gotten this far, and now that Rin wondered how far this friendship could go, turning Elisa off like that was the last thing she wanted to do.

"No," Rin looked her in the eye, as Elisa sat down at the bed. "We haven't."

At that, Elisa raised a brow.

That subtle expression let Rin know one thing. The blonde in front of her surely did not believe what she just heard.

And yet, her response was:

"Noted."




Cola Town, Part One

{Elisa}

{Sunday}

"Hmph..." Elisa smirked a little, as she took a sip out of her wine.

"Something on your mind?" Rin asked, crossing her thick legs as she sat across from Elisa at the table they were at. Around them were dimly lit candles and soft brown cushions as they ate at one of the better restaurants the higher end of Libera had to offer.

On the table were two plates, one belonging to Rin holding a bowl full of shrimp curry, and one belonging to Elisa with the same. However, Elisa's was nearly untouched whereas Rin's was already empty. This difference was due to the fact that Elisa had spent more time thinking than eating.

"I'm just surprised our schedules aligned so soon," Elisa chuckled. "You've been pretty busy lately."

At that, Rin blushed, but at the same time, she gave a confident little smile as she shrugged.

"Had a lot to do these last couple of days," the raven-haired girl replied.

[Is that so?]

As the many interesting things Elisa had heard from some of the other noblewomen came back to her mind, she raised a brow at the amber-eyed girl.

"We should be able to do this sort of thing more often, though, now..." Rin added, before quickly raising her hands as she smiled nervously. "I-I mean, if you want, and all."

Holding back a grin, Elisa nodded.

"Sounds good. After tomorrow's mission, maybe?"

"Yeah," Rin nodded. "I'm free after that. Although, if I get my butt kicked I'm definitely going to want to sulk for a few hours. That might cut into our time a bit."

"I'll just sulk with you. I've been told my shoulders are comfortable to cry on."

"Wow, does that happen often?"

"I was joking."

"Right!" Rin laughed awkwardly and, again, Elisa held back a smile.

Admittedly, she wasn't sure she'd be available, but she wanted to leave the door open just in case. In all honesty, she was willing to blow off her next family dinner altogether if it meant getting a little closer to the woman who had made a bad habit of appearing in Elisa's dreams.

Just last night, she dreamt she was back in that small town, at a dainty apartment, with her tongue buried deep inside of Rin. When she woke up, she did so with a rapidly beating heart and a bit of sweat rolling down her forehead.

It was exciting, though. Elisa hadn't felt like this in a very long time.

"Are you gonna keep eating?" Rin asked. "It has to have gotten cold by now."

"Eh, I'm good," Elisa shrugged. "I mostly just came for the sake of talking to you."

At that, Rin chuckled.

"That's sort of a waste. We could have just talked at the Academy. Would have saved a few coins, no?"

"Do you think talking here, in nice dresses, with fine decorations and a nice ambiance around us, is the same as talking back in our room?"

"To me, honestly, yeah," Rin shrugged. "Not to say I'm not thankful that you invited me here, or anything, but, I mean, hanging out with you is cool in general. Doesn't really matter where it happens."

Elisa laughed a bit when she heard that.

[Aw, how sweet.]

However, as that was said, the two of them came back to the Academy a short time later, and the day came to a close. Already, Elisa was wondering when they'd get to spend more time together like that.

She felt differently, from what Rin had said. Spending time together at a nice restaurant, or out in the town in any other capacity was certainly different.

Mainly, in that, she felt it might be easier to get in the mood to sleep together after something like that than after a lazy day of relaxing like always.

But, it didn't seem like that would happen anytime soon, if at all. If Rin wanted it to happen, though, all she needed to do was say as much and Elisa would be happy to oblige.

---

{Rin}

{Monday}

"Okay, is everyone here?" Maria asked as the students gathered at the front of the Academy. Some second-years passed them by, giving them some smirks and chuckling behind their backs as they walked into the building. Rin was standing next to Eve, at the back of the group, with Elisa to her right.

Every now and then, she caught Seth glancing over at her, but he wouldn't say or do anything past that. She guessed he must have heard that she won her fight. So, every time she caught him, she would return a little smirk just to see if she could get under his skin.

"Ohhhh, I'm nervous," Eve whispered, as she floated next to Rin. "They said it was gonna be something different this time. What is gonna be!?"

"Don't worry, you'll be fine," Maria said.

"You can hear me!?" Eve asked, continuing to whisper.

Maria giggled before putting her hands behind her back.

"Well then, I believe I've accounted for everyone. On today's mission, we will be taking each of you to an Old World ghost town. It is here that your tasks will be carried out. The first ones to leave will be Eve, Dylan, Rin, and Alea. Eve, you'll be going with Cara. Dylan, you'll be going with Eli. Alea, you'll be going with me. And, Rin, you'll be going with Harriton."

"... What?" Rin muttered, tilting her head.

It was the first time in a while that Rin wasn't going to be accompanied by Maria. Instead, Harriton, her Essence teacher, would be the one to go with her this time.

[Uh, did something happen?] Rin asked. [Or, did Maria ask for this? She doesn't seem mad at all, so...]

"The rest of you, as always, just wait back at the Academy for us to come back."

As she said that, everyone who wasn't named turned around and headed back inside.

"Good luck," Elisa told Rin, putting a hand on her shoulder briefly as RIn smiled back at her.

"Thanks."

After that, only the students who would be going on the mission now remained, along with Xhez, who Rin was carrying in the sprite's bag, in her hands.

Eve, who looked so nervous she could faint, slowly flew over to Cara who, as always, had a firm expression on her face.

"Quit shaking, you'll do fine," Cara told her.

"Y-Yes, ma'am!" Eve replied as the two of them went away.

Rin felt a little sad as she watched them go.

[... Am I really never going to get to go on another mission with Cara just because of what happened the first time? There's no way that's fair.]

However, she set her feelings aside for a second as Maria walked over to her.

"Sorry I won't be tagging along for this one," Maria said, under her breath, "but, I wanted Harriton to show you a few things about Old World ruins. You'll learn a lot on this trip, so pay attention."

"Oh," Rin blinked. "Okay."

"Good luck," Maria said before she walked over to Alea.

"... Can't we get started already?" Alea asked.

"Don't worry, you'll get to impress me soon enough," Maria told her.

"Ugh, whatever it's not like I even want to..."

With that bitter sentence, the two of them walked away, and Rin was left with Harriton, who went up to her. He was dressed in a black business suit, strangely enough.

"Ready to head out, kid?" He asked.

"Yeah, let's go."

"Let's get to it then," Harriton said before he spun around and the two of them made their way out of the city.




Cola Town, Part Two

"Ah, damn, it feels good getting out of the library every now and then!" Harriton told Rin with a wide smile as they walked up the road to the north. "Can't remember the last time I actually went on a mission of my own."

"Do you guys still go on missions? All of you, I mean," Rin said.

"It's been a while since any of us have, but yeah," Harriton nodded. "If something comes up like, say... A lich gets spotted in a ruin somewhere near Libera, I can tell you with utmost certainty Cara would leave for a week to go handle that. Or, if a blacktail yariko gets spotted, Eli is for sure gonna go take its head off."

"Oh. So, has that just not been happening lately or what?"

"Eh, stuff like that is still happening, just not near Libera. A lot of the big, high-rank monster stuff has been happening up north these days."

"What do you mean?"

"As quiet as things have been around Libera, there's been a huge upswing in monster activity near Cradle, recently. It's kept a lot of the higher rank adventurers busy, which is great for them since they get to put more food on their tables and all, but it's kept things down here fairly stable."

"Hm... Is it always going to be that way?"

"Not necessarily," Harriton answered. "Monsters and beasts migrate often. Maybe one of these days it'll change and we'll have to take a break from classes. Heh, with how close you are with Maria, I wouldn't be surprised if she brought you along with her, if she ever heads out to do anything."

Rin chuckled a little.

"Nah, that's not gonna happen."

"Eh, we'll see."

It felt strange going on a trip like this with Harriton. He carried different energy than that of Maria or Cara. On that first mission when Rin had gone with Cara, the walk had been tense, as her teacher's demeanor solidified the gravity of the mission. With Maria, Rin just felt comfortable. She felt like she could just relax anytime Maria was next to her. In a way, being with Maria made her feel like she was back home at Dren. With Harriton, her cheeks were starting to hurt from smiling as the man spoke. And, at the same time, she felt like she was learning a lot.

"So, if Eli would leave the Academy for a blacktail yariko, and Cara would leave for a lich, what would you leave for?" Rin asked.

"Oh, shit, good question!" He said, before he took his eyes off Rin and looked up at the sky. "Hm... I'd leave for an aedroth."

"I... have no idea what that is."

"Eh, just an incarnation of evil itself. No big deal, really."

Rin blinked.

"On a serious note though, aedroth, like a few other monsters, are immune to conventional weapons. They can only be killed by Essence-related attacks, spellweaving being the main thing they fear," he told her. "So, if the guild let me know about one of them, I'd probably take a day or two off for that."

"They sound a little strong," Rin said.

"Oh, absolutely, they're Rank S monsters."

"..." Rin blinked again. "But... You're rank B."

"I am, yes," Harriton replied with a smile, as though he didn't see what was wrong.

"So, uh, no offense, but are you sure fighting that would be a good idea?"

"Absolutely," Harriton replied. "I might be at a slight disadvantage, but I think after years of planning cold vengeance against them, I'd do a decent job."

"... I feel like there's a lot of backstory here you're holding back, do you wanna talk about it?"

"Not at all!"

It took a couple of hours after that conversation for the two of them to arrive at the place they were looking for. The difference between this venture and the one Rin had gone on with Cara, was that after heading north for a bit of time, passing broken down cars and unreadable metal signs poking out of the grass, they arrived at a spot to the northeast that looked like someone had cut out a piece of Libera and dropped it off here.

What quickly stood out, however, was a huge sign placed atop a metallic pole that reached high up into the air, one that Rin saw from a far distance as they arrived. It had green and red colors, and a faded, barely understandable drawing of a bottle next to it. As Rin read the name on the sign aloud, wishing she could show this off to Xhez right here and now, Harriton spread his arms.

"We're here!"

"Cola Town?" Rin asked, raising a brow. "What's Cola?"

"Beats me. I'm guessing it had something to do with bottles?" He shrugged. "Anyway, that's not why you're here."

Then, as he said that, Rin heard something in the distance.

It resembled the sort of scratching sounds you get when you grind metals against each other, muffled and paired up with a low, equally muffled animalistic growl.

[What the...?] Rin narrowed her brows as she looked around. [Is something...?]

The ground began to tremble. Rin put her fists up as a smirk grew on Harriton's face before, suddenly, something Rin could only describe as a metallic snake burst out of the ground.

Rin's jaw hit the ground as the tip of the snake opened up, shining a red light down on top of her.

"There it is! That's what you're here to fight!"

"Uh..." Rin said as the snake-like metallic creature looked back and forth between them. "How the hell do you fight something like this!?"

"Well, you're not gonna fight this one specifically. You're gonna fight a weaker one," Harriton clarified. "Anyway, you should probably get behind me."

"What? Why?"

Her question was answered after a couple of seconds when the head of the snake began to spin, before shooting out a strange, silver-colored spherical object directly at Rin.

Harriton was in front of her before she could even react, creating a spellsign that ultimately made a barrier where the object exploded as it came into contact with it. All while Rin had no idea what was going on.

Then, as the snake launched itself toward them, Harriton made another spellsign and launched out two transparent blades that cut the snake's body in half. As soon as that happened, sparks flew out from the spot Harriton had cut, and the snake's red eye lost its glow, as it finally stopped moving.

Out of nowhere, a second one appeared from the ground as well, just a few steps away from Rin's feet. She jumped back, clumsily putting Xhez's bag down and putting up her fists as Harriton casually turned toward it. This new one had a body that almost looked gold, and three different red eyes instead of one.

From all three, those same spheres shot out again, and Harriton created a barrier that blocked them all.

"Ah, damn," Harriton muttered, "this really gets the blood flowing."

His next spellsign, however, covered his hands in blue fire, and he charged toward this new metal snake. With his bare hands, Rin saw him slash through its body, and the new snake ended up in much the same way as the other one had.

"Hm... Seems like the last one," he said, as he looked around.

"What the hell were those things?" Rin asked as she picked Xhez's bag back up.

"Hm? Oh, these things," Harriton told her, as he walked up to one, "are ancient machines designed to protect these towns. They're rare, but they exist," he told her. "Cradle had some of these, though no one ever figured out how to turn them on. Point is, though, these things are rare, but they are seen enough to where you're going to have to learn how to fight them at some point. And, that's what we'll be doing today!"

[...] Rin took a deep breath. [The Old World must have been scary.]




Cola Town, Part Three

The more Rin treaded through this town, the more recognizable it felt. Even though there were many things that were unfamiliar to her, there were also things she knew well. She saw a piece of stone in the middle of what she guessed was a marketplace depicting a man holding some bottles, and nearby, she found various signs with unreadable words labeling each of the buildings. In one of them, through broken walls and piled-up rubble, she saw broken mannequins with layers of sand and dust over them.

[I wonder what Xhez would say,] she thought, as she felt Xhez's bag on her waist. [She'd probably be even more confused.]

"How old is all of this?" She asked.

"Hard to say," Harriton shrugged. "Some of these things are hundreds of years old, but others were made or placed here by settlers who arrived after the Split. Different people come and go, and all we can really know for sure is no one ever stayed. As eerie as it all seems, get used to it, cause over the course of your career you're going to see a lot more of this. Lots of missions are undertaken in Old World ruins."

"How come?"

"Cause they're so dangerous. But, well, let me tell you a few stories, just to illustrate what I mean," Harriton said. "One time, there was a kid who ran away from his parents, who lived in the middle of a forest, and ran into a random ruin like this nearby, getting trapped between many high-level monsters. Those parents reached out to the Guild, and that became a mission. Another time, a noble reported there being some hidden treasure in one of these places and put a bounty for it at the Guild. That became a mission. And, finally, as for one that I was involved with, there was a siren that was luring travelers into a lakeside Old World ruin to kill them. You see? I'm not saying you're gonna be coming to these places often, but you will be coming here enough to have to prepare for them."

[That stuff happens? Seems so wild,] Rin thought. Her world felt like it had just gotten a little bit more complicated.

"Yeah, I understand."

"For now, though, those sentries are the focus. Now, let's see if we can find any of 'em nearby."

With that being said, their walk continued. As they made their way through this place, Harriton gave her a few tips.

"Sentries are week at the joints," he let her know. "In addition, their outer layers are weak to Essence, and Maria told me you have some sort of ability that can allow you to infuse Essence into your attacks, right?"

"Yeah," Rin nodded. "So, wait, she wants me to use them here?"

"She suggested you do, yes," Harriton nodded.

[Hm. Wow. So, did she have a change of heart about that stuff, or does she think my fundamentals are good enough now?]

"Whoa, hold up," Harriton suddenly raised a hand, and Rin stopped in her tracks. He didn't say anything for a couple of seconds after that, as a strange whirring sound came out. "Okay, looks like there's a sentry nearby. Get ready."

"Seriously!?" Rin looked down at Xhez's bag.

[Crap, crap.]

She went to put it down nearby and quickly took up a fighting stance as Harriton kept an eye out. His hand remained raised up in the air, moving gradually to the side as the sound became clearer. Then, he smirked and looked to his right.

"That way," he said, and as soon as those words left his mouth, another snake-like metallic monster broke out of the ground, sending pieces of the floor flying. "Go ahead, Rin. Be careful though, these things hit hard!"

"Right," she nodded, before running forward.

This wasn't like fighting another person, which was an experience she'd been woefully unprepared for, even if she managed to come out on top. No, a fight against a creature like this felt far more visceral in comparison. Because of that, as Rin charged toward the enemy whose red eye glowed as it loomed over her, she felt her heart pound against her chest.

The snake's red eye shot out that sphere from earlier and Rin dashed to the left, avoiding the ensuing explosion before she ran in and activated her Spirit Flame. Her hands were wrapped in white fire.

Suddenly, a series of smaller projectiles shot out from the snake's head, but Rin was close enough to where moving under its body and avoiding it was easy. This allowed her to quickly locate the creature's joints, the targets Harriton had suggested.

[There they are!] She gritted her teeth. [Now...]

With a bit of a battle cry and a punch that had all of her strength put behind it, she tried to punch the creature.

It dodged.

Its snake-like body curved away from Rin, and its head closed to where she couldn't see that red eye anymore. Then, it began to spin like a strange drill, and the snake lunged at her.

"Uwah!" Rin barely managed to move out of the way, which led to the snake burying itself in the ground next to her.

With her hands still on fire, Rin's eyes widened as she saw another opening.

[It's stuck!]

She stood up then, as quickly as she could, and leaped into the air. Spinning in three hundred and sixty degrees, she aimed a slashing kick at those same joints she'd identified a moment ago, and this time, her attack connected.

The way her foot moved straight through her enemy's body with little resistance made it feel like kicking through shallow water. The creature fell to the ground divided into two halves, and the monster's head opened up, but its red eye lost its glow as the whirring sound finally ceased.

"Good work!" Harriton said, applauding her as he walked up.

Rin turned off her Spirit Flame and smiled.

"So, did I pass?"

"What?" Harriton asked, confused. "Are you kidding? That was the first one. You've got four more sentries to go before this mission is over."

"... What?" Rin asked.

"You really thought you'd only have to fight a single one?" He asked with a smirk. "Hell no. I need to know that you understand what these things function like," he stated. "So, here," he reached down and picked up Xhez's bag, which made Rin's eyes pop out of their sockets. "Let's keep going."

He then tossed the bag into the air and Rin tried to snatch it as carefully as she could.

Blinking, she nodded.

[... Yeah, that definitely woke her up, if she wasn't awake already.]

"Uh... Give me a second!"

Rin said, before hurriedly taking Xhez and her bag away to apologize to her.

"You okay?" Harriton asked.

"Y-Yeah, I just... I need to pee!"

"O-Oh," Harriton answered. "Sorry, uh, do your thing."

The adventurer quickly untied the bag and opened it up, to find Xhez looking up at her with a pair of concerned blue eyes.

"Rin?"

"Shhh... I'm with someone," she whispered. "Sorry, that was just, uh, your bag got shaken up a bit so I wanted to make sure you were alright."

"I am," Xhez replied. "Are you alright, though? You look nervous."

"Well, yeah, I didn't wanna bother you. By the Divine, Xhez, you should see this place. It's so weird! There are all these weird signs and statues and... I haven't seen anything like it."

"Goodness," Xhez replied. "But, is it safe for me to come out?"

"Not yet, but I'll try to find a way."

"Ah, I see."

"Yeah, just let me-"

A sound cut her off. It wasn't the whirring sound from before, but this time, it sounded like a pile of metal had just fallen from a high place.

[... What?] Rin thought.

"Rin? What-"

"Rin, did you hear that?" Harriton quickly asked though he wasn't looking her way. As Xhez heard him, she nodded and Rin quickly closed the bag.

"Y-Yeah," she replied, walking out from where she'd been and turned toward the sound. "What was that? More sentries?"

"... Probably not," Harriton replied, and his eyes held a far more serious expression right now.

"So, what is it?"

"Let's check. Come with me," Harriton said before he started walking toward what they'd heard. hey went through a few dark hallways, entering a couple of old buildings before coming out the other side through a broken down gate.

Here, they found the source.

"Huh? Who the hell are you?" Rin asked, as she saw three men up ahead, all wearing stained clothes, gloves, and what looked like construction equipment. She felt relieved, of course, as the sounds clearly weren't made by any monsters. Instead, they were people rummaging through old materials.

One of them, who was waddling through piles of dirt, had a backpack carrying something that looked like a much smaller version of those sentries.

Harriton didn't look relieved at all, though.

"Oh, h-hello there!" One of them greeted the two adventurers. "Small world, running into a pair of travelers such as yourselves. Greetings, though."

"No worries," Harriton replied. "You fellas get on with what you were doing. We'll get out of your hair."

"A-Are you sure you don't need any water or some shade? You could rest up nearby if you like."

"Nah, we're good," Harriton answered. "Just keep doing what you're doing."

"... Alright then," he answered, and the three men went back to their scavenging as Harriton guided Rin away.

She couldn't help but ask.

"Why do you look so nervous?"

"Hm? I wasn't nervous," he answered. "Just cautious. Those weren't regular people, Rin. Those were scavengers. Scavengers who were clearly powerful enough to be casually running through old ruins like these. What do you think would have happened if we'd accepted those offers? Taken a nap somewhere close, or taken some of their water."

"Uh... I don't know."

"I'll tell you," he said. "You'd wake up with a knife in your throat and an empty bag. With that in mind, anytime you see people out in the wild like that, Rin, remember. Sometimes, a human you see out here is far, far, more dangerous than any monster."




The Adventuring Fairy’s Troubles

{Eve}

"Now, just attack them from a distance, and as they run over to you you're going to want to kite them out," Cara explained, as the two of them hid behind a bush, looking at some trolls up ahead. Trolls resembled giant, bald humans, and had a sheet of fur covering their arms and legs. "One of them is an archer, so what are you going to do?"

"I-I'll target that one first," Eve told her.

"Exactly," Cara told her. "Now, just breathe, calm down, and get it done."

[Okay,] Eve thought as she nodded, [come on, you've done this before! Just walk up, take them down with your magic, and you'll be done! Easy.]

And so, Eve flew ahead to where the trolls were relaxing. There were four of them in total. Three were currently sitting around a dead yariko, eating from its body, while one was sitting a few steps away, holding a bow.

As that one saw Eve approached, it made a confused expression before then standing up.

[And, now, I just...]

As was the plan, Eve prepared a spellsign that would cast the [Ice Shard] spell. The spellsign consisted of a cone with a half-circle at the top.

However, her hands trembled as she attempted to draw it out, and instead, a small explosion occurred that sent Eve flying back.

"Agh!" She yelled as she fell to the ground and each of the trolls quickly stood up, as they realized there was a threat nearby. Eve hurriedly tried to stand back up, but before she could do that, the trolls were already running toward her.

[Eh!? What do I...?]

Cara answered that question, though, when she then charged in and decapitated all four enemies with a series of quick slashes from her greatsword.

As Eve saw that, she blinked and then let herself fall back to the ground, letting out a disappointed sigh.

[I messed up.]

A couple of seconds passed and Cara was then standing over her, looking down with a slightly worried face.

"What happened?" She asked.

"I-I don't know," Eve replied, sitting up. "I tried to cast the spell, but... my hands just shook too much and...."

Cara nodded and looked away.

"Come on, get up."

Hearing that, Eve nodded and did as she asked. Flying up into the air to hover next to her, she followed behind Cara as the teacher began to walk away from the four bodies.

"Eve," Cara said. "Why have you been so nervous lately? You've been performing just fine up until now."

As the adventurer posed this question to her, Eve kept her eyes low, as she felt so disappointed with herself.

"I... I don't know. It's just..."

"Take your time," Cara told her. "We have a long way to walk."

"Uh, right. Um... I-I don't know, it's just... the monsters I've been fighting are so much stronger than the first ones," Eve mumbled, putting a hand over her chest. "It's not like fighting kobolds. If I mess up, well, it doesn't take as much effort for these monsters to kill me than it does to kill humans. If I make one mistake I..."

In truth, the deeper Eve went into this semester, the more danger she was exposed to, and the more she understood why a lot of fairies never went out of their clans. The world was quite scary.

She hadn't given up on her dream, but she was definitely a lot less sure of herself than she had been before.

"..." Cara stopped in her tracks, turning around to look Eve in the eyes. The fairy felt smaller under the scrutiny those eyes held. But, Cara then walked closer and tilted Eve's face up by her chin so that she'd look up at her. She didn't retrieve those fingers though. She let kept them there so as to prevent Eve from looking back down.

"Eve, we've been over this," Cara told her. "You've proven your talents multiple times by now, You've got just as much a chance of going far in this career as any other student. The sooner you get out of your own head, the sooner you'll see what I see when I look at you. And, what I see is a promising young sorceress."

As Cara let those words hang in the air, she finally let go of Eve's chin and the fairy nodded.

"I-I know. Sorry, I just... I get scared every now and then."

"That's natural," Cara said. "But you're handling those worries the wrong way. You shouldn't entertain them for so long. Let those concerns go through your mind, acknowledge them, and then let them go, knowing you have a mission to do. Understood?"

"Uh, y-yeah."

"Good. Now, come on. We're gonna find more trolls for you to fight."

"Okay."

With that being said, the two of them continued down the path through the mountain that Cara had laid out for them. But, as they did, Eve tried to make herself listen to her teacher's advice.

[It's okay to be scared,] she thought. [It's okay. It's okay. Just... Let it happen, and get over it.]

"Ah, okay, see them?" Cara spoke up and Eve looked back up at her.

"Huh?"

"Ahead. Three more," Cara pointed out. "You know what to do."

"... Right," Eve said, as she located the monsters she spoke of.

Again, that anxiety resurfaced in her heart, but this time, as Eve looked over at her teacher and saw her watching on with some kindness just under the surface of her stern expression, she took a deep breath.

[... Let it go, and get it over with.]

And, with that thought, she moved up to fight them.

---

Later, the fairy returned to the Academy with her teacher by her side, and with a wide smile on her face.

"Stop smiling like that, it's creepy," Cara told her.

"I can't help it!" Eve replied with a giggle. "I did it!"

Cara rolled her eyes as the two of them got to the gate.

"I'm gonna go look for the next student," Cara told her. "Get yourself some rest, get some food, celebrate. You earned it."

"..."

Eve considered it in her mind, and then, thought [screw it,] before flying straight into Cara with a hug.

"... H-Hey," Cara said as Eve felt like she'd just flown into a wall, but she didn't care. She was too happy.

"Thank you," Eve told her, with her face buried in Cara's chest. "You're the best!"

"..." Cara sighed. Then, something Eve hadn't expected. The woman put a hand on her back in a small, but clear attempt to return the hug. "Just go have fun already," she muttered. "I need to keep working. Can't do that with a fairy on top of me."

"Hehe," Eve pulled away. "Alright. Bye."

With that, she flew into the building. She nearly collided with a few students and staff members who were walking through the halls. She was too elated to care, though. Instead, what she did next was head over to Lisa's room, where she hoped to be able to ask the girl to come to eat with her.

She felt like she could do anything right now, and in large part, she owed that to her teacher.

[For someone so mean-looking... She cares more about her students than anyone else in this Academy,] Eve thought. [She's amazing.]

However, those praises were cut off when she reached the second floor and on her way to Lisa's room, she saw something that made her stop her flight in mid-air.

"..." Eve's lips parted. Her eyes widened and her heart stung.

Ahead, Lisa and Dylan were kissing just in front of her room.

[...] Her mind went blank as Lisa's eyes opened and she noticed Eve there.

"O-Oh," Lisa separated herself from Dylan and the boy chuckled. "Eve! Hello! Did your mission go well?" She asked with an awkward smile and a blush.

[... Well,] Eve told herself, as she smiled back. [It's fine.]

"Yeah. I, uh, was just heading back to my room to take a quick nap."

Before Lisa could respond to that, Eve flew over to her room, opened the door, and closed it quickly.

Letting out a deep breath, she looked back and found Sara at her bed, reading. The raven-haired girl looked at her with that same emotionless face as always and said.

"... mission went well?"

"Uh, yeah," Eve replied, assuming she understood what she meant to ask.

"Good."

With that, their conversation began and ended quickly. Eve flew over to her bed and fell on top of it, staring up at the ceiling.

[... What was I expecting?] She wondered. [Just focus on your adventurer studies. You have a lot to do.]

Even though those words went through her mind, however, that kiss played back in her mind, and Eve couldn't help but feel a little sad about it.

With a sigh, she closed her eyes. 

[Crushes suck.] 




Cola Town, Part Four

"Normally, you'll want to look around for any peculiar items. Anything you could pawn off back at Libera. The stranger, the better," Harriton told her.

"So, like what?"

"Anything that looks weird. Anything that you think would make a scholarly type of guy's eyes pop out of his head."

"Is there anything here?"

"Nah, this place has been picked clean, so we're not gonna focus on that today, but I'm just giving you a heads-up in case you ever find yourself in such a spot again."

"Oh, okay. Cool."

The two of them continued to walk for so long that Rin's shirt, under her armor, was drenched in sweat by now. In the middle of it all, Harriton gave Rin a few facts.

"You know, the idea for the International Railroad wasn't very original," Harriton told Rin, as they moved through a wide street full of rubble and ruin.

"What do you mean?"

"The inspiration came from a series of underground tunnels, found to the south, east of Dren," he replied, sounding enthusiastic to share this knowledge. It was one of the many differences between him and the other teachers. Harriton was very much the type of person who couldn't shut up once they got going. "It was a Guild discovery, actually. One that happened a while before Libera had its revolution. A group of journeying adventurers discovered a cave carved into the side of a mountain, and there, they found a sequence of winding tunnels that, we assume, connect to other such caves elsewhere."

"We assume?" Rin asked. "So, we don't know for sure?"

"Yeah, we don't," Harriton shook his head. "Because, in those tunnels, were some incredibly powerful monsters. The team of adventurers who found them barely managed to escape with their lives, actually. When the report was made, the news spread like wildfire, and, for a time, the Guild saw an abundance of rookies. People who wanted to sign up just so they could investigate those tunnels."

"Why?"

"Why do you think?" He countered. "Treasure. Not that any exists," he waved a hand, "but the civilians built these rumors up and some people became convinced that some strange riches laid dormant in those tunnels. A lot of people died," he suddenly added, though the words didn't do anything to lessen his smile. "Many young and old fools alike went rummaging through those tunnels only to encounter the stuff of nightmares within."

"Wow."

"Yep, tragic. Anyway, yeah, just something to know about the world as it is. Now... Where could these next sentries be?"

