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   1-1
 
   Derrick browsed through the small stack of games in a cardboard box he had found at a small garage sale. It was his junior year of high school, but while most kids were having fun, he had spent most of his time working. Growing up, moving from foster home to foster home, he never had what one would call a real family.
 
   His current home was not the worst he had been in, but it was not the best either. The few homes that seemed nice, often ended up short lived. Thankfully, his current parents allowed him a deal of freedom as long as he worked. They made him pay if he wanted anything but second hand clothes. 
 
   Derrick had often heard his friends talk about the games they played. Even the girls spent a good deal of time on their smartphones and computers. Being a gamer was no longer seen as something only for nerds. That said, Derrick didn’t have a computer, nor did he had a cell phone. He could buy one, but he had long ago decided that what money he didn’t spend on clothes would be saved for when he lived on his own. 
 
   A few months ago, he had ran across an old game system when he visited a garage sale, where he was looking for cheap books. It had only cost twenty dollars and had even came with an old style cartridge game.
 
   He found the game simple yet entertaining. Today, he was out looking for some more cheap books, and maybe some more games. He didn’t want to spend a lot of money, nor did he want to waste a lot of time playing the game. After looking through the bin, he picked out one game called Loki along with four books. 
 
   As soon as he was back in his room, Derrick hooked up the system. As he pushed the small square power button, he saw a small red light to show that it was working. Suddenly the room started to spin around him. Derrick closed his eyes and tried to steady himself.
 
   “Welcome to the special edition of Loki. You have been chosen to be one of the tributes,” A soft voice said. Opening his eyes, Derrick found himself in a large brick room alone with one other person. She looked like a child, though her eyes seemed to look through him and she smiled at him with a devilish grin. 
 
   “Tribute?” Derrick asked with a stunned look on his face. 
 
   “I might as well get this over with,” she said with an annoyed look on her face. “As you know, the population has risen to unacceptable levels and has started to strain the resources of your world. This often happens with worlds after a given amount of time. With more souls than can be used, the gods take some of them and move them to newer worlds that fall under their control. And before you ask, yes, you are dead. Right now you are nothing but a soul.”
 
   “God, what god? And what do you mean dead?” Derrick asked, raising his voice.
 
   “Loki is the high god over this universe. As for being dead, I thought that would be the easiest part to understand. Right now your body is lying on the floor, no longer drawing breath. The doctors will find that you had a stroke.”
 
   “High god?” Derrick asked, still unable to understand the situation. 
 
   “Why do I always get the dumb ones? There are different levels of gods. The highest is that of a true god, who rules over an entire omniverse. After that, you have high gods who rule over a universe. Then you have lower gods who rule over a galaxy or two and then world gods… that one would be simple to understand. There are also demigods and lesser gods who work under world gods. This time the higher god thought the name Loki would be the best for his intention. If you really wanted to go into the details, we might be stuck here for a couple centuries.”     
 
    “Loki? Isn’t he the god of mischief? I didn’t even think that people still worshiped him?” Derrick asked, still feeling numb. 
 
   “Loki has gone by many names over the years, just as the other gods have,” she said, rolling her eyes. “He picked the name Loki because it seemed to fit this method the best. He has always had a weird sense of humor.” 
 
   “What happens now?” Derrick asked, his mind covered in a type of fog that seemed to numb him to everything that she was saying. 
 
   “You will be taken to one of the ten worlds that Loki has designated for relocation. It takes a lot to explain, but your world has reached its limit and will soon collapse upon itself. As the world reaches its end, the gods create new worlds so that they can increase their power.”
 
   “What do I do next?” Derrick asked.
 
   The lady looked at him and tilted her head slightly to the side. “You are taking this better than the others,” she said then gave him a thin lipped smile. “You will need to pick one of the races, or pick random, which will be a mix of races. This can be good or bad depending on the mix you get.”
 
   Derrick nodded his head, but remained silent to let her continue. “Humans have the shortest life span, but level up the quickest. They also have the most jobs and skills that you can chose from. Elves have one of the longest life spans, at an average of three thousand years, but they level up the slowest and have a more limited skill set. Dwarves lives are five times longer than a human, but level up five times slower. There are also the Demi-humans with over a hundred different tribes, each with their own characteristics. You also have monsters who have a varied life span that depends on how you live. As a monster, you start out as a goblin, but as you level up you can evolve. If you choose the monster race, you will be given a more detailed description. The last race is that of the demons. Like monsters they level up as well and are immortal, but have weaknesses that can be very debilitating. Knowing this, which one would you like to choose? Be warned that once chosen you will not be able to change.”
 
   Derrick was more than a little shocked, but oddly he wasn’t scared. “So it is a little like a game?” he asked confused.
 
   “Well it depends on how you are reincarnated. Loki took a great deal of interest in the games made in this world and even spent quite a few years sampling them. When it came time to migrate the souls, he decided to directly reincarnate a select few. While most souls will lose all memories the few he chose will get his blessing and retain them. I don’t really understand everything myself, since I think it is foolishness, but gods do tend to be a little odd at times. Now please choose, I have a lot more souls to separate and I would prefer not to have to spend an eon just talking to you.”
 
   “I think I will take random,” Derrick said after giving it a fair amount of thought. “A little chance sounds like fun.” While that was what he said, in truth, Derrick was still new to games and he wasn’t fond of fantasy novels. He preferred sci-fi when given the choice. 
 
   “Not many people have chosen that one,” she responded with a smile. “Now, for your last choice, would you prefer to be male or female? Men tend to be stronger while females tend to have more intelligence and skill with magic.” 
 
   “I think I will stay a man,” Derrick replied quickly. Being female might be fun for a day or two, but he didn’t find men attractive and if given the choice, he wanted to have children. If that was a possibility in the new world.
 
   “Ok, step through the door and you will find yourself in your new world,” She said, pointing toward an arched doorway that shimmered slightly. “Good luck,” She said as Derrick quickly walked through the magical portal to start his new life.
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   As soon as he stepped through the archway, everything went white. When his eyes cleared, he found himself laying on the cold ground under a canopy of trees. “Where am I?”
 
   A small light appeared on his chest and then two small creatures appeared in the air. If he had to put a name to them, they looked like fairies out of a child’s storybook. One was obviously female with fiery red hair and large green eyes and pale milk white skin. The other, a male, had dark hair and eyes with light tan skin. He floated almost motionlessly as the other fairy darted around.
 
   “You are in the southern forest, near the town of Yourgrim.”
 
   “What the hell are you?” he asked, nearly jumping to his feet in surprise.
 
   “Guides,” the dark fairy replied.
 
   “Yes, we have been appointed as your guides in this new world,” the red headed fairy said while they both bowed. “I am Rachel and this is my husband Jun.”
 
   “In this world, everyone lives in a game-like system, unlike the world you come from. There are levels, titles, jobs, skills, abilities and many other things you will get to know over time.”
 
   “You know about my world?” he asked slightly dumbfounded.
 
   “Yes, I don’t know when it was, but we once lived there as well. Like you, one day we were…Called… Yes that’s a good word for it. We were called and until that time, we have been taking classes about this world and watching the people of it so that we could be become first class guides. You are our first customer, so please take care of us,” Rachel and Jun bowed again after they had made their introductions.
 
   “Ok... Could you tell me a little about the world’s system you were talking about?”
 
   “Yes…Of course,” Rachel said with a small frown. “First, either say aloud or inside your mind [status] a small screen should show up.
 
   As he was told, he says the word inside his mind and a large transparent screen appears in front of him out of thin air.
 
   Name: Ash
 
   Level: 1
 
   Experience needed for next level: 100
 
   Race: Human/Demon 70/30
 
   Occupation: None
 
   Title: None
 
   HP: 50/50
 
   MP: 50/50
 
   SP: 10/10
 
   Strength: 10
 
   Agility: 10
 
   Vitality: 10
 
   Stamina: 10
 
   Spirit: 10
 
   Intelligence: 10
 
   Endurance: 10
 
   Luck: 10 (+50)
 
    
 
   “My name is Ash,” Ash said as he looked over the screen. He tried to recall his previous name, but his mind stayed blank. He could remember his life, but not his name. “Why is there an extra number next to my luck?” He asked after looking over the screen again. 
 
   “Passive ability,” Jun said as he sat on Ash’s right shoulder as Rachel sat on his left.
 
   “Jun, you have to tell him more than that… Sorry, Jun isn’t one for many words,” Rachel said with a light laugh. “There are four major screens that you will need to use; [status], [abilities], [skills], [Inventory].
 
   “What’s the difference between abilities and skills?” Ash asked, knitting his brow. 
 
   “Abilities come in two forms, passive and active. Passive abilities are always active and do not require the use of MP, while active ones require you to activate them and spend MP. In a lot of cases, it’s hard to tell the difference between active abilities and skills, but the main thing to remember is that skills relate to a specific job. So once learned, they can only be used if you have the corresponding occupation. For right now, you will not have any skills, but the system should have granted you two random abilities to start with. I would suggest that you check them out.” 
 
   “[Ability],” Ash said out loud. Another screen replaced the one he had been looking at.
 
   Active Abilities:
 
   Demon Absorption: level 1- 0%
 
    
 
   Passive Abilities:
 
   Devils Luck: Level Max
 
    
 
   “I know what they’re called, but what do they do?” Ash asked slightly aggravated.
 
   “Think about them,” Jun said in his normal short manner.
 
   As he was told, he said the names of the abilities in his mind. 
 
   Demon Absorption:  Cost 10 MP
 
   Absorb defeated demons and monsters once the absorption rate has reached 100% for a creature you will be awarded on of the creature’s abilities at random.
 
   Devil’s Luck
 
   Born with a small part of a demon’s soul your luck is boosted 500%.
 
   “What in the world… This is really a cheat ability,” Rachel said, her small eyes widening.
 
   “Indeed,” Jun agreed.
 
   “Cheat?” Ash repeated their words, not understanding.
 
   “Did you not play games back in the other world?” Rachel asked, slightly flabbergasted.
 
   “I played Tales of Fantasy,” Ash said defensively.
 
   “Wow… that is a classic… Can’s believe our first assignment is a noob.”
 
   As Rachel talked to herself, Ash heard a few words that while he didn’t know what they meant, he was sure they were not complementary. After a few moments of self-commentary, Jun tapped on Rachel’s shoulder, reminding her that she was being watched. 
 
   “Well I guess this will be fun in its own way,” Rachel said, shrugging her shoulders. “First try out [inventory], then find a few weak monsters to fight. After that, you should head into town and learn a little about this world on your own.”
 
   Ash did as he was told and called his inventory screen in front of him. A large outline of a human body was on the left side. It had pictures of the white shirt and black pants he was wearing on the outline. Pulling the edge of his shirt Ash wondered where it had come from. 
 
   Beginner shirt: Durability 5/5 Defense: 1
 
   Beginner pants: Durability 5/5 Defense: 1
 
   Next to the human Silhouette was ten small boxes. The first one a small sword in it. The others remained empty at the moment. Touching the sword, a small white light flashed in his hand and then a small short sword appeared.
 
   Novice sword: Durability 5/5 Attack: 0-3
 
   Taking a look over the inventory page again he noticed a small bag at the bottom. Platinum: 0, Gold: 0, Silver: 0, Copper: 0, Iron pennies: 10. “Must be the currency. Looks like I only start with ten iron pennies, though I have no clue how much that is,” Ash said out loud to himself. 
 
   “Hum… It’s hard to equate it with the currency of the other world since things have different values. First it takes a hundred Iron pennies to make a copper, a hundred copper to make a silver and so on. An iron penny won’t buy you much, but for twenty of them you might get a small pastry.”
 
   “Then what can I get for ten?” Ash asked slightly depressed.
 
   “A few pieces of fruit,” Jun said in his normal matter of fact style. 
 
   Closing the inventory screen, Ash took a look at the sword. He could feel the cold metal hilt in his hand and the weight felt slightly odd in his hand. After taking a few practice swings, he slipped it into the small scabbard that had appeared at his side and started moving through the forest in the direction that Rachel had said the town was.
 
   After he had walked no more than a hundred feet, Ash noticed a small white creature jumping towards him. At first he had thought it was a rabbit, but as it got closer he noticed something was off. It had long ears and a fluffy tail and moved like a bunny, but it had long sharp teeth like a sabretooth cat. When the creature had gotten close to him, it stopped and looked at him with large beady eyes then suddenly jumped toward him.
 
   The unexpected attack caught Ash off guard and he took the brunt of a head-butt into his chest. As he was knocked to the ground, a small number appeared in his mind shocking him. “-5 HP 45/50.” He had lost 5 HP from one attack, if he got hit ten times then he would die. “What happens if I die?” Ash asked in a worried voice as he watched the weird bunny. 
 
   “If you run out of HP then you will die obviously. The world is not so forgiving that it will let you be reborn endlessly,” Rachel said with a serious face. “So try not to die too quickly, otherwise we might get a bad mark on our record as guides.” 
 
   Fear gripped Ash as he nervously held the sword. Just as before, the rabbit jumped toward him, but this time he was ready and moved to the side swinging the sword down hard hitting the rabbits shoulder. As the sword hit the creature, a red -1 appeared above the rabbit.
 
   Ash had fought bullies before with his fists, but never in his life had he used a sword. The weapon felt odd in his hands, but he forced himself to fight. The rabbit followed a simple pattern of moving away and jumping toward him with its fast speed. Even if he noticed the pattern, it didn’t mean that he could easily fight against it. The rabbit was much faster than he was and it would randomly move behind him and launch an attack at his back.
 
   In the end, Ash took six attack before a lucky strike caught the rabbit in the head making a large red -7 appeared above the rabbit as it fell motionlessly to the ground. 
 
   “Don’t just stand there absorb it,” Rachel said in a hurried voice. “Hurry before it disappears.” 
 
   Ash knelt beside the rabbit and said “Demon Absorption.” A white light flew from his hand and enveloped the rabbit and the creature started to fade as if it were made of mist leaving behind two black coins and a small piece of white fur. At the same time he looked at his abilities section and saw a new addition under Demon Absorption. 
 
   Saber Bunny: Absorption rate 2%
 
   Ash quickly check his stats page, but was disappointed when he noticed he still needed 95 experience to reach his next level. Not only that, his HP was down to 15/50 and his SP was down to 8/10. “How long will it take for my HP to return?” as soon as he thought the question a small window appeared above the HP. HP regeneration 1% per minute. That would mean it would take two minutes to regain one HP point. If he met another enemy for the next hour he would easily get killed. 
 
   “How far is it to the town?” Ash asked nervously.
 
   “It’s about a mile in that direction,” Rachel said pointing in the distance. “But before that gather the drops.” 
 
   With everything going through his mind he had completely forgot about what lay on the ground. He picked up the two Iron coins first and they suddenly disappeared. Ash checked his inventory and found that he had gained two iron pennies. Next he picked up the small section of white fur. As soon as his fingers touched the soft material a small window appeared in front of his hand. 
 
   [Rabbit fur: Soft material that is often used for clothing for the winter months.]
 
   Ash touched the rabbit fur to the inventory screen and suddenly it disappeared and reappeared in the first small box with the number 1 in the bottom right hand corner of the box.
 
   Shrugging his shoulders Ash closed the inventory box and moved in the direction of the town while keeping on high alert. Though the town wasn’t very far it still took almost half an hour to reach it while walking through the dense woods while watching out for anything dangerous.
 
   Ash didn’t know what he expected but it definitely wasn’t what he found as the trees cleared. It was more a village than a town. There was only a handful of houses and only a few of them were made of stone. 
 
   As Ash approached the small village a man wearing dark leather armor with a sword on his hip stopped him with an outstretched hand. “Who are you?” He asked while his hand rested menacingly on the hilt of his sword.
 
   “I am called Ash and I got lost in the forest,” he replied quickly holding his hands up slightly. 
 
   “In the woods,” the man said relaxingly slightly. “You’re lucky that you were able to make it to town. Do you happen to have your identification on you?” 
 
   “Oh the people in this world carry a small metal plate that has their identity on it. You will have to get one, and don’t worry you are the only one that can see us.”
 
   “I lost it running from some saber bunnies in the woods,” Ash replied quickly.
 
   “Then I will have to escort you to get a new one,” the man replied his hand never moving from the hilt of his sword. “Do you have the five copper for the cost of a replacement?”
 
   “I am sorry but I lost my coin pouch as well as my other belongings on my way here,” Ash said looking crestfallen. 
 
   “Don’t worry you can always work off the cost but if you try to leave before your debt is paid…” the man gave Ash a strong glare leaving the rest of his sentence hanging ominously in the air.
 
   The guard led Ash to a stone two story building in the center of the town. The inside of the building looked much like a bank with small windows with iron bars with people standing behind them. Ash was led to one of the empty windows and the guard explained that he was in need of a new identification tablet. Ash was made to place his hand on a large metal plate that glowed a light blue then the woman behind the counter made a slight noise and handed the card to the guard.
 
   “Hump… Should have known that a penniless vagabond would be a sub-human,” He said with a tone of disgust. As I said you will pay me back within ten days otherwise I will have you sent to the slave blocks.”
 
   The instant the guard had looked at the ID his attitude had changed and it was not for the better. When the small metal square was placed in his hands Ash looked at with a worried look.
 
   Name: Ash
 
   Race: Sub-human
 
   Occupation: None
 
   Special: 10 day loan 5 copper to guard Ruffas.
 
    
 
   “What does it mean special?” Ash asked looking at the tablet again.
 
   “It means that if you don’t pay it here and have it removed and try to run then we can track you anywhere you try to go,” Ruffas said sneering at Ash’s question.
 
   With a debt hanging over his head Ash wasn’t sure what to do. When he noticed a small building with different items in front he remembered the small piece of white fur. Taking it out of his inventory ash walked in with a bitter look on his face. 
 
   “Can I help you lad?” A slightly balding man behind the counter asked as Ash approached it. 
 
   “I would like to sell this,” Ash relied sitting the small piece of fur on the counter. 
 
   “One piece of rabbit fur that will be seven pennies. Is that ok son?” the man asked with a warm smile.
 
   Ash simply nodded his head then received the seven black coins from the man sticking them in his pocket and secretly sending them to his inventory. Seven iron pennies for one piece of fur to pay off his debt that would mean he would have to acquire 79 more. It seemed like an almost impossible number but it was the only ray of hope he had at the moment.
 
   As he walked back toward the edge of the town the smell of fresh bread made his stomach growl. He knew that he couldn’t afford to waste money but starving himself would only end badly so he bought a small loaf of bread for nine iron pennies. It seemed like a small fortune but as soon as he started eating his heath quickly refilled. Checking his status he noticed a small food sign next to his HP. Within five minutes the rest of his HP had been replenished.
 
   “If I get a piece of fur after each fight as well as two iron pennies it will only pay for one piece of bread. If I have to rest and eat each time I will never make five copper coins in ten days but it’s worth a try.”
 
   With his mind made up he headed back into the forest and started looking for prey. It didn’t take him long before he found his first saber bunny. With his experience from the first fight and the knowledge that if he didn’t pay back the debt he would become a slave fueling him he won the fight while only losing ten health. “I can do this,” Ash told himself after absorbing the bunny and picking up the two small coins and scrap of fur.
 
   With his current level he was able to fight a total of five battles before he had to retreat to town leaving him with only nine HP left. It was risky but he had no other choice. Out of the five bunnies four dropped scraps of fur but all of them dropped the coins. “When I get stronger I could get rich killing monsters,” ash said as he thought about the system. 
 
   “Odd,” Jun said in his normally short way leaving Ash confused.
 
   “Understanding my confusion Rachel continues to explain what Jun meant. “We have watched a lot of adventures move throughout the world but we have never seen monsters dropping coins before. I didn’t know if I should say anything before but you are the only one who can make money this way. I wouldn’t get used to it though… It might not last forever.” 
 
   “Good to know,” Ash said slightly disheartened. Ash decided to keep the stack of fur in his inventory until he had enough to sell and used the few coins he made to buy another piece of bread. This time as he ate he watched his HP and MP to see how they reacted. 
 
   After eating the bread his HP and MP rose by twenty points in five minutes before the small food symbol disappeared. Ash was tempted to sell a few piece of fur so that he could buy another piece of bread but he resisted the urge and instead went to the well and drank a cold glass of water. The food increased his HP and MP but it didn’t help his stamina which was sitting at a 2/10.
 
   “What happens when my stamina reaches zero?” Ash asked as he whipped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his arm.
 
   “You will pass out until it regains at least three points,” Rachel said as she flew around his head like a fly. 
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me beforehand?” Ash exclaimed as his body shook with fear. If he had kept fighting and passed out he would have been easy picking for the monsters in the forest.
 
   “You didn’t ask,” Jun replied with in his trademark fashion.
 
   “Jun is right we are guides you have to ask to get the answer,” Rachel added with a beaming smile. “We aren’t babysitters.”
 
   As was able to go out and fight two more times before the sun started to set killing a total of elven more bunnies. Once the sun was down Ash didn’t want to go back into the woods afraid of what might come out so he found a small place out of the wind to sleep. The town had a small inn but he found that it cost one copper for the common room and five for a single room and that was money he didn’t have nor could he afford at the moment. 
 
   Before closing his eyes Ash looked over what he had gained in his first day. He only needed 15 more experience to gain his next level and his absorption level of the saber bunny was up to 34%. His clothes and sword durability went down to 4/5 during the last groups of fights. He hoped that they would last until he could pay off his debt. Rachel said that a blacksmith and tailor could repair them but like everything it cost coin and coin was one thing he didn’t have. 
 
   Right now he had nine iron pennies to his name as well as fifteen pieces of fur. If he was able to keep up this pace than getting five copper coins in ten days wouldn’t be a problem but even knowing that didn’t help alleviate the knowing fear of having the debt looming over him.
 
   Wrapping his arms around him body while leaning against the side of a building Ash closed his eyes and tried to get some sleep. At least it wasn’t in the middle of winter. 
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   Ash woke to find the sun had started to rise into the sky. “Must have been more tired than I thought,” he said to himself as he rubbed his eyes. Looking around he noticed that the two little fairies were nowhere to be seen. “Maybe they only stay the first day,” as the thought crossed Ash’s mind he felt slightly alone. “Rachel…Jun,” ash said barely audible.
 
   With a light pop the two small fairies appeared in the air. “Did you need something?” Rachel asked as she ran a small comb through her hair.
 
   “Just wondering where you were,” He said slightly blushing.
 
   “It’s still morning...We need to sleep too,” Rachel said wagging her small finger at him.
 
   Laughing Ash quickly stretched his stiff muscles and heads straight into the forest. His stomach complained but until he killed his first round of bunnies he wasn’t going to waste what little coin he had on bread when it wasn’t needed to refill his HP.
 
   He had gotten good at fighting the bunnies but he still go hit from time to time. During the fight. As he killed his third saber bunny, a small “tring” sounded. You have leveled up and received 4 attribute points please designate where they should go.
 
   Before Ash could ask Rachel started explaining the attributes to him. Most of them were pretty straight forward. Strength increased his physical strength and attack. Endurance increased his defense. “What should I put them on?” Ash asked completely stumped.
 
   “It depends on what you want to be,” Rachel said nonchalantly. “Warrior needs to focus on strength and endurance a mage needs to focus on intelligence and spirit.”
 
   “Sounds too complicated I think I will just go with what I am lacking,” Ash said after a few moments thought.
 
   “Noob,” Jun said shaking his head.
 
   Ignoring the two fairies Ash looked at his status again. When fighting the rabbits the big problem was his lack of HP and speed. If his defense was higher he would lose less HP when hit. There were so many choices. In the end Ash decided to put one point in each agility, Vitality, stamina, and Endurance. He thought about putting on in intelligence as using demon absorption was costly but decided against it in the end. Right now living and making money was more important.
 
   Other than just leveling up Ash noticed that his HP, MP, and stamina had been completely refilled when he had reached a new level. For his next level he needed 200 Experience. Wanting to try out his new level Ash found his next target.
 
   As he approached the saber bunny he let its first attack land and noticed that instead of five points of damager he only received four this time. Beside the increase in defense Ash found the slight increase in speed helpful in dodging though he still couldn’t out maneuver the faster bunny.
 
   Thanks to the new level Ash could now fight nine bunnies before he was forced to take a break. His HP could take one or two more fights but his stamina was depleted. Back in town Ash bought his normal bread this time even getting a small glass of juice. Surprisingly he found the juice helped with stamina regeneration though it only gave him 2 points per glass and cost four iron pennies. After eating and resting for a little over an hour ash returned to the forest to fight again. 
 
   He continued this for the entire day never stopping to take a rest unless he was forced to thanks to his low stamina. When night once again fell he returned to the small alley he had slept in the night before and once again looked at his gains. 
 
   Unlike the day before he had longer to fight and had been able to kill sixty-four of the bunnies today. Out of those sixty-four, fifty-two of them dropped fur. His sword durability was down to 2/5 while his clothes were down to 3/5.  His clothes could last another day but his sword was close to breaking that meant that tomorrow he would have to get it repaired. He decided that once it reached 1/5 he would find a blacksmith. 
 
   With what he had found the day before he had a total of sixty-seven pieces of fur. He only needed four more for enough to pay his debt. Other than the fur he also had seventy-eight iron pennies. 
 
   After reaching level two the bunnies only gave 3 experience. Thanks to that he still needed seventeen more experience until he reached the next level. This time he was determined to put two points into Intelligence. He had learned the downside to low MP as more than a few of the bunnies had disappeared without being absorbed thanks to his lack of sufficient MP. As it stood right now its absorption level was at 92%.
 
   As soon as he woke Ash used his iron pennies to buy three breads so that he could refill his MP after fighting so that he could finish absorbing the bunnies needed to reach 100% and see what happened. As he walked into the forest he felt slightly giddy as he wondered what would happen once the absorption reached 100%. 
 
   After his fourth bunny of the day fell to the ground Ash hurried over and started to absorb the creature. As the light faded a slight “tring” ringed out and a transparent window appeared in front of in.
 
   Saber Bunny: available abilities- Fleet Foot (passive), Rabbit Punch (active), Flee (active).
 
   Looking at the three choices Ash wasn’t sure which one would be the best to receive. Before he had the chance to give it much thought the screen disappeared and was replaced by a smaller one. [Fleet Foot has been chosen randomly out of the abilities of the saber bunny.]
 
   Ash quickly opened up the abilities tab and looked at what he had available.
 
    
 
   Passive: 
 
   Devil’s Luck: 500% bonus to luck
 
   Fleet Foot: +5 to agility. Level 1-0%         
 
    
 
   Active:
 
   Demon Absorption: Absorb defeated enemies. Level 1- 5%.
 
    
 
   “Cheat,” Jun said watching Ash moving back and forth checking out his new ability.
 
   “Why is it a cheat?” Ash asked in a slightly annoyed voice. 
 
   “You don’t really understand…Then again, how could you? As I said we watched people in this world for years before we could become guides. Skills can be learned as long as you have the right job and someone to teach you or a corresponding skill book. Abilities on the other hand are hard to get. Sometimes monsters drop books with their abilities but it is very rarely maybe .001%. Because of this most people are lucky to have more than one or two abilities. Those with money will buy ability books but even the cheapest run more than ten platinum coins. But you can simply absorb monsters to get their abilities…It’s a huge cheat.”
 
   “Cool,” Ash said after listening to Rachel’s rant.
 
   “Noob,” Jun said shaking his head. 
 
   Shaking his head Ash went back to hunting bunnies. Thanks to his increase in agility Ash found it easier to dodge the bunnies attack. After killing two more he heard the familiar “tring” as he gained another level and 4 more attribute points.
 
   Having given it a lot of thought over the past day Ash quickly allotted his points. Two went into intelligence giving him ten more MP. One point went into vitality and the last went into Stamina. Not only did he get a level up his sword’s durability was not down to one meaning it was time to find a blacksmith.
 
   Once back in town Ash quickly found a blacksmith by asking around. The forge was small and Ash could not see any swords nor other things he expected laying around. All he could see were horseshoes and other normal metal works. Laying his sword on a small table Ash waited for the smith to finish what he was doing. After a few moments the smith noticed him and gave him a warm smile. “Lily we have a customer,” the smith yelled his loud voice booming over the sound of his hammer striking the metal. 
 
   A few seconds later a young lady in her late teens to early twenties wearing a thing dress that showed off her slender shoulders and ample chest. “Sorry I was in the back… Can I help you?”
 
   “Umm… yes,” Ash said after shaking his mind free of the thoughts that drifted though his mind. “I need my sword repaired.”
 
   “Nice,” Jun said settling on my shoulder.
 
   Rachel fluttered over and slugged Jun in the arm and pinched Ash’s cheek. With her small hands it hurt a fair amount. She didn’t say anything but her eyes made it clear what was on her mind.
 
   Lily picked up the novice sword and looked it over. “It’s really in bad shape but pa can get it back to new. It will cost one copper and will take about an hour before it will be finished.”
 
   “Ok…Then I will pick it up in an hour,” ash said nodding his head.
 
   After leaving the smithy Ash headed to the small store to sell his furs since he didn’t have enough to pay for the repair fee. He found the same bald man standing behind the counter that was there a few days before. “Got another piece of fur to sell today,” The man said while greeting Ash with a smile. 
 
   “Yes,” Ash said placing seventy-two pieces of rabbit fur on the counter. 
 
   “You must have good luck,” the man said counting out the furs. “Seventy-two furs at seven iron pennies apiece come to a total of five copper and four pennies.” 
 
   As the coins fell into his hand Ash felt as if he was the richest man in the world. He had enough copper to pay the debt but then he couldn’t pay for the repair fee on his sword. He still had plenty of days left to get the last little he needed to pay for his debt so investing in his sword right now was the better choice.
 
   After picking up his sword and paying the one copper fee Ash headed back to the forest to look for more bunnies to kill. He needed two hundred and fifty experience for the next level. 
 
   After killing his first bunny he checked his experience bar and found that bunnies only gave him one experience now. He also checked his abilities section and found that the bunny absorption had restarted though now each one only gave him 1%. He was tempted to find new prey but knowing that he could get another ability kept him fighting the now easily killed bunnies.
 
   With the small boost in stamina and the extra coin to spend on drinks to refresh his stamina when he was forced to return to town he killed close to another sixty bunnies before returning to the store to sell the forty-nine rabbit furs that he had picked up. After receiving three copper and forty-three iron pennies Ash rushed over to the small bank-like place where he had gotten the ID plate. 
 
   After paying the five coppers his Id was cleared of its special status. Without the debt hanging over his head he felt like a weight was lifted from his shoulders. He even had enough left over to spend a night in the common room of the inn if he wished but spending a full copper coin on such a luxury when he only had two copper and eighty-four iron pennies. Having spent most of his life on his own moving from foster home to foster home he was used to sleeping in hard and uncomfortable places. 
 
   As he sat tucked away in the alley Ash looked over his status.
 
   Name: Ash
 
   Level: 2
 
   Experience needed for next level: 152
 
   Race: Human/Demon 70/30
 
   Occupation: None
 
   Title: None
 
   HP 40/60
 
   MP 8/60
 
   SP 3/12
 
   Strength: 10
 
   Agility: 11 (+5)
 
   Vitality: 12
 
   Stamina: 12
 
   Spirit: 10
 
   Intelligence: 12
 
   Endurance: 11
 
   Luck 10: (+50)
 
    
 
   He was still low level but things were coming along. His abilities were moving slowly as well but he felt no need to rush. Demon Absorption only seemed to get experience when he finished an absorption so it was still at 5%. Fleet Foot on the other hand seemed to slowly level up as he fought and while still level 1 it was at 83% to its next level. The absorption level of the bunny was moving along as well and was currently at 58%. 
 
   “Where can I find stronger monsters?” Ash asked as his eyes began to droop.
 
   “Why didn’t you ask at the adventurer’s guild while you were there earlier?” Rachel said sounding annoyed.
 
   “Adventurer’s guild,” Ash said making the words more of a question.
 
   “The large building that you went to pay your debt. I would suggest you go back tomorrow and take a better look around,” Rachel said before popping back to wherever they went when they disappeared.   
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   1-4
 
   Ash spent the next two days fighting bunnies at a more relaxed pace until he heard the welcome sound of the last one being absorbed. Unlike last time only two of the abilities were present on the small screen. “Looks like I can’t get the same one twice at least,” He said to himself as he waited to find out which one he would get. [You have received Rabbit Punch.]
 
   As soon as the message disappeared he quickly opened up the abilities menu to check it out. Rabbit punch (active) cost SP: 1 level 1- 0%. Using either feet or hands quickly lash out with a lighting quick attack.
 
   Seeing another bunny not far away, Ash quickly scooped up the drops and rushed over. As soon as the saber bunny was close he activated Rabbit punch and lashed out with his foot. As soon as his foot connected a large -15 appeared above the head of the creature sending it quickly to its death. 
 
   After picking up the spoils he absorbed the fallen creature and checked his abilities again. What he found shocked him. While he could absorb the bunny it only gave him .1%, meaning that he would have to absorb a thousand to get the last ability. Not wanting to spend that much time on killing the weak bunnies Ash decided to return to town and repair his clothes that were beginning to look more like rags and look for stronger prey. 
 
   It cost fifty iron pennies per piece of clothing to have them repaired. The loss of a copper coin hurt him but it was a necessary cost. 
 
   The adventurer’s guild still looked like a bank but he found a large square board with numerous pieces of paper stuck to them. “Are you part of the guild?” A young woman asked walking up to where Ash stood reading the notices. 
 
   “No I was just seeing where I could find something a bit stronger than the saber bunnies,” Ash said as he continued to look at the notices. 
 
   “You could always hunt rock wolves in valley to the south. They are level six but the guild pays well for each tooth since they are harassing the local herds.”
 
   “Thanks,” Ash said before running out of the building headed to the south. He had sold the last of the rabbit fur and had a few bundles of bread and juice in his inventory. The past few days had been well to him and he still had five copper and sixty-two iron pennies.
 
   It took almost an hour to find his first rock wolf. At least that was what he figured it was. It looked a little like a wolf though its body was covered in black spikes that looked more like obsidian than skin. The real problem was that it wasn’t alone there was three others beside it.
 
   Ash was sure that he could fight one of he was careful but fighting four at the same time would only mean a quick death. After looking around for a little more he found a lone rock wolf. Looking around to make sure that it was alone he picked up a rock and threw it at the wolf. A small -1 popped up as the rock struck the wolf. With a snarl the wolf turned toward Ash and bared his teeth and rushed forward. 
 
   The wolf was much faster than the bunny though its movements were pretty straight forward. Ash moved to the side swinging his sword hitting the wolf in the shoulder. A small -2 appeared and Ash started to feel uneasy. He didn’t know how much health the wolf had but he doubted that only hitting it for 2 health at a time would take forever.
 
   The wolf turned back racking its claws and striking Ash in the leg. HP 40/60, bleed lose 1 HP every five seconds for a total of 10 HP.
 
   “Crap,” Ash cursed attacking the wolf again. The fight drug on for twenty minutes with Ash doing everything he could to dodge to wolf’s attacks. When the wolf lunged too far Ash took the chance sticking it hard on the head and was rewarded with a -12 in purple meaning he had made a critical strike. At the same time the number rose into the air Ash heard a loud snap as the blade of his sword snapped. “F***.” “Rabbit punch,” as the strike connected another purple number appeared above the wolf, -24. The wolf shuddered and slumped to the ground.
 
   Weary and tired Ash edged over to where the wolf lay and started to absorb it. As the wolf disappeared Ash looked at what the wolf dropped. A full copper coin lay on the ground along with a large white tooth and a small glittering stone. Putting the coin and tooth away Ash picked up the stone.
 
   [Level 6 Demon Stone: low grade stone used in making magic potions.]
 
   “They drop coins and items but no weapons or armor,” Ash said slightly disappointed.
 
   “You already get coins don’t be so greedy. Humanoid monsters drop weapons but the lowest level you will find is seven and they tend to travel in groups of three or more.”
 
   After picking up his spoils Ash rushed back to town afraid that he would run into more wolves. The walk back to town took the better part of an hour since he had to rest often due to his low stamina. He had learned the downsides to using too much of his abilities. If you ran out of MP you start getting headaches, and trouble concentrating. If your HP got low you would get lightheaded and woozy. Low stamina meant that you would feel fatigued as if you haven’t slept in a week. 
 
   Once he made it to town he headed straight to the guild to turn in the lone tooth that he had got hoping that it was worth at least a few coppers.
 
   Walking up to the counter Ash placed the tooth on the counter. “Killed a rock wolf… Not bad,” The lady said taking the tooth and placing three copper coins on the counter. When Ash didn’t leave the lady frowned. “Did you need something else?”
 
   “Yes…Umm…I was wondering if you knew where I could sell this,” Ash said placing the demon stone on the counter.
 
   As the light purple stone glittered the young ladies eyes widened. “You must be lucky to get a demon stone from a rock wolf. They only drop about .5% of the time. As for selling it the guild is the only place in town that will buy it. If you go to a larger city you could get a better price but it is what it is.”
 
   “How much?” Ash asked his voice trembling slightly.
 
   “Level 1-5 stones are 10 silvers, 6-10 are 15 silvers, 11-20 are 50 silvers,” she said happily. “Do you wish to sell it to the guild?”
 
   “Yes please,” Ash said his voice still quivering. The young lady picked up the stone and placed it behind the counter and counted out fifteen silver coins and placed them in front of Ash who quickly scooped them up.
 
   With his purse heavy with coin Ash went back to the blacksmith that had fixed his sword a few days before. As he saw Lily standing behind the counter Ash let out a small smile. “Already back?”
 
   Ash placed his broken sword on the counter and blushed slightly. “It broke.”
 
   “Papa need you for a moment,” Lily said as she looked at the shattered sword with a frown.
 
   The smith picked up the sword and looked at Ash. “This can’t be fixed.”
 
   “Can you make a new sword?” Ash asked frowning. 
 
   “I don’t have the skill but if you need a new blade the shop in town carries a few, though they aren’t cheap,” the smith said while shaking his head. 
 
   Ash moved toward the shop where he had sold the rabbit fur his feet shuffling and his hopes crushed. Once inside he looked around but all he saw were common goods; salt, a few bits of clothes, pieces of parchment, quills, and the like. Walking up to the counter the bald man gave him a tooth grin. “Bring me some more fur. I must say thanks to you my next trading session in the city will go far smoother.”
 
   “Not today,” Ash said trying to smile. “I need a sword.”
 
   “Oh buying even better,” the man said before disappearing through a door and quickly returning with three swords. 
 
   Copper sword: Durability 15/15 Attack 2-4
 
   Iron sword: Durability 20/20 Attack 3-6
 
   Steel sword: Durability 30/30 Attack 5-7
 
   “How much are they?” Ash asked as his hand clutched the small coin pouch in his hand.
 
   “Copper sword is three silver coin, the iron sword is eight silver coins, and the steel sword is twenty silver coins.”
 
   Ash really wanted the Steel sword but right now he didn’t have enough coins. “I’ll take the iron sword,” Ash said as he counted out eight silver coins and placed them on the counter.
 
   Now that he had a stronger sword he had a better chance against the rock wolves but their attacks were still devastating. Turning back around Ash let out a thin smile and greeted his teeth. “I could also use some armor.”
 
   The shopkeeper smiled again and brought out numerous kinds of armor from cloth to steel. The steel armor looked inviting but it weighed a lot and would slow his movements not to mention just for a breastplate it cost a little over a gold coin. The leather armor was more reasonable and after a few gut wrenching moments Ash decided on a tunic, trousers, and boots. After having gone barefoot for nearly a week wearing boots felt slightly odd.
 
   Leather jerkin: Durability 10/10 defense +6
 
   Leather pants: Durability 10/10 defense +4
 
   Leather boots: Durability 10/10 defense +2
 
   The stats of the leather armor wasn’t great but compared to what he was wearing before it was a great upgrade and had still cost him six of his remaining seven silver coins. With new gear Ash once again stopped by the adventurer’s guild and checked out a large map that was posted on the east wall. It showed the different towns as well as the most common monsters that could be found in what areas. 
 
   The area he was in now didn’t have much in the way of things to hunt. There was the saber bunny at level 1, rock wolves at level 6, and goblins at level 8. There was too big a gap between the bunnies and rock wolves. 
 
   As he scanned the map he noticed a few areas with black squares. Looking at the legend of the map he found that it signified a dungeon or labyrinth. “What’s the difference between the two?” Ash asked Rachel who was standing on his shoulder looking over the map as well.
 
   “A dungeon is controlled by a particular kind of demon and are high level. One they are defeated they are gone but because of the difficulty most kingdoms leave them alone unless they are forced to deal with them. Labyrinths on the other hand have floors that reach into the depths of the earth. The first floor is the weakest and they become stronger the farther you go in. It is a great place for adventures to gain experience and knowledge.”
 
   The closest labyrinth was in Aloan city a little over two hundred miles away. Even with a fast horse it would take him three days of steady travel to reach it. Walking would take six to eight days and there were plenty of strong monsters between the two places. Remembering that the merchant had mentioned a trip to the city Ash decided that he would talk to him about it.
 
   Leaving the guild Ash returned to the small store. “Something wrong?” The man asked seeing Ash return so quickly.
 
   “Not really…I was just wondering about the city and the safest way to reach it.”
 
   “Oh… Well the best way would to be with a group. I travel there six times a year to restock. In fact I am making my next trip in seven days. If you want you could travel with me.”
 
   “Really you wouldn’t mind?” Ash asked skeptical of why the man would make such an offer.
 
   “I normally hire two guards from the guild to guard me while I travel even then it can be dangerous at times. Having an extra sword never hurts.” 
 
   “Then I will see you in seven days,” Ash said before leaving the shop.
 
   With his travel plans finished Ash made his way to the inn. After paying thirty copper coins for six nights and another twenty iron pennies for hot water to be brought to his room so that he could wash himself for the first time in days Ash made his way to his room. 
 
   Though at first five copper coins felt like a small fortune now he started to learn how little it was. It bought him a room or what they called a room. In truth it barely had enough room for the bed with just a little room to walk around it. The bed itself wasn’t that good either, nothing more than a large sack filled with something that while soft was extremely lumpy. The inn did have better rooms but they cost a full silver a night and he wasn’t that much in need of a better room. 
 
   After washing himself he felt refreshed and quickly drifted off to sleep. When he woke the next morning he felt more refreshed then he had in days. Feeling better than he had in a while Ash once again set off to hunt rock wolves. He had plenty of copper left so he bought some bread and juice before leaving town knowing that he would need them after each fight even with his new equipment.
 
   After searching the valley for a short while Ash found his first target. A long rock wolf was stalking a small lamb that had gotten lost from the rest of its group. Moving quickly Ash rushed the wolf scoring a shallow hit on the creatures left leg, -8. It wasn’t a great hit but still much better than he was getting the day before with his novice sword. 
 
   The wolf was not so kind as it would sit still and wait to be killed and turned striking with its claws. Ash moved back quickly but he wasn’t fast enough to completely dodge to attack and a sharp pain shot through his left arm as he felt his HP drop by seven points.
 
   Not wanting to drag out the fight longer than needed Ash activated his rabbit punch hitting the wolf in the ribs with his left hand scoring a -12 and knocking the wolf on its side at the same time. Quickly rushing forward Ash attacked with an overhead strike hitting the wolf in the exposed belly and a black -30 appeared causing the wolf to shudder than lay still. The sight of the wolf dying was followed by a “tring” that let him know that he had finally reached level 4.
 
   He placed one point in each Strength, vitality, stamina, and intelligence. He had neglected strength so far but as he fought stronger opponents he knew that he would need it in order to get past their defense.  
 
   “What is the meaning to the different colors of numbers?” Ash asked as he bent over to start absorbing the wolf.
 
   “Normal-red, critical-purple, fatal-black,” Jun said in a matter of fact tone.
 
   After absorbing the wolf Ash checked its rate and found that just like with the rabbit it gave 2% per kill bringing it up to a total of 4%. The wolf dropped a copper coin again as well as the tooth but nothing else. “Can’t get lucky all the time,” Ash said with a laugh and a thought hit him. He quickly opened up the stats menus again and read the definition for the luck stat.
 
   [Luck: increases drop rate, chance of critical strike, as well as a number of other things in daily life.]
 
   It was a very useful stat and at the same time a useless one. Ash decided that every five levels he would add one point to luck. With his 500% bonus it would be the same as adding six points into it. Ash still had a hard time deciding where to put his points but from what Rachel had told him the first ten levels weren’t all important as you couldn’t pick your job until then. Once your job was decided then it would become more important. His main goal now was to simply survive until he reached level ten. 
 
   Ash was able to hunt a total of four wolves throughout the day. He gained four copper coins, and four teeth though nothing else it was still a big win. As an added bonus since the wolves were much higher level than him he gained thirty three experience per kill leaving him only 301 experienced needed to reach level five.
 
   After turning in the teeth Ash had a total of ninety-four copper and forty-two iron pennies. With a smile on his face he decided to eat a real meal instead of just bread and juice.
 
   As he sat at one of the inn’s tables one of the young barmaids came by and giving him a coy smile asked for his order. Ash ended up ordering a mug of ale and a bowl of lamb stew with a side of bread. The entire meal cost two coppers and thirty pennies but giving his earnings for the day it was a small cost. 
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   The days until he left the small town passed quickly with Ash hunting each morning until night. He was able to rise three levels and gain a new ability. Wolf eyes (passive) Level Max- allows one to see as well at night as one does during the day. Fleet foot had also raised another two levels adding a +7 to agility. 
 
   It wasn’t the best ability but Ash knew that it would have its uses. He had also found one other demon stone though it was only a level three stone. Throughout his time hunting he had saved a total of eleven silver, forty-three copper, and ten iron pennies. Looking at his current status Ash was pleased.
 
   Name: Ash
 
   Level: 7
 
   Experience needed for next level: 301 
 
   Race: Human/Demon 70/30
 
   Occupation: none
 
   Title: None
 
   HP: 75/75
 
   MP 75/75
 
   SP 15/16
 
   Strength: 13
 
   Agility: 11 (+7)
 
   Vitality: 15
 
   Stamina: 16
 
   Spirit: 10
 
   Intelligence: 15
 
   Endurance: 13
 
   Luck: 11 (+55)
 
   After stopping by to have his sword and armor repaired Ash moved toward the east gate to meet up with Lucas the merchant. It was still early and Lucas hadn’t arrived yet so Ash took the chance to sit down and inspect his inventory. He didn’t know what might happen on the journey to the main city so he had bought twenty breads and five canteens of water. He had also bought a flint and a pot so that if he found some meat he could cook it. Other than that he had bought a used bed roll so that he wouldn’t have to sleep on the cold ground and a bag. Pulling them out, he put everything together so it wouldn’t look strange later when they appeared out of nowhere later.
 
   Half an hour later Lucas arrived along with two burly sword carrying men who followed along beside the merchant’s old wagon. 
 
   “Ash it is good to see that you are already here. This is John and Rugar the two warriors from the adventurer’s guild who will be guarding the wagon.”
 
   Ash introduced himself but neither of the men seemed to care much about him. Lucas let Ash lace his bag in the back of the wagon as well as take a seat next to him so that he didn’t have to walk. Ash had met a few people in his short time in the new world but Lucas was one of the nicest. He didn’t ask unneeded question and always wore a warm smile on his face. 
 
   Having never traveled by wagon before Ash was surprised to learn that it was actually slower than moving on foot since the wagon couldn’t speed across the dirt road without risking breaking an axel. At the speed they were moving it would take about eight days to reach the city but Ash was in no rush. 
 
   Having spent most of his time in the new world doing nothing but fighting and resting had really worn him out so for most of the time the first day he spent sleeping even though the wagon was a bumpy ride. 
 
   Lucas stopped for the day about an hour before nightfall. While Lucas was setting up his tent Ash laid out his mat and bedroll and then moved to go into the forest that sat about fifty yards away from the road when Rugar grabbed his arm and pulled him to a stop. “Boy there are kobolds in the woods I wouldn’t suggest heading that way.” 
 
   Before leaving Ash had bought a piece of parchment and made a makeshift map of the rout they would travel to the city so that he knew when and where he could hunt. The kobolds were level 7-9 and well within his range as long as he didn’t engage a large group of them at one time. “I’ll be fine,” Ash said pulling out of the fighters grip.
 
   “Don’t come crying to me when you find yourself with a spear through your gut,” Rugar said while rolling his eyes. 
 
   Though it was still a bit until nightfall the woods were already becoming dark but thanks to Ash’s wolf eyes ability he had no trouble seeing. In fact it was much easier to see now than it would be in daylight since the tree canopy always blocked a lot of the incoming light.
 
   Kobolds were one of the many humanoid monsters that lived in the world. They looked like small humans with a doglike face. They were semi intelligent and lived in small tribes. They breaded quickly but also killed each other in large numbers so they never became a real threat to the people living in the world. 
 
   Ash found three groups of kobolds quickly but they were all in groups that would be too dangerous to attack alone. After the sun had completely set Ash returned to the camp. While he had been gone Lucas and the others had already cooked a small meal. Seeing him Lucas called out and offered him a bowl of pottage. It had a bland taste but it still filled his stomach so Ash had no complaints.
 
   The next two days passed by quickly without Ash being able to hunt tanks to the high level of the creatures that roamed the surrounding landscape. As Lucas started to look for a place to camp for the night the group noticed a small coach that was under attack by an ogre. Two men already lay on the ground unmoving while three well-armed men were fighting against it and losing badly. 
 
   Seeing the coach under attack Lucas ordered the two guards to assist the other men in subduing the ogre. John and Rugar put on a stern face and drew their blades while advancing on the large beast. Ash started to stand to join the other two fighters but Lucas stopped him. “Boy that ogre is at least level twenty. One hit from that beast will send you to an early grave.”
 
   Ash sat down without another word and watched from the wagon as the five men fought the ogre. The men in heavy armor attacked head on while John and Rugar jumped in hitting any opening they could find. At first it looked like their plan was going to work until the Ogre grabbed one of the armored men and threw him into a tree with a loud snap. From there the fight went downhill. With only two people drawing the attention of the ogre, John and Rugar didn’t find many openings. 
 
   “Even if I don’t want to, it doesn’t look like I have a choice but to try and help out,” Ash said looking to where Lucas sat. The merchant let out a heavy sigh and nodded his head.
 
   Pulling out his sword Ash moved around to the side of the coach and continued to watch the fight. When the ogre picked up John and readied to throw him Ash made his move. Jumping on top of the coach ash used it as a springboard to jump and latch his legs onto the ogre’s massive neck where he drove the top of his blade into ogre. Two purple and one black number floated into the air. -32,-35,-71. When the black number rose into the air the ogre dropped John and fell to one knee but it still had plenty of life left. Seeing their chance the other warriors attacked carving off large amounts of the creature’s health quickly.
 
   While the soldiers below fought Ash continued to hack away at the ogre’s neck. One out of every three strikes a purple number rose into the air. So absorbed into his attack Ash never noticed the meaty hand that reached for him until it was too late and he was being lifted into the air. Without any other choice Ash continued to attack the ogre’s fingers though the numbers were a lot lower than they had been previously. -9,-6,-12 then he found himself floating through the air until tendrils of pain flashed throughout his entire body. Inside his mind Ash watched as his HP was reduced to 6/75 from one attach. He tried to stand but his legs wouldn’t heed his attack, his legs didn’t seem to be working. Checking his status once again he found an abnormality. [Fracture: You have broken bones HP reduced by 60 until they are healed.]
 
   “No wonder it hurts so bad,” Ash said as he stared at the sky waiting for the ogre to finish him off as his eyes started to darken. He tried to fight against the nausea but he had no strength left in his body.
 
   Though he couldn’t see who it was Ash heard voices near him after a few moments. He once again tried to open his eyes but all he could see were blurred images. When he tried to talk his mouth tasted like copper. “Rib must have punctured a lung,” was Ash’s last thought before the darkness completely overtook him.
 
   Pain wracked Ash’s entire body as his consciousness came back. He tried to speak but only a low groan escaped his lips. “Don’t try to speak. You have three broken ribs and a broken leg. Once we reach the city we will have a healer look at you.”
 
   As Ash’s eyes focused he noticed that he was looking straight up at a young girl in her min-teens with large purple eyes. Not only were her eyes different her hair was a light blue-green. In short she was stunningly beautiful. It was at this moment that Ash noticed that he was using her lap as a pillow. His face blushing Ash tried to set up when a sharp pain shot though his body causing him to cry out. “Stop that,” the young lady said as she knitted her eyebrows. “I said that you were injured so behave and lie still.”
 
   Unable to argue Ash did as he was told and closed his eyes trying his best not to move too much. “Here,” the young lady said putting a glass jar filled with a green liquid up to his lips. “It will help with the pain.”
 
   Ash opened his mouth and did his best not to spit the bitter medicine up as she started pouring it into his mouth. After the bottle was half emptied she pulled it away and put it away. Using her soft finger she brushed the corners of his mouth making Ash blush again. 
 
   “Milady that is hardly proper,” another voice said from the side. Ash tried to turn his head but the waves of pain quickly stopped him.
 
   “Hush Edger,” the young lady said with a stern look. I saw the young man fight and heard from the knights that had he not appeared when he had then we would all most likely be sitting in an ogre’s cauldron right now.” 
 
   “That aside milady it is not proper for a young lady…”
 
   “Enough,” the lady said her eyes seeming as if they were on fire. “One more word and you will be walking the rest of the way.”
 
   The change was subtle but Ash didn’t miss it. The young lady had more than a little temper. Seeing the look in her eyes Ash made a mental note not to anger her unless it was a life or death situation. He didn’t get much more time to think about it as the medicine started to do its work. The last thing he saw was the young ladies smiling face as her hand brushed the stray strands of hair out of his face.
 
   The next time he woke he found that his head was still laying in the young ladies lap. He tried to talk again causing him to go into a coughing fit. The young ladies face instantly took on a worried look as she turned his head as a dark red glob of mucus and dried blood exited his mouth. “That hurt,” Ash gasped. “I can talk again,” He said though his voice was dry and raspy. 
 
   “Are you hurting Sir Ash?” The young lady asked as she lifted his head back up and whipped the sweat off his brow with a light pink embroidered handkerchief.
 
   “Yes,” Ash gasped as pain surged through his body. Once again the bitter green liquid was poured down his throat and the pain slowly subsided. 
 
   “Better?” She asked with a bright smile.
 
   “Yes, thank you…Miss,” Ash said trying to smile.
 
   “You can call me Emelia,” she said with a beaming smile as she once again wiped the remains of the potion from the corners of his mouth. “I haven’t had a chance to thank you yet for saving us. None of your companions seemed to know much about you besides your name. Do you mind telling me where you are from?”
 
   Ash thought for a moment but it was not like he could tell her that he had come from a different world. “I don’t know. I woke up in the woods outside of the town with nothing to my name.”
 
   “I see,” her eyes took on a fierce look as if she were probing him. 
 
   “Do you mind if I ask about the wings on your back young sir?” The other voice asked in a harsh tone.
 
   “I have a small amount of demon blood. I am a sub-human,” Ash said bitterly expecting to be thrown to the side of the road.
 
   “I see. Milady we cannot have such a person traveling with us. I know he has done us a great service but would it not be better to have him placed in the back of the merchant’s wagon?”
 
   “Edger how would you like to ride in the wagon instead?” the young lady said the fire returning to her eyes.
 
   “No milady,” Edgar said his voice drifting off. 
 
   “From you ID plate I know that you were a sub-human but I didn’t expect demon blood. No matter what you blood you have saved me and I will see that you are properly rewarded no matter what the small minded fools think.”
 
   “Please don’t trouble yourself,” ash said worriedly. It was not that he didn’t want a reward. In fact gold would be much appreciated but he didn’t want to draw attention to himself. He had quickly learned what people in this kingdom thought about sub-humans and they were not very good. Beast men or demi-humans were disliked but not disdained yet sub-humans a mix human blood and beast men, demon, or in some cases monsters such as ogres, goblins and the like were seen by most as tainted blood.
 
   “It is no trouble,” Emelia said with a tone of finality letting him know that she would broke no further arguments on the subject. 
 
   There was so much more he wanted to ask about. What had happened after he was thrown? Was everyone else ok? Yet his mind couldn’t hold onto the questions for more than a breath. Ash yawned and tried to fight the haziness as the medicine started to work on him but it was useless and soon he was slipping off to sleep again.
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   Ash spent most of the journey to the city asleep or in a stupor. The only thing he saw over those days was Emelia’s smile. When they neared the city Ash could hear the sound of other people. Suddenly the door to the coach was thrown open and revealing an old man with a grey bread and white robe. “Duchess Hawkwing to what do we owe the honor of your visit to our shrine?” the man asked while bowing so low that his beard brushed the ground
 
   Seeing how the man acted a spike of fear went through Ash. He always paid close attention in school and had taken a liking to medieval times in Europe. What he had learned was that nobles tended to be very harsh to those that did not follow protocol when dealing with them and Ash had been using such a nobles lap as a pillow and calling her as if he had known her for years.  
 
   “We have injured people foremost of those is this young man,” Emelia said indicating Ash with a wave of her hand.
 
   “Of course milady,” the elder healer said before calling over four young men who carefully carried Ash from the coach and into the large stone building. He was laid on a cold stone table and the healers began to chant as a warm white light enveloped their hands and passed over Ash alleviating the pain that had been plaguing him. 
 
   Thanks to his dire wounds it took the healers more than two hours before he was completely well. As soon as they were done Ash carefully sat up and looked at the young lady in whole for the first time. She was much shorter than he thought, no more than 5’3. Her short stature didn’t seem to hinder her as she stood with an elegance that brought a blush to Ash’s cheeks. “My thanks Milady Duchess,” Ash said bowing at the waist hoping that he could use his illness for his lack of grace over the past few days. 
 
   When Ash raised his head he noticed that Emelia did not look pleased. He tried to think of what might have happened to upset her but nothing came to mind. Smiling he gathered his courage. “Do you happen to know where my companions are?” 
 
   “First I believe I gave you a name to call me and it wasn’t duchess or milady,” Emelia said angrily. The look on her puffed up cheeks reminded him that even if she acted older she was still a young lady. “Second you’re so called companions left over an hour ago.”
 
   “Is that so… Emelia,” Ash said adding the last when Emelia’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Then I will need to find lodgings. Do you happen to know of a decent inn?”
 
   “I told you that I will see you properly repaid and yet you wish to leave already,” Emelia said clenching her small hands. “Is my company that bothersome?” 
 
   “No nothing of the sort,” Ash answered quickly.
 
   “Good,” Emelia said flashing a dazzling smile. “Then you will join me at my manor within the city.”
 
   Unable to think of a good reason to decline Ash simply nodded his head. The ride to her manor was quiet as neither of the two could think of anything to say.
 
   When they arrived ash found what she called a manor was a three story building large enough to house a dozen families. “Let me show the guest to his room,” Edgar said picking up Ash’s pack. 
 
   “Make sure he is in the garnet suite,” Emelia said in a stern voice.
 
   Ash could tell that Edger wasn’t happy about the choice of rooms but the older man chose not to say anything about it. Ash was taken to a large room on the third floor with a canopy bed that could sleep six people comfortably.
 
   Placing his bag in the oversized closet Ash laid down on the bed but having slept over the past few days he wasn’t really tired so when a knock came at his door he quickly jumped to his feet and ran to answer it. What he found on the other side was Emelia wearing a dark green dress with lightly damp hair. “She must have just taken a bath.”
 
   As soon as the door opened Emelia walked in and quickly closed it behind her. With a heavy sigh she sat on the edge of the bed and called for Ash to sit beside her. “Ash what are you planning to do now?” she asked her eyes dodging around nervously.
 
   “I came to the city so that I could go into the labyrinth. As soon as I can I plan to do just that,” Ash said as he ran his eyes over the floor. He had never spent a single moment alone with a female before, he hadn’t even talked to one before outside of a teacher.
 
   “Then you can stay here,” Emelia declared happily.
 
   “I don’t mean to be rude but why?”
 
   “Ugh…Honestly…I-I want someone to talk to,” Emelia said seemingly to fight with the words that came out of her mouth. 
 
   “That seems odd,” Ash blurted out.
 
   “You are right there are plenty of other nobles I can talk to but it is not a pleasant process. I am the youngest landed noble since my father passed away last spring. The other nobles send their young sons here hoping to have them take over my property by the way of marriage. If I try to find someone of the lower class to talk to they are all so stiff that it feels as if I am torturing them. You even after you learned I was a duchess you didn’t really treat me different. It was refreshing…That is all I want.”
 
   “If that is all then I guess it is ok,” Ash said after giving it plenty of thought. 
 
   “Excellent… Then could you tell me about yourself?” Emelia asked bouncing slightly on the edge of the bed.
 
   “I was telling the truth before I honestly remember nothing of my life before I woke in the forest…So there is not much to tell,” Ash said bowing his head.
 
   “Oh…I thought you were just hiding it since you were a sub-human,” Emelia admitted. 
 
   “Instead now that we are friends why don’t you tell me a bit about yourself?” Ash replied.
 
   “Friends…That’s right we are friends…Hum, my first friend,” Emelia giggled making her seem as if she were a small child again and given her small frame it wasn’t hard to imagine. 
 
   “You are my first friend as well,” Ash added bashfully.
 
    Emelia smiled then started telling him about what her life was like. As a child her father kept her in the house forcing her to spend all of her time learning from tutors so that when she took over the duchy she wouldn’t be a burden to the people. During a hunting accident her father had perished the year before making her the youngest landed noble at the age of fifteen. Fifteen was supposed to be her time to shine as it was the normal age that nobles were introduced into the world to mingle with other nobles but that had been quickly taken from her in the name of duty. Now at sixteen she was finding her job easier but with more time she had started to get lonely without others to talk to and when she found Ash she took the chance to make her first friend. 
 
   When it was time for dinner Ash walked to a large dining room with Emelia. The food was far above what he was used to. A whole foul, along with a fresh salad and a sweet pudding for dessert. “Since you’re going to be going into the labyrinth I think I have the prefect reward for you,” Emelia said as she clapped her hands. 
 
   Shortly after she clapped her hands two young women entered the room. One placed a long sword in an onyx black sheath on the table in front of him while the other sat a small metal breastplate in front of him.
 
   [Sword of the Hawk: Sword belonging to a great hero of the Hawkwing family. Durability 50/50 attack 20-32 strength +10 stamina +5.]
 
   Ash couldn’t help but gape at the stats on the sword. His hands shaking he picked up the silver breastplate and found that it surprisingly only weighed as much as his leather armor. 
 
   [Mithra armor: Armor blessed by the god of light. Durability 40/40 defense + 20 Endurance +10 spirit +10 agility +5.]
 
   The armor had even better stats than the sword. These were godly items compared to what he had been using. They alone would be as if he rose his level ten or more times. At that moment Ash wanted to do nothing more than to rush out and try out his new sword.
 
   “These are too good as a gift,” Ash forced himself to say. “The armor alone must cost a fortune.”
 
   “It is already done,” Emelia said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “If it makes you feel better they have been sitting down in the vault collecting dust for years.” 
 
   “Then I will graciously accept,” Ash said stroking the sword as if it were a small pet. As he looked at the sword he heard a small giggle come from the other side of the room but he couldn’t tear his eyes off the sword to look.
 
   Ash wanted to head straight for the labyrinth to try out his new sword but it was already late and he was having trouble keeping his eyes open after such a large feast. Slinking back to his room Ash collapsed on the bed and rolled on his back.
 
   “Ladies man,” Rachel said with a light laugh as she settled on his shoulder.
 
   “How long have you been here?” Ash asked as his face blushed a deep red. 
 
   “We have been watching all day. You two were so close we couldn’t find a moment to but in.”
 
   “Congratulations,” Jun said floating a smile.
 
   Sighing to himself Ash closed his eyes and started dreaming about the coming days. In his last life he had never had much to look forward to. Every day was the same, he woke up, did chores, and went to school. The only real difference was where he did them. His houses changed often and more than a few years were spent at group homes. This was the first time he felt the knowing sensation in his mind in anticipation for the future. 
 
   “What are labyrinths like?” Ash asked when he ran out of ideas about what he would fin tomorrow. 
 
   “I can’t say what the one here will be like since I have never seen the insides of it,” Rachel said puffing her lips out and tapping them with the tip of her finger.
 
   “Different,” Jun said in his normal one word fashion.
 
   “Just tell me about some of the labyrinths that you have seen,” Ash said as he let out a small groan. 
 
   “Well they are controlled by a master demon in their deepest part. They all have different levels depending on the strength of the demon in control but the smallest I heard of was seventy floors. The only real thing they have in common is that the floor designs depend on the demon in control. In one I visited each floor had a puzzle that you had to solve, and in another all the walls moved turning it into a huge maze. That one was really dangerous as you could get stuck in it for days at a time.” 
 
   Rachel continued on and Ash listened with rapt attention. Before he knew it hours had passed and the sun had long since set. His excitement still bubbling over Ash had to force himself to try and sleep. After hours of tossing and turning he finally drifted off to sleep though his mind was still buzzing about the coming day. 
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   Jun woke as soon as the sun shining through the windows touched his face. Quickly strapping on his new armor and sword he rushed for the door only to be caught by the butler Edger. “Milady was sure that you might be eager to leave early this morning but she has asked me to relay a request that you attend the morning meal,” Edger said then sniffing the air wrinkled his nose. “That is after the good sir has refreshed himself.”
 
   Ash was taken by the arm and led to the first floor baths where two women started at him openly and ushered him inside. Ash waited for the two ladies to leave but instead they started grabbing his clothes and forcibly undressing him. “W-wa-wait,” Ash yelled but his cries went unheeded and soon he was unceremoniously striped necked and thrown in the large tub. 
 
   Ash blushing furiously sunk into the hot water but was soon pulled up as large sponges were brushed over his skin as another girl washed his hair. Ash wanted to complain but honestly it felt really good. 
 
   After he was scrubbed clean four or five times over the women finally let him out of the bath and started drying him off. Then he was dressed and pushed into the dining room where Emelia was waiting for him with a large smile.
 
   “What the heck is with the bath,” Ash said still flustered causing Emelia to laugh.
 
   “I am so used to it I completely forgot about it,” she said still laughing. “I will tell them to let you bathe alone for now on…That is unless you enjoyed it,” she added with a coy look on her face. 
 
   “No thank you,” Ash said blushing furiously. “I don’t think my body could take any more washings like that. I thought that my skin was going to come off.”
 
   “Oh really,” Emelia said though this time her eyes had a bit of fire in them. “Seems it was my young attendants that enjoyed the bath instead.”
 
   “N-no I was just really dirty since I hadn’t had a chance to bath on the journey,” Ash replied quickly not wanting to cause anyone any trouble. 
 
   “Is that so?” Emelia said narrowing her eyes then letting out a soft sigh. “Oh well it done with now. So I guess you are planning to go to the labyrinth today, or has something else caught your attention.”
 
   “Yes I was planning to go to the labyrinth. I wonder what it’s like.” Ash said as his mind started to daydream again. 
 
   “I know a bit about the labyrinth if you wish to know,” Emelia said with a smug look. 
 
   “You know about the labyrinth?” Ash asked stunned. 
 
   “What do you take me for?” Emelia asked slightly raising from her seat. “The labyrinth is in my duchy so of course I know about it. It is thanks to it that out land has been so prosperous and the same reason all those young lords camp out at my doorstep trying to woo me thinking me nothing but an empty headed peacock to decorate their bedroom.”
 
   Ash flinched at the anger in her voice and knew that he had hit a sore nerve. “Please tell me about the labyrinth,” he pleaded with upturned eyes.
 
   “Sorry…” Emelia said slightly blushing and retaking her seat. After taking a small drink of water she cleared her throat. “The labyrinth is considered one of the best for new adventures since it doesn’t have any complex mazes and the upper levels have low level monsters. As the levels get lower the monsters get stronger. So far it has been mapped down to the 113th level. After level righty it’s not advisable to go in unless you have a full group of top tier fighters with you. The boss on the 113th level is a strong behemoth and no one so far has been able to beat it.”
 
   “So it would be better to find a party to fight with,” Ash said more to himself.
 
   “Ugu…I wouldn’t suggest that,” Emelia said with a saddened look. “Even though I rule here the kingdom as a whole looks down on sub-humans. In truth you could be killed or robbed and even if I knew who they were I wouldn’t be able to punish them in the open. So please be careful when you are outside…I don’t want to lose my first friend,” Emelia added with a shy smile as her cheeks blushed slightly. 
 
   “Then what am I supposed to do about other fighters. No matter how strong I am I can’t fight alone forever…It is too dangerous.”
 
   “You could buy slaves,” Emelia offered.
 
   “Slaves…They have slaves here?” Ash asked slightly taken aback. 
 
   “Y-yes. Prisoners of war, thieves, debtors, and people unable to pay their taxes are turned into slaves,” Emelia said softly.
 
   The thought of slave’s appalled Ash. Where he was from slavery was considered inherently evil. Then again he was no longer on earth and there was little he could do to change the policies of the world he was in at the moment. “If I got a slave I could treat it like family,” Ash told himself but it still left a bad taste in his mouth. “How much do slaves cost?” Ash asked the words feeling heavy.
 
   “It depends,” Emelia said after a few moments. “Unskilled young men can go for as cheap as thirty gold while young beautiful maidens can go for as much as ten platinum. I would suggest buying beast men since they are cheaper than humans and would be more ready to keep your secret. If you want I can loan you some gold so that you can buy one. If you don’t want it in the end I will take care of it. I can always use a new hand around the manor.”
 
   “If I buy one I want it to be with my own gold. I don’t even know if I want to buy one either so let me give it some thought. How far do you think it is safe to go into the labyrinth on my own?”
 
   “I think the first five levels are ok for you to solo since you are pretty strong but be careful. Each level has a boss before you can move to the next stage and more than one adventure has died within their rooms.”
 
   “I promise I will be careful,” Ash replied smiling. “I don’t want to die just yet.” 
 
   For breakfast they had a sweet porridge filled with a salty meat and fresh juice. Once they were finished eating Emelia walked him to the edge of the property and waved to him as he left. Ash had to admit that it felt good to have someone see him off with a smile. He had once lived with an old lady that he had called Nan who always saw him off with a smile. He had thought that he would get to stay with her for a long time but shortly after Nan’s daughter had her sent to a nursing home and sold the old ladies house. It was sad and was one of the first times Ash experienced what humans were truly like. As he remembered that time in his life he started to wonder what Emilia was really after. No human was selfless…Even those who acted like saints did so for their own good. If she was just truly lonely Ash could understand but he promised to himself not to let his guard down. If push came to shove she would abandon him just like the other people had in his life. 
 
   As that thought stuck in his mind Ash once again thought about the slaves. “How do slaves work here?” He asked the air and as soon as the words came out of his mouth Rachel popped up and flew over to his shoulder.
 
   “Well Slaves are branded and then imprinted so they are forced to obey their master’s orders. So you never have to worry about them turning on you though they can still run away though it is easy to track them through the slave mark.”
 
   “They are completely unable to go against their master’s wishes?” Ash asked to clarify.
 
   “Correct,” Rachel said the distance clear in her voice. “They still have their own minds but if they refuse a command the magic in the brand with punish them.”
 
   Ash still didn’t like the idea of slavery. In his mind it was wrong but when in Rome, not to mention a slave was the only person that could truly be trusted. As Ash headed toward the large wall that surrounded the labyrinth he decided that he would save up enough and buy a slave.
 
   After going through a guarded tunnel Ash reached the labyrinth. From the front it looked as nothing more than a large set of stairs that led into the earth though it gave him an ominous feeling that left the hairs on his arm standing up.
 
   As he walked down the stairs he came to a black portal. Just the sight of the gateway made his stomach churn. Slowly Ash reached out his arm and touched the swirling black portal his body turned cold all over and he was sucked in. Ash felt like panicking but before he had a chance he found himself in an underground passage with white bricks on each side with numerous passages jutting off every now and then.
 
   Pulling out his sword Ash carefully moved forward. Coming to the first passage he saw an older man with four kids around the age of twelve yelling commands at them. “Alan get your sword up, Jin don’t close your eyes.” Ignoring the small group Ash moved on coming across a few other groups fighting a small ball like creature. If he remembered right in the game he played they were called slimes.
 
   Soon he found his own slime to fight. It looked like a small green ball with stone like eyes. Bringing his sword up and doing and underhanded strike Ash saw a nice red -22 appear and the slim jiggled for a moment then turned into a green puddle. Checking his experience Ash found that it had only given him one experience point.
 
   Shrugging his shoulders ash absorbed the slime and inspected the area to find one small black coin and nothing else. Before he stood he noticed another slime jumping toward him and once again with one strike he killed it. This time the slime dropped a small green ball. Picking it up a description popped into his mind.
 
   [Slime Core: core of a slime often used to make low level potions. Rarity: Common]
 
   As long as he was staying with Emelia he didn’t need to worry about running out of gold so there was no feeling of being rushed. Ash decided it would be best to absorb as many slimes as he could to see what skills he could gain. 
 
   Though there were at least fifty groups fighting in the labyrinth at any given time Ash had no trouble finding slimes to kill. Walking around he even found a hidden room with fifteen slimes built up in it. After killing fifty slimes Ash heard the welcomed “tring” sound indicating that he had absorbed enough of them to get an ability.
 
   [You have reach 100% absorption level on Green Slime. Abilities available; Bash (active).]
 
   Ash was surprised the slime only had one ability.
 
   “Tring,” [you have received the Bash ability]
 
   Ash quickly checked his ability window. [Bash: Cost 1 SP- level 1 0%- slam body into enemy to do X 10 damage.] Looking at the description Ash felt disappointed. It was a weak and nearly useless ability. After getting everything he could from the slimes Ash found a small area with a light white encompassing it. From what he had learned there was one such area on each floor that had been mapped so that adventures could rest without fear of being attacked. 
 
   Once his HP and SP were restored Ash moved on and started to look for the boss room. HE encountered a few slimes and quickly killed them scooping up anything they dropped and absorbing them out of habit. It used his MP but he had brought a lot of juice to restore it as needed.
 
   After searching for a quarter of an hour Ash finally found a large room with double doors with the face of a demon craved into them. On the left hand side a small plaque was hung. [Warning Boss ahead. King Slime- recommended group level of 3.]
 
   Ash could tell that the plaque had been hung by a person as a few parts of it were worn and beaten. “Who do you think placed this here?” Ash asked Rachel who had been fluttering around enjoying watching the different people in the tunnels fighting.
 
   “Most likely the guild hall,” Rachel replied. “They did the same thing in the dungeon’s that I had been in before.” 
 
   After checking to make sure that he was ready Ash pushed open the door and stepped though. As soon as he entered the room the double doors shut hard behind him making him jump slightly. The room lit up and standing in front of him was a large green slime about five foot tall and about the same size across.
 
   Not wasting time Ash rushed forward and struck hard with his sword and a disappointing -8 appeared. Though the damager he did was low the slime was didn’t attack back it only shook. Suddenly the slime stopped shaking and jumped high into the air surprising Ash. Jumping to the side ash barely dodged getting smashed and even though the attack had missed his HP was reduced by 10 points. “Dangerous.”
 
   A little more careful this time Ash move forward and continued his assault. The Slime had a simple pattern it would store energy for about two minutes then preform an attack either trying to smash Ash into the ground or into the wall. After five rounds of this the slime gave a final shudder and melted into a puddle. As soon as it was dead Ash tried to absorb it but a small “tring” sounded. [Your Demon Absorption skill is not high enough level to absorb this creature. Demon Absorption needs to be at least level 3 to absorb this monster.]
 
   “What?” Ash said aloud. It was the first time his absorption skill had failed. Well it wasn’t as if he was going to kill the king slime fifty times anyway. Shaking his head Ash looked on the ground to find a copper coin and four slime cores. “So cheap.”
 
   After walking through the door Ash moved around looking for a monster. He found one not long after it was the saber bunny that he had fought back in the small town. Sighing He moved forward and started to look for the boss room. Along the way he was forced to fight the bunnies but just like the slimes they fell with one hit. Containing himself he didn’t absorb them and just picked up what they dropped and moved on.
 
   Once again he found a large double door with a small plaque beside it. [Danger Boss ahead: Lighting Rabbit- suggested group level 5.]
 
   Walking through the doors Ash found what looked to be a saber bunny with yellow strips of fur running along its back. Before he had a chance to attack the rabbit jumped forward and seemed to disappear only to reappear a moment later right in front of him kicking him hard in the chest costing him 3 HP. Before it had a chance to hit him again Ash took a quick step back while swinging his sword and was happy to see a purple -30 appear. Unlike the slime the rabbit didn’t have a high defense to physical damage so after only four strikes it fell to the ground and stopped moving.
 
   Once again he received the message saying that the monster could not be absorbed. “I wonder how long it takes for the boss to come back.” Ash mused allowed as he picked up the scraps of fur and coins.
 
   “I will only appear once a day for each person. If you wanted to find it again today then you would have to join in a party with someone who hasn’t fought it,” Rachel replied quickly. 
 
   “Still not back if I could absorb it then in thirty days I could get one of the boss’s skills.”
 
   “Cheat,” Jun said with a huff.
 
   “Definably a cheat,” Rachel said in agreement.
 
   Ignoring the two farriers Ash pushed forward into the next room. Inside he found a lot more people than he had in the previous rooms. “Ah sir,” an older man said bring Ash to a halt. “Today the guild school is having a test. Would you mind skipping to the next level or going back to the previous one?”
 
   “A test…And skipping how do I even do that?” Ash said more than a little confused.
 
   “You must be new,” the man said with a thin smile. “We have a small school for adventures in town. We take ages from ten to thirty, so if you’re interested you should check it out. Today we are having a test to judge out class three students. If you would like to go to the next level I can escort you to the boss room but in the future if you want to go to a room you have previous been in just make your way to the boos room and touch your hand on the plaque that way you can instantly transfer to any plaque you have touched before.”
 
   “I think I will head back up then. I don’t want to push myself too far, but thank you for the information and offer,” Ash said politely bowing. 
 
   “It was my pleasure young man,” the teacher said before turning around to watch his students.
 
   As Ash left he made sure to touch each plaque. It was easier than having to go through it all again each time he wanted to enter the labyrinth. Just thinking about when he reached level twenty and had to fight his way there each time made him shudder. 
 
   Once he left the labyrinth Ash walked around the market district. They had a number of stalls and it didn’t take him long to find a slave dealer. Shortly after he walked inside a portly man with a scraggily beard greeted him. “Good sir how can I help you today?”
 
   “I was just checking on the prices of a good fighting slave,” Ash said trying to keep his nervousness out of his voice.
 
   “Ah very good. I tend to deal with workers but my friend Gill deals in fighters. Do you perchance know what kind you would like?” The man said quickly.
 
   “A best man if I can find one,” Ash replied.
 
   “Ah then you will need to see Halan three blocks down and one block to the left. He is the only slave trader that deals with demi-humans.” As soon as Ash mentioned beast men the slavers nose wrinkled and his voice changed to one that was obviously displeased. 
 
   Following the man’s instruction led ash to a small ramshackle store at the edge of the market district. Unlike the slaver’s store before the inside didn’t have chairs to sit nor did it have a fragrance of fruit in the air. All Ash could smell was sweat, and mold. “Good sir can I help you?” A tall lanky man with only a few remain strands of hair asked as he came out from the back room.
 
   “I was looking for a beast man slave,” Ash said as he took a step back from the man who smelled like rotten cheese.
 
   “Ah then I shall show you our stock. Please follow me,” The man said waving his hand grandly signaling Ash to follow him to the back room.
 
   As soon as he stepped through the cloth barrier the smell got worse and Ash was forced to cover his nose. Along the wall more than two dozen beast men and women were chained to the wall most of them looking as if they haven’t eaten in days. When he had first heard of beast men, he had pictured humanoid beings with fur and animal like faces. Instead what he found was what appeared to be humans with animal ears and tails. As he looked at them he could only find them cute… in the same fashion one would a dog.
 
   “The men are good workers and I can let them go for as little as two gold a piece. The women can cook and clean so I can let them go for a gold at the lowest. The little rascals can do light chores but will be good if you train them up right so I can let them go for about fifty silvers.
 
   Ash didn’t pick up much while he was in the labyrinth and given what he already had only amounted to 11 silver 48 copper and 125 Iron Pennies. “None of them look worth it and I only brought eleven silver with me today. Who would pay more than that for a demi-human,” Thad forced his words to come out cold and condescending even though it made him sick to his stomach to do it. 
 
   “Ten silvers bah,” the man said with an annoyed look. “For that I will let you have the runt but no matter how dirty they are its hard to get a quality slave for that price. You are just in luck I have one that is costing more coin than she is worth. Little rat won’t eat, and just yells all day.” As Halan spoke he opened a small crate and yanked a small creature from inside.
 
   As Ash looked at the small being on the ground he felt like killing the man in front of him. Laying on the ground bound and gagged was a girl no more than twelve years old. The only clean places on her face were where tears had washed it clean. “Ten seems a bit much for the runt but she will have to do,” Ash said through gritted teeth.
 
   Halan picked the girl up by her ropes causing her eyes to widen in pain and carried her like luggage. Pulling back the corner of the rag she wore as a dress exposing her shoulder he placed his hand on it and the smell of burning flesh filed the room making the small girl twitch in pain until she passed out.
 
   Halan handed Ash a dirty needle. “Need a drop of your blood for the contract.”
 
   Pushing the needle aside Ash pulled his sword and used the tip to make a small cut on his finger and let some of his blood drop onto the new brand on the girls back.
 
   Ash watched as his blood started to swirl around as it was absorbed into the girl’s skin and the brand turned a dark red. “Done, now my coin,” Halan said greedily. Ask took out ten silver coins and placed them on the table then carefully picked up the girl who felt too light in his arms and carried her back to Emelia’s manor.
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   The girl was still unconscious when Ash brought her to the bath and handed her to the attendants and asked them to wash her. When he said he didn’t have clothes for her one of the attendants said she would take care of it. “Please just bring her to my room when you’re done,” Ash told them before leaving. 
 
   It was more than an hour before the little girl was brought back to him, and amazingly enough she was still unconscious. “Umm…Sir,” the older blond attendant who carried the girl said as she stepped back from where the child laid covered in a cheap white dress.  
 
   “Yes,” Ash said his face taking on a worried expression when he saw the maid’s nervousness.
 
   “I just wanted to make sure that you knew the girl had Klines disease.”
 
   “Klines… I’m sorry I don’t know what that is,” Ash admitted. 
 
   “It isn’t all that rare but it is easily treatable with a potion for about seventy silver,” the maid said.
 
   “Ah I don’t have that much,” Ash cursed. “What will happen to her?”
 
   “Right now it’s still early only a few sores have appeared on her body but within a day or two they will cover her completely and she will die.”  
 
   “Don’t worry,” another voice said from the door as Emelia walked in and handed him two small bottles of brown liquid. “Take this just in case. The disease is contagious so I was notified as soon as they noticed the spots.
 
   “Thank you,” Ash said meekly as he quickly drank one of the potions.
 
   “Next time you go to buy a slave please take Edgar with you. This time it was easily solved but there are much more dangerous things that would cause no end of trouble,” Her words were that of a request but her tone let him know different.
 
   “I will,” Ash promised before walking over and lifting the small girls head and slowly pouring the medicine in her mouth. 
 
   Ash had expected Emelia to leave but instead she took a seat in the only chair in the room. Ash not knowing what to do sat on the floor next to the bed waiting for the girl to wake. The two sat in silence for more than an hour until a small voice rang throughout the room. “Where am I…Did I die?” the sound of wonder in her voice caused Emelia to giggle.
 
   Ash quickly stood up and turned around getting a good look at the young girl. Her pointed ears were on the top of her head about four inches above where a normal humans would be and just like an animal’s ear were covered in light red brown fur. From where she sat a small six inch bushy tail of the same color stuck out. “No, you’re not dead,” ash said with a warm smile. “I bought you and had you brought here.” 
 
   “But…I was sick,” the girl exclaimed. She quickly pulled up her dress making Ash turn red as he quickly turned away. “Why wasn’t she wearing any underwear?”
 
   “We gave you a potion to cure you,” Ash hurriedly said.
 
   “Twank yuuuuusss,” the girl said breaking down crying as she jumped from the bed wrapping her arms around Ash.
 
   Not knowing what to do Ash awkwardly patted the girls head consolingly and looked at Emelia who looked at him with a smile. A he patted the girls head his fingers brushed her ears and he found them incredibly soft. Unable to control himself Ash pinched one of the ears between his fingers and rubbed it. “Ehhhh,” the girl said pulling back and looking up at Ash.
 
   “Sorry,” Ash said. “They just looked so soft.”
 
   “Uhhh…Thank you,” the small girl said blushing.
 
   “What is your name?” Emelia asked walking over to stand beside Ash. He didn’t know why but she had an odd look as she came so close that their shoulders touched. 
 
   “Yuki,” the girl said trying her best to bow.
 
   “Yuki I am the Duchess Hawkwing and this is Sir Ash your master,” Emelia said her tone elegant yet stern. “If I am right you are from the fox tribe. What do you know how to do?”
 
   “Yes milady I am from the fox tribe…I,” Yuki’s face took on a worried look. “I haven’t learned anything yet…I was taken from my parents when they didn’t pay their taxes.”
 
   “Then you were only taken about five to seven days ago,” Emelia said knitting her brows.
 
   “Emelia no reason to scare the child,” Ash said thinking she would lighten her tone but instead she gave him a harsh glare. 
 
   “Ash she has to learn proper etiquette, otherwise it will cause her and you both trouble in the future. I am not doing this to be mean. If you don’t mind I will have her work with some of my maids so that she can learn the basics.” 
 
   “Ok just don’t be too hard on her,” Ash said completely defeated.
 
   “Good,” Emelia said giving Ash a warm smile and turning her attention back to Yuki. “Yuki tomorrow morning one of my maids will come by and start your training.”
 
   “Yes milady,” Yuki said as she tried to bow again. 
 
   “Ash, I have something to do today so I will have the maids deliver dinner to your rooms,” Emelia said before leaving the room.
 
   Once Emelia left Ash let out a strained breath and turned to find Yuki looked at him with big eyes that still held the same fear she had when facing the Duchess. “You can relax I won’t yell at you,” Ash said while trying to give his most welcoming smile. 
 
   “M-master what should I do?” Yuki asked her voice slightly trembling.
 
   “Right now I don’t have anything for you to do so you can do whatever you want as long as you stay in the room. I don’t think it would be a good idea to roam around the manor just yet.”
 
   Yuki nodded her head and jumped from the bed and rubbed the small red lines on her wrists. She walked over to the window and looked out, “Pretty.” 
 
   Ash moved up behind her to see what she was looking out. The window had a prefect view of a large garden that was masterfully kept. Ash didn’t have much an eye for such things so he went back to his bed and pulled out his armor along with some oil he had gotten from one of the maids and started to work on his armor. Ashe rubbed the oil into the leather straps Ash noticed that Yuki was still at the window and her bushy tail was swaying back and forth. 
 
   As if she noticed his gaze Yuki turned to look at him. And blushed and rushed over to where he sat. “What are you doing master?” Yuki asked as she leaned on the bed her tail swishing behind her.
 
   “Taking care of my armor,” Ash said moving his hands slightly so Yuki could see what he was doing.
 
   “Is master a knight?” Yuki asked with sparkling eyes.
 
   “N-no nothing like that,” Ash denied quickly. “I am just some hopeless adventure.”
 
   “But master is friends with the lady Duchess.” 
 
   “That was just luck,” Ash said blushing. “Sorry but sooner or later we will have to leave here, though I don’t plan to anytime soon.” 
 
   “Can you teach me how to take care of the armor so I can do it for master?” Yuki asked with a determined look on her face.
 
   “Sure,” Ash said. As he explained how to rub the oil into the leather to make sure not to miss any of it Yuki sat right beside him her eyes glued to the armor. Once he was finished he let her do the sword sheath as he ran a wet stone over the swords blade a few times.
 
   “How old are you Yuki?” Ash asked as he watched her small hands play with the hard leather of the sheath.
 
   “I turned fourteen just this year,” Yuki declared proudly.
 
   “Are you sure you are going to be fourteen. I could have sword you were eleven,” Ash said teasingly.
 
   “Mou,” Yuki puffed out her cheeks. “I will be fifteen in half a year and a full adult.”
 
   Ash poked Yuki’s cheeks and laughed. Just then a knock came at the door and one of the maids entered carrying a large silver try. Sitting in on the small table in the room she uncovered the plate to display a large serving of steak, greens, a cream soup, and for dessert small pastries. 
 
   As picked up one of the two plates that the maid sat down and started to fill his plate when he noticed that Yuki still sat on the bed though her eyes were glued to the platter and her moth was slightly drooling. “Yuki you can make a plate as well,” Ash said trying to stifle a laugh. 
 
   “A slave doesn’t eat until the master is finished,” Yuki proudly stated.
 
   “Yuki if I have to eat while watching you drool I will feel bad,” Ash said. “So for your master won’t you eat as well?”
 
   “If master says so,” Yuki said. 
 
   Ash watched as Yuki ran over to the platter and started filling her plate while her tail moved so fast her bare but was clearly visible. It was then he noticed that Yuki was only putting meat on her plate and didn’t take the other bowl of soup. “Yuki you have to eat the greens as well and get the soup.”
 
   “Mou,” Yuki said her tail instantly slowly to a light sway. Ash could have sworn that even her ears drooped a little.
 
   “Don’t give me that look,” Ash said as Yuki looked at him with large round eyes as she sat on the ground opposite him. With only one chair in the room Ash had decided to eat on the ground since he didn’t want to get the bed dirty. “If you don’t eat healthy then you will get sick.”
 
   Maybe it was because she had just gotten over an illness that would have caused her death Yuki’s eyes widened and she quickly began to eat the leafy greens though her face still showed her dislike of them.
 
   After she had cleared her plate Ash gave her one of the pasties and once again her tail moved at an incredible speed as she ate, while her face bore a huge smile showing off her sharp canine teeth. Never having much of a sweet tooth himself Ash let Yuki have his pastry as well.
 
   Looking out the window Ash guessed it was another two or three hours before the sun would go down. Unlike back home here people went to bed when the sun went down and rose when the sun did since there was nothing as convenient as electricity in this world. There was magic but even the duchess only had a few enchanted items that provided light and they only lasted a short amount of time before they needed to recharge so they were used to go to and from the chamber pot during the night.
 
   While waiting for nightfall Ash picked up a small book from the table. Opening it he found that it was a story about a hero saving a princess. “So these stories are liked even here,” Ash said to himself as he continued to read.
 
   “Where should Yuki sleep master,” Yuki asked a short while later with a large yawn.
 
   “You can sleep on the other side of the bed. This thing is huge so even if we both sleep on it we won’t fill crowded,” ash responded until he reminded that Yuki was still a fourteen year old girl. Suddenly he thought about asking Emelia to get Yuki her own room but Yuki simply crawled under the covers on the far side of the bed and shortly fell asleep.
 
   Soon the light in the room was not enough to read without straining his eyes. Closing the book Ash looked over to where Yuki was sleeping. The look on her face made him smile inwardly. Thinking it best Ash sat the book aside and decided to sleep on top of the covers.
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   As Ash woke he found it hard to breath. Opening his eyes something soft brushed past his nose. Reaching his hand up to grab it a small, “Humu,” sound came from his waist. It was at that moment he noticed the naked girl clinging to him and the fact that her butt was in his face and her face was in an even more dangerous area.
 
   Ash quickly pulled Yuki off him. “Ning Mastfer,” Yuki said sleepily as she rubbed her eyes. 
 
   “Where are your clothes?” Ash asked as he covered her with a sheet. Yuki pointed to the side of the bed where she had thrown the thin dress. “Why did you take it off?”
 
   “Stuffy,” she replied sleepily.
 
   “Uggg,” Ash grumbled as he reached across the bed and tossed Yuki her dress. “Are all beast men like this?” He asked himself.  “Yuki for now on you can’t show your body so recklessly to the opposite sex,” Ash said in a lecturing tone.
 
   “But master owns Yuki…And Yuki is an ugly demi-human so no one will want to see.”
 
   “Yuki is anything but ugly,” Ash said quickly and it wasn’t a lie. With her red-brown hair, ears and tail mixed with her soft puffy cheeks and light tan skin Yuki was a young beauty. He hadn’t noticed it when he had first seen her thanks to the dirt and later because of everything else going on but now that she had called herself ugly he couldn’t help but notice the truth. “Yuki is very cute.”
 
   “c-cute…Yuki is cute,” Yuki said while blushing. Even though Yuki is of a beast race master still thinks she is cute,” Yuki said with a half-smile.
 
   Ash pulled up his shirt and turned his back to Yuki and he heard her gasp. “Maser is a sub-human does that make master ugly?” Ash asked hoping to get his point across.
 
   He felt Yuki’s small hands brush across his winds causing a shiver to run down his spin. “So soft,” Yuki said in an awed voice. “Can master fly?”
 
   Pulling his shirt back down Ash turned to look at Yuki. “No they are too small to fly with,” Ash admitted. “Do you get my point now? Just because you are a demi-human doesn’t mean that others will look unkindly on you. So please keep your clothes on.”
 
   “Mou…Ok,” Yuki said blushing again. 
 
   Shortly after they woke a knock sounded on the door and a maid in her early forties with light blonde hair entered. “Miss Yuki my name is Lori I have come to start your instruction. Please come with me,” the lady said then she bowed to Ash and led the Yuki out of the room.
 
   With Yuki gone ash readied for the morning and took a quick breakfast as it seemed that Emelia was sleeping in. In the least it seemed that Emelia had ordered the bath attendants to let him bath himself though they still offered their aid which he quickly and politely refused. 
 
   Ash left and headed straight for the labyrinth when he arrived he went straight to the plaque outside the door of the king slime’s room and warped to the third floor. Unlike the day before only a few people were on the floor and Ash quickly found his first target, a young kobold. 
 
   Like the floors before the kobold fell quickly though it gave him 5 experience. The monsters were getting stronger with each floor. After absorbing the kobold Ash found seven iron pennies and a small chuck of metal laying on the ground.
 
   [Copper ore (poor quality): Used by blacksmiths to make various items.]
 
   Putting the copper ore away Ash noticed a small arrow on his inventory section. Pushing it he noticed three new blocks had appeared. It seemed that his strength equaled the number of places he had to store items though it wasn’t influenced by the bonus from his equipment. 
 
   After killing five more kobolds Ash heard the welcomed “Tring,’ letting him know that he had leveled up. Each level had taken longer to reach but he was finally had reached level eight. Ash placed one point in each strength, vitality, intelligence, and stamina.
 
   The kobolds were easy to kill so he started moving around more quickly and soon found a group of four moving together. Ash killed the first kobold before the creatures had a chance to ready their weapons. Without slowing Ash followed through turning his body slightly and catching the second kobold on side of the neck killing it. Before he could continue Ash felt a sharp pain in his aide as the Kobold struck him with its sharpened wooden spear. [Critical hit -25 HP, you have been affected with the bleed status.] “Crap,” Ash said as he dispatched the last kobold. “Even if they are week if they strike at an exposed part of his body they can get a critical.”
 
   “Noob,” Jun said shaking his head.
 
   “Just because you got a little stronger doesn’t mean that you can be so relaxed. This might be a lot like a game but in the end it is merged with real life. It is possible for even a low level monster to get a fatal strike if it hits in the right place.”
 
   “These are things you should tell me before I figure it out the hard way,” Ash said as he held the wound on his side that was still bleeding. After he lost 10 more HP the blood final stopped and the abnormal status disappeared.
 
   Ash quickly found a safe area and ate a small loaf of bread but the wound didn’t completely begin to disappear until his HP was completely restored. “I really need a healer,” Ash said as he watched the red spot on his side grow fainter. “Even if I hire a slave they won’t be able to pick a profession until they reach level 10. How does one even chose a job anyway?”
 
   “Once you hit level 10 you simply have to find a trainer for your desired job. For a healer it would be church or shine. For a warrior there are a lot more options and variations,” Rachel answered quickly. 
 
   Well fist I need enough money to buy a slave that can reach level 10. I don’t think that Yuki would make that good of a fighter.”
 
   “Why not she is of the fox clan. She should be very agile. She would make a good archer or assassin.”
 
   “Maybe when she’s older,” Ash replied. “Making a fourteen year old girl fight for me just doesn’t feel right.”
 
   “True entering the labyrinth before the age of fifteen unless you belong to a training school is prohibited in host places and even then you can’t join a combat school until you are at least twelve.”
 
   “That’s a great idea. I can send Yuki to school,” Ash said quickly standing up.
 
   With his wound healed and one problem solved within his mind Ash moved out of the safety area and started fighting once again. Now that he had leveled up the kobolds only gave him three experience per kill. With his 22 stamina along with his other bonus from his armor and weapon easily let him kill the kobolds with on the need to rest to rebuild his MP. His MP was only at 80 meaning he could use his absorption skill eight times before having to rest but thanks to his increase in Spirit he recovered 2% MP per minute. Using the juices he brought with him Ash was able to kill another forty-seven kobolds in three hours. When he heard the familiar “Tring” he waited with anticipation. 
 
   [You have reached 100% absorption rate of young kobolds. Abilities available: Stab (active), mining (passive.)
 
   “Tring”
 
   [You have randomly been award the ability mine.]
 
   Ash quickly checked the description of the mining skill.
 
   [Mining: Ability to use a pick to extract ores from hidden locations with a pickaxe. Able to tell where mining locations are. Level 1 0%.]
 
   Checking his inventory Ash had three pickaxes that the kobolds had dropped along with fifteen copper ores and one iron ore. Looking around and not seeing anything that could be a mining spot Ash took a quick look at his status page. He still needed an astounding 3,368 experience to reach the next level and it would take over 1,123 kobolds to do that, but still the stab skill was interesting him.
 
   Ash continued to kill kobolds and after killing another seven he noticed a part of the wall that glowed a light blue. As he drew closer a small window appeared. [Mining point.]
 
   Equipping a pick from him inventory Ash hit the wall three times and a small chuck of metal hit the ground. [Copper ore (low quality.)] Ash was able to get three low quality copper ores before the mining point disappeared.
 
   Once Ash was low of MP he would look for mining points. In a little under four hours he was able to kill another fifty kobolds and well as mine from nine different areas advancing his mining level to 2 and earning him the “stab” skill.
 
   “Stab (active): Cost 1 SP- level 1-0%- thrust forward with weapon (sword, spear.)
 
   With both skills Ash moved to find the boss of the area. He had passed the room many times and quickly found it again. Touching the plaque so that he could use it to fast travel again later Ash quickly read it. [Warning boss room ahead: kobold warrior- suggested level of party 9.]
 
   Ash didn’t understand why they wanted such a high level for this area. He was only level 8 and he wasn’t having much trouble not to mention the kobolds hardly gave any experience. Then again if he didn’t have the sword and armor that Emelia had given him it would be much harder. Ash he thought about this Ash pushed open the doors and walked inside.
 
   As the room lit up Ash found a kobold twice the size of the others waiting on him. Pulling a longsword from a dirty scabbard it looked at him with hate filled eyes. When Ash was no more than five steps away a light red glow issued from the tip of the kobold’s sword and it flashed toward him hitting him in the chest and knocking him back two steps. “Crap,” Ash said knowing that if he hadn’t been wearing sturdy armor it would have been game over. Even with the armor he still took 10 damage to his HP. 
 
   Once again the kobold pulled back and started to charge its attack. Knowing what was coming Ash moved to the side just as the kobold lunged forward. Before the kobold could retreat Ash stuck hard at the kobolds head, a purple -34 popped up above the kobold’s head. 
 
   Before ash had a chance to strike again the kobold jumped back and started charging again. Ash followed the same pattern jumped to the side and attacking when the kobold launched its attack. After the third time Ash stuck the kobold it changed tactics and instead of charging it continued to fight him in an upfront battle. With his higher agility Ash was easily able to dodge the kobold’s attacks and within a few moments the kobold collapsed to the ground dead. 
 
   Like with the other bosses Ash bent down to absorb it though he didn’t hold out much hope but when the kobold stated to fade and turn into white like he was pleasantly surprised. Checking his abilities page he noticed that its absorption rate was only 1% but it was still absorbed so he couldn’t complain. “Why did it work on this boss but not the others?” Ash asked not understand the difference.
 
   “Maybe it is because the past two bosses were rare monsters that rarely appear in the outside world while this one was just a common higher leveled kobold,” Rachel offered. 
 
   “I guess that’s a good a reason as any,” Ash said shrugging his shoulders as he began to check what the kobold warrior had dropped. Two copper coins and a piece of ore. 
 
   [Zinc ore (low quality): Used to make brass.]
 
   Ach quickly put the zinc in his inventory and moved on past the door. It was late and he was tired but He wanted to find the next boss door so that he could quickly return to the first floor.
 
   A few steps in Ash found that this floor was like the others. It was almost as if Ash had stepped into a small jungle. Unlike the floors before there was no designated path. As long as the trees didn’t block your path you were free to go anywhere. After walking less than fifty feet inside the room Ash felt something hit him and at the same time he lost seven HP.
 
   Looking around he saw a nine foot tall bell shaped monster. As soon as he noticed the monster two thin vies shot out at him. Ash quickly parried the vine on the left with his sword cutting it off but only doing -4 damage to the monster. The right vine struck him in the leg for 3 damage and causing him to trip. 
 
   Quickly getting to his feet Ash closed the distance between him and the vine monster paying close attention to the vines that shoot toward him. At best he could block one with his sword so he was forced to do his best to dodge the other. Once he had closed the distance Ash used his new skill stab and his sword shot through the monster and a large purple -102 appeared. He had forgot to check his experience after the fight with the kobold boss so he wasn’t for sure but between the two fights he had gotten 110 experience.
 
   After absorbing the monster Ash picked up a copper coin and thin piece of light red cloth like material that had been left behind. 
 
   [Rose silk (average quality): silk like material that tailors often use to make clothes.]
 
   “Maybe it will sell well,” Ash said as he placed the rose silk in his inventory. “Yuki could use some clothes as well,” He said remembering earlier this morning and blushing.
 
   It didn’t take long for Ash to find another vine monster. Even though he had learned its attack patterns it still took nearly a ¼ of his HP during the fight. After absorbing the monster all Ash found was a copper coin. “Maybe I should work more on my luck,” Ash said out loud wishing that the monsters would drop items more often. 
 
   “You should be happy with what you have,” Rachel said lecturing him.
 
   “Noob,” Jun added in.
 
   “You luck is already extremely high. Most common item drops are only 15-20%. Yet you get them 80% of the time for the lower level monsters. I think you should be good until you get to level 30-40 monsters. At the higher levels the drop rate is reduced to 5-10% on common items, 1-5% for uncommon and .01-.1% for rare.”
 
   “Why haven’t I gotten any uncommon or rare items yet?” Ash asked thinking it weird. 
 
   “You have…Uggg,” Rachel said scrunching up her tiny face.
 
   “Noob,” Jun added.
 
   “Most low level monsters don’t have grand items but they give you different qualities of the items they do drop; low quality, average quality, and good quality. There is even a very small chance for a superb quality but it’s less than .001%.”
 
   After fighting two of the vine monsters Ash was tired and his HP had decreased fast. If he was careful he could fight a bit longer but in truth he was getting hungry so he returned to the previous floor and used the plaque to return to the first floor.
 
   Before heading back to the manor Ash made a quick detour to the adventures guild store. Unlike the other stores at the guild you had to order things to be prepared a day in advance and at the same day pay a small handing charge. When you sold things the price was slightly less then you could get elsewhere but it allowed Ash to only have to make one stop. 
 
   “7 Rabbit furs at 6 Iron pennies a piece, 52 slime cores at 12 iron pennies a piece, 73 low quality copper ores at 15 iron pennies a piece, 12 average quality copper ores at 17 iron pennies a piece, 6 low quality iron ores at 18 iron pennies, 1 low quality zinc ore at 18 iron pennies, and 1 average quality rose silk at 5 coppers comes to a total of 25 copper and 91 iron pennies. Will that be all sir?” the attendant asked as she handed him the small coin purse.
 
   “Yes thank you,” ash replied as he put the coin purse in his pocket while transferring it into his inventory. At the moment he had 1 silver 77 copper, and a whopping 914 iron pennies. He had thought about turning the iron pennies in for copper but decided that he would keep 1000 of them so he wouldn’t have to ask for change, not to mention it felt nice to have such a large number even if they only amounted to a little more than 9 copper.
 
   With his purse a bit heavier Ash decided it was time to return home for the night.
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   After arriving back at the manor Ash took a quick bath and changed his clothes into a set that Emelia had gotten for him. At first she had tried to get him to wear a frilly shirt but after he had refused it had been toned down to a black shirt with a little silver embroidery.
 
   As soon as he stepped out of his room Ash was greeted by Yuki who did an awkward curtsy while bowing her head slightly. “Welcome home master.” Unlike the day before where she wore a cheap white dress today she wore the same clothes as the other attendants of the manor, a dark black dress with a small white apron attached at the waist. With her short stature and childish feathers she reminded him of a small girl playing house.
 
   “I’m home,” Ash said with a warm smile.
 
   “Milady is waiting for you please let me…umm…follow me,” she said after forgetting what she was supposed to say earning her a sharp glare from the maid who was shadowing her.
 
   Trying to hold back a laugh Ash followed behind the small maid to the dining room where Emelia sat in one of the chairs with a warm smile. “You were gone for quite some time this day,” she said offering him a seat. “Anything interesting happen today?”
 
   “Not much made it to the fourth floor of the labyrinth,” Ash replied. “Spent most the day fighting kobolds in the third floor though. I was thinking I really need healing support so I was thinking about having Yuki go to the adventures school here in the city. Hopefully she has the aptitude for it.”
 
   Emelia let out a soft laugh. “Maybe one of the shines would let her become a miko but I doubt any of the churches would allow a demi-human to advance to a priestess. That said it might be a good idea to have her attend the school. They teach a variety of things though first she will have to learn the basics here first so she doesn’t embarrass you. It will also give you time to gather the five gold it takes for a year of schooling. You will also have to provide her with new gear from the schools shop as well as books… thinking of that does Yuki even know how to read?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Ash replied solemnly as his mind was fixated on the sum of five gold. Of course the school wouldn’t be running for free but five gold seemed a little excessive.
 
   “Yuki can you read?” Emelia asked when the young girl returned with a cold glass of water for Ash.
 
   “A little,” Yuki said hanging her head. “Then have Lori teach you during your training.”
 
   As soon as Yuki heard Lori’s name her ears dropped and her tail stopped mid-wag. “Yes milady,” She said with a solemn voice. 
 
   “Is she doing well?” Ash asked as soon as Yuki had left the room. 
 
   “Lori said she was energetic and nimble but she lacks discipline and often forgets what she is supposed to do or say. Give it a week and I think she will be ready to leave the manor though only barely. We can have her enroll in school then since they won’t start a new class until the first of the month.”
 
   When Emelia talked about Yuki it reminded him the way teachers talked about students during parent conferences. As he thought about the way the two of them were sitting talking about Yuki he couldn’t help but laugh. Shaking his head Ash noticed that Emelia was giving him one of her stern looks. “What?”
 
   “Nothing I was just think we were acting like a set of old parents,” Ash replied as he held back another laugh. 
 
   “Parents hummm…” Emelia said with a thoughtful look on her face. “Then I would be the mother and you would be the father,” she added with a coy smile that was enhanced by the sight rosy blush of her cheeks.
 
   “I was joking anyway you are only two years older than her,” Ash said laughing. “I think it would be a little odd to think of her like your daughter.”
 
   “That is not what you’re supposed to say at a time like this,” Emelia complained. “It was a perfect moment for you to complement me and say what a wonderful mother I would make.”
 
   “I am sure one day you will make a great mother but I think sixteen is a bit young for that,” Ash said bushing.
 
   “What are you talking about? Most girls are getting married at fifteen and sixteen to start their families,” Emelia responded. 
 
   “That doesn’t mean they are old enough for it,” Ash replied. “I think one should wait until they are in their twenties at least before thinking of having children. I for one am in no hurry to be a father.”
 
   Seeing Ash so strongly deny it Emelia laughed. “And yet here you are fretting over your new daughter.”
 
   “Ugg,” Ash groaned. He couldn’t think of anything to say to dispute her claim. See as how he lost he figured he might as well drag her into it for a laugh. “You win dear so should we ask her to call us mama and papa?”
 
   “Y-yo-you,” Emelia said with a beat read face.
 
   Before Emelia could finish her retort three maids including Yuki entered the room carrying silver trays with their meal. Today was braised lamb with white sauce and fresh fruit. Ever since staying at the manor with Emelia Ash had gotten to eat better food then he could have dreamed about. In his past world most meals consisted of instant noodles and frozen meals that didn’t have much of a taste.
 
   “I have to say the food here is delicious,” Ash said between mouthfuls. “I don’t care if it is an eighty year old woman ask her if she will marry me,” Ash said jokingly.
 
   “So you like women that can cook,” Emelia said in a quiet voice.
 
   “Huh?” Ash replied not hearing what she had said.
 
   “Nothing,” Emelia replied turning her face away from Ash. “I was just wondering what your favorite food is.”
 
   “As long as it taste good I don’t mind though I am not much on sweets,” Ash replied. “Something light and easy to carry with me to the labyrinth would be nice though, especially if it help my MP recover.”
 
   “I see,” Emelia said pursing her lips.
 
   “In five days I have to visit a few places within the city…I was hoping that you would accompany me. As a guard,” she said quickly adding the guard part at the end. 
 
   “Sure,” Ash replied taking another large bight of lamb. “It is the least I can do for you.” 
 
   “Good,” Emelia said her face beaming. 
 
   After the meal Ash retied back to his room and was quickly joined by a tired Yuki who was back to wearing her white dress. “How was your first day?” Ash asked as Yuki plopped down on the bed with an “oomph.”
 
   Remembering that he was in the room Yuki shot up and gave a curtsy. Seeing her act so awkwardly make Ash laugh. “Once you are back in the room you can act like you normally would,” Ash said patting the top of Yuki’s head. 
 
   Hearing his words Yuki shook her head violently. “Lori said that at all times I need to remember that it was thanks to master I was saved and that I should serve him with my whole being. She said that master owned all of Yuki so Yuki should not disgrace him at any time.”
 
   “Did Lori tell you to obey my orders?” Ash asked with a polite smile.
 
   “Yes Lori aid that I have to follow any of your orders even if they are ones I don’t want to follow,” She said with her eyes looking upward as if she were in deep thought.
 
   “Good,” Ash said drawing the girl’s attention back to him. “Then I order you to act the way you normally would while you are inside the room.”
 
   “Mou…But,” Yuki said her face twisted in thought. “Ok,” she said smiling and jumping onto the bed after giving it considerable thought.
 
   When Ash pulled out his armor and the oil Yuki immediately rolled over to where he sat on the bed. “Master can I do that today?” She said with her tail wagging slightly from side to side.
 
   “Sure,” Ash said as he passed her the small bottle and armor. While she worked on the armor he started working on the sword. Unlike the other days where he only had to wipe away dried blood today there was a sticky sap like substance sticking to the blade. It was much harder to clean and polish but he was still able to finish long before Yuki who was taking her time and carefully caring for his armor. 
 
   Ash watched Yuki as she worked and was surprised to find that she was doing the work happily. “Why did you want to take care of my armor?” Ash asked more than a little curious.
 
   “Master is an adventure and Lori said that your armor keeps you from getting hurt so that master would trust Yuki with it means he trust Yuki. Don’t worry master Yuki will take good care of it, because Master is a good master.”
 
   “Oh I am a good master,” Ash said trying not to laugh at her energetic tone.
 
   “Before Yuki first got sick some of the other slaves said it was a good thing,” Yuki said with a sad expression. “They said that the people who buy beast men for slaves are bad people who treat them bad. Some buy the men to fight in the games in the capital but they said since Yuki was not so bad looking she would be hired as a gift for fighters who do well.”
 
   Ash knew what she was talking about. It was a common practice back during the Roman Empire. Gladiators who fought well were rewarded with women and those women were not treated fondly. Ash was about to console Yuki but she continued on. “But that was only if Yuki was luck. If she was unlucky she would be sold to work in one of the mines since she was small.”
 
   “Sounds bad,” was all Ash could say.
 
   “Yes that’s why Yuki is glad master bought her. Yuki doesn’t want to work in a sticky dark cave.”
 
   As Yuki went on Ash started to wonder if this was what it would be like to have a little sister. She was noisy, rash, but cute and warm. Just watching Yuki make him smile and it had been a long time since he could smile freely. In face ever since he had met Emelia he had been smiling. He wanted to thank her for everything she had done for him but he had nothing he could give. “Maybe I can find something nice in the labyrinth,” He told himself as he lay back on the bed.
 
   Once the sun set and the room started to darken Ash laid back on the bed and closed his eyes when he felt something crawling up next to him. What he found we he opened his eyes was a nude Yuki who was looking at him with slightly fearful eyes.
 
   “Yuki what are you doing?” He asked quickly getting off the bed and covering her with a sheet.
 
   “Mara said that at night room attendants had to serve their masters as well,” She said with a slightly shaky voice.
 
   “I don’t have that kind of interest,” Ash said turning his head.
 
   “It’s because Yuki isn’t human,” Yuki said as tears started to form in her eyes. 
 
   “No that has nothing to do with it,” Ash said quickly. “I have no interest in kids, so come back after you have aged a few years.”
 
   “Mou, then Yuki will try again when she is an adult,” Yuki declared standing up and letting the sheet drop from her body making Ash turn red up to his ears.
 
   “Fine, fine just put your dress back on,” Ash said pleadingly. 
 
   After Yuki put her dress back on this time Ash got under the covers and tried to sleep. Within moments once again he felt something tugging at his arm and turned to find Yuki clinging to him with a shy smile. “At least she is wearing her clothes,” He thought as he patted her head with his free hand. 
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   The next morning Ash carefully opened his eyes. After making sure that Yuki was fully clothed he slipped out of the bed but found that she was firmly attached to his arm. “Masfter morfing,” Yuki said sleepily as she rubbed her face against his arm.
 
   “Morning Yuki,” Ash said as he peeled the small girl off his arm.
 
   Just as he was trying to pry Yuki off him the door opened and Lori walked in. “Miss Yuki that is not how one acts in the presence of their master,” she said giving Yuki a look that even made Ash shiver. 
 
   “Sorry it’s my fault. I told her to act as she wants while she is within the room,” Ash said not wanting Yuki to get in trouble. 
 
   “Hummm… Then it is your fault but that aside it is time for the little miss to start her training and Milady wanted me to let you know that breakfast will be served shortly and she requests your presence.” 
 
   Her eyes never softening she took Yuki by the hand and led her from the room. As she was pulled along Yuki gave Ash a quick smile. 
 
   After a quick bath Ash put on his armor and went down to the dining room where once again he found Emelia waiting for him. “Ash we need to speech before you leave today,” she said in a serious tone he had not heard her use ono anyone but Edgar before.
 
   “Ah…Ok,” Ash said as he tried to think of what he might have done wrong to earn her ire. He couldn’t think of anything so he decided to remain silent until she spoke her mind.
 
   Though the morning meal was extravagant with fresh bacon, and large eggs that took up nearly the whole plate it tasted like mud to Ash who was worrying over what Emelia wanted to talk about. Shortly after the meal ended she signaled for him to follow her. Emelia led him into a large room lined with shelves upon shelves of books along with two decent sized tables with large cushioned armchairs. “Please take a seat,” Emelia said keeping the same tone that she had used earlier.
 
   Only after one of the maids brought them both a cup of tea, that had a slightly bitter taste, did Emelia speak again. “Ash today some visitors will be coming and staying for a few days. Demeter a small Earl and his son Julien will arrive under the guise of having his son fight in the labyrinth but in truth it is so he can try to show me his son’s good side. He has no land and little real power himself but he can cause no end of trouble if he puts his mind to it. Without any land to himself outside of a manor in the capital he has spent his life building the third largest merchant company in the kingdom so he has many contacts among the rest of the peerage but it seems that the title of Earl no longer is enough for his family so he will be trying to earn his son the title of Duke. 
 
   “So I should stay out of sight,” Ash said nodding his head.
 
   “No quite the opposite,” Emelia said with a sly smile. “First I must apologize for the short notice for all of this but I just received a letter today letting me know that they plan to arrive this afternoon. What I want from you is for you to stick as close to me as possible. I will tell the story of how you saved me and play the dewy eyed girl who has fallen for her hero. The only downside is that this might put you in a bit of danger so I wanted your permission first.”
 
   As Ash considered it he didn’t see what he would get out of it. It was true that Emelia had done many things for him and the gifts she had already given him were far above his expectations but was that worth putting his life in danger for. “If you will do this for me I promise you will be duly rewarded,” Emelia said as if reading his mind. 
 
   Seeing the pleading look on Emelia face Ash’s gut started to turn on itself. “I would be honored,” he said and suddenly the pain in his chest evaporated.
 
   Emelia’s face suddenly lit up with a large smile. “Thank you…If I can just make those fools leave me alone for a short time my life would be much easier. First after our little display Julien will most likely wish to go to the labyrinth with you. He will see it as the perfect chance to get rid of you and claim it as an accident. I…I want you to accept.”
 
   “Eh…Trying to get rid of your hero so soon, and play the grieving lover?” Ash asked trying to make his voice sound as if he were joking though a hint of fear lie in his voice.
 
   “No nothing of the sort. I have two rare items that when broken will let you exit the labyrinth even if you are in a boss room. From what I understand Julian is a level nine novice who has just turned fifteen. He himself hasn’t done much fighting he has just joined in parties and let others fight for him so that he could gain the experience. Most likely it will be someone other than Julien himself who tries to get rid of you. I need you to find out who so we can put them on the defensive… I know its ris…”
 
   “Ok sounds interesting,” Ash said quickly cutting her off as the sound of her pleading voice was making his chest hurt. “What about Yuki and the others won’t they give away our little play?” Ash asked.
 
   “Lori will keep Yuki hidden from view. The earl is not keen on nonhumans. There is…One more thing. While they are here you will need to share a room with me,” as Emelia said the words her face turned red up to her ears to the point it almost looked as if she had spent too much time in the sun.
 
   “Is that part of my reward?” Ash asked unable to keep himself from teasing.
 
   “N-n-n-no,” Emelia stammered cutely.
 
   “I was kidding. I promise to be a perfect gentleman,” Ash said trying his best to bow.
 
   “I high doubt that,” Emelia retorted gaining a bit of her composure back. “I have already tasked the maids with bringing in a second bed as well as a large curtain to separate the room. The earl and his son will be staying in your room while Yuki will be staying in the maid’s quarters for the time being. My room is on the same floor as the one you have been staying in you just take a left at the top of the stairs instead of a right and it is the only door on the left hand side.”
 
   “Ok anything else I need to know?” Ash asked hoping that he could hurry and gain some levels before the noble arrived. He didn’t want to get killed before he could even run.
 
   “Nothing of importance. I just need you to act as if you were my l-lover.”
 
   “Ok that can easily be done, though I am unsure what that entails to tell the truth but I will do my best with the limited knowledge I have.”
 
   “Please come back early today. The earl and his son will arrive shortly before supper or late just to test me they won’t arrive any earlier and we need to prepare.”
 
   “Ok then I better hurry otherwise I won’t get anything done today,” Ash said using it as an excuse to quickly leave the large study and make his way out of the manor. As he walked toward the labyrinth Ash caught himself daydreaming about the coming few days. He had never went on a date before but he had seen plenty of movies, and had seen others his age acting in their own little world. The idea excited him, even though he knew it was fake, it made his heart race. 
 
   Once inside the labyrinth Ash wanted to fight the Kobold warrior again but it hadn’t been a full twenty-four hours since his last battle with it so it wouldn’t reappear. Instead he pushed on and focused on killing the vine monsters as quickly as possible. They gave forty experience a piece which was pretty good compared to what he had been fighting. 
 
   After fighting four in a row Ash was starting to get the hang of fighting them. The vine monsters attacked with two vines at the same time to keep their opponents as far away as possible. Once you got close it would spit a brown liquid at you. Ash wasn’t sure what the liquid was since he had made sure to dodge it but from the sound the ground made it wasn’t good. Once he was close the monster was easy to kill as it had almost no resistance to bladed weapons. As long as he struck just slightly above the hard leaves at its base he would score a fatal blow. 
 
   Ash knew that he needed gold not the small amount of copper the vine monsters gave but he didn’t want to leave before at least getting one ability from the monsters. After killing ten ash found an even more effective way of leveling up his absorption. 
 
   It was when he was happened upon a small group that had just killed one of the monsters and walked off leaving the monster’s corpse behind. Seeing no one else around he attempted to absorb it and found that it worked just as well as if he had killed it himself. 
 