It had been a while since the last one they found. To the point where the warmth that often flowed through Rin's veins during training or real combat had almost faded.

Harriton sighed, wiping away a bit of sweat as the sun clamped down on them, and he turned toward Rin.

"Okay, I say the next one we find is the last one. Then, we head back to the Academy. I think we've taken too much time already, actually," he muttered. "But, hey, I hope it was informative."

"Uh, yeah," Rin nodded. "It's... Really weird being in these sorts of places. I don't think I'll ever get used to them."

"I know what you mean," he chuckled. "I've seen spirits, ghosts, and... all manner of ethereal monsters but, sometimes, these places feel a little bit wrong, in a way that I can't quite put my finger on. But, it's okay, we'll be out in a bit. Just need to-"

Right as he was about to finish that sentence, the ground trembled and Rin quickly prepared herself as that had become the calling card of the sentries she'd been made to hunt here. Sure enough, one appeared behind Harriton, and the Rank B adventurer leaped away, dashing to a spot just a ways behind Rin.

"Alright, go ahead," he told her. "Do your thing, and we can get out of here."

"Right."

Putting her fists in front of her, Rin prepared to do just that. Because it had been so long since she'd last fought an enemy, her Essence had recharged, and so, after putting Xhez's bag down, with a thought, Rin activated her [Spirit Flame].

The sentry's red eye glowed a bright, blinding color but Rin looked away from it, down at the monster's metallic body. Pushing herself to act, the sentry shot out its explosives but Rin was already dashing into it before they could hit her.

[I may as well secure the win,] Rin thought, and with that in mind, she pushed Essence through her body, at the same time as she used the [Spirit Flame], to create enough speed to make this next attack undodgeable.

And so, her fire-covered fist slashed through the monstrous creature, and it fell back onto the old concrete, with its red eye deactivating.

As soon as Rin stopped what she was doing, her body felt like it had electricity coursing through it, and she gritted her teeth as the pain flared up.

[Ah... I don't think I'll ever get used to that,] she thought, picking Xhez and her bag back up. Soon, the pain was gone, and when Rin turned around, she found Harriton looking at her with what she could only describe as nostalgia.

"Uh, is something wrong?" Rin asked, raising a brow at him. [Did I mess up?]

"No, no," he quickly shook his head. "You reminded me of Maria there, for a second." As Rin heard him say that, her eyes widened with surprise. She blushed a little and waved her hands back and forth, bashfully.

"I'm nowhere near her level," she said with an awkward laugh.

"I know," Harriton replied. "Still, watching a martial artist give a fight their all is something special. It's different from watching a mage or a regular melee fighter. There's a special sense of... determination in the air whenever I get to witness it. It's great." He shrugged, before turning around. "Anyway, we're done. You completed the mission, passed with flying colors. Now, let's..."

He trailed off, however, as Rin saw his eyes land on something behind her. His smile went away and instead, a cold glare appeared on his face.

Seeing someone who was usually so cheery with an expression of utter distaste made it feel all the more serious.

Rin turned around and when she did, she found those men from before looking back at them from the darkness of a distant hallway.

[Creepy...] Rin thought as she turned away from them.

"What are they doing?"

"Nothing," Harriton replied. "They were just hoping we'd have an accident of some sort."

"So... So they could take everything we've got?"

"Exactly," Harriton briefly smiled a little, again. "Now you're getting it. Nothing but scum, those types. Whatever, though. Let's get back to Libera."

"O-Okay."

Rin, however, couldn't help but glance back one more time at them, but when she did, those men were nowhere to be seen.

Together, they left that strange Old World town behind and soon found themselves walking along the main road, heading back to the city. With a sense of victory in the air, Rin quickly pushed that strange encounter out of her mind, and all she was thinking of now was the feeling of punching through those sentries. She felt stronger. Much stronger.

[Another good performance,] she told herself. [Keep it up. Eventually...]

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a horse behind her, and wheels rolling along the road. She and Harriton turned around and what they found was a wagon being pulled by two horses. As it got closer, Rin saw a knight sitting at the front, beside the coachman, and in the wagon, she found what looked like a couple of soldiers and some wounded civilians. A man, with a shirt covered in blood, and a woman with a dress in the same state.

"Hm... No space," Harriton muttered, as the wagon moved past them. "Eh, is what it is. I don't mind walking anyway."

Seeing those people, however, did bring a thought to Rin's mind.

She'd had so much on her plate that she hadn't bothered to dedicate any of her energy to this, but, now that she felt like she had things under control, she felt like she wouldn't be too burdened by the answer.

"H-Hey," she said to Harriton.

"Yeah?"

"Did... What ended up happening with the investigation?" Rin asked. "Those people Cara and I found, and all that."

"Hm." At that, Harriton scratched his head. "Well, from what I know, the Mages Guild's internal investigation didn't yield much in the form of results. And, neither did the Adventurer Guild's either."

"Oh, I-"

Harriton kept talking.

"However," he added, "there have been more and more rumors of people going missing. Seemingly, out of nowhere. It isn't hard to imagine that whatever happened to them is connected to what happened to you. But, in terms of real answers, we have nothing, yet."

"..." Rin nodded.

Their walk back to the city resumed after that, but as it did, those images Rin saw on that day were refreshed. It had been such a traumatizing time that Rin feared those visions would always be in the back of her mind. The cult-like attitude of those she encountered, the cave system they had been dwelling in. The memories were all there, just under the surface, as though waiting to be brought back up.

[What the hell was going on with those guys? Who even were they?] Rin wondered, before then shaking her head. [No. Don't focus on that. They'll figure things out. Probably.]




The Spark of Ambition, Part One

{Tuesday}

"Good, good," Maria said, as she and Rin traded blows. The raven-haired girl ducked under a couple of punches her teacher threw out. A series of hooks that Rin narrowly avoided, all the while looking for an opportunity to return the offense being sent her way. She was doing fine, as far as she could tell, but with her next fight coming tomorrow, she wondered if her opponent was going to bring something to the table that Rin wasn't prepared to handle.

"Don't slow down," Maria told Rin, as they continued their exchange. "Try to maintain the same pace."

[Easier said than done,] Rin thought, although she did manage to keep a steady flurry of punches heading Maria's way. [But, I've got this.]

Maintaining her focus, Rin leaned from side to side, moving out of the way of two jabs before Maria went in for a lunging straight punch that Rin quickly recognized as an overcommitment. So, she tried to punish it the way Maria had taught her to.

Ducking under it, she moved in and punched Maria in the abdomen.

And, she promptly felt tears come up at the corners of her eyes, as it felt like she'd just punched a wall.

[OW!]

"Good job!" Maria gave her a thumbs-up as Rin held her hand in front of her. "I'm glad to see that you understood what was happening there."

"I almost wish I hadn't," Rin muttered as she shook her right hand to try to push the pain away.

"Hehe, I didn't spend so many years training my core just so it could look good," Maria replied.

Rin's mind wandered as soon as she heard that, wondering what Maria looked like without all that clothing on. A mistake that quickly made her skin feel hotter.

[Uh...] She blushed. [Maybe don't think about your teacher that way.]

As the pain faded, both fighters took up their respective stances, and the training continued.

It went on for a while, in a fashion that added to a certain feeling these days had. They felt peaceful, in all honesty. Despite the training, the mission she'd done yesterday, and the fight she was going to have tomorrow, lately, Rin felt like not much was going on.

And, honestly, she could get used to that.

After another hour, as the sun was retreating in the distance beyond the open wall at the back of the room, Maria called it a day.

"Well," Maria said, putting her hands behind her back. "I'd say you're certainly in good shape for tomorrow."

"... Really?" Rin asked, taking deep breaths as she tried to regain her stamina.

"Yes. Tomorrow, before you head over there, we'll go over some grappling tips so you can avoid being taken down the same way you were before, but for now, you should go and rest. Getting your rest is just as important as coming over and working out."

"I know, I know," Rin nodded, smiling. "Thanks for the lessons."

"No problem," Maria replied, returning that smile, and the two parted ways.

Rin walked downstairs, to the second floor, where she jogged over to her room, where she looked for some clothes to change into once she took a shower. As she walked in, though, she noticed two things. One, her roommate wasn't here, which was slightly disappointing, and two, there was a letter on her bed, along with that magical messenger bird she and her mother used.

[Oh, shoot, I haven't been sending anything to mom these days,] Rin thought, scolding herself as she walked over to her bed.

She took the letter and her eyes scanned over the page's contents, as she wanted to see what this was about before she went and showered.

"... sorry I haven't been in contact," Rin read, before rolling her eyes. "No, no, it's my fault, mom."

Muttering that, she sat down at the edge of her bed, as she continued to read through it. All in all, it seemed more like her mother was trying to let her know she was still alright, more than anything else. Given how sickly she'd been when last Rin saw her, she was glad to hear that. Still, even as her mother tried to relieve her of her worries, Rin couldn't help but feel selfish.

[Part of the point of all this had been to send some money mom's way,] Rin sighed. [Maybe, now, with the whole Arena thing going on, I can start making enough money to do that.]

Memories swept into her mind then, as though pushed in by a subtle gust of wind. She could remember seeing her mother, pale and thin, sitting in the living room looking more like a statue than a live human. Those days seemed to have passed, as Jay had done a good job of taking care of Lyn in Rin's absence, but the possibility that a brief wave of sickness could make her return to that point any day now managed to make Rin's heart hurt a little.

[Once I make this work, I'll do everything to help that I can,] Rin promised in her thoughts, as she laid the letter down and decided that she'd write a response later.

---

The next day, Rin and Maria were going over those grappling techniques the teacher had spoken of earlier. Behind them, Xhez was standing there, wearing her disguise, watching with great curiosity.

"In this position, the opponent will try to pull down on their own leg. You can't let them get here, because as soon as they do, you'll have to surrender or you'll get choked out. Understand?"

"Y-Yeah."

"Are you sure?" Maria asked.

"Mhm," Rin gulped, nodding.

"Oh... So, why do you seem so nervous?" Maria asked.

Rin looked away, as she was on top of Maria, with her face nearly buried between Maria's legs, as she explained what a "triangle hold" was.

[Uh, I don't know, maybe because this position makes it feel a lot like we're doing something pretty different from training,] Rin thought, as Maria blinked.

"Anyway," Maria rolled back, standing up, and Rin was thankful for the space. "Triangles, armbars, kneebars, these are the sorts of things your opponent could try to use if they prefer wrestling rather than striking. You have to keep this in mind as you fight, and prevent them from putting you in that kind of position."

"Okay," Rin nodded. "So, am I ready?"

"Yes," Maria did the same. "That's all I wanted to show you."

Rin's teacher wouldn't be attending her fight today, which meant that, since Xhez was only going to cast her Illusion on Rin and retreat back into her bag, as she didn't enjoy being in the Arena, Rin would largely be undertaking today's challenge alone.

So, as she and Xhez walked out of the Meditation Center, she tried to calm down her rapidly beating heart while they made their way out of the Academy.

[I wish they'd just tell me who I'm going to be fighting,] Rin thought. [Maybe they'll do that for future fights and they just don't think rookies even need to know that.]

Regardless, whoever it was, Rin was confident she'd be able to give them a fight today.

After a long walk to the Arena, Rin and Xhez cut in front of a lined-up crowd as they were allowed into the building by the security guard who recognized them both. They moved to the back, where several fighters were training, and Rin walked over to Olina, the lady who scheduled everything.

"Ah, Lyn Rosecaller, was it?" Olina asked with a chuckle.

"Yep. Is my opponent here?" Rin asked, looking around.

"Yes, I believe he's getting ready in one of the other rooms."

"Ah, okay. So, when does my fight start?"

"Ten minutes. You arrived just in time," Olina remarked. "Go ahead and get ready."

"Right."

With that being said, Rin and Xhez walked over to a nearby bathroom where Xhez did her thing, and Rin walked out with her hair colored in blazing orange and her body shaped to be a little thinner.

"Good luck," Xhez told her with a smile and Rin hugged the sprite.

"Thanks for this. I'll make it up to you."

"Truly?" Xhez asked, raising a brow. "How?"

"I... I'll get back to you on that," Rin chuckled.

"I see."

Then, Xhez jumped up and into the bag, Rin was carrying, and as the minutes passed, she walked out with the bag in her hands.

[I'll just put it down by the door to the back,] she thought. [Now, I wonder what my opponent's like...]

There was a small crowd to the front. Fewer people than in Rin's first fight, probably since it was earlier in the day. Honestly, this was comforting.

As the referee gestured for Rin to walk up, she did just that, and as the man on the microphone began to speak, her opponent came out from the other side of the stage.

And, Rin's breath caught in her throat.

"Gooood afternoon ladies, and gentlemen!" The man on the microphone said, but Rin quickly tuned his words out.

[... What?] She thought as she saw her opponent walk calmly to the stage, with a glare fixed on his face.

"Today's bout is a fight between two rookies. Fighting from the right side, a fighter with one battle under her belt and one win, Lyn Rosecaller!"

Rin tried to calm down. She hadn't seen this coming. Her opponent wasn't even looking at her. Instead, he stretched his arms and legs, as though she didn't exist.

"And, fighting from the left side, he has no wins and no losses, the understudy of the Black Hammer, Seth Stonecrusher!"

The bulky adventurer she called her classmate finally turned toward her, and Rin inhaled sharply, as she walked forward.




The Spark of Ambition, Part Two
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Anyway, enjoy!

---

Rin remained frozen for a time. Ahead of her, Seth rolled his shoulders. If he was at all surprised or emotionally impacted by her being his opponent, he didn't show it. As Rin's own shock slowly faded, however, she shook her head and tried to focus.

Now, though, she certainly found herself wishing she'd fought him more during class. The few times she had been paired up to train with him all came too early to really assess anything from those experiences. Rin herself had progressed quite a lot since then, and she guessed that he had as well.

[Okay... Whatever,] she thought. [He's just another opponent. Show him what you know.]

Putting her fists up, she listened to the announcer say that the fight could begin.

The referee looked at her, and Rin nodded. He looked at Seth, and he nodded as well.

Then, with a word, the referee let them get started.

And, almost instantly, Seth charged toward her. Rin barely managed to react in time, moving her head out of the way of a straight punch that definitely looked like it had a ton of power put behind it.

[Does this guy have a grudge against me or something!?]

Grimacing, Rin spun and kicked him in the stomach. Her blow pushed him back, and although it didn't look like it caused too much damage, his expression briefly changed to one of surprise. Rin put her fists up and remained in a fighting stance as their eyes locked.

[Yeah,] she thought. [I've been training too hard to go down that quickly!]

Nodding to himself, Seth ran toward her again. With a bit more anger on his face, he pulled his fists back and proceeded to launch a short combination. Rin parried away the blows with her hands, deflecting the punches as they came, utilizing the lessons Maria had given to her. Her biggest hope for winning this fight was to achieve victory through skill, and so, Rin put her mind to work.

At one point, Seth put his back into one of his punches and Rin ducked under it.

[He overcommitted,] Rin thought, as she remembered the many times Maria had punished her for doing just that. So, she punished Seth in exactly the same way.

That being, with a sharp elbow to the gut.

Some spit left Seth's mouth as the blow landed, and the man staggered back. Rin felt the temptation of going in and following up with more hits, but she calmed herself. She knew that if she made one mistep Seth would probably knock her out cold.

So, calmly, she retook her fighting stance and watched as Seth got even angrier.

Then, he charged toward her again. Rin prepared herself to dodge another punch, but he didn't do that. Instead, he went in with a kick that Rin hadn't been anticipating.

[Crap.]

She raised her left arm to guard against the attack but when it hit her head, her vision shook all the same. Now, Seth followed up with the same punches he'd been throwing earlier, but this time Rin was in no position to avoid them. One landed on her abdomen and Rin felt all of the air in her body leave.

Seth wasn't done, though. One, two, three punches were delivered to her body before he finally capped the combo off with one hook at the side of her head, and when that last blow hit her, the world went white.

Rin went crashing down as the crowd went crazy, and Seth scoffed, turning around and walking away.

But, as Rin realized she'd been knocked down, she tried to get back up. Her vision was blurry for a few seconds, but everything came into focus as she looked at Seth's retreating form just a few meters ahead.

Putting her fists back up, the referee had to tell Seth to turn around, as he'd thought Rin was done.

Narrowing her eyes at him, Seth raised a brow.

"... Okay," she heard Seth say under his breath and the boy got back in his own fighting position.

Before they engaged each other again, Rin took a second to think about what had just happened.

[Well, that didn't tell me much that I couldn't guess before. He doesn't need many hits to end this fight. I didn't expect him to go for any kicks, though. Okay, now I know.]

As Seth approached her, Rin took a deep breath. This time, he initiated with a knee aimed at Rin's body. The adventurer blocked the strike and Seth followed up with a couple of hooks that, this time, Rin was able to avoid.

[How's this?] She thought before kicking Seth back the same way she had before, but this time, she followed up by leaping into the air.

She delivered a spinning crescent kick that Seth simply ducked under, but she didn't stop there. Keeping the aggression up, she tried to punch him in the body a few times and, although his core wasn't as solid as Maria's, it still hurt her hands to land her knuckles against his muscles. The blows did do damage, though. Seth was unable to block the first couple, and then Rin took her fists up.

She punched him once in the face and then Seth retaliated with an uppercut that made Rin blackout. When her eyes opened again, the crowd was cheering, and this time Seth was walking up to her.

[Get up.]

Rin jumped up to her feet and deflected a hook before answering with a punch to Seth's own chin. However, he took it like a champ.

Rin went for an uppercut, but Seth caught her fist, pulled her in, and landed a hard elbow at her temple.

And, that was it.

The battle was cut short then and there, as Rin went down and didn't come back up. She couldn't, even if she wanted to, as the blow had rendered her unconscious.

----

"Tough luck, lass," Trodon told her as she walked back to the building on shaky legs. By the time Rin had woken up, the other fighters had been about to walk on stage, and the referee had to help her up to her feet.

Now, she was keeping her eyes low and her fists clenched as she sulked.

[I lost.]

With a sigh, she looked over at Trodon.

"Uh, yeah."

"For what it's worth, from what I caught of the fight, it was more even than a lot of people backstage thought it would be. I mean," he added, "Seth's been training here for a long time. The fact that you held out for as long as you did is impressive."

"..."

[Maybe it would be,] Rin thought during her silence, [if I was some rookie. But, Maria's been training me for so long... How did I go down that easily?]

"Well, what are you going to do now?" Trodon asked. "Are you going to set up another fight?"

"... Maybe later," Rin replied quietly.

"Okay," he nodded. "But, I'll tell you this, a fighter's heart is measured by how they respond to losses. If you've got the heart of a warrior, I'll see you back here. Until then, though, rest easy. You fought well."

With that being said, Trodon walked away and Rin let her head hang.

Some of the others backstage glanced her way, but Rin ignored them. Instead, she got up, took Xhez's bag, and walked over to the bathroom.

[My eye's swollen,] she acknowledged, as it flared up with some sharp pain. Opening up the bag, she looked down into it.

"Xhez?"

"Rin? What...?" Xhez asked, as she looked up at her. "Hold on!"

Then, Rin held the bag out and Xhez jumped up, out of it. As soon as she did, as Rin locked the door behind them, she put a hand on Rin's face.

"What happened?" She asked, worried.

"I got my butt kicked," Rin chuckled. "Uh, can you heal this? It kinda hurts."

"Of course."

A short spell later, Rin was good as new, though her pride was still wounded. Xhez put on her own disguise and gave her the clothes she'd worn on the way here.

"Do you wanna walk back with me or...? Sorry, I know you don't like being here, but-"

"Sure," Xhez cut her off, and as Rin's illusion faded, the two walked out of the Arena, side by side. "So, how did you lose? You are fairly skilled, are you not?" Xhez asked.

"I don't know," Rin shrugged. "I was too slow. He did something a couple of things I didn't see coming and... yeah."

"I see," Xhez replied. As the two walked, Rin shook her head.

"I didn't think I'd lose that soon," she chuckled bitterly. "Well, at least my first loss is out of the way... I guess."

"... I do not understand combat enough to know the measure of your opponent or to have any advice to give," Xhez lamented, "but I can say that you are talented. You will win the next time!"

"Yeah? Maybe."

With that being said, the two of them walked back to the Academy after that. They went back to Rin's room, and Elisa, who was inside, perked up when Rin entered with Xhez trailing behind her.

"Oh, Rin," she smiled. "Good timing. I was just about to go out for some dinner. Wanna join in?" She asked.

"Uh... No, sorry," Rin chuckled awkwardly. "I'm a bit tired."

"Oh," Elisa replied, with some clear disappointment. "Maybe next time. Goodnight, roomie," Elisa told her as she left and Rin gave her goodbye as well.

[Ugh,] Rin shook her head. [I need a moment.]

She put Xhez's bag on the drawer and went to her bed, laying down. Xhez followed and sat down at the edge, looking at her with sympathetic eyes.

She laid down next to Rin then and put a hand on her cheek.

"Would you like me to sing to you a little?" Xhez asked. "It could help you relax."

"... Sure," Rin shrugged, as she looked back into Xhez's eyes. The sprite nodded, and soon, her voice came out, smooth and comforting.

As Rin listened, she closed her eyes and the fight played back in her thoughts.

[If it wasn't him, it would have been someone else,] she thought. [I went in with too high an ego... Or, maybe I just suck. Either way, I guess I needed that.]

The last thing she saw in her mind's eye before Xhez's voice completely put her to sleep was Seth's uncaring face as he landed that elbow on her, almost like he was just annoyed that she'd pushed him so far more than anything else.




The Spark of Ambition, Part Three

Heading back into classes on Friday was... strange, for Rin.

She didn't go back to the Arena after the loss she'd taken. Instead, she wanted to get some more training in and really hammer out her issues before she fought anyone else again. During her classes, all she could do was hope that time would pass just a little sooner so that she could go up and start training with her teacher already.

Every now and then, her eyes would meet Seth's, and the boy would just turn away nonchalantly. Whenever this happened, Rin would scowl, wondering if she'd ever get a chance to rectify that loss.

"... ruins, among them were dungeons," Cara said, and Rin started paying attention again. "Cradle and Libera tend to keep prisoners in small cells located within the cities, but researchers believe that in the Old World, there were facilities located outside of human settlements that worked as prisons. Giant, sprawling buildings, and it's not too rare that the Guild receives missions related to these places, so, we'll be going over them and the sorts of monsters you can expect to see there."

As Cara explained this matter further, Rin turned to her left and saw Eve with her head in her arms on her chair.

[Hm?]

"Eve," Rin leaned in and whispered.

"Yeah?" The fairy answered.

"Are you okay?"

"Mhm, I'm just... Yeah, yeah," Eve said, injecting some energy into her tone and straightening up. "I'm good."

"Uh... Alright," Rin nodded.

"... undead are mostly what you'll find," Cara said. "In these closed little spaces, where there's a large mix of old and new skeletons from settlers and adventurers alike, undead are very common. However, that's not all. Many spider-like monsters also call these places home, so you should keep that in mind if you ever find yourself in one."

As Rin went back to her own thoughts, however, she tuned Cara's lessons out and lost herself in her daydreams.

[Actually, today's Friday,] Rin thought. [I should probably do another Triss night, shouldn't I? I'm not really in the mood, but whatever. Maybe it'll be fun.]

And so, as the class ended soon after that, Rin was about to walk out of the classroom when Cara made a minor announcement.

"By the way," Cara spoke up and the students all looked her way, "today we'll be having some slightly higher-rank adventurers come in."

The students were all fairly surprised by this, and Rin's brows went up as she tilted her head, wondering what was the occasion.

"They should be here at about midday, so make sure to go down to the lobby after Eli's class. We'll be having them take questions from you. Think of it as a chance to do your own little interviews, just so you can learn a little about the job from other people. I know you all must be pretty damn tired of seeing nothing but our faces every day," Cara said with a smirk, and with that, the students made their exit.

"Hm, some adventurers, huh?" Eve said as she floated by Rin while the two of them walked to the next classroom. "Sounds cool, but what could they tell us that our teachers can't tell us?"

"Ah, well," a voice said behind them and both girls turned around. Lisa was there, speaking up with that usual little smile of hers. "If these adventurers are working more often, their perspectives are probably still valuable, even if their ranks are a little lower."

"Uh, yeah," Eve replied with a nod and an awkward smile. "Makes sense!"

"Guess so," Rin shrugged.

[Eh, I guess I'll go there, maybe ask a question or two, and then I'll head up to train. I really need to get better.]

---

The next classes all went by in a flash and soon the students were returning to the Academy with sore legs and arms. Rin had pushed herself as hard as she could during Eli's class, with that loss serving as fuel. She tried to savor that feeling with every step, as she looked over at Seth and found that he was just fine.

[If he can take it in stride, then I should too,] Rin resolved as she tried to push through the pain of the workout.

Behind the other classmates, she re-entered the Academy building and found that there were three unknown figures at the front.

[Uh... What?]

Rin hadn't run into too many adventurers, and her brother spent so much time away from home that she almost never got to see him before he went missing. So, Rin didn't really know what to expect in terms of how adventurers looked. What she saw here, however, was weird, to say the least.

There were two guys and one girl. One of the boys was a thin guy with long blue hair who had no shirt on and some fur-covered pants, with markings all around his body like artsy tattoos. The other was the complete opposite, wearing bulky, uncomfortable-looking armor and carrying a giant ax on his back. Between them was the woman, who looked comically small in comparison to her allies.

"Yo!" The girl raised a hand up as soon as she saw the students arrive.

She was wearing a green scarf around her neck, some shorts, and had some wrappings around her chest, but what really shocked Rin was how many weapons she had on her. Daggers, throwing knives, a pair of swords, and a shortbow at her back, she looked like she wanted to be ready for anything.

Aside from that, however, she had a pair of mischievous brown eyes and short black hair, winking at the students ahead of her.

"Name's Miri!" She let them know. "These lumps of meat over here are Farron and Leon. We'll be your adventurers this afternoon!"

Seth, Alea, Varyn, and Sara all instantly walked away. Honestly, Rin was tempted to do the same.

[This is cool and all but... What can I even ask about?]

"So, yeah," Miri kept going. "You just ask us whatever's on your mind and we'll try to answer for you."

"Uh," Eve raised a hand. "So, what rank are you?"

"We're all Rank B," Miri answered with a proud smile and a fist over her chest.

"Oh, okay," Eve replied. Upon hearing that, Elisa was the next to leave.

"Oof, tough crowd," Miri chuckled.

"Well, I suppose I would like to know what sorts of missions you normally go on," Lisa meekly asked and Miri pointed at her with a smile.

"Cool. So," she turned to the boy to her right, "Farron, care to let her know?"

"Sure," he said, and his voice was a little raspier than Rin had expected. "We usually take things relating to small undead or minor beast nests that need clearing out. Kobold camps too, if we want. The key to survival in this career is to always shoot under your weight, not over," he explained. "If a mission seems remotely challenging, it's questionable whether it's worth taking or not. Remember," he said, "our lives are at risk every time we walk out of the safety of these walls. There's no reason to take anything too dangerous."

"Ohhh, I see," Lisa nodded.

"So, uh, how far do you have to go in missions?" Eve asked next.

"Normally," Miri said, "a short mission can take about a day or two's worth of travel. A long one can be almost a week," she explained. "But, the longest mission we've had to go on took about three weeks, if I remember correctly. So, yeah, you'll be going all over the place as an adventurer."

As the questions went on, Rin slowly grew less interested with each query. The more she stood there, listening to them talking about what food to bring on missions, the more she just wanted to go up and start throwing punches already. So, eventually, she put a hand on Eve's shoulder and the fairy turned to look at her.

"I'm gonna go up," she let her friend know, and Eve nodded.

"Ah, Rin, I assume Maria already knows, but could you tell her the rest of us will be here for a while longer?"

"Sure," she answered, but not before she noticed Miri's eyes widening. She had been in the middle of saying something too, but at some point during this last exchange, it appeared she'd heard something that outright shocked her.

Rin, however, turned toward the woman and said:

"Thanks for the info," Rin bowed a little. "I gotta go to practice though."

Miri took a few seconds to answer her. Instead, for an awkward amount of time, she just stared at Rin with a stunned expression.

[Uh... Is she okay?]

Then, she shook her head.

"Yeah, of course," Miri answered, and her voice sounded a lot quieter than it had been before.

Rin, however, just nodded and walked away then, eager to get going already.
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{Cara}

With her class done, Cara felt like she didn't really have too much to do for the rest of the day. There was no paperwork, no students were coming in and asking for tips, and she didn't feel hungry enough to justify walking downtown.

[Hm...]

She sat in her office, her legs crossed as she leaned back and stared up at the ceiling, wondering what would be the best thing to do with this sudden free time she'd acquired, as outside, the sun hung over the city as though watching her search for options. Eventually, though, something interrupted that process.

Someone knocked on the door, and Cara cleared her throat.

"Come in."

The door swung open promptly after that and Cara raised a brow as one of the three adventurers they'd had come in for student questions walked into the room. Cara straightened up a little, taking a more respectable posture as Miri sat down in front of her.

"Is something wrong?"

"No, uh, ma'am," Miri shook her head with a smile. "I was just wondering about one of your students."

At that, Cara narrowed her eyes.

"What do you mean?"

"Uh, I just wanted to check because," she said, speaking very quickly, "I thought I heard a name that I recognized. Is there a girl named Rin here?"

The question made Cara pause.

[Rin isn't in danger, is she?] Cara wondered as she looked the woman up and down. [Hope she didn't get involved with the wrong people or something.]

"... Yes," Cara answered hesitantly.

"Rin... Asahiro?" The woman followed up, and her expression changed to being one that was a little sad, though she still wore that smile on her face.

"Mhm."