   Rachel explained that monster corpses stay around for about five minutes after they die. It wasn’t a huge amount of time but would if he found a group fighting it gave him the chance to absorb without having to fight himself though that didn’t help him level up.
 
   Oddly enough there were more people fighting on the fourth floor than the ones above. Rachel explained that it most likely had to do with the adventure school and the level of the monsters. After killing forty-two vine monsters Ash heard the welcomed “Tring,” that let him know that he had absorbed enough monsters. Thanks to the few monsters he found while fighting he had advanced faster.
 
   [You have reached the absorption rate of 100% for the Abysmal plant. Abilities available: Vine whip (active), poison spit (active), absorb nutrients (passive.)]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have been awarded poison spit randomly.]
 
   “Tring.’
 
   [You have been awarded poison resistance.]
 
   “Wow two abilities. It must be because of the poison ability.”
 
   [Poison spit: Cost 5MP. Level 1-0%: Spit a corrosive poison that sticks to enemy doing 5 damage a second for ten seconds.]
 
   [Poison resistance: level 1-0%: 5% poison resistance.] 
 
    The poison resistance was weak but it was better than nothing. Ash wanted the other skills that the abysmal plant had but right now his most important goal was getting stronger and he had already spent two hours fighting. 
 
   The forest level was easy to get turned around in but as long as you went the same direction until you hit a wall of trees and followed it then you could easily find your way to the exit or boos room. After touching the plaque outside the room Ash quickly read it. 
 
   [Warning boss room ahead: Young ent- suggested group level: 11]
 
   Ignoring the warning Ash walked through the doors. The ent was just as he had expected a large oak looking tree about seven feet tall and about three feet wide. Unlike the abysmal plant that attacked with vines the ent attacked with roots making it hard to judge when and where they were coming from. Shortly after he entered the room one such root about as thick as Ash’s arm erupted from the ground and hit him hard in the should tossing him into the air about three feet and taking away fifteen HP.
 
   Ash jumped to his feet cursing as he rotated his sore shoulder. Before he could take three steps another root shot from the ground but this time Ash was ready and jumped to the side. The root whisked so close to his head he could feel the wind off of it. Coming to his feet Ash rushed the ent hoping that it had the same weakness as the abysmal plant. 
 
   Ash had to dodge two more root attacks before he reached the truck of the ent and made his first attack. As his sword rushed through the air Ash watched the area closely in case of any other attack. The air was soon filled with a loud twang as his sword skipped off the end only cutting a small line in the tough bark doing only 5 damage. “Crap,” Ash said rolling to the side. Using acid spit Ash felt a strong flavor of phlegm in his moth that he spat at the tree as he back away. Suddenly the bark started to peel away from where the acid landed exposing the white meat of the tree underneath. 
 
   It was only a small opening but it was an opening. Jumping in close and using his poison spit two more times Ash was able to make the hole in the bark about the size of a person’s head. Seeing an opening large enough that he had a decent chance to hit Ash rushed in while dodging to the left and right to avoid the erupting roots.
 
   Once he was close enough Ash active Stab and his sword glowed a light red before pulling him forward as his sword sunk into the white meat of the tree. A large purple 80 rose into the air. Ash was happy with the damage done but for him to do 80 damage in one hit yet the ent was still standing. While he was stunned about the damage a root shot from the ground and clipped him on the back sending him to face plant on the hard ground and costing him 20 HP.
 
   Wiping the blood from his face Ash jumped up and charged the ent hit its weak point two more times with the same effect yet the ent was still standing strong. Stab was a useful skill but it used his SP and added with the battle it was already reduced to 13/22. Tired and hurting with almost half his Hp gone Ash rushed in again almost getting tripped up by a root that shot at his left side. Turing slightly he dodged the attack and activated stab one more time and pushed off with his feet as the sword rushed forward. Another purple -85 popped up but this time the ent shuddered and its leaves turned a dark brown as it started to rot in place. 
 
   Ash immediately moved to absorb the ent but the familiar notice popped up. [Demon absorption must be at level 2 to absorb the young ent.] 
 
   “So for the king slime and thunder rabbit he needed level three but for the ent he only needed level two.” It didn’t make sense but if he compared this world to his last one he would have already went insane. After failing to absorb the ent Ash picked up the fifteen copper coins, and a small branch that had dropped. 
 
   [Magic branch (Low quality): common item used to make low level wands.]
 
   Ash quickly left the room behind and moved into the next level. As soon as he stepped though Ash found himself standing in a large swamp with tombstones sticking out of the ground randomly. Sitting near the exit Ash ate a small piece of bread and drank some spiced cider that Emelia had prepared for him to recover. After half an hour his stats were fully recovered and he ventured further into the level.
 
   Ash wasn’t surprised when he found the monsters inhabiting the level. Humans gating slowly toward him with pale green skin and various wounds. When he was within fifteen feet of a small group of zombies the manner in which they moved changed. It was no longer a slow gate but a fast run and five of them appeared at once. 
 
   Acting quickly Ash swung his sword in an arc cutting off one zombies arm but only doing 8 damage and severing another’s head scoring a fatal strike. Just like in the movies it seemed that the head was their weak point. One on one it would be an easy fight but quickly another five zombies appeared out of the ground and started moving toward him. Sensing the danger Ash fought frantically while moving back toward the exit of the level but he soon found himself completely surrounded.
 
   The zombies were slow compared to many of the other monsters but with their numbers Ash couldn’t keep from being stuck thankfully their claws only did 3-6 damage though it was quickly adding up. 
 
   After almost an hour of fighting ash’s stamina was down to three points but a pile of at least a hundred zombies were piled around him. He absorbed the ones he could and was forced to watch while the others disappeared. During the battle he had heard the welcomed sound of gaining a level but due to the intensity of the fight he had been unable to select where to allocate his points. Now that things had calmed down he chose to place one in stamina, two in intelligence and one in vitality. 
 
   Seeing no other zombies Ash started picking up the spoils. Due to the large number of enemies it was impossible to tell how much each zombie gave him but Ash counted 114 copper coins in total making him think that they gave one each. Other than the coins Ash found two other items spread across the ground. 
 
   [Zombie tooth: common item used in black magic and potion making.]
 
   [Soul gem (low quality): used to make potions that boost mana.]
 
   The zombie teeth only came in one form but he found both low and average quality soul gems as well as one good quality one.
 
   After gather everything ash checked his stats and nearly cried. He needed 6,000 experience to reach level 10 and so far he only had 120. He thought about going down to the next level but given how much trouble the ent have given him he didn’t think that it was wise. This place was meant to be fought with groups. He figured the level warnings were so that it would be an easy fight for the people involved so that no one would be at risk but could be done earlier as long as you had the proper equipment. 
 
   Ash left the labyrinth three times to make sure that it hadn’t got too late while he was fighting. Each time he continued to fight on the fifth floor against the zombies and finally he was able to absorb fifty of the mindless creatures. Each time he moved more than a hundred feet into the level he found himself quickly surrounded and forced to fight for his life leaving most the bodies to fade away after five minutes. Tired and covered in muck from the swamp Ash left the labyrinth with plenty of time remaining before he was to meet with Emelia.
 
   Though it had been his hardest day yet within the labyrinth it had also been the most rewarding. He only needed 4,976 more experience to reach the next level. He had 2 silver coins, 534 copper coins, and 914 iron pennies. Aside from just the coins he had 298 zombie teeth, 212 low quality soul gems, 127 average quality soul gems and 5 good quality soul gems. Even if they didn’t sell for a lot he was sure that they would help. He was slowly moving forward to the five gold mark though it was very slowly. 
 
   One of the maids ran to him as soon as she saw him approach the front door. The look on her face showed her disapproval for his current condition. “Wait here and I shall fetch young master a change,” She said before rushing back inside and bring back a long robe. Ash was forced to change in a small shed next to the main building before he was allowed in the main residence and then he was quickly ushered to the baths. He didn’t really mind as he was covered in mud and the smell was starting to make him sick to his stomach.
 
   Ash took a long bath enjoying the feel of the hot water on his skin. It had been a hard day and he had pushed himself to near death more than once. He believed he had earned to soak until his body looked like a large prune but before long a knock came at the door informing him that it was time for his meeting with Emelia.
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   Emelia was awaiting Ash in the study they had met in the day before. As soon as he entered the room she glided over to him and gently wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him lightly. Her face blushed slightly and she gave him a warm smile. “Welcome home,” she said while looking into his eyes.
 
   Ash was dumbstruck at Emelia’s sudden display of affection. His mouth hanging open like some caveman he just stared blankly at Emelia his mind a complete blank. After a few moments Emelia gave a pouting look then bounced back a few feet. “Not good… No one will believe we are lovers if you just stand there like a statue.” 
 
   “Oh…Yea…Sorry,” Ash said as his mind started to work again.
 
   “Now time to practice,” Emelia said with a devilish grin as she took Ash by the arm pulling it into the soft valley in her chest. The soft feeling of the two mounds caressing his elbow made Ash blush a deep red.
 
   They waked through the entire building Emelia taking the time to point out different things of interest such as statues and paintings that held some significance. Once he looked calm and no longer stuttered when he spoke Emelia moved the walk into the garden where they were served a tea and small cakes with them sitting next to each other. 
 
   Emelia picked up one of the small cakes and took a small nibble of it. Ash watched as her soft pink lips turned into a smile as she enjoyed the taste. After eating all but a small corner of the cake. “Say ah,” Emelia said with a teasing smile.
 
   Holding back a blush Ash opened his mouth and Emelia placed the cake to his lips and slowly pushed it in his mouth. 
 
   They continued like this for hours Emelia doing everything she could to try and embarrass Ash. He could swear that she was enjoying it but he knew that she was only doing it for her own good as more than once he noticed her own face turning a light shade of red.
 
   While Emelia sat in Ash’s lap with his arms wrapped snugly around her waist one of the maids came into the garden. Seeing the two a large smile spread across the maid’s face. “Milady your guests have entered the city and should be arriving at any time.”
 
   “You had someone watching out for them?” Ash asked in a surprised tone.
 
   “Of course I didn’t want to them to arrive with me unaware. Even the smallest advantage has to be taken advantage of. Remember that,” Emelia said with a small giggle as she hopped off his lap. Grabbing his hand she pulled him out of the chair. “Shall we get ready to greet our guests dear?” She said pulling his arm tight against her chest.
 
   Though Emelia had a light smile Ash could tell from the strength that she was putting into holding his hand that she was more nervous than she let on. “I guess growing up as a noble is harder than people let on,” Ash thought to himself.
 
   Though they had been alerted to the two entering the city Ash and Emelia were still left waiting at the front door more nearly an half hour before it was opened to admit the two guests.
 
   Demeter looked like what Ash thought a noble should look like. He had a tall stature standing at a little over six foot with long brown hair and thin mustache. He wore a warm smile as he entered the manor. On the other Hand Julien had a smug look and Ash immediately took a disliking to the young fifteen year old boy. Julien looked much like his father though his face was still smooth with only a hint of hair starting to grow.
 
   “Milady Hawkwing it is an honor that you would host us during our stay in your lovely city,” Demeter said as he and Julien bowed deeply. 
 
   “It is my pleasure to welcome you to my city as well as my home Earl,” Emelia said retuning the bow while pulling Ash along with her though hers was not as deep of a bow. 
 
   “Who is this young man?” The earl asked as if noticing Ash for the first time.
 
   “This is Ash,” Emelia said in a beaming voice. “It is such a long story why don’t I tell you during the meal I have prepared. I am sure that after a long journey you two must be famished.”
 
   “Yes, that we are Milady,” the earl said though his calculating eyes never left Ash for the briefest moment. 
 
   If ash thought that the previous meals he had eaten had been extravagant the one prepared for today was extraordinary. There were all kinds of food brought out and placed around the table so that one could choose what they wished to eat. Ash guessed that it was so that Emelia wouldn’t risk serving something that wasn’t to the earl or his son’s liking. 
 
   After everyone had eaten a large portion of food the pace started to slow down and the earl looked over at Ash who was seated at Emelia’s right hand side. “So do you mind telling us who the youngster is.” The words the earl used are polite but the look in his eye as he looks at Ash is disturbing.
 
   “With pleasure,” Emelia said grabbing Ash’s arm and pulling him close. “A few days ago when I was returning from the capital I was set upon by a vicious ogre. Three of my guards were killed quickly and when all looked lost Ash here appeared out of nowhere and fought with all his might allowing my remaining knights to kill the beast though he was so heavily injured he couldn’t move until he received hours of priestly spells. While he was unable to move I spent my time feeding my hero and I grew attached to his soft demeanor,” as Emelia said the last of her story she kissed Ash gently on the cheek.
 
   “I mean no disrespect milady but can you truly trust an unknown vagabond who just happened to be in the right place at the right time? I don’t mean to question him but there is always the chance he initiated the attack against your person for just such an opportunity,” the earl said keeping his tone mild yet accusing at the same time. 
 
   “There is some truth to your words,” Emelia admitted as she laid her head on Ash’s shoulder. “One cannot be too careful yet after spending my time with Ash I don’t believe he could do such a thing.”
 
   “Is ash an adventure?” Julien asked his voice full of contemp. 
 
   “No, I am more of just a traveler,” Ash replied as he laid his cheek against Emelia’s head.
 
   “As I told you milady my son plans to enter the labyrinth in order to train. Now that he has reached the age of manhood he wished to strengthen himself yet as a father I am still worried. Would it be possible for the heroic Ash to join him? Surely a man who could face down an ogre would find it no trouble to keep my young son out of trouble.” 
 
   There it was, just as Emelia has said, though she had suspected the request to come in the morning after the earl had time to plot. It seemed that the earl was quicker on his feet than Emelia thought. “It would be my honor,” Ash said as planned. 
 
   “That is good to hear,” the earl said dryly. “Now after a long trip and a good meal would it be possible to retire to our rooms for the night?”
 
   “Ah yes you must both be tired after such a long journey. I have prepared the two finest rooms I have for you both and they are even across the hall from each other. I will have one of the maids show you the way.”
 
   As the two left the room Ash and Emelia followed to give the last blow. The two men took the left at the top of the stairs but Ash turned to the right with Emelia. “Is Ash’s quarters in a different area?” The earl asked slightly taken aback. Most manors were built in the same way with the men’s rooms on one side for guests and women on the other though for married couples they would normally take the males side.
 
   “Ash doesn’t have a room of his own. After spending many nights caring for him I grew accustomed to having his at my side while I slept so I have requested that he share my room with me,” Emelia said with a slight blush as she pulled Ash along leaving the two men standing in the hallway with grinding their teeth. 
 
   As soon as the door closed behind them Emelia broke out into a gale of laughter while Ash slumped down to the floor exhausted. “Did you see the looks on their faces…Priceless,” Emelia said between laughs.
 
   “Seeing the look on the earl’s face I am surprised he didn’t try to kill during the meal,” Ash said still feeling weak. It had been much more tiring than he had thought.
 
   “He wouldn’t dare do so in the open. I could easily have him hung in the city squad without a complaint and seize his business. He will do his best to rid himself of the problem but only in a way that can’t point back to him directly,” Emelia replied.
 
   “Then I better get some sleep if I have to fend off daggers aimed at my back tomorrow,” Ash said calmly. “Where is my bed?” Ash looked around seeing only the large bed in the center of the room. “You said you were having one brought up.”
 
   “Well, yes that was the plan…It’s just that there was a problem. We didn’t have any extra beds in the manor and if they investigated they might notice if one of the rooms went without,” Emelia quickly explained.
 
   Ash let out a heavy sigh. “I’m too tired to care at the moment,” Ash said as he collapsed onto the soft bed and started to close his eyes.
 
   “You cannot sleep in your clothes,” Emelia declared yanking him back into a sitting position. “The maids have prepared you suitable attire,” she said pointing at a long white nightgown and pants that were hung on the back of a chair.
 
   Slipping behind a small section panel Ash quickly changed the crawled under the covers and closed his eyes hoping to fall asleep before Emelia entered the bed but he was too slow. Ash could feel the covers lift up as she crawled into the bed a few moments after him. He could feel the warmth of her body as she shifted her body to lay right next to his and he could hear her breath as it resounded in the lightless room. “It’s going to be a long night,” Ash said to himself as he closed his eyes tight.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Status of Ash at the end of section 1
 
    
 
   Name: Ash
 
   Level: 9
 
   Experience needed for next level: 1388
 
   Race: Human/Demon 70/30
 
   Occupation: None
 
   Title: None
 
   HP: 85/85
 
   MP 90/90
 
   SP 22/22
 
   Strength: 14 (+10)
 
   Vitality: 17
 
   Agility: 11 (+7) (+5)
 
   Stamina 18 (+5)
 
   Spirit 10 (+10)
 
   Intelligence: 18 
 
   Endurance: 13 (+10)
 
   Luck: 11 (+55)
 
    
 
   Abilities
 
   Passive:
 
    
 
   Devil’s Luck: 500% bonus to luck.
 
   Fleet foot: +7 to agility. Level 3-76%
 
   Wolf eyes: See in the dark. Level Max
 
   Mining: Ability to use a pick to extract ore from hidden locations. Able to tell where mining locations are located. Level 2: 23%
 
   Poison resistance: level 1-15%: 5% poison resistance.
 
    
 
    
 
   Active:
 
    
 
   Demon Absorption: Cost 10MP: Absorb defeated enemies to obtain skills. Level 1: 52%
 
   Bash: Cost 1SP - Slam into enemies with your body to do X10 damage. Level 1: 17%
 
   Rabbit Punch: Cost 1Sp- Using feet or hands quickly lash out with a lighting quick attack. Level 1:32%
 
   Stab: Cost 1 SP- Thrust forward with weapon (sword, spear.) level 1-21%
 
   Poison spit: Cost 5MP. Level 1-8%: Spit a corrosive poison that sticks to enemy doing 5 damage a second for ten seconds.
 
    
 
   Skills:
 
   None
 
    
 
   Equipment:
 
    
 
   Sword of the Hawk: Sword belonging to a great hero of the Hawkwing family. Durability 50/50 attack 20-32 strength +10 stamina +5.
 
   Mithra armor: Armor blessed by the god of light. Durability 40/40 defense + 20 Endurance +10 spirit +10 agility +5.
 
    
 
   Plat              0
 
   Gold              0
 
   Silver              2
 
   Copper              534
 
   Iron P              914
 
    
 
   Inventory
 
   Rose silk (LQ): 33
 
   Rose silk (AQ): 4
 
   Magic branch (LQ): 1
 
   Zombie tooth: 298
 
   Soul gem (LQ): 212
 
   Soul gem (AQ): 127
 
   Soul gem (GQ): 5
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   As Ash’s eyes open, he notices that the covers have been tossed off the bed and that Emelia is clinging to him tightly, reminding him of the first morning with Yuki. The only real difference is that Emelia is still wearing her clothes, though as close as she is holding him, he thinks he could see more if he were to just look. 
 
   Shaking away the stray thoughts, Ash lightly shake Emelia as he tries to free himself from her grasp. As her eyes flutter open, she notices how close the two are and immediately pushes Ash away. Her face turning a crimson red all the way to her ears. 
 
   “Moring,” Ash said as he quickly hid behind the curtain so that he could change. 
 
   “Morning,” Emelia replied, her voice sounding a little stressed. “Are you prepared for today? Make sure that you keep one of the medallions ready at all times. There is no telling what they have planned.”
 
   “I am ready,” Ash said smiling. It seemed as if she was really worried about him. Though he knew that she was more worried about the continued advances if he died. In the end, everyone was the same and only cared about their own circumstances. “I can always pretend,” Ash said to himself to force away the gloomy mood that had overtaken him. 
 
   The two walked out of the room arm in arm. Emelia was sticking close this morning, though Ash couldn’t complain. They found their two guests up as the younger one was preparing for his first day in the labyrinth. Julien wore a long sword that almost glowed with power at his waist and his armor looked to be very strong. The equipment the man wore had to at least be on par with his, if not better. 
 
   “This is Leo and Lenny, they will be joining us in the labyrinth. Leo is a highly skilled warrior, while Lenny is a healer from the Amarith Temple,” Julien said as he introduced a man who looked like a bodybuilder who carried a large two handed sword, and a thin feminine man with a white robe and staff.
 
   Emelia had said that Julien would most likely have other helpers, so it wasn’t outside the prediction, but the man called Leo looked dangerous. “Then shall we have a quick meal before you leave,” Emelia said with a forlorn expression as she pouted looking at Ash.
 
   The meal was once again extravagant, with so many different types of food. Ash knew he would be sick if he tried to take a single bite of each type of dish. Once the meal was finished, Emelia stopped him before he left the dining room as one of the maids brought a small bag. “I made these for you yesterday,” Emelia said blushing lightly. “I know you said you didn’t care much for sweets, but these honey cakes are supposed to help greatly with MP recovery.”
 
   Looking in the bag, Ash saw ten small squares that looked a light golden color. Unlike the dishes the chefs made, the cakes were slightly irregular. “Did you make these yourself?” Ash asked in a surprised voice.
 
   “Y…yes, though the cook helped,” Emelia said nervously.
 
   Ash remembered the small talk they had a few days before where he had mentioned a food to help with MP. Bread was ok, but it worked on HP and MP and only slightly. Meaning he had to rest a lot between fights if he wanted to use his absorb ability. “Thank you,” Ash said, placing the bag in his small pack. As he stood back up, he found his neck being wrapped by Emelia’s arms as her lips were pressed against him for a deep kiss. Ash didn’t fight against the kiss, instead he wrapped his own arms around her waist and pulled her close to his chest. He himself didn’t know why he had acted in such a manner, but it felt normal even if it left him slightly lightheaded. 
 
   As Emelia pulled back, the look on her face was excited. “Stay safe,” Emelia said, her voice soft and alluring.
 
   When Ash turned back to his companions, he noticed a small glint in Julien’s eyes. Having never spent much time with other people, he didn’t notice it for the jealousy that it was.
 
   The walk to the labyrinth took about ten minutes. When Ash walked alone the time was filled with silence, but today Julien seemed to want to use the time to converse. “You seem to get along well with the duchess,” he said, his voice sounding slightly condemning.
 
   “I never thought I would meet a person like her in my life,” Ash answered honestly.
 
   “Did you truly save her from an ogre?”
 
   “I wouldn’t really call it saving,” Ash said, shaking his head. “I was traveling with a small merchant group headed to the city when we came across an ogre assaulting a coach. At first I watched as the adventures from our group fought, but they quickly got in a bad position and I rushed in and jumped on the ogre’s back stabbing wildly. My actions cost me more than a few broken bones, but it gave the knights a chance to take the beast down.”
 
   Julien looked at him with contempt again. “That is all you did. Are you sure you did not trick the naive duchess?”
 
   “I assure you that I explained it many times to Emelia, but she refused to listen to me,” Ash said with a light smile. “She wouldn’t even let me talk for the first few days since my injures were so bad. At that time, I didn’t even know who she was. By the time I learned, it was too late as we were already close.” As Ash spoke, he found that most of it wasn’t a lie though he was overplaying their true relationship. For the first time, he started to think about what their relationship really was. Slightly bothered by the thoughts crossing his mind, Ash was determined that once he returned to the manor to talk with Emelia about it.
 
   “I see,” Julien said, his eyes once again holding a dangerous glint. “You must have great luck to capture the heart of such a beauty.”
 
   “Luck is one thing I have a great amount of,” Ash responded lightly.
 
   Given that his companion’s level was only one below his, Ash had expected them to move to the fifth floor, but to his surprise Julien wanted to fight from the first floor and move until they started to have trouble. In a lot of ways, it was the same way he had moved through the floors except that Ash always killed fifty monsters in order to gain a skill. 
 
   As they moved through the first floor, Julien did most the fighting. His strength was good, but the way he moved was odd. It was as if he had hardly ever used the sword in real combat before. He had decent form, but it looked more like fighting one would witness in practice than in real combat. Ash offered to help, but Leo held him back. “While the monsters are weak, let the young master get used to the feel of combat. Otherwise, it will become dangerous for him later on.”
 
   Ash heeded Leo’s words and silently watched Julien as he fought, taking mental notes of each movement. It was a little stiff, but after about ten slimes, it slowly became more natural. This world was easy in a lot of ways, yet harder in others. Gaining strength and other stats didn’t require studying. All one had to do was level up, yet to put those stats into effect, one still had to be skilled. With all the agility in the world, if a person was a klutz, they were still a klutz.
 
   Once they moved to the third floor and the first kobold was killed, Ash moved and absorbed the downed creature. Seeing this, Julien and the others eyes went wide. “What was that?” Julien asked, openly staring at Ash.
 
   Ash cursed in his mind. He forgot that abilities were a rare thing in this world and he would be seen as extremely abnormal. “I can absorb monsters to gain a bit of extra experience,” Ash replied quickly.
 
   “So that is Ash’s inborn ability huh,” Julien said watching him. “How much experience do you get for absorption?”
 
   “Five percent of the normal amount of experience,” Ash responded after giving it thought.
 
   “Then why didn’t you use it earlier on the other monsters?” Leo asked skeptically.
 
   “It costs 10MP so unless it’s Kobolds or later, there is no reason to waste MP on absorbing them,” Ash explained, hoping that it sounded creditable.
 
   “Nice,” Jun said, popping out of nowhere.
 
   “Very well done,” Rachel added, appearing beside Jun. “Most people in this world are born with a single individual ability. Abilities tend to run in families as well, so people with unique or strong abilities are considered good to bring into noble families no matter linage. Then again, that wouldn’t count for sub-humans. Instead, you would be killed as a danger.”
 
   Ash wanted to say something to the two floating fairies, but with Julien and the others around he was forced to take their comments without complaint. He could have used the knowledge that most people were born with an ability. Why was it that they never seemed to mention anything until after he could have used the information? Not only that, they seemed to appear less and less then at first.
 
   “A very interesting ability. It will be very useful when you fight stronger monsters,” Julien said with a hint of jealousy.
 
   “What of your ability?” Ash asked nonchalantly.
 
   “Silence commoner,” Leo said angrily. “I have watched you act indifferently so far, but that level of rudeness cannot be accepted. “You call the duchess by name without the use of her title and now you call the young master as if he were some commoner.”
 
   “That is enough Leo,” Julien said though his voice sounded pleased. “It is true that Ash does not have any grace, but can we blame a nameless commoner for lacking grace?”
 
   Ash knew that there was proper ways to address nobles, but Emelia had demanded that he treat Julien and his father as he did her. She believed that if he treated them like they expected, they might try to buy him off or pressure him with their titles to make him leave. “I just don’t put much stock in titles. When you do something that makes me acknowledge you, then I will; otherwise, I will not.”
 
   “You,” Leo said, grabbing the handle of his sword.
 
   “Enough Leo,” Julien said, sneering at Ash. “Out of respect for Lady Hawkwing, we will leave it at that.”
 
   As they continued, the spent the rest of the day fighting kobolds. Ash was able to absorb almost forty more of the creatures. Since Ash didn’t kill the monsters himself, no coins dropped and only one out of ten would drop a low level ore. Julien had little care for the cheap items, so Ash picked them up while absorbing the creatures. Seeing the difference in drops, Ash was starting to appreciate his high luck level and the fact that coins dropped when he killed them. 
 
   After fighting for several hours, they started their return to the manor. Unlike the way in, there was no discussion during the return journey. It seemed that everything that was planned to be said, was said, during the small exchange in the labyrinth. 
 
   As soon as he stepped through the door to the manor, Emelia rushed toward Ash and jumped into his chest, kissing his cheek happily. “Welcome home.”
 
   “I’m back,” Ash said catching her.
 
   “I was worried,” Emelia whispered in his ear. “The Earl seemed a little too happy today, so I feared something might have already happened to you.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Ash said, unable to conceal a small smile.
 
   “How was your first day Julien,” the Earl asked, walking up to the trio.
 
   “Well enough,” Julien responded. “The monsters in the labyrinth don’t have great drop rates, but they are easy to kill. Even if they don’t give much in the way of experience.”
 
   “Well then, in celebration of a good day, why don’t we have a small feast,” Emelia said with a fake smile.
 
   “Great idea,” the Earl said with a loud booming voice.
 
   “Nobles do love their parties,” Emelia said smiling. “And it will give me a great chance to introduce you to the other nobles of the area.”  As Emelia spoke, Ash felt a cold chill run down his spine.
 
   “Then I will send out an announcement to the nobles in the area. I am sure that we will get a great show, even with the short announcement. Thankfully there seems to be a great number of nobles in the area visiting since my return from the capital, though few of them have had a chance to make a formal greeting as of yet.”
 
   As soon as the Earl heard these words, his face turned white. He had to know that other nobles beside himself would try to gain a hold in the duchy by marriage. Right now, since she was entertaining a guest it would be considered rude to interrupt, but if she threw a party it would be the prefect chance to introduce themselves.
 
   It was still about four hours until nightfall and the manor was abuzz as riders left out to make an announcement throughout the city that there would be a celebration. It didn’t seem that it would be limited to the nobility either. Emelia was offering gold to merchants, vendors, and performers to entertain the entire city. Having already planned this out, there was little for Emelia to do but she begged off as she pulled Ash into the study.
 
   “What’s going on?” Ash asked, his mind having still not caught on to her plan.
 
   “It’s very simple, it’s the perfect chance to announce that you are my betrothed. With so many nobles gathered it will spread throughout the kingdom in a flash,” Emelia declared as if she had just solved world hunger. 
 
   “Betrothed?” Ash said loudly, his eyes going wide. 
 
   “Yes,” Emelia said while she started holding up different dresses to her chest while looking at herself in the mirror. “It will be the best way to get them to leave the duchy alone, and it will grant you a bit of safety.”
 
   “Then what happens when they learn they we won’t be getting married?” Ash asked, his eyes still wide in surprise.
 
   “By then, I will have a firm enough grasp on the duchy that even if I were to get married to a lessor noble, I won’t have to worry about them trying to take the duchy away from me. Why, is having me as a fiancé bothering you?” 
 
   “No not at all,” Ash said quickly.
 
   “Then you should go get ready for the party,” Emelia said, dismissing Ash tactfully.
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   Ash tugged on the suffocating collar of the doublet that had been forced upon him. Looking at himself in a mirror, he thought he looked like a fool. Dressed in a black top and bottom with silver and gold embroidery and far too much lace. If he could have gotten rid of the lace, then it might have been acceptable, but the maids had refused his suggestion before he could even finish speaking.
 
   Shortly after Ash was dressed, he was led to a small room near the center of the manor where Emelia waited for him. 
 
   When the door opened, Ash was forcibly pushed inside and what he found left him speechless. Standing in the center of the room was Emelia, wearing a tight fitting black dress that had the same silver and gold patterns as his outfit. Unlike his gaudy outfit, she looked stunningly beautiful. “I take it you like it,” Emelia said with a slight girlish giggle that didn’t seem to match with the current womanly vibe she was giving off.
 
   “Milady, the guests are starting to arrive,” One of the maids said, snapping Ash out of his stupor.
 
   Emelia grabbed Ash’s arm and led him through the manor to a large terrace that overlooked the garden. From where he stood, Ash could see more than a dozen of people below in the manor gardens and hundreds more outside of the manor in the large open space between the manor and the surrounding city. Ash had always wondered why there was such a large open space surrounding the manor in the middle of the city. He had always thought that it was for safety, but seeing the large number of people gathered below he started to second guess his previous assumptions.
 
   Emelia pulled a small metal rod with glowing red lines running over it and said a few words that Ash didn’t catch. “My welcomed guests,” Emelia said, her voice booming loud so that Ash was sure that anyone within the city could hear it. “It has been a long time since my family or this city has had much to celebrate since the passing of my father nearly a year ago. I have heard about the dark cloud that has hung over us all since that time and I figured it was time that we start to live once again. Sadly, there was little chance for a celebration, but a friend of mine has come to visit and his son who has recently come of age entered the labyrinth for his first time and has emerged and truly entered his own path as a man.” As Emelia spoke rounds of applause could be heard as Julien and his father stood among the nobles beaming full of pride. 
 
   “Surprisingly though, it was not planned that I have another announcement,” Emelia continued, pausing slightly for everyone’s attention to gather. “This evening while we prepared for this gathering, my personal hero, Ash, proposed to me and I have graciously accepted.”
 
   There were two reactions to this announcement. The common people erupted in a thunderous roar of cheers while the nobles looked up at Ash with sheer jealously and open disdain. As if to accentuate her point, Emelia took Ash in her arms and gave him a deep kiss in front of everyone, though due to the distance, only the nobles could truly see what was happening upon the balcony.
 
   With Ash thoroughly surprised by her unexpected movement, not to mention the crowd below, Emelia wore a winning smile and pulled Ash back inside the manor. “That went well,” She said, with a face of commander who had just won a battle. 
 
   “What now?” Ash asked, his mind still filled with a white fog. 
 
   “Now we wait,” Emelia said, grabbing his arm again. “Once they have had ample time to soak in the information and gossip a bit, we will join them in the garden so that they can try to find any openings between us. Just stick close to me and try to talk as little as possible.”
 
   “Don’t trust me?” Ash asked jokingly.
 
   “I trust you, but the less they can learn, the more it will drive them crazy. Don’t underestimate nobles, they can turn the slightest bit of information into a weapon given the chance.”
 
   Once a half hour had passed, Emelia led Ash into the garden where they were quickly surrounded by nobles who wished to greet the couple and offer their congratulations.
 
   The nobles tried to pull him away from Emelia side, but thanks to her iron grip and quick wit, each time they were sent away with frowns. When they learned the two would not be easily separated, they moved on to their next tactic, gossip. They asked a number of questions but they were all deftly answered by Emelia. The few expertly directed at him were given a short answer.
 
   “Is it true you saved the duchess?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What drew you to the duchess?”
 
   “She is kind.”
 
   “When do you plan to be married?”
 
   “Soon.”
 
   The questions slowly drifted off and the night seemed to be winding down when suddenly a red faced youth broke through the group positing himself in front of Ash. “You are a charlatan who has tricked the duchess,” Julien declared loudly, drawing everyone’s attention. 
 
   “Julien, what is the meaning of this?” Emelia asked, her voice low and menacing.
 
   “I apologize for my rudeness duchess, but I cannot stand by while you are being tricked by this shameless man. I demand a duel of honor so that I may show all that this man is nothing but a cad.” 
 
   “I cannot deny the right of challenge of another noble, but I ask that you reconsider,” Emelia said her eyes widening slightly.
 
   “I will not,” Julien declared. “Tomorrow at midday, I will be waiting for his answer. If he has any honor, he will meet me with his sword ready and his neck clean, though I expect all I will find is a coward hiding behind your title at that time.” With his words said, Julien left the garden and the manor followed closely behind by his father who looked no more pleased than Emelia.
 
   Shortly after Julien left, Ash was pulled into the manor as the rest of the nobles started to wander off. “This isn’t good,” Emelia said as soon as they were back in her chambers.
 
   “What I can easily beat him,” Ash said with full confidence.
 
   “That I do not doubt, but a noble does not have to meet the challenge himself. He can appoint a second to fight for him. If you beat the second then the noble is forced to fight. Most the time when two nobles quarrel, it is only the seconds that fight. If you happen to win, then Julien will most likely back down, but it will hurt his honor and he will stop at nothing to stop you. If you lose, you die. No matter what, this will not end well.” Emelia walked in a tight circle as she spoke her face troubled. 
 
   “Then what should I do?” Ash asked seriously.
 
   “I think declining the challenge will be the best choice,” Emelia said wincing slightly. 
 
   “Why don’t you look pleased at that suggestion?” Ash asked not completely understanding the situation. 
 
   “If you decline then it will look badly upon you, but since you are not a noble it won’t mean much outside the city. I on the other hand will look like a fool and many of the nobles will use it as an opportunity to intervene and our engagement will be nullified,” Emelia said, slumping in a cushioned chair. “But you will be alive.”
 
   Ash took a seat opposite Emelia and looked at her face closely. Her response was completely different than he expected. The other day she had no problem putting him in danger, but now she was acting completely different. “Why don’t I accept the challenge? If I win, it will be no different than it was a few days before when the earl and his son wanted me gone.” 
 
   Emelia’s eyes widened. “There is a large difference. Before neither would do anything that would indicate themselves, but if it becomes a matter of honor or revenge then it is different. They may look bad in front of the other nobles, but each and every one of them will understand their actions and a few would even applauded them. Depending on how it’s handled, even the king come become involved. Please just refuse the challenge.”
 
   “Wouldn’t it be best for you if I accepted it?” Ash asked, wanting to understand why she was so adamant on his refusal. “If I lose and die you can refuse advancements due to bereavement. If I win then the nobles will still leave you alone.”
 
   “Idiot, do you think I really care about that,” Emelia said, her eyes watering. “What is the point of everything if you die?”
 
   Seeing Emelia cry, Ash was touched. Never in his life had another person truly cared about him. He had always viewed humans as selfish and untrustworthy. When someone did something for you, it was best to return the favor, otherwise you would be left in their debt and that was dangerous. That was the reason he had accepted her request. So that the debt he owed would be repaid, but now he didn’t know what to think. The longer he thought, the less things made sense. “I don’t understand,” Ash finally admitted, rubbing his temple with his forefinger and thumb.
 
   “What don’t you understand?” Emelia asked, her face tilting slightly to the side and her eyebrows furrowing. 
 
   “I don’t understand. Obviously the best choice for you would be for me to accept. The best choice for me would be to deny and leave the city. Humans always choose what is best for themselves, yet you want me to pick the option that would leave you in a hard spot. I just don’t understand,” Ash said, his mind still trying to figure out what advantage she would get by him leaving the city.
 
   Emelia didn’t say anything, she simply watched Ash, her lips pursed so tight that they started to turn white. After studying him for a long time, a weak smile spread across her face. “I see. Humans always do what is best for them…Is that so? Then, can I ask why you really agreed to going along with my farce thus far?” 
 
   “One should never leave themselves in debt to another. From the moment I met you, you have placed me within your debt, but have asked little in return. I have had trouble figuring you out and then you asked me for a favor that would allow me to repay that debt, so I felt at ease, then you change your position again.”
 
   Emelia’s face took on a shocked look as her mouth slightly opened. “Then do you think of nothing when you look at me?”
 
   “I think…I think you are beautiful and I have enjoyed spending time with you, but still I don’t understand.”
 
   Seeming to understand something, Emelia frowned. “You haven’t spent much time with others have you?” 
 
   “No,” Ash admitted, not understanding the point of her question.
 
   “How about your family or a friends? Surely there has to be someone in your life?” Emelia asked, her voice quivering slightly. 
 
   “I never knew my parents, and I have never had a friend. None that I can remember anyway,” Ash added the last part, remembering his original excuse.
 
   Suddenly, Ash found himself being embraced by Emelia while wet tears dripped from her eyes onto his neck. Ash was dumbfounded and had no clue what he was supposed to do. He reached his arms around Emelia and awkwardly patted her back. 
 
   Pushing herself away, Emelia wiped her red eyes and smiled. “Is everything ok?” Ash asked with a confused look on his face. 
 
   “Sorry,” Emelia said with a timid look. “I should be the one consoling you, yet I…Ash look at me,” Emelia said, grabbing his hand rightly. “You said you don’t have a friend, but am I not one? I know that I was using you, but I…I didn’t want you to get hurt, and about the…Marriage…Honestly…I”
 
   Ash was so shocked that he didn’t hear Emelia’s mumbled words. “Friend,” was a concept he had heard about. He had even seen it when he was in school, but no one wanted to be the friend of someone like him. Even in this world he was an outcast, yet Emelia wanted to be his friend, why? In those few moments hundreds of things went through Ash’s mind. “I will fight,” ash said after more than ten minutes of silence, though his words came as a surprise even to himself.
 
   “What…Why?” Emelia asked, her eyes going wide. “I just told you that I don’t want you to fight. I even embarrassed myself to explain why and yet you…”
 
   “I just feel that I have to,” Ash said with a determined look on his face. He didn’t know if she was truly his friend, but he wanted to find out and the only way to do that was to stay near her. If he ran now, he would never learn the truth and he knew that it would continue to bother him.
 
   “Tomorrow I will fight,” Ash said again, his voice a little stronger. 
 
   Emelia spent the next hour trying to talk Ash out of his decision, but he ignored her up to the moment they readied for bed. He had expected that she would continue her nagging, even after the lamps were snubbed, but instead she simply hugged him tightly from behind, placing her forehead on his neck. Ash tried to sleep, but something soft pressing into his back made the heat in his body rise making it hard to sleep. 
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   When Ash woke the next morning, he found himself alone in the room. After looking around a few more times and confirming that Emelia was gone, he quickly dressed and left in search of Emelia. After checking the dining room, and garden he found her in the study as she looked through a thick book while a number of others were piled up on a small desk beside her. From the red look of her eyes Ash was sure that she must had left the room shortly after he had fallen asleep and spent the remainder of the night in the study. 
 
   “Read anything good?” Ash asked, drawing Emelia attention away from the book in her hands.
 
   “A little, but not what I was looking for,” Emelia said with a deep sigh.
 
   “What were you looking for?” Ash asked politely.
 
   “A way out of this mess,” Emelia said giving him a harsh look. “I have found stories where sub-humans were allowed to be consorts of the nobles due to unique skills though it has been years since the last case of that happening. I have found numerous tales of duels as well, but none that could be of use to us in this situation.”
 
   “While you continue to search through your books, I am going to train in the labyrinth. I have until noon and I don’t want to waste any time that might give me a better chance,” Ash said as he turned toward the door. Looking back, he noticed that Emelia was already absorbed back into her reading.
 
   Ash ran toward the labyrinth. The sun still wasn’t up and he guessed that it would still be hours before it started to peek above the horizon from the position of the moon. “Guess I didn’t sleep that long,” He said to himself as he raced through the empty streets. As soon as he reached his destination, he noticed a small plaque next to the entrance of the labyrinth. He was shocked that he hadn’t seen it before. Placing his hand on the plaque he quickly warped to the fourth floor boss’ room.
 
   Unlike the past fight with the boss, this time it went much quicker, allowing him to move into the fifth floor graveyard. The stench of death assaulted him, but he held back his disgust and checked his pack. He still had the small cakes that the duchess had made him the day before. He also had plenty of items that would increase his stamina as well as a new item, ten small white vials that one of the maids had given him as he left. 
 
   [Healing potion: Heals 50HP. Made by priests by infusing their power into a special magic liquid.]
 
   “With this I can fight with a little less worry,” Ash said as he looked back toward the graveyard. The labyrinth here was considered one of the best for beginners who have yet to reach level 10. The reason for this was because the level of the monsters rose slowly for the first ten floors but on floor eleven the levels quickly jumped up then stabilized again. This happened every ten floors making it hard for those who have made it to the tenth floor boss to continue. For example, the monsters on the fifth floor were level 6 zombies which were weaker than the level 7 plants on floor 4 but there was many more of them giving adventures a chance to learn how to fight a large group. It was great for training, but what Ash needed now was skills and levels. He was only one place away from reaching level 10 so that he could pick his job which would grant him a much better chance to live through the day. For his goal the zombies didn’t offer much experience so he planned to reach the next floor as soon as he could.
 
   Just as before he stepped into the graveyard, dozens of zombies assaulted him. Pulling out his sword, he quickly cut down the monsters and pushed forward only stopping to pick up the items and absorbing the monsters he could as he looked for the boss’s room. Even though he wasn’t focused on fighting, it still took him a little over an hour to reach his destination and he was panting hard as his MP, HP and stamina were greatly reduced. At the same time, checking his progression rate of absorption, he noticed that he had already absorbed 47 of the 50 zombies he needed. It seemed like a waste to leave with only three remaining so Ash pulled out a loaf of bread, a small bottle of juice, and quickly ate it along with a honey cake. 
 
   The bread slowly helped him recover both HP and MP while the juice helped him recover stamina. What was surprising is as soon as he ate the honey cake, his MP quickly started to refill and was soon at 50%. Thanks to the foods help, Ash only needed a little under half an hour to be back up and ready to fight. With the large number of zombies, it only took a moment to kill and absorb the three remaining zombies to hear the refreshing “Tring,” sound.
 
   [You have absorbed enough shambling zombies. Abilities available; grave domain (Passive), meat feast (Active.)]
 
   “Tring”
 
   [You have been awarded grave domain from the random selection.]
 
   Moving back toward the boss room, Ash slumped against the cold wall and checked his new ability.
 
   [Grave domain: Damage resistance to whole body with the exception of the head increased by 10%]
 
   “I was hoping that it would be better,” Ash said grumbling.
 
   “Noob,” Jun said, appearing on his left shoulder. 
 
   “Why are you complaining? That ability is almost on par with a knights shield force which gives you a 15% to defense? You have no clue how lucky you really are…Definitely OP…Cheat,” Rachel said complaining. “And you don’t even know how lucky you are.”
 
   “Sorry,” Ash said, bowing his head slightly in regret. 
 
   “Well, you are close to reaching level 10 so our time together is coming to an end, so I won’t pick on you,” Rachel said frowning.
 
   “What, you are leaving?” Ash almost shouted in surprise.
 
   “Of course,” Jun said though his face held a slight frown. 
 
   “We can’t stay with you forever. Other reincarnated people will appear and we will have to train them, though it might be a year from now or another one hundred before the next appears. I can’t really say since you are the first in this world. The rules are simple though, once you reach level 10 we have to leave,” While talking, Rachel also looked slightly displeased.
 
   “I will miss you,” Ash said honestly. It was his true feelings, as they had been with him since he had appeared in this world. It was not a stretch to say that without them he would most likely had died his first week.
 
   “Good kid,” Jun said with a nod of his head. 
 
   “Agreed, you might be a pain, but it was enjoyable. As out first trainee, I hope you don’t get yourself killed too easily, otherwise Aunt Rachel will be sad.”
 
   “Aunt,” Ash said laughing as he looked at the small flying fairy.
 
   “Humph…Even if we look like this, even before coming to this world we already were much older than you… or would you prefer sister.”
 
   As his banter with the fairies bounced back and forth, his HP and MP had fully recovered. Checking his status, he still needed 1247 more experience to reach the next level. If he reached his goal then his guides would be gone before noon, but if he didn’t, most likely he wouldn’t live past the day. He didn’t want to lose his guides, but he knew that putting it off would only bring his death so taking a deep breath, he stood and walked through the door. He didn’t even take the time to read the plaque as he walked past, only placing his hand on briefly it so that it could be used later. 
 
    He knew that knowing the monster he was about to face would let him know if he should proceed or not. That was the reason he had carefully read each plaque before but this time it didn’t matter. Either he fought and won now or died later. 
 
   He was not very knowledgeable about this world. Even with his guides, most he had to learn on his own but Emelia knew a lot and often told him things that he would have never thought to question. The most important is that the Earl had only brought the healer and fighter with him when he entered the city and unless he hired adventures in town, there was not enough time for him to gather a stronger force. That in itself didn’t mean much to Ash, as he didn’t know the level of the two even after spending the day before with them. That was when she told him that for Julien to receive any experience, the members in his party could be no more than five levels higher than his own. That meant that the fighter could be no higher than level thirteen. It was still four levels higher than him along with a job which gave various enhancements. If he could get to level ten then he would have a chance even if it was still a small one.
 
   When he had asked if the Earl would hire outside help, Emelia had laughed. As soon as the challenge was issued, she had sent a message though her guards that anyone helping the Earl would be punished. She might be new to being the lord, but her family had been in control of the city and its surroundings for generations and had been kind lords as far as the people were concerned and none wished to see their young lady saddened so the chances of the Earl receiving help within the city would be low. No matter how low it was, there was still a chance, so Emelia had sent spies to watch the Earl and his men to help ensure nothing happened.
 
   Bringing his mind back to the current situation, Ash waited for the darkness to clear and reveal the boss. When it did, he found himself facing what looked like another zombie but instead of the light green skin it was blue.
 
   Thinking it would be an easy fight, the zombie jumped forward at a speed that didn’t fit its rotten body. Ash quickly dodged and was only barely was able to dodge the zombie’s claws which caused sparks as they scraped across his armor. Cursing himself for letting his guard down, Ash took a defensive stance. Just as before, the blue zombie jumped forward but this time he was ready. As the zombie flashed past, he brought his sword up, scoring a small hit on its side. Since it wasn’t in a vulnerable area, only a small red 12 appeared above the monster’s head.
 
   Ash repeated this five more times, and only once was he able to get his sword in position to score a critical. It was slow work, but the zombie had yet to land a hit on him. It was fast, but thanks to his boosts in agility, he could keep up. Other than that, it followed a standard attack pattern making it easy to fight as long as one was careful. After two more passes with one more critical, the zombie’s eyes started to glow red. Unlike before where it stood on both legs, suddenly it crouched on all fours and the snapping of bones could be heard throughout the large room.
 
   Knowing something was off, Ash rushed forward and quickly struck the zombie’s exposed head and a large purple -28 appeared but then the zombies head turned and its red glowing eyes fixed on him as it jumped forward. As its claws dug into his leg, Ash could feel his HP decrease by 25 leaving him only 60 left. Three more attacks like that would be the end of him. It was the one downside to fighting alone, there was no one to take the pressure off when one was in danger. Once again he wished he had a healer to fight beside him or rather behind him.
 
   While he was thinking, the zombie flashed past him again hitting his other leg for another 25 HP. Fear striking at his heart, Ash closely watched the zombie as its legs seemed to buckle as it made a quick turn and raced back toward him. The previous two attacks had caught him off guard, but this time he was ready. Sticking his sword into the ground in front of his feet, Ash braced himself as the Zombie collided with the blade. A large black -63 floated into the air as the zombie was split in half due to the force of the impact. 
 
   His body sprayed with gore made the bile in Ash’s stomach rise and he was forced to empty the contents of his stomach on the ground. He tried to absorb the blue zombie but the familiar notice appeared letting him know it was impossible. “Figures,” Ash said as he searched the ground to find seven copper coins and a black orb.
 
   [Dead Essence (average quality): The essence of one who has died filled with resentment. Used by necromancers and priests in specific rituals.]
 
   “Not bad, it looks like a decent item and it even gave 250 experience,” Ash said as he sat on the floor in front of the door leading to the next level waiting for his HP to be restored. He still had the health potions, but he didn’t want to waste them unless he was forced to.
 
   Once he was recovered, he pushed open the door and walked down the stone steps into the next floor. Ash found himself in dark forest. Unlike the forest on the fourth floor, this one had a sinister feel to it as not a single bead of light penetrated the canopy above. Ash cautiously moved forward as he scanned the area for monsters. Once the door back to the previous floor could no longer be seen Ash felt a prickling sensation on the back of his neck as if he was being watched. Looking around, he found nothing but he couldn’t shake the feeling. After a few more steps something sticky wrapped around him causing him to crash hard into the ground. “Webs?”
 
   Seeing the white material that had suddenly trapped him, Ash looked up and his fears were confirmed as a spider the size of a large dog started lowering itself to the ground. Ash struggled against the web, but the more he did, the more it dug into his skin. Thinking frantically, Ash used his poison spit and the webs started to melt away. “Why is it called poison spit? Shouldn’t it be called acid spit?” Ash asked himself as the name of the ability didn’t fit its nature. 
 
   It didn’t take a moment for the acid to eat through the webs but Ash remained on the ground testing the strength of the remaining webs. He was sure that he could easily escape but there was no reason to rush. Just as he suspected, the spider continued toward him. Ash had to suppress a shiver as he looked at the numerous eyes and large pinchers as they dripped a light green ooze.
 
   Once the spider was close enough, Ash jumped to his feet running his sword through the spiders head and instantly a black -115 appeared above its head. After absorbing the spider Ash laughed as he checked the ground. Four copper coins littered the ground. The way the coins dropped didn’t make since either to Ash. They went from a few iron pennies to coppers so quickly. Monster bosses only dropped a few more coppers than the normal monsters. Then again, the bosses were only slightly stronger than the regular monsters. That was another bonus of this labyrinth that made it great for beginners. Other than the copper coins, a small bundle of silver thread was left behind. 
 
   [Spider Silk (good quality): High grade silk that is used by tailors to make high quality dresses that are oven sought after by women.]
 
   Checking his status he was amazed to find that the spider had given him fifty experience as well. “Jackpot,” Ash said as he moved further into the dark forest. He only needed to kill nineteen more spiders to reach level 10.
 
   Hunting the spiders was much easier than he could have imagined. For the most part, the spiders stayed high in the trees until they captured their prey. Once they had trapped Ash, they would lower themselves to the ground where they were easy prey. They had soft bodies for the most part so at the most he only needed four strikes to kill one. The only hard part was keeping the spider from retreating if he didn’t kill it fast enough.
 
   In less than three hours Ash killed his nineteenth spider and the welcomed “Tring,” sounded in his mind. 
 
   As soon as he reached level 10 Jun and Rachel appeared in the air. “Congratulations,” they both said with a warm smile. “You have reached the start of your journey. You can now find a trained to impart you an occupation. Though you have taken your first step into this new world please remember that there are countless others that are still far stronger than you,” Rachel said in a booming voice then she smiled. “Now that the formalities are over, we are allowed to give you a beginner title for reaching the tenth level. Consider it our farewell gift…Goodbye.”
 
   “Goodbye,” Jun echoed, though his voice sounded slightly saddened.
 
   “Tring,”
 
   [You have been awarded the title novice slayer: permanently increase all stats +1. Additional 10% to attack damage when this title is equipped.] 
 
   “Goodbye,” Ash said, his heart slightly aching as he looked toward the empty air where the two fairies had been moments before. For the first time since coming to this world, he felt completely alone. No matter what had happened before, the two fairies would be there if he called but that was no longer true. Ash thought that he was used to being alone, but now he felt the pain far worse than he had before.
 
   With a deep sigh Ash made his way back toward the entrance of the floor keeping an eye out of spiders and dodging them instead of engaging them in combat. Within moments he was back through the door and looking at a small plaque. Reaching his hand out, Ash warped himself back outside.
 
   As soon as the fresh air brushed across his face Ash felt better. Looking up he saw the sun was up though it was still another two or three hours before noon giving him plenty of time to find a job before the match.
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   Though he had been in the city for more than a few days, Ash had only spent a little time within the city itself. Most of the time he had went straight from the manor to the labyrinth with the exception of the time he had visited the slave market, though he was not completely unprepared as a few days before he had asked Emelia where he could get assigned an occupation. 
 
   It seemed that besides special occupations, most jobs could be found around the adventure’s guild. It was hard to call the adventure’s guild a real guild though. You could join it, but even without joining it you could use most of their facilities. They got most of their money by brokering jobs for people. Other than the adventure’s guild, there were other guilds such as the warrior’s guild, sailor’s guild, merchant guild, and so on. For the most part you could only join one guild, though the adventure’s guild was the exception. No matter what guild you were in you could still join the adventure’s guild. 
 
   “What should I chose as an occupation?” Ash asked himself and once again he wished that Rachel and Jun were around to give him advice. There were so many choices but he needed to pick one that suited him. As he walked down the busy street Ash read one guild sign after another as he tried to decide.
 
   “Young man are you looking for an occupation?” An old man with a sleek smile asked.
 
   “Yes,” Ash replied as his eyes looked behind the man to see a broken down building with an old sigh. “Gambler’s Guild.”
 
   “I know it looks bad but step inside. I promise that you won’t be let down,” the man said, his face showing confidence.
 
   “I do have great luck,” Ash said to himself. “What could it hurt? I still have plenty of time before the duel.” 
 
   As Ash entered the decrepit building he wasn’t very impressed as the inside was as bad as the outside. The man walked behind a small counter and asked Ash to sit in a broken down chair that looked like it would be at home in a trash heap. “Now let me explain the benefits of the Gambler’s job. First you get a .1% increase in all other stats for every point in luck. While that might not seem like much it adds up quickly. Even one of the great heroes who fought the demon lord two hundred years ago was a gambler. Not only that, it also gives a number of luck based skills that can be used inside and outside of battles.”
 
   “If it so good then why is the guild building like this?” Ash asked skeptically.
 
   “Well that is one of the downsides to the gambler’s guild,” the man said with a sigh. “Every ten years the guild houses get together and have a tournament. Depending on how well the house does regulates their funding for the next ten years. Sadly, the past four competitions our house has done poorly. As you know, this is a great place for beginners but we have few advanced level members making it hard for us to earn suitable funding.”
 
   “I don’t think this is the right place for me,” Ash said quickly standing up.
 
   “Wait…Please don’t leave,” the man begged. “If you join, I can promise you many benefits, and I can tell the job of a gambler suits you. You have extremely high luck so I don’t think any other job would help you as much and I will even throw in an ability book I won.”
 
   “Why would you be willing to give me an ability book just for joining? If you sold it you could earn enough to support the guild house for a number of years,” Ash said as he looked at the book the man hastily put on the table.
 
   “It is simple, I think you have great talent and the next contest is in six years. If you would agree not to change guild houses until after the next competition then I will gladly hand over the book. Honestly, I have been thinking of selling it but the thought of beating those other guild masters is worth far more to me.”
 
   “Can’t you beat them yourself?” Ash asked still not confident.
 
   “No, only guild members can join in the contest. Guild masters are the judges to make sure that everything is fair.”
 
   A job was very important, once chosen it was nearly impossible to change it. If he picked wrongly, it wouldn’t just be today he suffered, but for the rest of his life. Yet being a gambler might be useful given his ability of devil’s luck. He would also get an ability book and one that was really useful. “Ok,” Ash said hoping he was making the right decision. 
 
   “Great, sign here,” the man said pulling out a long piece of parchment with numerous magical formations on them. “Now I just need a drop of blood,” the man added holding a small iron needle. 
 
   As soon as the small droplet of blood dripped on the paper a small light shone and Ash heard a small “Tring,” sound in his head.
 
   [You have accepted the occupation of novice gambler.]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have gained the skill gambler’s boost (passive) .1% boost to all other stats for each 1 point in the luck attribute.]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have gained the gambler’s gambit (active) skill. Cost 20MP: boost all stats for one minute. Boost is random. Level 1.]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have gained the poker face (active) skill. Cost 5MP: forces a calm face no matter the situation. Level 1.]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have gained the bluff (active) skill. Cost 5MP: bluff opponents to make them think you are stronger. Level 1.]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have gained the read (passive) skill. Chance to see what skill your opponent is using. Based on luck.] 
 
   “What do you think?” the man asked smiling brightly.
 
   “It seems as if they could be good or bad,” Ash replied honestly.
 
   “That is the life of a gambler. If you have good luck then it’s great, but if you have bad luck then…”
 
   “I see,” Ash said as he picked up the ability book and opened it.
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have gained analyze (active) ability. Cost 5MP: Ability to see opponents name, level and skill as long as they are no more than 5 levels above you. Level max.]  
 
   “It says novice gambler,” Ash said as he looked at his stats.
 
   “Yes there are a number of levels in the gambler occupation. Level 10 novice, level 30 intermediate, level 60 master, level 90 grand master. Though even if you reach the level you have to be tested to reach the next level in your job.”
 
   “Anything else I should know?” Ash asked narrowing his brow. “I don’t like surprises when there is no need for them.” 
 
   “Like any guild, there are a few rules that you will have to learn, but it would take hours if I went over all of them with you and even then you would forget half of them before we finished. It would be best if you take this,” The man said, holding out a thin book that had a little over a hundred pages. Taking the book, Ash read the title. “Gambler’s Guild rules and regulations.”
 
   “Well since I am busy I need to be off,” Ash said, half expecting the man to stop him but instead the man waved at him with the same slick smile he had when he had first seen him. Small red words appeared above the man’s head. “Poker face.”
 
   By time he reached the manor, the sun was already nearing its apex and a sizeable crowd had begun to gather around the manor. As he approached the crowd split for him. Many of the people smiled at him warmly while others said encouraging words and a few made rude comments calling him various names.
 
   Soon after he walked through the gate he found Emelia waiting on him. “What happened?” Ash asked, seeing the worried expression on her face. 
 
   “Nothing,” she replied quickly. “It seems that Klien will be Julien’s Representative. Neither the Earl nor any of his people has searched out any others though a few of his people have been following you while my men have been following them. Is it true you went into the gambler’s guild?”
 
   “Yes,” Ash replied. “I thought it was a job that suited me.”
 
   Emelia placed her hand on her forehead. “I can’t say they are a bad group, but for fighting they don’t have the best abilities. I was sure that you would choose either a fighter or a knight. If you would have asked, I told my men at the knight’s guild to allow it.”
 