"Oh, well," the woman quickly continued, "I just wanted to make sure she knew that some of her brother's things were still up in Cradle."

"What?" Cara asked, leaning forward. "What are you talking about?"

"Uhm..." The girl tilted her head. "If Rin hasn't spoken much about it, then it's not really my business to speak on it..."

"Just give me the summary," Cara stated. "I'll go ask Rin in a bit."

"... So, from what I know," Miri started, "Rin's brother, a man named Tristan, used to be an adventurer. One day, he went missing, and all of his stuff was sent to his family. But," she quickly added, "some of it wasn't. I-I uh, saw it last time I was at the Adventurer's Guild in Cradle. You know the storage spot, right?"

"Of course," Cara nodded. What Miri was referring to was a place where they would put things the adventurers owned when they went missing, which happened often enough to justify the room's existence. In the event that they were found, they would be given back their belongings from there.

"Well, last time I was in Cradle, I saw some of his stuff," Miri told her.

"... How come you remembered it?" Cara asked. "Seems like the sort of thing that wouldn't really stand out."

"Because," she said, "his stuff has been sitting there for a while. A couple of years, at least. Everyone who's been to the Adventurer's Guild recently has probably laid eyes on it all a few times."

[Which is why I haven't seen it myself, then,] Cara looked away. [I haven't been up there in any serious capacity in a while.]

"Did you know her brother personally?" Cara asked. "She'd probably want to hear this from you."

"... No," Miri said silently. When Cara raised a brow, as she doubted what she'd just said very much, Miri added to it. "Well, he used to date a friend of mine before... yeah."

"Oh."

"So, yeah," Miri stood up, that energetic smile reappearing on her face. "She can probably just send them a letter and have everything brought over here. Or, she can take the train up there and pick the stuff up herself, though it's not a lot. Anyway," she said quickly, "that's all. Thanks!"

"I see. Thank you."

Just like that, Cara's office was silent once more. This time, she had a bit more to think about than what she was going to do.

[Come to think about it...] She scratched her chin. [Wasn't there some famous case about a kid who went missing after going into a Rank S ruin a while back?]

She knew about it because it was one of the few cases that people talked about almost as much as the colossal failure that was her and Maria's search for a dragon.

[I don't remember his full name, though... I should probably look into it.]

Standing up, she dusted herself off and began to walk out of her office.

[For now, I should just let Rin know.]

---

{Rin}

Every punch she threw during her training with Maria now came with some extra fire behind it. After the students had left, and most of them were already in the cafeteria, Rin wanted to squeeze in a few extra minutes of practice before she did the same.

Maria entertained that notion and now, the two of them were exchanging blows in the middle of the Meditation Center, with sweat flying off of Rin's body from how hard she was exerting herself.

Ironically, however, she was landed hits way less frequently than before, and soon, Maria put a stop to the current session altogether when she caught Rin's fists in her palms.

For a second, Rin was back in the Arena, mentally, remembering how Seth had done something similar before pulling her in and giving her an elbow that knocked her lights out.

"Rin," Maria said, and she had a slightly scolding look on her face. "Calm down."

"S-Sorry."

"You're doing a little too much," Maria elaborated. "It's great that you're putting this much passion behind your strikes, but you don't want to let your movements go into the realm of what's uncontrollable, otherwise, every punch you throw has as much a chance of being your own downfall is it does the enemy's."

"Got it, sorry," Rin said again.

At that, Maria patted her on the head and her expression changed into a sympathetic smile.

"Stressful week?" She asked and Rin deflated.

"Kinda."

"Anything you want to get off your chest?"

"No," Rin quickly answered. "Just the usual doubts and all. I'll get over it."

Somehow, that didn't seem like the answer Maria wanted to hear.

"How about, later today, we head into the city and visit the hot springs? Just so you can unwind for a bit. We can even take Xhez with us if you'd like."

"Uh, hot springs?" Rin raised a brow. "What's that?"

"You didn't have those back in your hometown?" Maria asked, tilting her head. "They're a place where you can take warm baths with friends, but," she quickly added, "they're enchanted to... Sort of, massage your skin, let's say. It's strange, but you'll understand what I mean when we go."

"Yeah, that sounds..." She stopped.

Rin blinked, as what Maria said made a thought pop up in her mind.

[Oh, so I'll get to see Maria naked?]

As soon as that appeared in her mind, a deep blush passed over her cheeks. 

[Stop. She's your teacher, Rin, seriously.]

"Good! S-Sounds good, I mean."

"Wonderful," Maria replied, and if Rin's teacher had any idea that Rin's mind was venturing into places it certainly shouldn't have been, she didn't show it. "Now, are you-"

Then, someone knocked.

Maria raised a brow.

"It's open," she called out and the person who'd done so walked in.

Cara was there, with a stoic expression on her face as she looked over at Rin.

It was almost funny the way Maria's face went from a friendly smile to a deep scowl.

[... I wish they could just get along, honestly.]

"Rin, a moment?"

Snapping out of her thoughts, Rin nodded.

"Be right back," she told Maria as she walked outside with her other teacher.

In the hall, Cara crossed her arms and said:

"So, I heard you had a brother who was an adventurer, is that right?" Cara asked.

Of all the things Rin thought she was going to hear, this wasn't even close to being on the list.

"Y-Yeah."

"Hm. Well, apparently, some of his belongings are still up in Cradle. Somehow, they failed to deliver them to you. Do you want me to write them a letter so they can bring it all over here?"

Rin froze, as she simply was too stunned to say anything for a few seconds.

"Sure," she then replied quietly.

"Alright. I'll do it right away, then," Cara promised and with that, she walked away.

[... Tristan's stuff is still up there?] Rin wondered. [But, they'd sent us all his armor and... I mean...]

Shaking her head, she tried to set this aside, for now, walking back into the Meditation Center, but she couldn't stop the questions from running circles in her mind.
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{Later}

In the end, they put that trip to the springs on pause, as that message from Cara put a lot on Rin's mental plate.

"... Oh, so, could we visit Cradle, then?" Xhez asked as she and Rin laid down on the brunette's bed, in her room.

"I... don't know," Rin answered after a brief pause. "Maybe."

"I would love to see it," Xhez stated. "From what I have read, it seems majestic."

"Speaking of, it sounds like your reading's gotten better."

"Not just that," she quickly added with a slightly smug expression. "My writing as well," Xhez said. "I feel like I am understanding written language much better."

"Sounds great," Rin replied, forcing a smile. Unfortunately, it seemed like Xhez saw right through it.

"Rin? Is something wrong?"

At that, the adventurer sighed.

"No, no, just... Old things that won't stay in the past, I guess."

It wasn't that she had anything against her brother or her brother's memory, but she had done enough to make herself believe she'd properly moved on. Now, however, this latest bit of news was putting that to the test.

[I guess I can just see whatever they send me, once Cara writes them that letter. I'll...]

She'd been about to say, "I'll send it to mom after that", but she quickly decided against the notion. If Rin was having a wave of sadness pass over like this, she could guess all of her mother's recent mental progress would be outright erased.

[Uh, maybe I'll just keep this to myself... For now, anyway.]

At that moment, Rin remembered something and quickly got up, off of the bed.

"What time is it?" She wondered aloud before checking the clock on the wall. It was a little past 9. "Oh, okay, still got some time."

"For what?" Xhez asked.

"I'm gonna go do the, uh, thing, I usually do," Rin said with a wave of her hand, dismissively. "Can you cast your Illusion magic on me?"

"The white-haired version?" Xhez asked.

"Yep! That one."

"Right," Nodding, Xhez did just that as Rin was trying to get some clothes to wear.

[... It's gonna be hard to just set this aside, but I have to. I skipped out last week. If I skip again, those nobles might think I left town or something.]

And so, in a few minutes, Rin was leaving the Academy with a head of white locks and a slightly thicker body than what she actually had, walking down the street on her way to the train station.

All the while, she tried her hardest to push out the thoughts of her brother, and the memories they brought.

She could still vividly remember the day he first left to go do his adventuring. Looking back, she hadn't been able to tell at the moment, but he looked so scared. She could remember the first day he came back to pay them a visit after that, as well, and how much skinnier he'd looked than when he'd departed. And, of course, she could still remember what it had been like to hear the news of his accident.

[It's all in the past now,] Rin told herself. [You have stuff to do. Get your head in the game.]

Soon, she arrived at the train station and found that there were already two women there.

From here, all she could tell was that one had blonde hair, and the other was a smaller woman with hair that matched Rin's natural color. The blonde was wearing a boyish white suit while the other girl was wearing a black dress.

[Wait...] Rin squinted, as she heard her voice while she spoke excitedly to her friend. [Is that Gwen again?] She thought with a smile. She was genuinely rather fond of that girl, and the positive energy she seemed to carry. [Hold on,] RIn thought. [You don't know that. Hell, you don't know if they're there to meet you or not. Just walk up, greet them, and see how they react.]

With that in mind, Rin got closer, putting on a warm, kind expression as she approached the women on the bench.

But, as soon as they were close enough for Rin to see the details on their faces, she nearly tripped over and fell on her face.

[Wha... What!?] Rin thought, trying her hardest to hide the sudden anxiety running through her body as the two women drew their eyes up to meet hers.

"Hello," Rin waved at them, trying not to shake.

"Triss, hi!" Gwen said, waving far more eagerly. "This is her," she whispered not-so-subtly to the woman next to her.

The blonde then stood up, her heels clicking on the stone floor as she walked over to Rin.

It took every ounce of courage Rin had not to turn and sprint away.

"Hey," Elisa said, taking one of Rin's hands and planting a soft kiss on the back of it. "Triss, was it? It's a pleasure to meet you."

And Rin nearly fainted.

---

{Elisa}

{Earlier}

These events were starting to get to her.

She couldn't tell when it had changed. Whether it had been a result of her seeing more of the world on her missions, or if it was from having gotten to socialize a little with the other students, but today, as she sat in the midst of the two noble families involved in her marriage, it was harder to keep that fake smile on her face like she usually did.

Especially as the conversations going on around her made the reality of her engagement weigh heavily on her shoulders.

"Joint ownership of the Grand Railroad would be ideal, yes," Iris, Marvain's mother argued to her left. Beside her, to her right, Carliah nodded.

"On that, we agree, however, the definition of 'joint' needs to be worked out. I will not mince words. I understand that we stand to gain more from this arrangement than you do, however, that does not mean we will give away the entirety of our assets so easily."

"An understandable sentiment," Iris nodded. "I propose... Forty-five percent then."

"Forty," Carliah quickly countered. "Forty, and you have a deal."

"... Very well," Iris nodded, and Elisa hoped this meant she would be able to leave soon.

Unlike the usual family dinners Elisa partook in with these people, there were more than just two families here. In the distance, she could see a few other nobles sharing some laughs as the cold of the air seeped under Elisa's suit.

In particular, she spotted one girl who Elisa had wanted to speak with. Gwen was sitting just a couple of tables away, a wide grin on her face as she cackled at the jokes some of her friends told her.

Taking a sip from her wine, Elisa's eyes remained on her, until Maviain, who was sitting down next to her, squeezed her thigh.

"Riveting, is it not?" He asked, aiming a smile her way. "I daresay we'd have much more fun on our own than in here."

Although ordinarily, she'd go along with his suggestion, today, she just wasn't having it.

"Ah, sorry, but... I feel dreadfully sick," she told him. "If we do anything, I'm afraid I might ruin your wonderful clothes."

Thankfully, that seemed to gross Marvain out enough to where he immediately retreated.

[Can't use that excuse too often, though,] she thought. [But, for today, I definitely needed it.]

After a few more minutes of uninteresting negotiations, both families finally stood and began to leave the area. However, as they were in a public building this time, Elisa was allowed to go wherever she pleased now.

"Don't go causing trouble," Carliah told her. "Remember your image."

"I know," Elisa replied, and soon, she was left on her lonesome, with only the other families here to give her company.

And, she knew exactly who she'd be speaking to.

Confidently, with her mood taking a quick turn for the better, she walked over to Gwen's table and greeted her, and her friends.

"Good evening," she said. "May I?"

Of course, no one there was about to deny her request to join.

From there, Elisa allowed herself to relax. She didn't speak up much at all, settling mostly for just hearing Gwen interact with the others. Her bubbly nature allowed for some entertaining conversation, at least.

Slowly, though, one guest left after another, and soon, it was just Gwen and Elisa at this table.

And, that was when Elisa decided it was time to speak on the reason she'd really come here.

"So, Gwen, that woman you'd met..." Elisa smirked a little. "Could you tell me more about her?"

"Sure! Eep-" Gwen looked around, quieting down as there were still some others in the room. "But... I'd say, you should probably just meet her yourself."

[Way ahead of you on that one,] Elisa remarked in her thoughts.

"Such a chance is hard to come by, surely."

"Not really," Gwen shrugged. "Actually, why don't you come with me tonight? To meet her, I mean."

That was a suggestion Elisa hadn't expected.

"What?"

"Yeah," Gwen nodded. "By the Divine, I've been feeling so tired lately, I'm going to go see if she's around tonight. Though, a friend told me she wasn't there last Friday, but, meh. I'll go check, just in case."

"... I see," Elisa muttered, looking away.

"How about it?" Gwen asked. "It'll be fun!"

"..." And, at that, Elisa grinned. "Maybe."
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{Rin}

"Oh my god, I've been looking forward to this for the past two weeks!" Gwen said, to Rin's left. "I came over here last Friday, but you weren't here. Did someone else already take you away by then? Oh well, it's fine. Anyway, how have you been?"

"... Good."

Rin paled, trying her hardest to ignore the woman to her right as she sat on the bench between Gwen and Elisa.

[By the Divine, by the Divine, by the Divine, what is even happening right now!?!?]

She was still in shock. Out of all the things that could have happened tonight, this had not been on her list of possibilities. And yet, Elisa was right there, with one arm thrown behind Rin's back and her legs crossed as she leaned close to her.

"So, uhm... Should we get going already?" Gwen asked. "Oh, wait! Let me introduce you," she then added, as though remembering that she'd brought someone with her. "This is Elisa. I told her about you and your... services," she said with a big wink, "and she told me she wanted to see you for herself."

"Gwen really talked you up to be something borderline magical," Elisa said, and Rin could tell she was putting on a slightly deeper tone than normal. "I'm pretty excited to see what you've got, **Triss**."

The way she said her name sounded very much like she was making fun of her.

But, Rin was too nervous to really hone in on that.

Gulping, Rin put on a smile and said:

"I-Is that right?"

Suddenly, that confidence that normally came with adorning her white hair and assuming this role was all but gone, and it was all she could do not to start shaking.

[... I can't handle this. This is too sudden.]

"So, um... Shall we?" Gwen asked, with a bit of a blush and a smile.

At that, Rin took a deep breath and finally, looked up at Elisa. Looking into the woman's eyes, she tried to calm herself down.

[Okay, Rin, stop. Don't worry about it, treat her like a regular customer, and you'll-]

She was then taken out of her thoughts when Elisa pulled her gently toward her. Eyes wide, Rin froze up as she saw Elisa smiling back at her.

[...] With her head blank, Rin just stared back into Elisa's eyes, until finally, the noblewoman moved forward.

And, when their lips met, Rin just about melted.

[... Soft.]

She heard Gwen gasp lightly behind her, as Elisa reached up and placed her hands around Rin's arms, as though holding her steady.

That moment felt like it lasted for an eternity.

And yet, it was over far too soon. As Elisa separated herself, Rin nearly tried to follow her movement to keep it going, before she realized Elisa didn't intend on continuing.

"Wow. That was hot," Gwen said, giggling.

Elisa chuckled. Then, she stood up and licked her lips, with her eyes still set on Rin, before she spoke.

And, what she said made Rin's jaw drop.

"Sorry, but I just remembered I actually have some responsibilities I need to get to before the night ends," she said, looking right at Rin the entire time as she spoke. "Maybe another time?"

Rin opened her mouth to respond but found no words to do so with.

"Really?" Gwen protested.

"I know, I know. A bit of a downer, but, yeah," Elisa shrugged. "Sorry."

"Well, I guess it's okay," Gwen replied.

"Y-Yeah," Rin added, with a raspy voice. "Totally."

She knew she must have seemed out of it, but that was because she was out of it. That kiss had basically set her face on fire with how hard she blushed.

"Awesome. You two have yourselves a good night though," Elisa finally stated before turning around and walking away.

Rin reached up and touched her lips as she finally took a deep breath and analyzed what just happened.

[... Wait, what?] She thought. [Why did she...?]

"Well, then. Uhm, sorry that I don't have a friend this time, but are you okay with just me?" Gwen asked shyly, and Rin snapped out of it.

"Y-Yeah, definitely," she said, turning around to face Gwen and, suddenly, it was a lot easier to do her Triss act. "We should probably get going."

With that being said, the two of them moved toward what was quickly becoming the usual hotel. Rin, however, couldn't get Elisa's confident expression out of her mind.

[It didn't feel like she was looking at me. It felt like she was looking *through* me,] she thought. [But, whatever, it's over now.]

---

{Elisa}

In the end, it simply didn't feel right.

Elisa had certainly gone over there with the intention of getting to taste Rin once more, but she couldn't bring herself to go through with it.

Not because she was morally opposed to the action. Not at all.

Rather, because it felt cheap.

As she walked through the dimly lit Liberan streets, she pondered why she felt like that. It wasn't too hard to find an answer, though.

She wanted to earn it.

Tonight's experience, especially seeing how Rin reacted to her, made it clear that she was at least a little attracted to the noblewoman, and that meant that there was a real chance here. That Elisa could potentially win her over, and if she did, then getting to share a bed with her again would feel much, much better, if she achieved it on her own, instead of just buying Rin's services.

It almost felt like a challenge the world itself had placed in her path. Like the Divine was asking Elisa if she really was serious about growing as a person, and that maybe Rin's affections were to be the measuring stick for that.

If viewed that way, then, the new fire in Elisa's heart could be explained very easily. She had something to prove, and a woman she wanted to impress. That combination was a very, very good motivator for the noblewoman.

Still, the fact that she didn't want to spoil the prize before she truly earned it didn't mean she couldn't let herself have a taste, hence the kiss.

That part was pure self-satisfaction, and it tasted as good as she hoped it would.

[Maybe someday,] she thought, smirking to herself as she walked back to the Academy.

As she thought back to Rin's image, she felt her heart begin to speed up just a little. That white hair suited Rin, though Elisa preferred the black, and bathed in moonlight as she was, she'd looked beautiful back there.

Reaching up and touching her two lips, remembering the feeling of Rin's on her own, she smiled.

[Hopefully, someday.]

---

{Rin}

The next morning had been... awkward. Elisa had acted as normal as ever, but as for Rin, she couldn't look back at the woman without remembering what that moment had felt like. Gwen was nice as ever afterward, but even while she was on her knees pleasuring her, Rin's mind had been filled with thoughts of that sunlight-haired woman.

Almost to the extent where she'd forgotten what happened with regards to her brother's things until she was reminded by a certain ashen-haired teacher who knocked on her door.

As Rin opened up, with Elisa laid down on her own bed behind her, she found Cara standing outside, holding a box.

"Hey," Cara said. "They brought his stuff."

"Oh, a-already?" Rin asked.

"Yeah. When we said that the guy's sister was here, they were pretty quick about getting it back to you. They got it on a train almost immediately. Most of it, anyway."

"What do you mean?"

"... So," Cara shook her head, "I don't quite get it, but apparently, your brother had asked for someone specific to come around and pick up one of his things. They're keeping that specific thing, whatever the hell it is, back at the Guild, but the rest of his stuff was sent over to you."

"Oh..." Rin replied, narrowing her brows.

[Sounds weird, but okay.]

"Anyway, here you go. May I?"

"Yeah."

Cara stepped into the room, placing the box down on what she identified as Rin's bed, and then stretched her arms a little before walking back to the door.

"Anyway..." Cara said, without looking directly at Rin. "If you... Never mind."

She went to walk out to the hall, but Rin chased after her.

"Wait, what? If I...?"

"..." Cara sighed, turning to look at her. "If you want to talk a bit, it's fine. I'm just saying since I know that this is probably a heavy subject for you."

Rin was honestly stunned. To hear the person many of the students considered to be the most grouchy of all the teachers say something like this was surreal.

"Uh... Yeah," Rin nodded. "I'll let you know."

"Alright."

With that, Cara departed and Rin went back inside. The box sat atop her bed with almost a presence of its own, as Elisa looked back and forth between it and Rin.

"Uh, what is that thing?" Elisa asked, curious.

With a slightly sad look, Rin walked over to her bed and placed her hands on it.

"It's... My brother's stuff."

"You have a brother?" Elisa asked, her brows raised.

"Had," Rin quickly corrected, and she seemed to get the message.

"Oh, shit. Sorry to hear that."

"Nah, it's fine, it was a while ago, but... I wasn't expecting this," she said, quietly. "I-I'll open it later, though. I think I should probably get to work first."
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By the time Monday came around, Rin still hadn't opened that box. She couldn't help it, honestly. Every time her eyes fell on those things, she remembered days that had gone by far too quickly, and no matter how well she was doing, she'd instantly feel a wave of depression wash over her.

So, they remained near her drawers for the time being, while Rin put the act of opening them off till later. For now, she just wanted to focus on her studies, and thus, she was heading to class now, about half an hour before 8. On her way, though, she noticed that the students, and some of the teachers, were outside.

[Huh?] Confused, Rin paused, turned, and went down the stairs, exiting the building to see what was going on. She approached Eve, who was floating at the back of the group, looking over everyone's heads.

"What's going on?" Rin asked.

"Uh, I don't really know. We all only just got here," Eve gestured at the others. "But, I think some more adventurers just came to the Academy," the fairy replied. "It doesn't look like they're here for interviews, though."

[Hm. So, what do they want?] Rin asked in her mind as she walked up a little further and listened in.

"Is that right?" Maria asked one of them.

There were two adventurers here, dressed in some pretty flashy armor. One was carrying a huge ax on his back, while the other had a pair of small blades at his waist.

"Yes, she thinks it's a good opportunity," one of them stated.

"... This is quite the dangerous task you're proposing here," Maria replied. "These are beginners, after all."

The ax wielder nodded and said:

"We understand that. The grandmaster just wants to see what the new talent is like. They wouldn't be on the frontlines or anything. They'd just be in the back, watching, taking notes, and maybe they'd get their blades wet a few times. But, generally, it's so that they can learn, and we can see how they stack up."

"Hm... Very well," Maria sighed. "We'll get back to you on this."

"Alright, thank you," he bowed, before walking away, and Maria looked back at the students.

"Uh, what did they want?" Rin asked, raising her hand behind everyone.

"Let's head into your first classroom," Maria replied. "I'll explain there."

The students did just that. Soon, they were all in Harriton's classroom. Only, instead of the mage, it was Maria who was standing at the front.

"So," she said, with her hands behind her back. "I suppose I should just be straightforward with this."

She looked up at the students with a serious expression and said:

"Those were Rank C adventurers," she began. "They came here at the request of the Adventurer Guild's grandmaster. Some of you may not be too familiar with that title, so I'll explain. The grandmaster is basically the overseer of the Guild," she said. "Not necessarily the strongest of us, but the one who manages everything, though she is very powerful."

[Oh...] Rin nodded slowly. Indeed, she hadn't heard of this person before.

"Now, what she had those adventurers come here for was to extend an offer to you, the students," Maria continued. "Long story short, the Guild is planning a Rank C raid, and they think it would be wise to have some of you attend it if only to see how it's done."

"A raid?" Elisa, sitting near Rin, asked aloud.

Just hearing her voice put Rin right back at the train station, and she recalled the feeling of having Elisa's lips pressed against hers. However, she tried to push that all out of her mind for now, and focus on the apparent offer being made.

"Yes," Maria nodded. "Sometimes, a few of the more intelligent monsters out there, such as kobolds, orcs, trolls, etc. will take over an Old World fortress. This allows them to set up what are essentially bases of operation, from which they can rest, store food and supplies, and also bring back captured humans to torture them."

She added that last sentence in so casually that it made Rin's brows raise up.

[How often does that happen?]

"For obvious reasons, anytime this happens it means that these bases need to be cleared out. As such, a group of volunteers is to go and do so."

"Can anyone go on these missions?" Varyn, the beastborn student, asked.

"Indeed, though, as I'm sure it has been explained already, depending on the mission, for higher-rank adventurers this sort of thing is a waste of time. In this case, the fortress in question is full of kobolds, enemies you all know well at this point," Maria said. "Which, of course, as we report all of the missions you go on, they are aware of. And so, they figured this might be a good opportunity for you all."

"So, wait, this is a mission?" Alea asked, and for the first time in a while, that Rin could think of anyway, she genuinely looked excited. "Could we get paid for this?"

"No, no, hold your horses," Maria raised her hands and that excitement faded as quickly as it had come. "They only want you to watch and see how it's done. Most likely, if you choose to go, you'll only get to kill a handful of monsters."

"Ugh," Alea groaned and Maria smiled a little at that.

"This does seem like a nice opportunity, though, for you all to see what a real mission is like. So, I leave the offer open to you. If you wish to go, let me know, and I'll mark your name down and send you on your way. If you don't, then you'll take classes here, as per usual."

On that note, Maria left, leaving Harriton to start his class, while the offer marinated in the students' heads.

The entire day, the students all kept their heads and eyes low, as they were seemingly all contemplating it. As for Rin, however, she found her answer as soon as Maria left.

Of course, she wanted to go. There was no reason not to, as far as she was concerned. That said, she did want to consult Maria privately about it, just in case the Rank S adventurer had any reservations about her going.

So, the day went through and in the afternoon, while the rest of the students were in the cafeteria just after finishing Maria's class, Rin remained there, body sore and all, to speak to her teacher.

"You aren't going to have lunch yet?" Maria asked.

"Nah, I wanted to talk to you," Rin said.

"I assume this is about the offer?" Maria raised a brow.

"Mhm."

"Ah. May as well sit for this, then," Maria said, before crouching down and crossing her legs. Awkwardly, Rin did the same. "So, what's on your mind?"

"Well... What do you think?" Rin asked. "Should I go? I mean, I'll be heading over there with no weapons. Is it too dangerous or something?"

"Eh, it's tough to say," Maria replied. "It's a Rank C mission, so the monsters present will certainly be above your current level, but you won't be fighting. As long as you stay back far enough, I suppose it's alright. Still, remember, Rin," she said. "The world can be... very creative in terms of how it can make things go wrong. One stray arrow, one kobold setting its eyes on you, these things are not impossible. Well," Maria smiled at her sadly, "I'm sure you understand how unfortunate people's circumstances can be outside the safety of Libera's walls. So, I would say that, if you want to head out, you should. Only, do try to be careful, because..."

She paused, looking away for a moment.

"It's bad for a teacher to pick favorites, but I... Well," she smiled, a little sadly.

Maria then winked at Rin, lifted a finger, and put it in front of her own lips, as though telling Rin to keep quiet.

"It would be depressing to hear that any student got hurt there, but let's just say I would be especially heartbroken to hear that something happened to you."

And, with that being said, the choice was left up to Rin's judgment.

Ultimately, though, Rin's mind was made up soon after that.
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{Cara}

{Tuesday}

The teachers were called in for a meeting just before Maria was set to take final stock of all the students who would be heading out on that mission. Cara was in her office, organizing some reports in a folder before she stood up and went to walk out.

Honestly, that mission had left a sour feeling in her mouth.

Simply put, there was a lot of strangeness surrounding kobolds at the moment. Lately, more and more adventurers were reporting that it seemed some kobolds were learning things that they had no business knowing. Whether that be in the form of spells or battle tactics, there was clearly something hiding under the surface that no one, apparently, was aware of.

Of course, that was without even taking into account Rin's own experience with them, which Cara had been there to witness.

Not a day went by that Cara didn't wonder how exactly those kobolds had learned the [Teleportation] spell. She wasn't the only one, either. Without telling them, eyes were being kept on the Mages Guild by both the Adventurer's Guild and Cradle's government, but no one had found anything to connect them to Rin's disappearance beyond the use of that spell, which, although it was created by the Mages Guild, theoretically any mage could have taught it to the kobolds.

Still, anytime Cara saw any mention of the Mages Guild in the news, her brows would narrow.

She put that aside for now, though, as she needed to get to that meeting. She closed up her office and walked down the halls, passing by a few students, on her way to the dean's office. Once there, she walked in and found that she was the last of the teachers to arrive, with the exception of Carliah who wouldn't be attending the meeting anyway, as this was outside her field.

"Ah, Cara," Mannon, the dean, said. "Good, we can get started."

Maria made sure to toss an angry glare her way, as always, before Cara went to the opposite side of the room and stood by Harriton, while Mannon kept speaking.

"Now, about this mission, Maria, could you run it by me again?" Mannon asked.

"Certainly," Maria replied, with a professional voice. "A group of Rank C adventurers will be conducting a raid on a fortress overrun with kobolds. On behalf of the guildmaster, they have extended the offer that some of the students are allowed to come with them and spectate the mission, to learn from it and see a real mission play out. The students would not participate in the battle directly. They would only be there to observe. In addition, they would not have to hunt either. Food will be provided to them by the other adventurers."

"Right," Mannon nodded. "On its own, it's not a bad offer at all. Food will be given to them, and they won't even have to fight. It's more akin to a regular school field trip rather than anything the Academy would normally have them do. However, there is, of course, a simple element that must be taken into account."

Maria said it for him.

"Randomness," she said.

"Exactly. Even if they are not meant to fight, a kobold could always lay its eyes on them, and in doing so, they would be put in harm's way. Not just that, but, what happened with our dear student Rin is not to be forgotten."

Harriton elaborated on what he was saying right now.

"Indeed," the Essence teacher stated, "it is speculated that, if some mage forces are teaching kobolds new magic, then they could be doing the same with any of the other humanoid, slightly smarter, beasts out there. However, kobolds are confirmed to be... 'compromised', shall we say."

Mannon nodded slowly.

"Until we find out exactly what circumstances led to Rin's disappearance, we cannot be certain that any kobold we run into is not to be like the ones Cara and her student ran into. As such, I have come to a decision."

[Hm?] Cara raised a brow. [A decision about what? Is he not going to allow them to go on the mission?] She wondered, but it would soon be made clear that this was not what he had in mind at all.

"Regardless of how many of them go on this journey, I would have one of you join them," he stated, and Cara was surprised. "To act as insurance."

Maria cleared her throat and quickly stood up.

"I would very much like to oversee this affair," she stated, as pretty much everyone in that room knew she would the moment Mannon said that.

However, he shook his head.

"Can't have that," he said, and Maria blinked twice, as though that was the last thing she expected to hear. "You're our strongest, and, of course, if an emergency were to happen suddenly, we can't have you be out there in the middle of a spectating mission."

An "emergency" in this case could be a great many things. A dragon attack (even if Maria would likely turn that down), a lich king spotted in a ruin nearby, a hydra taking up residence in a lake. If any of these things were to come to pass, Maria would be the first person all eyes turned toward.

"B-But..." Maria said.

"I know, I know," Mannon raised his hands defensively. "But, you understand that this is always something that could happen. Randomness. That very element we just spoke about. It always needs to be taken into account, and you are our best weapon against it."

Maria opened her mouth as if to speak out, but closed it soon again.

In truth, Mannon was right, even if Maria hadn't fought anything truly strong in years.

"Well," Harriton smiled and spoke up next. "I guess I could take a couple of days off for-"

"No," Mannon shook his head. "Your skills are exceptional but limited. In the event that anything were to go truly wrong, your physical capabilities would be in question. No offense, of course."

"Ergh-" Harriton's brows reached the ceiling, as he was stunned to hear that.

"Hmph. Well, if physical capabilities are what you want-" Eli began to state, but Mannon shook his head again.

"You have the exact opposite problem Harriton has. If, for example, a kobold were to somehow know Rank A tier magic, then you would not be able to do much against it," Mannon said.

And, of course, because they weren't about to throw Carliah into all of this, that left one candidate.

"No," Maria protested. "S-Sir, you can't be serious! Not after what happened with Rin! Are you forgetting that it was under her protection that this occurred!"

As for Cara herself, she just stood there, shocked.

"In part," Mannon elaborated, "I am sending Cara out with them precisely because this happened. She saw these... 'compromised' kobolds firsthand. She will know what she's up against should any of them be at that fortress."

"But, sir, Harriton would be just as well-equipped to-"

Mannon cut her off.

"I've already let the adventurers know," he declared. "They are expecting Cara already. It's done. Don't worry," he added. "I, for one, do not believe Cara to be the type to make the same mistake twice."

The entire time, Cara never spoke. Her very foundation was shaken, as Maria looked back and forth between Mannon and her, before then storming out the room.

"Hm... Well then," Harriton said, his smile never leaving his face. "I suppose I should get back to my studies."

Eli left as well, without a word, and now, Cara and Mannon were the only ones remaining.

"I don't envy you," Mannon said. "If looks could kill Maria would see you full of daggers before you leave the city."

"... Sir," Cara stepped forward. "Why me? Seriously."

She added that last part in because she actually agreed with Maria. Maria herself could obviously not be spared for something like this in case of an emergency, and Eli was too limited, but Harriton could probably keep the students safe all on his own.

So, why had he picked her?

"Ah, well, for one simple reason," Mannon then told her. "There's too much distrust surrounding you as a result of what happened. Most of it, of course, comes from Maria, but still." He shrugged. "It's not good for the Academy's morale for one of the teachers to be doubted like this. So, I'm giving you this chance because I want that distrust to be gone. But," he raised a hand, "that requires one thing."

"... For me not to mess up again," Cara said. "I understand."

"Exactly," Mannon nodded. "I'm trying to give your reputation a second chance here. Let everyone, Maria specifically, know that what happened with Rin was just a fluke. And, then, hopefully, this animosity between the two of you can be dealt with."

Just like that, Cara walked out of the room, with her shoulders feeling much heavier than before.

[... You don't know, though,] Cara thought. [That animosity will always be there. Regardless of what I do.]
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{Rin}

"Okay, I'm going to call everyone's names out and if I missed you, or if you changed your mind and you want to go on the mission, then just let me know," Maria said, with a face that expressed nothing but discontent.

And, given the news the students had just received, Rin had half an idea as to why that could be.

As the sun hung over their heads and the afternoon got into full swing, the students all stood outside the Academy. In front of them were two teachers: Maria, and Cara. Just a few minutes ago, they'd been informed that Cara would be joining them on this trip, so as to prevent anything bad from happening.

Personally, Rin could not be any more excited. However, the glare stuck on Maria's face let the adventurer know she didn't share that sentiment.

[It's fine, though,] Rin thought, with a smile. [Maybe, this will help Maria trust Cara a little more. I mean, assuming everything goes well.]

Rin certainly didn't need to be reminded of the kind of things that could happen here. Especially given what happened the last time she went to fight kobolds. Even now, as she remembered those psychos who'd been there with the monsters, and at the cave after she was teleported, she felt shivers. She genuinely wished she could scrub the memories of those events from her mind.

[Whatever they're doing, at least they're far away from me,] Rin thought, as Maria kept speaking.

"Rin," she said, beginning to read out the names of the people who chose to go on the mission. "Eve, John, Dylan, Carla, and Seth. Is that everyone?"

Honestly, Rin felt a little bit surprised to hear that lineup.

[Really?] She asked herself, turning to look at the others. [So... Lisa, Sara, Elisa, Alea, Varyn. You guys don't want to go?]

She couldn't really imagine why anyone would turn this opportunity down. She could guess that Elisa would be too busy with family-related matters, but as for the others, she wondered why they were staying.

"Okay then," Maria said. "I'll let the adventurers know. You can just wait here till they come to pick everyone up."

As that was said, the students all began walking back into the building, and Eve flew over to where Rin was.

"Ah, we're going on a trip! This is sick!"

"Yeah," Rin agreed. "I'm pretty curious to see some real adventurer action."

"As am I," a voice said behind her, and Rin turned around. Dylan was there, with a kind smile. "We haven't gotten to do much together since we went drinking that one night. I, for one, am looking forward to this."

For some reason, Eve was almost scowling.

"Same," Rin said, with a polite smile of her own.

[Wait,] Rin realized. [If Dylan's coming... I bet Xhez would probably want to come too. She hasn't gotten to talk to him much these days. But,] she scratched her head. [Should I take her on this sort of trip? It could be dangerous.]

Almost immediately, she shook her head.

[What am I saying? It's her choice at the end of the day. I'll ask her later.]

Eventually, she and Eve were the only students left outside as the others all went back into the building.

"Could be a longer trip than the others we've had so far," Eve said to her. "Wanna hang out downtown later before we go?"

"Yeah, sounds good," Rin replied, and Eve's attitude picked up as she heard that. With that said, the two students went back into the building, leaving only the two teachers remaining outside.

Rin went back to her room after that and as she walked in, Elisa was sitting at her bed, listening to the radio.

"... week, the factories were vacated again in Cradle," a voice on the radio said, as Elisa smiled up at Rin when their eyes met. "What do you make of this?"

"Well, clearly, monster populations are starting to get out of hand," another voice replied. "If things stay like this, it wouldn't surprise me if Cradle ends up terminating all operations outside the walls until the monsters are handled. Hopefully, the Adventurer's Guild starts doing their damn job!"

Elisa cut the radio off then, tapping a button at the top.

"Not every day the Guild gets talked about," she muttered.

Naturally, as Rin recalled the kiss they'd shared before Elisa had backed out of the session on Friday, her eyes roamed down to the woman's lips, as they had a few times now.

"Y-Yeah," Rin replied, hoping she hadn't gotten caught staring.

"So," Elisa said, laying down, "you're heading up there?"

"Mhm," Rin nodded.

"Ah, I would have gone too but... Well, you know how it is," Elisa said with a slightly sad smile.

As Rin heard that, she sat down at her own bed and kept her hands on its edge as she asked:

"Maybe I can bring you a souvenir."

"What, a kobold head or something?" Elisa asked with a smirk. "As nice as that sounds, I'm gonna have to pass. Nowhere to put it, ya know?"

"Yes, *that's* the problem," Rin chuckled.

Elisa giggled a little in turn before a comfortable silence fell between them. Every time they shared a moment like this, Rin couldn't help but wonder where this was headed. Of course, she would eventually remember that the answer was "nowhere", as Elisa was soon to be a married woman.

Regardless, she figured maybe she should just enjoy this while it lasted.

---

{Later}

"It seems the world is intent on preventing us from heading to those hot springs," Maria said with a sigh. "How unfortunate."

[Yeah, more than you know,] Rin thought, and she almost slapped herself. [Ugh, stop it, Rin.]

"M-Maybe after we come back?" Rin said with a slight blush.

"As soon as possible," Maria replied, smiling.

The two of them were sitting at the Meditation Center after Rin and Eve had gone out to eat for a bit. The sun was going down and Rin figured that meant that the group would be heading out to the mission tomorrow.

"So," Rin spoke up, "any last-minute training we should do?"

"Couldn't hurt to do a little more sparring," Maria replied. "But, you shouldn't do any fighting on this trip, so, no. Rather," Maria said, lifting a finger, "I want you to work on your Essence meditation. During every break, before you go to sleep, whenever you get the chance, just sit down and take a second to meditate. Do this, and even without fighting you'll be making progress."

"Got it," Rin nodded.

Soon, it was getting to be a bit too late and both women stood to walk out of the room. In the hallway, Maria placed a hand gently on Rin's shoulder.

"Get some rest," Maria said with a kind expression. "If I had to guess, the adventurers will be here to take you all away tomorrow morning."

"Alright. Goodnight, teach'," Rin said to her and Maria bowed.

"Goodnight."

The two of them parted ways and Rin walked back down to her room, finding it empty. Seeing this, she figured it was a good chance to get the question out of the way. So, she walked over to Xhez's bag and opened it up. Xhez was deeply asleep inside, so it made Rin feel a little guilty to wake her, but she needed to ask the sprite about this, so, she did.

Tapping the bag a couple of times, Xhez stirred inside and she looked up at Rin, yawning.

"Hey. Can you come out for a sec?"

"Hm? Certainly," Xhez replied with a slightly tired voice, rubbing her eyes.

Rin gave her space, and the sprite did her usual flip, though, this time she stumbled upon landing. Rin held her by the shoulders.

"Whoa, you okay?"

"I, yes," Xhez replied, "I think I just need a little more sleep, is all."

Rin nodded, looking away in thought.

[Yeah, going from sleeping for months at a time to sleeping for, at most, a day or two, was probably gonna have this effect at some point.]

"Do you need something?" Xhez asked.

"No, no, I just... Sit down for a sec. A-After you dry yourself off, I mean."

And so, both girls were soon on Rin's bed, as the adventurer went over the situation. She told Xhez about the mission they'd be spectating, who was going, and when it would take place. Xhez listened to all of this patiently, and in the middle of it, Rin saw her eyes widening a tad with excitement.

"... So, yeah," Rin said after she explained everything. "That's basically everything."

"I see," Xhez nodded a bit.

"Well, what do you say? You wanna come with me?" Rin asked, and half of her was hoping Xhez would say yes, simply because she enjoyed being around her quite a bit, while the other half worried if she'd get hurt somehow.

As for Xhez, her answer came almost as quickly as Rin's had when she heard the offer.

"Of course!" She said, and even as tired as she sounded, that signature excitement of hers shined through. "I would love to go."

Hearing that, the answer settled in Rin's mind.

"Okay then. I'll bring you along," she stated and Xhez beamed.

[I need to make sure I keep her safe, though,] Rin thought. [As much as I can, anyway.]

Before too long, as Xhez wanted to get right back to sleep, she was soon back in her bag and Rin was now alone again, wondering if there was anything else she wanted to do before she went on the trip.

Almost immediately, that box next to her bed pulled her eyes toward it.

[... I should open it,] Rin thought. [Otherwise, I won't be able to stop thinking about it.]

She sighed, however, as her brother's image appeared in her mind.

[Agh...]

Holding her head in her hands, Rin soon threw herself onto her bed and covered her body up before she could keep debating it.

[Tomorrow! I'll check it tomorrow. Right before I leave. Yeah, that works.]




The Spark of Ambition, Part Ten

Tomorrow arrived sooner than Rin thought it would.

As the classmates who would remain here got ready for their regular classes, with the exception of Cara's, of course, Rin prepared herself.

[Okay, so,] she clapped her hands together, alone in her room. [I'm not really gonna do any fighting, so I won't bring the fancy armor Maria gave me. Xhez's bag is right there. I need to be careful while I'm walking so I don't wake her up. Got some bread and some water. They said they'll give us some of the food they hunt, so this should be okay. What else?]

She looked around then, as she finished putting on her unfortunately-tight leather cuirass.

[Ugh, this was not made for people with boobs like mine,] Rin thought with a pout.

Putting her gloved hands on her hips, she nodded to herself.

[I think that's it. Well, except for...]

And, as her eyes fell on the box containing her brother's things, Rin sighed.

[Crap.]

Someone knocked on her door, then. Rin turned around and went to open it, finding Cara standing outside.

"Hey," her teacher greeted her. "The adventurers are outside. Are you ready?"

"Y-Yeah, just... Can I get one more minute?"

"Sure."

Cara quickly left and Rin's shoulders dropped.

[I'm pathetic.]

With a huff, she walked back to her bed and sat down at the edge. She drummed on her hips a few times and balled her hands up.

[Come on, just do it! You've already moved on. It's alright.]

That statement gave her a burst of energy, and Rin knew that if she was ever going to open this thing up, it would have to be now. So, she looked over at it and picked it up, placing it next to her on the bed.

It wasn't too heavy, though considering how much stronger Rin had gotten there was a chance this fact could be attributed to her training. Still, the adventurer opened it up expecting not to find too much. Indeed, she was right.

There were three things in the box. A notebook, a badge displaying a symbol that Rin hadn't seen before, and a knife. What attracted Rin's eyes the most was that knife, as it was kept in a black scabbard decorated with tiny golden crystals.

[What the...? How much did this cost?] Rin asked herself, pulling the knife up. Then, her eyes fell on something else. There was a note that had been left underneath the knife.

It read:

"For Rin Asahiro, who Tristan loved and had the highest of hopes for."

And, as Rin's read those words aloud, her eyes got watery.

[... Dammit, don't start crying before your trip. Just get through the rest of this.]

Wiping away a tear that had been threatening to roll down her cheeks, Rin put the knife back where she found it and looked at the other objects.

She picked up the notebook and opened it, finding her brother's name on the front page and a short paragraph under it.

On it was written:

[Tristan Asahiro]

[In the event that I somehow get myself killed, which, considering my luck is pretty likely, please, whoever finds this, make sure this gets back to my family. And, tell them I died fighting a dragon or something cool like that. My family lives in Dren, though they might have moved by the time this notebook finds its way into anyone else's hands.]

Rin flipped over to the next page and found this:

[Day 1: Leaving Dren]

And, she soon realized what this was.

"He wrote a journal for us?" Rin said aloud, shocked. "By the Divine..."

[Wait,] she thought. [I should take this with me! I'll just read it on the way or something.]

With that in her mind, she went and put the notebook in her travel bag, before looking at the final object in the box a little more closely.

The badge.

"Wait..." Rin narrowed her eyes at this. "This seems familiar..."

The badge held the symbol of a crescent moon, not much unlike the one Rin used to display on her forehead to denote her status as a sex worker, or the one Sye had told her about when she came to Jade. However, there was one key difference between this symbol and that of the Mages Guild, which Sye had shown to her.

This was why RIn had failed to see that it was a crescent moon. It was because inside of the moon was another sphere of sorts, with spikes connecting it to the moon around it.

[Hm... Weird,] Rin thought. [Is this still connected to the Mages Guild? I guess I could ask Harriton, or Cara.]

She tilted her head as she thought about it.

[... Or, if neither of them knows, I guess I could write Sye a letter,] she thought. [I could take this to Mannon and have the Academy ask for me, but I'd rather hear the answer myself.]

Then, she heard a tick behind her. She looked back to find that the next hour had arrived, and her eyes all but bulged out of their sockets.

"Shoot! They're waiting for me!"

So, with a huff she put the badge into her travel bag as well, and, well, she figured she may as well bring the knife too, just in case Cara had anything to say about it. So, with her brother's belongings, she tied Xhez's bag to her waist carefully and walked out of her room, curious to see what the trip would end up being like.

---

[Cara]

"Ehm, I mean no disrespect of course, but is the last student going to be here anytime soon?" The ax-wielding adventurer asked.

"Yes, yes, give her a moment," Cara replied.

"Hmph..." Seth huffed under his breath, as he and the other students waited in the lobby. He didn't say anything, however, which, considering his propensity toward random insults directed at the others, was surprising.

They wouldn't have to wait much longer, however, as soon, a pair of hurried footsteps echoed throughout the hall, and Cara turned to find Rin reaching them. Dressed in some basic leather armor, some gloves, and some shorts, an outfit befitting a warrior who valued movement, she was carrying a bulky brown bag behind her back and a little bag on her left hip.

It was, admittedly, always a little funny seeing Rin in these outfits. She almost looked more like she was a model roleplaying as an adventurer rather than someone who could kick a man's head off his shoulders.

Coupled with how much effort she put in, Cara always found that to be rather endearing.

With her amber eyes looking quite apologetic, Rin said:

"Uh, sorry," she smiled sheepishly at Cara, aiming a guilty look at her.

[What are you looking at me like that for? It's them you should be apologizing to.]

Setting that aside, Cara turned toward the two adventurers.

"Alright, we're ready. That's everyone."

"Okay then," the blade-wielder said, stepping up. "Let's get some proper introductions out of the way then, before we head out. My name's Vick and that sack of muscles you see behind me is Troph. What about you all?"

"Go ahead," Cara said, crossing her arms. "Introduce yourselves."

One by one, each of the students gave their names. When they were all done, the two adventurers nodded to each other and turned around.

"Let's go."

And, with that, they departed.

Just before they left, however, Cara felt like someone was staring at her, and indeed that feeling was correct as she turned and found Maria there with a frown.

Sighing, Cara walked over to her while the others exited the building.

"Don't you dare mess up again," Maria said, tapping a finger on her chest. "Understand?"

"Loud and clear," Cara nodded, and as she turned away, a slightly sadder look fell over Maria, which she caught with the corner of her eye.

[... Do your best, Cara,] she told herself.

As she came out, she found that Rin was the only one waiting for her, while the others were several steps ahead. Raising a brow, Cara heard some of the students speaking with the adventurers and she walked over to Rin.

"Not interested in what they have to say?" She asked.

"Nah, just wanted to make sure my teacher didn't get lost all of a sudden. How would it make the Academy look?" Rin told her with a smug grin. Cara snorted.

"Aw, how nice of you," Cara replied quietly, with the tiniest of smiles on her face.




Wins and Losses, Part One

{Rin}

As the group ventured out of the walls of Libera, Rin remained at the back, with Eve floating beside her. Ahead, the adventurers were going over some of the basic details.

"We'll arrive tomorrow afternoon," the ax-wielder, Troph, said with a deep voice and a stoic expression. At the front, next to him, was his partner, Vick. Behind them, were Seth, Dylan, and Cara, then behind them, in front of Rin and Eve, were John and Carla.

"Short walk, honestly," Vick added. "I'm sure you know this already, but sometimes the walk to a mission can easily take a week or two at the most."

"Depends on how much money you're willing to make for the sake of it," Troph said.

[Damn,] Rin thought.

"I wonder how long these things will take for me, once I get in the field," Eve told Rin. "I might end up being the most productive adventurer ever. Well, if I don't end up having to wait on you to catch up."

"Hm?" Rin tilted her head.

"I mean, we'll probably go on missions together sometimes, right?" Eve asked, with a pair of hopeful eyes. "The teachers said it's bound to happen on occasion. I-I mean, if you want to, and all."

"Eh, I'd be down," Rin answered with a carefree tone. "I wish you'd been on my team when we did those group missions before, actually. We haven't gotten to work together."

"I think we'd be an awesome duo," Eve floated ahead of Rin and struck a cool pose. "With my magic and your punches and kicks and all that, what could stand in our way?"

"Careful, you say things like that and the world might take it as a challenge," Rin chuckled.

"Eh, I'll just let that be a problem for future-me."

She was glad to have the fairy here with her. There were only these two adventurers as strangers right now, but Rin had no idea how many much more powerful and much more experienced people she'd be encountering tomorrow. Having Eve here to fall back on felt comforting, at least.

However, the more she walked the more she wished she could sit down for a moment. The reason was that notebook she was carrying in her travel bag, cuddling up to her bread. Now that she knew what was in that thing, all she wanted to do was take it out and read as much as she could.

There were some obvious reasons why, and some not-so-obvious ones. The obvious one was that this almost felt like an opportunity to hear Tristan's voice again, even if it was through the medium of his writing. The not-so-obvious one came once Rin was on the road, and she briefly compared herself to these two gentlemen ahead of her.

She wondered if Tristan may have unintentionally included some potential tips that Rin could learn from.

There was also a chance he may have included some tips intentionally as well, considering the fact that the Guild wanted Rin to have Tristan's stuff, specifically. It was a curious thing, the fact that they'd kept these things there for so long. It made sense that they'd hold it all for his family, at least for a while, but surely they'd just give it away to whoever after enough time passed.

And yet, they didn't. They waited until Rin reached out to them, and as soon as she did, they sent his stuff all her way. As weird as it was, all she could do was be thankful right now.

[Ah... Screw it,] she thought, and, awkwardly, she reached back to pull the notebook out. She tried her hardest to do so in a steady enough manner, hoping she didn't disturb Xhez, who was in her bag, tied to Rin's waist.

[I'll just go over a page or two,] she thought, as Eve tossed a curious look her way.

Reading while walking wasn't exactly Rin's preferred way of going through Tristan's journal, but she was too curious to wait. So, she opened it up and slowed down just a little, to make sure she didn't run into anyone. Keeping her hands steady, she started reading.

---

{Tristan}

Alright, so, this is my first time writing this sort of thing, so, bear with me a little. Hopefully, I'll be able to get my thoughts across a little more smoothly once I get a few more pages in. Right now, I'm sitting on the train, on my way to Cradle.

What do people normally talk about? The weather? It's raining outside, and the air feels pretty cold. I'm alone. Someone brought a baby on board and it's crying so loudly it's almost competing with the sound of the train's wheels.

Is that it? Is my journal done?

Anyway, yeah, this journal might not see too much use depending on how my missions go. There's a very real chance I'm going to die as soon as I fight something, but dad taught me just a little bit about fighting, so I hope I do well enough to survive.

Honestly, I didn't realize how hard I had been coping with my decision until the day I had to leave home. Even right now, just remembering the look on my mom's face, and the way my sister held onto my hand once I was about to step outside the door, I feel like tearing up. But, since dad died, I had to step up.

You know, I might be in over my head, I might be completely insane for doing this, but I want to give it a shot. A few of my friends know some adventurers and they've told me how much money they make and, really, the stuff I've heard would make anyone consider this job for at least a few seconds.

Oh, you'll probably want to know how prepared I am. Or, how unprepared I am, depending on whether you find this journal next to a bloody corpse or whatever. Well, let's see.

I have a sword that used to belong to my dad, from when he was a soldier. I have a couple of potions that I bought with some money my friends and I pooled up. And, I have my dad's old armor. The armor is a bit too big for me, but as long as it keeps knives from taking my insides outside, I don't care.

And, yeah, that's all I've got.

Every time I close my eyes, I see my sister looking back at me, begging me not to leave. Every time I close my eyes, I swear I can almost feel my mom's arms around me, as if we were still hugging it out, getting our 'goodbyes' out of the way.

I should probably try to put all of that behind me as soon as I can, to focus on everything I'm doing, but, fuck it. I think it might help to think about them. To help me keep in mind who I'm doing this for.

As for right now, though, I think I'm just gonna go to sleep. By the time I write again, I might be in Cradle already. We'll see.

---

{Rin}

Rin wiped away a tear.

It made her sad to read about what was going through Tristan's head when he left, but at the same time, she was glad to hear his voice again, and she definitely wanted to read more, as soon as she'd get a chance to sit down for a while.
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The night would soon arrive. Rin felt fine, despite the fact that everyone had spent the last several hours walking along the road. That training was paying off in more than just her ability to kill monsters. Eventually, though, as some sweat dripped down from her chin, she wondered when she'd get another chance to keep reading.

She wanted to keep going, but a few paragraphs after where she'd left off previously, she started getting a bit dizzy and she figured maybe she should take her time with it. The notebook wasn't going anywhere, after all.

Ahead, there were many broken down cars and a few wild animals searching walking along the tall grass. Troph approached one of the cars, and Vick stopped, prompting the students to do the same.

Troph crouched and searched through one of the vehicles, and Eve floated over to Vick.

"Uh, what's he doing?"

"Looting," Vick crossed his arms. "I don't think he's gonna find much, though."

"You never know," Troph countered, as he heard him say that.

Seth quickly went and did the same, searching through another car. John and Carla looked at each other, shrugged, and went to loot some cars of their own. All while Vick just watched.

"So, you don't think it's worth checking?" Eve asked Vick.

"Hm? No, he's right, you never know. There very well could be somethin' inside these things worth bringing back." Vick shrugged. "It's just that..." He smiled. "Well, I think it's bad luck to loot before a mission. That's all."

Rin raised a brow when she heard that. It sounded a bit too superstitious for her taste, but, at the same time, she was just a student. Maybe he had reason to think that.

By the time everyone was done, the night looked like it was about to arrive, and finally, the group gathered around a cluster of cars.

"You can sleep inside the cars," Vick told them. Cara nodded behind him.

"And, you can use a water spellsign to clean it up if you want to," Cara added.

"Personally, I think that Old World smell has a bit of charm to it, but you guys do you," Vick chuckled. "We're gonna try to find some materials to make a fire with."

"I'll keep an eye on them, take your time," Cara said, and Vick joined Troph as they walked north.

Eve cast some water spells and helped everyone clean up the cars they'd be staying in. Rin would be going to sleep in the same car as the fairy, they decided, and soon, once Vick and Troph came back, everyone was sectioned off in their own little spots. The makeshift camp was formed by a circle of broken-down cars, and Rin asked Eve if they could sleep in the one closest to the fire.

Simply so that she could have some light to read with.

As everyone settled in, the moon came out, the cars dried up, and Rin was sitting down in some car that was larger and bulkier than the rest, with Xhez's bag next to her, since she wanted to make sure nothing would happen to the sprite.

Eve flew over to her.

"Hey," the fairy greeted her.

"Hi," Rin smiled a little.

"Feels surreal, huh? We're almost there!" Eve exclaimed.

"Yeah," Rin agreed, letting out a deep breath. "I'm pretty excited."

"I can't wait to see what real adventurers are like! I... Oh, what's that?" She asked as she laid her eyes on the notebook.

"A journal," Rin explained, turning toward her. "It belonged to my brother. He was an adventurer too, so I wanted to see if there were any tips or whatever that I could get from this."

"Oh, damn," Eve replied. "What rank is he?"

"B," Rin answered, not bothering to inform her that her brother had died already. Eve's brows went up and the fairy looked impressed.

"Wow," she smiled. "I guess talent runs in the family."

"Ha!" At that, Rin barked out a laugh, blushing a bit. "I wish."

Eve let her head fall back and she looked pretty funny as she sprawled out on a chair that was way too big for her.

"You know," Eve said, her voice a little softer than normal, "you're actually expected to keep a life journal, and update it every ten years as a fairy. We live for a long time, so it's our way of recording how society changes, through our own perspectives."

"Oh, so..." Rin thought about it, remembering Eve's age. "you'd have to write again in about three years?"

"Yup!" Eve smiled. "I'm kinda surprised you remember. Anyway," she waved a hand, "I've only written in my life journal once. Then, I stopped," she said.

"Why?" Rin asked.

At that, Eve shrugged, turning to look at her with a pair of slightly sad eyes.

"Because I realized I didn't have much to write about."

---

{Tristan}

Okay, so, there's a pretty real chance this is going to be my last entry.

I'm heading out on my first mission, today. I'm going to be finding and killing a troll that's apparently hiding out about two hours away from Cradle. You know, when I took the job, pretty much everyone in the guild looked at me like I was going to get myself killed. Apparently, trolls are pretty strong monsters.

I took the job though for a few reasons, and I think they're good enough to where, if I do die, you can't call me a complete idiot. Only half of one.

Here's the rundown on why I took this mission:

1. It was the only mission they had on the Notice Board that revolved around fighting just one enemy. I don't want to start my career fighting a group. I feel like I could get distracted by multiple enemies pretty easily.

2. The reward is five gold varols! If I can net that much, I'd be able to get some good equipment and maybe pay someone to teach me a little. I don't know.

3. If I am going to die, I'd rather just get it out of the way quick.

Okay, that last one is just a joke. But, the first two are legit.

I'm on the way to the place right now.

By the way, Cradle is so fucking cold.

Dren could get cold sometimes, especially around the winter, but holy shit I'm freezing here. You'd never know it, though, if you just looked at the terrain. Outside the city, which is the greyest place I've ever seen, the land is so... vibrant. Walking through the land and seeing everything up close like this definitely has its charm, but, I wonder if this is just the calm before the storm.

Hopefully, I'm not too far in over my head.

In case I am, though, let my family know I love them.

Okay, my hands are getting sweaty. I'm gonna stop writing now. Goodbye.