   “Too late now to regret it,” Ash said though inwardly he was cursing the man for calling him into that decrepit building.
 
   Seeing his reaction Emelia let out a small giggle. “Maybe being a gambler does really suit you.”
 
   “So where are the Earl and his son?” Ash asked changing the subject. 
 
   “They are still in the hotel room they rented last night,” Emelia replied.
 
   “What, they spent the night in a hotel,” Ash said quickly. “Then we didn’t need to share a room last night.”
 
   “Mou…T-that is true but,” Emelia said, her face turning red up to the top of her ears. 
 
   “Well I guess there’s no helping it since everything happened so fast,” Ash said, trying to clear the awkward feeling in the air.
 
   “That’s right,” Emelia said, her face still slightly flushed. “Why don’t you rest until your duel,” Emelia offered as she turned around so he couldn’t see her face anymore.
 
   Taking Emelia’s advice, Ash found a small shade tree and sat underneath it. Pulling out the rule book he had received Ash began to read.
 
   Most of the rules were simple and easily enough to understand. No fighting between guild members they are only allowed to challenge each other through games of chance. Each guild member must pay a tithe depending on their level to their home guild house every year. All guild members no matter their level must also wear their guild badge. As he flipped through the pages Ash didn’t see any rules that would interfere with his life until he neared the end of the book.
 
   “No guild member is allowed to turn down a fair challenge,” that is a little harsh. Though it was the last rule, it seemed to be the one that would be the most important. Ash just hoped that not too many other people knew the laws of his guild though he knew that was too much to hope for. 
 
   The guild symbol was on the front of the book. It was a set of dice with a skull and a set of wings on the dice. “I guess I should have a badge made tomorrow when I get a chance. Not like I have a chance to get it done in time for that match.”
 
   “My spies have just confirmed that Julien his father and his two guards are on their way. You should get ready, you only have about ten minutes before they get here,” Emelia said, a hint of fear in her voice.
 
   “Almost time,” Ash said nervously as his eyes focused on the gate to the manor.
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   It didn’t take long for the gate to the manor to open. Julien and his father walked through with an air of superiority and were quickly followed behind their two goons. 
 
   “I see that you didn’t run.” Julien said as he approached the middle of the garden where Ash was waiting.
 
   “Why would I run?” Ash asks calmly as he invokes the poker face skill.
 
   “I have challenged Ash and by my right as a noble I assign my servant Klien as my Representative for this battle,” Julien yelled loudly then turned back to Ash with a sly smile. “Try not to die too quickly. I hope to enjoy listening to you cry.”
 
   As Leo walks to the middle of the field Ash uses the analyze ability.
 
   Name: Leo
 
   Level: 13
 
   Race: Human
 
   Occupation: Novice warrior 
 
   Title: Slave
 
   HP: 200/200
 
   MP 50/50
 
   SP 21/21
 
   Strength: 30 (+15) (+7) (+2)
 
   Vitality: 30 (+10)
 
   Agility: 10 (+3)
 
   Stamina 14 (+5) (+2)
 
   Spirit 10
 
   Intelligence: 10 
 
   Endurance: 14 (+10) (+5)
 
   Luck: 10
 
   He was much stronger than Ash thought he would be. His strength, HP, and endurance were on a different level but the rest of his stats were lacking. 
 
   “I figured that the Earl would hire someone a little stronger than you,” Ash said mockingly as Klien twisted his hands around his large sword. 
 
   “Why should we hire someone for a jobless fighter? I am more than enough to take care of someone like you.”
 
   An old man wearing a black robe walked into the middle of the ring. “We are here today for the challenge made by Julien Heart who has challenged Ash. The challenge is one of honor and thus is to the death. No one is allowed to help either party once the battle starts, doing so will constitute death. Other than weapons no potions or items are allowed, Are we clear,” seeing no one say anything the robed man raises his head. “Begin.”
 
   Even though Ash had seen Leo’s status, he knew that he had only scratched the surface. From the number of bonuses, he must be wearing great armor. There was no telling what other boosts and bonuses it gave that didn’t appear, so Ash kept his distance and watched Klien while his own sword rested calmly in his hand. While he looked calm on the outside, due to the poker face skill, the internal thoughts of Ash were much more hectic.
 
   Ash had been in plenty of fights against others in his life, but a child’s fistfight against bullies could not compare to what was happening now. The battles against the numerous monsters had helped calm him a little but as it was, his first time facing another human he had many doubts.
 
   While his mind was in turmoil, Klien attacked. Klien was large and his two-handed sword was a large as Ash was. It gave off a murderous glow as it arched toward Ash’s head. His heart beating wildly, Ash jumped to the side as the blade of the sword clashed into the ground raising a cloud of dust. Ash knew that it was a game-like world, but there was still death. A lost limb could be fixed with the right spell but there was no reversing death.
 
   Leo was strong, with a high defense and had more health than Ash had, but he was slow, but not so slow that Ash could easily dodge his attacks. Lifting his sword, Leo’s eyes narrowed and a smirk spread across his face. “A little brat like you should still be suckling on his momma’s tit. You should have just ran away, then you would have a few more years of life.”
 
   Ash really wanted to retort but his words were stuck in his mouth though his face still remained calm. “This poker face skill is useful in surprising ways,” Ash told himself, surprised at his own calm outside demeanor. If not for his new skill, Ash was sure that his hands and legs would be shaking uncontrollably. Fighting monsters still felt unreal in some ways, but this felt completely different. 
 
   Klien rushed him again, and once again Ash jumped back and the large sword only stuck empty air. “Are you going to run all day?” Klien said in a low growl. 
 
   Ash didn’t answer, he just kept the same calm look on his face as if nothing had happened. While Ash looked as if nothing happened, Leo was obviously getting worked up. The larger man had most likely expected things to go much different. While Klien readied his sword again, Ash made a decision as his mind went through his different skills and abilities.
 
   Using 20 of his MP Ash activated gambler’s gambit.
 
   “Tring,”
 
   [Due to activating gambler’s gambit all stats have been boosted by 13 points.]
 
   “13 points,” Ash said to himself as a small smile spread across his face. His body felt stronger as a warmth spread over him. It was the same as if he had advanced over 25 levels. Checking his stats it even increased his luck stat increasing his bonus from his job. 
 
   Name: Ash
 
   Level: 10
 
   Experience needed for next level: 10,000
 
   Race: Human/Demon 70/30
 
   Occupation: Novice gambler 
 
   Title: Novice Slayer
 
   HP: 180/180
 
   MP 165/195
 
   SP 30/33
 
   Strength: 28 (+10) (+4)
 
   Vitality: 32 (+4)
 
   Agility: 25 (+9) (+5) (+3)
 
   Stamina 33 (+5) (+1) (+5)
 
   Spirit 24 (+10) (+3)
 
   Intelligence: 34 (+5)
 
   Endurance: 27 (+10) (+4)
 
   Luck: 26 (+130)
 
    
 
   The boost only lasted for one minute so Ash pushed off against the ground charging toward Klien. The boost in his speed was obvious to Ash as he reached his opponent in a blink of an eye. Not completely used to the change in his body, Ash’s attack was a little sloppy but the unexpected attack easily slipped past Leo’s guard and stuck Leo’s shoulder, leaving a deep cut in the metal armor he wore. Ash jumped back eyeing Klien as a trickle of blood seeped from the silver armor.
 
   Leo’s eyes widened as he looked at Ash with a slightly pale face. “Humm, so numbers don’t appear when fighting humans.” Knowing time was limited Ash pushed his attack. There was no finesse to Ash’s attacks, but it was all Leo could do to fend him off, and still two out of three strikes landed. 
 
   A small timer appeared in Ash’s mind when he had used gambler’s gambit and now only fifteen seconds remained. His breath still coming easy. Ash pushed his attack until the timer reached five seconds then he activated “stab” using 1 SP. As Ash rushed forward, Leo was able to get his sword in position, but as the two weapon met a loud shattering sound echoed as the large weapon shattered and Leo was thrown to the ground.
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [Gambler’s gambit has expired.] 
 
   As soon as he heard the noise Ash body felt heavy and his breath started to become rough. Checking his stats he noticed that he had used all but 6 of his SP points. With Leo’s weapon breaking Ash checked his own weapon and was happy to see that it still had 4 durability left. It would need repaired soon but it should last for the rest of the fight. He didn’t know how he would apologize to Emelia if he broke her family sword.
 
   Tired and lost in his own world, Ash didn’t notice as Leo tossed aside the broken sword and rushed toward him until it was too late. Ash found himself wrapped in the large man’s arms as his chest was being squeezed. “Fighter’s boost,” appeared in red above Leo and the power pressing in on Ash nearly doubled making him let out of grunt as his bones began to creek. 
 
   Without thinking, Ash quickly activated “poison spit,” launching the thick goo directly into Leo’s eyes. 
 
   “Eahhhhhhhh,” a loud scream echoed as Leo dropped Ash and clawed at his eyes which were bubbling like eggs on a hot skillet. Though it was caused by his own skill, even Ash was disgusted at the sight as a cream colored liquid mixed with blood ran down Leo’s face.
 
   “Cheater,” a loud voice rang out in anger. “The use of outside items is forbidden,” Julien yelled to the man in the black cloak as he stepped on the stage. 
 
   “Do you wish to make this a formal charge?” the man asked in a cold voice.
 
   “Yes,” Julien growled, his lips turning into a grim smile as his eyes narrowed at Ash. 
 
   “Both contestants remove yourself from the challenge ring to await my questions. You may receive medical treatment if it is needed,” the black cloaked man said his voice sounding slightly annoyed, yet with his face covered, it was hard for Ash to tell who had gained his ire. 
 
   Ash walked to sit under a shaded tree where Emelia waited for him with a worried look while Leo was quickly led off to the other side where Jones started to apply healing magic. “Did you use an item?” Emelia asked worriedly as one of the maids handed Ash three potions.
 
   “No I used an ability,” Ash replied slightly confused as he picked up the three bottles.
 
   [Health potion: heals 50HP, mana potion: Heals 50MP, stamina potion: heals 10SP.]
 
   Ash hadn’t sustained any damage until the end of the battle but even then the bear hug had cost him 40HP. He was sure that if it lasted much longer his back would have been broken.
 
   Hearing his words, Emelia calmed down and sat beside him but she was still shaking slightly. Ash wanted to comfort her, but his eyes focused on the black cloaked man who was currently talking with Klien. After a few moments, the man moved away and started to head toward where he sat.
 
   “I need a moment of your time,” the man said in a heavy voice. “I need to know what skills or abilities you used, and what their effects were. Please start at the beginning of the duel.” The man’s words were polite, but he could feel a hint of irritation in his voice.
 
   “From the beginning,” Ash said as he started to collect himself but the man just looked down at him in silence. “Umm first I used gambler’s gambit to boost my stats by 13 points. Then I used stab…It is just a straight forward lunge…That was when Leo’s sword broke,” Ash continued nervously. “When he wrapped me in the bear hug I used my poison spit ability. It umm uses a corrosive poison that sticks to my enemy doing 5 damage a second for ten seconds.”
 
   “If it is an ability then can you demonstrate it again for me,” the man said calmly.
 
   “Sure,” Ash said as he stood and activated the skill spitting the goo at the ground between him and the cloaked man.
 
   “It is surely an ability,” the man said as the hood of his cloak bounded a little, letting Ash know that he had nodded his head. With the man’s words Ash heard Emelia let out a heavy sigh to his side.
 
   The cloaked man walked back to the center of the makeshift arena and raised his head. Ash scanned the crowd to see Julien smiling smugly. “I have reviewed the case and I find that no rules were broken by either side. Since the duel has been stopped the loss goes to Klien.”
 
   The smile quickly disappeared from Julien’s face as the color quickly drained from his face. Suddenly, five large men grabbed Leo who eyes had been restored. “Master help,” Leo begged as he was dragged off to the side where a large wooden block had been prepared and had his head shoved down. As Leo continued to beg, a large axe descended severing his head.
 
   “What,” Ash said as he watched the scene.
 
   “It was a fight to the death,” Emelia said, her own face slightly paled. “He lost, so his life was forfeited.
 
   “As the one challenged Ash, do you wish to continue?” The robed man asked turning his attention back to Ash.
 
   Seeing that he was confused Emelia placed her hand on his shoulder and whispered in his ear. “You can choose to have Julien meet you on the field. No matter what nor he or his father will stop coming after you, but it is still your choice.” Even though he had just watched a man die, the feel of her breath on his ear made Ash’s face blush.
 
   “I wish to continue,” Ash declared as he walked back toward the arena, his eyes never leaving Julien who was now deathly pale. 
 
   “This is wrong,” Julien said shaking. “He has been allowed to heal himself. Between battles he should fight both continuously by the rules,” Julien said shakily.
 
   “That is true my lord, but since you made an official challenge of cheating then healing is allowed. If he had cheated then he would have been beheaded. Instead, you made a false charge so he is allowed to replenish himself before continuing. You should be more than aware of this young master Heart.”
 
   Julien looked to his father whose face was a white as his son’s. “Master Ash, I think you have made your point,” the Earl said, trying to force a smile. “Why do we not call this foolishness here? My son was wrong, there is no reason to seek his life for boyish jealousy.”
 
   “Boyish jealousy?” Ash said, his face slightly red in anger. “Then why did you not stop him before. There was no problem when it was my life that was in jeopardy…Is that it?” at his words the little color left in the Earl’s face withered away. “Julien, today neither your title nor your father can help you. I hope that in your next life, you learn to think before acting foolishly.”
 
   After Ash had spoken the men who had carried Leo away earlier moved behind Julien and forced him into the large ring. With both on the field, the cloaked man called for silence. “Begin,” he yelled before stepping off the field. 
 
   Using analyze again Ash looked at Julien’s status. 
 
          Name: Julien Heart
 
   Level: 8
 
   Race: Human
 
   Occupation: None
 
   Title: Noble of the Heart house
 
   HP: 75/75
 
   MP 50/50
 
   SP 16/16
 
   Strength: 20 (+3)
 
   Vitality: 15
 
   Agility: 15 (+2)
 
   Stamina 16
 
   Spirit 10
 
   Intelligence: 10 
 
   Endurance: 16 (+4)
 
   Luck: 10
 
    
 
   Unlike Klien, there was not much of a boost thanks to armor. Most likely Julien never expected to have to fight so he only brought his normal clothes with him while Klien had been wearing high value gear. His stats were also different and seemed to be spread out in a more balanced manner than Leo’s. Not wanting to drag out the battle for a long time, Ash decided to go all out and quickly invoked gambler’s gambit and bluff.
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [Due to activating gambler’s gambit all stats have been boosted by 6 points.]
 
   Pushing off from the ground, Ash rushed toward Julien whose whole body was shaking. In a flash, his sword pierced through Julien’s body. He didn’t even raise his sword.
 
   The sword in Julien’s hand slipped from his fingers as his mouth gaped. He slowly looked down at the sword stuck in him and his hands feebly tried to push Ash away. Opening his mouth, he tried to speak but all that came out was a gurgling sound accompanied by blood that flooded down to join that on his chest.
 
   Kicking Julien off, Ash quickly activated Poker face to keep himself from retching as his stomach revolted. A sharp pain spread through his chest as he looked at the young man whose life he had ended with his own hand. His mind in turmoil, Ash didn’t hear as the black robed man declared him the victor. Not looking back, Ash pushed his way past the crowd and entered the manor quickly followed by Emelia. 
 
   Ash heavily sat in the first chair he came to and emptied the contents of his stomach on the ground as tears started flow from his eyes. His eyes were quickly submerged into darkness as Emelia hugged him close to her chest not caring about the mess. “Its ok,” Emelia said with a soft and caring voice. “It’s over now.” 
 
   Ash continued to cry. He didn’t know why, but the tears refused to stop. He didn’t like Julien, in truth, from the moment he had met him he had an intense dislike of him yet, did he really have to kill him? If he had simply turned away, the young man would still be breathing. These were the thoughts that raged through Ash’s mind. 
 
   Looking up Ash saw the worried look on Emelia’s face and tried a weak smile. “Thank you,” he said though his voice was weak and shaky.
 
   “Why don’t you take a warm bath and rest a little,” Emelia said as she called for one of the maid’s to help him. 
 
   Ash was quickly pulled to the bathroom, but this time the maids refused to leave him alone. After a long soak he was escorted back to his previous room where once again the maids refused to leave. 
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   Ash slept for a little over an hour. He had not really been physically tired, yet he had fallen asleep easily and when he woke the earlier events seemed more like a bad dream. Looking around the room he noticed that Yuki and two other maids were still in the room. 
 
   “Master,” Yuki said as her small red ears were slightly drooped and her tail hung down dejectedly.
 
   “Yuki,” Ash said smiling. Though she looked younger, she was still a fourteen year old girl and only two years younger than him. Seeing the worried look on her face, Ash felt bad that he was the cause of it. Getting up from the bed, he placed his hand on top of Yuki’s head and softly rubbed his head.
 
   “Hehe,” Yuki giggled as her ears perked up and her tail began to swish from side to side.
 
   “Sorry to make you worry,” Ash said pulling his hand back. 
 
   “Yuki was worried,” she said looking up at him with large eyes. “They all said master had to fight and wouldn’t let Yuki watch.”
 
   “Sir Ash, milady wishes you to attend to her once you have woken,” the maid on the left said bowing her head.
 
   “Where is Emelia?” Ash asked as Yuki clung to his side her tail still swishing back and forth. 
 
   “She is in her study sir,” the maid said opening the door for him. 
 
   Ash found it hard to walk as Yuki refused to let go of his side.  The few days since he had seen her last, she must have been really worried. In truth, it had only been about a week since he had purchased her so he didn’t know why she had become attached so quickly. “Don’t slaves normally hate their masters?” Ash asked himself as he looked at the smiling fox girl that was clinging to him.
 
   “Master is something on Yuki’s face?” She asked looking up at him with her big eyes.
 
   “I was just thinking,” Ash replied patting Yuki on the head lightly. 
 
   When they reached the doors to the study another maid was waiting outside. “Young sir the lady is awaiting you, but it might be better if the young miss were to wait outside,” the maid said while looking at Yuki. 
 
   “No,” Yuki said, clinging tightly to Ash’s side. “I will stay with master.”
 
   Ash bent down and once again rubbed Yuki’s head. “Yuki I need to talk to Emelia. I will be back quickly.” 
 
   “No,” Yuki said quickly hugging Ash. 
 
   “Yuki,” Ash said softly. 
 
   “No,” Yuki said shaking her head side to side.
 
   Ash was about to make a command, but then he felt a slight wetness touching his shoulder. Still kneeling down Ash patted Yuki’s head. “Ok then you can stay with me,” He said with a heavy sigh.
 
   Yuki didn’t say anything, but she pulled her head back and her red eyes showed her feelings. Moving back to let Ash stand she once again clung tightly to his side. 
 
   “Young sir,” the maid said with a frown. 
 
   “If Emelia wants her to leave, she will say so herself,” Ash said before opening the door.
 
   As soon as he stepped though he found Emelia standing up from where she had been sitting a moment before. “Ash,” She said excitedly then her eyes focused on the young fox girl that clung to ash’s side. “Mou…”
 
   “Emelia, you wanted to see me,” Ash said as he could sense something intangible hanging in the air making a nervous energy flow in the air. 
 
   “Ah…Yes…I wanted to make sure that you are feeling better,” She said, slightly bowing her head shyly.
 
   “Much better, Ash said warmly. “Thank you for worrying.”
 
   “It should be me thanking you,” Emelia said looking up. “You had to risk your life because of me, and now you are going to remain in danger, though I can offer some sense of protection while you remain in the city.”
 
   “About that,” Ash said, and instantly Emelia looked at him with a worried look. “Won’t the earl just hire a better fighter and issue another challenge?”
 
   “That’s what you were going to say,” Emelia said slumping in her chair.
 
   “What did you think I was going to say,” Ash asked quizzically as Emelia’s face turned beat red.
 
   “I was thinking you might want to leave the city,” Emelia said in a near whisper. 
 
   “Huh, why would I want to leave? The labyrinth here is still great for training?” Ash asked confused.
 
   “Mou…Never mind,” Emelia said, looking away for a moment. “You don’t have to worry about the Earl issuing a challenge. At least not for another year. A long time ago there were two large noble families that had a feud. They issued challenge after challenge and within three years both families were nearly destroyed. Not only were the families affected, but because they were so influential, it nearly brought the kingdom to ruin. Now there is a law that after challenged, a member of either family involved is not allowed to issue another challenge to a member of the same family for a year. Also, since you have been challenged to keep them from using another person, you cannot be challenged for half a year. Thanks to that, you have a little breathing room, but that won’t stop the Earl from using other means. You have not only hurt the Heart families pride, you have also killed his only son. My sources tell me right now the Earl is planning to leave the city early morning. He wouldn’t be so stupid to try to hire someone within the city to do anything, but once he is outside the borders of my land he will most likely hire a lot of people to cause you trouble.”
 
   “Will master be ok?” Yuki asked worriedly.
 
   “Do you think a few thugs will be able to hurt your master?” Ash asked as he puffed out his chest, though inside he was anything but calm. 
 
   “Ash this isn’t so simple,” Emelia said, rubbing her forehead.
 
   “If anyone hurts mater I will bite them,” Yuki said with a determined look on her face.
 
   “Speaking of that,” Ash said patting Yuki on the head. “Yuki, I want you to join the adventures school. I would like Yuki to get strong so she can help me fight.”
 
   Yuki looked at Ash for a few moments deep in thought. Seeing the young looking girl looking at him Ash felt terrible. “What kind of guy would ask a little girl to fight for him?”  
 
   “I will get stronger so that no one can take master away,” Yuki said confidently though her eyes were focused on Emelia rather than Ash as she said the words.
 
   “Umm Emelia, I haven’t been able to gather the gold yet to pay for the school fees…I was wondering if you could loan me a little bit,” Ash said, forcing the words out.
 
   “I think it is still a little early for her, but it might be a good idea for her to start training given everything,” Emelia said, more talking to herself than Ash. “Ok, I will arrange for her to start attending a little early. The next class is still a few days off, but a little advance training can’t hurt.”
 
   “About the gold,” Ash said reminding Emelia.
 
   “No need to worry about that,” She said waving her hand. “It is the least I can do for my future husband,” She said, her eyes locked onto Yuki.
 
   “Husband?” Yuki said, her eyes glaring up at Ash.
 
   “Huh…I thought with what happened that…” Ash said in a panicked voice. 
 
   “What, didn’t we get engaged just last night?” Emelia asked in a cute voice. “You even fought a duel because of it.”
 
   Hanging his head, Ash looked at Yuki whose eyes were sending sparks across the room. Ash started to explain the truth about the farce, but the look coming from Emelia silenced him as if she had clearly said, “No, she might let the truth slip.”
 
   “Mou…Yuki won’t lose,” the fox girl said, clinging tighter to Ash’s side.
 
   “Ash, tomorrow I will have one of the maids take Yuki down to the school so you don’t need to worry, but she will still need a few things. The first day will just be to get things started. Do you need any help getting her fitted?”
 
   “I should have more than enough coin for that,” Ash replied.
 
   “Still, I think it would be better if a woman went with you,” Emelia said with a wry smile. “After she returns tomorrow, call me and I will join you. It has been a long time since I went shopping within the city.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s ok?” Ash asked furrowing his brows. “Wouldn’t it be better if you sent a maid?”
 
   “What, you don’t want to spend time with me?” Emelia asked pouting her lips.
 
   “N-no it’s not that,” Ash replied frantically. “I just thought that it might cause trouble if the duchess appeared in the city.” 
 
   “Don’t worry, my father often went into the city to visit the bars,” Emelia replied. “He said to know the people meant that you must spend time with them. I used to sit and listen to the minstrels playing while he drank.”
 
   “Then I will see you tomorrow,” ash said as his head started to thump. 
 
   “What are you going to do?” Emelia asked pouting again.
 
   “I thought that I should head back to the labyrinth and fight a little longer since there are still a few hours of daylight left. For some reason I have the urge to hit a few monsters.”
 
   “I guess men really do like to swing their swords,” Emelia said with a slight laugh.
 
   Returning to the room, Ash quickly gathered up his equipment. “Should I get it repaired today or wait until tomorrow?” Ash asked himself as he picked up the sword. It still had a little durability left and fighting monsters didn’t seem to be as rough as fighting against another human. Then again, most monsters didn’t wear armor, especially not high grade armor like Leo had worn. Thinking about the fight again, Ash’s stomach started to churn. “It can wait, I don’t even know where to get it repaired at anyway,” Ash said to himself as he turned back toward the door to his room.
 
   “Emu…master is leaving again,” Yuki said as her ears started to droop slightly.
 
   As he patted the top of her head she let out a slight “Hehe,” as her tail started to wag. “I will be back.”
 
   Ash went straight back to the sixth floor. Just as before, Ash found it easy to fight against the spiders. Ever since the fight earlier Ash had felt somewhat sluggish, but now with an enemy to fight, Ash was back into perfect form and his anger slowly drifted away with each spider that fell to the ground. He didn’t know how much time passed but after killing thirty spiders, he had gained 900 of the 10,000 experience he needed to reach the next level, as well as the welcomed sound of absorbing enough to gain an ability.
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [Your absorption level of forest spider has reached 100%. Available abilities: Sticky thread (active), Poison (active), spider senses (passive).]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have randomly received the ability spider senses.]
 
   “Looks like the spiders have some good abilities and they still give me 30 experience per fight,” Ash said as he looked at his stats.
 
   [Spider senses: able to detect prey that is up to three levels higher within a 100 foot radius. Able to sense hostile intent within a 50 foot radius. Level 1-0%.]
 
   Shortly after he received his new ability Ash felt a weird sensation and knew instantly that there were three other spiders around him. None of the abilities he had received were completely useless, but out of all of them this one seemed to carry the most advantage for him at the current time. Thinking of the other two abilities that the spider had, Ash decided that he would continue fighting the spiders until he had all three. He was in no rush to move onto the next floor and each ability gave him a little extra advantage. 
 
   Figuring that night had already fallen, Ash made his way back to the previous floor and warped outside. Just as he expected, the sky was already dark with numerous stars sparkling in the sky. Compared to how he felt as he left the manor, his mood was much lighter on the return trip and even a light humming could be heard as he passed people on the streets.
 
   As soon as he returned Ash took a quick bath and returned to him room to find Yuki already curled up on the bed sleeping in the middle of the bed. Gently pushing her to the other side Ash crawled under the covers, snuffed the small candle and quickly fell asleep. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   2-7
 
   Upon waking the next morning Ash found that Yuki was once again clinging to him tightly with her clothes off. Groaning Ash knocked the top of the girls head with his knuckles.
 
   “Owwww,” Yuki said, rubbing the top of her head. “Why did master hit Yuki?”
 
   “Yuki, this is the last time I tell you. Either wear your clothes or you will have to sleep in the servant’s quarters again,” Ash said angrily.
 
   “Mou… Yes master,” Yuki said with her ears hanging. 
 
   After getting dressed, Ash headed to the dining room for breakfast. The room was empty with the exception of a single maid. As soon as Ash entered, the maid opened the door and called to someone and whispered a few things. He didn’t know what it was about but Ash ignored them. Shortly after the maid had opened the door, Emelia arrived wearing a light green dress that hung tight to her body. “Morning Ash.”
 
   “Morning,” Ash replied, his eyes glued to her shapely figure. 
 
   “I have already sent someone to collect Yuki,” Emelia said as she took a drink from her glass. “I figured that since we have to go shopping anyway, we could go with her to register at the adventure’s school.”
 
   “Sounds good to me. I need to find a place to repair my sword and armor anyway,” Ash responded as the maid placed a tray of food in front of him. 
 
   As he ate, Ash noticed that the atmosphere in the dining room was different than before. Emelia also had her eyes focused on him. Suddenly he felt like prey that was being hunted by a mountain lion. The heavy pressure seemed to push down on him as Ash as he ate so he quickly cleaned his plate. 
 
   “Yuki should be ready, why don’t we go meet her,” Emelia said as soon as Ash stood from his seat.
 
   Just as Emelia said, Yuki was waiting for them near the door. Most the time Yuki wore a cheap white dress or her maid clothes, but today she had on leather shorts and a red shirt that matched the color of her hair. As soon as she saw Ash Yuki’s tail began to swish back and forth at a blinding speed. 
 
   “How do I look master?” Yuki asked as she spun around giggling like a small child.
 
   “You look cute Yuki,” Ash said patting her head softly. 
 
   Yuki hung her head down, but since her tail was still moving at incredible speeds Ash was sure that she was ok. Ash started to go through the door that the maid was holding open, but his arm was suddenly grabbed and he was quickly turned around to look at Emelia. “It’s no fair if you don’t tell me how I look as well,” She said with slightly puffed cheeks.
 
   “Huh,” Ash asked not fully understanding the situation. “You look stunning as always.”
 
   A bright smile spread across Emelia’s face as she grabbed Ash’s left arm and pulled him along. “Yuki too,” Yuki said, grabbing his right arm.
 
   Walking with two young ladies might seem like a blessing, but in truth it made it very hard to walk. Not only did the two girls pull him from one side to the other making it hard to keep his balance, the eyes of the people they passed seemed to hone in on him. The men sent glairs of envy or jealousy, while the girls laughed and gave him warm smiles. 
 
   The first stop was the adventure’s school which was near the western edge of the city. As soon as Ash saw the school, he understood why it was located on the outskirts of the city. It was large and had open fields were even this early in the morning many students were already practicing with their weapons.
 
   As soon as they entered the building, a middle aged man approached them and bowed. “Ladyship, to what do we owe the honor of your visit?” the man asked, keeping his head lowered. 
 
   “I have a young slave that I wish to be trained as an adventure,” Emelia said her voice light, but carrying the hint of authority that Ash had rarely heard her use. 
 
   “It would be an honor to train the young miss your ladyship,” the man said, his head still lowered.
 
   “As nice as the back of your head is, could you please raise it,” Emelia said her voice laced with a hint of annoyance. “It tends to make a conversation difficult.
 
   The man raised his head and Ash could see large beads of sweat forming on his forehead. Rushing behind a counter he called three over and handed Emelia a quill and piece of parchment. Ash leaned over and read the form with his head nearly resting on Emelia’s shoulder. 
 
   The paper looked like a normal form, only asking for the age, name, and the like of the new student. 
 
   As Ash pulled his head back he noticed that Emelia’s cheeks had a slight pink tint to them. “She spends too much time inside, the heat must be getting to her,” Ash told himself.
 
   After Emelia handed the paper back to the man, he quickly read it then pulled out another piece of parchment and placed it on the counter. “Here are the required items for new students. We ask that you don’t by anything other than what is specifically asked, otherwise it could cause problems within the class itself. Though it is still three more days before the start of the next class, she can start coming in the morning and we will test her to see what she knows.”
 
   “Very good,” Emelia said before picking up the parchment and handing it to Ash. “Shall we go now dear,” she said with a slight quiver to her voice. 
 
   Ash didn’t pay much attention to the look Emelia was giving him, instead he continued to read the parchment as he followed behind Emelia. “1 copper sword, 1 copper two-handed sword, 1 copper shield, 1 copper long spear, 1 copper Axe, 2 copper daggers, 1 wooden staff, 1 set of light leather armor, 1 small yew bow, 1 leather quiver, 20 iron arrows, 10 quills, 2 bottles of black ink, 100 sheets of parchment, 1 adventure’s pack. Why do they want so many weapons?” Ash asked as he read the paper two more times.
 
   “They like to train the adventures on each type of weapon to find out which one suits them the best. Don’t worry though because after their second year, they pick a weapon to focus on so the stores in town often have cheap copper weapons for sale,” Emelia replied. “You need to get your gear repaired as well so we might as well. There is a large equipment store not far away and they do repairs as well so we might as well stop there first.”
 
   Just as Emelia said, there was a large equipment store. It was easily five times larger than the one he had visited in the village. Inside there was almost every kind of weapon and armor that one could imagine hanging on the walls and placed on display counters. The first thing Ash noticed was a large pile of copper swords as soon as he entered the shop. Picking one up Ash looked it over.
 
   [Copper sword: basic weapon for low level fighters. Durability 5/5, attack 1-2.]
 
   Ash picked up the other copper weapons on the list and found that all of them had the same basic stats. After placing the weapons on the counter Ash sent his own off to be repaired. He was informed that it would take seven hours for the work to be finished and that they would have it brought over to the manor once it was finished. The leather armor also had to be made to fit so they took Yuki to the back room for measurements and promised it would be ready by the end of the day and delivered. The weapons would be delivered to the school while they would take the pack, quill, ink and parchment with them. 
 
   “The weapons are 10 copper a piece, five for the daggers, the arrows are 5 iron pennies, the pack is 25 coppers, the quiver is 15 coppers, the quills are 1 iron penny for 5, parchment is 1 iron penny per sheet, Ink is 1 copper a piece, armor is 30 coppers. The repair fee is 30 copper for the sword and 25 for the armor. That brings your total to 1 silver, 99 copper, and 2 iron pennies.” 
 
   Ash placed his hand inside his pants pocket and pulled his last two silver coins from his inventory and handed them to the shopkeeper. “Not as expensive as I thought it would be,” Ash admitted. 
 
   “We try to keep prices low and in exchange the school sells materials cheaply to us,” the shopkeeper replied as he counted out Ash’s change. “Here you are sir ninety-eight iron pennies.”
 
   “I think that should take care of everything we needed. What a handy place to have close to a school,” Ash said as they exited the shop.
 
   “What are you saying?” Emelia said with a click of her tongue. “Yuki will need clothes. I had the maids pick her up one set, but you don’t expect her to wear the same thing every day do you? And you are still lacking a few things yourself. How long have you been wearing the same set of shirts and pants? Every night my maids have to wash them for the next day.”
 
   Ash blushed and looked away while scratching his cheek. “As long as they hold together it should be ok.”
 
   “It is not ok,” Emelia said with a deep frown. “Men, I swear. Do you not have any sense or do you only care about fighting?”
 
   For the next three hours Ash learned what hell truly was as he was dragged all over the town from shop to shop and forced to try on clothes. While he was suffering, Yuki and Emelia seemed to be enjoying themselves. In the end, Ash only had to spend 427 copper and 272 iron pennies. It would have been much more but whenever Emelia bought clothes she would pay the full balance. Even with Emelia paying for most of the clothes, Ash still was only left with 382 copper and 891 iron pennies. Seeing all his coin disappearing ash felt his stomach tighten. 
 
   Even though the loss of so much coin hurt him, he couldn’t complain. He now had two new cloaks, eight shirts, three pair of pants, ten pair of socks and ten pair of undergarments. Ash was happy with what he had, but still Emelia and Yuki brought over more and more clothes but he refused. Seeing the large amount the two girls bought sent a shiver down his spine. “Why do you need so many clothes?” Ash asked shaking his head.
 
   “A girl can never have enough clothes, right Yuki?” Emelia said smiling at the little fox girl. 
 
   “Emu…I will wear whatever master wants, but…The more clothes I have, the better choices to please master,” Yuki said with a slight blush.
 
   Knowing Yuki, Emelia had put that idea into her head. Ash wanted to complain, but since Emelia had bought most of it on her own, there was little that he could say. At least now she had undergarments so the chances of him being assaulted by the sight of a nude Yuki in the morning was diminished. 
 
   After the clothes were finally finished, Ash thought that the torture was over, but Emelia destroyed his hopes. “Now we need to see about better armor and accessories.” 
 
   “More shopping,” Ash said, though he kept it quite enough that no one could hear him. 
 
   The next shop that Ash was brought to was far different than any of the others. It looked a little like an equipment store but there were also a number of rings, bracelets, and necklaces. 
 
   “Ash I think these would fit you well,” Emelia said pointing at a set of dark studded leather armor for legs. Touching it the stats popped into his head.
 
   [Studded Liro leather pants: made from thee tough hide of a Liro lizard. Durability 30/30, defense +7, endurance +2, agility +1.] 
 
   “They are excellent how much are they?” Ash asked as he lifted up the small tag attached to the pants. “45 silvers.” 
 
   Ash didn’t notice as he moved away but Emelia had a small smile on her face. “Just look around that’s half the fun of shopping.”
 
   Taking Emelia’s advice Ash began walking around the store looking at the different items in the store. Close to the counter he found iron, copper, silver, and gold guild emblems. “Miss, do you have any emblems for the gambler’s guild?” Ash asked the young lady behind the counter. 
 
   “Oh, we do, but since we rarely have anyone wanting them we have them in the back. What rank are you?” She asked with a surprised look on her face. 
 
   “Novice gambler.”
 
   The young woman disappeared through a door and after a few minutes returned holding an iron emblem. “That will be two silver coins,” She said placing the emblem on the counter. 
 
   Sighing Ash reached into his new cloak and pulled two hundred copper coins from his inventory. “Sorry all I have is coppers,” he said placing a bag full of copper coins on the counter. 
 
   “That is fine,” she replied smiling. “There is always a use for small coinage.”
 
   Picking up the emblem, he pinned it on the right side of his tunic.
 
   [Iron gambler’s emblem: emblem signifying that one is a novice of the gambler’s guild. Durability 10/10 luck +1.]
 
   After getting the emblem, Ash continued to look around and found a number of items that could be useful but he didn’t have enough coin to buy anything else. 
 
   It was really a shame since there were a number of accessories that could boost all kinds of stats. Unlike armor they weren’t bulky and rings could be worn on more than one finger. The downside was that they cost a lot. Even the cheapest ring that only boosted a stat by 1 point still cost two silver while those that boosted stats by 5 cost 1 gold. 
 
   “All set,” Emelia asked as she walked up to him carrying a brown bundle in her arms. “Ummm…I bought the armor for you.”
 
   “But it cost a lot,” Ash replied as the bundle was pushed into his hands. 
 
   “What are you saying? It didn’t even cost a single gold. If I wanted to buy you something expensive, I would have bought you some dwarven made mithril leggings,” Emelia said, turning her face away from him.
 
   “Thank you,” Ash said happily.
 
   “I want to get something for master…Muuuu,” Yuki said with a pouting look.
 
   “Once Yuki becomes a good adventure then she can save up her own coin and buy whatever she wants with it,” Ash said patting her head. 
 
   “Muuu, I will become a great adventure and then buy master the best armor.” 
 
   “I’m sure you will,” Ash said laughing, making Yuki puff out her cheeks. 
 
   With the shopping done, the trio ate a small lunch at a nearby restaurant. After eating they returned to the manor. With his sword and armor being repaired Ash didn’t have anything to do and found himself completely bored. With nothing to do he made his way to Emelia’s study. 
 
   “Did you need something?” Emelia asked as he entered the room in a surprised voice.
 
   “I was just thinking I should read a little to pass the time,” Ash said as he nervously scratched the back of his head.
 
   “What kind of book do you want to read?” Emelia asked as she sat aside the papers she had been going through. 
 
   “Something that might tell me a little bit more about this kingdom or the others. History would be ok as well,” Ash said after giving it a lot of thought. Without having friends, Ash had spent the bulk of his time working or studying. Information and knowledge was the key to survival in any world.
 
   Emelia went over to one of the shelves in the middle of the room and pulled out three different books and sat them on the table. Taking a seat on a long couch next to Emelia as she patted the spot next to her Ash began to read.
 
   Time flew passed quickly and before he noticed it, night had already come. Setting aside the book about the Western Kingdom, Ash stretched his stiff muscles to find that Emelia had fallen asleep and her head was lightly resting against his shoulder. 
 
   Ash quietly called one of the maids to carry Emelia to her room and the quickly returned to his own. He found his sword and armor laying on the ground next to his bed when he entered. Setting everything to the side Ash quickly went to sleep. 
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   Ash woke the next morning as the sun streaming through the window reached his eyes. Quickly looking around the room, he found that the little fox was already gone and breathed out a sigh of relief. He didn’t know how many more times his heart could take waking up to her clinging to him.
 
   After putting on his armor, Ash went to eat but was served before Emelia appeared. He had woken up a little late so he told himself that she had most likely already eaten. Without any company, Ash quickly finished his meal and rushed toward the labyrinth. 
 
   Ash went straight back to the sixth floor and started his hunt of the spiders. With his new ability to sense where the monsters were, hunting the spiders went by quickly and Ash once again found himself having to wait for his MP to be restored. He often ate the honey cakes, but they were starting to run out and since it had been a few days since they had been made they had hardened slightly. 
 
   With his current level of MP, Ash could absorb ten spiders before being forced to rest. Between fighting and resting, it took just under an hour to hunt ten spiders. Though it was a pretty hectic pace, Ash pushed on until he had killed 100 spiders and gotten its remaining two skills.
 
   [Poison: cost 10MP- ability to make a small amount of toxin that paralyzes. Can be placed on weapons.]
 
   [Poison resistance has increased by 5%.]
 
   [Sticky thread: cost 15MP- shoot out a stream of sticky thread to trap opponents.]
 
   After getting the skills he wanted, Ash left the labyrinth. By his guess he had spent almost 12 hours inside, and even though his stamina slowly recovered, that didn’t help with normal fatigue for the prolonged fighting. Outside the sun had already gone down, blanketing the city in moonlight. 
 
   Feeling good, Ash took a slow walk back to the manor and decided to stop beside a small fountain that was near the adventure’s guild. Pulling out an iron penny, Ash tossed it into the water.  “I wish that I can continue to enjoy every day.”
 
   “That is a rare wish for a man so young,” a voice said from behind Ash.
 
   Turning around Ash found an elderly woman in her twilight years with light grey hair. “Sorry miss, I didn’t mean to bother you.”
 
   “Pah, you aren’t bothering me son,” the woman said shaking her head. “If it really bothers you, then you can help see this old lady to her house. The streets are not as safe as they used to be.”
 
   “It would be an honor,” Ash said smiling as he held out his arm for the elderly woman. 
 
   “Such a nice boy. I’m Helen,” she said taking his arm. 
 
   “I’m Ash…So where do you live Helen?”
 
   “In the south district,” she said pointing the way. 
 
   As they walked, Helen talked to Ash, telling him stories and asking him a number of questions. Though he was forced to walk slowly, Ash was enjoying his time with the older lady. Shortly after they entered the southern district a young girl that was close to Yuki’s age came running toward them. “Grandma,” she yelled as she hugged the older lady. “Where were you? Mama has been worried.”
 
   “Just spending a little time with a young gentleman Tina,” Helen said with a light smile.
 
   Tina looked at him with a scathing glare that made Ash flinch. “Who are you?” 
 
   “I’m Ash. I was just escorting this young lady home since it was already late.”
 
   “My, my,” Helen said touching her cheek and feigning embarrassment.
 
   “Grandma lets go,” Tina said pulling Helen’s arm.
 
   “Don’t be rude young lady,” she said with a stern voice. “Ash, it’s already late and I am guessing you haven’t eaten yet. Would you like to join us for diner?” 
 
   “Is it ok?” Ash said, noticing the disapproving look in Tina’s eyes. “I don’t want to be a bother.” 
 
   “It’s no bother,” Helen said. “Now come along.”
 
   Though Ash had never had a family of his own, one of the few times in life he had felt happy was when an old lady had taken him in as a foster child. Most of the time Ash had to help the woman take care of chores, but she always treated him nicely. That time in his life had left him with a favorable impression to the elderly, so since that time he had went out of his way to help them. With those feelings still in him, Ash obediently followed Helen into the small house. 
 
   The house was not in the rich part of town that was mostly occupied by merchants and nobles, but neither was it in the slums. It was a middleclass part of town and while not as nice as Emelia’s manor, it had its own quaint charm.
 
   As soon as Ash stepped into the house, the smell of food assaulted his nose, making his mouth water. The smell reminded him of stew though he could tell there was a bit of spice in it as his eyes watered slightly. A woman in her mid-thirties with light silver hair and dark grey eyes entered the room while wiping her hands with a towel. “Mother, who have you…” the woman started to say then her eyes widened when she noticed Ash. “Lord Ash, what are you doing here?” She asked as she quickly bowed her head. 
 
   “A lord huh?” Helen said, looking me over again. “Pah, if a tenth of the lords had this boy’s charm I’d have bedded one instead of your woman crazy father.” 
 
   “Mother,” the woman said with a fearful look on her face. “I am sorry lord Ash, my mother’s age makes her forget her manners.”
 
   Looking at the scene, Ash was confused then it hit him. A large number of people had been at the party when Emelia had declared him her fiancé, and even more had shown up for his bout with Julien. “Miss, I am anything but a noble. Lady Emelia just took a liking to me that is all, so please don’t treat me special.”
 
   “Good for Lady Hawkwing,” Helen said. “Seems like she has better taste than most the fops that call themselves ladies.”
 
   “If Lord Ash says so,” the lady said, bowing again. “Diner is ready, so if you would please take a place at the table it would be our honor.”
 
   Helen grabbed Ash’s arm and made him sit beside her and across from the young girl whose eyes still started daggers at him. Trying to smile, Ash ate a big spoonful of the soup. Though his tongue burned slightly from the spices, it had a tasteful and unique flavor. “The food is delicious.”
 
   “It is an honor Lord Ash,” the woman said, bowing her head so that it was almost in her stew.
 
   “Please stop with the Lord Ash. I am just an inexperienced adventurer who captured the notice of a woman well above my level.”
 
   “If you insist Lord…I mean Ash,” the woman said hesitating.
 
   “Mom, why are you acting so polite? You are three times the adventure than this weak man is,” the little girl said frowning.
 
   “Sorry Lo…Ash,” the woman said blanching.
 
   “Tina doesn’t get along well with men. Her father left when she was just a babe and having to watch a family of women has given her a bad attitude. One day though she will find her own knight and fall in love,” Helen said in a needling fashion. 
 
   “Mother,” the woman said.
 
   “Grandma, I will not,” Tina exclaimed in a pouty fashion. 
 
   “Susan, you could do with finding another man yourself,” Helen said elbowing me. “If this man wasn’t already engaged to the young miss I would suggest you take him for a row. If I was twenty years younger, I might give him a go myself.”
 
   “Mother, please stop,” Susan said, blushing to the tips of her ears. “Ash, please don’t mind her. She was always a little wild, and sadly age hasn’t mellowed her nature at all.”
 
   With Susan looking at him with worried eyes, Ash couldn’t help but laugh. “I don’t know of a man who would complain about such a lovely woman giving him such a complement. If I thought I was good enough, I might take her up on the offer,” Ash replied giving the old woman a wink.
 
   “My, my, what a sweet boy,” Helen said patting Ash’s arm.
 
   “I don’t see what’s so good about him,” Tina said, sticking out her tongue. “In a few days I am going to join the adventure’s school and be stronger than any guy so I can take care of mom and grandma.”
 
   “You are starting with the next class?” Ash asked slightly surprised.
 
   “Yup,” Tina said, sticking out her small chest. “Amazing isn’t it. Mom knows one of the teachers and she has been teaching me since I was little so I will be the best in the class and become an S class adventure in no time.” 
 
   “Then you will be in the same class as my Yuki,” Ash replied.
 
   “You already have a daughter, but you look so young,” Susan said with wide eyes.
 
   “N-no not a daughter,” Ash quickly explained. “She is my slave, a little fox girl.”
 
   “Oh…a child of the fox clan, how rare. You really are a noble,” Susan said.
 
   “I got her really cheap and she is a really sweet girl, I hope her and Tina can be friends,” Ash said. “It would make me feel a lot better if she had someone to watch her. She can be a bit reckless at times.”
 
   “Humph…I will keep an eye on her,” Tina declared. “If she has a weak master like you she will need to be strong.” 
 
   “Tina,” Susan said, her face blanching again. “Ash, she is just a child so please forgive her.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Ash said with a smile. “Kids should be a little spunky. It keeps the parents young, as should be evident since you are still such a beauty.” 
 
   “You flatter me,” Susan said with a light blush.
 
   “Not at all,” Ash said honestly.
 
   “Ash, why don’t you drop the pampered little duchess and marry my Susan. She might have a few years on her, but she is still twice the woman,” Helen said with a wry smile.
 
   “Mother!”
 
   “It’s not a bad idea, but I don’t think it would last long. Emelia might have my head on a pike by the end of the first day.”
 
   “True, young ladies tend to have a jealous streak in them,” Helen said, letting out a heavy sigh.
 
   After the meal, Ash was seen to the door by the whole family. Susan, and Helen waved to him while Tina hid behind her mother, sticking out her tongue at him. “For a fourteen year old child, she acts more like she is eleven. Then again, I haven’t spent much time with kids outside the group homes so maybe they all act like that.” Ash talked out loud since the streets were mostly empty. 
 
   The walk from the southern district to the manor was slightly longer than from the labyrinth and given the time, Ash quickened his pace.
 
   “Master,” a light voice said before tackling Ash as he entered through the door. 
 
   Sitting on the ground, Ash rubbed Yuki’s head softly making her tail wag furiously.
 
   “Yuki, what are you doing?” Emelia asked coming down the stairs at a fast pace. “And you, where have you been?”
 
   “I was enjoying a meal with a nice old lady,” Ash replied honestly.
 
   “Did you even think of letting someone know or did you forget that people are after you? Seriously, you are going to give me grey hair,” Emelia said with a strained smile. 
 
   “I think a few grey hairs would make you even more beautiful,” Ash said as he continued to pat Yuki’s head. Ever since he had come to this world, he had gotten good at flattering women. Well, not all of it was due to this world. In the other world he had learned that if he gave out complements, his foster parents would be less likely to torment him. It didn’t work as well on girls his own age, as he didn’t have time to play sports or the money to go out often.
 
   “Mou…” Emelia pouted her lips as her face took on a light pink tint. “From now on I will have someone watch you.” She said, before storming back toward her room.
 
   After peeling Yuki off him, he quickly took a bath and headed to his room to sleep where he found Yuki oiling her new armor diligently. “Yuki, I met someone today that will be in your class,” Ash said. “She is a nice young girl named Tina and I want you to get along with her.” 
 
   “If master says so,” Yuki said looking up at Ash, her tail moving slightly from side to side. 
 
   “Good girl,” Ash said patting the top of her head. Yuki closed her eyes, “Hehe.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   2-9
 
   The next day after Yuki left to go to her first training session at the school, Ash headed to the labyrinth. Today was the day he would challenge the boss of the sixth floor and then try the seventh floor. The first ten levels were not hard to pass, but after that it got harder as the experience needed rose greatly, while the experience earned didn’t. He had already done well since he had progressed so far alone. Most people fought in groups of four to six people, but that reduced the amount of experience received greatly, yet it increased survivability. 
 
   In truth, there were a lot of people who fought until they reached level fifteen alone, but a large percentage that tried it died in an unexpected way. It was a risk vs rewards gamble and one Ash wouldn’t have tried if he knew the odds of success.
 
   Able to sense the monsters around him, Ash quickly moved through the floor only having to fight two spiders before he reached the boss’s room. Touching the plaque, Ash walked through the door without a second thought.
 
   When the darkness cleared, a large spider the size of a wagon looked down on him with its many eyes. Slightly stunned, Ash was a heartbeat too slow and received a small hit from one of the spider’s long hairy legs for 20 damage. Even though it was only a small attack it had still taken away 20% of his HP. As Ash thought about his other boss fights they were all the same. It only took one attack for him to lose a lot of HP. Each time he fought a boss he had noticed the need for more party members, but had forgotten it shortly after moving onto the next floor.
 
   As he was thinking, the spider sent another attack. This time Ash was able to dodge to the side. The spider was large and its eight legs were like long spears, but it was bulky and slow, letting Ash move around in the room with relative freedom as long as he paid attention.
 
   Moving in, Ash struck at the spider’s bulbous back then retreated before the spider could attack. After five strikes, Ash used analyze on the spider.
 
   [Queen Forest Spider: level 8 boss. HP 432/500.]
 
   “500 HP,” Ash said cursing, but without any other choice he continued his attacks. Everything seemed to be going well until he had stuck it three more time. The spider scurried to the other end of the room and turned around and five spiders the size of a small dog appeared. 
 
   Unlike the larger spider, the smaller ones were fast and lunged at him at once. Ash was able to strike two down, but one of the five got through and bit him on the leg.
 
   [You have been poisoned your movements will be slowed for two minutes. Thanks to poison resistance the effects and duration will be reduced by 10%.]
 
   “Crap,” Ash said as he stabbed the spider that had bitten him. Before the other two smaller spiders had a chance to attack, Ash moved back. His body still moved, but he felt sluggish as if he was moving with weights hanging from his body. 
 
   As he moved back, the small spiders pursued him. The first one was taken with his sword, but with the reduced speed of his sword swing it took two strikes to bring it down. As the first one died and the second one bit him, restarting the counter on the poison running through his body.
 
   After the five small spiders died the larger spider moved back from its corner and bared down on ash. Before it was easy to doge the spider’s clumsy attacks, but now with his slowed movement the spider struck him twice causing his HP to reduce to 40/100. Seeing his HP drop so quickly, Ash pulled one of the clear vials from his inventory and quickly drank it, restoring 50HP instantly.
 
   Without any choice Ash used gambler’s gambit.
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have activated gambler’s gambit and all stats have been increased by 15 for one minute.]
 
   As soon as he heard the “Tring,” Ash’s body felt light as a feather. Even with the poisoning effect he still felt much stronger than he had before. This was the third time Ash had used the gambit skill and he noticed that the amount boosted was random. He wasn’t sure, but he suspected that there was even the possibility that it could be a negative number, but given that he wouldn’t use it unless it was a dire situation there was nothing to do but leave it to chance. 
 
   Knowing that he had a limited amount of time until gambler’s gambit expired, Ash pushed forward maneuvering around the large spider striking at every opportunity. After Ash had landed ten solid hits, the queen spider moved back into the corner, but this time Ash didn’t give it a chance to spawn the smaller spiders. He continued to attack. 
 
   When the timer in his head reached 10 seconds for the gambit the spiders poison still had 28 seconds left on it. Knowing time was running out, Ash activated analyze. 
 
   [Queen Forest Spider: level 8 boss. HP 64/500.]
 
   “Almost there,” Ash said as he rushed in and struck the spider for another 13 damage. Just as the attack hit his boost ran out and suddenly Ash felt sluggish and received a hard hit from the spider taking half his HP. Pulling another vial from his inventory Ash quickly drank it as he moved back to wait to the poison effect to wear off. He tried to activate gambler’s gambit again but a loud “Tring,” sounded.
 
   [This skill cannot be used again for another hour.]
 
   So not all skills could be used continuously. As if sensing what Ash was trying to do, the large spider rushed him. Ash struck out with his sword hitting the spider’s leg as he rolled to the side. Ash was surprised that the sword cut through the leg cleanly, causing the spider to crash to the ground.
 
   Just as the spider fell, the poison effect wore off. With the large spider in a weakened position and his power back, Ash didn’t hesitate and jumped up burying his sword into the spider head as it tried to get off the ground. As the sword struck a black -80 appeared and the spider shuddered as it died. 
 
   Slumping to the ground Ash let out a heavy breath. He could kill the spiders in the forest easily enough, but if he had to fight the queen spider again there was a chance he might not come out of it alive. That left him with two choices kill over 300 forest spiders for his next level or find the plaque for the boss of the next floor and hunt there until he was sure that he could win the next boss battle.
 
   He tried to absorb the queen spider but wasn’t surprised when nothing happened. After picking up twenty copper coins and a stack of five (good quality) spider silks, he moved toward the exit to the next floor.  
 
   As he entered the seventh floor, it was a large cave and looked much like the earlier floor with the kobolds. About thirty feet in, Ash noticed a small mining point glowing and quickly pulled out a pickaxe, while at the same time he checked his inventory to see how much more room he had. At the moment, Ash only had fifteen spots in his inventory. Eleven spots were taken by items he had gotten from monsters. One spot was taken by the HP potions. The last three spots were taken by honey cakes, bread, and juice. He still had his travel pack with him, but that severely limited him on what he could carry.
 
   After striking the mining point a few times, a red stone about the size of an egg fell to the ground. As he picked up the stones, the mining point faded.
 
   [Fire stone (average quality): Stone infused with the fire element often used in magical tools.]
 
   Having only one stone Ash, placed it in his pack and continued deeper into the cave. As he rounded a corner in one of the tunnels, Ash came face to face with a large red lizard. As soon as it saw him, the lizard opened its mouth and a ball of fire erupted, scorching Ash’s face.
 
   Jumping back, Ash was slightly surprised. Not only did the fire cause damage, it left burns that continued to hurt. Luckily Ash had been far enough back that he had only been slightly singed by the lizard’s attack. As he faced one lizard, Ash sensed another one not far away and it was moving toward him. Cursing and with little choice, Ash moved forward. As soon as he was within range, the lizard let out another ball of fire. Ash quickly jumped to the side dodging the attack.
 
   As he came to his feet, Ash struck with his sword hitting the side of the lizard but only doing 11 damage. With Ash in close, the lizard quit trying to burn him and instead turned to using its razor sharp teeth to attack. While trying to dodge the lizard’s attacks, Ash continued to strike whenever he could. After his fifth strike, the other lizard appeared behind him and launched a fire ball hitting him and causing 10 damage along with 2 fire damage every second for ten seconds. 
 
   The force of the fireball caused Ash to stumble and fall to the ground beside the other lizard that immediately lunged at him. Ash frantically brought his sword in front of him and it speared through the soft underbelly of the lizard instantly killing it. “So, they do have a weak spot,” Ash said, rolling out of the way of another fireball. Knowing a monsters weak point made fighting it much easier, but it only helped slightly when it was something hard to reach. In the end, Ash was forced to face the lizard head on, forcing it to expose its weak spot. 
 
   After the two lizards were dealt with, Ash was only left with 30HP so he quickly drank a health potion, just in case he met with another lizard. Checking his status, he found that the lizards only gave 40 experience, but it was still better than the 30 he received from the spiders on the floor below. 
 
   Other than the experience, the lizards also gave 10 copper coins each as well they both dropped a low quality fire lizard skin. The lizard skins were about one foot by one foot so he took out the three remaining health potions and put the lizard skin in its place. 
 
   After fighting five more Lizards Ash found two more mining points. One mining point gave a low quality fire stone, while the other gave an average quality zinc ore. There were a lot more mining points on this floor than the one with the kobolds, but they gave only one thing each while the ones below gave two or three. 
 
   It took seven more fights and four more mining points before he found the boss room plaque. He had used two more health potions due to the fights and was down to his last one. After taking out the bread, juice, and eating his last honey cake, Ash put what he could in his inventory. With that he had room for everything but the zinc ore and the low quality fire stones. 
 
   After reaching the plaque, Ash thought about continuing to fight. Given the difficulty of the enemies, he decided it would be best to leave and empty his inventory. Touching the plaque, he warped himself back outside where the sun was still hanging just past its zenith in the sky. Just as before, Ash went to the adventures guild to sell his items. Due to the sheer amount of items, the lady behind the counter eyes widened. After counting everything out, she went through what he had earned. It was a little tedious to listen to the price of each item, but it let him know that he wasn’t being cheated. 
 
   “33 low quality rose silk at 5 coppers a piece, 4 average quality rose silk at 7 copper a piece, 1 low quality magic branch at 12 coppers, 298 zombie teeth at 25 iron pennies a piece, 231 low quality soul gems at 1 copper a piece, 134 average quality at 2 coppers a piece, 5 good quality soul gems at 10 coppers a piece, 1 average quality dead essence at 30 coppers, 83 low quality spider silk at 10 copper a piece, 46 average quality spider silk at 15 coppers a piece, 21 good quality spider silk at 50 copper a piece, 7 low quality fire lizard skin at 20 coppers a piece, 2 average quality fire lizard skins at 35 coppers a piece, 1 good quality at 1 silver a piece, 3 low quality fire stones at 25 copper coins a piece, 2 average quality fire stones at 50 coppers a piece, 1 low quality zinc ore at 18 iron pennies, and finally 1 average quality zinc ore at 24 iron pennies. That comes to a total of 38 silver, 13 copper, and 92 iron pennies,” the lady said handing over a decent sized coin pouch.
 
   Leaving the shop, he had more money than he had ever had before. After spending the day before shopping and his time living in the village Ash figured that to live a decent life it cost about 2 silver a day. Right now what he earned didn’t seem to be enough, but at the moment with what he had, he could live comfortably about 20 days. That only really covered basic living expenses at a decent inn. If he wanted to go cheap, even in the city he could get a room for about 10 copper, 15 with a meal. All in all he could reduce his living expenses to about 50 coppers a day, but that would be him and Yuki eating the bare minimum. Before that might have been ok with Ash, but now he didn’t want to go back to that kind of life. 
 