---

{Rin}

The next day, they continued their walk along the road, and Rin walked over to Cara. Her teacher noticed that she seemed like she wanted to talk, so she slowed down so that the two of them would be at the back.

"So," Rin started, "are adventurers usually so, uh, paranoid?"

"Hm?" Cara raised a brow. "What do you mean?"

"Well, what Vick talked about yesterday," she gestured at him. "About not wanting to loot before missions and stuff. Is that kind of thing normal?"

"Ohhh," Cara nodded slowly. "Yeah, it is. I met a guy once who wouldn't wear the same armor twice in a row. There was one girl who genuinely, truly, believed that if she spent a week without bathing before every mission, her smell would distract the monsters," Cara chuckled. "So, yeah, adventurers do make up these good luck charms on occasion."

"But," Rin tilted her head, "they have to know that it's probably not true, right?"

"Half of them probably do, the other half definitely believe it all," Cara answered.

"Why?"

"Well," she sighed, "if you're heading into a nest filled with things that wanna kill you, I think it's natural to cope a little. Convince yourself that you're probably gonna win no matter what, you know? Personally, if it helps, it helps," she shrugged. "I don't judge them."

As she said this, Vick and Troph slowed down up ahead.

"Okay, there it is," Vick announced. "We're here."

And, as they walked up the hill, Rin saw the fortress in question. Along with many of the adventurers who had already arrived.




Wins and Losses, Part Three

Rin's first impression of the adventurers she saw was that it felt like she was dreaming.

Some of them were wearing armor that was comically bulky, and some of them were wearing little to no armor at all. Some of them looked like they bought the best armor set they could find and what they were wearing cost more than Rin's entire family was worth. Some of them, however, looked like they'd pieced together their outfits using random bits of armor that they'd found on the street.

Rin didn't know what to think.

"Oh, they're here!" A girl perked up when she saw them, pointing at the group and speaking with an overly loud tone.

As some of them stood up, Rin counted them. There were around seven of them, with Vick and Troph making the count nine in total.

"Finally," one broody-looking man dressed in black armor said, swinging his raven hair over his shoulder in dramatic fashion. "Kept us waiting, huh?"

"Oh, shut it," the girl said to him before jogging up to them. "Holy moly, you guys are the students, right?" She asked with a smile so bright and infectious, Rin couldn't help but mirror it.

"Yes," Cara walked up, standing between her and the group of rookies. "I'm their teacher."

"Ohhhh awesome," the girl said. Then, her eyes scanned over the group. She made "ooh" and "ahh" expressions at pretty much everyone, and outright gave a loud "wow" when she laid her eyes on Seth. "By the Divine, you're a rookie!?" She asked, walking over to the man and poking his biceps. Seth just sneered.

"Anyway," Cara regained her attention, "is this everyone?" She asked.

"Yeah," Vick answered, walking up. "We're all accounted for, from the looks of it."

"Let me introduce you to everyone!" The same girl offered excitedly. "First off, yours truly," she bowed, "my name's Silvy. Nice to meet you!"

As she said that, Rin looked her up and down, really taking her appearance in. The girl had bright orange hair, with a black headband over it. She was as thin as Carla, and a little bit shorter than Rin was. Her skin was a dark tan, which Rin guessed came from extended amounts of time spent out on missions, walking under the sun. She could certainly see this girl as the prolific type. Finally, she was wearing some brown shorts, boots, and a shirt that cut off at her abdomen, showing off an impressive six-pack.

Rin had missed them at first, but she had a pair of very thin daggers at her waist.

With that bright smile still on her face, Silvy turned toward the others behind her.

"So, let me show you who's who," she said, before going through each of them. Honestly, Rin's eyes remained on Silvy, even as she began talking about some of them. She had this friendly aura to her that Rin loved in people. "... so, don't touch his weapons, or he'll cut your hands off," she mentioned casually and Rin recoiled.

[Uh... What was that?] Rin thought. Silvy had already pointed out three of them, so, Rin made sure to pay a little more attention.

"That edgy dude over there is Alerian," she pointed at the brooding man in the black armor.

Then, she pointed at a woman who was, for all intents and purposes, wearing a bikini, with a giant, thick sword at her back.

"She's Elina," Silvy said, and the woman waved at them in an elegant manner. Then, Silvy pointed at a beastborn man with rabbit ears, who was wearing almost-golden armor. "He's Harbin, and that's Olen," she finally finished, pointing at a middle-aged man who had a bow on his back and a scar over his right eye. That same man, Olen, walked up to the group and raised a hand.

"Greetings, young blood," he said to them. "I'm afraid you've come all this way for very little. This mission should be over rather quickly," he said confidently.

[Yeah? Looking forward to seeing that,] Rin replied in her thoughts.

She liked them, all in all. Though, from the looks of it, they were all much closer than Rin would assume a group of random adventurers to be. Some of them were chatting even as Silvy introduced them.

[Maybe the world of adventuring is a little smaller than I thought.]

"With you here, however," the older man said, "we can begin preparations."

"When are you planning on attacking?" Cara asked, with crossed arms. She maintained a professional tone, as always. Rin was surprised that they didn't have much of a reaction to her presence since she was Rank A, but maybe she wasn't as famous as Maria.

"Midnight," Olen stated. "Monsters are lazy creatures. By that time, they'll all be deep in their dreams and we'll have the element of surprise."

"Naturally," Silvy added, "we'll still need to make sure our plan's airtight, so, if you guys don't mind, once you guys are set up, we're just gonna get right to it."

"Sounds good," Cara said. "We'll make a camp for ourselves a little closer to the road. You guys said you'd provide the dinner?"

"Mhm," Vick nodded. "Some of us will go out hunting at around 6, just before the sun goes down."

"Sounds good. Okay, everyone," Cara turned toward the students. "Come over here."

They all proceeded to walk over to where Cara had wanted them to go, but that confused Rin.

[Why aren't we just staying with them?] Rin wondered.

So, as everyone reached the road and huddled around a few broken-down cars, Rin walked up to her teacher.

"Uh, teach'," Rin called out to her, quietly. "Can I ask you something?"

"Of course," Cara nodded and the two walked away from everyone. Rin continued to make an effort to walks steadily, so as to prevent Xhez from waking.

[Maybe, later, I can let Xhez out and we'll take a walk,] she thought.

"What do you need?" Cara asked.

"So, why are we separating from the adventurers?" She pointed at them. "Wouldn't it make more sense to just be over there."

"Ah. For sure," Cara nodded. "But, Rin, tell me something. What did Dylan do before he joined our Academy?"

That question came out of nowhere. Rin couldn't help but look behind her, her eyes falling on the boy, who was currently chatting with John and Carla with a smile on his face.

"Uh..."

Rin knew the answer, but whether she should tell Cara. However, she figured that if Cara was even asking this, it meant that somehow she knew already, so she said:

"He worked for the Red Trident..."

"Yes," Cara nodded. "And, tell me, what did you do before you joined the Academy?"

That just made Rin pull back.

[Where's all this coming from?]

"I... Well.."

"Okay," Cara said, and Rin stopped. "The point is, at the end of the day, an adventurer is someone who really doesn't mind going out and facing death for the sake of money. To even consider this kind of a job," she continued, "one needs to be desperate. And, you know who is usually desperate? Criminals," she finally said. "And, unfortunately, not all of them had were criminals in the innocent way that you were. I don't know these people," she pointed subtly at the group of adventurers in the distance. "So, I need to take into account the possibility that they might be criminals. Be it thieves or in any other way. Understand?"

As shocked as Rin had been by what Cara had asked her, the explanation did make some amount of sense. So, Rin nodded.

"I-I get it."

"... Sorry if I said anything uncalled for," Cara suddenly told her, "I don't mean to lump you in with these people either. I know your job was legal in Dren. I was making a point. I'm just saying, you can never be too safe."

"Yeah, yeah, I understand," Rin nodded, and at that, Cara gave a short, relieved smile.

"Come on, let's get back to everyone else."

--- 

Note: The answer to the question posed the last chapter was "27"! 

Eve tells Rin her age during their very first conversation together, when they bump into each other in the showers. 
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{Eve}

She knew it was dumb to get her hopes up, but Eve had still wished she'd maybe, possibly, see another fairy adventurer amongst the people they encountered. A slight disappointment did sting at her heart when she saw that there weren't any, but she didn't really let it get to her. She'd be the first many others saw, and that was enough to keep the young fairy going.

"Hey!" Silvy, that one bubbly adventurer, walked up to their group, as they all got their belongings into a little circle, forming a camp in between a nest of old cars.

"Yes?" Cara asked, walking up to her. Another adventurer came from behind Silvy, that one boy in the black armor.

Well, it looked more so like Silvy had dragged the guy along, to Eve's eyes, but he was here nonetheless.

"How about after we explain the plan and all, in detail I mean, we talk a little about scouting? I'm sure you haven't gotten to do much of that in the Academy. A friend of mine used to go there."

Eve's brows went up as she listened to the sudden offer.

[Scouting? So, she wants to see if there are any monsters around? I could just fly up and check, though.]

"Hm... You are right about that," Cara nodded. "What do you all think?"

Their teacher put her hands on her hips and turned around, facing the students. Dylan was the first to respond.

"It seems like a good opportunity," the boy replied with a smile.

Eve couldn't help but glare at him just a little. Sure, it wasn't like she'd been in a relationship with Lisa already, or anything, and the woman was free to pursue whoever she wanted to pursue, but it still hurt to have her hopes, however small they may have been, crushed like that.

It was because she knew she was wrong to behave that way, however, at the same time she felt guilty. With a sigh, she turned away as Cara nodded.

"The rest of you?" The teacher asked, and one by one they all nodded. "Alright, sure."

"Awesome," Silvy replied, "come over, so you can hear the plan in a little more detail before we go scouting," she said, gesturing for them to follow.

With that said, the students all got up to go with her. Cara stopped them, however.

"Take your stuff with you," Cara told them. Eve raised a brow.

"Um, ma'am, are you sure?" John, the black-haired boy who dressed unusually well for a rugged adventurer-in-training, said beside her. "After all that time it took to get set up?"

"Yes," Cara replied firmly, in a way that left no room for discussion.

"She's right," Silvy told her. "One of 'em might steal your things behind your back."

[...] Eve blinked.

"Well..." Cara looked over at her. "I didn't expect you to be so forward about that, but yes, that's why."

"O-Oh." John scratched the back of his head with a wry smile. "I-I see."

With that said, they all wordlessly picked their bags right back up and followed behind Silvy. In the process, Eve noticed Rin picking up a much smaller bag than her main one and carefully tying it around herself.

She'd noticed it before but now she wondered how many coins Rin was carrying in there. She assumed it was a coin pouch of sorts due to its small size, though it was just a little bigger than the average.

She had to have been carrying a tone of varols for her to show that much caution. Eve had also seen it when they rested on the road, before arriving here. Even then, Rin always treated that thing with the same amount of care.

[Weird,] she thought, shrugging it off. [Why would you bring a bunch of money on a trip like this, though?]

With what they'd just heard, Eve was a little more concerned for her too.

Now that Silvy had mentioned it, Eve noticed a few of the adventurers in the other group had their eyes on their things.

... Well, either that or Eve had turned paranoid all of a sudden.

As they arrived, Vick raised a hand in greeting, as did a couple of the others, before they went right into it.

"Alright, so," Olen, the oldest of them, as far as Eve could tell, clapped his hands together. "Let's begin."

One of them, a gruff man called Callen, with a thick beard and even thicker body hair noticeable in the gaps between his pieces of armor, spoke up.

"Right, so," he said, pointing down at something. Eve floated up to get a better look at it and found a large sheet of paper sprawled out, displaying a type of crudely drawn map. It vaguely resembled the fortress in the distance. "There's a river right behind the fortress, and a door at the back. I suggest we enter through there."

"I agree!" Silvy declared, with a thumbs-up gesture. "Beasts are normally the outdoorsy type. The inside of the fortress is probably going to be mostly empty, save for any captives they might have."

Her explanation was reasonable enough, though, one woman disagreed. Elina, the one who looked like she was about to do some nude modeling held up her index fingers and said:

"Now hold on a moment. Right here," she tapped a line on the map, "they've actually got quite a few archers. If we don't deal with those first, we'll be exiting the fortress and running into a storm of arrows."

"Nah, that's easy. I can take them out," Vick said, tapping his swords' hilts. "As soon as I do, I'll do a little bird call and give you all a signal to exit."

"Assuming we don't run into too much trouble inside, of course," Olen added. "Sure, it might be relatively empty, but we shouldn't take it for granted. Even the simplest step in the process can go awry."

"Hm... Vick takes out the archers," Troph, the other one who'd escorted them there, said, "while we attack from behind and make our way into the fortress. What then?"

"At that point, we might have survivors with us, depending on what's inside," Elina said. "We'll want to make sure they get out alive, even if we do not. One of us should escort them back here."

If Eve was understanding this correctly, that meant whoever volunteered to do that wouldn't be fighting anything after they made their way through the fortress.

"Olen," Vick said. "How about you get 'em to safety? Don't worry, we can handle ourselves."

"... Eh..." At that, Olen seemed unsure.

"Come on, old man," Elina grinned at him. "Surely, you must welcome the time off?"

At that, he smiled.

"Not at all," he chuckled. "The older you get, the more important it is to stay sharp. Especially in short-lived careers like this."

Then, however, he sighed and nodded.

"Sure, sure. If there are any captives inside there, I'll get them out."

"Good," Elina replied. "Now, Vick, remember, these kobolds will likely be asleep. Therefore, I would prefer it if these archers were taken down in a manner that allows them to remain as such."

"It's gonna be hard, but I can pull it off," he asserted.

"In that case," Alerian, the man in the black armor with the brooding look, spoke up with a slow and lingering tone of voice, "I'll assist you."

"I'd appreciate it," Vick replied.

"Okay, then, so, they take out the archers, the rest of us infiltrate the fortress from the back. Olen escorts any survivors he finds, and the rest of us mop them up," Silvy summarized. "Honestly, sounds good to me."

"Anyone thinks of anything to add, we'll add it after we've scouted them out. This is a good little draft, though," Olen said to everyone and with that, Silvy gestured at the students.

"Alright, come on! Let me tell you a little about scouting." 
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With the plan mostly fleshed out, Silvy now took the students with her to show them what scouting was like. It was something that Cara herself admitted they'd mostly glossed over at the Academy, as they wanted the students to be able to win fights before getting to any of the peculiarities such as this.

Because Cara made it clear they hadn't been spoken to too much about this, Silvy decided to give them a run-down on what they'd be doing right now.

"So, what we're going to be doing isn't just about the fortress, but also about the area," she began to say, with that same bubbly voice she'd had since the group had met her, and at this point, Eve wondered if she was just the type who was literally always energetic.

Then again, after being Sara's roommate for almost two months now, most people seemed energetic compared to that woman.

"See," Silvy continued, "let's say, something goes wrong and you need to make a break for it. Haul ass and run away, right? The obvious question is, where would you go?" She halted, turning toward the group as she neared the top of a nearby hill. "And that isn't the only thing you need to worry about. There's also the question of what monsters might get in the way during that escape, or how far civilization is, or if there's even anything to eat nearby so you can make camp once you get away. Now, in terms of the fortress," she said, pointing ahead at it, "you'll want to make note of where there are openings that you could exit through. The overall point is that, if you end up in a bad situation, you want to have at least a little bit of guidance in the back of your mind. Figuring all of these elements out is the essence of good scouting!"

[I would just fly away,] Eve thought, before then countering, [wait, what if they have archers? I'd just get shot down. Hm... What options would I have?] She wondered for a moment before Silvy continued.

"So, let's see what we've got,"  Silvy said, sitting down on the grass and pulling her knees up to her chest. "Now, admittedly, I'm cheating here a little because I already did this before I even met up with everyone else, but I still want to go through this with you all. Hm... You, can you come over here for a moment?"

The person she called out to was none other than Rin. Eve smiled a little, seeing her friend get called up to interact with this adventurer. The woman awkwardly made her way there and then Silvy gestured for her to sit down. The other students all got a little closer, while Cara just watched the area from the side, with her arms crossed.

"What was your name again?" Silvy asked.

"Rin," the adventurer replied with that silky smooth voice of hers, though there was also a hint of nervousness in there.

"Ah, Rin. Okay, Rin, see the fortress up ahead?" She asked, and the rookie nodded. "I want you to tell me, from here, how many escape routes you think there are for someone stuck inside its walls. Or, for someone like, let's say, an adventurer, who went in to go rescue some folks but realized they were in way over their heads."

"Uhm, hold on..." Rin said, narrowing her eyes at the fortress. Even though the question had been posed to her, all of the students gave it a shot.

[... I think four,] Eve came to her own conclusion. She arrived at this number after seeing the gates at the front of the fortress, the river where she'd heard the adventurers say they'd be entering from, a broken-down wall to the right side, and of course, the air.

The air, for her, was its own escape route, as long as there weren't too many skilled archers amongst the kobolds.

"So, Rin," Silvy smiled a little, "how many do you see?"

"Uh, well," Rin scratched her head, "I think two."

As she heard that, Eve tilted her head before she realized why Rin said that.

[Oh, she missed the broken wall,] Eve guessed.

Silvy made a weird "eck" noise.

"Wrong!" Silvy said. "How about all of you," she turned toward the group, "how many do you see?"

"Are there three?" Dylan asked politely, with a smile, and Silvy shook her head.

"Eck, wrong!' She called out. "Anyone else?"

For a moment, Eve was beginning to wonder if Silvy meant the air as well, as a fourth option, but she couldn't be. So, there had to be something that Eve hadn't caught yet. So, she scanned the area, and scanned it, and scanned it, but she couldn't find anything.

Eventually, Carla was the one who spoke up. She was standing by John, with a bit of a smirk.

"Oooh," the woman said, "I get it. There's four."

"Correct!" Silvy said. "Now, care to list them off?"

"Sure," Carla shrugged. "So, there are the gates, the broken wall, the same river you're going to go in from, and..." She held back a chuckle, "There are those windows up at the top," she pointed at a spot high up, where Eve was sure if a person jumped down, who didn't have wings like she did, they probably wouldn't live to talk about it.

"Exactly," Silvy nodded.

"Wait, what?" Seth asked, annoyed. "That's suicide."

"Maybe," Silvy acknowledged. "But, if things go south, and that's your only option, trust me, you'll want to take the chance. Most people who become captives to these things end up wishing they were dead anyway."

As she said that, a slightly sadder look came over her.

"I've heard stories. I'm sure you'll hear some too," she said, standing up. "If I had to choose between captivity with any monster or that fall, I'd take my chances with the wind."

---

{Rin}

Their talk had been slightly grim, but it let Rin understand just how much was being risked on these missions.

Mainly because, indeed, she had heard stories. Even long before she became an adventurer, when she was still working at the Silver Rose, she'd heard about travelers who had gone missing, were recovered weeks later, and were never the same person.

Of course, when she was teleported, she caught a brief glimpse of what a few simple kobolds could do to some unfortunate civilians. She knew quite well that these things weren't to be taken lightly.

Silvy then went over the nearby area. There were, apparently, some deer that could be hunted to the north, and freshwater ponds to the east. The nearest bit of civilization was actually Libera, to the south. And, in terms of monsters surrounding the fortress, there were yarikos northeast and chargers to the north.

As the night came, and the adventurers made their final preparations, and a couple of them went out hunting for dinner, before they'd attack at midnight, Rin figured that if she was gonna show Xhez this place, it was now or never.

She tried to find the right opportunity and, when everyone's backs were turned, she took Xhez's bag and walked away from the group.

In the distance, the kobolds at the fortress had lit some torches and, honestly, the place looked beautiful from above, regardless of the lowly beasts inhabiting it.

"... Someday," Rin muttered, as she stood a long walk away from everyone, "it's going to be me that's attacking a place like that. Holy..." She trailed off, shaking her head.

For now, though, she couldn't worry about that. Instead, she looked around, made sure no one was there, and then placed Xhez's bag on the ground.

"Hey, Xhez," she tapped its side, waking the sprite up.
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{Xhez}

Thankfully, the sprite had gotten just enough rest. Her eyes blinked open and she looked up automatically since she was used to this by now, to find Rin looking down at her with the starry black sky behind her golden eyes.

"Uh, Xhez? Are you awake? I can't really tell."

"Yes," Xhez said, before giving a little yawn. "It is nighttime," she noticed.

"Yep," Rin nodded. "We're still out in the field. Just wanted to give you a chance to come out and see everything before the mission starts."

"Oh, I see," Xhez replied from within the bag, before stretching her legs a little. Rin stepped back and Xhez promptly exited her small home. She landed on the cold grass gracefully and quickly looked around.

They were on a hill of some sort. The air was as chilly as ever, and down the hill, Xhez could see some form of settlement with many small orange lights dotting it. It was honestly a surreal sight. A hint of civilization nested between the rural woods.

"We're pretty far from the others, but don't talk too loudly. Just in case, you know?"

"Of course," Xhez nodded and then, the two of them sat down, side by side. "How long has it been since we talked?"

"Just a couple of days," Rin replied. "Gorgeous out here, isn't it?"

"Agreed!" Xhez replied with a big smile. As pretty as the sight ahead was, the view wasn't the only thing that had Xhez smiling. Ultimately, she was just glad Rin was still keeping her in her thoughts.

"Maybe," Rin said, stretching her legs casually, "once I get a bit of a break from the Academy we can come out to see these sorts of places on our own."

"I wonder how many views like these there are to explore," Xhez said.

"More than enough, I'm sure," Rin said with a chuckle. "I wish you could see the adventurers, by the way."

"Adventurers?"

"The ones on the mission we're here to watch," Rin explained. "They're... I don't know," Rin sighed. "They look like..."

She paused for a bit, and Xhez blinked.

"Yes?" She spurred Rin on.

"... They look unreal," she giggled. "As in, I can't really imagine myself being one of them."

"Hm... I am not too sure I understand," Xhez said as she tilted her head. "Are you not already one of them?"

"Well, kinda, I guess, but... I don't know. Maybe someday you'll see some of them and you'll see what I mean."

Xhez wasn't sure that day would come. To her, Rin was just as much an adventurer as any of the others she'd seen so far. Regardless, the two of them sat for a while longer, admiring the view, until someone a voice called out.

"Rin?" The two of them heard, and instantly, Rin was reaching for the bag.

"Shoot, shoot, come on," she said, and Xhez nodded before jumping back into it.

She didn't hear the conversation that followed, but what few words they got to exchange left Xhez wondering.

[Hm. Maybe there is more to see than I could imagine. I wonder how much of it I will be able to see.]

---

{Rin}

The person who called out to her, in the end, was Cara. The teacher walked over to the spot where Rin was, a concerned expression on her face as Rin took Xhez's bag and stood up in a hurry.

"Rin? Are you okay?"

"Y-Yeah, I was just... looking at the..." She pointed at the fortress.

"Ah, alright," Cara let out a relieved sigh. "It's not the smartest thing you could do, to go out on your own like that through these sorts of places. Well, until you have more experience, anyway."

[... I wasn't really alone, though. Not that I can tell you that,] she countered in her mind.

"If you're done, then, come on. Not much good can come from being out here at this time. Even with your level of strength right now."

"Right..."

Cara then looked over at the fortress herself. She admired it for a little while, with a wistful look that made Rin ask:

"Sooo, when was the last time you went on a mission like this?"

"What, a raid?" Cara raised a brow.

"Sure."

"Hm... About five years ago," she replied. "Come on, I'll tell you on the way back."

With that being said, the two of them began heading back to the others. While they walked, Cara casually told the story of the last raid she participated in.

"I think it was about a year before, uh... Something," she waved a hand dismissively, "I hadn't gotten a mission done on my own in a while. By that time, Maria and I would pretty much tackle everything as a duo, but she was out on another mission with someone else at that point, so, I took the opportunity to try my hand at something on my own. Well, kind of on my own, right? It was a raid, after all. But, there was no one I knew who went with me, is what I mean."

"What was the mission about?" Rin asked, curious.

"Zombies," Cara replied. "There was an old factory by Cradle that got cursed by some disgruntled mage worker with a bad attitude, and it slowly became overrun by zombies. So, adventurers were called in to deal with them. The mission went well enough. Not much happened, honestly."

"Sounds wild, though."

"I'm sure you'd find it to be pretty intense if you were there, but, for me, I'd seen enough of those things by then to where it wasn't that big a deal."

"When am I gonna get to fight those things?" Rin asked with a cheeky smile.

"Do you want to?" Cara asked, in disbelief, with a smirk of her own.

"Well, I am getting pretty sick of kobolds."

"... Alright then," Cara chuckled. "I'll let all the teachers know to spice things up for you."

[... Did I just do something stupid? She's joking, right?]

As they walked, Rin realized there was a good opportunity here. She had something she wanted to ask about, after all.

"Hey, teach'," she said.

"Yeah?"

"So, you know that box I got? With my brother's things."

"Oh, yes," Cara nodded. "What about it?"

"... There was this knife in it," she said. "It looked really weird. And, there was a badge too. I was wondering if you could take a look at them. See if you recognize them from anywhere."

"Did you take them here?"

"Yeah."

"... Okay, I don't think that's very smart of you but sure. I'll take a look at them. After the mission, though. For now, I want you to focus on learning."

The two of them returned to the makeshift camp. Here, the adventurers looked like they were prepared already. One of them was looking at the camp with some sort of telescope, and Vick approached him.

"Are they asleep yet?" Vick asked the man.

"Some of them are. Shouldn't be much longer before the rest of them are down too," the adventurer replied.

The other rookies were here too. Some of them were chatting casually with the more experienced adventurers, and Rin noticed that a few of them were looking toward her.

[Hope I didn't get too many people worried about me,] Rin thought.

"Okay," Silvy clapped her hands. "We'll be getting started soon! Ah, I'm excited!"

"Don't forget the fundamentals," Olen, the older adventurer, told her. "Even if they're just kobolds, they're still dangerous."

The looks on the other adventurers' faces told Rin that they didn't really agree. Rin shared Silvy's sentiment, though. She was very eager to see them in action.

"So," Rin spoke up, "how are we going to watch? Are we just gonna watch from here?"

"No, no," Silvy shook her head. "There's a spot right by the fortress where you can get a clear view of everything without being in the middle of the action. You'll all just be there. You'll miss out on the stuff that happens inside, but you'll see most of the mission play out anyway."

"Oh, alright," Rin replied.

With that being said, Rin remained with the other rookies as the night stretched on. They waited for the kobolds to fall asleep and as they did, Rin thought to herself:

[You know... I could ask these guys about those psychos too. Maybe they've seen them before. Or,] she quickly added, [I could take a look around the fortress once they're all dead, to see if I find anything that belongs to them. That'll have to be after the mission, though. I don't wanna distract them.]

Sometime later, the guy with the telescope whistled.

"They're down to two more lookouts."

"That's good enough, I'd say," Elina stated with a shrug.

And, with that, the adventurers all stood up.

"Well then," Olen said, "I suppose it's time to dance. Come along, rookies. We'll guide you to your viewing spot. Then," he smiled, "you can watch the pros at work."




Wins and Losses, Part Seven

Once all of the students and all the adventurers were ready, the rookies were led to the viewing spot. Led there by Olen, they watched as all of the adventurers that had come for the job suddenly grew far quieter as the time to act had arrived.

The viewing spot itself was a cramped, tight little space nestled in between a few trees and boulders. From here, though, like Olen had promised, most of the fortress was visible. They wouldn't be able to see anything that happened inside, however, but soon they heard something that made it so that, maybe, that wasn't such a bad thing.

A woman could be heard crying loudly from within the fortress, the sound coming out from one of the windows near their spots.

[A captive!?] Rin's eyes widened. They had said this could happen, and yet, she hadn't expected there'd actually be someone here, still alive.

The group of adventurers didn't appear too shaken, however. They largely ignored that sound. Instead, once all of the rookies were positioned to be able to see the mission, that's when it was time and Silvy spoke up.

"Okay, we're going in now," she said, before looking over at Cara. "You're good with keeping an eye on them alone?"

"I'm fine, yes," Cara waved her concern away. "Good luck in there, everyone."

"No luck needed," Silvy winked. "Just skill and planning is all."

Behind her, Rin saw Troph putting a hand on Vick's shoulder before saying:

"Careful you don't trip and fall off that wall, brother."

"I'll be fine. You watch your back in there, alright? I don't wanna have to carry all your stuff back to Cradle by myself."

At that, they shared a chuckle. Beside them, Elina spoke to Alerian, the boy in the black armor.

"Maybe after this, we can head downtown for some drinks back home. Someone needs to show you how to loosen up," she offered. Silvy raised a brow at that while Alerian just rolled his eyes.

As the adventurers made sure they were prepared, Rin caught Olen watching the fortress with a concerned look on his face. He, the oldest of them, was the only one that didn't seem completely confident. She wondered why that was.

Regardless, soon, as the moon hung over their heads, the adventurers were finally ready to begin. The barbaric-looking one had his ax on his back, looking like he held the strength of an entire army wrapped up in one person as he signaled for them to follow. Each one went, and with that, SIlvy said one last thing to them.

"Enjoy the show!" She said with a bright smile. "Hopefully, we'll all give you a performance worth remembering."

And, on that note, the students were left alone with their teacher, each one watching as the adventurers went to the river, behind the fortress. Of course, Vick and Alerian went to the walls to deal with the archers and this was the first part of the mission that the students would be watching.

"Man, I'm getting nervous for them," John suddenly stated, from Rin's left. "I mean, they look tough but that's a whole lot of kobolds up there."

"Eh," Carla replied, wrapping an arm around John's back as she sat next to him. "They're just kobolds. Even if they're somehow stronger, I can't see how they'd give them that much trouble."

"If they have gotten this far," Dylan responded, "then they must be skilled enough to handle what is ahead."