   Ash knew that he had to increase his saving for when he left the city, but that meant fighting in the labyrinth and at the current pace, it wouldn’t earn him much. He needed to get stronger while earning money, but he didn’t know how. “Maybe Emelia will have an idea,” Ash told himself as he headed back to the manor.
 
   As soon as he entered the manor, he was surprised when he wasn’t greeted by Yuki then he remembered that she would be at the adventure’s school until the evening and he felt slightly lonely. Shaking the feeling away, Ash asked one of the maids where Emelia could be found and he wasn’t surprised when he was told she was in the study. 
 
   “Emelia are you busy?” Ash asked as he knocked on the door. 
 
   “Come in Ash,” she said in her soft musical voice. “Is something bothering you or did you come to read again?” She asked after he entered the study.
 
   “Well, I had a problem,” Ash said. “I need to earn coin, but gain experience at the same time but I hit a roadblock in fighting in the labyrinth.”
 
   “What level did you make it to?” She asked while folding her hands in her lap.
 
   “I made it to the seventh floor, but the fire lizards are a real pain,” Ash said, showing a small burn mark on his shirt. 
 
   “You made it all the way to the seventh floor on your own?” Emelia asked in a surprised voice. “Why would you be so reckless? Never mind that, lets focus on your problem,” She said wrinkling her forehead. “You could take jobs at the adventure’s guild. You would have to start off low, but they pay decently at D rank.”
 
   “Adventures guild. I did notice the job postings, but I didn’t give it much thought since I was going to the labyrinth,” Ash admitted.
 
   “Well like I said, it starts out paying pretty lousy, but a guild card can come in useful in a lot of situations. First it can count as identification which I’m guessing you don’t have. It can also show your skill and help you get employed at numerous non guild related jobs. It starts at G rank then moves to F, E, D, C, B, A, S, SS, and the top grade SSS. Right now I think there are only three SSS ranked adventures within the entire guild.” 
 
   “Thanks, it will at least be something to do until I level up a little,” Ash said. 
 
   “Anytime, though you still need to be careful. My people are still watching the Earl and he hasn’t made a move yet, but he will. I just wish I knew what he would do and when,” Emelia said with a pinched brow. 
 
   “I will be,” Ash said with a laugh as he left the room and headed back into the city proper.
 
   Since it hadn’t been an hour since he had left the adventure’s guild, he got an odd look when he walked back up to the counter. “I would like to join the guild please,” Ash said confidently. He was handed a sheet of parchment along with ink and quill. “Do I have to fill out everything?” He asked nervously.
 
   “Just name and occupation if you have one. The rest is advised since it will help in some requirements for jobs, but are not required for guild membership.”
 
   Ash filled in everything making his home city Tellian which was the name of the city he was currently in. As he passed the paper back over the young lady looked it over then looked at him. “Do you have your certificate of citizenship?”
 
   “No, but you can ask the duchess…I guess that you can’t can you. I’ll be right back,” Ash said as he ran out of the guild. Emelia laughed when he told her what he needed, but she quickly wrote out something on a fine piece of paper and poured wax on it and pressed the seal of her ring into the wax and handed it back to him. He quickly ran back to the guild and handed her the document and her eyes quickly widened.
 
   “Ash…I didn’t know that you were that Lord Ash. I am sorry if I offended you,” She said bowing. After bringing out a large metal plate, Ash remembered what happened last time he had done this back in the village. At that time he only got a regular ID, but everyone had scorned him. Won’t it be the same this time? Just as his hand was about to touch the metal plate, someone reached out and grabbed it. Turning his head he saw one of the maids from Emelia’s breathing hard. “Lord Ash Milady has asked me to give this to you.”
 
   Taking the parchment he quickly opened it. “Ash, I completely forgot about the reading stone. Please return to the manor and I will take care of the problem.” 
 
   Looking back at the lady he let out a deep sigh. “I am sorry, but something has come up I will return in the morning.” 
 
   “No problem my Lord,” the lady said bowing her head. 
 
   Retuning to the manor Ash found Emelia waiting for him at the door, “Did Sheria reach you in time?” She asked with a worried look.
 
   “Yes,” Ash replied and Emelia let out a heavy sigh. “I guess it would be a problem if everyone found out I was a sub-human.”
 
   “I could care less if most the world knew, but if the Earl or the other nobles found out then I couldn’t protect you,” she said hastily. 
 
   “Then what am I going to do about the guild card?” Ash asked.
 
   “I have called a friend of my family to take care of it. He will be arriving in a few hours and after dinner he will take care of everything.”
 
   “Ok,” Ash said with a smile and Emelia weakly smiled back. 
 
   While they waited for her friend to arrive, Emelia and Ash moved to the study to read. Just as he had the day before Ash sat beside Emelia as he read. Though she had a worried look on her face at first, after half an hour of going through her papers it returned to a look of concentration.
 
   “Milady, Sir Emery is here to see you,” the maid said opening the door. 
 
   “Faster than I thought,” Emelia said, looking up from her work. “Please send him in.” 
 
   A man about fifty years old walked through the door. “Little Emelia, you sure have grown up,” the man said as Emelia jumped into his outstretched arms.
 
   “Uncle Emery, I missed you,” Emelia said happily kissing the old man on the cheek.
 
   “This must be the lucky man that stole your heart,” Emery said looking at Ash.
 
   Emelia blushed deeply as Emery sat her down. “Yes this is Ash and the reason I called you here today. The truth Ash is a subhuman, but he needs a guild card that says human.” 
 
   “So, that’s the reason your letter asked me to bring an identity stone. You know what you’re asking me to do is a very serious offense. If it is found out that he has a tampered card or I gave him one, we would both find our heads on the chopping block.”
 
   “I know uncle, but if they find out he’s a subhuman his head would be on a chopping block anyway and I promise you that no matter what, no one will learn you were involved,” Emelia said with large pleading eyes. 
 
   “Come here young man,” Emery said bringing out a large metal plate like those used at the guild. 
 
   “You can wait until after dinner uncle.”
 
   “No reason to put it off,” Emery said as he looked toward as and beckoned Ash to place his hand on the metal plate.
 
   As he was told, Ash placed his hand on the plate. As the plate started to glow Emory placed his hand on top of Ash’s and his hand started to glow blue. After a few moments Emory removed his hand and picked up a small metal plate and handed it to Ash.
 
   Name: Ash
 
   Race: Human
 
   Home:  Tellian City, Kingdom of Heluria
 
   Occupation: Gambler
 
   Rank: G
 
   Emory leaned back into a chair sweating. “Overwriting guild cards really take it out of me.”
 
   “I really appreciate it uncle,” Emelia said giving him another kiss on the cheek. 
 
   While they waited for dinner they talked, or to say, Emelia and Emery talked and Ash just happened to be the main subject. When the maids informed them it was time to eat, Ash had never been more relieved.
 
   Once Emery left, Ash excused himself to his room and mentally exhausted fell asleep before Yuki returned.
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   Ash woke early the next morning to find Yuki once again clinging to him, but as he started to peel her off he noticed that there were tears in the corner of her eye and that the bed was slightly damp under her head. Ash didn’t know why she was crying, but he felt bad for her and gently patted her head. “Mom,” Yuki said, sleepily as she raised her head and quickly looked around. “Masfer ning,” she said noticing him.
 
   “Yuki are you ok?” Ash asked his head still resting on her head.
 
   “I’m great master,” Yuki said with a warm smile as her tail started to wag. “Yesterday the teacher showed me how to use a sword and said that I was really talented.”
 
   “I just wanted to be sure,” Ash said. “You were crying in your sleep,” Ash said insensitively and Yuki’s suddenly looked down.
 
   “I was dreaming about my mom,” Yuki said as she looked at her feet. 
 
   “Want to tell me about her?” Ash asked while her rubbed Yuki’s head gently.
 
   Yuki nodded her head and started to talk, but she spoke so softly that Ash had to strain himself to hear her. It turned out that Yuki and her mother lived in a small village with other members of the fox clan when they were attacked by slavers. Her mother and most the others were taken to the capital while the children and the elders were taken to the nearby Tellian to be sold. As Yuki spoke, she started to cry and Ash pulled her into his chest without thinking and patted her head. 
 
   “Yuki, I can’t promise anything, but I will see if I can find your mother,” Ash said as he rocked back and forth. Yuki raised her head with tear stained eyes.
 
   “Really.”
 
   “Yes really,” Ash said warmly. “I will do everything I can.”
 
   Yuki wrapped him in a tight hug. “I love master,” she said over and over making Ash blush slightly as he remembered that she was only three years younger than him, even if she looked much younger. 
 
   Ash sent Yuki to the bath to clean up before she went to the school and went to meet with Emelia. She was waiting on him in the dining room with a bright look on her face. Seeing her, he felt bad about always asking for her help, but he couldn’t think of anyone else who could help him. Seeing the look on his face Emelia suddenly frowned. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I need your help again,” Ash said weakly as he began to tell her what Yuki had told her. 
 
   “So you want to find her mother and purchase her. You do know that for a healthy fox clan slave it is going to cost between 50 and 200 gold coins.”
 
   Hearing the price Ash’s face turned white. “Don’t worry, I am sure we can find a way for you to pay me back. Give me some time and I will see what I can do.”
 
   “Thank you,” Ash said smiling.
 
   Ash knew that Emelia would cover the cost, but he still had to pay her back and that meant money so after he finished eating, he rushed to the guild hall and started to look through the jobs. Just as Emelia said, most the jobs for G ranked members only paid a few coppers, but they were easy to accomplish. After looking at a few he picked an F ranked mission to kill goblins in the nearby forest. Taking the job offer slip up to the counter Ash present his guild card. “Can I do this mission?”
 
   “Yes, you can take a job as long as it is no more than one level higher than your current rank. Be warned though if you fail to bring back at least two goblin ears as proof of completion then you will have to pay a fine of five coppers for job abonnement.”
 
   As Ash left the guild he read the job posting again.
 
   [Goblin extermination: goblins in the Golener forest have become overpopulated. 2 coppers per goblin killed, bring right ears for proof of kill.]
 
   While not a large sum, 2 coppers was better than any of the other jobs that didn’t require him to travel a long distance. The only other thing that could pay as well was guards for merchants and that would require him to be gone for weeks at a time. 
 
   The forest was only about a two hour walk from the cities outskirts. If he had a horse it wouldn’t even take a half hour, but a good horse cost as much as a slave.
 
   Sweating heavily, Ash took a break as soon as he reached the edge of the forest. After a short time he headed into the forest with his sword already drawn. Ash didn’t know much about goblins but he was sure that they needed water so he planned to find a water source and search around it. As he moved deeper into the forest, Ash noticed a number of small monsters, but quickly passed by them. 
 
   Ash tried to use his Spider sense skill, but there were so many animals in the forest that it was impossible to tell what was what. After searching for over an hour, Ash caught his first glimpse of a goblin. He found a small group of three of them hunting in the forest. He could hear them talking, but he couldn’t understand what they were talking about. 
 
   Goblins were about four and a half foot tall with light green wrinkled skin and large beady eyes. With their height they looked like a mix between small green children and old men. Three would be enough to cover the minimal for the job notice, but 6 copper wouldn’t pay much so Ash thought of a plan and used analyze.
 
   [Young goblin: level 3 HP 40/40.]
 
   After checking their level Ash jumped out of his hiding spot and attacked. His first attack hit one of the goblins in the chest and a black number -52 appeared over its head. His next swing took the other on the shoulder doing -30 but cleanly took the goblins arm off. As the goblin screamed Ash attacked again killing it. 
 
   Seeing his two companions killed quickly the third goblin ran away. Ash didn’t follow directly behind the goblin instead he quickly cut off the dead goblins ears and absorbed them, then picked up 20 iron pennies though nothing else dropped. While he was working, Ash kept a close eye on the red dot of the goblin as it ran away.
 
   Ash followed the goblin but only close enough that the red dot stayed at the edge of his mind.  When the goblin stopped, Ash slowed his pace since the goblin had joined up with large number of other red dots. 
 
   As he neared where the goblin had blended in with numerous other red dots, he found a large village that had to have more than two thousand goblins. “Over populated was an understatement,” Ash said to himself as he watched the large number of green creatures in front of him from his hidden spot. 
 
   “Now what genius?” He asked himself. If he ran out there no matter how strong he was there was no way he would survive. In the end he decided to wait until a group left and then ambush them. Not long afterward a group of fifteen goblins left the village and headed in the direction he had come with one goblin in the lead. Since they all looked alike it was hard to say, but he figured that it was the same goblin that had ran away earlier. 
 
   Ash followed behind far enough so that he wouldn’t be noticed and waited until they were far enough away from the village that it wouldn’t cause a stir and activated gambler’s gambit.
 
   [You have activated gambler’s gambit and all stats will be boosted by 1 point for one minute.] 
 
   “One point wouldn’t make a huge change, but it was better than nothing,” Ash thought as he moved as quietly as he could. By the time he reached the first goblin, he had already wasted a third of the boost time of the gambit skill. Not wanting to put it off any longer, Ash attacked, his first two swings killing a goblin each.
 
   Ash’s next three attacks had the same effect, his attacks were fast but unskilled. Within thirty minuets all fifteen goblins were dead. As he started cutting off the goblins ears and picking up the coins and absorbing the monsters that were left he heard clapping coming from behind him.
 
   Turning around, Ash saw a tall man in his early thirties watching him while sitting below a tree. “Not bad, but if you were facing someone half your level who knew how to use a sword you would have been dead.”
 
   Ash calmly used analyze on the stranger as he cleaned off his sword and placed it back in its sheath.
 
   Name: ***** 
 
   Level: *****
 
   Race: *****
 
   Occupation: ***** 
 
   Title: *****
 
   HP: ***/***
 
   MP ***/***
 
   SP ***/***
 
   Strength: ***** 
 
   Vitality: *****
 
   Agility: *****
 
   Stamina: *****
 
   Spirit: *****
 
   Intelligence: ***** 
 
   Endurance: *****
 
   Luck: *****
 
    
 
   As ash looked at the man’s stats he wondered why it gave all the information for humans, but just the basic for monsters. “Can’t see anything then he must be at least six levels higher than me,” Ash said to himself as he took a closer look at the man sitting under the tree. “I never had anyone to teach me,” Ash said in a humble tone. He was no fool, in this world strength meant power and right now he was sure that the man in front of him could easily kill him if the mood struck him.
 
   “I see,” the man said scratching his chin that had a few days growth on it. “How about I teach you?”
 
   “Why?” Ash asked skeptically. He knew the man in front of him could easily kill him, but he wasn’t foolish enough to let his guard down. “No one does anything for free.”
 
   “Such a bad view though not really wrong,” the man said with an approving nod. “In truth, it is not really just for your benefit. I have reached the junction where I can become a master swordsman but the task my guild gave me is annoying. I have to train an apprentice that belongs to another guild and have him beat a member of our guild who is within three levels. In the past two years I have trained three people and all of them have failed. They were a fighter, warrior, and knight but each one of them fell fairly easily when compared to the members of my guild. The last time I only picked people above level thirty, this time I decided to pick someone a little weaker and train them so that they have a better chance, but I haven’t found anyone suitable. I figure even if you are a gambler you have decent fighting ability so if you lose, I lost a few months of my time, if you win then I get to advance.”
 
   “Couldn’t you find someone who was already strong and just pay them to fight for you?” 
 
   “The guild master already thought of that. All battles must be fought without the use of skill and only by the skill of their sword. Old codgers just don’t want me to make the master rank. The only real way for me to do this is to train a child from birth and have him join a different guild when he reached level ten.”
 
   “It’s true that I have no real skill with a sword. I found it lacking, even when I was fighting Leo. If I didn’t have my abilities I would have lost even if I had been the same level. The real question is what do I have to lose and gain from this?” Ash looked back to the swordsman then after staring at the sky for almost a quarter hour he smiled. “What do I have to lose?” 
 
   “Good…Good, first we need to go to town and pick up some supplies before we start training. As my apprentice it will be part of your duty to provide for your master,” the man said with a hearty laugh. 
 
   “I will see what I can do,” Ash grumbled. 
 
   “First, introductions. I am Zelan, but you can call me master,” Zelan said as he jumped from his sitting position. 
 
   “Ash,” was all that Ash said as he started heading back in the direction of the city. 
 
   The first stop was to the adventure’s guild where ash dropped off his seventeen ears for thirty-four copper coins. With a few more coins in his pocket, Zelan led him to a number of places. First they went to the equipment store and bought twenty copper swords along with twenty copper spears taking four of his precious silver coins. “Now we have the basics to start your training, but first we need to get something to eat,” Zelan said as he watched Ash carry the large bundle. 
 
   “I need to stop by where I am staying first,” Ash replied. After the previous night he was sure that she might kill him if he disappeared without telling her again.
 
   “Are you a lord?” Zelan asked as he looked up at the large manor.
 
   “No this belongs to the Duchess Emelia. I am just her guest master.”
 
   “Sir Ash welcome back,” one of the maids said as he and Zelan entered the manor.
 
   “Is Emelia here? I need to talk to her.”
 
   “Milady is currently in the study, but I will let her know of your request,” the maid said bowing again. “For the time being, I will have someone guide you and your guest to the reception room.”
 
   Ash and Zelan were taken to a large room with one large chair sitting on a raised dais. Looking around Zelan clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Boy if I knew that I would have to deal with nobility, I would have just left you back in the woods.”
 
   “Master, don’t judge too harshly. Lady Emelia has taken good care of me,” Ash said as sweat began to roll down his back. 
 
   “So nice of you to say Ash,” Emelia said, appearing from a hidden door and taking a seat on the raised chair. 
 
   “Emelia,” Ash said slightly panicking at her icy stare.
 
   “Milady, I am Zelan and just a simple swordsman who the young sir has employed to teach him,” Zelan said as he placed his fist over his heart and bowed elegantly.
 
   “Oh, I didn’t know the seven swords guild has simple swordsmen,” Emelia responded her eyes narrowing.  
 
   “Milady is very well informed,” Zelan replied raising his head. “I am a member of the seven swords guild and I have taken this young man as an apprentice for a short time. He showed some promise and I didn’t want to see it wasted. I have not come to cause any problems, on that you have my word, on my sword.”
 
   As soon as Zelan said the last sentence Emelia’s eyes lost their harsh look. “Apprentice is it? Then have you found lodgings within my city yet.”
 
   “Not yet milady, I met the young sir outside of the city and we have just returned to the city a short while ago. We were going to eat then find lodgings, but he insisted that he must first inform you of his plans,” Zelan said, giving Ash a wry smile.
 
   “Outside the city you said?” Emelia asked her voice taking on a dangerous tone as her eyes focused on Ash. 
 
   “Yes milady,” Zelan replied.
 
   The corners of Emelia’s mouth twitched and she clapped her hands and two maids entered the room. “Please see sir Zelan to the best room on the second floor,” she said in a commanding tone then turned to Zelan. “I need a word with Sir Ash for a moment so I have taken the liberty of assuming that you will be staying here. I am sure that we will be able to talk in more detail during the evening meal.”
 
   While Emelia’s voice was polite, the meaning of her words were clear to Zelan who bowed again and followed the maids, but not before placing his hand on Ash’s shoulder and whispering in his ear. “Sorry boy, seems like you’re in for a bit of trouble.”
 
   “What in the nine hells were you thinking leaving the city?” Emelia yelled as soon as the door closed behind Zelan. 
 
   “I was just doing a mission for the guild,” Ash explained nervously.
 
   “How many times do I have to tell you that you are in danger…Emu…I should have known most guild jobs are outside the city,” Emelia said talking to herself out loud. Chewing on her lip, Emelia wrinkled her brow then let out a heavy sigh. “At least with a seven star swordsman around, you won’t be in much danger. Go before I decide to punish you,” Emelia said and Ash quickly took her advice and dashed out of the room to find Zelan waiting for him on the other side with a devilish smile while eating a piece of meat. 
 
   “You sure picked a troublesome lady,” Zelan said between bites. “I don’t know if I should be jealous or feel sorry for you. Well, with lodgings and food taken care of, we should start training while there is still some daylight left. On the way in I saw a big yard so we will have plenty of room.”
 
   Zelan led Ash back to the front yard where the two copper swords were stuck in the ground. “Where are the others?” Ash asked as he looked around.
 
   “Those are for later,” Zelan said tossing one of the swords to him. “First we have to start at the basics. Do you know the most important part of the body to a swordsman?”
 
   “The arm,” Ash answered, making it sound more like a question. 
 
   “Wrong, it is the feet. Balance and movement are all controlled by the feet. No one can master even the simplest of forms without first mastering their feet.”
 
   “Then what should I do?”
 
   “I will show you some katas and you will practice them until your legs hurt so bad you have to be carried back inside,” Zelan said with an evil smile.
 
   First Ash was taught a simple stance with his left foot about shoulder width behind and slightly to the side of his right foot. It seemed simple, but every time his foot’s position moved, Ash took a stinging blow from the flat of Zelan’s sword. After half an hour when Zelan was happy with his stance, Ash was led through a series of ten movements numbered from zero to nine. It took two hours before his master was happy with his stance in each position. Then for two more hours, Zelan called out numbers at random and Ash was expected to move seamlessly into the right stance. As expected he failed most the time and his back was struck time and time again. While the strikes hurt, they only dropped his HP by one point so he was never in any real danger. 
 
   About an hour before sunset Yuki came running through the gate of the manor to see her master being struck hard on the back by an older man. “What are you doing to master,” Yuki yelled as she charged the unknown person.
 
   Zelan looked at the small fox girl with a raised eyebrow as she jumped at him, but just before she collided with him his feet shifted and suddenly Yuki met only with air and crashed hard into the ground. Laughing Zelan lightly smacked the top of Yuki’s head with his sword.”
 
   “Emu…That hurt,” she said looking up at Zelan with watery eyes. “Why are you bullying master?” She asked, jumping from her feet and standing in front of Ash.
 
   To anyone looking it seemed ridiculous that a girl, not even five foot tall with a lithe body was trying to protect Ash, who was six foot one and while not covered in muscles had a well-toned body. Yet the small fox girl eyes showed no hint of wavering even though she stood in front of a man much more imposing than her master.
 
   “Yuki, this is master Zelan,” Ash said patting Yuki on the head warmly. “He is teaching me, so you don’t need to worry.”
 
   Yuki looked over her shoulder with her lips pinched tightly. “If master says so,” Yuki said before looking back to Zelan and glaring at him before turning and walking toward the manor.
 
   As Yuki left Zelan let out a loud laugh. “Quite a little spitfire you have there.”
 
   “Forgive her master, she gets excited easily,” Ash said with a warm smile as he looked toward Yuki.
 
   “I have no reason to hold any malice to someone who was trying to protect another,” Zelan said then he struck Ash hard in the back. “But that doesn’t give you an excuse to have such a sloppy stance.”  
 
   An hour after nightfall, one of the maids told them that dinner was ready and Zelan called an end to practice. Dragging himself back to the manor all Ash could think about was eating and sleeping. He didn’t have the energy left to think about anything else. His stamina had ran out almost an hour before, yet Zelan had not let him rest. “You think an enemy will let you rest just because your stamina has reached its limit. Even if you are on the brink of collapse, you still have to be able to fight. 
 
   Ash learned the true meaning of pain once his stamina reached zero. He could still move, but his body felt heavy and each and every movement was accompanied by a large amount of pain as if his body was pierced by hundreds of needles. Even the act of walking to the dining room was excruciating, yet his hunger won out.
 
   As soon as Ash sat in the soft chair, he felt as if he was in heaven. By time the food was placed in front of him, he was ready to cry as even lifting up the fork caused tendrils of pain to race through his arms. Then when he took a drink of the sweet juice that was placed in front of him the pain disappeared. 
 
   While he fought to eat Zelan and Emelia talked. A few times a question or statement was aimed at him, but he his mind was too hazy to recognize it. Not wanting to get up after eating, Ash just laid his head on the table and listened to the two talk.
 
   “You might want to have someone carry him to his bed,” Zelan said as he watched Ash’s eyes drift between being open and closed.
 
   “I will,” Emelia replied as she smiled while looking at Ash’s near sleeping face. 
 
   As if knowing what they were supposed to do two maids appeared and balancing Ash’s weight between the two of them carried him out of the room. Emelia watched them leave with Ash then turned back to Zelan. “I will say this just to make you understand. If you do anything to hurt Ash, then I won’t care if you belong to the Seven Sword Guild. I will use everything within my power to make sure that you never have another peaceful day.”
 
   “That is quite the statement,” Zelan said as if unbothered. “Not even a king would say the same, but you don’t have to worry I have no ill will. Ash is talented, and I just want to borrow that talent, but as a reward I will teach him. It is a fair deal and I promise that no harm will come to him as long as he is my student.” 
 
   “I will believe your words for now,” Emelia said narrowing her eyes.
 
   “Master always said that there is nothing more dangerous than a woman in love,” Zelan said with a laugh and Emelia’s face suddenly turned a bright red but she remained silent. 
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   Ash’s eyes fluttered open as he was placed on the bed. He barely noticed as the two maids who carried him left the room. 
 
   “Master are you ok?” Yuki asked in a worried voice. 
 
   “Huh…Yuki,” Ash said in a weak voice. “I am fine, just a little tired.”
 
   Even after eating and drinking two glasses of juice, Ash’s stamina had only recovered two points. That was the point where Ash learned that physical fatigue had an effect on stamina. 
 
   As if sensing Ash’s inability to move Yuki started unbuckling his armor for him and pulled it off. Once his armor was removed Yuki ran from the room, but she returned a few moments later carrying a large bucket. “What are you doing?” Ash exclaimed as Yuki began to pull his remaining clothes.
 
   “If master sleeps while he is sweaty, then master will get sick,” Yuki said as she continued to pull of his tunic.  Ash wanted to resist but he didn’t have the energy left to even shake off the small Yuki.
 
   As if not bothered, Yuki removed everything but Ash’s undergarments and wiped his whole body with a warm wet cloth then rolled him under the covers. By the time she was done she was breathing hard. 
 
   Seeing the pained look on Yuki’s face Ash remembered that she had spent the entire day training. “Thank you Yuki,” Ash said as he used the last bit of his strength to lightly pat the top of Yuki’s head. 
 
   “Hehe,” Yuki giggled as she rubbed her head against Ash’s chest. Normally Ash would push her away, but not only did he not have the energy for it, he also believed that she had earned it. Though he didn’t have the strength to push her off, sleeping next to a young girl was bothering, but when he looked at the way she acted it reminded him of one of the large dogs that one of his foster parents had. Once he thought of her more like a pet, his nerves calmed down and he was easily able to fall asleep. 
 
   When he woke the next morning, Yuki was still clinging to him with a peaceful look on her face. Using his finger, he lightly thumbed her on the head and her eyes slowly opened. “Masfer ning,” she said rubbing her head against his chest. 
 
   Not wanting to get used to the feeling, Ash pushed Yuki off. “You need to get ready for school,” He said as he quickly dressed. 
 
   “Emu...,” Yuki pouted as sat on the bed and watched Ash leave. 
 
   Though he had been really tired, Ash had went to bed earlier than normal so when he woke the sun was still down. He checked the kitchen but found that the maids had just started their preparations for breakfast so he decided to head outside and practice the stance kata that Zelan had thought him the day before.
 
   As he walked out of the door of the manor Ash saw Zelan standing in the large open courtyard holding two thing long swords while his leg was raised slightly off the ground. In one fluid movement Zelan jumped into the air flipped around backward and landed on the tip of one toe. The short time he was in the air Zelan made four quick strikes with both swords, but what was amazing was that both swords moved independently of each other. As soon as he touched the ground, Zelan spun around and seemed to float backward, his swords never stopping as if he was fighting an imaginary enemy. 
 
   For someone who just came to this world from his previous one might think that all one needed was high stats to make the same movements but after spending time here and leveling up Ash knew the truth.  Putting points into strength did make one stronger, and agility made one faster, while intelligence made it easier to retain knowledge. This alone was amazing, but even with high strength and speed, without the knowledge of how to use it correctly it was wasted. Zelan was right when he had said a swordsman with skill half his level could easily kill him and Ash knew it.
 
   Turning away from his master, Ash started his own practice, taking great care not to make any mistakes. The movements he had learned were simple things by themselves, but to move from one to another at the right time was hard.
 
   After almost two hours of practice, the maids informed the two that breakfast was ready and both Ash and Zelan went inside to eat. The meal was simple compared to what they normally had, but it was still filling and boosted his energy levels. Looking up from his empty plate Ash noticed that the atmosphere between Zelan and Emelia was tense. Not wanting to inquire about what might have happened between the two, Ash quickly drank the last of his milk and left the room at top speed.
 
   Shortly after arriving outside, Zelan joined him and the picked up where they had left off the day before. Ash was pushed to his breaking point over and over and by noon he had collapsed, unable to move. It was at this time he was handed a bamboo container filled with a thick green drink by Zelan. “Drink it,” Zelan ordered as Ash looked at him. 
 
   Bracing himself, Ash quickly gulped the thick liquid. As soon as it entered his mouth, Ash had to fight the urge to spit it out. The green drink was not only thick, but bitter. Ash started to complain, but as soon as he sat aside the bamboo container his stamina was completely refilled.
 
   “Now that you have the basics of the movements down, we will start with practical exercises,” Zelan said as three maids appeared, each of them carrying two to three of the copper spears. Zelan took a spear in each hand and faced Ash. I will attack and you will dodge them only using the movements I have shown you. 
 
   With this until nightfall, Ash was made to dance around as he did his best to avoid the sharp points of the spear. At the beginning Ash was able to dodge one out of every five strikes. By the time dinner came, Ash could dodge three out of five. 
 
   Though tired after eating, Ash drug himself to follow Emelia to the study. Seeing Ash following her, Emelia took his shoulder and helped him sit on the long couch. “Shouldn’t you be resting?” She asked with a worried voice.
 
   “Probably, but I wanted to talk to you first,” Ash said forcing himself. “I think Yuki needs her own room. Honestly it’s problematic to have her sharing a room with me.”
 
   “Done,” Emelia said almost as soon as Ash finished his sentence.
 
   “Huh,” Ash asked confused. He had thought that it would be harder to get a slave her own room.
 
   “Honestly, I didn’t think it was good for a young man and woman to share the same room, but I had no room to say anything when she was your slave. I will have someone inform her and have a room prepared for her in the servant’s quarters.”
 
   Since that morning Ash had been thinking about how to talk to Emelia about the problem, but now with it solved so easily he felt all the tension that had kept him going leave his body. Ash knew that he should return to his room, but the couch was so soft and his eyes felt heavy. Without notice he was soon sleeping soundly while Emelia watched him. 
 
   Emelia half rose from her seat to call a maid to take Ash back to his quarters, but stopped with a wry smile on her face. Bending down she lightly kissed Ash on the lips and placed her head against his shoulder and closed her eyes.
 
   The next morning Ash woke with his arm feeling numb, trying to move it he found something holding it down. Turning his head Ash was surprised to find Emelia clinging to his arm with a content smile on her sleeping face.
 
   Carefully removing his arm from Emelia’s grasp, Ash laid her down and left the room. After stretching himself and shaking the feeling back in his arm Ash went outside to start his practice.
 
   “Master,” Yuki yelled as she exited the manor to head to her first real day of school. She had been training previously thanks to Emelia but today was the first day with her new class. “Are you mad at Yuki?” She asked and Ash noticed that her eyes were red and it looked as if she had gotten little sleep.
 
   “No,” Ash said knowing what was coming. 
 
   “Then why did master kick Yuki out of master’s room?” she asked with big upturned eyes.
 
   “Yuki, you are too old to be sharing a room with me.” Ash explained.
 
   “Why?” Yuki asked not understanding what he was saying.
 
   Seeing Ash flustered, one of the maids who was standing behind Yuki let out a slight giggle. “I will take it from here Sir Ash,” and she pulled Yuki off to the side and started whispering into her ear. At first Yuki just nodded her head then her face slowly started to turn red as her eyes started to dart between the maid and Ash.
 
   Once Yuki was released from the maid she ran over to Ash her face was still a light pink. “Master Yuki won’t lose,” She said before running out of the gate leaving a confused Ash standing, watching her leave.
 
   “Shall we start early today?” Zelan said as he gripped Ash’s shoulder with a great deal of force. “Men who are lucky with women need some pain to even the balance don’t you think,” Zelan added with an evil smile on his face. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Stats
 
   Name: Ash
 
   Level: 10
 
   Experience needed for next level: 5,740
 
   Race: Human/Demon 70/30
 
   Occupation: Novice gambler 
 
   Title: Novice Slayer
 
   HP: 100/100
 
   MP 105/105
 
   SP 26/26
 
   Strength: 15 (+10) (+1)
 
   Vitality: 19 (+1)
 
   Agility: 12 (+7) (+5) (+1)
 
   Stamina 20 (+5) (+1)
 
   Spirit 11 (+10)
 
   Intelligence: 20 (+1)
 
   Endurance: 14 (+10) (+1) (+2)
 
   Luck: 13 (+65) (+1)
 
    
 
   Abilities
 
    
 
   Passive:
 
   Devil’s Luck: 500% bonus to luck.
 
   Fleet foot: +9 to agility. Level 4-43%
 
   Wolf eyes: See in the dark. Level Max
 
   Mining: Ability to use a pick to extract ore from hidden locations. Able to tell where mining locations are located. Level 3: 14%
 
   Poison resistance: level 2-58%: 10% poison resistance.
 
   Grave domain: Damage resistance to whole body with the exception of the head increased by 10%. Level 1- 32%
 
   Spider senses: able to detect prey that is up to three levels higher within a 100 foot radius. Able to sense hostile intent within a 50 foot radius. Level 1-92%.
 
    
 
   Active:
 
   Demon Absorption: Cost 10MP: Absorb defeated enemies to obtain skills. Level 1: 78%
 
   Bash: Cost 1SP - Slam into enemies with your body to do X10 damage. Level 1: 5%
 
   Rabbit Punch: Cost 1Sp- Using feet or hands quickly lash out with a lighting quick attack. Level 1-33%
 
   Stab: Cost 1 SP- Thrust forward with weapon (sword, spear.) level 1-64%
 
   Poison spit: Cost 5MP. Level 1-27%: Spit a corrosive poison that sticks to enemy doing 5 damage a second for ten seconds.
 
   Analyze ability. Cost 5MP: Ability to see opponents name, level and skill as long as they are no more than 5 levels above you. Level max.
 
   [Poison: cost 10MP- ability to make a small amount of toxin that paralyzes. Can be placed on weapons. Level 1-2%]
 
   [Sticky thread: cost 15MP- shoot out a stream of sticky thread to trap opponents. Level 1- 0%
 
    
 
   Skills
 
   [You have gained the skill gambler’s boost (passive) .1% boost to all other stats for each 1 point in the luck attribute.]
 
    [You have gained the gambler’s gambit (active) skill. Cost 20MP: boost all stats for one minute. Boost is random. Level 1-15%.]
 
    [You have gained the poker face (active) skill. Cost 5MP: forces a calm face no matter the situation. Level 1-20%.]
 
    [You have gained the bluff (active) skill. Cost 5MP: bluff opponents to make them think you are stronger. Level 1-8%.]
 
    [You have gained the read (passive) skill. Chance to see what skill your opponent is using. Based on luck.]
 
    
 
   Equipment
 
   Iron gambler’s emblem: emblem signifying that one is a novice of the gambler’s guild. Durability 10/10 luck +1.
 
    
 
   Sword of the Hawk: Sword belonging to a great hero of the Hawkwing family. Durability 50/50 attack 20-32 strength +10 stamina +5.
 
    
 
   Mithra armor: Armor blessed by the god of light. Durability 40/40 defense + 20 Endurance +10 spirit +10 agility +5
 
   .
 
   [Studded Liro leather pants: made from thee tough hide of a Liro lizard. Durability 30/30, defense +7, endurance +2, agility +1.
 
    
 
   Plat              0
 
   Gold              0
 
   Silver              34
 
   Copper              817
 
   Iron P              982
 
    
 
   Inventory
 
    None
 
    
 
   Titles 
 
   Novice slayer: 10% to attack damage 
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   Two months passed as ash trained with Zelan. From morning to night all Ash did was work through a series of movements. After he got the foot patterns down, standard attacks were added. Every few days Zelan would add a new movement, but no matter how much time passed Ash never was allowed to forget the basics. 
 
   Every night Ash was so tired that he had to crawl into his bed. To add to his troubles, Yuki would sneak into his room and crawl into his bed. In the morning Ash always got onto the young fox girl, but in truth there wasn’t much conviction in his voice. Still the little girl’s ears would drop and she would stay away for a few days. At the same time, Emelia also seemed to call him to her study more often during his short rest periods. At first he complained, but when the maids started to bring in refreshing drinks while he sat on the soft sofa, it started to become the highlight of his day.
 
   Just like any other day, Ash woke and happily found himself alone in his bed. Every part of his body screamed as he started to get up from the bed. Ash held back the moan that wanted to spring from his mouth and started to stretch his muscles. The first few days of training Ash had risen early, but once Zelan had noticed that, he had started the training earlier. Thinking back, Ash wished he had just used that time to sleep in for a few moments longer. 
 
   As Ash left the manor, he was surprised that he didn’t see the stack of swords and spears laid out that Zelan often used to train him. What awaited him instead was his instructor, standing with a small pack slung over his shoulder. “Today we start the second phase of your training. We will enter the labyrinth and you will fight.” 
 
   Smiling, Ash turned to go back into the manor, but Zelan’s cold voice stopped him in his tracks. “Where are you going?”
 
   “To get my sword and armor Master,” Ash answered as the smile faded from his face.
 
   “No need. You have relied on the strength of your gear instead of skill. Today all you will need is this,” Zelan replied, tossing a copper sword to Ash.
 
   “Yes master,” Ash said as he deftly caught the sword with his right hand.
 
   “Don’t sound so disappointed,” Zelan said, slapping him on the back as they walked toward the manor gate. “I thought that it would take you half a year before we started practical training.” 
 
   Feeling slightly better, Ash let a small smile spread across his face as he followed behind Zelan. “Which floor are we going to?” Ash asked when they neared that entrance of the labyrinth.
 
   “The first floor of course,” Zelan replied as if the question was asked by a child. 
 
   Ash let out a sigh but didn’t voice any complaints as he followed behind Zelan. Just like his first time on the first floor, it was crowded with youth fighting the weak slimes. Moving away from the large crowds, Zelan brought Ash to a small corner of the floor where they found a lone slime. “Today you will fight without using any skills.”
 
   Ash nearly laughed out loud. Even with a copper sword, that didn’t change the fact that the slime was the weakest creature in nature. It was slow and gave a small shake as a warning of its attack. Stepping forward Ash started to attack when something struck the side of his head. Looking on the ground Ash noticed a small stone lying not far away. “Pay attention to your surroundings. Letting your guard down will only mean your death in a real battle.”  
 
   Rubbing the side of his head Ash turned his attention back to the slime which had started to jiggle slightly. Stepping back Ash dodged the attack and struck with his sword and the slime withered. Turning around Ash expected a happy Zelan, but instead he got one who looked as if Ash had just kicked his pet. “Why did you retreat? What advantage other than dodging the attack did that movement give you? First lesson of the day is that you should never retreat unless it gives you an advantage or there is no other choice, and when there is no other choice, it just means you haven’t trained enough.” 
 
   “Understood master,” Ash said as he picked up the iron penny the slime had dropped along with the slime core. 
 
   “What is that?” Zelan asked as he stared at the iron penny is Ash’s hand.
 
   “Crap,” Ash said to himself as he quickly thought of an excuse. “It is a unique ability of mine…I…Don’t really understand it myself.” 
 
   “Humm…Well no reason to worry about it,” Zelan replied. “Let us continue.”
 
   Ash was forced to fight another ten slimes while Zelan threw stones at him. When it was clear that the slimes posed no threat to Ash, they moved to the boss room.
 
   Unlike the first time when Ash had fought the king slime, he found its movements easy to escape due to the movements that Zelan had taught him. Ash thought that he had improved greatly, but Zelan still was able to strike him with three stones during his fight, but not once was the slime able to hit him. 
 
   “Not bad, but you still need to pay more attention to your surroundings,” Zelan said as they moved to the second floor. “Right now because you have fought here before, you know nothing else will come, but if you don’t train yourself to stay vigilant, it will come to haunt you in the future.” 
 
   “Yes master,” Ash said rubbing a small knot on the side of his head where one of the stones had struck. Ash wanted to retort, but he understood what Zelan was saying. When he was fighting the lizards, Ash had trouble keeping up with the movements of two enemies at the same time. If he had been trained better maybe he would have fared better during the fights.
 
   The more time he spent with Zelan, the more Ash came to appreciate the man’s teachings. He was strict and unyielding, but he didn’t care about things that didn’t relate to training. Zelan said nothing about Ash absorbing the monsters after he had killed them. The slimes didn’t have any more skills for him, but they increased his skill level by .01 percent with each one he absorbed. It wasn’t much, but he wanted to know what happened when the skill reached a higher level. 
 
   Zelan made Ash fight the saber bunnies on the second floor, just as he did the slimes. Unlike the slimes, the bunnies were faster and attacked more frequently. Since they were the first monster he had ever fought, he knew their attacks by heart, so it was not hard for him to fight them while dodging their attacks. After Ash had killed over a dozen of the saber rabbits, Zelan decided it was time for them to move to the next floor. Since the lightening rabbit movements were almost the same as the saber bunnies, it was easy to beat, even while dodging Zelan’s attacks. 
 
   Ash ran into his first real trouble on the third floor when fighting the kobolds. Unlike the past floors, the kobolds liked to travel in groups. When he had fought here in the past, Ash had moved carefully and only fought when he found a group of three or less, but Zelan made him fight against the groups of kobolds no matter how many of them there were present. 
 
   After fighting the fifth group of kobolds, Zelan allowed Ash to rest. “What part of the body do you watch to predict an enemy’s attack?” Zelan asked as he handed Ash a canteen full of cold water. 
 
   “I watch the whole body,” Ash said between gulps. 
 
   “Foolish,” Zelan said shaking his head. “When fighting a humanoid, watch the shoulders. Any movement involving a weapon has to come from the shoulders. When fighting monsters it changes, but the eyes tend to be the best choice most of the time. If you can predict how the enemy will attack, then it will increase your ability to dodge. I also want you to start trying to feel the air when you fight. It doesn’t matter if its human, or monster, they will release an increased amount of bloodlust when attacking. You need to learn how to sense it.”
 
   After a short rest Ash was forced to continue fighting until he could fight six kobolds at once without receiving a single hit from either the monsters or Zelan’s random stones. After he had accomplished this feat three times, Zelan notified him that it was time to return to the manor. Not once in his life had Ash remembered being so happy. 
 
   “Ash,” Emelia’s voice rang out loudly as he staggered into the manor. “What happened to you?”
 
   “Huh,” Ash responded as his mind was in a haze. Looking down Ash noticed for the first time that his clothes was in tatters and covered in both his blood and that of countless kobolds.
 
   “Let’s get you to the bath,” Emelia said as Zelan snickered behind Ash. “Emelia narrowed her eyes as her gaze shifter to the older sword master, but she held her tongue. 
 
   Ash didn’t complain as Emelia helped him to the bath, but once he noticed that she was helping the maids strip the clothing from his body his mind started to clear. “I can do that myself,” He said holding onto his pants as he backed away.
 
   “Fine, don’t blame me if you drown,” Emelia said as she left the room, her face slightly red. Ash let out a sigh of relief when Emelia left, but then his eyes fell on the two maids who started to move toward him.
 
   “Ummm….I can…Ahhhh” Ash’s voice was cut off as the two young ladies attacked, stripping him. 
 
   Leaving the bath, Ash looked back, his eyes slightly red as he looked at the giggling ladies who were giving him wicked smiles. All they had done was strip him and wash him, but the look in their eyes and odd movements of their hands made him feel as if he had been violated, but he had to admit that he now felt much better.
 
   “Master Ash, Lady Hawkwing has asked that you attend to her in the study,” One of the maids said as he entered the manors main hall.
 
   Expecting to hear another rant about how Zelan was treating him too roughly, Ash took a deep breath and knocked lightly on the door of the study. When a light voice replied with “Enter,” He pushed open the door to find that Emelia was not alone. A thin bearded main sat opposite her in one of the rooms cushioned chairs.
 
   “You called for me?” Ash asked, feeling a slightly nervous energy in the air.
 
   “Yes. Mr. Arnold, why don’t you tell us what you learned?” Emelia said as she looked at the older man.  
 
   “As I was telling the young miss, we have located the mother of the young fox girl. The unlicensed village that was attacked was small and only three men and four women were taken during the raid. The group that raided the village was comprised of three slaver groups. With only seven slaves captured, each group was given two of the slaves. Sadly Yuki was given along with one of the male salves caught, instead of being kept with her family. The mother was given to a rather new trading group operating out of Talam. She was quickly sold to a farm just south of the city.” 
 
   “Can we buy her?” Ash asked slightly worried.
 
   “That shouldn’t be a problem young sir, but the trouble is how to retrieve her…” the man said his voice faltering.
 
   “Thank you Mr. Arnold, you can leave now. I will explain the rest from here,” Emelia said dismissing the older gentleman.
 
   After Arnold had left, Emelia turned to Ash with her face pinched in thought. “I told you that those of the beast tribes are not looked on in favor within the human kingdoms, but it goes a little deeper. If I were to spend effort to buy a single slave, then it could cause rumors…I…Don’t think it’s right but…I don’t have enough power right now.”
 
   “I understand,” Ash said with a weak smile. Ash had spent enough time listening to Emelia to understand that women had a lower social status then men in this world and she had to take care about her actions. “I can buy her myself. Since I am not a noble, I doubt that much will be said about it,” Ash said after a few moments of thought. 
 
   “That is true but…” Emelia replied with a worried look on her face. “If you leave the city then Earl Demeter…”
 
   “Don’t worry, I will be fine,” Ash said sticking out his chest. “I made a promise to Yuki.”
 
   “I can’t stop you, but do you even have the gold to buy her?” Emelia asked with a frown. Seeing Ash wince, Emelia couldn’t help but laugh. “Don’t worry, I will send you along with two hundred gold. No matter how much she cost this should buy her five or six times over.” 
 
   Unable to control himself Ash wrapped Emelia in a hug and twirled her around in his arms. After a few spins he regained his composure, sat Emelia down and laughed. “Thank you.”
 
   “Umm,” Emelia stuttered, her face flushed. “You will have to pay it back…So…You better come back safe.”
 
   “I promise that even if I have to cut off my own arm, I will pay this back,” Ash said smiling.
 
   “You don’t have to go that far,” Emelia said, but Ash never heard her words as he rushed out of the room to go talk to Zelan. He knew where Yuki’s mother was, but he still needed Zelan’s permission to miss training to go retrieve her.
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   Zelan sat listening to Ash explain why he had to leave with an emotionless look on his face. As Ash finished, he clinched and unclenched his hands nervously.
 
   “You want to leave during the most important part of your training to go buy a slave?” Zelan asked with one eyebrow slightly raised. “Ok, but I will be going with you. To tell the truth, there is limited training in the labyrinth. As long as we set aside five hours a day for training, then I don’t see a reason not to allow it.” 
 
   “Thank you Master,” Ash replied happily. Even if he had to train during the trip, he had been allowed to go without having to beg. 
 
   As Ash left Zelan’s room he pondered about telling Yuki about her mother. It wasn’t an easy decision to make. Normal travel to Talam took about a week, but if he had to travel while training it would take longer, though he didn’t know how long. If something happened to Yuki’s mother between now and then, he didn’t know if he could explain it to her after getting her hopes up. To be honest, he was surprised that she hadn’t asked about her mother once since he had promised to find her. In the end, Ash decided it would be best to keep his silence until he was sure that he could reunite Yuki with her mother.
 
   After returning to his room, Ash pulled out his worn travel pack and started to organize his meager belongings. Since Zelan wanted him to train on the trip he was sure that he wouldn’t be allowed to use his armor or sword, but he still placed them in his inventory just in case they became needed. Zelan had said more than once that you never knew what might happen and should prepare for anything and everything.   
 
   As Ash was situating his clothing in his pack Yuki burst into the room. “Master,” She yelled as she jumped onto his back. Every day when she returned from school she greeted him, but most of the time he was still training with Zelan. On the few occasions that he was resting, she always took the opportunity to cling to him. “Master, are you going somewhere?” Yuki asked as she looked over his shoulder, her small hands digging into his shoulders.
 
   “Yes, tomorrow I will be going on a training trip with Master Zelan for a few weeks,” Ash said, wincing from the pain her sharp nails as the dug deeper into his skin.
 
   “Master can’t go,” Yuki declared as she let go of his shoulders and wrapped her thin arms around his neck.  
 
   “Yuki, I will only be gone for a little while. I’ll be back before you know it.”
 
   “No,” Yuki said, tightening her hold as she buried her face into his neck, making it hard for Ash to breath. Ash was starting to get annoyed, then he felt something wet fall on the back of his neck. “If something happens to master, Yuki will be alone.”
 
   “Yuki, I have to go but I promise you I will be back,” Ash said as a warm feeling spread through his chest. 
 
   Yuki didn’t say anything, but she let go of his neck and hugged his arm.  “Can Yuki stay with master tonight?” Yuki asked him with large upturned red eyes.
 
   Looking down at the small girl, Ash had to fight with himself but at the end he lost to the look Yuki was giving him. “Yes,” Ash said, dropping his head in defeat.
 
   “Hehe,” Yuki giggled as she hugged his arm tighter. 
 
   “I’ve been beaten by a kid,” Ash said, shaking his head and laughing to himself.
 
   “Mou…I am not a kid…Soon I will be fifteen, a full adult,” Yuki said pouting.
 
   “Then until you turn fifteen, you are still a kid,” Ash replied with a smile. While he said those words, Ash had to laugh at himself. He was only a few years older than Yuki, but no matter how he looked at her, all he could see was a small child. “I wonder what her mother looks like?” He asked himself in silence. 
 
   For the rest of the evening, no matter what anyone said to her, Yuki refused to let go of Ash’s arm. Ash didn’t say anything, but when it came time to eat, he found it hard with the use of only one arm, yet he still didn’t have the heart to make her let go. He didn’t know why she had gotten so attached to him so quickly, but he figured that she had grasped onto the first thing she could after losing her mother. A part of him could understand her feelings as he himself had no parents growing up and had often looked for someone, but each time he thought he had found that person, they had let him down. Now in the opposite situation, he didn’t want to do the same.
 
   As Ash crawled into bed with Yuki still clinging to his arm, he promised himself that no matter what, he would return with Yuki’s mother. “She needs someone better to count on,” He told himself as he closed his eyes as Yuki rubbed her cheek on his arm with a large smile on her face. 
 
   The next morning, Ash woke finding it hard to breath. Opening his eyes, he spotted a pair of small reddish-brown pointed furry ears. Yuki was sleeping soundly on top of his chest. Not wanting to wake her, Ash carefully shifted her to the bed and covered her before grabbing his travel pack and stealthily leaving the room.
 
   Standing outside the door, Ash looked back and gave a silent farewell to Yuki and hoped she wouldn’t be too upset.  Turning around, he found Zelan sitting halfway up the steps from the second to the third floor while a trio of maids glared at him. Seeing Ash, Zelan smiled and waved at him. “The little maids here really don’t want anyone to go near your room.”
 
   “I think they are more worried about you trying to enter Emelia’s room than mine,” Ash replied as he walked down the steps.
 
   “Like that little girl fits my taste,” Zelan scoffed. “When her chest grows large enough to fit in my hands, then they should be worried.” As soon as he finished speaking, one of the maids slapped him hard enough that Ash winced, but Zelan simply laughed and acted as if nothing happened.
 
   “Do you plan to leave so early?” A soft yet stern voice asked from the side.
 
   Upon hearing the voice, a shiver ran down Ash’s back. Turning to face Emelia Ash swallowed. “I didn’t…You were sleeping,” Ash hastily tried to explain. Looking at the young duchess, Ash felt lost. One moment she reminded him of the standard sheltered princess from a story, then the next moment she seemed as if she had aged ten years and her eyes looked straight through him.
 
   “I see,” Emelia said then shifted her gaze to Zelan who gave her a calm smile. “Ash, Sir Zelan if you would wait for me in the lower foyer so that I may give you a proper farewell.” 
 
   Zelan jumped to his feet and bowed his head while Ash mumbled “Ok.”
 
   Zelan and Ash were left waiting for nearly half an hour before Emelia descended the stares. Zelan let out a low whistle while Ash was left with his mouth slightly hanging open. Emelia was wearing a black dress that clung tightly to her body, showing off every curve of her body. The dress clung tight to her small chest, showing off the snowy white skin of her shoulders while the length of the dress seemed daringly short. Ash believed that if he just leaned forward slightly, he could get a peek at the heavenly cloth underneath. 
 
   Ash felt as if his body was frozen as Emelia slowly descended the stairs and approached the young man. “Ash,” a soft voice said. Suddenly Ash found himself looking straight into Emelia’s eyes and bumbling for words. With a light laugh Emelia gave him a small hug and a light kiss on the cheek. “Make sure to stay safe.”
 
   “Y-yes I will,” Ash mumbled.” 
 
   As Ash was ushered out of the manor by Zelan who was chuckling, he didn’t hear Emelia’s whispered words. “Idiot, you better not forget me.”
 
   “That is one devious little lady,” Zelan said as the two walked down the small cobbled road leading out of the city. 
 
   “What do you mean?” Ash asked his mind still in a haze.
 
   “I worry for your future boy. I can teach you the sword, but when it comes to women it is better to learn on your own.”
 
   “Ok,” Ash replied, still not understanding.
 
   As soon as they were outside the city, Zelan pulled Ash off the road and handed Ash a weird set of pants and shirt that looked as if they had been made by sewing together hundreds of pouches. “Put these on. You can change in the bushes…Now hurry.”
 
   Ash did as he was told. The clothes fit tightly to his body, in fact they fit so well Ash was wondering how Zelan had them made. After putting on the new clothes, Ash couldn’t help himself from putting his fingers in each of the small pockets but they were all empty, making the clothes look odd. “Looks good, now come here,” Zelan said after Ash returned to the road. 
 
   Zelan searched through his pack again and pulled out twenty small black squares about one inch long and half an inch thick. He started placing the iron squares in the small pouches. Ash quickly began to understand. The small pouches had been made so that the metal squares fit snugly in them.
 
   What surprised Ash was that Zelan didn’t even fill a tenth of the pockets in the clothes. After moving a bit, he found that they didn’t add much extra weight to his body and didn’t hamper him so he decided not to make a comment about the addition to the training. “Now as we walk, I want you to run ahead then do one set of the movement katas you have learned.”
 
   Ash did as he was told and ran as fast as he could about fifty yards ahead then began going through the ten different movements. 
 
   This series continued and after the fifth time, Ash was already breathing heavily when he heard a “Tring,” in his mind.
 
   [Do to putting forth extreme effort your stamina has been increased by +1.]
 
   Ash was silently happy, but didn’t voice it. During the past two months of training, counting what he had just eared, Ash had received +1 strength. +4 stamina, +2 agility, +1 endurance. Ash was amazed the first time he had received a bonus from the training, but now it had become common. He had asked Zelan about it, but the swordsman had just laughed and said, “Fighting is the fastest way to increase your stats, but training is the best when you are still low in levels. The higher your stats are, the harder they are to raise so right now is the best time for you to strengthen yourself. That is why you shouldn’t be in a rush to raise your level.”
 
   Ash never considered himself smart, but even a fool could understand the meaning behind Zelan’s words. When he mentioned that, Zelan had laughed. It seemed like almost everyone knew about the ability to raise stats through training, but few outside of guilds that trained from youth did it, such as knights and mages. Even so, results were hard to obtain until a person reached a mature age as training a child in their growth period only had minimal results. There was also a downside. While stats could be raised, they could also be lowered. If a person sat around drinking all day, then their stats would slowly lower while their level remained.
 
   “Tired?” Zelan asked as he caught up to his student.  
 
   “I can last a bit longer,” Ash said, taking a deep drink from his canteen.
 
   “Good, then you better get going,” Zelan said with a wicked smile. 
 
   At first Ash thought that it would take longer to reach their destination with training added, but if they kept up their current pace, even without the aid of horses, at most a day or two would be added. A horse would have easily cut their time in half, but horses were extremely expensive. A cheap horse cost at least 10 gold. While he had the gold, Ash didn’t want to waste it and Zelan also protested the idea strongly. 
 
   In the end, Talam wasn’t that far away. It was one of the reasons Emelia couldn’t purchase the slave directly. Even with Ash going, thanks to the party a few months ago it still might cause rumors, but those could be deflected easier since he was still a relatively unknown commoner adventurer. Rich adventurers were known to buy slaves, but it was most commonly humans since those of the beast tribes were seen as unclean. However, it was not unheard of to use the as fodder during hard fights. 
 
   Shortly after midday Ash was allowed to rest in the shade provided by a small forest, but his relief was short lived. “There are signs of someone following us,” Zelan said as he appeared from the woods. 
 
   Hearing the words, Ash made a sour face. “From the looks of it, you might know who they are, or at least why they are showing such interest in us.”
 
   Ash explained what had happened with the Earl and his son months before and why he had done it. While he was telling the story, Zelan laughed more than once. “That’s how a man should be,” Zelan said after Ash had finished his story. “Don’t worry, the guys following us are fairly skilled, but nothing we can’t handle.”
 
   “What do you plan to do?” Ash asked as his right hand tapped on the hilt of the copper sword hung at his waist. 
 
   “They won’t attack during the day. They will wait until we make camp. They are keeping back so they won’t be detected, only staying close enough to follow behind. Tonight, when we make camp we will prepare a few surprises for them,” As Zelan spoke, a dark twinkle flickered in his eyes, making the hair on the back of Ash’s neck stand on end. 
 
   With an impending attack, Ash thought that Zelan would reduce the training, but he was quickly disappointed. Not only did Zelan tell him to continue, he added five more metal squares to his clothes. Ash cursed as he ran and when his lungs started to burn, he started to think it might not be too bad if the assassins were able to succeed. 
 
   With the knowledge that people were following him, time seemed to slow down for Ash, making the torturous training even worse. When Ash started to see the orange glow of the sun setting, he felt as if the gods had looked down on him with pity.
 
   Sucking in deep breaths, Ash watched as Zelan began moving around what was to be their camp. Ash didn’t know how, but Zelan’s pack seemed to hold far more than it should. “It’s a holding bad. This one has a storage space of 10 square feet. If you ever get a chance, I would suggest you invest in one, though one this size would cost about 500 gold, you can get one that can hold 2 square feet for around 15 gold.” 
 
   Hearing the prices, Ash was stunned but he kept his calm as he watched Zelan work. Ash had a vague idea how the traps worked, but that was all. Trip wires, spears, darts, one after another were produced and placed at seemingly random location. Once he was done, Zelan took a seat and started a fire and began preparing a meal. “After you eat, lay down to sleep and when the fighting starts, stay within the camp otherwise you might trip one of the traps.”
 
   Seeing how calm Zelan was as he pulled a rabbit from the fire and started eating didn’t help settle his nerves.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   3-3
 
   Ash lay with his blanket covering his head knowing that there was no way he could feign sleeping with his face exposed. Now with his sight blocked, Ash found himself listening to every sound. Every breath of wind or noise made his heart thump so hard that he was afraid the assassins would hear it. 
 
   When Zelan finally yelled “Now,” Ash was so nervous he fumbled with his sword and dropped it in the still burning fire. As Ash reached for the sword, the steel tip of a spear flashed in front of his face forcing him back. 
 
   With the sound of surprised yells and cries of pain, Ash wanted to look around, but at the moment he was face to face with a tall man easily twice his width brandishing a wicked looking spear.
 
   “Die brat,” the man said while thrusting his spear at Ash’s chest.
 
   After spending months with Zelan, the spear seemed to move slowly, but Ash was tired and his muscles were fatigued, slowing his response and allowing him to dodge the spear by only a hair’s margin. Ash’s first thought was to move backward, but Zelan’s words the day before still stuck in his mind so instead he steeled his nerves and shifted to the right, bringing himself so close the other man’s right side he could smell him. Without a weapon Ash struck with his fist, hitting the man just below the ribcage. With the extra force from the movement, Ash’s blow caused the man to double over and spew the contents of his stomach onto the ground.
 