Seth made no comments at all. He stood there, watching what was happening ahead with crossed arms and a stoic face. Next to Rin, Eve said:

"I'm so excited!" She clapped her hands. "Finally, we're gonna see them at work!"

"Yeah," Rin nodded with a smile. "Let's see what happens."

---

The mission began with Alerian and Vick standing just below the fortress's walls. Rin wondered how the two of them were going to manage to get up there, but that question was quickly answered as they both drew some spellsigns. Vick's spell allowed him to climb up the wall, placing his hands on it and moving up with ease, while Alerian's transformed him into a black mist that flew up to join Vick.

From this point, the two of them got to work. Some kobold archers were lazily scanning the woods, looking from one side to another, as Vick calmly walked up behind one and unsheathed the two swords he carried. The kobold heard him, turned around, but didn't manage to get any sound out before Vick embedded both swords into its throat. Alerian, still in that mist form, went up to the next archer and reverted back to his normal body, before taking out a greatsword he had on his back.

He then calmly lopped the kobold's head off with one powerful swing at its neck.

Even though everything they were doing looked fine, Rin still took a nervous breath. There were so many enemies around them that, even if most were asleep, all it would take was one bad move for an entire camp of kobolds to be up and trying to kill them.

After they took out a couple more archers, it looked like they were in the clear, and Vick sheathed one of his swords and gave a thumbs-up to Alerian. Alerian nodded, and then Vick turned toward the building below.

He let out a bird call of sorts, which was the sign that they were free to exit the fortress and begin the battle on the field below.

And so, Rin and all the other students waited for the main group to come out. They waited, and waited, but the adventurers didn't come.

Minutes passed and eventually, Eve tilted her head.

"Is it supposed to take this long?" Eve asked Cara.

"Depends on how strong the opposition inside was. Can't hear any fighting, though. Could be that they're just trying to be careful, but..."

Almost as if answering that question, the adventurers finally exited the building. A couple of kobolds quickly stirred, waking up and seeing them. And thus, the battle began properly.

Immediately, however, Rin noticed something. There weren't quite as many of them as there had been before. Admittedly, she didn't remember all of their faces. Only a few stuck out, and she knew Olen was escorting the survivors out, but still. The only ones she saw were Silvy, Elina, Troph, and one more adventurer who she didn't quite remember.

[I think they're missing one, or two people. I don't know,] Rin thought.

Putting that aside, however, she watched as the battle raged. Kobolds launched arrows and threw themselves at their opponents while the adventurers frantically cleaved them in half. Alerian hopped down the wall and landed on the battlefield, using his greatsword to assist them, while Vick took one of the kobolds bows and shot some of their enemies' own arrows back at them.

What they were doing looked masterful. Practiced and patient, they each carved through the opposition.

[Wow,] Rin smiled a little, surprised. [They're so good!]

Her eyes gravitated toward Silvy.

She saw that the woman's earlier expression, all smiles and laughter, had faded completely. She was focused entirely on the combat she was in, and Rin thought that was admirable.

But then, Rin noticed something. One kobold, at the back, was lurking in the shadows, with a bow in its hands.

[Oh, they missed it,] she noted. Then, the kobold raised its bow, took out an arrow, and aimed it at Silvy.

[Um... Silvy, you might want to turn around.]

Silvy didn't see it. She was completely focused on the kobolds ahead of her. In fact, no one noticed the one at the back.

[Silvy?]

A cold wind passed over Rin's heart. The adventurer never saw the enemy.

The kobold's arrow flew through the air and struck Silvy's head, coming out the other side.

Rin's eyes widened.

[... What?]

Silvy froze. Rin was speechless for a moment as the adventurer remained standing there. And then, she dropped her weapons and fell to the ground.
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She'd seen it happen, she could even see the arrow sticking out of Silvy's head from here, and yet she couldn't believe it. If someone asked Rin before the mission started what the chances of any of these adventurers dying were, she would have answered "probably pretty low". Never mind Silvy, who seemed to be so on top of things.

But her eyes weren't fooling her. Silvy lay on the ground, unmoving, killed by a simple, random arrow. All of the students were taking that fact in as the battle raged on. At her side, Eve was completely shocked. Carla had outright gasped when she saw that. Dylan had a serious expression and John appeared completely and utterly shaken. Even Seth had his brows narrowed in an almost confused manner.

It may have been a coincidence, but the rest of the fight suddenly seemed grittier. The blood decorating the adventurer's bodies, be it theirs or their enemies became much more apparent and the sounds of bones cracking and flesh-tearing felt like it was all a little louder. The strain on the adventurer's faces also was much more evident, all while Rin wondered how this could even happen to someone who had done this sort of thing already.

A while later, someone arrived at their viewing spot. Olen came in with a wounded man and two equally injured women, naked except for a bit of cloth that covered them all up. They had scratches and bite marks all around them, and had streaks of dried tears on their faces.

As Olen reached them, he held a hand up and even he, who hadn't seen as much combat as the others, had blood all over him.

"Well," he said, "it would seem at least a few people made it out alive."

"How many captives did they have?" Cara asked.

"All in all, around eight. These were the only ones that made it out." He then turned his attention to the fortress. "How goes the battle?"

No one replied to that question. Cara just crossed her arms and looked over at the fortress as well. As Olen checked out what was happening, it didn't take long before his eyes found Silvy's body. Rin didn't know what kind of a reaction she expected but all he did was let out a big sigh.

"... Damn shame," he said. "The others seem to be doing well enough, though."

Rin blinked.

[That's it?] She asked herself. It had seemed like Olen and the others were friends. And yet, all he had to say when one of those friends died was "damn shame"?

"Are you gonna go back to help?" Eve asked.

"By the time I'm there, the fighting will be over. They have to handle this on their own, and it seems like they've got it."

Indeed, when Rin looked back at the fortress, what she saw reflected the truth in those words. Elina twirled her greatsword with a dexterity that Rin didn't think was possible with such a weapon. Vick moved from one enemy to another like a wind of blades. The others in the group were cutting down just about every kobold that remained, although a few of them had arrows sticking out of their backs and shoulders.

Everything seemed fine enough. That was until another incident happened. Troph, who was cleaving through a kobold with his ax, was suddenly stabbed in the back of his right leg by a kobold behind him. He fell to the ground and the kobold went to finish him off, but Vick was there just in time to stop that from happening.

"Good," Olen said under his breath as he saw that sequence. "That's the problem with some of those big lumbering types like Troph. They can get so tunneled in on squashing their enemies that they forget the basics, like checking around them to see where more enemies to squash are."

"I'd say it's not just the big types," Seth muttered. "Clearly."

That got a reaction out of Olen. The older man glared at him, while Seth just smirked a little in response.

However, Olen conceded.

"Fair enough," he said quietly before going back to watching the mission unfold.

One kobold after another died and soon, the fortress was empty. The only ones left standing were the adventurers, save for Silvy who was face-down in a pool of her own, and some of her enemies', blood.

"It's done," Olen said, and he turned toward the others. "Go. You should check up on them. I'll stay here with the survivors."

---

Along with their teacher, and all their travel bags, the students then crossed the fortress gate. It was still nighttime, and as such, the moon was reflected in the puddles of blood that covered the ground. A foul smell entered Rin's nostrils and she nearly covered her nose.

She quickly put all of that aside, however, when she saw that most of the people there had bright smiles on their faces.

"Good shit, glad to know you haven't lost your touch," Vick slapped Troph on the back. The man was taking slow, strained breaths, but he returned a grin to his friend.

Elina walked up to Alerian and put her hands on her hips as she tilted her head and said:

"You did well. Let me know if you want to partner up in the future."

Alerian just nodded silently, before crouching down to go through the kobolds' bodies. Everyone else followed in his footsteps and did the same, and all the while, Rin wondered if they had even noticed that Silvy literally died.

Then, to make matters worse, Elina walked over to Silvy's corpse and started checking her pockets, as if she was some random monster she could loot.

That was what set Rin off. She walked over to her, having to raise her legs to skip over the many corpses, and gestured at Silvy's body as Elina patted it down.

"W-What the hell!?" She asked.

"Hm?" Elina looked up at her, confused. "Oh. You're one of the students, right?"

"Yeah but never mind that," Rin shook her head, "why are you taking her stuff?"

Elina just blinked.

"Because she's dead?" The way she answered indicated that she was even more confused.

"And that really makes it okay? I mean, weren't you friends or something?"

When she heard that, Elina finally looked like she gained a little bit of understanding. Rin looked around and found the other adventurers looking at her with some mirth.

"It's not like she'll need anything from now on," Elina told her. "It is what it is. I'm sure if we could ask her, she'd give her stuff willingly if she couldn't use it anymore. That's just how things go."

With that being said, she finished up and walked out of the fortress, leaving Rin alone standing over Silvy's body.

The other adventurers, however, walked into the fortress. Rin noticed this, confused, and went to follow them. What she found was a trail of dead bodies that led up to the door she'd just walked into. But, not all of them were kobolds. Some, indeed, were a few of the adventurers that Rin hadn't made note of yet, and the ones that were still left alive were going through their things as well.

[... Unreal,] Rin thought. What Elina said did make logical sense of course. Silvy was dead, so, neither she nor the other dead adventurers would be needing their stuff anymore. But, she wondered if it really was normal to move on this quickly after seeing your friends die like this.

[Maybe they weren't as close as they seemed, I guess.]

Someone knocked on the door behind Rin as the other adventurers walked past her, having gotten everything they wanted. Rin found Cara there.

"Hey, come over here," she said, and Rin followed her. The two of them walked around the fortress, to a spot where the others couldn't be seen.

Immediately, Rin asked:

"Is that normal? I mean, seriously, they look like they don't care at all about what happened in there."

"Yes," Cara answered quickly. "It is normal." She followed that up with, "because it has to be."

"What?"

"Listen, Rin," she said, as some of the other students found them and walked over. "You guys too. If you're serious about making this your occupation, then you should understand that on any given day, someone you know can die. Part of the reason they aren't too upset about any of this is because they've seen it happen so many times, understand? All it takes is one unlucky moment. One careless moment, and you're done."

As she let those words sink in, she looked at everyone's faces. Rin did the same. John and Carla snuck glances at each other. Rin's eyes met Eve's before the fairy looked away. Dylan and Seth remained mostly composed.

"If you really want the wins, you have to be prepared to take the losses," Cara declared. "It's that simple."
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Once everything was said and done, all Rin could say about the mission was that it left a bad taste in her mouth. Sure, the spectacle of the warriors fighting their way through the opposition had been cool to see, but she still didn't know what to think about the blatant disregard for their fallen adventurers.

She understood that maybe she was just naive, but it still felt wrong.

The remaining adventurers decided they would head out at first light. Most of them, along with the survivors, were asleep, as were the students, save for Cara and Olen who both volunteered to be lookouts for the night. Cara was watching over the students, near the road, while Olen was watching over the adventurers and survivors a short walk away. Before then, Rin set Silvy's death aside, as she did have something she wanted to do. She still had to ask them, and Cara, about those psychos who she'd run into in the caves.

She didn't really expect any of them to have real information, or for the knife and badge that her brother had sent her to mean anything, but she figured it was still worth a shot. If anything, maybe she could finally just let that all set in as just a freak occurrence and move on.

First, she went up to her teacher.

"Hey, Cara," she said, somewhat quietly so as to not wake anyone.

"Yeah?" Her teacher replied, and she only looked slightly tired in Rin's eyes.

"Can I show you that knife I mentioned?"

"Ah, right, right," Cara nodded. "I forgot you wanted to do that. Sorry."

"It's fine," Rin waved that concern away. She then pulled the knife out. "So, yeah, here."

Cara reached out and Rin passed it over to her, before reaching for the badge as well.

"Damn," Cara muttered as she looked down at it. "Fancy."

"And, uh, this, too. If you can."

She then passed her the badge as well, and as Cara looked at both items, Rin scanned her face for a reaction.

Cara analyzed both items for a while before she finally nodded to herself and passed them back to Rin.

"As for the knife, I'm not too sure. To me, it just looks like an expensive dagger, but I think you should show it to Olen, and get his take on it. The badge, though, well, that looks like the Mages Guild symbol. But, maybe an older version?" She tilted her head. "I'm not too sure. But, yeah," she said with a stressed-out face. "Considering those people we found on your first mission, I understand why you wanted me to look at this stuff."

"Should I send it to them?" Rin asked. "I don't really have any use for it myself. Maybe they'll know more about it, though."

"..." At that, Cara sighed. "Well, remember, Rin. They're still suspects in the whole investigation. At the very least, a little bit of logic says that the Mages Guild has some sort of connection to them, considering the fact that their Teleportation spellsign was used, even if it isn't a direct one, or if what happened with you wasn't done with their blessing. So, I'd say you should only talk to them if you know someone from there personally. And, well, you don't, right?"

She was wrong, though. Rin did know someone from the Guild. Someone Cara knew as well. Maybe they weren't exactly friends, but she did know her.

"Anyway, sorry, but, yeah. That's all I can really think of." She then scratched her head. "Your brother had this, though? Was he involved with the Mages Guild at all?"

"Not that I know of, but I guess I could check."

She figured that if anything held the answers to that question, it would be his journal. She just had to keep reading it.

"Hm. Well, the only thing I'd say we can check for sure is that knife. Take it to Olen, see if he knows anything about it."

"Right."

With that being said, Rin went and walked over to where the adventurers were. She could see most of them from here, along with the small campfire that burned between them all. Olen was sitting on the grass, smoking something as she approached him.

The older man raised a brow at her and said:

"Something wrong?"

"No," she shook her head. "Just wanted to ask you about something."

"Ah, what can I do for ya?" Olen asked with a polite smile.

Rin crouched down in front of him and showed off the knife.

"Have you seen anything like this before?" She asked. She made sure to keep a little bit of distance between them just to make sure she didn't come across like she was threatening him.

"Hm..." He narrowed his eyes at the blade in her hands. "I believe so, but... My, oh my, it's been years."

"Wait, really?" Rin raised a brow. She hadn't expected this at all.

"I'm not too sure, but I think this is Cardanian design."

Now, that was something she'd expected to hear even less.

Cardana, the isolated city in the west. To hear that this knife was of Cardanian design was just baffling.

[How did Tristan get his hands on something like this?] She asked herself, looking down at the knife.

"I remember this traveler I met several years ago who was carrying a similar knife to this one. They weren't exactly the same, his was much bigger, but still, it was the same general design. You can probably sell that for quite a few varols," Olen added. "Just don't let these vultures see that thing," he gestured at the sleeping adventurers around him.

"Got it," she nodded. "Thanks."

"No problem."

With that, the conversation nearly ended. Rin turned around and was about to walk away when something else came to her mind. She debated asking about this for a moment, standing just a short distance away from Olen, before she finally turned around.

"Uh, hey," she said, "can I ask you something else?"

"Go ahead."

"... About Silvy," she said, "how often do adventurers like her die on these sorts of missions?"

She wanted to know if it really happened so often that it could be considered normal for them to just discard her from their memory so soon. Olen shook his head with a wry smile.

"Kid, I'll just say this. Anytime less than half of the adventurers who attend a raid die on it, it's considered a victory. That should tell you everything you need to know."

---

"Goodbye, everyone," Olen said to the students when the morning came. "I hope this was at least a little informative for all of you."

That much, Rin couldn't disagree with.

Whether she liked what she'd learned or not, it did shine a light on what she'd be doing whenever she started going out on real missions. If the others were stuck thinking about the same things she was, then she couldn't tell. John and Carla were all smiles as they joked about random things, Eve was humming a little song to herself as she flew by Rin's side, and Dylan looked the same as ever. Just about the only one who seemed to have any real change in their demeanor was Seth, who looked even more distant than usual.

Rin watched him for a few seconds, wondering why he was acting like that. Seth noticed and their eyes met for a moment. After a few seconds, he didn't sneer, he didn't scoff, he just looked away.

[... Weird.]

Interestingly enough, Rin noticed that no one was talking about what they'd seen. That was just... it. They'd seen the adventurers fight, they'd seen Silvy die, and now they were walking back home as though none of that had happened.

And that was it. That was how the trip ended. No celebrations, no bright smiles as they talked about what they'd seen. Just a thoughtful group of students walking back to Libera.




A Ballad for a Curious Water Sprite, Part One

{One Week Later}

{Xhez}

"... though tragedy tends to stain the history of Cradle, one particular moment that will live in infamy is the Burning of Black Fox Bridge. It occurred in the year 415 A.S. when the Prime Minister of Cradle at the time, a woman by the name of Otea Palan, found herself at odds with the leader Cardana, which was then a budding young nation that was still somewhat in communications with the rest of the world. The conflict came from the fact that workers in Cardana were being pressured into having fairly high-risk jobs, managing farms, or participating in construction projects that were surrounded by monsters. Tensions rose and, eventually, an unknown criminal decided to burn the Black Fox Bridge, which had been built to connect Cardana with a portion of land to the north that they were separated from by sea. This..."

"Hey, Xhez."

"Huh?" The sprite looked up.

"We're about to head out," Rin informed her. "You said you wanted to come, right?"

"Oh, right!"

Xhez closed the book she was holding and jumped off of Rin's bed. She and the other woman were alone, as Elisa was off doing something else. Xhez found it slightly strange that these days it felt like she was in this room, outside her bag, more often than Elisa was.

Xhez quickly cast her disguise spell and went to put on some clothes. The adventurer had bought some for her recently, and those fit slightly more comfortably. There was a knock on Rin's door and just as Xhez finished putting on her clothes, Rin opened it.

Maria was standing outside with her hands clutched behind her back and a smile on her face.

"Hello," she greeted them. "Are you both ready?"

"Yeah," Rin nodded before turning toward the sprite. "Xhez?"

"Yes, I am prepared," Xhez stated.

"Ah, it would seem I arrived just in time," Maria noted with a giggle. "I must admit I find myself strangely excited. Maybe because of how many times we've had to cancel."

"M-Me too," Rin said, almost nervously for some reason.

"Don't forget to bring a towel!" Maria said to them, and Rin went to check their things one more time. Indeed, she'd forgotten to pack those weird items.

A few moments later, Xhez, Rin and Maria were all standing outside, all carrying some heavy-looking bags. As they decided they were ready, they finally exited the Academy, on their way to the "hot springs" they'd been planning to visit for a while.

Xhez, in particular, found herself very excited. This idea that Rin had planted in her mind of "magical water" she'd be immersing herself in soon was the main cause of the bright smile that bloomed on her face.

"Rin," Maria addressed her student as the three of them walked along the road, "you haven't told me about any of your fights lately. How have they been going?"

"Uh..." Rin looked away. "I haven't gone to the Arena in a couple of weeks."

"Really?" Maria asked, her brows raised. "Why's that?"

"I... Well, you know, I lost my last fight," Rin said with a sigh. "I just wanna make sure I'm ready before I head over there again."

"Hm..." Maria seemed to disapprove. Xhez would like to believe that she'd been getting better at reading the expressions on people's faces. It helped that Elisa and Rin, who she spent most of her time with, tended to be more transparent. "That's a fine mentality to have, but remember," she said, lifting a finger. "If you don't sign up for more fights, you'll lose your edge. Now, that's fine, if you've decided you want to stick to just adventuring, but if you haven't, then I'd say you should keep that in mind."

"Got it, got it," Rin nodded. "I'll sign up for one soon, just... yeah. So, where is this place anyway?"

"Just another couple of streets down. I trust you'll want to memorize this little route once you've experienced it. It's quite the feeling you're in for."

Xhez couldn't wait.

By the time they arrived, she was so excited she was almost buzzing. The building itself seemed strangely more spacious than the others around it, with two big open doors at the entrance leading to a huge room with a couple of bookshelves on the right, a carpeted floor, and a desk up ahead in front of two other doors. At the desk was a young human man, wearing what Rin had told Xhez was a "work uniform". She'd seen several people wearing this sort of thing by now.

The three of them walked up to him and he bowed.

"Hello, hello," he said with a kind smile, "which of our services will you be requesting today?"

"Could you list them for us? These two I've brought along," Maria gestured at them, "are new."

"Certainly," he bowed politely. "On your left, over here," he gestured at one of the doors behind him, "are the baths. One for men, one for women. We used to have a mixed bath option but... Well," he shrugged. "Things happened and we had to scrap that idea. On your right," he pointed at the other door, "over here we have the massage rooms. Both our massage therapists have been working for quite some time, so, you can rest assured that you would be in good hands should you choose that option."

[Massage?] Xhez tilted her head as Maria went on to ask:

"And, the rates?"

"For the baths, all you need are fifty silvers and you can spend as much time as you'd like in them. For the massage services, well, it depends on what exactly you want to be done. Would you like to hear the options?"

Maria looked over at Rin and the student shook her head.

"I'm good."

"We'll just take the baths, then," Maria said before reaching for her coin pouch. She pulled out the money required for all three of them and the man bowed his head.

"Thank you, enjoy yourselves and feel free to leave any comments or complaints on our little notes over here," he pointed at a notepad.

With that out of the way, the three of them walked through the door on the left and a small hallway before they came out to find the springs, separated by a wooden fence. Instantly, Xhez had a feeling this was going to be amazing. There was a sweet smell in the air and a few people already in the women's section, and to Xhez's pleasant surprise, they were all naked.

She liked the clothes Rin had procured for her, but any opportunity she got to shed these tight layers was a welcome one. Indeed, as Maria began to take her own clothes off, Xhez just about ripped hers away and tossed them aside.

Rin did the same, albeit with a slightly reddened face, for whatever reason, as she subtly tossed glances Maria's way.

Xhez didn't really know what to make of that.

Maria, with a slightly prouder expression than usual, then went into the water as did Rin. The water itself looked crystalline, dark, and gleaming.  Xhez was the last one to go in, and as soon as she did, she felt tingles all around her body.

She gasped, then, as she took the water in through her skin.

[This is... Different,]  she thought with a smile. [It reminds me of the purewater my mothers would bring on occasion.]

She would tell Rin that, but with the other humans around, she kept quiet. She was trying to be mindful of her disguise, after all.

"So, how is it?" Maria asked as the three of them sat with their backs to the wooden edge of the baths. Rin was currently in between Xhez and Maria, looking down at the water.

"I... feel like I'm buzzing," Rin stated.

"Yes," Maria chuckled a little. "It's a peculiar sensation but I think it's pretty sweet."

As for Xhez, she could quickly feel a sort of happiness blossoming within her, which was the result of the water. At the same time, though, she could also feel her head becoming slightly lighter, and her body slightly heavier, just a couple of seconds into being in the baths.

"First time?" A lady asked them.

"Theirs, not mine," Maria replied to her with a smile.

"Nice, I come here just about every month or so. Can't get enough of it."

Xhez had only been in this water for a minute now, and she could understand that sentiment. She didn't want to leave.

Something quickly caught her attention, however. A woman at the opposite end of the bath was humming a little song to herself. One that Xhez remembered from some time ago.

Apparently, her realization must have been easy to see, because Rin asked:

"Xhez? You okay?"

"Hm? Yes," she replied with a smile. "It is just... The song she was humming," she pointed at the lady. "It is a song I heard June sing, back when we went to your home."

"Oh, seriously?" Rin asked.

"You mean June, as in, June Dahlia?" The same lady who'd spoken to them earlier asked.

"Yes," Xhez nodded, and the woman groaned.

"Well, between you and her I guess that's two more people I've met who are going to that concert of hers. By the Divine, I just don't have the varols for it."

Xhez blinked.

"What?" She asked.

"Her concert," the woman said. "Wait, you haven't heard?"

"Uhm," Xhez, Rin, and Maria all looked at each other and shook their heads. "No," Xhez said.

"June's having a concert here in Libera in about two weeks. She should be arriving in town soon," the woman informed them. "I know way too many people who are going. I don't know if I should save up for it, though."

Xhez, however, was barely paying attention to her words as the lady finished up what she said.

[June!? She is going to be in the city soon?] Xhez beamed as she realized that.
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As the three of them headed back to the Academy, Xhez's body felt sluggish. The water had definitely had some sort of effect on her, as it was slightly hard to keep her balance as she walked, and she felt happier than normal. That last one, however, could be thanks to what she'd been told a little while ago.

Her mind remained fixed on the news she'd heard. Apparently, that one human she'd met back at Dren would be coming to Libera soon. Hearing this did bring a smile to her face, as she listened to Maria and Rin speak.

"Wait, what?" Rin asked, confused.

"Don't take this as confirmation," Maria replied. "I'm just saying, this is what the guildmaster is considering."

"So soon, though?"

"Yes. I was surprised as well, naturally," Maria nodded. "If you are going to be out in the field, however, we need to make sure you, and the other students, are adequately prepared. It might not go through, but we should train as though it's a certainty, just in case."

Xhez was a bit too distracted to really focus on what they were saying, and yet she still let out a giggle every time she heard something that sounded funny. It was something about Rin doing missions, which confused Xhez because she thought that was what Rin had already been doing.

However, she set that aside as they said goodbye to Maria and went up to Rin's room. Xhez walked in with a bright smile. Elisa was inside, reading a book that she then set aside for a moment as they entered.

"ELISA!" Xhez called out, jogging over to the woman and giving her a big hug. The act caught Elisa by surprise but she soon returned it. Then, as Xhez pulled back, nearly tripping and falling due to this strange effect she was feeling, she raised a little brow and asked:

"What's got you so happy?" The question was aimed at Xhez.

"A f... A friend," it was slightly hard to say that, for some reason, "is coming to this city," Xhez replied. "I did not think I would get to see her so soon!"

"So, I guess that's what that letter was about," Rin said and Xhez recalled the words June had written for her some time ago.

Knowing that human memory was different from that of sprites, Xhez may have believed that June had forgotten about her had she never gotten that message. The fact that she had, and she knew that not only did June remember her, but she was also looking forward to seeing Xhez again, only added to that elation.

"Damn," Elisa said with raised brows. "Does this friend know you're a sprite?"

At that, Xhez's smile faded just a little and she shook her head.

"Ah, gotcha," Elisa nodded sagely. "Still, must be nice having some more human friends to talk to."

"Indeed," Xhez's smile came back with full force. "I cannot wait to ask her about the places she has been to!"

"Oh? Is she a traveler? What's this mystery woman's name, anyway?"

"June Dahlia," Xhez proudly stated.

Elisa suddenly looked absolutely stunned.

"You know June Dahlia?" She asked with a dazed expression.

"Yes," Xhez affirmed. "Last time we spoke, apparently, we came quite close to doing- no, having sex. That is how you say it, right?" She asked Rin.

For some reason, the raven-haired adventurer looked slightly embarrassed as she nodded.

"Oh, or as you called that one time, 'fucking'," Xhez told Elisa with a proud smile and the woman barked out a loud laugh. "Perhaps now we will finally have this experience!"

"Uh... Sure," Rin said, "but try not to be so direct about it."

"Wait, wait, hold on," Elisa held her hands up, "how the fuck did this happen?"

"Allow me to explain," Xhez said.

"W-Wait," Rin raised a hand and stopped her. "Uh, maybe let me."

"Hm? Why?" Xhez asked.

"I... You might not explain it in a way she understands," Rin reasoned. "It was kinda weird how it happened, after all."

"Ahhh I see," Xhez nodded, and then she stopped, as her head completely disagreed with that movement.

[I feel... strange. In a good way, though,] she noted, shrugging and pushing that thought aside.

"Okay, so, let me explain then," Rin said, before doing just that. She went over the event in a little less detail than Xhez herself would have gone into, noting how Xhez heard June's singing and asked for lessons before the two of them talked for a while, and somehow, in the span of that time Xhez nearly managed to seduce her. It didn't take too long to get everything across, but there were details she didn't mention that Xhez felt she'd like to.

For instance, the naked people everywhere were definitely one of the highlights of that entire trip in Xhez's mind. And, one of the more curious things that occurred was that Xhez's voice had a strange effect on June. She'd known for a while that her voice was magical, as she would use it to defend herself from attackers back when she was in the woods, but she hadn't quite known the soothing capabilities of it that she displayed with June.

She still needed to look into that, Xhez noted. The range of possibilities in her voice, and the different applications of it. If she could use it to help Rin, or simply make her day-to-day life a little sweeter, then Xhez would like to know about it.

"By the Divine," Elisa said with a grin as Rin finished telling the story. "I mean, Xhez," she looked over at the sprite, "you told me you wanted to have sex but it kinda sounds like you could do that anytime you wanted to, with the game you've got."

"Game?" Xhez tilted her head.

"Uh, like, your ability to get people to like you," Elisa explained.

"Ah, I see," Xhez replied, nodding as she internalized that nugget of information.

"So," Elisa continued, "she's coming over for the concert and she let you know ahead of time? Damn."

"You know about it?" Xhez tilted her head.

"A lot of people do," Elisa said. "June's pretty famous already because of how much she travels, and how often she puts on shows. She's still kind of up-and-coming, I wouldn't say she's a household name yet, but she'll probably be one soon enough."

She crossed her legs and put her hands behind her head as she said:

"Have you bought your tickets?"

"Nah," Rin shook her head. "We just heard about this thing a couple of hours ago."

"Hm. In that case, you might wanna go ahead and buy them. They could be selling out sooner than you think."

"Wait, you're right," Rin muttered. "Where can we buy them?"

"I can take you to the place right now if you want," Elisa shrugged.

"Seriously?" Rin asked.

"Yeah, I've got nothing to do today," Elisa said, adding in a quick "for once" at the end. "How about it?"

"Uh, yeah," Rin nodded, and then looked over at Xhez. "What do you think? Does your disguise still have some juice in it?"

"Juice? My disguise does not come with any juices, no," she shook her head.

"Uh, I mean, is it going to last longer."

"Ohhh, sure," Xhez replied. "I believe it should last at least four more hours. Especially since I spent that time in the bath."

"Baths?" Elisa asked.

"Yes," Xhez grinned. "We took a bath with Maria. It was great."

At that, Elisa's brows just about touched the ceiling as she aimed a weird look at Rin, and the adventurer waved her hands back and forth.

"N-Not, the hot springs," she sighed, "we just went to the hot springs with her."

"Damn," Elisa maintained her surprised face. "I didn't know you had it in you to go after a teacher like that. I'm learning a lot today."

"... Can we just go, already?"

"Yeah," Elisa laughed. "Sure. Let's go."




A Ballad for a Curious Water Sprite, Part Three

{Cara}

Another long day was nothing terribly unwelcome to the seasoned adventurer. Cara would certainly rather be back out in the field, but organizing some reports here and there was a fine way to pass the time for her. She took it as an opportunity to assess where each of the students was at the moment, and what they needed to do to progress, so she could get these notes to Mannon and see where the dean and the guildmaster wanted to go from here.

Going through them one by one, her notes started with the adventurers who showed the most promise.

[Sara: Agile, strong, and skilled. There's not much in the form of huge, glaring errors with her. The one thing she could certainly correct is that she has a tendency of getting lost in fights. That lack of focus could come back to bite her in the ass if she's not careful.]

[Dylan: Fleet-footed, calm, and patient. Unlike Sara, Dylan's training came in the form of experience out in the field. He's probably already had to fight some monsters that are well beyond the other adventurers' pay grades. However, although he clearly knows what he's doing, he could stand to be a bit more aggressive. Maybe I can push him in that direction.]

[Elisa: Powerful but deceptively quick. Not much to say about her, honestly. Not only is she a true natural, but she received some of the best training money can buy before she even joined the Academy. Her improvement will come from the missions she does. We just need to get her out and working to see what we can work on.]

These three were definitely the "golden ones" among the students. As long as they avoided the sort of unlucky moment that Silvy fell victim to earlier, then they could all go as far as their ambitions let them.

The next ones were the students she noted had some level of talent, but were very rough around the edges.

[Seth: I don't think anyone would doubt his strength. That alone will be enough to carry him through most missions. However, well, he's kind of a knucklehead. In sparring, the instant he meets a challenge like Sara, or like Elisa, who can deal with his strength, he suddenly has no clue what to do. It's an issue a lot of bigger fighters have. I had that problem too, though. I can probably help him in this regard.]

[Eve: I don't know if it's because she's a fairy or not, but her Essence pool is absolutely enormous. As such, she can certainly be a gifted supporting-role type of adventurer. And, luckily for her, those tend to be in pretty high demand these days. Her problem is simple. With her size and physical composition, if she gets by a single attack from any dangerous creature, she's probably dead. Her reflexes will need to be sharp enough to account for that. That said, I don't think we should hesitate to send her out when she's ready. I believe in her.]

[Carla: It's easy to ignore Carla when you compare her to her classmates, but I've come to the conclusion she keeps it like this on purpose. Carla excels in stealth and surprise attack tactics. She's quick enough to make that style work, too. The problem is, she has absolutely no clue what to do once the fight turns fair. During one of her missions, I watched as she managed to take out three different kobolds without them ever spotting her, but the last one did, and it managed to land a stab at her thigh. I had to step in because of that. My overall take on her is that she needs a bit of combat training, but she could be a decent assassin in the field.]

[Alea: If I was ranking these students by their drive, and their determination to be the best, then Alea would take the top spot without a doubt. A solid mage already, I often catch her in the library trying to memorize spellsigns and researching monsters. She has the hunger in her. There are a few problems with her, however. Firstly, if things don't go according to plan, she tends to break down. That is, unfortunately, one of the worst traits an adventurer can have, as things tend to go wrong all the time. Second, she doesn't exactly get along with others well. I have no idea why that is, but whatever the reason, she needs to get over that. Adventurers work in teams all the time, and if she doesn't learn to do that, I fear her career may be a short one. Still, there's a solid foundation here. Maybe I should sit down and talk to her.]

Finally, she finished her reports with the adventurers who were showing good signs but had too much to work on before she could confidently say they were ready to start taking missions.

[Lisa: A caring, gentle person, with a decent Essence pool. She has what she needs to be a good healer, but the issue is that it doesn't seem like she has it in her to do much else. Now, granted, as I've already said, supporting-role adventurers are in high demand. She could definitely make things work as just a healer, but if she doesn't get a bit of aggression in her, she won't have the kind of drive that you need to survive long-term out there. I might have to play the "bad teacher" a bit with her. Either that or maybe she'll learn on her own.]

[Varyn: The boy's best quality, from what I can see so far, is his resilience. I haven't gone on any missions with him, but from what Harriton tells me, he's taken plenty of hits that have made the mage think he should step in, only for Varyn to rise up and take down his enemies. He's got natural durability to him that will serve him well. The problem is that, not every hit you take is one you can just push through. If he's not careful, he might end up in a situation that's too bad to come back from, but the fact that he's a spellweaver does mean he should be pretty far from harm most of the time. Still, he needs to work on his awareness, and his physical capabilities.]

[John: He has the Essence pool to be a decent mage, the problem is that he doesn't really stand out in any particular aspect. Harriton and Eli have been the ones to take him on his missions, and they say that although he doesn't do anything terribly, he's also not really great at anything, the way most of the other students are. This isn't inherently bad. If anything, having someone who's well-rounded like this can serve as a good foundation for an adventuring team. However, I worry he won't be able to tackle any of the higher-ranked missions. He might end up being a low-econ adventurer, not that there's anything wrong with that, but the point of the Academy is to create stand-out adventurers. And, right now, I can't see how he could reach that point.]

That left her with one more student she needed to write a report on. She jotted the girl's name down and paused.

[Rin: I'm worried for her. Sure, she's being trained by Maria personally, and she's picking up on my coworker's lessons pretty well. She's getting stronger, and faster, and she's learning the skills she needs to succeed at a good pace. There's just one simple issue. Confidence. Or, the lack thereof. Given what happened to her at the start of her semester, it's easy to see why she'd be a little bit haunted by that, but it still seems to me like she's unsure of herself. I already talked about how Lisa could use a little bloodlust, and Rin's lack of confidence falls under that same category of concern. If she doesn't believe in herself, it could lead to moments of inadequacy on the field that could be fatal.]

She stopped writing for a moment, putting a hand on her head. With a sigh, she kept going.

[Maria doesn't like it when I involve myself too much with her, but I feel like I have to. If Maria doesn't get this girl to think that she can do this, that she can be a great adventurer, I might have to do it.]

---

{Xhez}

Standing outside a small building, Xhez, Rin, and Elisa formed part of a line that stretched nearly to the end of the street. Everyone was here with one goal in mind. They wanted to get their own tickets.

It was a little hard for Xhez to keep herself straight. That weird feeling the water had given her was still there, and her knees felt a little weak. At the same time, however, she felt so happy her cheeks were starting to hurt.

"Well, shit," Elisa said as she looked around. "Good thing we got here when we did, I guess."

[The excitement is so clear to see,] Xhez said with a little smile as scanned the human's faces. [I can feel such brightness in everyone today. Why is that, though?] She asked herself before her eyes fell on someone who was in the line as well. Someone she'd seen at the Academy, when she walked around with Rin.

[Ohhh, the beastborn!] She thought. [Varyn, I believe his name was. I should go talk to him!]




A Ballad for a Curious Water Sprite, Part Four

{Varyn}

No matter how many times the beastborn found himself in these situations, he couldn't help but be a little uncomfortable. Everywhere he looked while he stood in this line were nothing but humans. He was absolutely surrounded by them. All it would take is one of them, one human who thought his kind were just monsters hiding in plain sight, and he could soon be feeling a knife entering his back before the day was over.

[Just get those damn tickets and you can go,] he reminded himself. [It'll be fine.]

It had taken his sister begging for him to buy her these tickets for a few days straight to convince him to come here, and now, he was wondering if he had been persuaded too easily. Between the humans, the sun, the subtle smell of sweat in the air, and his growing irritation, he was just a couple of seconds away from walking out.

Just in case, he reached down for his coin pouch to see if he'd actually brought the varols necessary. A part of him hoped he hadn't. He was slightly disappointed to find out he'd been responsible enough to check if he had the necessary

Slowly, the line progressed but that uncomfortable feeling remained. Naturally, Varyn's hands wrapped around his wrists, as if protecting them from some invisible threat. He closed his eyes and tried to take a deep breath, but that only served to put the images his mind brought up right in front of his eyes. Suddenly, he was right back in Cradle, listening to a voice he hadn't heard in years.

"This one is dedicated." An old man had told a noble family, back then. "Doesn't matter what you make 'im do, 'e will do it."

"How much?" Someone responded as Varyn stared down at the shackles around his wrists.

"For a few days?"

"No. To own him."

Varyn shook his head and opened his eyes, bringing himself back to the present. He was still in the line, and it had only moved a few steps forward.

[I hate it here,] he noted, inhaling slowly. He'd much rather be in the Academy's library right now. He'd probably head straight there as soon as he was done buying these tickets.

Before he could get too excited at the thought of leaving, however, something else soon distracted him.

A woman walked up to her. She was just a couple of inches shorter than Varyn, and exceptionally thin. What stood out the most was the woman's striking amber eyes and raven hair, which, of course, reminded Varyn of someone who had been his teammate recently.

"Hello!" The woman said with a bright and friendly tone. Varyn just blinked.

"..."

[Who is this, and why is she talking to me?]

He inspected the woman then and remembered something.

[Wait... I've seen her a few times at the Academy.]

"Xhez!" Another woman said, then, jogging up to them. When Varyn saw her, the same woman he'd been reminded of earlier, their similarities became even more noticeable, as did their differences. "Wait up!"

Varyn's eyes flickered back and forth between them.

Rin reached them and placed a hand on the girl's shoulder before saying:

"Uh, h-hey," she smiled nervously. "Varyn. Hi. How, uh, how are you?"

"..." Varyn just blinked.

"So, anyway, uh, this is my sister!" She gestured at the girl next to her. "Her name's Xhez."

"Greetings," Xhez said, looking at Varyn with an expression so sunny it was weird to see.

[... Wait a second,] Varyn thought as he squinted a little at her. He could faintly feel Essence surrounding the girl, almost as though...

[Is there an Illusion happening here?] He thought, tilting his head at her.

It was one of the very few benefits of being beastborn. It was slightly easier for him to detect Essence than it was for a human.

Before he could get to the bottom of this, though, Rin was pulling the girl away.

"Sorry to bother you, uh, we're just gonna... yeah," she said, pointing back. Several spots ahead, Varyn found Elisa watching them with a smirk and pieced together that they had probably come together.

"Hm? What is the prob...?" Before Xhez could even finish that question, however, she was being pulled over to where Elisa was.

All while Varyn just stood there, somewhat amused, somewhat perplexed.

In the end, however, all he did was shrug.

[Whatever. I just need to get these tickets back to my sister and then I'll take a fucking nap or something.]

---

{Xhez}

Later, as the night arrived, Xhez, Rin, and Elisa were heading back to the Academy, all while Rin explained to the sprite why she couldn't just run up to people and do that sort of thing.

"I do not understand," Xhez said. "As long as my illusion is up, is there truly any harm in speaking to random people?"

Maybe it was a result of that strange fuzzy feeling that had spread out from inside of her ever since she took that bath before, but she just couldn't get it.

"Well, not necessarily," Rin responded, "but, it's... Ah, I don't know how to say this."

"It can make people uncomfortable," Elisa tried to add to Rin's point. "But," she quickly continued, "I think that was fine, honestly."

"Really?" Rin asked, raising a brow.

"Yeah," Elisa shrugged. "I mean, all she did was say 'hi', and it's Varyn. I mean, hopefully, this doesn't come off in a weird way, but I feel like he wouldn't care too much to find out she isn't human, you know?"

At that, Rin looked away.

"... Maybe I'm worrying too much," Rin conceded.

As they went back to Rin's room, Xhez put that moment behind her though.

[Eh, I will try again if I see him around here,] she thought. [I suppose there were a lot of people around. Maybe it would make him less uncomfortable if I greeted him in a more peaceful place?]

"Hey, look," Elisa said, as she went over to her bed. "I think a letter just came in for you."

There was an envelope laid out on Rin's bed. The adventurer went over and sat down before picking it up. Xhez sat next to her as Rin scanned it.

"Oh, this is for Xhez," she muttered. "It's from June."

The instant Xhez heard that she beamed. Rin tore open the envelope and passed it over to the sprite, which Xhez appreciated as it gave her the chance to show off some of those reading skills she'd been picking up.

"Dear Xhez," the letter began, "I hope the Divine has kept you blessed these days. I am writing this letter to you to let you know that I will soon be performing in Libera! That was where you said you had been staying, right? I should be arriving on Saturday! I'll be staying at the Second Sun Hotel. Pay me a visit if you can and maybe we'll look into giving you some more singing lessons. You know, if we're not too distracted doing certain other things."

As Xhez finished reading the letter, she looked up at Rin, confused.

"What could we be distracted with?" Xhez asked, tilting her head.

"Sex."

Elisa answered the question from her bed, with a smirk.

"Oh!" Xhez perked up. "Right, I'd been meaning to try that!"




A Ballad for a Curious Water Sprite, Part Five

{Rin}

At night, another letter soon arrived.

This one, however, didn't come from June but from someone Rin had reached out to earlier. Rin grabbed it off her bed as the bird that delivered it turned into wood. She opened the letter and sat down, as Elisa slept in her own bed, snoring lightly. With her back to the wall, Rin held the letter up so the moonlight pouring in through the windows would illuminate the words in front of her.

And, the letter read:

[Dear Rin, first of all, I'm happy to hear from you. Hopefully, your studies and your training have managed to progress at a satisfactory rate. Now, as for this badge you described. I did a minor amount of research, as I am rather busy with my own affairs, but I did find that there once existed a version of the Mages Guild emblem that fit the description you gave me. It was discontinued, however, and I don't believe anyone still uses it. Whatever you found must be quite the relic. Anyway, do feel free to speak with me more often. It is certainly a welcome reprieve from my usual routine.]

[With warm regards, your friend, Sye.]

As Rin finished reading Sye's letter, she nodded to herself and folded the paper up. Once she put it away, she closed her eyes and laid down properly, preparing herself mentally for the next day.

She would need to get back to work, after all.

---

On Saturday morning, just after her shower, Rin walked up to the Meditation Center. Her mind was stuck between a few different places at the moment. From the fact that she'd skipped a Triss day, to the unfortunate reality that she didn't feel she was ready to head back to the arena, and of course, the fact that June was set to arrive today, and Xhez would absolutely want to go see her.

As distracted as she felt by all of these matters, Rin decided that her best move right now would be to get some training done. Once she was done with that, she could figure out what she wanted to do next week.

[Maria did say that if I wanted to keep going to the Arena, I should head back soon so that I don't get rusty,] she thought. [May as well try again. If I take another loss, then at least I can say I gave it my best shot.]

She was about to walk into the Meditation Center when she stopped just outside the room as she heard people speaking within.

"Yes," Maria said to someone, "I believe that would be the best course of action for you."

"Hm," Rin hummed to herself with a bit of curiosity as she then knocked on the door.

"Come in," Maria said and Rin walked inside. As she entered the room, she found Maria sitting down opposite Varyn, who had his back turned to the door. The wolf-eared boy was carrying a sword on his lap, looking down at it analytically. "Ah, Rin, good morning."

At the mention of her, Varyn turned around and cast an uncaring look her way.

"Hi," Rin greeted them before she went and sat down next to Maria.

"We can begin your training in a moment," Maria told her. "Your classmate over here was just expressing his dissatisfaction with the sword he uses in combat. Naturally, I tried to persuade him to join our particular walk of life, but alas, he does not share our vision."

"I don't really feel like getting myself killed trying to fight monsters with my bare fists," he muttered. "No offense."

"None taken," Rin replied. She couldn't really blame anyone for thinking what she was trying to do was a little bit foolish.

"Anyway, as I was saying," Maria turned toward him, "I believe that for your style, having a close-range option would be nice but ultimately, your goal should be to keep your distance from enemies at all times. That is why I recommend you simply get yourself a shield," Maria explained. "Use it to keep enemies at bay, push them away from you, and cast spells with your dominant hand."

"I guess it makes sense," Varyn nodded before quickly standing up and bowing. "Thank you."

"Anytime," Maria said and Varyn soon exited the room. "Polite young man, that one. As for you, though," she turned toward her, "how are you doing today?"

"Just woke up. Wanted to get a bit of work done," she said with a smile.

"An attitude I can certainly appreciate. Though, all good things done in excess can turn sour. Feel free to take breaks every now and then. This is my subtle way of telling you that if you ever want to head to those springs again, you need only let me know," she said with a wink, and Rin nearly blushed.

Just thinking back to that time they'd spent earlier was enough to make Rin feel a little warmer. Her teacher was almost painfully hot under all the cloth she normally wore. A discovery Rin made that she almost wished she hadn't.

"Anyway, let's get started!"

---

{Xhez}

"Hey, psst, Xhez."

Rin woke Xhez late in the day, as was highlighted by the orange tinge in the sunlight that draped itself over her room.

As soon as the sprite's eyes opened, a little smile bloomed on her face. The first thing she asked was:

"Is it Saturday already?"

"Mhm," Rin nodded, and Xhez could see her returning a similar smile from above. "Wanna come out?"

She didn't even need to ask. As Rin took a step back, Xhez flipped out of her bag and landed outside with a little thud. She beamed at the raven-haired girl and said:

"Has she arrived yet?"

"Probably," Rin shrugged. "It's pretty late out. I asked someone for directions earlier. Figured I'd take you there now and, well, yeah, leave you to it after that."

"I am ready to go!"

"Heh," chuckled, "I know you wanna get to the part where your clothes are on her floor and everything, but you can't just walk over there naked."

"O-Oh, right," Xhez replied.

Soon, she was in her illusory disguise, wearing a casual outfit that Rin picked out for her. A sleeveless white shirt, some brown shorts, a little hat, and some sandals. The hat felt strange on her sensitive hair, but as she scanned herself in the mirror, Xhez decided she liked the look of it.

As they left the room, Rin told her:

"Uh, look, after I take you there, she might want to spend a little more time with you, and I'm not about to interrupt," Rin stated. "So, I'm just gonna come back here. Meaning, you're gonna have to walk back on your own. Think you can handle that?"

"Of course," Xhez replied confidently as they passed by a couple of older students. "I know I am inexperienced, but I am still quite capable on my own. I will make it back unscathed!"

"Good," Rin nodded with a smile that was only slightly nervous.

They cut through the streets outside, making their way to the northern section of Libera, where Rin said the hotel was located. As she listened to her, Xhez made sure to memorize the path they were on, so she could come back safely.

"Remember the rules," Rin said, speaking at a slightly lower volume. "Avoid guards, they're trained to see through illusions. If anyone looks at you strangely or whatever, walk a little faster. If things get bad, then, use those spellsigns I taught you way back when, and run to the Academy. We'll figure things out from there. Okay?"

"Understood," Xhez nodded. "Thank you, Rin. I appreciate the trust you are placing in me."

They arrived a little later at a building labeled Second Sun Hotel, and Xhez felt elation spread all throughout her as a few humans walked out wearing what Rin had described to her once as "business suits".

[Ahhh, I am so excited!]

She could feel her heart beating quickly against her chest. Just thinking about the time she'd spent with June in Dren was enough to make her feel just as warm as she had been that day. What she'd gotten a taste of then was a sensation she, unfortunately, hadn't gotten to experience since. Which was especially sad given that it ranked pretty highly on her list of favorite things she'd discovered about human society.

"Well... we're here," Rin said with a smile as they walked in. Xhez returned the look and grinned.

They walked up to someone and Rin asked about June, but Xhez was so excited she barely listened.

"Yes, let me ask about you," the man Rin spoke to replied.

"Tell her it's Xhez," Rin said.

The man pressed some buttons and spoke into a strange object before nodding twice and saying:

"She will be down shortly."

"... Well," Rin turned to Xhez. "I guess that's my cue to go."

"Thank you, Rin," Xhez said, maintaining that grin. "You do not know how much this means to me."

"I just hope you have fun," Rin said with a giggle. "Good luck."

And, with that, she turned away and Xhez was left here, on her own. She balled up her hands into fists and nodded to herself, trying to bolster her confidence.

[I can do this! I have read enough books and been around the city enough. I understand human society! Well, a little anyway.]

"Xhez!" A woman called out and the sprite was taken out of her thoughts.

And, as she turned toward the voice, she saw her friend, and Xhez grinned as she ran up and the two shared a tight hug.




A Ballad for a Curious Water Sprite, Part Six

{Cara}

It didn't happen too often that Cara spent time with the other teachers. Mostly, she preferred to sit in her office and get some paperwork out of the way or spend her time downtown drinking wine by her lonesome in a dingy bar. Today, however, Harriton had other ideas.

A couple of knocks on her office door made Cara's head snap up.

"Come in," she said.

"Hello, hello," Harriton greeted her with a charming smile as he swung the door open.

"Hm?" Cara raised a brow. "Good evening."

"Good evening!" Harriton said, before leaning against the door. "Did you hear about that new Cardanian restaurant that just opened up?"

"No."

"Well, how about we go check it out?" Harriton asked.

"Hmm... I don't know," Cara muttered.

"Come on, I heard Cardanian dishes are absolutely amazing. Plus," he gave her a slightly concerned look, though he kept that smile up, "you gotta take a break sometime, right?"

At that, Cara paused. Almost as if agreeing with him, her stomach growled and Harriton chuckled. Cara let out a big sigh and stood up, sliding her chair back.

"Fine."

"Aye, there we go!" Harriton cheered as he walked out into the hall.

Following him, the two teachers exited the Academy. A couple of second-year students greeted them as they made their way out the gates.

"Did you hear about the grandmaster's ideas regarding our young talent?" Harriton asked.

"Yeah," Cara nodded. "I don't like it."

"Same," Harriton replied with a  nod. "I can understand where she's coming from, but, I feel like some of the students are still getting their nerves out. Some of them are absolutely ready, though," he countered, "we can't ignore them. Sara, Seth, Elisa, Dylan. You put any of them to work right now they'd make a few varols. The others, though, I feel like they need a little more time."

"I was thinking of sending her a letter," Cara stated. "Might just get me fired, though."

"Nah," Harriton quickly shook his head. "She's headstrong, but she's not stupid. Still, I have to wonder if things are getting bad enough up there that they feel like they need more hands."

Cara could definitely believe that. It felt like every day she was hearing about how some farm got attacked, or some travelers were taken right off the roads. There was too much activity occurring around the world, and not enough adventurers to deal with it all.

"It'll only get worse if they send people in before they're prepared," Cara mumbled in response.

They soon reached the restaurant Harriton had in mind. Cara didn't know too much about Cardana, but if what Rin told her about the knife a couple of days ago was any indication, it seemed black and gold was just their preferred aesthetic.

[How exactly did her brother end up with that kind of thing?] Cara wondered before the two teachers walked in.

It was packed inside, with most of the customers of this new establishment being upper-class types wearing gaudy suits and vibrant skirts. Harriton and Cara couldn't have looked more out of place if they tried, with Harriton's casual jacket and Cara's leather top and jeans.

Whether they had the money or not to be here, however, was undeniable. So, as the man at the front desk charged them for a table, the two of them produced a gold coin each and were taken to their seat by a waitress.

"Fancy, ain't it?" Harriton asked.

"I guess," Cara replied as she looked around.

"I had heard Cardana was a bit more rural than this kind of look would have people believe, though. I wonder if we actually went there, would we find any places like this?"

"Not enough people have been to that city to know," Cara shrugged.

"That might just be the point," Harriton chuckled.

"Hello, how may I help you this evening?" The same waitress returned to their table and asked, cutting their conversation off.

A few moments later, the two of them were looking down at some strange-looking food on their plates. A few thin white strips of meat next to what Cara could only describe as red-colored lettuce. As she cut a piece of it off and lifted it up to her lips, she found that the taste was absolutely spectacular. It carried a flavorful sweetness to it that Cara instantly fell in love with.

"This is good," she remarked quietly. "Damn good."

"Agreed," Harriton said with a closed smile as he chewed on it. "Can't say I've tasted much like this."

"Same."

The contents of their plates slowly vanished, but before they could, Cara spotted someone. Sitting just a few tables away, behind Harriton, was a girl with amber eyes, black hair, and a kind smile aimed at the woman in front of her, who she was sitting with.

Instantly, Cara thought of Rin, but as she looked down at her body she saw that this was her sister, the girl Rin dragged around the Academy sometimes. Cara narrowed her eyes at her. There was something off about this girl, but she couldn't quite put her finger on it.

Whenever her eyes fell on her, here or at the Academy, something would flare up inside of Cara that told her she was weird.

[... Whatever,] Cara thought, putting that matter aside.

"Is anything wrong?" Harriton asked.

"Hm?"

"You seem a little, em, shaken if you will," he said with a smile.

Cara snuck another look at the girl behind the mage. Then, she shook her head.

"No, no, I'm good."

---

{Earlier}

{Xhez}

"By the Divine, it's good to see you again!" June said as she wrapped her arms around Xhez and pressed the sprite against her chest. Xhez returned the hug, taking in her warmth. "Oh, did you walk a long way?"

"Hm?" Xhez tilted her head.

"You're a bit sweaty, darling," June said with a chuckle. "Come on, let's get you dried up."

"W-What?" Xhez asked, but the woman was pulling her deeper into the building before she could get any sort of explanation.

They went into one of those moving, cramped, rooms Rin called elevators. Xhez preferred the stairs, though. These rooms always made her feel a little dizzy as they started moving. Eventually, they came out to a hall with a red carpet on the floor and art on the walls. Art was a concept Xhez didn't have too good an understanding of, only hearing it in passing in the books she'd read.

Regardless, June opened up a door at the end of the hall and pulled Xhez in.

"Ta-da~," June said as she did a flourish with her hands, gesturing at the inside of the room. There was an emerald-colored bed along with some drawers, a huge mirror, and some strange mechanical equipment sitting at the corner near the door. "How do you like it?"

"How do I like what?"

"My room," June replied, with a bit of a grin. "It's not much, but... Well," she smiled as she looked around, "there was I time I thought I'd never even see a place like this. Much less actually be able to spend money on one and be in here."

"I suppose it is nice," Xhez replied. It was hard to gauge whether she liked one room more than another. As long as it didn't move around like those elevators, she was fine with whatever.

"Sheesh, you're a hard girl to please," June told her with a laugh.

[Am I?]

To Xhez, it felt like the opposite. All she'd done since she'd arrived at Libera was look for things that she liked and learn about them.

"Make yourself at home," June told her, "you don't have to stand there like that. I won't bite... Unless you want me to," she winked.

Taking that advice, she walked in and sat down by the woman's side, on the bed.

"Oh, we should probably get you cleaned up, though," June said, before reaching for a nearby towel wrapped over a wooden chair.

She then shifted a little closer to Xhez and took her towel and passed it over Xhez's arms, forehead and shoulders. She didn't really enjoy the feeling of that thing sliding over her skin. It was strangely rough.

"Hm?" June tilted her head, a little confused. "You're still sweating a ton. Are you that nervous?"

"Um... I-"

Before Xhez could form any sort of an answer, June leaned in and pressed a little kiss against her lips. Xhez was caught by surprise, and she felt shivers go down her spine.

"If you're just concerned I don't like you anymore or something, well, all I can say is that is certainly not true."

Xhez took a deep breath. She reached up and touched the center of her chest, where her heart was. It was beating quite rapidly right now.

"Can we do that again?" Xhez asked June, and the woman barked out a laugh.

"Sure, sure," she replied, with a dimpled smile, "later, though. For now, I actually wanted to go grab a bite to eat. Care to join me?"

"Of course," Xhez nodded.

"Wonderful. Come on, then. It's this new Cardanian spot one of my bandmates told me about. I've heard good things about it."
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June ended up taking Xhez to an establishment that seemed a little less colorful than the other buildings around it. It didn't really matter where she took Xhez, though, she was pretty certain she'd be feeling just as excited.

"Here we are," June said, as they walked inside, gesturing at everything in front of them. "Full disclosure, this is my first time coming here. The food could be terrible, for all I know. Just saying."

"I do not mind," Xhez stated with a smile that June returned. June spoke to another human then and discussed something regarding "reservations" before they were taken to a table near the back of the building, around the center.

As they sat down, June was handed a glass of water, as was Xhez. June began to take a sip and the sprite asked:

"Um, when do we begin the sex?"

June spit the water out.

"Ha!" She laughed as she quickly reached for some paper on the table and cleaned her chin up. "Ah, don't get me wrong, I know these people would enjoy the show but, uh... Maybe we should wait till we're in a slightly more private setting," she said with a wink.

[Oh, wait, Rin told me not to be too direct about this.]

"If you wish to eat first, we can do that!" She stated.

"Honestly," June said, letting out a big breath as she kept a smile on her face, but looked around, "I just wanna talk a little. How have you been?"

"Oh," Xhez blinked and then smiled a little. "I have been well!"

"I'm glad to hear that, sweetheart," June replied. "Admittedly, things have been a little more hectic on my end."

"Hectic?"

"Yeah," June rested her head on her right palm, looking off to the side. Suddenly, that smile faded just a little. "Traveling from one place to another, constantly, can be annoying at times. Especially when people insist you drop everything to see to their needs all the time, but," she sighed, waving a hand in the air. "What about you? What have you been doing?"

When Xhez heard that question, she opened her mouth about to answer something along the lines of "learning about humanity" but she quickly stopped herself from doing that.

[Hm... What can I say?]

"Oh,  ehm, I have been spending time with my sister."

"Oh?" June raised a brow. "You have a sister?"

"Yes. She is human, like me, of course."