   Ash didn’t continue the attack, instead he spun around the man and quickly picked up his sword. Even though only half the blade had been in the fire, the heat had traveled to the hilt making Ash grimace when his finger brushed the swords guard. Forgetting about the small burn, Ash turned to find that the spear wielder had already recovered and was turning to face him again. 
 
   Stepping forward, Ash brought himself in close, grabbing the shaft of the man’s spear with his left hand as he buried the blade of his sword in the man’s chest. The sound issued from the man’s mouth shocked Ash, as did the smell of burning flesh. 
 
   Retracting the blade, Ash had to forcibly hold in the contents of his stomach as he made one more quick blow, ending the man’s suffering. With his enemy dead, Ash turned to look for his next opponent, only to find that Zelan was already sitting beside the fire with his feet propped up on the dead body of one of the attackers. “Took you long enough,” Zelan said as he pulled a metal container from his pack and took a long drink before throwing it to Ash.
 
   Without thinking, Ash took a deep drink. As soon as the harsh liquid touched his throat, Ash started coughing. “What is that?” Ash asked with an ashen face. 
 
   “Dwarven spirits,” Zelan said, taking the flask back. “Nothing better to settle the nerves after a fight. Speaking of the fight, for the first time, it wasn’t bad. Though dropping your sword isn’t advised in the future.” 
 
   Ash lowered his head, but Zelan laughed before he could make a reply. “A calm mind during battle isn’t something that can be trained easily. It is something that you will gain over time…No need to rush it. That said, we better get some sleep. We have an early start tomorrow.” 
 
   “What should we do about them?” Ash asked, pointing at the bodies lying around. 
 
   “Nothing, they won’t start to smell that quickly. Well except the one you decided to cook,” Zelan said before crawling back under his cover. 
 
   Looking at the man he had killed, Ash’s stomach churned slightly, but he forced the thoughts from his mind. As he covered himself, he thought it would be a long night, but because of the tension from the pending attack and his harsh training, Ash quickly fell asleep only to be woken by Zelan after what felt like only a few moments. 
 
   Clearing his mind from his sleepy haze, Ash noticed that the sky was still dark. “Time to get going,” Zelan said, giving Ash another soft kick.
 
   “It’s still dark,” Ash protested.
 
   “Do you really want to be around when people start traveling and have to explain why we are sleeping surrounded by bodies?” Zelan asked, making Ash remember what had happened the night before. Without another complaint, Ash gathered up his few belongings.
 
   After they had left their camp behind, Zelan stopped Ash to put in another five iron plates. “You seem to be doing good, so might as well push it,” He said with devilish smile.
 
   Each piece of iron only weighed about three pounds, but when you add all twenty together it was sixty extra pounds Ash was forced to carry. That wasn’t all, they had been distributed over his arms and legs mostly, with only a few on his shoulder and chest. 
 
   On the second day, Ash was made to run even farther and made to add in the sword katas as well. After the first few times, he didn’t know if it was a blessing or a curse. The longer run was tiring, and it also gave him a bit more of a breather, but it forced him to work his arms more. 
 
   This continued for five straight days without any more weights being added. Earning Ash another +1 in both strength and stamina. Ash was surprised at the quick rate of growth, but the more he thought about it, the more it made sense. Before he had only done katas to learn proper stance and attacks. It was tiring, but nothing compared to what he was doing now. 
 
   Thanks to passing travelers, Ash knew that they would arrive in Talam in about three days. The farm they were headed to was only a few hours outside the city. As they neared the town, though his stamina had not increased much, Ash had found it easier to run. Due to Zelan’s teaching, Ash had learned there were ways to limit stamina use, even while in constant movement by regulating breathing. It sounded easy to simply keep a steady breathing pattern, but if you didn’t force it, your breath would unintentionally get more shallow and quicker when you began to run. Other than just breathing, Ash had to watch how he ran and the movement of his arms. There were dozens of small things, but added together they reduced his stamina consumption by almost fifteen percent.
 
   “You are a quick learner,” Zelan said as they began making camp a few hours before sunset. 
 
   “Then why does it feel like I am being punished,” Ash replied as Zelan started pulling out more iron squares. 
 
   “Unless you are forced to push yourself past your limit, you won’t grow,” Zelan said with a dark laugh. “Now, I suggest that you rest right now. This area is known for the tuskers that come out at night.” 
 
   Seeing the light sparkle in the corner of Zelan’s eye, Ash couldn’t help but let out a deep sigh. Three nights before, Ash had seen that same look and had been forced to fight for over an hour against rock hounds. 
 
   Just as he feared, once the sky was fully enclosed in darkness, Zelan drug Ash deeper into the woods.
 
   Tuskers looked like large pigs with large tusks protruding from their mouths. In his previous world, he would have called them hogs, but their size was a little too big, standing almost six feet tall. “Don’t just stand there, if they get you on the ground it is over,” Zelan said, sitting on a tree limb overlooking his student. 
 
   Ash slid his feet and changed his angle while one of the tuskers rushed past him. Ash’s sword was nearly ripped from his hands as it tore through the tusker’s tough hide and steel muscles. 
 
   Having missed its target, the tusker tried to stop, but with the tendons cut in its front leg it couldn’t hold its own weight and crashed into the ground. Moving forward, Ash buried his sword in the tusker’s throat, ending its life. Before he had a chance enjoy his win, another tusker charged at him. 
 
   The tuskers were large and strong and it took a lot of force to break through their tough hide. They were also fast, but it within the confines of the woods it was hard for them to switch directions. Fighting them face to face was a death sentence. The only way to win was to attack from the side or back, but they didn’t travel alone and moved in packs of ten or more. 
 
   Ash was forced to stay on the move, dodging the tusker’s charges while striking while he could. Each time he was nearly hit, Zelan would laugh and taunt him. A few times Ash stood in front of the tree Zelan was resting on, causing the tusker to hit it. The trees in the woods were thick, but one or two strikes from the tuskers were enough to make the stoutest tree snap like dry kindling.  Zelan never seemed bothered by his resting place being destroyed as he simply jumped to the next tree as if he could walk in the air. 
 
   “Don’t let them get behind you,” Zelan yelled as two tuskers split from the group and started to move to his side. Ash had already killed three tuskers, but eight still remained and with his fatigued state, he was finding it harder and harder to move. Ash wanted nothing more than to sit down and rest, but every moment he stood still drew him closer to death.
 
   After more than three hours of fighting, Ash was sitting on the ground with his back propped up against one of the dead tuskers, his breath coming in deep gasps. Zelan jumped from his hiding place while clapping his hands. “A lot of wasted movements, but not bad. It would have went better if you could have used their movements against them, but I will give you a passing grade, though it is a barely passing grade.”
 
   “Thanks,” Ash said, rolling his eyes and internally sighing.
 
   After Ash picked up the dropped items and absorbed the remaining two tuskers, he returned to the camp to sleep. Looking over at Zelan who was already resting, Ash had the urge to kick him a few times, but held back, knowing that if he even tried it he would wish he had died a hundred time over. With a defeated sigh, Ash crawled into his blanket and tried to get comfortable on the hard ground. 
 
   Early three days later, Ash caught his first glimpse of the city of Talam. From a distance Ash could tell that Talam was far smaller than Tellian. Tellian had at least a hundred thousand people, while Talam had at most twenty thousand. Still it was larger than the village he had started in and at the moment any sign of civilization was a sight for sore eyes.
 
   When they were about a mile from the city Zelan turned down a side road. “Where are you going?” Zelan asked as Ash stood, his eyes switching between Zelan and the city. “I thought our goal was the farm not the city?”
 
   “It is, I just thought we could gather supplies and information in the city,” Ash replied quickly.
 
   “No need,” Zelan scoffed. “We have plenty of supplies and you are going there to buy a slave. The little information you need in this situation can be gathered at the location. If you start asking questions around the town, it could cause unneeded suspicion to arise.”
 
   “Yes master,” Ash said after giving the city a final longing look. 
 
   “We can visit the city after we have completed out task if you miss it that much,” Zelan said with a veiled smile.
 
   Ash didn’t reply, but he quickened his pace and caught and walked beside Zelan. Zelan always left Ash confused. He never spoke much, unless they were training and most those words were taunting. It was as if Zelan existed to give other people a hard time. The few times Zelan did speak outside of training though, his words were encouraging but lukewarm.
 
   While Ash was trying to figure out Zelan, large fields came into view. Dozens of people worked on each plot of land. Some of the fields had crops growing in them while others were being worked and planted with mid-summer crops. All the workers that Ash saw were men of the beast tribe. 
 
   Men of the beast tribe were known for their stamina and strength, making them perfect for physical labor. Looking around, Ash didn’t see any marks of mistreatment on the slaves, which gave him hope, but not seeing one female bothered him. “Where are they keeping the females?” He asked as he looked around again.
 
   “Most female slaves work in or near the house. Sometimes they also are kept for breeding, but that doesn’t work well with those of the beast tribe. Unlike humans, the beast tribes are mostly matriarchal. It seems that whenever a male was in charge of a tribe, it always ended with bloodshed,” Zelan added with a laugh as if he were telling a joke. 
 
   Not understanding why Zelan was laughing, Ash just coughed and looked toward the two-story house in the distance. 
 
   Once they reached the house, Ash got his first glimpse of the females of the beast tribes. He didn’t know who belonged to what tribe, but they were all beautiful. Some had long floppy ears, some had short pointed ears, and some had small rounded ears. Their tails also varied greatly, but no matter where he looked he didn’t see one that matched Yuki.
 
   The women were doing laundry, carrying eggs, and carrying for animals. Seeing a tall woman with large bunny ears and a small fluffy tail feeding chickens instantly made Ash want to buy her, but he forced his attention away with a blush. 
 
   “Sir’s, can we help you?” A young girl with large pointed silver ears and hair asked in a demanding voice. Unlike the other women, the one in front of him, along with the two behind her wore swords on their waist. Looking at them, it was obvious that they were guards. 
 
   “We wish to see your master about buying a slave,” Ash replied nervously.
 
   “Understood,” she said, looking at the emblem on his chest. “I will need your names.”
 
   Ash and Zelan gave their names and one of the three armed guards disappeared into the house while the other two continued to watch them. Standing under the watchful eye of the two guards, Ash didn’t dare look around. Zelan on the other hand didn’t seem bothered at all and was looking around and openly staring at the women. 
 
   “The master will see Sir Ash, but he has asked that your companion wait outside,” the guard said upon returning.
 
   “Go ahead, if you run into trouble these three will hardly take a moment to cut through,” Zelan said unbothered. 
 
   The look of the three guards intensified as they gripped the hilts of their swords, but at the same time, Ash noticed that their hands shook slightly. Looking at Zelan, he remembered how Emelia acted the first time she had met him. “Were the seven swords guild so dangerous,” Ash asked himself as he was led inside the house.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   3-4
 
   Ash found himself standing in a large room facing a single man. As soon as he was ushered into the room, the guard escorting him quickly left. The other man in the room was sitting behind a large square desk. The man was in his early thirties with thinning dusky brown hair.
 
   “Nice to meet you Mr. Ash I am Kenneth Jordan,” the man said while floating a thin smile. “My guard said that you wish to buy a slave. I do keep a large number, but I am not a slave trader so can I inquire the reason you sought me out?”
 
   “I am looking for a particular slave,” Ash said, butting straight to the point of his visit. “I am looking for a woman belonging to the fox tribe that you purchased a few months back.”
 
   “Ah! You mean Shina,” Kenneth said nodding his head. “I am sorry, but I have no reason to sell her.”
 
   “Sir I…” Ash started to say but was cut off when Kenneth raised his hand.
 
   “I am sure you have a good reason, but I need workers and she has just started to show progress, but I might change my mind for the right price,” Kenneth said with an odd glint in his eye.
 
   “No matter how much it costs I will pay it,” Ash said in a rush.
 
   “I am not talking about gold,” Kenneth said, as his fingers brushed across a copper emblem pinned to his tunic. “Just like you, I am a gambler. Do you happen to know what a gambler’s game is?”
 
   “It’s not surprising that you don’t,” Kenneth continued when Ash didn’t immediately answer. “Most don’t learn about it until they reach the intermediate level. The gambler’s game is the reason that our guild has three members currently in the top ten spots of world powers. It is also the reason that many gamblers die young. It is a game that only gamblers can play and instead of gold we bet out stats.”
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have learned the skill gambler’s game.]
 
   While Kenneth continued to talk Ash Quickly checked his skill page. 
 
   [Gambler’s game (active). Cost 100 MP. Call of The gambling god using your stats as chip to play against another gambler. Can only be used against those of the same rank or higher. Can only be used once every six months. Time until next use 0 days. Level-Max.]
 
   “Why don’t we try a practice version of the game,” Kenneth said as he pulled out a thick deck of cards. After shuffling, Kenneth placed five cards face down in front of Ash then himself. “The person who is challenged has the first bet. Each game has five rounds and the loser of the previous round gets the bet after the first hand. For fun, let us say that I bet one chip which would amount to one status point. After betting, the person who didn’t bet can flip over one card… Go ahead.”
 
   As instructed Ash flipped over a single card showing a four. 
 
   “The cards are numbered from one to ten. There are a total of seventy five cards in each deck; 1 number 10, 2 number 9’s, 4 number 8’s, 5 number 7’s, 7 number 6’s, 8 number 5’s, 10 number 4’s, 11 number 3’s, 12 number 2’s, and 15 number 1’s. Now that you have flipped over a card, it is my turn,” Kenneth added and flipped over a number 3. “In this case, my number is lower and I can let it end here, but if I wish to pay the same amount as the bet, I can flip over another card,” Kenneth added flipping over a number 5. “But if I do then you get to flip over a card as well for free.”
 
   Ash flipped over a number 6. “Once the person losing agrees, then the round is over and the next one can begin. Do you understand the rules?” Kenneth asked. 
 
   “Yes,” Ash replied nodding his head.
 
   “I can’t challenge you since you are a rank below me, but if you challenge me then I promise to give you the slave…We can call it a gift from a superior.”
 
   Ash may not have heard of the game before, but it was easy to see what Kenneth was doing. Ash could analyze him, but it wouldn’t show anything since he was a much higher level, but it didn’t really matter. It was for sure that his stats were much higher than his. In a game like this, luck was key and Kenneth believed that he would surely win. The thing Kenneth didn’t know was that Ash had a cheat ability that turned his luck into the same of that of someone over twice his level, but still Ash didn’t know if it was enough. Bighting his lip, Ash looked at the other man. “I challenge you,” Ash said, activating the skill.
 
   As soon as he spoke a dazzling gold light shot from Ash’s chest and five cards appeared in front of each of them, along with a large stack of chips the same size. “126 chips not bad,” Kenneth said with a wry grin. “Since I have first bet, I think I will go with an even hundred.”
 
   Ash face paled upon hearing the amount. “Don’t hate me too much. Thanks to a mistake when I was younger, I lost a lot of stats. Just think of this as a learning experience and at your age and level a hundred points isn’t too hard to come back from.”
 
   As Kenneth pushed the chips to the center of the table, the same number of chips were taken from his own stack. Thinking of a quarter of his stats gone, Ash couldn’t help but shake, as his hand hovered above the five cards in front of him. As his hand passed slowly over the second card, he felt an odd feeling in his gut and again as his hand passed over the fifth card though a bit stronger. Saying a silent prayer Ash flipped over the fifth card and nearly screamed when he saw a seven.
 
   Kenneth grunted and Ash could see large beads of sweat pouring from his forehead. Kenneth moved his hand slowly with his index finger running across the top of the cards. After the fourth pass, Kenneth turned over his third card to show a five. “Fu**,” Kenneth said, slamming his fist against the table. “Ability charge,” Kenneth said and a large red chip three times the size of the other fell from the sky and rested atop the others. 
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [Your opponent has used the skill ability charge. This allows him to bet one of his abilities at the cost of a hundred chips.]
 
   After the chip fell, Kenneth turned over his fourth card displaying another five.
 
   Gritting his teeth Ash moved his hand back to the second card in front of him and flipped it over displaying a six. At the same time Ash was overwhelmed with happiness Kenneth cursed and slammed his fist down on the table again. “Looks like you have good luck, it’s my loss,” Kenneth said, hanging his head. As soon as Kenneth admitted his loss, the chips disappeared and reappeared on Ash’s side.  Seeing a hundred chips appear on his side, Ash couldn’t hide his smile. 
 
   “Don’t be too happy, there are four more rounds,” Kenneth warned. “I will bet ten chips.” 
 
   With five new cards, Ash ran his hand over the cards and once again he felt a tingling sensation when his hand passed over the fourth card. Flipping it over Ash felt his stomach clinch when he noticed a four. Kenneth laughed and flipped over his fifth card displaying a six. “I lose,” Ash said quickly, not wanting to risk more stats. 
 
   “Your bet,” Kenneth replied after five more cards appeared. 
 
   “I bet one,” Ash said pushing a single chip across the table.
 
   “Playing it safe, not much of a gambler’s spirit,” Kenneth replied with a deep sigh. Kenneth ran his finger over the tops of his cards four times before flipping over the first card displaying a two.
 
   Seeing such a low number Ash wanted to laugh, but held it back. Just as before Ash ran his hand across his cards and felt the same tingling sensation on the second card, but passed it by and picked the third card displaying a three.
 
   Kenneth pushed another chip across the table and flipped over another card displaying a four. Ash quickly followed by flipping over the second card exposing a five. Kenneth cursed and pushed over another chip and flipped over another two. Ash followed it and flipped over a two as well. “I lose,” Kenneth said in a muffled voice. 
 
   “I will bet ten again,” Kenneth said, pushing the chips across the table. 
 
   Once again Ash ran his fingers across the cards and flipped over the last car showing a nine. Kenneth let out another muffled curse as he flipped over a seven. “I lose,” Kenneth said as he rubbed his forehead. 
 
   “Last round and as much as I want to bet everything left, I will restrain myself and bet five,” Kenneth said with a heavy voice. 
 
   Ash held back his smile as he thought about the huge gain he had made. Even if he lost this hand, that was still over ninety stat points, equaling over twenty levels. Running his hand over the cards, Ash felt even happier as he felt the tingling in his chest over the first, third, and fourth card. Smiling Ash flipped over the first card exposing a six.
 
   Kenneth looked at the six with hate filled eyes and flipped over his second card showing a five. Quickly pushing over five chips Kenneth flipped over another card showing a seven and his face was suddenly showing a smile. Ash quietly cursed and flipped over third card exposing another seven. Kenneth pushed five more chips over and turned over a two and began banging on the table. 
 
   Ash feeling bad wanted the game to end and flipped over the next card exposing a ten. “I lose,” Kenneth said hanging his head.
 
   “Tring.” 
 
   [You have won +12 strength, +16 vitality, +17 agility, +21 stamina, +4 spirit, +7 intelligence, +8 endurance, +33 luck, and the stealth ability (active).] 
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have been awarded the gutsy gambler title. +1 to all stats. When gutsy gambler is equipped luck +5.]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [Gambler’s boost gained one level.] 
 
   Ash was amazed. One game had earned him more than months of training it was almost a cheat. Checking his abilities page.
 
   [Stealth: Cost 20 MP. Erase your presence from enemies any movement cancels the ability.]
 
   [You have gained the skill gambler’s boost (passive) .2% boost to all other stats for each 1 point in the luck attribute. Level 2]
 
   “Looks like the god of luck must have seen through me,” Kenneth said dispirited. “Take this as a lesson, though I never believed in it. My master often said that using the gambler’s game skill unfairly would always backfire.” As he said this, Kenneth lifted a small golden bell and rung it. A few moments later the guard entered the room. “Fetch the slave Shina, she is a fox tribe girl.” 
 
   The guard bowed and left the room. “While we wait, why don’t we talk one gambler to another?”
 
   “Sure,” Ash said as the guilt of taking so much made his stomach churn.
 
   Seeing his face Kenneth laughed. “Don’t feel bad and if you do, don’t show it. We are gamblers and the gambler’s game is the ultimate form of our spirit, by putting on life on the line. I feel bad about losing, but that’s my problem not yours. If I was to take it out on you, then the whole guild would descend on me.”
 
   “The guild would?” Ash asked, a little curious as he still didn’t know much about the guild he had joined.
 
   “I see they still like to leave you on your own until you either reach intermediate or you happen to attend one of the guild competitions. Anyone can join the guild, but not everyone can stay in it. People who cheat, or give the guild a bad name are disposed of. While I am at it, let me give you a warning. Never use the gambler’s game unless you know your opponent. While I can’t retaliate against you, if I had followers then they would be free to challenge you. There are many cases where a person has been reduced to an invalid from this.”
 
   “Are you going to do that?” Ash asked suddenly nervous. 
 
   “No,” Kenneth said laughing. “What would be the point? I may not have been the one to challenge you, but it was I who proposed the challenge. Luck just wasn’t on my side today.”
 
   “How often do challenges occur?” Ash asked. 
 
   “A few every year, but not as many as you would think. It has great gains, but as you can see is very dangerous as well. With one game, a person can double their strength or loose it all, but as tempting as it is, most people just aren’t willing to take the risk. Even when they do, it’s hard for them to bet everything.”
 
   “The ability you used…How did you get it?” Ash asked remembering the large red chip.
 
   “That was a skill you will get once you reach level thirty. To use it, you have to have an ability and the current bet has to be more than you have available so it can only be used to flip over an extra card.”
 
   Suddenly a knock came at the door. “Enter,” Kenneth said lightly.
 
   As the door opened, a woman with red hair and ears just like Yuki entered the room followed by the guard. Looking at the young woman, Ash couldn’t believe that she was Yuki’s mother since she didn’t look over sixteen. She was shorter than him and only about six inches taller than, Yuki but what stood out the most was her chest which nearly spilled out of her tight shirt. 
 
   “You called for me master?” Shina asked in a quiet voice. 
 
   “Yes,” Kenneth said as he pulled out a piece of paper and began writing on it. “This man is your new master.” 
 
   “Master,” She said bowing to Ash. From the way she carried herself, the look on her face, and the sound of her voice, Ash could tell that she was unhappy, though he couldn’t tell if it was because her master changed or another reason.
 
   “Take this to a slaver in town and her slave mark will be changed to you,” Kenneth said, passing Ash the sheet of paper he had been writing on.
 
   Ash took the paper and folded it and acted like he was placing it in his bag while putting it in his inventory. “Then I should go, I have a friend waiting on me,” Ash said bowing to Kenneth.
 
   “Come back anytime,” Kenneth said with a warm laugh. “It is always nice to spend time with another gambler, though next time I think I will stick to gambling with gold.”
 
   “I will do that,” Ash said shaking the man’s hand.
 
   When Ash left the building, Shina followed behind him in silence. Outside Ash found Zelan sitting on the ground with one of the guards sitting in his lap while the other sat on the ground both of which were covered in sweat. “Master?” Ash asked in a raised voice. 
 
   Seeing Ash the guard jumped up from her seat and smoothed her hair while blushing. “We were just practicing a bit while we waited,” Zelan said laughing. “I see that you acquired a nice slave, so is it time to go?”
 
   “Yes master, but we do need to go to town so I can have her slave mark overwritten,” Ash said rolling his eyes. 
 
   “Town might be nice, but as an apprentice you will have to provide a little money for expenses.” 
 
   Ash still had the two hundred gold that Emelia had given him but he didn’t want to spend that if he didn’t have to. He still had over thirty silver so he pulled out five coins and passed them to Zelan. 
 
   Tossing the coins in his hand Zelan frowned. “Seems a little light.”
 
   Sighing Ash pulled out five more coins and handed them over. Tossing the coins again Zelan smiled and put them in his pocket. “Then we should get going,” Zelan said. After giving the two guards a light kiss on the cheek, Zelan rushed in the direction of the city. 
 
   Ash wanted to talk to Shina during the walk to the town, but with each moment that passed the air became tenser making it harder to talk. By the time he knew it, his chance was gone as they had entered the city.
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   “You do what you have to, I will meet you in the morning at the exit to the city,” Zelan said before disappearing into the city. 
 
   As Zelan disappeared into the crowd Ash looked back at Shina who still had a vacant expression. “Shall we go to the slave merchant to have your mark changed?” Ash asked with a weak smile.
 
   “As you wish master,” Shina replied in a lonely tone. 
 
   After asking a few people, Ash was able to find a slave merchant, though it was one that dealt with mostly humans, he agreed to perform the master overwrite for ten copper coins. 
 
   Shortly after the slaver placed his hand over the slave mark on Shina’s right shoulder, she started to gasp in pain. The look on her face made Ash’s stomach tie in knots. After a few seconds, the slaver removed his hand and Shina fell forward slightly.
 
   Seeing Shina lose her balance Ash quickly supported her. After a few seconds Shina regained her composure and deftly removed herself from Ash’s grasp.
 
   With the slave contract finished, Ash decided it was best to get a room at an inn so that he could talk to Shina about Yuki. He had wanted to mention her daughter but Ash was afraid of what her reaction would be. 
 
   There were numerous inn’s costing from a couple coppers to a gold coin. Ash didn’t see the need to have an expensive room, but still wanted some comforts so he decided to get a double room for twenty-five silvers.
 
   “This is your room sir,” the young woman said, opening the door and handing him the iron key to the room.
 
   “There is only one bed,” Ash said as he looked around the room.
 
   “That is what you asked for sir,” the young woman said tilting her head. “If you wanted separate beds then you should have asked for a twin room customer.”
 
   “Then can I please get a twin room?” Ash asked blushing slightly.
 
   “It will cost an additional five silver for a twin.”
 
   “That’s fine,” Ash said pulling out another five silvers. 
 
   Ash and Shina were taken to a room three doors down. The beds were slightly smaller than the one in the previous room but at least there were two. Ash had originally wanted to get separate rooms, but it seemed that members of the beast tribes were not allowed to stay unattended.
 
   “Shina, would you come here for a moment,” Ash said, patting the bed next to him. Shina looked at him and Ash noticed a slight shiver run over her body. Her eyes hardening she took slow but steady steps.
 
   “Ummm…I don’t plan to do anything to you,” Ash said as Shina shifted nervously next to him. “I just wanted to tell you that…Well the reason I bought you was…Your daughter Yuki…She well…”
 
   “Yuki! Y-you have you seen Yuki?” Shina asked grabbing Ash’s arm hard.
 
   “Yes…Yuki is,” Ash fumbled with the words as he tried to find the words. “She is my slave.”
 
   Hearing that her daughter was a slave Ash expected that Shina would become violent, but instead she broke down and started crying. “My baby is ok.”
 
   After getting Shina to calm down, he started to get her to talk little by little. It seemed that news of her daughter’s illness had been reported to the slaver who had taken her, in order to check to make sure that it didn’t spread. Shina believed that her daughter had already left the world. 
 
   Ash told Shina about how he had met Yuki and about curing her and everything up until her had left to find her. The whole time he was talking, Shina continued to cling to him her eyes radiating warmth.
 
   “Master,” Shina said after Ash had finished his story her face only inches from his. Before Ash could respond Shina’s lips were pressed against his own and he was pushed back on the bed. The warmth of Shina’s body and the feel of her tongue in his moth felt great.  
 
   Pushing Shina away, Ash rolled off the bed and jumped to his feet. “Wa-what are you doing?”
 
   Shina looked at him and licked her lips and smiled. “I was just thanking master for saving my daughter.”
 
   “I would have been happy with a thank you,” Ash replied. 
 
   “Awww, but master had such a cute look,” Shina said, biting the corner of her lip. 
 
   Rubbing the corners of his temples Ash let out a heavy sigh. “You and your daughter both enjoy playing around too much.”
 
   “Ara…Did master buy us without knowing about the fox tribe?” Shina asked as she stretched out on the bed. “Master, how much do you know about the beast tribe?”
 
   “Not much…Yuki and Shina are the only ones I have really met,” Ash admitted while taking a seat on the other bed. “Can you tell me about the beast tribes?”
 
   “It’s a little embarrassing.” Shina gave a slight giggle and jumped from where she was lying next to ash and laid her head in his lap. Shina moved so quickly Ash didn’t even have a chance to respond before he found himself looking down to see her looking up at him with a mischievous gleam in her eyes. “But if master were to pat my head I will tell him.”
 
   Seeing no harm in the request, Ash started rubbing Shina’s head. Just as with Yuki her ears were soft and fluffy and her hair felt like silk under his fingers. Shina gave off a contented sigh and wiggled slightly. “Most people lump the best tribes together, but each tribe has its own characteristics, making them more or less popular as slaves. The fox tribe is not really that popular,” Shina said this with a smile as if she were bragging. “Once we are branded as slaves, we are forced to follow our master’s orders, but we will never do so willingly. We are known for being smart and tricky and there are many stories were members of the fox tribe have tricked their masters into their own deaths.”
 
   Listening to Shina’s words Ash’s face paled. Shina gave a light laugh and reached up and rubbed his cheek with her hand. “Master doesn’t have to worry about that. While it is true we fight against being slaves to those we don’t like, we are also fiercely loyal and loving to those we accept.” 
 
   “How do you know I am not a bad guy and are tricking you?” Ash asked, turning his head as his cheeks turned a light red. 
 
   “Ara…Master is cute,” Shina replied lifting her head from his lap and pressing it against his chest. “If master was lying, I could tell. I could also tell that when master spoke of Yuki he thought warmly of her.”
 
   Shina ran her hand up Ash’s chest as she pushed her body against his. “I didn’t buy you for that,” Ash said pushing Shina away.
 
   In response Shina smiled. “I have accepted master, but master hasn’t accepted me. What is Shina to do?”
 
   “For now, why don’t we get something to eat,” Ash said quickly escaping Shina’s grasp. 
 
   At the sound of food, Shina’s long red tail started to float back and forth and her ears perked up. Springing to her feet, Shina grabbed Ash and pulled him toward the door. “Let’s eat something sweet.”
 
   Seeing the way Shina acted, it was hard to believe that she had a daughter. As Shina pulled him along, he used the Analyze skill, but everything was blocked so she was at least five levels higher than him. 
 
   Ash had wanted to eat in the Inn, but Shina pouted and Ash soon found himself sitting in a small diner eating a meat pie while Shina enjoyed a large steak that had cost him thirty coppers. Every now and then Shina was grab his fork and take a bite of his food with a giggle. Ash wanted to get mad, but she had such a happy look on her face it made it impossible. Having never spent much time with a woman outside of Emelia, and Ash was completely at a loss of what to do. 
 
   “Can you tell me about your stats?” Ash asked after Shina had finished her meal and ordered a sweet cake. 
 
   “Master asking a lady such questions,” Shina said giving out a devious smile. As ash looked at Shina and the way she acted he started to understand why vixen, the term for a female fox, was attributed to enticing women.
 
   “If master must know, I am level nineteen. My occupation is thief.”
 
   “Do you belong to the thief’s guild?” Ash asked.
 
   “No, I got the job title when I was young and was forced to steal to live,” Shina said her ears drooping slightly. “Does master hate it?”
 
   Seeing Shina’s worried look, Ash thought back on his previous life. There had been many times when he had snuck food and other things from the houses he had stayed in. He wouldn’t call it stealing, but if he had ever been put in a position where he had to steal to live, he was sure he would. “No, you just did what you had to,” Ash said after a few moments of thought and instantly Shina ears perked up and she gave a warm smile. 
 
   Seeing her warm gaze, Ash couldn’t help but blush. “We should head back, it has been awhile since I was able to enjoy a good night of sleep.” 
 
   “Master,” Shina softly said while pulling Ash to a stop outside one of the many stores on the main road. 
 
   “Huh do you need something?” Ash asked his mind elsewhere. 
 
   “I only have this set of clothes,” Shina said while looking at him with large round eyes. 
 
   “Oh! Umm then we should buy you some for the trip back. We will also need to get you a bedroll for sleeping,” Ash said casually.
 
   “I am fine with just clothes,” Shina replied with a coy smile. “I can just share master’s bed.” 
 
   “No, no, no, you need your own bed,” Ash said, trying to back away. Shina left out light “tch,’ as she pouted. 
 
   Shina’s sour mood only lasted until they entered the clothing store. Most clothes were made to order for the higher classes, but normal people bought readymade clothes. Shina moved among the clothing picking up one after another and holding it in front of her then returning it. Ash had watched shows back in his last world showing women shopping, but he always thought it was exaggerated, but now seeing Shina he stated to think he had been wrong. 
 
   “What do you think master?” Shina asked, holding up the seventh set of clothes.
 
   “Don’t you think it might expose a little too much?” Ash asked as he looked at the light green top that hung low in the chest and a pair of shorts that looked as if would barely cover the essentials. Just imagining Shina wearing them, Ash blushed deeply.
 
   Seeing Ash’s response Shina smiled and placed the clothes on the counter along with four other sets. Shina also picked out a dark red cloak. Once the clothes were purchased, Ash also acquired a travel pack and bedroll for Shina though she pouted about wanting to share with him. If Ash was to say he didn’t think about it, he would be lying, but he forced himself to refuse her. 
 
   By the time they returned to the inn, the sun was starting to hang low in the sky, casting a reddish orange haze over the horizon. Ash paid another silver for a bath to be brought to the room. 
 
   Four men carried a wooden tub just big enough for one person. Once the tub was in place, buckets of steaming water were brought in, one after another until the tub was nearly filled to the top. After forcing Shina from the room, Ash quickly undressed and entered the tub. The feeling of the hot water was like bliss after days of travel on the road. Slipping down to let the water cover all but his face Ash let out a contented sigh. 
 
   “Master, should I wash your back,” A light voice said from behind him. 
 
   “How did you get in here?” Ash asked as he looked back to the door sure he had locked it. While turning his head, he saw Shina standing behind him wearing only a smile.
 
   “Ara, did master already forget that I am a thief. A simple lock like that is as simple to open as breathing.”
 
   Ash closed his eyes and turned back around. Soft hands pressed against Ash’s back pushing him forward. As Shina entered the bath, every part of Ash’s body went ridged. He could feel her legs brush against his as well as her twin soft peaks pressing against his back. A tingle ran through his body when Shina pulled back and began washing his back with the soft cloth that the inn had provided. 
 
   After she was done, Shina asked Ash to wash her, but he refused, even after she pleaded in a sulky voice. After he was clean, Ash quickly jumped out of the water and dried himself while hiding the best he could as he dressed. Once he was finished, he ran from the room, but he still got a full view of Shina sitting back in the tub with her top exposed as she watched him with a smile. 
 
   As soon as the door closed behind him, Ash slid to the ground breathing heavily. “What is wrong with her?” Ash asked out loud as he shook his head. 
 
   When the door opened Ash fell back and found himself looking up at Shina who was wearing a thin nightshirt they had bought earlier.”Ara, if I knew that master was going to be so sneaky, I wouldn’t have put on my undergarments,” Shina said as she placed her index finger against her lips. 
 
   Scrambling to his feet Ash ran into the room trying to escape from Shina. Having spent little time with women, Ash had no defense against Shina’s attacks, leaving his heart racing and his mind in a haze. 
 
   Thinking it best, Ash quickly entered his bed and covered his head with the thick blanket. A few moments later, Ash felt as another body entered the bed. Soft arms with silky skin wrapped around his body. “Sh-Shina you…You have your own bed,” Ash stuttered.
 
   “I just wish to sleep next to master,” Shina whispered in Ash’s ear, sending a tingling sensation though his body.
 
   “Shina I…I order you to sleep in the other bed,” Ash said in the most commanding voice he could muster. 
 
   “Master don’t be like…ahhhhh,” Shina started to speak then started to moan then yell. “Master please,” Shina said as she rolled from the bed and hit the ground. Stunned Ash sat up and looked at Shina and noticed that her slave mark was glowing a light blue as Shina groaned in pain. The glow slowly went away and Shina stood and looked at Ash pouting. “Master.”
 
   “The other bed,” Ash said, though his vice didn’t carry much strength. Shina frowned as her ears drooped and her tail hung limply behind her, but she slowly went to the other bed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   3-6
 
   “Master it is time to wake,” A soft voice whispered in Ash’s ear. Opening his eyes, Ash looked up into a pair of large brown eyes.
 
   Wiping his eyes, Ash sat up and looked at Shina who was already dressed in the green shirt and shorts they had purchased the day before. Her large chest pushed against the fabric of the shirt and the low cut exposed a dangerous amount of shin. The shorts weren’t any better as they hung low enough to allow to allow her tail to freely move while threatening to expose everything. 
 
   Tearing his eyes away from the dangerous sights, Ash removed himself from the bed and started to put on his training clothes, but found that they were no longer stained with sweat. Looking back to Shina, she just tilted her head and smiled. “I thought master would like it better if it was cleaned, so I used some of the left over bath water to wash them.”
 
   “Thank you,” Ash said as he moved and did his best to hide as he changed. 
 
   Once Ash was fully dressed, he and Shina left the inn after eating a quick breakfast. Seeing that the sun was already peeking over the horizon, Ash feared that Zelan was already waiting on him, but his fears proved to be unwarranted. In fact, it was more than an hour later when Zelan finally appeared, looking sick and his clothes in a disheveled state.
 
    “Smells like alcohol,” Shina said, holding her nose while giving Zelan a look filled with disdain.
 
   “Don’t be like that,” Zelan said, looking over Shina.
 
   Shina covered her chest with her arms and glared at Zelan. “Seems I’m hated,” Zelan said in a sad voice. “Well the day is wasting away, let us get moving.”
 
   Unlike before with the added stats he gained from winning the gambler’s game Ash didn’t tire at all. His stamina had almost doubled and his endurance which affected stamina use and regeneration had also got a good boost. It was such a great effect that even when they stopped for the midday meal, Ash still had a small amount of stamina remaining.
 
   As they ate Zelan looked at Ash closely. “Ok what happened?” Zelan asked, breaking the silence that hung in the air. “I would ask if you happened upon a dragon core, but I don’t even think the little duchess has enough gold to purchase one of those.”
 
   “Huh dragon core?” Ash asked, his voice displaying his confusion.
 
   “Didn’t think that was it. Very…Very rarely monsters drop cores that boost stats, though it is very rare and it is illegal to sell them to anyone but royalty. That aside, how did you get so much stronger in just a day.”
 
   “I don’t know if I am allowed to tell you,” Ash admitted. “It had to do with the guild.”
 
   “Ah then don’t say anything more,” Zelan said sighing. “Every guild has a secret way of getting stronger, but they hold those secrets with a death grasp and I have no urge to have to fight against the entire gambler’s guild. Still with the added strength, I don’t think it will be a problem for you to carry the rest of the weights,” Zelan added with a vicious smile while he began pulling out stacks of iron plates. 
 
   In the end Ash still couldn’t take all of the weights, but he managed with half of them. Forty iron plates on the upper half and another sixty on the bottom. With the added weight Ash had a hard time running and tired quickly, but Zelan demanded that was the only way to increase his stats without leveling at the moment. 
 
   Shina started to run beside him and in the few moments before Zelan caught up with them, she would pass him a canteen of water. Her eyes always looked at Ash with warmth, but whenever she looked at Zelan, there was nothing but contempt in her gaze. 
 
   As the sun began to drop below the horizon, Zelan called them to a stop and had Ash prepare to fight. “Thieves up ahead,” He said in a muffled voice, only loud enough for Ash and Shina to hear. 
 
   “Cutie, do you happen to have a weapon stored on that body of yours?” Zelan asked while looking Shina over again. 
 
   “No, master did not gift me with a weapon,” Shina said ruefully.
 
   “What kind of weapon do you prefer?”
 
   “If master were to get me a pair of dirks I would be grateful,” Shina said, hanging onto Ash’s arm. 
 
   Zelan pulled two long dirks out of his pack with nine inch blades and held them hilt out to Shina but she ignored him. “Ash take these,” Zelan said sighing.
 
   Ash took the two blades then held them out to Shina who smiled happily. “Thank you master,” Shina said while hugging his arm tightly. “I will use them to keep master safe.”
 
   “Just keep yourself safe,” Ash said in a tense voice. “I don’t want to have to explain to Yuki that something happened to you.”
 
   Shina didn’t say anything, but the look in her eyes was fierce. Now with Shina equipped with weapons, they continued down the road. When they reached a small bridge, three men dressed in rugged mismatched clothes blocked their path. “Good sirs and miss, due to an increase in the cost of security, we must ask that you pay a small fee in order to continue,” one of the men said. Unlike the other men, the man talking had a slightly more dignified air though he was still dressed in mismatched sets of armor. 
 
   “I didn’t know Duchess Hawkwing had imposed a tax,” Zelan said while scratching his head. “Ash, you know the duchess well, did you hear anything about a road tax.”
 
   “Emelia didn’t mention anything about it, but she doesn’t talk much about that kind of thing with me,” Ash replied a little confused.
 
   “Seems like we have a jester,” the man said sighing. “Just drop your coin purses and move along.
 
   “Ash kill them,” Zelan said as if uninterested.
 
   Kicking his feet off the ground, Ash charged at the three men. From a distance Ash heard the twang of bows and felt pain ripple through his body as something struck his shoulder, but he didn’t slow. The three men didn’t just stand still waiting for him. Two of the men moved to flank him while one of them stood ready to face his straight on.
 
   With the weights added to his body, Ash couldn’t move fast, but his blows had added strength. Ash started with an overhand blow which the man in front of him brought his own sword up to block. As the two swords met sparks flared and large chips flew from both swords. With the weight of the blow the other man was knocked back and stumbled his eyes wide in shock.
 
   Ash wanted to finish the man off, but one of the men trying to flank him charged, forcing him to dodge. While he was occupied, Shina had taken on the other man who was moving to his back. Ash didn’t get to watch her as his attention was filled with the man to his front, but what he did see surprised him. Shina struck with speed and accuracy with a look of intense hate on her face.
 
   With one companion struggling to stand and the other being detained by Shina, the one in front of Shina back away while holding his sword of in front. “Look just leave. There is no reason anyone has to die.”
 
   “Sorry, my master said to kill,” Ash said through clinched teeth as the arrow lodged in his shoulder sent waves of pain through his left arm. “In the next life, maybe try an honest job,” Ash said, charging the man. Even with his slowed speed, Ash was still more than a match for untrained thief and within moments the man was lying face down on the ground with his lifeblood flowing out.
 
   By the time Ash had dealt with his opponent, the other man had gotten to his feet, but instead of trying to face Ash or Shina he turned and tried to escape in a limping run. Ash thought about letting him go, but Shina rushed past and jumped on the man’s back while burying both her dirks in the man’s back. 
 
   Ash was surprised and couldn’t take his eyes off Shina who stood up and looked around before running to Ash’s side. “Master are you ok?” She asked in a worried voice.
 
   Ash checked his HP and found that he had only lost thirty points, but it was still slowly dropping. “I will be fine Ash said as he tried to pull the arrow from his shoulder but the pain caused him to drop to his knees.” 
 
   “You should have been paying attention,” Zelan said walking over and ripping the arrow out. Ash let out a loud gasp as the arrow tore through his flesh but Zelan didn’t seem to notice. “Hum, seems like it was poisoned. We better get somewhere to rest before you collapse.” 
 
   Ash didn’t think much of it, but then he noticed that his MP and Stamina were decreasing at an alarming rate. Moving off the road, Shina forced Ash to sit on the ground while she prepared the camp. Ash started to complain, but his focus started to waver and he found it increasingly hard to keep his train of thought as his MP neared zero.
 
   “Master, I have readied a place for you to rest,” Shina said lifting Ash to his feet.
 
   “Huh…Yea,” Ash mumbled as he tried to walk, only to stumble. He didn’t fall as Shina braced herself and held his weight with her small form. Turning his head he noticed that her eyes were slightly teary and full of worry. 
 
   “Sir Zelan said master will be fine so don’t worry,” Shina said in a soft and soothing voice. 
 
   After being laid down on his bedroll Shina Removed Ash’s clothing. He tried to resist, but neither his body nor his mind was in any state to fight back. Once the heavy clothes were gone, Shina started to dress his wound while humming a soothing tune. 
 
   Ash’s MP had disappeared fast, but his stamina was decreasing at a slower rate, but once it reached one he found it hard to keep his eyes open even though his body felt as if he was freezing.
 
   Ash closed his eyes while his teeth chattered. After what seemed like hours of laying there freezing and unable to sleep, something warm enveloped him.
 
   Early the next morning Ash’s eyes slowly opened. His body was stiff and sore, but he didn’t feel much discomfort. Checking his status screen he found that half his MP had returned while a third of stamina bar was filled.
 
   [You have been poisoned with “Thief’s Dearth.” Stamina and MP will be drained for 1 hour: hours remaining 0. Stamina and MP regeneration will be reduced by 50% for 24 hours: hours remaining 17.]
 
   “Seventeen more hours,” Ash cursed mentally. A thin arm slid down Ash’s bare chest as he sat up. Looking over, Ash found Shina lying next to him her body completely exposed. Suddenly he remembered the night before. He had been cold and shivering then filled with warmth. Ash figured that Shina had used her body to keep him warm.
 
   Brushing a stray strand of hair from Shina’s face, Ash carefully covered Shina’s body while trying to remove himself without waking her. Just as Ash was removing his foot from the thick covers, Shina’s eyes opened. “Master,” Shina said while jumping to her feet making Ash’s face turn bright red as her body was fully exposed. “Are you ok?” Shina asked, her voice laced with worry.
 
   “I am fine now, please put on some clothes,” Ash begged as he turned his head. 
 
   Shina didn’t give off her normal seductive charm, instead she quickly dressed then checked on Ash again. “Master must be more careful,” She said as she checked his bandage. 
 
   “Its fine,” Ash said trying to escape from Shina’s grip. 
 
   “It is not fine,” Shina said, looking up at him with her large brown eyes. “What would happen to Yuki and Me if something happened to you?” Shina asked in a motherly tone. “In the future master has to be more careful.”
 
   “I will,” Ash said trying not to laugh.
 
   “Muuuu,” Shina stamped her foot while pouting as Ash held back his laughter. 
 
   “Seeing a beautiful young lady fawning over you makes me want to beat you,” Zelan said from the side. “Boy you’re too young for a woman like this. She will eat you up and spit you out whole, why don’t you give her to your master?”
 
   “You might be right,” Ash said looking at Shina. “She does seem to be a bit dangerous.” 
 
   “Right, so it would be safer if I…Ommph.”
 
   Zelan started to speak but Shina moved fast aiming a kick right between Zelan’s legs. Being well trained Zelan dodged the attack, but his eyes still widened in surprise. “Master, if you think about giving me away, I will make you regret it,” Shina said, turning back and bringing her face within an inch of his.
 
   “I was joking,” Ash said, holding his hands up in defeat.
 
   “We better get going,” Zelan said, shaking his head and laughing. “Today you can leave off the weighted clothes. I think it would do more damage than good at the moment.” 
 
   Shina packed up the camp without letting Ash do a single thing. She even went so far as to lecture him when he tried to roll up his own bedroll. As they were ready to depart, Shina picked up both her pack and Ash’s. “Master should rest today,” Shina said in a firm tone when Ash protested. 
 
   Though he felt bad having a woman carry his things, Ash relented since he was still under the effects of the Thief’s Dearth. 
 
   Without the weighted clothes, Ash’s Stamina slowly increased as the day passed, but it did so very slowly. Shina often asked Ash if he was ok and forced him to drink so much water Ash was sure that if he listened he could hear it slush around inside his stomach. 
 
   As night fell, the effects of the poison wore off and Ash suddenly felt much better. Shina still refused to give him his pack so Ash ordered her. Even after the order, she protested and was punished by her slave mark, but even then she refused until Ash took back the order. 
 
   When the sun set, Shina tried to sleep next to Ash again, but he wouldn’t back down and made her sleep at least ten feet away. When she saw that he wouldn’t budge, she moved away with her ears drooping. 
 
   Once the morning came, Ash was once again made to wear the weighted clothes and return to his training. Shina complained but both Zelan and Ash ignored her protests. She pouted for most of the morning but once Ash began to tire she was happy to dote on him while smiling.
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   The trip back to Tellian seemed to go much faster than the trip to Talam. Ash was exhausted physically from the constant training and mentally from Shina’s constant mothering and seduction.
 
   Most days were spent with him running and doing katas and every few nights he was made to fight against beasts. Thanks to that he had gained another point in strength and he was close to reaching his next level. Ash was also finding it easier to fight, but whenever he started to get confident Zelan would show him how much farther he had to go. Thanks to the gambler’s game, he had gotten a huge boost in stats, but it didn’t increase his skill with a sword. Only practice and experience could do that. 
 
   Zelan had told him over and over how no one could join the Seven Swords Guild, they were trained by birth and he would have to face such a swordsmen. Zelan wanted to complete his task within the year and wouldn’t allow Ash to take it at a relaxed pace. Shina often protested Zelan’s treatment of Ash, but not very strongly. 
 
   The closer they had gotten to Tellian, the more nervous Shina had seemed. She would often bring up Yuki and ask the same things over and over. At the same time Zelan continued to tease and flirt with Shina. Ash knew that Zelan would be what most women in his world would call a player. When they left Tellian, he would often disappear at night only to return smelling of perfume. Zelan also flirted with the maid’s at the manor though none of them seemed to like him, he was undaunted in his pursuits and it was the same with Shina. To Ash, it looked more as if Zelan enjoyed being rebuffed as he often laughed whenever Shina tried to slap him. 
 
   “Ash, since it has been a long time, I think you will have to give your master a bit of coin,” Zelan said as he looked toward the city with an odd gleam in his eyes. Zelan didn’t ask for coin often, in fact he did it far less than Ash thought he would. Every five to seven days Zelan would ask for a few silver coins and always returned the next morning reeking of alcohol. Emelia had protested his actions and offered to give him access to her wine storage, but Zelan had just laughed. “Cheap ale and good stories are the lifeblood of a real man,” was his response.
 
   Thanks to the fight with the assassins, thieves, and monsters, the trip had not been unprofitable. If he didn’t count the cost of Shina’s clothing. Checking his inventory, Ash pulled out three silver coins and tossed them to Zelan. “That’s it,” Ash said before Zelan could protest for more. 
 
   “Then I will see you in the morning for training,” Zelan said before running toward the gates of the city at full speed.
 
   “Master, why do you spend your time with such a man?” Shina asked, looking at the departing Zelan with a face full of disgust. 
 
   “He may be a bit shabby, but his skills with the sword are great,” Ash said smiling.
 
   “He does seem skilled,” Shina admitted. “Just don’t become like him. I don’t want a master who chases after any woman he sees, though I would be happy if master chased after me a bit more.”
 
   “Shina,” Ash said as he tried to find the right words.
 
   “I know master doesn’t see me like that,” She said as her ears dropped low on her head. “I am not to masters liking, but I won’t give up.”
 
   “It’s not that…I,” Ash replied, his chest hurting as he saw the sad look in Shina’s eyes. “Women,” Ash said, shaking his head and rubbing Shina’s head. The second Ash’s hand touched her head, her ears perked up and she gave a light giggle. “Are you really Yuki’s mother?” Ash asked once again, amazed at how childish Shina acted at times.
 
   “Ara…Does master not believe me or is master worried?” Shina asked in a half teasing voice. “Don’t worry, Yuki’s father died when she was just a cub,” though she said this while trying to smile, Ash could see a faint sparkle of pain in her eyes.
 
   “No-no nothing like that.” Ash said feeling bad. “I was just thinking you don’t look or act old enough to be a mother.”
 
   “Hump,” Shina pulled away from Ash and danced backward. “I am a proper mother. It is not my fault that we age different than humans. Think of it this way, when you are forty I will still look much the same, though my hair might turn a little grey.” 
 
   Shaking his head Ash couldn’t help but imagine it. Him, wrinkled with a balding head while standing next to Shina and Yuki who both still looked like young women in their prime. “No reason to stand around here waiting. Your daughter is waiting on you,” Ash said as he continued walking toward the city.
 
   Shina rushed up to him and grabbed his arm, though the smile on her face showed a hint of worry. Ash couldn’t even imagine what was going through her heart at the moment. Looking at the sky, the sun was already more than two thirds of the way through its arc in the sky, so Yuki should be at the manor or returning to it. He wasn’t sure what day it was. Unlike back in his other world there were seven days a week and four weeks in a month. The only thing that was the same was that there were twelve months in a year, but days and months had different names and he still hadn’t gotten completely used to them. 
 
   Ash tried to run through the days of the week, trying to figure out if today was a free day from school for Yuki. Zuntik, Santik, Montik, Dinstik, Mitvokh, Donershtik, Fraytik, Shabbes. Counting from when he left if he was right today should be Mitvokh and he thought it was a rest day, but was unsure. Just for practice to see if he still remembered Ash went through the names of the months; Ianuali, Fepuali, Mati, Apelila, Meuni, Iuni, Iulai, Aokuso, Sepetema, Oketopa, Novema, Tesemo. Right now it was Mitvokh the 16th of Iuni 13564.
 
   As he and Shina passed through the gates, one of the guards gave a slight bow then rushed toward the direction of the manor on horseback. From the gate to the manor took about half an hour at a regular pace, but Ash took it a bit slower suspecting that Emelia was readying to welcome him and Shina.
 
   As his hands rested on the large gate to the inner garden of the manor, Ash felt at east. He hadn’t been gone that long, but his heart had felt strangely at ease once the manor had come into sight. If he had been asked a few days before if he ever had a place he considered home, he would have quickly said no…But now, he didn’t think he would be so sure of that answer.
 
   As soon as they walked through the gate, Ash could see the main door of the manor. In front of the door two maids as well as Emelia and Yuki waited for them. Emelia stood still looking at him with a cool gaze while Yuki rushed toward him. When she reached about half the distance between where they were, Yuki stopped then looked at Shina who clung to Ash’s arm then back to Ash. After a few moments she jumped into her mother’s arms and both girls began to cry.
 
   After a few moments, Yuki separated from her mother then wrapped her arms around Ash’s waist. “Master,” Yuki said, rubbing her head against his stomach. 
 
   Ash patted Yuki’s head then started to walk toward Emelia while Shina grabbed his arm again. Emelia eyes narrowed and darkened as she looked at Shina. “Emelia, I missed you,” Ash said, pulling out the bag of coins. “I didn’t have to spend any of the gold.” Ash added sheepishly. 
 
   Emelia took the coins and gave him a warm smile. “I am glad everything worked out. You didn’t run into any trouble did you?”
 
   “Nothing too bad…But it seems you were right about the Earl,” Ash admitted.
 
   “Would you introduce me?” Emelia asked while casting a cold look at Shina who was still clinging to Ash’s arm. 
 
   “Ye-yes this is Shina, Yuki’s mother,” Ash said, pulling his arm from Shina’s grasp. 
 
   “Shina, it is a pleasure to meet you,” Emelia said in a cold tone. “I will have one of the maids show you to the room you and your daughter will share.”
 
   “No need to go through so much trouble for me,” Shina said locking gazes with Emelia. “As master’s slave, it would be best if I stayed in the same room with master so that I could serve him.”
 
   As the two women looked at each other Ash could have sworn that he could see sparks. Yuki on the other hand didn’t seem to notice or care she just kept clinging to his waist while smiling. “That won’t be possible,” Emelia said in a matter of fact tone.
 
   Shina looked to Ash for help, but in this instance Ash had to agree with Emelia. If he had to sleep in the same room as Shina every night, he would lose his sanity within a fortnight. “Shina, you will have to stay in the servant’s quarters with Yuki.”
 
   “Understood master,” Shina said, her shoulders slumping.  
 
   “Yuki, why don’t you show your mother to your room?” Ash said, looking down at the small girl still clinging to him.
 
   “Don’t want to,” Yuki said as she rubbed her head against him.
 
   “Yuki,” Ash said, making his voice a level sterner.
 
   Yuki looked up and him and puffed up her cheeks. Seeing that she wasn’t going to get her way, she let go of her death hold and grabbed her mother’s hand and led her into the building. Seeing the girl’s attitude change so quickly, Ash couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   “Ash we need to talk,” Emelia said as they followed behind the two fox girls keeping her voice low enough that only he could hear her. Ash didn’t reply, he simply followed her into the large study. 
 
   Ash started to take a seat in one of the chairs, but Emelia gave him a reproving look and he quickly stopped and took a seat next to her. For a long time Emelia just looked at Ash not saying anything. For some reason Ash started to feel as if an invisible pressure was bearing down on him. “Did something happen?” Ash asked, trying to escape from the deadly silence. 
 
   “You could say that,” Emelia said, laying her head against Ash’s shoulder. “The king is thinking about going to war with the Lor Kingdom.”
 
   “What will that mean?” Ash asked, seeing the worried look in Emelia’s eyes.
 
   “First the kingdom will start drafting all non-humans within the kingdom to serve on the first line. To make sure that no one can escape the draft, people with analyze will be dispatched…If that happens…You won’t be able to hide in the city.” 
 
   As Emelia spoke, her grip tightened on his shirt and Ash could feel her fingernails digging into his skin. “How long will it be before they send out the search groups?”
 
   “They will send them out a few weeks after the declaration of war. Right now it is just a rumor, but I think it’s highly possible. Most free non-humans will escape for the border, but the kings will have large number of troops looking for those trying to cross once they have decided on war. I think it would be best…If you left now.” As Emelia forced out the last part, tears started to form in her eyes. 
 
   “If they declare war, I will think about it then, but right now…I-I don’t want to leave yet,” Ash replied honestly. He had an idea of how Emelia felt about him, but he was still unsure of how he felt about her. When he was with her, he felt a warmth spread throughout his whole body. Right now he didn’t want to lose that just on the off chance that there might be a war. “For now, why don’t we just worry about what is, and not what might be,” Ash suggested, his voice sounding awkward even to his own ears. 
 
   “Ok,” Emelia said, her voice catching slightly.
 
   For a long time Ash and Emelia just sat next to each other without a word spoken. Every now and then Emelia or Ash would start to say something, but it would quickly fade away. “What do you plan to do now?” Emelia asked as she forced herself to let go of her hold on Ash.
 
   “Train with Zelan and get stronger,” Ash said in a determined tone. 
 
   “Will you make me a promise?” Emelia asked, her eyes starting to water again.
 
   “If I can,” Ash said as he worried about what she would ask for.
 
   “If you do have to leave, can you send me letters to let me know how you are doing,” Emelia said, her voice trembling. “And if you can, visit. If it becomes safe for you again.”
 
   “It’s a promise,” Ash replied easily.
 
   Emelia smiled while standing from her seat and wiping her eyes with a small silk handkerchief. “Then I better get to work. Though it is only rumors, I have to prepare my lands in case war does come to the kingdom.”
 
   “Then I will see you at dinner,” Ash said, giving a light bow before leaving the room.
 
   After leaving the study, Ash headed back to his room. Along the way he passed three maids who gave him odd smiles. “Master!” Yuki yelled, jumping and clinging to him from the back, nearly making him fall face first onto the stairs. “You can’t marry momma…You can’t.” 
 
   “What are you talking about?” Ash asked, completely caught off guard.
 
   “Momma, momma said that she and master were going to give me a new brother or sister,” Yuki said between tears. “I don’t want that. Master should only love Yuki.”
 
   Looking around Ash saw Shina who was hiding in the doorway leading to the servant’s quarters. “Shina, come here please?” Ash asked in a commanding voice.
 
   “What is it master?” Shina asked in a light tone as if not understanding what he was mad about. “I was just letting Yuki know that I was going to have master’s child.”
 
   “When did that decision come about?” Ash asked, furrowing his brows.
 
   “Ara…I just thought that since Yuki was still underdeveloped, I should take care of master’s urges.”
 
   “Yuki is not underdeveloped, so Yuki can take care of master,” Yuki said, glaring at her mother while hiding behind Ash. “Mother is just an old lady.”
 
   From there everything started to go downhill. Soon a number of maids and even Emelia had come out to see what the commotion was about. Ash looked around for help, but no one seemed willing to lend him a hand. When he looked to Emelia she turned her head with a “humph,” as if saying that he had gotten himself in the mess and could get himself out of it. While he was trying to figure out what to do, the fight between Yuki and Shina had escalated and now the two were face to face yelling at each other.
 
   “Enough! I order both of you to be quiet and sit down,” Ash yelled at the top of his voice. 
 
   Shina and Yuki either didn’t hear him or were trying to ignore him, but after a few seconds their slave brands flashed blue and both cried out in pain. Ash felt bad for them, but he steeled himself and repeated his order. This time both of them closed their mouths tight and slumped to the ground.
 
   “Shina and Yuki, you are both my slaves and even more, you are family there is no reason for you to fight,” Ash said in a disapproving tone. “And if you must know, at the moment I don’t plan to be having babies with anyone. The next time I catch you fighting, I will sell both of you.”
 