June gave her a slightly weird look at that statement before saying:

"Uh, but didn't you say you were raised in a forest? Was your sister with you then?"

"N-No," Xhez smiled a little nervously. "I met her here, in Libera, actually."

"Oh, my," June seemed surprised. "She was raised here, while you were off living in the woods? Seems a little unfair."

"I do not mind," Xhez quickly stated. "Um, well, ever since we met, I have been doing my best to learn about her and her world, so to speak. She is a wonderful person. I would not have had it any other way," Xhez said with a wide smile.

"Hm... I suppose that's great," June said with a slightly arched brow. "I wish I was quite as lucky."

Xhez tilted her head at that, as a human came and asked them something. Xhez was a bit too distracted by that statement to really focus up, though.

"We haven't even decided what we'll be having," June noted. "What are you thinking of?"

"Um... Are we not going to have the same food?" Xhez asked.

"We can order the same thing if you want," June shrugged. "Let's see here..." She opened up a little book in front of her, though this one was much thinner than any other book Xhez had seen. "Oh! How about some yariko thighs with honey and potatoes? How does that sound?"

Xhez blinked. In the wild, this sort of thing was something she wouldn't have dreamed of. However, here, in June's presence, she had to act human. So, she swallowed whatever guilt appeared and said: 

"... Fine." Xhez shrugged.

"Great."

One by one, people inside the restaurant had started to leave as they finished their meals. Two of them were people Xhez knew from the Academy.

[Wait,] she thought. [Are those not Rin's teachers?]

Only one of them spared her a look, however. Cara. The woman snuck a suspicious glance her way, before the man she was with all but dragged her out of the restaurant.

[Strange.]

A while later, a pair of plates were brought to them carrying some delicious-smelling food, along with some metallic utensils.

[Ah, I still do not have much experience using these, outside of when Rin and I head to the cafeteria,] Xhez lamented as she picked up a spoon. [Maybe I can just mimic her though.]

She watched as June then took a knife, and raised it over a part of the yariko thigh. She pressed her index finger on the back and pushed the blade down, holding the meat in place with a fork in her other hand. Xhez imitated her, all the way up until she finished and fully sliced off the meat, before lifting it up to her elegant lips. There was a certain grace to each of her movements that Xhez felt was alluring.

In the process of watching that unfold, their eyes met. Xhez felt a little warmer inside then, as June smiled a little.

"Don't let your food go cold," June said and Xhez nodded.

"R-Right."

[Hm... I feel a little strange,] Xhez thought. [In a good way, though! This is very informative!]

Soon, they were both halfway done with their meals and Xhez was beginning to consider asking Rin if they could come here every day. The food at the cafeteria was tasty, but this was on a completely different level. June distracted her from those thoughts soon enough, however, while they were talking.

"Um, no," June replied to something, shaking her head.

"Really? There are no more vehicles like that train? Anywhere?" Xhez asked.

"I can't imagine how much it would cost to make another one of those," June chuckled. "Uh, no, I mostly travel by carriage, whenever I'm heading to one of the eastern villages."

"What are they like?"

"I..." June paused. "I wish I'd been able to focus a little more on my last trip. Unfortunately, I don't have much to say."

As June's mood seemed to have gone down again, Xhez asked:

"Why were you not able to focus?"

At that, June looked up at her. It felt like she was considering saying something before she just shook her head.

"I'm sure it would bore you to hear about stuff like that," she said, though she hadn't given any indication of what she'd be talking about.

Xhez smiled kindly at her and said:

"I would be glad to hear anything you have to say. If it is something you wish to say, then surely it is interesting!"

"Heh, yeah, right," June said, smiling, though in a different way. "Wasn't it the sex you wanted to get to? Might take a while if we go down this little detour."

"Hm?" Xhez tilted her head. "Of course, I am looking forward to that but speaking with you is just as enjoyable! No matter what it's about."

[Well...] Xhez thought. [Nearly as enjoyable, if Rin's memories are anything to go by.]

"Mm..." June took a deep breath. For a moment, they just looked at each other. "Okay, sure. But, if this kills the mood or whatever, don't say I didn't warn ya, sweetheart."
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{Rin}

With Xhez out on her date and Elisa somewhere else, Rin was left alone in her room with not much to do but think.

[Could always just go up and get some more training done,] Rin thought as she stared up at the ceiling.

A few other options ran through her mind. She could get some studying done, sit down and learn about some of the different monsters she could be fighting soon, which she hadn't done in a very long time. She could get back to reading Tristan's journal, and see how his first mission went.

Instead, something else took up most of her thoughts.

[... I should, shouldn't I?]

The Arena. A path that Rin had initially thought was made for her, given the skills she'd chosen to work on. However, that last fight left a bad taste in her mouth. And yet, she still felt a pull to that place.

Like Maria had said, if she did want to go back, she'd need to go soon so as to not lose out on her fighting edge. With that going through her mind, Rin sat up and let out a bit of a sigh, nodding to herself.

[Screw it, I'm just going to go in, ask for a fight, and we'll see what happens next time. If I lose again, then... Maybe I should just stick to adventuring.]

On that note, she got up, put on some shoes, and walked out her door.

As she exited the Academy, Rin couldn't help but wonder how things were going for Xhez. She was sure Xhez had the charm to maintain June's interest, but hopefully, she hadn't blown her cover yet.

[She'll be fine,] she told herself. [Just trust her.]

Cutting through Libera's streets, Rin mostly kept her eyes low, remaining deep in thought, right up until she was arriving at the Arena, There was no line outside, but Rin heard cheers coming from behind the building's front door.

[A fight's on?] She wondered as she walked up to the guard outside.

He recognized her, of course, and stepped aside to let her in. Indeed, as she walked into the building, she found a crowd raucously letting the fighters on the stage know they appreciated the sight of them beating the crap out of each other. Rin moved around them, only drawing a few eyes to herself, as she went backstage.

Fighters' gloves smacked against leather and pads as people trained all around the spacious room. Rin's eyes quickly found Olina behind her desk, speaking with another fighter, and she walked over to her.

Almost as soon as she arrived, the other fighter left and Olina looked up. When she saw her, the woman's brows shot up.

"Ah, Rosecaller, right?" She asked and Rin nodded. "We were wondering if we'd see you again," she said with a smile.

[Don't get too excited, if I get my ass kicked I won't be showing up again,] Rin thought as she crossed her arms.

"Uh, hey. Can I take a fight?"

"Certainly," she replied with a smile. Scanning her notebook, her eyes moved from one spot to another before she looked back up. "We have another newblood set up for a fight on Wednesday. How does that sound?"

"I'm down," Rin nodded.

"Splendid," Olina said before jotting Rin down for that slot. "Be careful about showing up without your disguise, by the way. What's the point of it if everyone learns you're a fighter anyway?"

"R-Right," Rin said with an awkward chuckle. "I just... didn't have it available today."

"No worries, no worries," Olina told her.

Then, Rin heard a voice behind her.

"Damn, you actually came back?"

She turned around and found Trodon, the man who had guided her through the process of joining the arena earlier, walking up with a smile. He was carrying a punching pad under his right arm and his shirt had some sweat stains on it.

"Yeah," Rin replied. "Figured I'd give it another shot."

"Good, good. Bit of a tough matchup you got last time. That guy you fought pretty much lives here."

[Still, I feel like I probably should have won that. I don't know.]

"Will you be training here?" Trodon asked.

"Probably not," Rin replied. "I think I'll just keep training with Maria."

"Right, right. Understandable, with a teacher like that," Trodon nodded. "Still, feel free to stop by. I'll give you some pointers if you do."

"Yeah? Uh, maybe I'll take you up on that," Rin said.

At that moment, Rin noticed someone walking through the room behind Trodon. Seth was there, holding a thick bag over his shoulder as he paced to another part of the building, his eyes low and a distant look on his face. Rin watched him go and sighed.

[... Some day, maybe I can get a rematch.]

With that done, Rin walked out with a fight scheduled and a nervous feeling in her gut. Still, she tried to keep her chin up as she went back to the Academy.

[Just train as hard as you can, pray to the Divine that you win, and if you don't, then it is what it is. Just try your best.]

---

{Xhez}

"... And, yeah," June said, "I... I'm wondering about that."

Her eyes were half-lidded and her expression seemed almost annoyed, though she wasn't aiming that face at Xhez right now.

In fact, this entire time she'd been talking, it was like Xhez had stopped existing, outside of when she asked the occasional question.

"Do you not enjoy singing?" Xhez asked.

"No, no," June shook her head. "I do, it's just... There's so much around it that I... I don't feel too positively about..." she chuckled, though there was no sense of happiness behind the sound. "I haven't seen my family in a while, for one. Traveling from one place to another so much sounds great at first but, I haven't gotten a good night's sleep in weeks. And, well, I'm not exactly making the money one would think I would be. Even though I can afford places like these," she gestured around them. "Don't misunderstand," she smiled sadly, "I love singing. When I actually get to perform, it's a spectacular feeling. One I wouldn't trade for anything. Still, it's far from perfect."

Xhez looked away, as she thought about this for a moment. There wasn't much that she could say she didn't enjoy doing these days, but if there were, she figured it would be easy enough to simply not do it. The way June talked about her life, however, it seemed like that activity she loved was surrounded by negativity.

She had no idea what she would do if she ended up in the same situation.

"I cannot say I understand where you are coming from," Xhez told her, "but, as long as you are doing something you enjoy, I would argue that is the right path."

"Maybe," June replied. "Sure got a lot of stuff I'd rather not deal with, though."

"As long as you can keep singing, it is worth it though, right?" Xhez asked.

June paused. She crossed her arms and seemed like she was considering those words. Then, she huffed and said:

"Ignore me," June waved her hand with a sad smile on her face. "I just... You need to complain every now and then, you know? Just vent a little. I'm sorry to bore you with this."

"I am not bored at all," Xhez smiled reassuringly at her. "Whatever you wish to tell me is something I would appreciate learning about."

At that, June giggled, giving Xhez a surprised look.

"You are far too sweet."

Feeling a little warm, Xhez shrugged.

"I am simply saying how I feel," the sprite replied.

For a moment, June looked down at the table between them, her eyes flickering between their finished meals and Xhez's own eyes for a few seconds before she then stood up and walked over to Xhez's side.

With a bit of a smirk on her face, she held her hand out. 

"I'm getting a bit cold, personally, How about we get out of here?"

"Hm? Sure," Xhez said, standing up. "Where do you want to go?"

"Mm, I don't know. How about we head back to the hotel and see if we can think of anything?" She asked quietly, as she took Xhez's left hand and gently pulled her out of the restaurant.
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{Rin}

The nighttime had slowly rolled in and Xhez had yet to come back. As Rin wasn't too sure how long she should wait before she began to freak out, she decided she should do something to keep her mind occupied in the meantime.

So, she went over her options and soon decided on the one that felt the most logical. She went up to go train. Wearing some grey sweatpants and a cut-off shirt, she walked upstairs as the moon bathed the Academy's halls in its light. There was a comfy chill in the air that Rin appreciated as she arrived at the Meditation Center.

The door was unlocked, which Rin was thankful for. As she opened the door and walked through, she found that the room was empty.

[Nice,] she thought, letting out a deep breath as she began stretching.

She wasn't going to do anything too intense, as she mostly just wanted to pass the time. What she had in mind, specifically, was to go over the various techniques that she'd learned so far. She'd spent so much time getting used to fighting in general that she hadn't practiced specific moves too often.

In her thoughts, she came up with a list.

[There's the Empowered Straight Punch,] she said to herself as she went through the motions of it, without pushing Essence through her body. She pulled her fist back, lowered it, and then thrust it forward. [There's the Dancer's Fury,] she added, and then she performed a crescent kick, transitioned into a side-kick, and then she jumped up and performed two quick spinning kicks. When she tried this the first time, she'd tripped and fallen. Now, it felt much more natural.

[And, oh, right, the one she taught me last week,] Rin thought.

It was a move Maria had taught her after she and the others had come back from spectating the raid.

[Shield and Spear,] she recalled, as she then straightened her posture, and took a deep breath. [So, how did this work again? Oh, right.]

She put her wrists in an X, one behind the other. The move was a defensive technique that, as Maria had shown her, would take an enemy's damage and redirect it back at them, so long as that damage came in the form of Essence. It was simple. All she had to do was wait for something to strike her wrists, then, using Essence, redirect the opposing Essence by spinning and then landing a straight punch, aimed at her enemy. The problem was that the timing was what mattered the most.

She had to activate the Essence in her arms the instant the enemy's attack made contact. If she didn't, then nothing would happen.

[And, I've got my Spirit Flame too,] she thought to herself, as she looked out the open back wall of the room. [If I ever get into real trouble, then, yeah, I can rely on that.]

The door opened behind her, startling the adventurer. Rin snapped back, her hands up defensively, and she found Seth wandering in with his head low.

He didn't notice she was there until he was a few steps in, and then he looked up and his brows raised at her.

For a moment, neither of them said or did anything, as both were surprised to see the other here. Rin, however, quickly turned around, giving her back to her classmate.

[... This is a public place,] she thought with a sigh. [If he wants to train or something then... whatever.]

He didn't seem to have any intention of that, however. After a couple of seconds, he turned and moved to walk out of the room, as Rin saw out of the corner of her eye. However, just as he opened the door, he stopped.

Then, Rin heard him speak up.

"You know, taking your sister to a place where people are constantly beating the shit out of each other seems pretty fucking stupid. Just saying," he stated.

Rin turned to respond to that, but the adventurer walked out into the hall and closed the door before she could get a single word in.

"... Ugh," Rin shook her head. "As if Xhez can't take that."

Frustration continued to circle within her heart, but she turned away from the door and tried to focus on her training.

---

{Xhez}

June all but dragged the sprite back to the hotel. By this point, the sun had made its exit and the night had laid out a dark blanket over the city. The cold air kissed Xhez's skin, and yet her body mostly felt warm due to the presence of the woman she was with.

Even if June had gotten a little quieter, Xhez was still enjoying herself. As they arrived at the hotel and went through the front doors, June briefly said something to the worker at the front and then they went back up to her room.

On the way, Xhez asked:

"Are we heading to another-"

She was unable to get another word in, however, as June took her by the hand and pulled her in, tilting her head slightly and bringing their lips together. Xhez's eyes widened. She all but froze as June brought her hands up to Xhez's wrists, holding her gently.

For a moment, that memory she'd seen of Rin being in a similar position some time ago flickered in front of her eyes. She nearly felt the same way as she had at that time.

June separated, looking back at Xhez with half-lidded eyes and a sly smile.

"Heh, are you really still feeling nervous?" June asked as she looked down at Xhez's body.

"Hm?" Xhez shook her head. "No."

"Really? You're still... Never mind," she said, as they reached June's floor.

Soon, Xhez was being pulled into her room. Almost immediately, June strutted inside and threw her clothes off.

Xhez took a sharp breath as her eyes scanned June's body.

[Ahhh! It is finally happening!] She excitedly thought as her eyes gleamed at the sight.

"Well," June chuckled as she looked back at her, "are you taking your clothes off too, or are you only here to watch?"

"R-Right!"

Xhez tried for a moment to go through what she saw Rin do. If what she saw in that vision was considered "good sex", then Xhez wanted to do her best to mimic that. June's naked body was making it very difficult to focus on those memories, though.

"Come over here," June said softly, gesturing for Xhez to approach her. Once she was in front of her, June lightly took Xhez by her waist and all but instructed her to lay down on the bed. Then, she said, "I gave you some singing lessons last time. Let's see if I can make you sing again~"

[Hm?] Xhez tilted her head, as June spread her legs and looked down at her vagina. [I would gladly sing-]

Her mind was turned off when a cold tongue touched her, and it sent a jolt up Xhez's back. She gasped, quickly looking down to see what June was doing. June caught her reaction and smirked as she stretched that tongue out again and repeated what she'd just done.

Xhez couldn't even analyze this. It was at this moment that she realized that feeling this through Rin's memory was one thing, experiencing this herself was another.

Her entire body trembled as June moved her tongue up and down, a little smile on her face as she did so. As she looked down and beheld that beautiful image, Xhez let her head fall back as she closed her eyes and basked in the feelings dancing within her heart.

"This is amazing," she muttered to herself, but June heard her.

"I've only just started, sweetheart," June said with a chuckle. "You... Wow," she paused. "You taste so sweet."

[Is that not normal?] Xhez wondered for just a moment before June continued.

Xhez soon lost track of time. Seconds became minutes and June continued to work her tongue between Xhez's legs while Xhez took short, quick breaths as her body continued to take this in.

And, then, Xhez noticed that something was glowing. A bright rose-white color was reaching the ceiling, coming from below. June stopped what she was doing.

[Huh?]

Xhez looked down, as it seemed that the source of the light was probably near the bed. When she looked down, she saw that the glow was coming from herself.

And, that June was staring at her body, shocked.

[What?] Xhez blinked as she looked down at herself, confused. [Is... Is my Spirit running low? Why?]
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[... What do I do?] Xhez wondered, as her body glowed under June's stunned gaze. She had no clue what she was looking at, and Xhez knew that if she didn't do anything, that would only get worse in the next few seconds.

However, what options did she have?

[If I run, I do not think that would look good...] She sat up, as June looked up into her eyes, hoping for some sort of answer as to what was going on. [If I try to cast my disguise again, it would simply run out immediately. I'm not about to do anything to hurt June. I would rather she find out about my true nature than do that.]

For a moment, she considered it. Just letting her disguise slip. Allowing June to see her for what she really was, and hoping for the best.

As much as she wanted to believe that it would be alright, though, it made her too nervous to do that. So, instead, she went with the next plan that came to her mind.

She wrapped her arms around June, then, earning a flinch from the other woman.

"X-Xhez? Are you alright?" She asked.

[... I hope this works.]

Xhez then began to sing. A low, calming tone that stretched for a few seconds while her body continued to glow. She tried to do two things at once. Firstly, she tried to maintain her disguise for as long as it would remain, and, second, she pushed as much of her Spirit into her voice as she could.

She wasn't sure what this would do, but if her guess was correct then it would be exactly what she needed. And, as June yawned in her ear, Xhez breathed a sigh of relief as she got what she wanted. She continued to sing, trying her hardest to put the woman to sleep before her disguise expired.

"X-Xhez, what..." June began to tell her, albeit with a slow and messy pronunciation.

And, as Xhez exhausted the last bit of Spirit she had, the woman fell limp in her hands and began snoring.

Carefully, Xhez laid her down on the bed, and let her shoulders slump as her disguise faded. Her heart was racing, but at the same time, the fact that she'd exhausted her Spirit made her feel almost tired enough to join June in her slumber.

Xhez couldn't go to sleep just yet, though. Now, sitting on the bed in her regular blue skin, she had a new problem on her hands.

[What do I do?]

She was out of her disguise, far from the Academy, with no Spirit left to use her magic. She simply didn't have much in the form of options. First, she needed to make it out of this hotel. Then, even if she did, all it would take was one person crying out "monster" for her to be outright killed. Finally, even if she made it all the way to the Academy if any of those adventurers saw her like this, she was done.

Fear wrapped itself around her heart for a few seconds. She felt cornered. Imprisoned. However, she wasn't about to give up just yet.

[Um... Water,] she thought, standing up. [I need water! I can get more Spirit. Where do I get it?] She wondered for just a second. [Bathrooms! Those have water, right?]

On that note, she walked out carefully, looking from one side to another first to see if there was anyone around. The silence in the hallway was deafening as Xhez then took a hesitant step outside of June's room. Once she was out, however, it was time to try to find one of those bathrooms.

With her heart pounding against her chest, Xhez checked one door after another. Most were locked until she arrived at a room to the back. Here, the door allowed her to step through, and what Xhez found on the other side was a dark, cramped room, with various objects in it.

[Oh, right, light switch!] Xhez thought, looking for one before continuing. As she found it, she flipped the thing and the lightbulb above turned on, illuminating this strange space.

To her right, there were what seemed like grey drawers. Ahead, there were some boots and clothes, all of which looked the same. Finally, to her left, there was a bucket with an object sticking out of it. The object was like a wooden pole, sinking into the bucket which held...

[Water!]

Quickly, Xhez rushed and extracted the object from it, tossing it aside. At the end of the wooden pole, there were a bunch of white strings. Xhez didn't care too much about that, however. Instead, she focused on the dark water inside.

Holding the bucket in her hands, she analyzed it for a moment.

[This... This does not look too clean,] she thought, gulping before she shrugged and decided it was the best she could hope for. So, she went and lifted the bucket over herself, before spilling the water onto her body.

Instantly, she felt her skin burn. She gasped, breathless as she felt the sting of the unclean water enter her. Gritting her teeth, however, she tried to bear the pain, if anything so she could move on to the next step. Getting out of here.

The water she'd spilled onto herself didn't give her much in the form of Spirit. She only got enough to cast her spell again and maintain it for a few minutes. In those minutes, however, she planned to run straight back to the Academy.

First, however, she needed some clothes.

So, she walked back to June's room where she searched some of the drawers. June's things were a bit too big for her, but she didn't have any other options so, she put on the first shirt and set of pants that she could find, disregarding shoes and settling for running back barefoot.

Then, she cast her Illusion spell, and soon, she was back in her human look.

[I do not have much time,] she thought, as she was about to get out of the room. [I need to...]

"Xhez?"

Junes voice spoke up behind her, and Xhez froze.

She turned around and saw that June was attempting to sit up, though she still looked sleepy.

[Did... Was my voice not powerful enough?]

"Xhez, what are you...?" She said as she yawned.

"Um, June," Xhez walked back to the bed, "it is okay! You should rest."

"Rest?" June tilted her head. "D-Did I fall asleep?"

"Yes, it is quite late for a human to be up at this time!" Xhez said with a reassuring smile. "Do not worry, however! I am sure that if you get the rest you need your body will be right back to normal!"

"... What are you talking about?" June asked with a chuckle, shaking her head as though trying to wake herself up. "So... You aren't...?"

"I do not know! B-But I must leave!"

"Wait," June said. "Are you..." She looked worried for a moment. "Will I be seeing you, again?"

"Of course!" Xhez said with a wide smile. "I can come back some other day. But... I should get back home, for now. Goodbye!"

And, on that note, she all but ran out the door before June could respond. Her heart thudded in her ears, but she needed to maintain her focus.

[Alright,] she thought, putting on a determined expression. [Now... I must make it to the Academy before my disguise runs out. Please, please, let this work!]

--- 
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A Ballad for a Curious Water Sprite, Part Eleven

As she didn't know how long her disguise would last, Xhez needed to make every second count. She took that elevator down, taking a deep breath to calm her nerves.

[Everything will be fine!] She told herself. [You can do this!]

With a determined expression, she marched out of the elevator as soon as it opened, stomping her way to the front door of the hotel.

Just before she could open the doors, though, she ran into someone.

"Look, I am not saying we should re-consider, I am simply suggesting that we have a backup in place," a woman was telling someone else, as she entered at the same time that Xhez was exiting. "O-Oof, e-excuse me!"

She threw an annoyed look at Xhez, and the sprite bowed, stepping out of the way.

"Mother, I know," the boy she'd been speaking to replied, completely ignoring her collision with Xhez. "But, as things stand right now, having the D'Ana family in our pockets still benefits us."

"I understand that," the woman replied to her son, giving Xhez one more distasteful look before walking past her. "I'm simply throwing it out there that..."

Xhez walked out the door quickly, putting that behind her. The nighttime lights of Libera's streets glowed dimly as the sprite began to run beneath them.

[I need to make it back fast!]

She knew the way. All she could do now was sprint to the Academy and hope her disguise lasted long enough. She cut through the streets quickly, her bare feet almost scraping along the sidewalk as she tried to move as quickly as she could. She stumbled a few times, nearly tripped altogether, but if her memory served her right she was making good progress.

Right up until she found a guard walking in the opposite direction, from ahead. He was carrying some strange cylindrical object that was emitting a stream of light, aimed ahead. Xhez gasped and found a nearby alley to hide in. The alley itself was a dead end, with only some big square metallic object and some crates in it.

[They can see through illusions,] Xhez remembered, as she peeked her head out to see if the guard was still passing. He was moving at a very slow pace, which was terrible for Xhez who could feel her Spirit slipping as she sat there, crouched and anxious.

A strange smell came to her nostrils just as she contemplated this, making the moment even more unbearable.

[Ahh, come on! Could you walk a little faster!?]

It nearly felt like the guard was messing with her, as he stopped for a second to turn and inspect the parts he'd just come from.

That smell was getting worse. It burned her lungs as Xhez watched, waited, and waited for-

"Yo."

"AGHJAJ!?" Xhez flinched, fell, and landed on her butt. She took heavy, strained breaths as she saw a human there.

"Hey." The human said, lifting a hand casually.

"Who- what- why-!?" Xhez couldn't get her thoughts in order. The human in front of her was... strange. She was wearing a tight, small shirt and some shorts like Xhez had seen Rin wear, but she had big floppy ears the likes of which Xhez simply hadn't seen before. In addition, between her index and middle fingers on her right hand, she had a strange, little, tube-like object that was emitting some smoke, burning. As the smoke went up, Xhez realized that was where the scent was coming from.

[Disgusting.]

"Uh, you good?" The girl asked and Xhez tried to stand up.

"No, I am not good!" Xhez complained, dusting herself off.

"Oh? Why?"

"Because!" Xhez huffed. "I am trying to wait for the guard to move so that I can pass undetected!"

"Hm? You mean, him?" She pointed behind Xhez.

"Yes, I mean hi-"

As Xhez turned around, she realized the guard was looking right at them.

"Not gonna lie, kinda looks like he saw you," the woman said nonchalantly, putting that strange tube thing between her lips and inhaling.

"I can see that!" Xhez whispered, annoyed.

"Hey! You!" The guard narrowed his eyes and pointed at them. Xhez yelped and pulled back.

"I-I have to go!"

She went to do just that, but before she could run away, the girl held onto her hand and pulled her, keeping her in place. Xhez turned toward her, baffled.

"What are you doing!?"

"Why are you running?" The girl answered her question with a question.

[This person...!!!]

Xhez looked back and forth between her and the rapidly approaching guard.

"B-Because I am not..." Xhez argued. "L-Let me go, please!"

"You know he'll just catch up to you, right?" She asked, raising a brow. "Unless you've got some muscles too under that illusion of yours, it's probably not the best move to make yourself look even more guilty."

At that, Xhez pulled back, freezing.

[What?]

"How...?"

"Hey!" The guard finally reached them. "You... What the hell are you?" He asked.

Xhez didn't even turn to look at him.

[How do I get out of this? How do I...?]

"You've got a lot of fucking nerve!"

Both Xhez and the guard stopped.

[Huh?]

The girl with the floppy ears had yelled that.

"H-Hey, you stay out of this," the guard told her. The girl ignored him, stepping between the guard and Xhez.

"Man, it doesn't take much to be a guard these days, huh?" She asked. Her voice had taken an entirely different tone to Xhez's ears. It sounded like she was a completely different person. "Haven't you ever seen a chameleon-born before?"

"What?" Both Xhez and the guard asked simultaneously. Thankfully, it didn't seem like the guard caught Xhez's confusion.

"Yeah, see?" She pointed at Xhez. "Blue skin. Shiny eyes. She's a chameleon."

"Look, I-I've never heard of a..."

"And you want to pester her just cause she's out late? What, are you from Cradle or something? Huh!?" The girl asked him. "Fucking disgraceful."

At that, the guard clicked his tongue and gave Xhez one last look before turning away.

"Watch your tone, citizen..." He said through gritted teeth, walking away. "Carry on."

Just like that, the guard walked away. The floppy-eared girl stared him down as he did, before then turning toward Xhez with a smile.

"Heh, if you don't want to look guilty, the last thing you should do is run away like that. You're basically screaming 'hey, arrest me', you know?"

"H-How did you...?" Xhez asked, before shaking her head and taking a step back. "I-I need to go, my disguise is..."

"Okay," the girl said with a smirk. "Good luck. Whatever you are."

[Wait, what? She does not know I am a sprite?] Xhez wondered for just a second before she then turned around and ran away.

"Thank you!" She said as she left.

Xhez gave one last look and found that the girl simply walked back into the alley.

[What just happened?]

Sometime later, she was arriving at the Academy, running inside and up the stairs. The halls were thankfully empty. As she ran into Rin's room, both she and Elisa woke up at the commotion.

"Xhez?" Rin asked, with a worried expression on her face, just as her disguise ran out of Spirit.

As Xhez changed back to normal, she collapsed to her knees, tired.

"Are you okay?" Elisa asked as she got up and jogged over to her, putting a hand on her shoulder. Xhez nodded at the blonde.

"Y-Yes, I am fine," she let her know. "I just... Something happened."

"Anything serious?" Rin asked, getting up too.

"Nearly," Xhez replied. "It is okay, though."

"Come on, take a second to breathe," Elisa said, helping her get over to her bed. Xhez sat down beside her.

"Do not worry," Xhez said, "I am just tired. But, it is all fine."

"... Okay, good," Rin said, visibly calming down. "If anything happened, feel free to say so."

"I... I will tell you tomorrow," Xhez said. "I just... I need to go to sleep."

"Okay, understood," Rin said with a sympathetic voice. "Holy crap, you had me worried for a second," Rin said with a relieved smile.

"Sorry," Xhez told her with a smile of her own.

Elisa gave the two of them a look before the other adventurer then said:

"Come on, let's get you in the bag."

Xhez took off June's clothes and Rin then went and held her bag out for her. With a quick "goodnight" to both Elisa and Rin, Xhez entered her bag.

Here, she finally calmed down. The weight of the night's events hit her and she sank to the bottom, but amidst it, all was that one girl's mischievous face.

She had no answer to consider as she went to sleep and yet, her mind still asked the question:

[Who was that?]
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