   “Master, Yuki is sorry,” Yuki said almost crying. Shina on the other hand just looked at him pouting. Seeing the two sitting there next to each other, they looked more like sisters than mother and daughter.
 
   “Now, go back to your room and think about how you have acted,” Ash said dismissing them. As they left, Ash let out a heavy sigh and felt like collapsing onto the ground. He felt bad about threatening them and he hoped they didn’t call him on it, because he couldn’t honestly find it in himself to sale either one of them. 
 
   With his head hurting, Ash looked back to where Emelia had been standing a moment before but found that she had already left. “What a pain,” Ash said, walking to his room while rubbing the temples of his forehead. 
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   Thanks to all the commotion mixed with the news that Emelia had brought him about the possibility of a coming war, Ash had a hard time sleeping. When he was awoken the next morning, it felt as if only a few moments since he closed his eyes.
 
   “Sir Ash, Sir Zelan is waiting for you,” a maid said through a half opened door. 
 
   Looking out the window he noticed that the sun was already well in the sky. Cursing, Ash leapt to his feet and quickly dressed before rushing outside to find Zelan leaning against a tree. “You wasted enough time, let’s get going,” Zelan said in an annoyed voice. “We only have five to seven months before your contest.”
 
   “What do you mean master?” Ash asked, not understanding what Zelan was talking about. “I thought you wanted to wait a year at least before I fought against a member of the seven swords guild.”
 
   “I wanted to, but things have changed,” Zelan said, his voice showing his dislike of the situation. “All last night in the bar, rumors of war were everywhere. At best, within a year the idiot of a king will start to amass his armies. Once that happens, the people within the guild will be too busy to care about coming just for a challenge. So this morning I sent off a letter to the guild hall noting I have found a challenger and to send someone to fight against you. It will take two months at least for the letter to reach the guild hall and another two to three for whoever they send to reach us.”
 
   “So you heard about the war as well,” Ash said sighing.
 
   “Any news of war spreads fast among the common people,” Zelan said with a sneer. “They know that if a war starts, they will be the ones to bear the brunt of the losses; both financial and personal.”
 
   “Wait!” Shina yelled as Ash and Zelan started to leave the manor grounds. “Master can’t leave without me.”
 
   “We are just going to train,” Ash said rolling his eyes. 
 
   “Just let her come,” Zelan said while enjoying looking at Shina’s body.
 
   “Ok, you can come along but you cannot get in the way of my training,” Ash said sighing. 
 
   “I promise Master,” Shina said while her tail was waving back and forth.
 
   The trio walked to the labyrinth, Ash leading the way as Shina held onto his arm with a large smile and Zelan walking slightly behind, his eyes glued on Shina. Every now and then Shina would look back and scowl, but Zelan just laughed and winked at her. 
 
   “What floor should be start on?” Ash asked as they reached the doorway leading down into the labyrinth.
 
   “What was the highest level you were able to reach on your own?” Zelan asked. 
 
   “I was able to make it to the seventh floor, but I found fighting the fire lizards to be a bit out of my ability.” Ash replied. 
 
   “Then that is where we will start. You already have the basics of the sword forms I am allowed to teach you down. All that is left is honing your skills and the only way to do that is facing opponents that force you beyond your own capabilities. Thankfully your stats received a boost. Unless they send one of their top students, you will have a good chance, even though the person might be slightly older than you.”
 
   “How much older?” Ash asked. 
 
   “Well from the age of five until they reach sixteen, trainees are kept within the main temple of the clan to train their bodies. Once they turn sixteen, they join a group of three people and from sixteen to twenty-five they are given mission to accomplish. The people sent this time will be one such group. Since I notified the guild hall that you are already level ten, then they will send a group that has someone with a level of no more than eleven when they leave the temple. Most likely though they will be level twelve or more when they arrive. Since groups are changed every few years, it will vary, so it’s hard to tell which one you will fight.”
 
   Zelan continued to tell Ash about the training in the seven swords guild as they were transferred in front of the boss door of the sixth floor. The Seven Swords Guild was considered what was called one of the three major clans. They had a large temple located between two of the kingdoms and were considered sovereign ground. 
 
   As he listened to Zelan talk about his guild, Ash opened the door to the boss’s room and entered. When the swirling darkness cleared, Ash once again found himself facing the large spider that had nearly killed him. Unlike last time, he was stronger, but this time he didn’t have the bonus of his sword or armor.
 
   Just as with the other fights, Ash was not allowed to use any skills or abilities during the fight. All he was allowed was his sword and personal skill with it. Taking a deep breath, Ash rushed forward, his feet moving in the patterns he had been taught by Zelan.
 
   At first the movements were done only while standing and he turned in a small circle. Once he had learned the patterns, he was made to do them while walking then while running. They were seemingly simple movements, but if you didn’t execute it correctly, one would fall flat on their face. 
 
   As soon as he reached in front of the spider, Ash let his weight fall on his left foot as he pushed off and shot to the right side. As he came to a stop, Ash then pivoted on the tips of his toes and pushed off again dodging one of the spider’s legs while striking at it with his sword. Unlike the other sword, the copper sword didn’t cut through the leg complete, instead it left a wound on the leg, not doing much real damage to the spider. 
 
   Ash continued to dance around the spider, striking at the legs. The first spider splintered like a piece of dry timber. The loss of one leg didn’t bother the spider much, but it did inhibit its turning and attacking speed slightly. Ash didn’t let up and continued attacking the spider’s legs, but before he could take out a second leg it retreated to the corner of the room. 
 
   Having fought the spider once before, Ash knew what was coming, but he also knew the risk of rushing in when the spider had effectively cut off many of its blind spots. Soon, three smaller spiders appeared and Ash went on the move. This time he didn’t aim for the legs, but the head. Hitting the spiders that were near the same height as him whenever an opening appeared.  The first spider died quickly, the second looked as if it would go down just as easily, but Ash had let the third spider slip out of his sight and was captured by an unseen web. If he could use his corrosive poison ability, the webs wouldn’t be much trouble, but currently he wasn’t allowed to, so he was forced to find another way.
 
   The spider web had covered most of Ash’s upper body, but it was more like a net than a cocoon so he still had a limited amount of movement, but wherever his body touched the sticky thread it stuck. With his feet still free, Ash quickly got to his feet and did his best to dodge the smaller spider’s attacks, but seeing him in a weakened condition, the larger spider started to move out from its sheltered spot.
 
   As he dodged the attacks, Ash worked his sword against the strands of spider web. While sticky, the spider web wasn’t very durable and after fighting against them, they started to tear. Though they still clung to Ash’s body, they didn’t affect his movement much. Just as Ash freed himself, one of the spiders shot another strand of thread, but Ash was able to just barely move out of its range, coming up right in front of one of the smaller spiders and cutting off its head. 
 
   With only one small spider left, Ash moved quickly while keeping his eyes on the larger spider that had started to strike out with its spear-like legs while also spitting poison from time to time. Within a few heartbeats, the other small spider was dead and Ash once again went on the offensive against the larger spiders legs and within moments another leg fell to the ground.
 
   While the loss of one leg didn’t mean much, losing two on the same side made its movements awkward, making it even easier for Ash to strike. Soon three legs had fallen and the spider crashed to the ground. With its movements sealed, Ash had no trouble moving in and striking at its sides, but he still attacked the remaining leg on the right side of the spider to keep it from regaining its feet.
 
   Ash didn’t know how long he fought, but he felt exhausted when the spider finally shuddered and stopped moving. As soon as the spider died, Shina rushed over to Ash and quickly checked him for wounds. “I’m fine,” Ash said trying not to laugh. The fight had been hard, but throughout the whole fight he had only lost five HP and that was only because of his own carelessness. 
 
   “Not bad, but you have to mind all of your opponents. It would have ended much sooner had you not allowed yourself to be captured,” Zelan said in a harsh tone. “Well, no use waiting around here let’s get a move on. Every moment we sit here is a moment wasted.”
 
   The seventh floor looked just as Ash remembered it. It was as if he was in a large underground cave deep under the earth. Gripping his sword tight, Ash wanted to get his revenge for last time when he had almost died thanks to the fire lizards. He didn’t have to wait long to run across his first target as one appeared only a few yards away. Ash felt the urge to use his skill to check the area for other monsters, but he knew that if he did Zelan would punish him. The only method he was allowed to use to sense enemies was his own natural abilities.
 
   As soon as the fire lizard saw Ash, it shot out a ball of fire in his direction, but Ash was easily able to dodge it. As Zelan had taught him, Ash watched the lizard closely as he moved and attacked. Unlike humans, low level monsters couldn’t think or adapt quickly to changes and acted based on instinct and reflex. Against a new opponent it didn’t mean much, but the more you fought the same kind of monster, the easier it would become if you learned how they responded. The fire lizard attacked with a fireball,l if you were about ten steps away it started using its claws, tail, and teeth. It had rock hard scales covering its entire body so it was hard to get in a good strike, but if you could hit its soft underbelly you could do a lot of damage. The only problem was hitting something that was only a few inches off the ground. 
 
   The trick was to attack the lizard’s foot. If you could land a solid hit, it would raise its foot and give you a brief opening to its belly. With a precise strike, you could hit its heart and cause a fatal strike, though it took Ash four tries to accomplish this. As the lizard died, Ash welcomed the “Tring” in his head indicating he had finally reached level eleven.
 
   Thanks to the gambler’s game, all of his stats had gotten a large boost which made Ash rethink how he allotted his points. Luck didn’t seem to grant much help in battle, but he thought it greatly affected his job and should be raised by one each level for now on. Also Zelan had said that HP, MP, and Stamina were important to any adventure and the hardest to raise to an adequate level. Right now his stamina was at a point where he could fight in a prolonged battle without much trouble. If he were a swordsman who used high level skills then he would need more stamina, but most of his skills and abilities used MP. With that in mind, Ash decided to add one point to luck, one to intelligence, and two to vitality.
 
   After assigning his new points, Ash absorbed the fire lizard and moved forward. The first time Zelan had seen him absorb a monster, he had asked, but when he asked to be allowed to keep it a secret, neither Zelan nor Shina pushed him for an answer. Every adventure had a few secrets and Zelan assured him that there was nothing wrong with that. Letting someone know everything about you was not only foolish, but dangerous. Even if that person was a friend at the moment, since no one could tell what the future might bring. 
 
   With Zelan pushing him hard and Shina supporting him with food and water while giving Zelan harsh glares, Ash was forced to fight fifty-three fire lizards. When he absorbed his fiftieth one he heard the welcomed “Tring.” 
 
   [You have absorbed enough Lava lizards. Abilities available; Fire ball (Active), Swipe (Active.)]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have been randomly awarded the ability fire ball (active.)]
 
   ‘Tring.”
 
   [You have received the ability fire resistance (passive.)] 
 
   [Fire ball: cost 10MP. Create a ball of fire and throw it at an enemy. Level 1-0%.]
 
   [Fire resistance: 5% fire resistance. Level 1-0%.]
 
   “Hum, so whenever I get an ability related to something that has resistance, I get a resistance ability as well,” Ash said to himself as he saw the two abilities appear at the same time, just as they had done when he had gotten the poison skill.
 
   After he was completely exhausted, they found the boss room and warped back to the labyrinth entrance and headed back to the manor. 
 
   The sun had sat long ago and the moon shown bright in the sky by the time they arrived at the manor. It had been a long day, but Ash had learned a lot, even though he had fought the same monster over and over. He had also received two new skills, but the most surprising thing was the monster drops. 
 
   Out of fifty-three monsters he had received Fire lizard skin (good quality): 37, Fire lizard skin (average quality): 11, Fire lizard skin (low quality) 3. Last time he had fought against a large number of the same creatures, the number was reversed. Ash could only think that this was due to his large increase in luck. Which was abnormally high if you added his base luck, plus his bonus, it was a total of 283. To reach that amount normally, one would have to be almost level 70 while putting almost everything into the luck stat each time. There was one thing that was different though, after hitting level eleven, the fire lizards had stopped dropping coins. Rachel had said not to rely on it and it might only be to help him get a start in this world, but he had taken it for granted and was already missing the extra income. 
 
   When they opened the door to the manor, they found Yuki sleeping in chair set off to the side. Shina gave a light laugh upon seeing her daughter. “I’ll take her to her bed,” Shina said trying to work her arm behind Yuki’s head without waking her.
 
   “Master,” Yuki said as her eyes fluttered open. “Master!” she said again jumping from her mother’s grasp and running to Ash. “Master, tomorrow we have a rank class and we are supposed to bring someone with us,” Yuki said enthusiastically. 
 
   “Really, then I am sure that your mother will be more than happy to go,” Ash said patting her head. 
 
   “Mou…I want master to go,” Yuki said while puffing out her cheeks.
 
   Ash wanted to agree, but first he looked to Zelan who was leaning against the wall watching the two. “A part of one day won’s matter much,” He said while waving his hand.
 
   “Then master can come?” Yuki asked with large pleading eyes.
 
   “Yes,” Ash said with a deep sigh.
 
   Yuki hugged Ash’s waist tighter as she tried to twirl around, but only ended up losing her grasp and falling on her rear with a loud thud. “Yuki, Master still needs to eat and take a bath,” Shina said, grabbing her daughter by the shirt and pulling her to her feet. “Master, if you need me tonight just call,” Shina added before pulling Yuki from the room. 
 
   Ash didn’t know if he should laugh or cry. At one moment he thought Shina was thoughtful and the next she went back into her vixen mode.
 
   “Well, I feel for you sometimes. There are problems when you are too popular,” Zelan said slipping away.
 
   While Ash was confused about Zelan’s meaning, he noticed that Emelia was standing at the top of the stairs looking down at him. “What is this about needing Shina at night?” Emelia asked, her voice dripping with venom.
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   The next morning Ash put on his best set of clothes. When his hand brushed the back of his head while putting on his tunic, Ash felt a dull pain from where Emelia had struck him over and over the night before while demanding an explanation of every moment he had spent with Shina from the second he had met her until he had returned. 
 
   Ash looked in his inventory and let out a sigh. Inside sat his sword and armor, but he was still not allowed to use them. Zelan had taken all the monster drops during their trip since he had a holding bag. Ash had his inventory, but he had never told Zelan about it, thinking that it might draw unneeded attention. He had thought that Zelan would do the same in the labyrinth, but not once did his teacher move to pick up the spoils. Still, with only the earning for one day, his inventory, which now had thirty-one spots, seemed empty. 
 
   Putting on the weighted clothes and strapping on his copper sword, Ash looked at himself in the metal mirror. He wasn’t what one would call handsome, but neither was he poor looking. His body was well formed, even more so in this world due to his harsh training, but it didn’t show well due to the layers of clothes he was wearing. His hair had started to grow a little wild and was even curling slightly in the back. Looking at himself Ash thought he looked like one of the adventurers one might in a fantasy movie. 
 
   As soon as he stepped out of his room Ash was greeted by Emelia who was still wearing her nightdress. He had seen it many times when he was forced to stay in the same room with her but still it caused the blood to rush to his head.  “Morning Ash,” Emelia said, her slightly bashful voice making ash’s heart race even more. “Going out early again?”
 
   “Ye…Yes,” Ash said in a stuttering voice as he tried unsuccessfully to advert his eyes.
 
   “Did you forget about Yuki’s class?” Emelia asked, her face pinched slightly in a frown.
 
   “Uggg,” Ash groaned as the talk with Yuki the day before flooded his mind. In truth he had completely forgotten, but he tried his best to cover his momentary lapse. “No, I just put on the equipment by habit.”
 
   “Yuki will be eating breakfast in the servant’s quarters shortly so you should wait for her outside,” Emelia said trying to hide her smile.
 
   Berating himself Ash walked down the stairs and exited the manor. Outside Ash wasn’t surprised to find Zelan practicing. His teacher only took two things seriously, womanizing and the sword. Even after spending months with the man, Ash was still amazed when he watched him practice. Two swords danced in the man’s hands as if they were part of his own body. Ash was so stunned by the spectacle that he ended up just standing and watching, completely captivated. 
 
   “When will I be that skilled?” Ash asked himself as he removed his sword from its scabbard.  It was the truth that Ash was immeasurably better with a sword than he had been before meeting Zelan, but comparing him to Zelan was like comparing a speck of dust to a diamond. Sighing Ash started going through the ten main movements of the most basic kata. One step after another he moved, but for some reason it felt awkward. It had felt like that for weeks now, every time he made a movement something felt wrong.
 
   Closing his eyes Ash went through the movements again taking each one slowly. HE was sure that he hadn’t made any mistakes, but something still felt off. He repeated this action five more times before a spark flashed through his mind. As he placed his foot down and prepared to slide to the next position he put his weight on the toes instead of his whole foot and pivoted into the next movement. It was a small change, but one that allowed him to move more seamlessly from one movement to the next even when they were out of sequence. After going through the series of movements two times, Ash head a clapping sound. Opening his eyes he noticed Zelan clapping while walking toward him with Yuki and Shina standing slightly behind him. 
 
   “Looks like you finally grasped how to perform the kata,” Zelan said with a wry grin.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me I was doing it wrong before?” Ash asked as he slid his sword into its scabbard. 
 
   “You weren’t doing it wrong…Not really,” Zelan replied. “I could have shown you, but then it wouldn’t flow into how you used the movement in battle. Your natural state was to use the whole of your foot, unless you came to realization yourself it would have been useless.”
 
   It sounded like an excuse to Ash, but before he could comment Yuki rushed up to him and grabbed his arm. “Master hurry,” Yuki said while pulling him toward the gate.
 
   “Ash when you finish, we will be waiting for you at the small eatery next to the Adventurer’s Guild,” Zelan said while giving Shina a smile.
 
   “Please hurry master,” Shina said in a pleading voice. “I wanted to attend as well, but Yuki refused. Ugu, what is a mother to do with such an unruly child.” 
 
   Once they had left the manor behind, Yuki smiled happily while holding Ash’s arm tightly. Looking down at the smiling child, Ash couldn’t help but smile, but his mind reminded him that even though her body was still small, she was only a few years younger than him. “Yuki, your birthday is coming soon isn’t it?” Ash asked, remembering that she often claimed that she would be an adult soon.
 
   “Master remembered,” Yuki said beaming. “My birthday is Aokuso 20th master,” Yuki replied as she rubbed her cheek against his arm. 
 
   “Do you want anything?” Ash asked then wondered if this world had the tradition of gifts on one’s birthday.
 
   “I am just happy with master,” Yuki said with a giggle. “But if master were to get me something I would be really happy.” 
 
   Though Yuki didn’t say it directly Ash started to think that if he didn’t get her something then he would regret it for a long time. The more he thought about it, the more worried he became. He had no clue what Yuki liked. The walk to the school was long, giving Ash plenty of time to think but he was still at a loss when it came into view. Heaving an inward sigh, Ash decided to ask Shina about it. He knew that it would be nothing but a headache to deal with her, but at the moment he had no other choice.
 
   Yuki, dragging Ash along, entered the building. Ash had only been in a small building attached to the school and never in the actual building before. Now that he was inside, it looked much like a school building from his original world. They passed a number of rooms and each one Ash could see rows of desks, though all of them were nearly empty. Yuki brought Ash to a room near the back of the building and pushed him through the door.
 
   Inside the room there was only three other people. “Yuki,” a young girl named Tina who Ash remembered ran up to the young fox girl, grabbing her hand and pulling her to where the other two people stood. “Yuki, this is my mom Susan and Grandma Helen. Mom, Grandma, this is my friend Yuki.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Yuki said bowing. “Tina, this is my Master Ash,” Yuki said grabbing Ash’s arm and dragging him in front of the three. 
 
   “Nice to see you again Sir Ash,” Susan said bowing.
 
   “Young lad, you should bring the young lady over and have dinner with us some time. I still haven’t given up on you,” Helen said with a wry grin. 
 
   “Yuki can come, but we can do without him,” Tina said in a pouty voice.
 
   “Tina, Master is great,” Yuki said with pinched lips. “He saved Yuki, then paid for Yuki to go to school, and found Yuki’s mom.”
 
   While the two children argued, Susan and Helen pulled Ash off to the side. “Please don’t take it hard on Tina,” Susan said with her normal worried expression.
 
   “It doesn’t bother me,” Ash said while giving his best charming smile.
 
   “Tina has talked about Yuki almost every day. It seems that she is very well liked in the class and also really skilled. Tina doesn’t get along with a lot of people so it is nice to see her having a friend. Tina has asked her over to the house a few times, but she always says that she has to have your permission, but she didn’t want to bother you with it. She said that you have been gone, otherwise I planned to visit and ask for permission for Yuki to visit,” Susan said nervously.
 
   “That is fine,” Ash said and Susan gave a radiant smile that made his heart skip a beat.
 
   “Good going girl,” Helen said elbowing Susan lightly. “Try a bit harder and you can rope him in.”
 
   “Mother,” Susan said blushing. “I am sure that Ash would not be interested in an old lady like myself.”
 
   “Old,” Helen said with a “humph.” “I am old dear, you on the other hand are in your prime and still very attractive. Wouldn’t you agree Ash?”
 
   “Uh…Yes she is very lovely any man would be lucky to have her,” Ash said bashfully.
 
   “The maybe you two should spend some time together,” Helen offered. “Having one or two mistresses is good for a man.”
 
   “No,” Yuki and Tina yelled in unison, having heard what Helen had said.
 
   “Master is Yuki’s,” Yuki said while jumping in front of Ash.
 
   “Little one just think you and Tina could be sisters.”
 
   “Sister,” Tina said, her face switching between Ash, Yuki, and Susan. “I could have a sister…But Mom,” Tina said out loud as she seemed to be at war with herself. “Ok…I will allow it, but only Yuki is allowed in the house,” she declared with a smile. 
 
   “No…Master is Yuki’s,” Yuki said again with a determined look.
 
   “Now, that is one determined little lady,” Helen said with a joyful laugh. “Susan, you should take a lesson from her.”
 
   Tina still looked at Ash with a hateful glare but still tried to talk Yuki into becoming her sister. At the same time Susan and her mother began their own little game of words while Ash was left only to watch in awe.
 
   It wasn’t long before more students, along with their parents or guardians began to fill in the room. The kids began to talk to each other and introduce their parents who began to talk among each other. There were only two girls in the class of eighteen students so they stood out within the group. 
 
   Not long after the kids started to arrive, a large man standing a little over 6’5” entered the room. He had dark hair and eyes and carried a large two-handed sword strapped to his back. “It looks like everyone is here,” The man said in a deep hollow voice. “Today your children will form groups of two and fight on the third floor of the labyrinth. If they can kill five kobolds within an hour, then they will be able to advance to the second tier class. If they do not, then they will have to stay in this class for another three months.  If any parents have experience fighting, please come forward as the watcher for your child’s group. For those who don’t have a suitable watcher, the school will provide one of the older students to watch after them. Guardians are allowed to enter the labyrinth, but it is suggest you only go if you are confident in your ability to protect yourself.”
 
   “Mother, I think you should head back,” Susan said in a worried tone.
 
   “No need,” Helen said ignoring Susan’s concerns. “Tina wants to show off and if anything happens, I have a young hunk to take care of me,” she added taking Ash’s arm.
 
   Ash registered as the watcher of Tina and Yuki’s group. The instructor made it clear that if he lied about the number the two killed it would result in both children being kicked out of the school. It was the same warning Ash heard him give other parents and guardians so he wasn’t concerned. If Yuki and Tina couldn’t kill five kobolds then it would be dangerous to allow them to move to the next class.
 
   Half of the parents separated from their kids at the entrance of the labyrinth while the other half followed inside. Once they were in groups of ten or less, each group warped straight to the third floor. “Ok, time starts now, please don’t crowd in one area and above all stay safe. There is no honor in earning yourself an early grave,” the instructor said as he turned over a large hourglass. 
 
   Yuki’s normally energetic attitude called the second they stepped into the labyrinth. She was no longer clinging to him and had a copper sword in her hand with a stern expression on her face. On the other hand Tina carried a copper spear. 
 
   Yuki led the way, her ears twitching at every sound but her head never moved as she kept looking forward. “There is something in the left passage,” Yuki said her voice low.
 
   Down the passage there were two kobolds. As Yuki and Tina advanced, the monsters caught sight of them and changed. Susan let out a gasp and grabbed Ash’s arm.
 
   Yuki and Tina’s fighting style was simple. Tina was the vanguard attacking with her spear and keeping the kobolds from coming close while Yuki dodged in hitting any openings. Ash was amazed at how well the two girls worked together. Slightly curious, Ash used analyze on both girls. Yuki was level 4 while Tina was level 3. Yuki’s stats were mostly centered around agility while Tina’s was focused on strength and vitality. With their low levels and weak weapons, it still took some time, but they were able to kill the two kobolds within ten minutes.
 
   Once the two monsters were killed, Yuki and Tina walked back to them as if saying praise me. Ash reached out his hand and patted Yuki’s head. Susan took a different rout and hugged Tina while shaking. “As I thought, I don’t like it,” Susan said in a shaky voice. “What if something happened to you?”
 
   “Mom,” Tina said in an embarrassed tone. 
 
   “Susan,” Helen said while shaking her head. “She can’t stay a child forever. This is what she wants.”
 
   Tina and Yuki continued to fight while time ticked down. More than once they would run across another group of students, but little was said between them. They found a single kobold then a group of three. The single kobold was killed quickly, but the three even had Ash feeling a little worried when Yuki was lightly struck on the arm by a crudely made spear, but he held himself back from intervening. With six kobolds killed, the small group returned to door leading to the boss’s room to find the instructor.
 
   Ash didn’t see any other groups, but he knew that didn’t mean Yuki and Tina were first. There was a chance they might have left the labyrinth already. Looking over at the hourglass Ash noticed that a little over half the time had passed. 
 
   “Finished?” The instructor asked. 
 
   “Yes, they killed six kobolds,” Ash confirmed. 
 
   “Ok then wait outside for the others,” the instructor said after making a mark on the paper. 
 
   “Master did you see me?” Yuki asked as soon as they were outside.
 
   “Yes you did a great job Yuki,” Ash said, patting Yuki’s head. Her tail wagged fast as she let out a light, “Hehe.”
 
   Looking around, Ash noticed that no one else had arrived yet. He, Susan, and Helen took a seat while Yuki and Tina reenacted their fights in a playful fashion. 
 
   As time passed, one group after another appeared. The kids talked about their fights while the parents began to brag. Watching everyone Ash was reminded of end of school programs from when he was a child, except this time he was not the lone child standing in the back of the classroom.
 
   After the hour had passed, the instructor appeared with the few groups, which from the look on their faces had not passed.
 
   “For those of you who passed, next week you will start in the second class. I have already passed out supplies lists so make sure you have what you need before class,” the instructor said dismissing everyone.
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   After seeing Yuki home, Ash made his way to the eatery near the Adventurer’s Guild. It wasn’t hard to find Shina and Zelan as they sat outside on the veranda. Shina was drinking something while Zelan was leaning over talking. Every now and then Ash would see Shina’s mouth move as she shot Zelan a nasty glare. 
 
   Shina was the first to notice Ash and she quickly stood up from her seat and called out to him with a large smile. “Master.”
 
   “You came faster than I expected,” Zelan said, picking up his pack that sat beside his chair. “Well, how did the little miss do? Don’t keep us in suspense.”
 
   “Yuki did great. She will be moving into the next class,” Ash said proudly. “While we are talking about Yuki,” Ash added looking at Shina. “Her coming of age birthday will be in a few months. I would like to get her a gift but I don’t know what would be good.”
 
   “That’s right, Yuki is almost an adult…I have to be careful,” Shina said, moving closer to Ash. “We were always moving from one camp to another since we left Ro Province so she didn’t have a chance to have much. I would be happy if master treated her like his own child.”
 
   As Shina spoke, she looked up at Ash with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes. “If she is going to be joining the second class soon, then she will be allowed to use a personal weapon. Why don’t we find out what she prefers and get her things that can help her in the class?” Zelan added.
 
   “That is a really good idea,” Ash said slightly surprised.
 
   “What’s with that look?” Zelan asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
   “Master just didn’t expect a good idea to come from someone who needs help to lace up his own boots,” Shina said with a hint of laughter in her voice. 
 
   While Shina obviously didn’t like Zelan, lately she had gotten more playful with him. She would tease him then hit him hard with her words. It reminded Ash of how a cat played with a mouse, the only difference was that the mouse in this case didn’t seem to mind. 
 
   “Are you offering to help me dress in the morning my fair lady?” Zelan asked with a large grin.
 
   “Idiot,” Shina retorted with a slightly red face. “Who would help you?”
 
   As they walked toward the direction of the labyrinth, Shina and Zelan continued their back and forth commentary. “You two act like an old married couple,” Ash said as they approached the labyrinth entrance making Zelan let out a hardy laugh.
 
   “That is mean Master,” Shina said, her voice teetering between anger and sadness.
 
   Just like the night before, the group warped to the seventh floor. Within seconds, Ash was standing on the seventh floor while looking at the door to the boss’s room. Ash started to turn to walk down the hall to find a fire lizard, but he was stopped by Zelan. “Today, let us start with a nice boss fight.” 
 
   Ash couldn’t say that he hadn’t thought about fighting the boss, but after his fight with the other boss’s, he felt a slight apprehension. His HP was still comparably low since it only went up by five with each point in vitality. In truth, one stat point didn’t make a large change in a person, but a small rise in strength or agility had a much bigger effect than a small rise in HP. In a way is was both good and bad. That meant that if he was forced to fight a person twenty or thirty levels higher, he could still win, but at the same time it meant that it was more dangerous to fight stronger monsters who weren’t confined by the same rules.
 
   For a long time, Ash had been confused as to the reason that when he got different views when he analyzed a person compared to a monster. Zelan had answered that question. Monsters strength and health were mostly controlled by what group they fell under and didn’t vary from one monster of the same kind to another. There were exceptions such as unique or named monsters, but they were not common. That was why adventurers started to band together in guilds as there were some monsters that required hundreds of high level fighters to kill, even then there were many sacrifices. It was also the same reason that the royals required monster orbs to be sold to them, so that they could keep high level knights to fight against monsters that even high level adventurers would have trouble against. Though that was only the stated reason, the truth as Zelan told it, was so that the king’s army wouldn’t become weaker than the guilds in their country. Otherwise the fragile balance of power would be destroyed.
 
   After Ash walked through the door, Zelan and Shina kept close behind him. As the darkness in the room cleared, as found himself face to face with a lizard that looked much like the ones in the outer room though instead of black scales, its scales were bright red.
 
   As soon as the room cleared, the lizard started to move and opened its mouth. Ash having seen the action a number of times before readied himself, but what came out surprised him. Instead of a ball of fire the lizard let out a stream of fire that seemed to follow Ash no matter where he moved. Ash continued to dodge the searing hot flame and after approximately two minutes, the flame died down and disappeared. 
 
   As soon as the flames disappeared Ash moved in close and tried to strike, but the lizard was faster and its claws flashed at Ash. Seeing the movement, he was able to get his sword in position to block the claws, but the second the claws touched the metal of the blade they flashed a deep crimson and pushed Ash back nearly five feet. 
 
   The heat from the lizard’s strike still left Ash’s face reddened. Looking down at his sword, Ash could see three small marks where the copper of the blade had been melted away as if it were nothing but a candle. 
 
   Without any way to strike from a distance without using his abilities that were denied, Ash had no choice but to close the distance with the lizard, but after seeing the damage done by just a single attack, he did so warily. This time when he neared, the lizard struck out with its tail and instead of simply blocking it, Ash dodged it and stuck at the tail. His strike landed but only a small -2 appeared. Seeing the miserably low number, Ash could only groan inwardly as he continued his attack while keeping his guard up.
 
   Ash dodged and struck, but even after a dozen attacks he had not once been able to get a hit on the soft underbelly of the lizard. After a few minutes, the lizard’s movements changed. Before, the lizard had acted more passively, responding to Ash’s movements but suddenly it moved backwards and ran for the wall and climbed it as if it was still standing on the floor. Ash could understand that it was trying to gain distance and he knew that if he allowed it to reach a place he couldn’t attack, the fight would become impossible to win.
 
   With fear fueling his body, Ash rushed the wall placing his foot at the base where the wall met the floor and jumped up wrapping his arms around the lizard’s body. He had expected the lizard’s body to be slimy due to the sheen of its scales, but in truth it was cold, hard, slick as if he were trying to hold only a piece of polished steel. 
 
   Forcing the thoughts aside, Ash struck with his sword over and over. Ash didn’t care where he hit only that he hit. At the same time Ash was attacking, the lizard started to move more frantically and its tail lashed out, hitting ash a few times doing a total of thirty damage to his HP. Ash cursed, but held on and continued his assault. During his crazy attack, Ash struck the lizard’s right foot then the world turned upside down. 
 
   Ash fell hard on his side and his HP was reduced by half. Though pain wracked his body, he ignored it and got to his feet and looked over to see the lizard on its back rocking back and forth as it tried to right itself. Knowing that it was a great chance, Ash rushed the lizard and struck with all his might burying his sword it its hilt in the lizard’s chest earning him a large black -213.
 
    Falling back as pain spasms ripped through his right leg, Ash fell back, his sword snapping where the lizard had hit it earlier. “Master,” Yuki said rushing up to him. Ash tried to smile, but it came out as more of a grimace. Looking down at his leg he noticed a small white bone sticking out while blood ran freely from the wound. Dumbfounded Ash just looked at the bone while Shina tried to stem the blood flow. Ash tried to calm her, but his words became slurred as his vision quickly grew dark. 
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   When Ash regained consciousness, his head was resting on something soft and a nice scent filled his nose. Every few seconds something would brush through his hair. As his eyes opened he found himself looking up at a smiling Shina. “Master are you ok?” she asked her smile slightly fading to be replaced by a look of worry. Seeing the look on her face Ash felt ashamed as he knew he was the cause of it. 
 
   Ash tried to move his leg and was surprised to find that there was no pain. Sitting up he looked down to see the torn and blood stained clothing but no wound remained. “I am fine…It seems”
 
   “Sir Zelan pushed your bone back inside your leg and poured a green liquid on the wound,” Shina said with a slight grimace. 
 
   Ash scanned the room to find Zelan sitting not far away with a thin smile. “What happened to you?” Ash asked upon seeing the number of wounds on Zelan’s face.
 
   “Ugu…I thought he was trying to hurt master,” Shina said in an anxious voice.
 
   “She was quite mad when you cried out as I sat the bone,” Zelan said, the smile never leaving his face. “That aside, you have a lot to learn. Next time, act quicker and think ahead. If you had done that, then you wouldn’t have had to perform such an idiotic action like jumping on a hellfire lizard’s back.”
 
   “Yes Master,” Ash said hanging his head in shame. 
 
   “Well, you won and in the end that’s what matters. Even if it wasn’t a pretty win,” Zelan said, handing Ash a new copper sword. “Looks like your health has recovered so we better get moving. We have already wasted more than a quarter of the day while you slept.” 
 
   Hearing that he had been out more than a few hours, Ash quickly got to his feet and took the offered sword. Shina complained, but seeing that it was her Master’s wish, she didn’t push it further. 
 
   “Starting tomorrow you can bring your personal weapon and armor when we come to the labyrinth,” Zelan said with a nod of his head, as if agreeing with himself. “Also, the first half of the day we will be training on more advanced movement and swordsmanship techniques.”
 
   Hearing the word “training,” made Ash’s face blanch. When it came to any kind of training, Zelan was like a devil and Ash didn’t look forward to seeing what would be coming. “Don’t just stand there,” Zelan said and Ash noticed that he had stopped while standing in front of the door leading to the eight floor. Before he had a chance to open the door, Shina rushed forward and opened it for him with a light “hehe.”
 
   The next floor of the labyrinth looked like a large open cavern covered in darkness. Thanks to his passive ability Wolf Eyes, Ash could still see as if a bright moon was in the sky, but compared to the other floors, it was still many levels darker, leaving hidden shadows in the darkness. Thanks to his enhanced vision and the open terrain, Ash could see many small humanlike monsters moving around. They stood about two and a half feet high with grey and brown skin that made them look much like the rock they were mining and eating. “What are they?” Ash asked at a complete loss as to what they were.
 
   “You can see something?” Zelan asked his voice impressed. “Describe them.”
 
   “They are Pechs. A type of lower earth elemental. They use earth magic to attack and have skin as hard as stone. I suggest you pay attention to your feet when you fight…Good luck,” Zelan said after listening to Ash’s description of the monsters.
 
   “Pech,” was a new term for Ash. If he had been forced to name the creature, it would have been mini golem though it looked slightly different than his image of a golem.
 
   Ash looked around and found that the Pechs moved around randomly from one spot to the next. Each time they stopped they would dig around the ground for a bit then move on. The Pechs didn’t look as if they moved in groups, but they still gathered together in certain areas. Ash found a Pech that was alone without any help near it before attacking. He had long ago learned the trouble with facing a new monster and didn’t want a second to appear when he was in a weak position. 
 
          With his sword in hand, Ash approached the Pech cautiously. When he was about fifteen feet away, the creature looked at him with bright emerald eyes, but didn’t attack. Ash didn’t feel any of the hostility that he did when he faced other monsters. When the Pech noticed Shina and Zelan, its attitude changed and it let out a high pitched screech that caused Ash’s ears to ring. 
 
   The Pech raised its hands and a small light started to glow. Ash knew that the creature was using magic and moved to stop it. When his sword struck the Pech it felt as if he had struck a boulder numbing his hand. Though the attack only caused a small chip in the creature’s skin, a -22 still appeared above where his sword struck. Even with the attack the Pech still didn’t stop its spell. Ash danced back, expecting to get attack when the spell finished, but instead he heard a surprised gasp from Shina and a curse from Zelan as a large pillar shot up at them from the ground. Ash quickly scanned both of them and was happy to see that they were ok before continuing his attacks.
 
   Each strike hit a different part of the Pech, but nothing seemed to do much damage. Then by a stroke of luck, the Pech moved as he attacked and his blade struck the same place it had before and the blade sunk into the skin. When Ash pulled his sword out, a thick black liquid oozed from the wound.
 
   The Pech had ignored Ash but as soon as it was wounded, it turned its eyes from Zelan and Shina to him. The Pech looked at its wound then the sword in Ash’s hand that had a small black stain, as if it didn’t understand what had happened. Ash wasn’t sure why the Pech was confused, but decided to use it to his advantage and pressed the attack. This time he didn’t strike randomly, but aimed at the neck of the small Pech, hitting as close as he could in the same place over and over. After the seventh hit, the grey skin of the Pech cracked and broke like a thin layer of stone exposing a large area of light pink flesh.
 
   During the fight, the Pech attacked with abandon, not caring about Ash’s sword, but only got in one hit, though that one hit did thirty damage to his HP. When its protective barrier of skin broke, it tried to move back as it began casting. Ash didn’t know what the spell was, but the small light that flowed from the Pech was stronger than it had been when it had attacked Zelan and Shina. Rushing forward, his sword flashed out. Just as his sword sunk into the Pech’s neck, it finished it’s spell and started to melt into the ground. Ash struck again, and his sword sunk in deeper this time with the Pech nearly half immersed in the ground. The Pech’s head dropped as it died. 
 
   Ash quickly absorbed the Pech’s body. After the body disappeared, Ash picked up a small stone that laid on the ground. Sugilite (average quality), was the description he got when he analyzed the stone. It was a pinkish purple stone about the size of an egg with rough edges. 
 
   “Pretty,” Shina said as she looked at the stone.
 
   “I can see why you became a gambler,” Zelan said laughing.
 
   “What do you mean?” Ash asked as he placed the odd stone into his bag. As the stone disappeared into his pack, Ash heard Shina sigh with disappointment.
 
   “The normal chance for a monster to drop something is incredibly small, usually about ten percent at best. Then again most people don’t put anything into luck and if they do, it is rare. But with you, the monsters drop ninety percent of the time and even weirder is that most the drops are average or better quality. I haven’t asked you because it didn’t seem important, but I can’t contain my curiosity anymore. Just what is your total luck?”
 
   Ash just stood and looked at Zelan as he thought about how to answer the question. Zelan had let his strange abilities go so far with only a few questions here and there, but no real probing. This was the first time he had outright pressed Ash for an answer. “It is a little over 275,” Ash said after giving it a lot of thought. 
 
   “What! Dear god’s boy! What did you do to get your luck so high?” Zelan said shouting. “Never mind, it doesn’t really matter, but it is surprising. I can’t even think of many seventy level warriors with a strength stat of over two fifty. I won’t even ask about why the Pech didn’t attack, I can guess at that one.” 
 
   “Why didn’t it attack me?” Ash asked, not knowing the answer himself. 
 
   “Boy you don’t know yourself…Pechs are a type of lower elemental. Demons are a type of darkness elemental. For the most part they won’t attack each other unless provoked.”
 
   When Ash heard the word demon he jumped and started to look around nervously. “Don’t worry kid, I have been around you long enough not to care about it. Not to mention the Seven Swords Guild trains any race they think will be strong. We only put stock in skill and action, not in race,” Zelan said waving in hand in nonchalant fashion, then smiled when he noticed Ash look toward Shina. “Boy, I am sure the little lady already knew as well.”
 
   “Master’s wings are really soft,” Shina said with a giggle. “I was disappointed when he didn’t have a tail.”
 
   “When did you look to see if I had a tail?” Ash asked shocked at her statement.
 
   “It’s not like I snuck into masters room to see his sleeping face, or that I and some of the maids snuck into watch master take a bath,” Shina said while looking away.
 
   “You and the maids,” Ash said wide-eyed.
 
   “Isn’t it frustrating to be popular,” Zelan said patting ash on the shoulder. “If you ever find more women than you can handle, just call me and I will take a few of them off your hands.” 
 
   “Mou…Don’t try to make Master like you,” Shina said, pushing Zelan away from Ash. “He is cute because he isn’t like that. Women enjoy the innocence of a young man.” 
 
   “Wait, doesn’t that mean the maids have seen my wings?” Ash asked fearfully.
 
   “Huh. Haven’t they helped you wash before?” Shina asked, tilting her head. “Everyone seems to know. Most ask what they feel like or wonder if master can fly. You can try to hide things from women, but in the end we always learn what we want to know…Muhaha.”
 
   Listening to Shina, Ash once again believed that women were dangerous creatures. Most likely more dangerous than a dragon. To clear his mind Ash had Zelan and Shina stand back a little father while he went to find another Pech to fight. 
 
   Just as before, the Pech didn’t fight back until Ash struck a harsh blow to it. The only real difference in the fight this time compared to the last one was that Ash went straight after the same place and the battle quickly ended. After picking up another average quality stone, Ash sighed. The Pechs fought in a straight forward manner and were not that dangerous since they didn’t fight back until they were already weakened.
 
   As the Pech died Ash heard a welcomed but unexpected “Tring.” 
 
   Checking his status he found that his absorption ability had reached level 2. 
 
   “Not what I was hoping for, we should head to the next floor,” Zelan said, coming up beside Ash. “My goal was to get you used to fighting against magic users, but it doesn’t work when they don’t try to fight back until you have them half dead.”
 
   “Can we wait until I have killed at least fifty Pechs?” Ash asked.
 
   “I guess that wouldn’t be too bad, but don’t take too long,” Zelan said shrugging his shoulders.
 
   Without much of a challenge, Ash killed Pech after Pech. With nothing to watch, Zelan moved to find the door to the next boss while Shina killed some Pechs of her own with the hopes of getting one of the stones. As soon as Shina neared one of the Pechs it would start casting, forcing her to move erratically to keep from getting hit while trying to get closer to the Pech. The first time she fought, Ash was worried and watched to make sure she would be ok. His fears were unfounded. Shina was fast and agile and quickly closed the distance with the Pech and using her dangers quickly broke through their defense, killing the Pech in the space of a few minutes.
 
   With a good deal of the day already lost, Ash fought as fast as he could. He would fight as long as there were no more than three Pechs in a group. He did find that once one Pech started to attack him, the others would join in making the fight a little more interesting, but their attacks were slow and not very focused.
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have absorbed enough lower Pechs. Abilities available; Earth Guard (Active), Earth Spike (Active), Natural Armor (passive).]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have been randomly received Natural Armor.] 
 
   Ash checked his abilities to see what he had received.
 
   [Natural Armor (small). When fighting, your skin acts as a natural armor blocking 10% of any physical damage received.]
 
   “Not bad,” Ash said though he was slightly disappointed. He was a normal man and the thought of magic intrigued him and made his blood boil. He had wanted Earth Spike to go with his Fire Ball but you don’t always get what you want. He could always kill more Pechs but he doubted that Zelan would allow him to do that. 
 
   Looking around he noticed that Zelan wasn’t paying much attention to him so he decided to continue to fight more Pechs. After killing another eight, Zelan finally approached him. “It is starting to get late and I would like to eat something sometime this week.”
 
   “Understood, lets head back,” Ash said then called out to Shina who walked toward him with her head hung down.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Ash asked seeing her forlorn expression.
 
   “I didn’t get a stone.”
 
   After holding back a laugh, Ash acted like he was searching through his pack and pulled out a good quality stone and handed it to Shina. “You can have this one.”
 
   “Really?” She asked with wide eyes.
 
   “Really,” Ash replied smiling.
 
   “Thank you Master,” Shina shouted, taking the stone and dancing around. “Thank you, thank you,” Shina continued saying over and over. 
 
   “If you want another one let me know and I will get one for you,” Zelan said with a thoughtful look on his face.
 
   “I don’t need one from you,” Shina said sticking out her tongue. 
 
   “No love…No love at all,” Zelan said, hanging his head but Ash could see the smile on his face.
 
   On the walk back to the manor Shina continued to hold and coo over the stone. It had a dark purple hue to most of it. “Master, do you think you could give me a few copper coins.” Shina asked when they were about half way back to the manor.
 
   “Sure, but what do you need it for?” Ash asked as he started to pull the coins from his inventory.
 
   “We have a tradition in the fox clan for when a lady becomes an adult and I wanted to have something made for Yuki,” Shina said with upturned eyes. 
 
   Shina was an odd person and an even odder mother, though never having one himself it was hard for Ash to know what a parent was really like. Most the time Shina treated Yuki like a friend and only occasionally did she do anything that seemed motherly. Comparing Shina to Susan who seemed the typical mother left Ash shaking his head. “Here,” Ash said handing Shina five silver coins. She didn’t act like a typical mother most of the time, but Ash wanted to support her when she did. Since it would make life much more peaceful if the two didn’t seem like competing siblings all the time.
 
   “Master, this is too much,” Shina said though she still took the coins.
 
   When Ash had first come to this world he had found the currency confusing. That was because he was using the values of his world for the items. In his previous world food costs were pretty standard, but here even a small change in quality changed the cost greatly. Still after spending a little over a third of a year in this world he had a basic idea of how to view the coins. A copper was approximately ten cents while a silver was ten dollars, a gold was one thousand dollars, and a platinum coins was roughly one-hundred thousand dollars. It wasn’t a completely accurate description, but it was as close as he could come. He had tried to forget his previous world’s currency, but no matter how he tried it was always in the forefront of his mind when he was buying anything and this settled him mind a little. 
 
   “I should start giving you and Yuki an allowance,” Ash said as he watched Shina put away the coins with a happy face.
 
   “Allowance, is that something good to eat?” Shina asked with a cute expression on her face, making Ash laugh.
 
   “No it is where you are given a certain amount of money every month for personal expense you might have,” Ash explained.
 
   “Master we are slaves,” Shina said as if Ash had forgotten.
 
   “That doesn’t mean that there is nothing that you want,” Ash replied. “For now on I will give you and Yuki both five silvers a month.” It wasn’t much, but it was the most he could afford at the moment. Once he had a little more leeway with coin he planned to give them a little more. 
 
   “Master is too nice,” Shina said with tears in her eyes.
 
   “Boy, you keep acting like that and I am going to start feeling bad for those girls,” Zelan said shaking his head.
 
   “What did I do?” Ash asked in a confused tone.
 
   “What did you do?” Zelan repeated. “Kids never understand…Those poor girls really like you and you keep driving it in yet you won’t even give them a peck on the cheek,” Zelan explained.
 
   “Well I don’t…It’s just that…” Ash mumbled as he was left completely without anything he could say.
 
   That night Yuki gave Ash a small piece of paper from the school. She would need some more common supplies such as ink and quills. The only thing that would really cost much was they suggested that they buy her what they called a second tier weapon such as a sword made of iron. 
 
   “Yuki, I think it is time you started to learn how to handle your own expenses,” Ash said pulling out five silver coins from his inventory. “Each month I will give you five silver coins for you to spend however you want. If something you really need costs more than you have, then you can come ask me for help, but unless it’s really important I want you to learn how to use your own money…Understood.”
 
   Yuki looked at the five glittering coins as if they were priceless jewels. “Uhuh,” Yuki muttered as she walked away carrying the coins with her fist held so tightly Ash could see her fingers turning white.   
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   First thing in the morning Shina came to Ash and asked for a personal day. Ash was quite happy to agree. Having a full day without Shina and Zelan going back and forth would be welcome. Shina on the other hand seemed sad even though she was the one who asked for the day off. 
 
   Just as Zelan promised, the next morning Ash was forced back into practicing, though this time the katas he learned were far more difficult. Ash had thought that they would go over the old and new katas for a few hours at most, but Zelan didn’t let Ash rest until they rested for the midday meal.
 
   By the time Ash reached the labyrinth, he was already tired but he forced himself to go on. The only thing he was really looking forward to was that now he was able to use his Hawkwing sword and armor.
 
   Having his sword and armor in hand again made him feel great. It was like seeing friends again after a long time. Ash and Zelan warped to the eighth floor. The day before when they had left, Ash didn’t take a long look at the plaque outside the boss’s door, but this time he carefully read it before entering.
 
   [Warning boss ahead: Lesser rock golem: suggested party level 11.]
 
   Rock golem was a fairly common monster in games back home. It was one of the few monsters that didn’t change much from game to game. As he walked through the large doors he wondered if they looked the same as they did in the games.
 
   As the darkness cleared Ash almost cheered as he got his first look at the rock golem. It was about six feet tall and looked like it had been made from children building blocks. It was slightly different than the drawings he had seen back in the other world, but it was close. It was in a humanoid form, but it didn’t have joints. Each place that looked like a block moved slightly which allowed the golem to move. Each time the golem took a step toward him, Ash saw a light brown light shining between its parts and assumed that it was the magical bound that held the creature together.
 
   Ash was not a monster master, but even he knew that golems were magical constructs. They were not living like the other creatures he had fought and thus didn’t have blood, but were fueled by magical energy. Ash figured that if he could destroy the magic flowing through its body he could defeat it. The only problem was how to strike at the magical essence. As he watched the golem move, he figured the only way was to strike at its joins when it moved. He just hoped that his sword didn’t become trapped like an axe swung too hard allowing the weight of the tree to capture it. 
 
   Unlike Pechs, the golem couldn’t use magic to attack. It had to rely on purely physical attacks so getting close was not hard.
 
   As Ash approached, he kept a careful eye on the golem waiting for an attack. When the first attack came, it was not fast, but neither was it slow. Ash moved to the side but then found himself flying back as the golem struck the ground with enough force to create a shockwave. Twenty of Ash’s HP disappeared in an instant. Jumping to his feet Ash wondered how much damage a head on attack would do. “Would it be an instant death?” Ash asked himself as he moved back in to continue his attack. 
 
   Once again, as soon as Ash was close enough, the golem swung down but this time instead of simply dashing to the side Ash kicked off from the ground and dashed forward. As he arrived behind the golem, Ash heard the golems attack hit the ground and felt the earth shake beneath his feet.
 
   Noticing his prey was gone, the golem started to turn to face Ash. When it did so Ash saw a small opening at its waist and struck, putting all of his strength into his swing, not for more power, but so that even if only by a second it pass through faster. 
 
   The blade of the sword passed through the gap in the stone just as if it were passing though air until it reached the glowing magical energies, then there was a slight resistance as if swung through water, but the blade didn’t slow. Ash could plainly see his plan had worked as a nice sized red -62 floated above the golem. Just before the blade passed through the other side, the stones pinched together and trapped his swords tip. Pulling hard Ash freed his sword, but put in too much force and became unbalanced and had to take a second step back to keep himself from falling backward. 
 
   Though the step only took a fraction of a second, it gave the golem enough time to start its attack. Ash didn’t have the time to get in close so he did the only thing he could and dived to the side. The edge of the golem’s fist lightly struck Ash’s ankle sending a wave of pain through his body and doing eighty damage to his HP. 
 
   Rolling on the ground Ash checked his foot to find that while hurting and slightly swollen, nothing seemed broken. Getting to his feet Ash found that he couldn’t put much weight on his left foot. Without much choice, Ash pulled the last health potion he had from his inventory and drank it down. It only replaced fifty HP but as soon as it entered his mouth Ash could feel the pain from his left foot start to lessen, though it didn’t completely disappear. 
 
   While Ash stood waiting for the health potion to work, the golem moved toward him. Ash noticed a small shaking at its waist with each step. Then he saw that a small -1 appeared every few seconds above the golem’s head. “It must be like the bleed effect,” Ash muttered to himself as he prepared for the golem’s next attack. 
 
   Just as before when the golem attacked, Ash took off with his left foot, but the pain rippling up his body forcing him to grimace and slow down his speed, only barely allowing him to pass by the golem’s side before the hit struck causing him to stumble slightly. To keep his balance and speed, Ash pushed off with his right foot and slid slightly to the left then rolled to come up behind the golem. 
 
   The golem turned to face Ash once again, exposing the small gap in its midsection and once again Ash struck. As soon as the blade touched the magical flow Ash felt his sword vibrate hard in his hands and noticed that the body of the golem was shaking then like a tower of cards the lower half of the golem shuddered and fell. 
 
   The dust from the falling stones caused Ash’s eyes to water and clouded his vision. Unable to see the golem, Ash moved back while keeping as much weight off his left foot as possible.
 
   As the dust cleared, Ash was surprised to find the golem using its fists to crawl toward him. Instead of a -1 now a -5 was flashing in quick session above the golem. Moving back, Ash used analyze on the monster. 
 
   [Lesser golem: level 10 boss. HP 95/800.]
 
   Seeing the golem with less than a hundred HP while losing five every second Ash moved back and watched as it crawled along the ground. In less than half a minute, the remaining upper body of the golem started to shake then it all fell apart, leaving behind only a mismatched pile of stones.
 
   Limping over to the pile of stones, Ash tried to absorb the golem and was surprised with the monster disappeared. Once the golem’s body was gone, all that was left was a small light brown orb as well as a small blue egg shaped blue stone. Ash first picked up the egg shaped stone.
 
   [Golem core (good quality).] 
 
   Ash placed the golem core inside his inventory then picked up the orb.
 
   [Monster orb (golem orb): permanently +10 to strength.]
 
   “Boy that luck of yours is scary,” Zelan said, looking at the orb in Ash’s hand. “I have fought for years and I have only found two orbs in my life. Go ahead and use it. If any nobles find that you have it, they will demand that it be sent to the King.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Ash asked, looking at the orb in his hand a little fearfully. 10 stat points didn’t seem like much, but it was the equivalent to two and a half levels.
 
   “I can’t say that I don’t want it, but I am a firm believer in fate,” Zelan said laughing. “That is the reason I decided to teach you and that is the reason I believe that the orb is meant for you. Do with it as you will. If you sell it to the kingdom you will receive ten gold coins for every stat point it increases.”
 
   Hearing that the orb was worth a hundred gold Ash left out a heavy breath. He already got a huge boost in stat points thanks to the gambler’s game and he only had a little over ten silver coins left so it was enticing. “How do I use it?” Ash asked between clinched teeth as if fighting with himself.
 
   “Just place it to your chest,” Zelan replied.
 
   Ash did as Zelan said and the orb flashed then disappeared as a warm sensation flowed through Ash’s body. Flexing his body Ash could feel the extra strength coursing through him. If one wanted to equate a stat point into weight it wasn’t easy, but from seeing how many iron weights he could carry per point it was about six pounds for every stat point. 
 
   “Shall we carry on,” Zelan offered after Ash had stood there for a short time testing his new added strength. 
 
   “Ye-yeah,” Ash said hesitantly as he made his way toward the door to the next floor, still lightly limping. 
 
   “Don’t worry, we will only fight our way to the next boss room then warp back out,” Zelan said looking at Ash and his dulled movements. “No reason to push yourself too hard. I am sure even your luck can run out.”
 
   Stepping onto the next floor, Ash felt something cold hit his body making his shiver. Looking around they were still in a cavern, but one made of ice. Rubbing his hands over his arms Ash started walking toward the single path open to him. 
 
   About fifty feet into the ice cavern, the path split. Just as he did in the previous floors, Ash kept to the right path while making a mental map. After his second turn Ash came face to face with a seven foot tall humanoid covered in white fur. As soon as the Yeti noticed Ash, it bellowed and a cone of frost shot out of its mouth and raced toward Ash. 
 
   Though surprised Ash quickly slid to the side dodging most of the frost attack though it still struck the blade of his sword covering it in a light layer of ice. Ash could feel the cold air coming from his sword and was sure that it could freeze his blood. 
 
   The yeti could not only use magic, but it was also fast and strong. Compared to the other creatures he had fought, the yeti was on a completely different level. Its speed was not as fast as the spiders, it was not as strong as a Pech’s, and its magic was not as strong as a fire lizard. Even though its individual strengths were lower than the other monsters all of them combined made him fearful.
 
   Ash was forced to move quickly and think even quicker and still it took him nearly half an hour to down the beast. “Perfect,” Zelan said, walking up to Ash as he picked up a piece of yeti fur that the creature had dropped. “I think for most the next month we will be training here. The yeti is a great opponent to forge yourself against. Still it would be best for you to fight when you are in top shape so we should quickly find the exit. It doesn’t do any good if you die before the challenge is complete.” Zelan said as he started to lead Ash down the passages. They came across six yetis, but not once did Ash have to fight. Each time a Yeti appeared, Zelan would draw his sword and in one strike the monster died. Ash had seen Zelan fight before, but during those times he himself had been fighting as well so he never got a good look at the battle. Seeing it from start to finish left Ash speechless. 
 
   When they reached the door to the boss’s room, Zelan allowed Ash to touch the plaque and warped them outside.
 
   By the time they left the labyrinth, Ash’s foot felt much improved but there was still a twinge of pain whenever he took a step though it didn’t hinder him much.
 
   As they walked back to the manor Ash started to think about everything that had happened over the past few months since his arrival and a smile spread across his face. For the first time in his life he had friends who cared about him and he felt not just wanted, but needed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Ash’s stats
 
   Name: Ash
 
   Level: 11
 
   Experience needed for next level: 14,865
 
   Race: Human/Demon 70/30
 
   Occupation: Novice gambler 
 
   Title: Novice Slayer
 
   HP: 200/200
 
   MP 150/150
 
   SP 56/56
 
   Strength: 41 (+10) (+2)
 
   Vitality: 37 (+3)
 
   Agility: 31 (+7) (+5) (+2)
 
   Stamina 47 (+5) (+4)
 
   Spirit 15 (+10) (+1)
 
   Intelligence: 28 (+2)
 
   Endurance: 23 (+10) (+1) (+2)
 
   Luck: 47 (+235) (+1)
 
    
 
   Abilities
 
    
 
   Passive:
 
    
 
   Devil’s Luck: 500% bonus to luck.
 
    
 
   Fleet foot: +9 to agility. Level 4-0%
 
    
 
   Wolf eyes: See in the dark. Level Max
 
    
 
   Mining: Ability to use a pick to extract ore from hidden locations. Able to tell where mining locations are located. Level 2: 0%
 
    
 
   Poison Resistance: level 2-0%: 10% poison resistance.
 
    
 
   Grave Domain: Damage resistance to whole body with the exception of the head increased by 10%
 
    
 
   Spider Senses: able to detect prey that is up to three levels higher within a 100 foot radius. Able to sense hostile intent within a 50 foot radius. Level 1-0%.
 
    
 
   [Fire Resistance: 5% fire resistance. Level 1-0%.]
 
    
 
   [Natural Armor (small). When fighting your skin acts as a natural armor blocking 10% of physical damage. Level: max.]
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Active:
 
    
 
   Demon Absorption: Cost 10MP: Absorb defeated enemies to obtain skills. Level 2: 0%
 
    
 
   Bash: Cost 1SP - Slam into enemies with your body to do X10 damage. Level 1: 0%
 
    
 
   Rabbit Punch: Cost 1Sp- Using feet or hands quickly lash out with a lighting quick attack. Level 1:0%
 
   Stab: Cost 1 SP- Thrust forward with weapon (sword, spear.) level 1-0%
 
    
 
   Poison Spit: Cost 5MP. Level 1-0%: Spit a corrosive poison that sticks to enemy doing 5 damage a second for ten seconds.
 
    
 
   Analyze Ability. Cost 5MP: Ability to see opponents name, level and skill as long as they are no more than 5 levels above you. Level max.
 
    
 
   [Poison: cost 10MP- ability to make a small amount of toxin that paralyzes. Can be placed on weapons.]
 
    
 
   [Sticky Thread: cost 15MP- shoot out a stream of sticky thread to trap opponents.]
 
    
 
   Stealth: Cost 20 MP. Erase your presence from enemies any movement cancels the ability.
 
    
 
   [Fire Ball: cost 10MP. Create a ball of fire and throw it at an enemy. Level 1-0%.]
 
    
 
   Skills
 
    
 
   [You have gained the skill gambler’s boost (passive) .2% boost to all other stats for each 1 point in the luck attribute. Level 2.]
 
    
 
    [You have gained the gambler’s gambit (active) skill. Cost 20MP: boost all stats for one minute. Boost is random. Level 1.]
 
    
 
    [You have gained the poker face (active) skill. Cost 5MP: forces a calm face no matter the situation. Level 1.]
 
    
 
    [You have gained the bluff (active) skill. Cost 5MP: bluff opponents to make them think you are stronger. Level 1.]
 
    
 
    [You have gained the read (passive) skill. Chance to see what skill your opponent is using. Based on luck.]
 
    
 
   [Gambler’s game (active). Cost 100 MP. Call of The gambling god using your stats as chip to play against another gambler. Can only be used against those of the same rank or higher. Can only be used once every six months. Time until next use 0 days. Level-Max.]
 
    
 
   Equipment
 
    
 
   Iron gambler’s emblem: emblem signifying that one is a novice of the gambler’s guild. Durability 10/10 luck +1.
 
    
 
   Sword of the Hawk: Sword belonging to a great hero of the Hawkwing family. Durability 50/50 attack 20-32 strength +10 stamina +5.
 
    
 
   Mithra armor: Armor blessed by the god of light. Durability 40/40 defense + 20 Endurance +10 spirit +10 agility +5.
 
    
 
   [Studded Liro leather pants: made from thee tough hide of a Liro lizard. Durability 30/30, defense +7, endurance +2, agility +1.
 
    
 
   Titles: 
 
    
 
   Novice slayer: 10% to attack damage
 
    
 
   Gutsy gambler title: When gutsy gambler is equipped luck +5.
 
    
 
   Plat              0
 
   Gold              0
 
   Silver              12
 
   Copper              703
 
   Iron P              982
 
    
 
   Inventory
 
    
 
   Fire lizard skin (good quality): 37
 
    Fire lizard skin (average quality): 11
 
    Fire lizard skin (low quality): 3
 
   Sugilite (good quality): 26
 
   Sugilite (average quality): 18
 
   Sugilite (low quality): 11
 
   Golem core (good quality): 1
 
   Yeti fur (good quality): 1
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   4-1
 
   “Hell,” that was all that Ash could call the past five weeks. Day after day he had been forced to train from early in the morning to the late afternoon. Each day the movements had gotten more complicated and the punishment for failing more severe. Not only had Ash been forced to go through kata after kata, Zelan had strung ten spears from tree limbs and had them swing at Ash erratically. Every time Ash was unable to dodge a spear while using the proper movements, he was punished. 
 
   Once the sun reached its apex in the sky, Ash was then taken to the labyrinth to fight against yetis. In the past weeks he had killed so many of the furry creatures that he was no longer able to receive skills from them. The yetis had four skills that they gave him.
 
   [Cone of Frost: Cost 15MP: send out a cone of frost freezing everything in its path. Causes 10 frost damage every second for five seconds.]
 
   [Frost Resistance: 5% resistance to frost damage. Level 1-0%.]
 
   [Yeti Strength: +5 to strength. Level 1-0%.]
 
   [Crushing Blow: cost 5SP: strike with a hard blow bypassing 50% of opponent’s defense. Level 1-0%]
 
   Other than normal drops, Ash had also found another monster orb. It gave +1 to strength and +1 to agility, but he had given it to Zelan as a gift. He had refused at first, but it was not hard to get him to accept it in the end.
 
   Ash had gotten a lot of yeti fur, but so far he had not sold a single thing to the adventurer’s guild. He had thought about it when it came time to pass out Shina and Yuki’s allowance again, leaving him with only two silver left, though he still had plenty of copper and Iron coins.
 
   Other than training, Ash had been probing Yuki about what she might want, but she had left him without much to work with. Ash had thought about getting her a sword, but it turned out that she preferred the bow over the sword. The only reason she had used a sword during the fight in the labyrinth was because the bow was too limited underground.
 
   Ash had wanted to search the town for a good bow that he could afford, but at the moment he believed that even Yuki had more coin than he did. There was also the problem that Zelan hadn’t let him have more than a few breaths to himself lately. It seemed that every day that passed the more adamant that Zelan became about training. Ash didn’t mind, but with only three weeks left until Yuki’s coming of age party he was worried he wouldn’t find something in time.
 
   The party had been Emelia’s idea. In fact, Emelia had went crazy when Ash had asked her what a young girl might want as a gift, but when she heard it was for Yuki’s coming of age she had calmed down and started to prepare a grand celebration. The party itself was being kept mostly quiet and only a few people knew about it. That way Yuki herself wouldn’t learn about it.
 
   “Pay attention,” Zelan shouted as he stabbed a spear at Ash’s side, scoring a deep cut and knocking him off the slim trunk he had been balanced on. “Lose your concentration like that for a moment during a real battle and you would be dead,” Zelan admonished him.
 
   Rushing up to his side, Shina glared at Zelan. “Are you ok master?”
 
   Holding his side, Ash stood up as the blood slowly leaked between his fingers. “What do you expect,” Ash said through clinched teeth as he waited for the pain to dissipate. “I have been going nonstop for so long my mind is in a haze. Humans need a break every now and then.”
 
   “Is that so?” Zelan asked with his brow furrowed.
 
   “Yes,” Shina said interjecting. “Master even gives me and Yuki time off. You push him too hard,” Shina added while bandaging Ash’s fresh wound.
 
   “You might be right,” Zelan said while rubbing his chin. “It won’t do if your body and skills advance while your mind and soul deteriorate. You can have tomorrow off.”
 
   “Thank you,” Ash said feeling extremely happy. In truth, the constant training didn’t bother him too much, though he did feel a little worn down. The reason he had lost focus had nothing to do with that but there was no way that he was going to admit that now. 
 
   “Now get up, we still have a few hours before midday,” Zelan said, his face hardening again.
 
   Sighing, Ash got back up on the log and balanced himself. Ash had learned how to use the various movements while walking and running, but now he was learning to use them in smaller movements to dodge an attack with as little movement as possible. When Zelan had first explained it, Ash thought it was easy, but he quickly learned that doing something big compared to normal was hard, but doing it small was even more so as their no was an even smaller margin for error.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Ash nodded his head signaling that he was ready. Soon two spears swung at him from different angles. Turning his right foot to the side Ash tilted his body slightly to the side while leaning forward slightly, allowing both spears to pass by him by only a fraction of a millimeter. As soon as he dodged the first two, another spear appeared but Ash didn’t panic and straightened his body while shifting to the side, allowing the spear to pass by harmlessly. 
 
   Time after time spears were launched at him and each time he moved his body to dodge the attacks while staying on the narrow log. The longer he dodged successfully, the more spears were added to the fray until eight spears danced toward him while he was only allowed to move a few inches in any one direction. The first few days they had done this kind of practice, Ash fell from the long constantly. The trick was simple to understand, yet hard implement. He had to adjust his feet and distribute his weight while he dodged. One couldn’t do this by thinking, it had to come naturally from the body.
 
   “Good,” Zelan said as he stopped the constant flow of spears. “Come down and get something to eat so we can head to the labyrinth. Today you will be fighting against the yetis while staying within this ring,” Zelan said pulling out an iron ring with the span of about six feet.
 
   As soon as Ash stepped off the log, Shina brought him a large platter filled with smoked meats and cheeses along with half a loaf of rye bread. While he ate, she forced Ash to take off his shirt so that she could change the bandages from his earlier wound that hadn’t been able to fully heal thanks to his continued movement.
 
   After the old bandages were removed, Shina’s fingers lightly brushed across the small cut causing Ash to involuntarily shiver. “Does it hurt?” Shina asked in a light and compassionate tone. 
 
   “Stings a little when I think about it, but otherwise it is ok.”
 
   After he had eaten and his wound was redressed, Ash and the others headed for the labyrinth. Going between the manor and the labyrinth had become so commonplace for Ash that it felt as if that was all there was to his life. It was a sad thought, but one Ash quickly pushed out of his mind.
 
   After warping to the ninth floor, Ash started his hunting. When he found the first yeti, Zelan threw down the iron ring. “Stay inside it,” Zelan ordered as the yeti charged toward Ash. 
 
   The yeti opened its mouth and a cone of frost spread out and Ash dropped to the ground, having no place to retreat too without stepping outside of the iron ring. Even on the ground, Ash could feel the cold touch on his back as it started to seep through his armor. Thanks to his frost resistance, the cold didn’t affect him much, but his movements were still slowed by a small degree.
 
   Seeing that his frost attack had little to no effect, the yeti let out a loud roar and charged. Having fought countless yetis before, Ash could sense what would be coming next and readied himself. When the clawed hand of the yeti swept at his chest, Ash took a half step back and to the side while bringing his sword up. Blood spattered Ash’s face as the yeti’s hand flew off, landing a few feet away. This time the sound issued from the yeti was not one of hostility but of pain.
 
   The pain in the yeti’s eyes was quickly replaced by anger, but tinged with a hint of fear as it attacked again. This time it attacked with its left claw aiming at Ash’s head, but Ash repeated the same movement as before. Ash had fought so many yetis that their movements seemed slow and predictable. All he had to do was position the sword and the yeti’s own strength did the damage for him. 
 
   As the yeti’s other hand fell to the ground Ash took a step forward and pierced the yeti’s chest with his blade.  With one quick movement, Ash split open the creature’s chest. The yeti tried to let out another roar as it fell to its knees, but the only thing that came out was a spray of blood that splattered over Ash’s shoes. 
 
   After picking up the spoils, Ash fought five more yetis. None of them were able to leave much of a mark on him, even when he was confined within the iron ring. Seeing that Ash had no real problem Zelan nodded his head. “I think it’s time to move to the next floor.”
 
   Hearing those words Ash couldn’t help but smile. Ash knew that moving to another floor would increase the danger, but it was a welcomed change. The yetis were a challenge at first, but after fighting them day after day it had become boring. 
 
   The trio quickly moved to the boss’s room and walked through. Ash gripped the hilt of his sword in anticipation as the darkness cleared displaying a red-haired yeti that was about a foot taller than the ones he had fought before. 
 
   The yeti let out a deafening roar just like the others. It took a few steps forward and opened its mouth. Just like with the other yetis, a cone of frost sprayed forward, though it was almost twice the size of normal one. Moving to the side, Ash evaded the large area attack and waited for the yeti’s next move.
 
   Ash didn’t have to wait for long as the yeti let out another roar and charged toward him. The red yeti’s speed was nearly twice of that of normal yeti. As soon as the yeti was close enough to Ash, it attacked with the same predictable motion he had seen hundreds of times. Just as he had with the last yeti, Ash moved back while moving his sword into position and braced himself. When the yeti’s arm touched the blade Ash was slightly surprised when the sword was the one pushed back instead. Seeing its attack miss, the yeti quickly followed through with a second strike.
 
   Not expecting the second strike, Ash was only able to dodge thanks to his intense training with Zelan. Moving four steps back, Ash reevaluated his current tactics. The red yeti was stronger and faster than the others he had fought and also boasted a higher defense. After giving it a few seconds thought Ash quickly decided that his best choice was to take a defensive position and counter-attack when the chance appeared.
 
   Holding his sword low, Ash waited as the yeti moved forward to press its attack. When the yeti attacked this time, Ash slid to the side before pivoting to come up the side of the yeti while bringing his sword up with a quick slash. The sword didn’t dig in deeply, but it did draw a thin line of blood across the yeti’s rib line. 
 
   Before Ash had a chance to reset his stance, the yeti turned and attacked with a strong left sweep of its claws. Ash wasn’t shaken and he deftly moved to the left while turning his blade to intercept the yeti’s claws. A loud sound echoed through the chamber as the claws met steel and small sparks flashed from the blade for the briefest of moments. Using the force of the blow, Ash took a step back and then let his left leg slide out, lowering his stance and stuck at the yeti’s exposed stomach, scoring another thin hit. As soon as his sword passed through its arc, Ash put his weight on his extended foot as he stood. The yeti attacked, but in a flash Ash was now a foot to the side of where he had been standing a moment before causing the attack to miss. 
 
   With three quick movements, Ash came up behind the yeti and struck hard. This time putting more of his weight into his attack. This time his blade didn’t just skip off the hardened fur of the yeti, but dug in and Ash could feel it as the tip of his blade connected with bone. With a strong jerk, Ash tore the blade from the yeti and with a loud scream it fell to the ground.
 
   Stepping back, Ash waited for the yeti to calm its rage as it thundered about trying to stand, only to find that its legs no longer heeded its call. Bellowing, the Yeti tried again and again to stand but was only met with failure. His eyes full of pity, Ash approached the creature from a blind spot raising his sword high in the air before driving it with all his strength into the yeti’s neck. After a few moments of trashing, the yeti lay silent on the ground and Ash used a clean part of its fur to wipe the blood from his blade.
 
   Searching the ground, Ash found a small red orb and almost yelled out in surprise. Killing nearly five hundred yetis had only gained him one monster orb, but this time luck was on his side it seemed.
 
   [Lesser Yeti Knight Orb: permanently increases all stats +1.]
 
   Without a second thought, Ash absorbed the orb into his chest with a large smile. He had thought to sell the next orb to the kingdom. The stats didn’t have a huge draw to him, but any chance to increase his luck was one he would take. 
 
   Moving to the next floor, the trio found themselves in a large open area covered by water. Ash cautiously walked down the steps, entering the water. Each step brought him deeper and deeper into the water until it stopped just below his knees. The water was slightly warm and Ash could taste salt in the air. 
 
   With the bright open landscape, Ash could clearly see the other end of the room where the boss’s door lay, though it looked more like a dot in the distance. Knowing that there could be deep spots or traps under the water, Ash lightly tested with his foot before he put any weight on it. It was slow, but no matter how much like a game this world was, there was no second chance if you died. 
 
   When a large jellyfish like creature rose out of the water, Ash was slightly surprised but didn’t let it show on his face. It had a bulbous body with three long tentacles that hung below it. Taking a step forward, Ash gripped his sword tightly as a tentacle flashed toward him. Ash brought his sword up to block the attack, but when the blade of his sword and the tentacle met a shock ran through his entire body. In the few seconds that his body didn’t heed his commands, the monster struck again, hitting Ash on the shoulder sending another shock along with a burning sensation through Ash’s entire body.
 
   As the bulbous creature sent another tentacle toward Ash, he regained the control of his body and twisted, letting the thin appendage float by. His feet could move again, but from his shoulder down to the tips of his fingers on his left side no longer heeded his call. Thankfully his sword was not so heavy that it couldn’t be wielded with one hand.
 
   As the jellyfish creature continued its assault, Ash dodged, not daring to defend with his sword again. As he had been taught, each movement brought him closer to his target and when he was so close he could smell the salt on the creature’s body, he struck with his sword.
 
   The body of the creature was nearly see through and Ash aimed his strike for a small solid mass in the center of its body. The flesh parted easily and a viscous clear liquid oozed down from the wound. The body of the creature was so thick, Ash had to sink his sword up to its hilt before it reached the mass at the center, but as soon as his blade found its mark, the creature started to thrash about. Ash tried to escape, but one of the randomly thrown tentacles hit his right leg, paralyzing it and causing him to crash into the water below. 
 
   With both an arm and a leg unable to move, Ash was having trouble staying above water. For a moment he feared he would have to release his hold on his sword to keep his life, but then Shina grabbed him and pulled him free of the water’s embrace.
 
   “Didn’t expect there to be sea nettles in the labyrinth,” Zelan said rubbing his chin. “I think this will be good for the next phase of training. The water slows your movement and you can’t block or parry the attacks like you could with a yeti. You will need to get some potions though. It takes half an hour for the paralysis from their poison attacks to wear off. Well, while you wait to get feeling back in your limbs, you can think of how to deal with the next one.”
 
   With Shina’s help, Ash returned to the steps so that he wouldn’t have to sit in the water while he waited. In an attempt to get the feeling to return faster, Shina started to massage his arm, or that was her excuse for doing so.
 
   Ash had expected pain when the feeling returned, like an arm that was numb from sleeping on it, but surprisingly there was no pain when he could once again move his fingers. A few moments after his arm regained its mobility, the numbness in his leg disappeared and he stood ready to try fighting once again. 
 
   This time when the sea nettle appeared, Ash didn’t try to block its blows. It was hard to dodge them in the water, but since only his lower half was restricted, it wasn’t impossible. For the first time Ash was happy for the long hours of training while beings forced to stand on that tiny log. The closer he got to the nettle, the faster the attacks became and the less room her had to dodge with. It was a dangerous creature to solo, but Ash could see how it could easily be taken down by a group, though not without a few injuries to the vanguards.
 
   Even with all his training and knowing how the creature attacked, Ash was still struck once by the nettle numbing his right arm from the elbow down. It was a bit harder trying to fight with his left arm, but he was still able to kill the nettle.
 
   With only loss in his right arm, Zelan saw no reason for Ash to stop so he was forced to fight again. As he fought this time, when he was close to the nettles main body, a swift attack came from the side and Ash was left with no choice but to block. As his sword struck close to the base where the tentacle met the main body, the long limb was severed without any damage done to himself. Seeing this, Ash’s tactics changed as he began striking at the remaining two limbs.
 
   As the last two limbs sunk below the water, Ash struck at the core of the nettle killing it. Without any appendages to attack with, its death throws no longer held any danger and Ash calmly watched as it died with a smile on his face. 
 
   Ash fought three more sea nettles before Zelan decided that it was time to head back to the manor. Though it was decided it was time to go back, Ash still had to fight any sea nettle that appeared on their path to the exit.
 
   When he had first walked through the water, he had taken small metered steps but no having found no traps, he walked more confidently but he still kept up his diligence. Just before they reached the door to the boss’s room, they met with one more sea nettle.
 
   With his skills, it still took nearly ten minutes for Ash to get close enough to the body of the creature to do any real damage. Once the nettle died and was absorbed, Ash bent down and picked up something that he saw shining in the water. 
 
   [Electro Sac (average quality): Used in the making of magical weapons, armor, and items.]
 
   After placing the Electro Sac in his inventory, Ash walked up to the plaque and placed his hand on it and warped outside. 
 
   “Tomorrow while you’re in town, make sure to get something to combat the sea nettle’s paralysis,” Zelan said on the way back.
 
   After returning to the manor, Ash did the same thing he had almost every day. He took a quick bath while trying to make sure no one was peeking, ate a large supper, and then spent a little time with Emelia in the study reading. By the time it came to his reading time, Ash was so tired that he often fell asleep in the study, but Emelia refused to let him go to his room before they spent any time together. After leaving the study, Yuki would help him take care of his gear and if he happened to fall asleep before they were done, she would forgo returning to her room and crawl into his bed alongside him. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   4-2
 
   The next morning Ash woke and found that the sun was already peeking above the horizon. He didn’t know if it was because he was tired or that part of his mind knew that he had a day off, but sleeping in felt good. Stretching his sore muscles, Ash got out of bed and quickly dressed while leaving his armor aside for the day.
 
   As he headed to town, Ash felt slightly naked without his armor. He had almost left his sword behind too, but decided at the last moment to put it in his inventory. Taking a thin side street, Ash headed for his first stop the adventurer’s guild. He still had plenty of copper and iron pennies, but he was down to two silver coins and he doubted that would be enough for shopping. 
 
   Having no real need for the items in his inventory, Ash sold everything. The lady behind the desk widened her eyes at the large number of items that appeared on the counter as Ash pulled one thing after another from his seemingly small pack.
 
   Ash wasn’t worried that the receptionist would think anything was amiss since he learned about the bag of holding, so he continued to pile things up until they started to fall off the pile and into the floor.
 
   Thanks to the large number of items, it took almost an hour for everything to be calculated up. Just as with his other times, the young lady counted off the items sold and the price for each while at the same time handing him a piece of parchment with the same numbers on them. 
 
   “Three low quality fire lizard skins at twenty copper a piece, eleven average quality fire lizard skins at thirty-five coppers a piece, thirty-seven good quality fire lizard skins at sixty copper a piece, eleven low quality sugilite at seventy-five coppers a piece, eighteen average quality sugilite at one silver a piece, twenty-six good quality sugilite at one silver fifty coppers a piece, forty-two low quality yeti furs at one silver a piece, one hundred thirty-one average quality yeti furs at one silver forty coppers a piece, two hundred sixty-one good quality yeti furs at two silver a piece, one low quality electro sac at one silver sixty copper a piece, one average quality electro sac at two silver ten copper a piece, two good quality electro sacs at two silver eighty copper a piece, and one good quality golem core at ten silver a piece. That comes to a total of eight gold fifty-five silver and eighty copper coins.”
 
   Ash couldn’t help but smile. For the first time, he had gold coins of his own. If he converted the gold into the currency from his own world, he would have almost nine thousand dollars. It was more than he could have ever hoped for in his previous life.
 
   “Do you have anything that cures sea nettle’s paralysis poison?” Ash asked as he placed the coins in his inventory. 
 
   “Of course,” the young lady said, pulling out a bottle with a light grey liquid inside. “If you drink this then it will work.”
 
   “How much are they?” Ash asked as he looked at the thumb sized bottle.
 
   “Two silver for each one,” she answered, making Ash’s heart drop. 
 
   Ash knew that Zelan would be making him fight the sea nettles until he could kill them without being touched. If that was the case, then he would need a lot of potions, but at that price it would cost him a small fortune. Sighing Ash pulled out a single gold coin and placed it on the counter. “I’ll take fifty,” He said, his face slightly crestfallen. 
 
   Looking at the price of an Electro Sac, he would have to get an average quality or better one each time to make a profit from hunting sea nettles if he was forced to use a potion after each fight. With that thought in mind, Ash felt a huge weight press down on him. He had just started to see the light at the end of the tunnel and now he could see it collapsing around him. 
 
   Though he had taken a heavy mental blow, his spirits didn’t stay down for long. Soon the sights and smells of the market district sprang up around him. Small stands stood around the square where a number of foods and small goods were sold.
 
   After buying a small candied peach slice on a stick for four iron pennies, Ash walked among the stands looking at the goods. A number of them would be nice for a young lady like Yuki but nothing really caught his eye so he decided to keep looking around.
 
   Enjoying his little tour around the market district, Ash couldn’t help but enter the weapon shop. He knew that Yuki had purchased a new sword and bow with her own funds, but neither of them were high quality. They were only a step above the beginner equipment.
 
   “What can we do ya for?” A burly old man asked as Ash came into the store.
 
   “Looking for a good bow or sword for a young lady,” Ash replied as he looked at the assortment of weapons lined on the wall. 
 
   “A weapon for a young lady,” the man said, pinching up his mouth. “We have a few decorated swords, but they would be less than useless if she plans to use them in a fight. Now, if you wanted a dagger, we have plenty of those that have some nice decorative work on them. As for bows, we have two that a young lady might like,” He said as he went behind the counter and pulled out two bows. One was made of a dark green wood and had a silver grip with roses carved into it. The other was a dark black bow with a copper grip with vines carved on it. Ash picked up the first bow and examined it. 
 
   [Light Elven Suporo Bow: attack 10-14. Durability: 25/25.]
 
   Sitting the first aside Ash picked up the second bow. 
 
   [Light Fae Yew Bow: attack 9-12. Durability 20/20.]
 
   “How much are they?” Ash asked as he sat the second bow back on the counter. 
 
   “The elven bow is eighty silver, the fae bow is sixty silver.”
 
   Ash was surprised that there was such a large difference in price. Grimacing Ash pulled out a gold coin and laid it on the table. “I’ll take the elven bow please, and is there anything you can wrap it in.”
 
   “Sure boy,” the man said, picking up the gold coin and handing him back twenty silver. 
 
   A few minutes later, Ash left the store carrying a large brown box with a smile on his face. The bow had cost him a lot, but he was sure that the look on Yuki’s face would be worth it. With nothing else planned, Ash didn’t know what to do with his time. Ever since coming to this world, he had been busy with one thing or another. This was the first time that he had allowed himself any real free time. He might have had no idea what to do, but he did know that he didn’t want to go back to the manor. If Zelan found him just relaxing, no matter if he had been promised a rest day or not, Ash could see him being put into training. 
 
   Without anything to do, Ash went toward the center of the market district where a large fountain stood. As he walked, Ash felt as if someone was watching him. Focusing on his spider sense that he hadn’t used in a long time, Ash didn’t sense any enemies. 
 
   Even though he knew there were no enemies, Ash couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched. Turning around in a full circle, he noticed a young woman with red hair and ears peeking at him from the corner of a building. “Shina, you might as well come out.”
 
   “Master I just…Mou…I was,” Shina stumbled over her words as she approached with her head hung low. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Ash said, unable to hide the smile on his face.
 
   “Hehe,” Shina laughed as she clung to Ash’s arm while sniffing him. Ash never noticed at first, but whenever Yuki or Shina clung to him they tended to bury their noses into him while sniffing. 
 
   “Would you stop that,” Ash said trying to pull away.
 
   “Mou…But master smells good,” Shina said with her ears drooping slightly.
 
   “It tickles, so don’t do it too much,” Ash said after seeing the sad look on Shina’s face. 
 
   Shina smiled and pushed her nose back into Ash and took a deep whiff while chuckling. “Fufu…A date with master.”
 
   Ash and Shina walked around the market. Shina ran from stand to stand and Ash handed her a handful of copper so that she could buy snacks. With five different types of food in her hand, Ash watched as Shina ate with enthusiasm.
 
   Sitting on a stone bench in front of the fountain, Ash watched as Shina ate and played with a number of children. After having spent a lot of time with Yuki and Shina, Ash had started to learn a little more about their mentality. Though Shina was older than Yuki by more than a few years, they were both childish by nature.
 
   At the moment, Shina was dancing around playing a tag like game with eight children from the age of eight to thirteen. Shina was agile and could easily dance around the children, but after dodging for a bit she would allow herself to be tagged and then play around missing the children by only a hair. The whole time Shina was playing, her tail was furiously wagging back and forth causing more than one child to reach out and touch it. Sometimes the younger children would tug too hard on her tail, causing her to wince in pain but she never seemed to get mad. 
 
   The longer Ash watched Shina play with the children, the more he wondered how the people of this world could consider them lesser beings. They were not human, but neither were they animals. They could love, smile, laugh, and cry just as any human could. So what made them inferior? From what Ash could see, in a lot of ways Yuki and Shina were better than many of the humans he had met, both in his previous world and the new one. It seemed that no matter what world you were in, people had to have someone or something that they felt superior too. In his last world people focused on race, religion, sex, and a number of other things. This world was much simpler in their hate, but he was sure that the longer he lived here, the more he would find dissention between people. It was the one true fault of humanity that had been proven time and time again throughout history.
 
   Time passed by quickly and soon the children were gone. As the sun reached its peak in the sky, Ash and Shina found themselves sitting alone on the stone bench. 
 
   At the moment, Shina was using Ash’s lap as a pillow. It felt slightly odd, but seeing as she had tired herself out playing with the kids, Ash couldn’t find it in himself to turn her away. The contented smile on her face as Ash ran his fingers through her hair until her stomach started to grumble.
 
   “Hungry?” Ash asked, suppressing a laugh as Shina’s face turned a deep crimson.
 
   “No…I…Mou…I’m hungry,” Shina admitted, her face completely flushed. 
 
   Ash took Shina to the small eatery near the adventurer’s guild that was famous for its sweets. Ash ordered a large meat platter for the table and Shina added a few sweets to the order.
 
   When the food arrived, Ash ate slowly while Shina ate as if she hadn’t had a meal in weeks. Ash was amazed at how much she could eat, given how slender her body was. After he had eaten his fill, Ash sat back and watched as Shina finished off the meat plate then as she started to eat the pastries. The content look on her face as she ate thee sweets made Ash want to laugh, but he simply smiled while he waited for her to finish. 
 
   After the meal was done, the two headed in the direction of the adventurer school. Other than to go to Yuki’s advancement class, Ash hadn’t checked up on her and even then, he had not spoken to any of her instructors. He knew that he wasn’t her father, but he felt responsible for her in the same way. 
 
   As they neared the school on the outskirts of the city, Ash noticed that a large number of students were outside practicing with their weapons. Some of them were hitting wooden dolls while others were sparing. “Over there,” Shina said, tugging on Ash’s arm and pointed toward Yuki.
 
   Yuki and the young girl Tina were sparing together. Yuki was using a sword while Tina was using a spear. From what Ash could see, Yuki was playing the main attacker while Tina was trying to defend with the spear. Once Yuki broke through Tina’s defense and got in close, she would stop her attack and move back and start again. Ash was amazed at how the two young girls practiced. After about ten rounds, they switched, though the attack patterns were slightly different. Tina was attacking, but instead of trying to break through and draw in close, she was trying to knock Yuki’s sword out wide so she could get a clear stick at Yuki’s chest. 
 
   The longer he watched the two kids practicing, the more surprised Ash was. Most the kids were practicing lazily while taking a lot of breaks. Seeing them, Ash thought that was how children should be. Ash himself was only seventeen, but there was a big difference in those two or three years. At fourteen, Ash didn’t think he could have the same resolve that Yuki and Tina were showing. 
 
   Ash and Shina moved off to the side, hoping they wouldn’t be noticed by Yuki and continued to watch. After almost half an hour a teacher noticed them and approached where they hid. “Can I help you?”
 
   “I-I was just watching my s-slave,” Ash said as he tried to explain what he was doing.
 
   “Ah I see,” the man said with a raised eyebrow. “Seeing that you are with a member of the fox tribe, you must be Yuki’s owner. While it is not uncommon for masters to see how their slaves are progressing, we ask that you notify the school when you plan to do so.”
 
   “Uhh, I will do that in the future.”
 
   As the man left, Ash turned his attention back to Yuki and Tina who were now taking a small break under the shadow of a large tree. The two young girls were smiling and talking, but what Ash noticed was a young man about fifteen whose eyes were glued to the pair of young women.
 
   As he watched the young man approach the two girls, Ash felt a somewhat chilly sensation in his chest. “Am I jealous?” Ash asked himself, but shook his head. “No I am just worried…like a parent would be,” he told himself. 
 
   Ash leaned closer and strained his ears but he couldn’t understand what the young man was saying. Taking a step forward, Ash leaned his body but still couldn’t hear a thing. A few more steps, he started to pick up a few words, but couldn’t tell what the conversation was about. Two more steps, “My father said that if I move to the third class, he will buy me a slave…At that time, I will ask him to purchase you,” the boy boldly said, making Ash’s heart go cold. 
 
   “I told you, master won’t sell me, and I don’t want to be sold,” Yuki said, standing up and turning away from the boy. As she turned, her eyes fell on Ash who was now only a few steps away. “Master,” Yuki said before running up and jumping into Ash’s chest. After taking a deep breath, she looked back at the boy with cold eyes then returned to rubbing her cheek on Ash’s chest. 
 
   Ash could see the hate in the young boy’s eyes as he looked at him. Turning his eyes from the young boy, Ash looked down on Yuki and noticed that she had a large smile and her tail was swishing back and forth with vigor. “Master, what are you doing here?” Yuki asked after she had calmed down. 
 
   “Master just wanted to make sure you were not slacking off,” Shina said as she pulled Yuki away from Ash. 
 
   “Shina, did you have to be so cold about it?” Ash said to himself. 
 
   “Mom, I am working hard,” Yuki said puffing out her chest. “I will protect mom and master.” 
 
   “Yo-you,” the boy shouted, storming toward Ash. “Sell Yuki to me,” the boy demanded.
 
   “I am sorry, but I cannot sell Yuki to you,” Ash replied. “Not only is she a part of my family, but selling her would also force her to part with her mother.”
 
   “You already have two. Why can’t you sell one to me?” The boy asked, his voice slightly rising in tone and volume.
 
   “What do you mean two?” Ash asked.
 
   “If it’s about the price, my father will pay twice what you paid for Yuki,” the boy said taking another step forward.
 
   “It has nothing to do with the price,” Ash replied, getting slightly angry at the boys attitude. “Just what do you want Yuki for? She is not an object.”
 
   “Huh…What are you saying? She is a slave. I want her because she is good at fighting and she is cute. She is worth the cost of two or three other slaves.”
 
   Shaking his head, Ash wanted to strangle the young man but held himself back. His views were the minority in this world, so there was no point in fighting over it with a young boy. “I will not be selling Yuki, even if you gave me a bag full of platinum coins.”
 
   “Master,” Yuki said looking up at him with her eyes radiating affection.
 
   “Wait until I talk with my father…You will regret it,” the boy said before stomping off.
 
   Tina who had simply been watching the exchange had an odd look on her face. Ash could see that a small war was going on inside her head as the expression on her face changed from one second to the next. “You’re not so bad…For a guy,” Tina said before grabbing Yuki’s hand and dragging her back to the training area. 
 
   “What about me master?” Shina asked as soon as Yuki and Tina were out of earshot.
 
   “Would you sell me?” She asked shifting nervously.
 
   “Of course not,” Ash replied as he turned and started walking back toward the center of the city. “Let’s head back home.” 
 
   Shina let out a short giggle then grabbed Ash’s arm tightly. “Master…Thank you.” Ash could hear a slight tug of emotion in Shina’s words, but refused to respond. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   4-3
 
   The next morning Ash was back to his normal routine. The only difference was that now instead of one small log, there were four placed an even distance apart. The next phase of training was for Ash to move between the logs while dodging and parrying attacks. The number of spears had also been increased and Shina had been instructed to toss stones at him at irregular intervals.
 
   At first Shina didn’t want to throw the stones, but when Ash asked her to do it so that he could become stronger, she became abnormally motivated. Sometimes the stones came so fast that Ash was sure she was trying to knock him out for some devious purpose.
 
   Training started at what Ash would consider six in the morning, though since this world didn’t have an accurate time measurement, it was only a guess on his part. The first step of training took about four hours, then Ash moved into the second step where he would spar with either Shina or Zelan. Calling it sparing though might be a little of an over generalization.
 
   During the so called sparing matches, Ash was given conditions that he had to deal with during the battle. Sometimes he was not allowed to use his right hand, in others his left leg, or even without the use of his sight. It was a new addition to his training and one that he found more mentally tiring than physically.
 
   Once the sun reached it apex, the three returned to the labyrinth. Today, just as the day before Ash was made to fight sea nettles. Ash knew that time was limited in each day, but he did not push himself during the fight and took his time. His goal was not just to win, but win without having to use one of his precious potions. As he fought, Ash also kept up with the number of the sea nettles he had absorbed. He had learned since absorption had reached level two, he no longer needed fifty monsters to receive an ability, but only forty-five.
 
   The more abilities Ash received, the more he began to understand their uses. Skills could only be learned by a person who has a job that corresponds to the skill. Even with getting a job that didn’t mean that one would get all the skills though. Zelan had told him that many skills were passed down from master to student or learned on you own. Zelan knew a number of skills related to swordsmanship, but because Ash was a gambler he was unable to learn them. 
 
   Unlike skills though an ability could not be taught. One was either born with the ability or they received it from a skill book dropped by a monster. It sounded easy enough, but if a monster orb dropped with a .01% chance a skill book dropped with a .001% chance so it was rare for one to be found. Even with Ash’s extremely high luck stat, he had yet to see one ability book. 
 
   Ash fought while thinking of what abilities the sea nettles would give him. In his heart he hoped for a passive ability. Active abilities were useful, but passive abilities didn’t cost anything and could be used freely.
 
   After killing seven sea nettles, Ash once again noticed a small shining orb in the water. His luck was higher now, based on the formula given to him in the gambler’s handbook he had a .9% chance for an orb drop. That meant out of a thousand kills he would most likely receive nine orbs. It wasn’t a great number, but it wasn’t absolute either. There was always the possibility that he could get one every time, though that wasn’t very probable. 
 
   [Sea Nettle Orb: permanently increase agility +1, intelligence +1, and luck +2.]
 
   “Luck +2…Why would a sea nettle give a bonus to luck?” Ash asked himself as he looked at the orb in his hand. It was great for him, but it didn’t seem to make much sense. This was the fourth orb he had found that seemed off when compared to what Zelan told him and his own sources of information. Still he was not one to look a gift horse in the mouth.
 
   Ash felt the normal warm sensation as he placed the orb against his chest. The rise in stats was only comparable to one level, but it was a welcomed boost. The +2 to luck seemed small but when one considered that thanks to his ability devil’s luck that gave a 500% boost, it was equal to getting a +12. When he had first seen the ability, he didn’t think that luck mattered for much and during a fight it didn’t, but when one considered the increase in the rate of rare drops it could be considered priceless. The more he thought about it, the more his mind was decided that he should start putting everything into luck. If he did that one level would be equal to six.
 
   Zelan had often told him that while gambler’s were not combat orientated, there was not a single high level group of adventurers that didn’t have one in their group because of the increase in drop rate, though most gamblers had to work hard to get their luck above 200 where they were seen a truly valuable yet he had surpassed 300 at level 11.
 
   “Boy if anyone knew how often you get those orbs to drop for you, the king himself would send his entire army to enslave you. Even if you were a noble, you wouldn’t be safe,” Zelan said shaking his head. “If you ever think of selling them, I would suggest at most one every five years, or you send your slaves to sell them for you to reduce attention to you.”
 
   “I will take master’s advice to heart,” Ash said. He had thought about doing that, but since then he had only found orbs that increased his luck and that was one thing he would not let pass him by for any amount of gold.
 
   Ash was forced to continue to fight, but with his slow pace, in the eight hours he had within the labyrinth, he was only able to kill eighteen sea nettles. Zelan didn’t seem happy with his speed, but he was happy when Ash refused to drink one of the potions when the paralysis did adversely affect his battle powers. If Zelan knew the real reason that Ash refused to drink the potions though, he would not have been nearly impressed with his student. 
 
   Ash had noticed one change during his time fighting in the labyrinth. Zelan always watched him and gave him pointers and criticism after each battle, but Shina would move off and fight on her own. The only time she watched Ash fight was when they first moved to a new level or when he fought against a boss.
 
   Ash was glad that she was making herself stronger, but a part of him hated it. Right now she was already a higher level than he was and her skills in battle were more honed. Even after all his training, he only won one out of seven fights with the busty fox. Ash knew that she was older than him, though he had no idea how much older as she refused to tell him her age, even under an order. Even knowing that, Ash felt that as the master he should be able to protect her instead of the other way around. 
 
   “Master, is something bothering you,” Shina asked as she held his arm tight on the way back to the manor. 
 
   “Uh…Nothing,” Ash replied, too embarrassed to say what was truly on his mind. “I was just wondering when your birthday was. You know Yuki’s is coming up…So it was on my mind.”
 
   “My birthday is the 28th of Ianuali,” Shina replied with a light giggle. “Will master buy me a present?”
 
   “Ummm…Sure,” Ash said not giving it much thought. “But you might have to remind me…I’m not good with dates.”
 
   “Hehe…O-kay,” Shina replied with a girlish giggle. “When is master’s birthday?”
 
   “My birthday?” Ash asked slightly surprised by the question. “I-I don’t know,” he replied honestly. Even in his last world, he didn’t know his real birthday as he was left to the government shortly after he was born. The government had given him a date of birth, but to him it hadn’t been real. Not to mention, not once had it been celebrated.
 
   “If master doesn’t know, then can I give you a birthday?” Shina asked, her eyes widening.
 
   “I guess that would be fine.”
 
   “Hehe I will pick a great date for master’s birthday,” Shina said laughing.
 
   “What day will that be?” Ash asked his curiosity piqued. 
 
   “It’s a secret,” Shina said with a laugh. 
 
   “A secret?” Ash said with a laugh. “Who doesn’t know the date of their own birthday?” 
 
   “You apparently,” Zelan said cutting in. 
 
   Like every day, Ash headed straight for the baths after returning to the manor. It was one of the most peaceful times of the day for him. After soaking himself for nearly an hour, he headed down to the dining room. Though normally the duchess didn’t have supper until later, with Ash’s training schedule she had ordered the cooks to have it ready shortly after he returned from the labyrinth so that she could eat with him. This came after he had snuck into the kitchen a few days in a row then went to bed.
 
   Like every day for the past few months, Emelia was already sitting in her chair awaiting him with a smile. Today she was wearing a nice low cut white dress with pears around the collar. Ash had seen her almost every day and yet he couldn’t remember one time that she wore the same thing twice. “Evening Ash, how was your day?”
 
   “It was fine. Anything new on your end?” Ash asked as he took his seat.
 
   “Nothing really outside of the ordinary. Other than looking through territorial reports, and sitting through a few court proceedings, there isn’t much for me to do.”
 
   “I didn’t know you had to sit in court,” Ash said slightly taken aback. 
 
   “Of course, whenever there is a case involving nobles or if it’s a capital punishment case, I am expected to rule on it myself,” Emelia said in a disgusted voice. “I would be much happier if I didn’t, but judges tend to be easily bribed in either case which causes doubt and unrest in the general population.”
 
   “You always seem to be working, even though you say you don’t have much you have to do. With everything that you have to put up with, I don’t know why anyone would want to be a noble.”
 
   “I didn’t get much of a choice. I was born a noble,” Emelia said frowning. “It’s not all bad, there are a great deal of privileges that go with the responsibilities. It wouldn’t be so bad if my name held a little more authority, but that will come with time. My father often said that finding the other half of one’s soul was the best way to make even the most agonizing life enjoyable.”
 
   “Then I hope you find that person,” Ash replied sincerely.
 
   Emelia let out a heavy sigh, but didn’t say anything more as the food had started being delivered. The meal itself was passed mostly in silence, but as soon as it was finished Ash was taken to the study.
 
   While Emelia was looking over this year’s crop reports, Ash had picked up a history book. This particular one was about a war that had happened more than three hundred years before. Ash was amazed at the age of some of the books that Emelia had, as some were more than seven hundred years old. If you compared this worlds written history to his previous one, it would have left the previous shamed.
 
   This particular war was not between nations, but was the last war between the humans and demons. It seemed that the demons had a large country and mostly kept to themselves, but three hundred years ago they invaded the human continent. At that time the human kingdoms banded together and pushed back the invaders.
 
   After they had beat back the hordes of demons, the humans tried to enter the demon continent through the small pass in the Galien Mountains. No matter how hard the humans tried, each expedition ended in failure so instead they used magic to cause and avalanche that closed the borders between the two continents. Without the aid of the ground bound forces, the demons fighting power decreased dramatically. Every now and then flying demons still crossed over or emerged from labyrinths that were said to connect deep underground to the very birthplace of the demons. It was for those very reasons that people such as him, while rare, were not unheard of. 
 
   While he read, Emelia tended to lay on the couch while using his shoulder as a pillow. Tonight she smelled of lilacs and roses, making it a bit distracting when was trying to read, but now he was used to it. Without lamps, the room was lit by large candles that gave off a fragrant scent that was very soothing.
 
   Shaking his head, Ash tried to clear his mind as his eyes started to feel heavy. “I think I should get some sleep,” Ash said with a yawn. When he didn’t get a reply he turned his head to notice that Emelia head was nestled against his shoulder while the papers in her hands were slipping to the ground.
 
   Smiling, Ash lifted Emelia from the couch and using his foot lightly tapped on the door. At the sound, one of the maids opened the door and seeing the young miss in his arms, she gave a wry smile. As he carried Emelia up the stairs, the maid who had opened the door followed him while being joined by a number of others. 
 
   Ash felt slightly embarrassed about all the eyes on him, but with his hands full he needed the maids help to open the doors. Once he entered the duchess’s room, Ash couldn’t help but smile at the large bed as he remembered the time he had shared it during the Earl’s visit. 
 
   Looking at the bed, Ash waited for the covers to be pulled back, but noticed that the maids had stopped outside the door to the room and were looking in on him with keen eyes. After he beckoned them with a few whispers, one of the maids entered the room and pulled back the thick cover allowing Ash to place Emelia on the bed.
 
   After placing Emelia on the bed and covering her up, Ash turned to leave but was stopped when his tunic caught on something. Turning his head he noticed that Emelia was holding tight to his clothes. “You’re awake aren’t you?” Ash asked, trying to hold back a smile.
 
   “No,” Emelia said without opening her eyes. 
 
   “How long?” Ash asked as he tried to pry her death hold from his clothes. 
 
   “Not long…Since you picked me up,” Emelia admitted with a flushed face.
 
   “I need to go to sleep myself so if you could let go,” Ash said after trying unsuccessfully to pry her hands loose. 
 
   “Not without a kiss,” She said as her face turned an even darker shade of red. 
 
   Rolling his eyes, Ash leaned down to place a light kiss on Emelia’s lips. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t done it a number of times when he was playing her fiancé. As soon as their lips touched, Emelia let go of his shirt and instead grabbed him around the neck and pulled him in tight as her tongue darted inside his mouth.
 
   Ash was so shocked by her move that he didn’t even have a chance to fight against it before he was let go and he slumped to the ground, finding no more strength in his legs. “Thank you for the meal,” Emelia said with a sultry laugh that didn’t suit her demure appearance or young age.
 
   From the doorway of the room, Ash heard a faint murmur of giggles and turned to see it filled with maids all trying to look. His face burning hot, Ash quickly jumped to his feet and raced from the room while trying to hide his embarrassment.
 
   Ash ran straight to his room and almost jumped through the door closing it so fast behind him that it caused the vase on the nightstand to shake.
 
   “Master is something wrong?” Yuki, who was sitting on the bed waiting on him while tending to her own gear, asked.
 
   “N-nothing,” Ash muttered as he removed his own gear from his inventory and started to work on it. Thanks to the salt water on the tenth floor, Ash had to thoroughly clean his gear each night or it would start to deteriorate at a fast pace. Using a thick cloth and oil, Ash started wiping down the sword, starting at the tip of the blade. Before he had cleaned half of it, Ash’s eyes had grown heavy and he was fast asleep. Smiling, Yuki carefully pulled the covers out from under him and covered him up while taking over his duties to clean his gear. 
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   The next morning Ash woke early when a sharp pain ran through his left arm. Turning his head he noticed a small lump under the sheets. Lifting up the cover, he saw a little red haired girl clinging to his arm while using it as a pillow. As Ash tried to move his fingers, a tingling of pain shot through his arm and hand. 
 
   As he tried to move his arm, Yuki started to stir as her eyes fluttered open. “Ning master,” Yuki said as she sleepily sat up.
 
   “Yuki, how many times have I told you to sleep in your own room?” Ash asked as he rubbed his arm trying to get the blood flowing once again.
 
   “UUeeee…But master is warm and smells good,” Yuki said pouting. 
 
   “It isn’t proper for a young lady to sleep in the same bed with a man,” Ash said frowning.
 
   “But Yuki isn’t a young lady, she is a slave,” Yuki said with an innocent smile on her face. “If only master would be a little more loving.” 
 
   “I think I am loving enough,” Ash replied as he started to strap on his armor. “What more could you want?”
 
   “Ummmm…Well master could hug Yuki more…And a kiss…And let Yuki sit on his lap, or and let Yuki smell him whenever she wants, and maybe a baby. Owwwwwww.”
 
   Yuki started to complain as Ash brought his knuckles down on the top of her head. “A little girl shouldn’t be thinking about some of those things.
 
   Yuki rubbed her head while pouting. Seeing the look on her face, Ash felt a twinge of sympathy. Picking up Yuki from the bed he gave her a hug.
 
   “Hehe,” Yuki laughed and kissed Ash on the cheek. “Hey now, don’t get too excited,” Ash said setting Yuki down on the ground, but he couldn’t get mad when he saw the large smile on her face. 
 
   As soon as Yuki’s feet touched the floor, she rushed for the door to the room and disappeared while laughing. “Like mother like daughter,” Ash said laughing. Both looked younger than their age and they seemed to switch between acting like a child and adult whenever it suited them. 
 
   Once he was fully dressed, Ash grabbed a quick bite to eat from the kitchen then moved outside to start his daily practice. It was still early so Zelan was still doing his own practice while Shina was most likely sleeping. With a little extra time, Ash started going through his own katas since it had been awhile. Even though it had been weeks since he had done one of the katas, they still came naturally to him as breathing.
 
   Ash tried to think back to when he had first used a sword. It had felt heavy and odd in his hand. If his current self was to see the old him fighting, he wouldn’t be able to help but feel pity. Learning in this world was different than in his other world, though there was still such a thing as talent. Everyone was born with an innate talent and those tended to color that persons whole world.
 
   A person with an innate ability for cooking would learn skills linked with cooking far easier than for those with a sword. That said, there were still people who tried to move outside what life had given them, but few of those ever made a name for themselves. 
 
   Ash was an abnormality when compared to others. His innate skill was not based on anything, it was like a blank slate that covered everything. That said, he could learn quickly thanks to his intelligence, but the only skills he could learn were those that fell under the gambler occupation and for that he needed a master. He had thought about going to the guild to look for one, but with Zelan teaching him he didn’t have the time for another master at the moment. 
 
   After Zelan had finished his forms and Shina arrived, Ash started his practice. Ash didn’t pay much attention to anything other than dodging the attacks. It was this reason that he didn’t notice until the attacks stopped that someone had interrupted his practice.
 
   “Are you mister Ash?” A man in his early forties with a balding head and thin mustache asked. 
 
   “That would be me,” Ash said, stepping down from the log and using it as a seat to catch his breath. “Can I help you with something?”
 
   “I hope so,” the man said, his face retaining its deep scowl. “My son has taken a liking to one of your slaves. I had promised him that on his advancement to the third class, I would buy him a slave. Yesterday when he came home, he was very distraught saying that not only did you refuse to sell the young slave, but that you also insulted him.”
 
   “I don’t know if I insulted him, but I did refuse to sell my slave,” Ash said while Shina brought him a glass of cool water.
 
   “Could you perhaps change your decision? I would be more than willing to pay you far more than her normal value,” the man said while pulling out a small bag of coins.
 
   “As I told your son, I will not sell Yuki nor any of my slaves for any amount of gold,” Ash said, hoping to get the discussion over with quickly. 
 
   “Just because you have the lady Hawkwing behind you doesn’t mean that you can simply ignore proper etiquette. Just sell me the young lass and save us both a lot of unneeded trouble,” the man said, the anger clear in his voice. 
 
   “I am not doing this out of any sort of spite, but I cannot and will not sell Yuki,” Ash declared.
 
   “I see, that is unfortunate,” the man said, shaking his head and then he let out a high pitched whistle and another nine men walked through the gate of the manor. “I did my research before coming here. I can’t kill you since you have a relationship with the duchess, but you are still a gambler. You can’t refuse a challenge as long as the terms are fair,” the man added with an evil half-moon smile.
 
   The leader of the six people that had entered the garden was an older man with a silver gambler’s badge. The other five were a mix of one copper and four iron ranked gamblers. “Kiddo since you are also a member of the gambler’s guild, why don’t you just sell the slave to me? No reason to risk everything you own for a piece of trash is there?”
 
   Ash immediately took a disliking to the older man and his attitude. “Old man, why don’t you go back home before you break a hip?”
 
   “You little punk,” the elder said while gripping a long cane. “Guess someone needs to teach you how to respect your elders.”
 
   “Nathan, as the highest ranked iron gambler, I task you with making the challenge,” the elder said as a stout man in his early twenties stepped forward.
 
   “I, Nathan Oxford, challenge you to a gambler’s game. With an added bet on the line that should you lose, you will hand over the ownership rights to the slave named Yuki. If I should lose, then I will hand over ten gold coins.”
 
   The air shimmered in front of Ash and then without being given the choice, he found himself looking at a table and chairs made of magical essence. He had wanted to decline, but there was no chance to do so. As he thought about it, Ash remembered a part in the gambler’s handbook. “A gambler cannot decline a fair challenge.” 
 
   Ash took his seat opposite the other man and suppressed a laugh. Unless the other man had been the same luck as him it was almost impossible for him to win. It was like getting free stat points. Ash felt slightly bad about taking the man’s points, but it only lasted for a moment. This man had been hired to take Yuki away from him as if she were nothing more than an object.
 
   As the five cards appeared in front of him, Ash smiled as he counted the chips on his right side. There was only 182 chips. Ash alone had over 230 stats points. That meant that he had more than the other man. The other man’s eyes widened and Ash could tell that he had come to the same conclusion. “Master,” the man said looking over at the old man with a slightly frightened look on his face. 
 
   “Stop whining like a child,” the man rebuked him. “If you lose, you might as well sell yourself into slavery because you will no longer be allowed as my apprentice.” 
 
   Seeing the man’s face, Ash felt slightly bad but he shook it away. He was challenged so he had the first bet. He could take the nice approach and bet low so that the other man wouldn’t lose everything, but he was sure that if it was turned around the man in front of him would deprive him of everything he could. As he thought that Ash pushed all 183 chips across the table.
 
   Seeing the large stack of chips Nathan’s faced turned a pale white. “Little punk, do you not have any shame toward your guild mates?” the old man asked white spitting.
 
   “Shame?” Ash asked tilting his head. “You came here today to take what is mine by force and now you ask about shame. You are the one who challenged me, so don’t blame me for simply finishing the fight you started.”
 
   As soon as the chips were placed in the center, the other man’s chips moved on their own to join his. Ash didn’t wait and ran his hands over the cards in front of him and couldn’t help but smile. Four out of the five cards gave him the tingling sensation. He felt the strongest pull from the third card so he flipped it over to display an eight.
 
   When the eight appeared Ash could hear the other man whimper as his hand hovered over his cards with a look of fear on his face. His hand moved back and forth over the cards for a long time. After what felt like an hour the man turned over the first card and displayed a three.
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [Your opponent no longer has any chips in which to gamble with.]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have won strength +23. Vitality +28, agility +11, Stamina + 22, spirit +9, Intelligence +23, endurance +13, and luck +53.]
 
   Ash felt a warm light fill his body as his entire body was filled with energy. At the same time the man on the other end of the table turned white and started to look as if he belonged in a hospital. Before Ash could say anything, a small bag was tossed on the ground at his feet. “It’s the gold you won,” the old man said, his voice much calmer than before. “Boy you have skills and guts. I don’t know a single gambler that would bet that much against someone of the same rank. Why don’t you become one of my disciples? I know a lot of skills that could help you.”
 
   “Master,” Nathan said in a frail voice.
 
   “You’re still here boy?” the old man said and the other four members of the group picked up Nathan by his arms and carried him off.  
 
   Ash was surprised by the sudden change in the old man’s attitude. Looking from the old man to Zelan and shook his head. “I can’t at the moment, one master is enough for me.”
 
   “That is unfortunate,” the man replied. “If you change your mind, you can find me at the capital. Just go to the guild and ask for Mathis.”
 
   After he spoke, Mathis turned and started to leave the garden when the bald man stepped in front of him. “What are you doing?” the man demanded. “I hired you to get me the slave.”
 
   “You paid us 10 gold to win the slave. As you just saw we lost,” Mathis said in an unconcerned voice. “Nathan was the highest ranked and best gambler within the novice rank I have and he lost…Badly. The money you offered is gone and I have lost a valuable student. Risking anymore would be foolish and while I may like to gamble, I don’t play against a stacked deck.”
 
   The man was left standing with his mouth open, unable to retort. Once the gamblers had left, he turned back to Ash and gave a snarl. “Boy this isn’t over.” After saying this, the man turned and left the garden.
 
   “I see,” Zelan said inspecting Ash. “So it was this gambler’s game that allowed you to become so strong. I think I heard my master say something about it before, but it seems to be a dangerous skill. I would suggest you not get too overconfident with it and try to boost yourself with it alone,” Zelan said in a tone that reminded Ash of a teacher giving him a lecture. “But now I can understand why high level gamblers have had stronger abilities than many of their counterparts in history.”
 
   Ash just nodded his head, but didn’t respond. He liked the boost in stats, but the thought that he would have to take them from others didn’t feel right. So far both times he had taken them were from people that had started the challenge, so he didn’t feel much remorse. With his boosted luck, he was sure that he could beat almost anyone in the game, though he knew there was always a chance of losing. The main thing was that now with his enhanced luck, he was thinking about monster orbs. With a 300 stat in luck, he was able to find orbs from time to time, but now his luck was a total of 619. It had been more than doubled in one moment. “The gods have really blessed me,” Ash said with a hidden smile. 
 
   While he had only played a few games, Ash had read many books and often when one came to another world they were given a cheat ability that gave them an edge over other people. In Ash’s case it was the absorption ability, but he also had the devil’s luck ability as well. The devil’s luck skill was nearly useless outside of the gambler’s profession so it was hard to call it a real cheat. In fact had he not happened to pass by the gambler’s guild while the guild master was outside, he would have chosen a different profession. As Ash thought about it, he figured that in some ways that was luck as well.
 
   “Wait…How did you know I had gotten stronger?” Ash asked, looking at Zelan as a thought hit him. 
 
   “I could feel it,” Zelan replied. “I don’t have the analyze skill, but one can tell a lot just from the aura that a person gives off. A warrior who can’t read his opponent’s strength will never be anything but a third rate chump. I don’t have the analyze ability to check a person’s stats. Heck only government officials would care about it, unlike the inspect ability or skill it isn’t very useful in real life.”
 
   “Inspect ability?” Ash asked having not heard of it before.
 
   “Yes most merchants try to get it or learn it. It allows them to see the quality of an item without having to use an identify crystal.”
 
   “Really…Does analyze work on the same principle as the inspect ability?”
 
   “Yes the analyze ability can be used to inspect objects and in more detail but it costs MP while inspect in a passive ability so it is more valued in the merchant trade.”
 
   “I see,” Ash said while in deep thought.
 
   “Enough of that, time to get back to practice…But first I think we should add a few more weights,” Zelan said with an evil glint in his eyes. In the end, every space in the suit he was wearing had been weighted down and he was still able to move fairly freely though his feet sank slightly into the ground when he walked on the grass. Thanks to the weights, Ash didn’t feel much of a change his attacking speed or strength so it was actually made it easier to dodge the incoming attacks. After his first large boost, he had learned that an increase in stats wasn’t always a good thing as it took time for his body to readjust to the boost.
 
   As Ash moved his body, he found that he was much stronger than he had expected. Checking his stat page, he found a welcomed surprise. Ash had almost forgot about his gambler’s boost which had now reached level two. Ash remembered reading about it in his gambler’s handbook. At its highest level, it would reach a .5% bonus per point. If a person was considered a top tier gambler at 200 points in luck then most people never got above a 100% bonus. Of course if a person won a lot of gambler’s games, they could increase their skill higher, but there were risks involved, not to mention a person could at most challenge another twice a year. If the person challenged only bet 1 chip and lost all five rounds then it was hard to win any real amount of stats. That was one of the main reasons that there were not a large number of people with extremely high stats within the gambler’s guild. That aside, right now with his level 2 gambler’s boost he was getting a 123.8% bonus to his stats that were already abnormally high.     
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   Ash continued to practice and the next few weeks passed quickly with him staying on the tenth floor. Ash felt it was time for him to move to the next floor, but Zelan cautioned against it since the labyrinth here was feared because the strength of the floors jumped dramatically after each ten floors. If one was to say a level twelve party could fight easily on the tenth floor, then on the eleventh floor a group of level fifteen would be needed. It might not sound like a large gap, but considering how long it took to raise a level after the tenth level so it was a large change in difficulty.
 
   As he trained, Zelan no longer added more weights to him, but instead every few hours of training Zelan would take one away. Within the first week Ash had gotten two of the abilities from the sea nettles and early in the second week he earned the last ability that the creatures had. Like normal when he earned an elemental attack, he also earned the corresponding resistance skill for it. In truth, Ash would have gotten the abilities earlier if he just had to kill sea nettles, but Zelan wouldn’t let things go that easily. With his boost in stats also came an increased difficulty in training. Now he was even made to fight them blindfolded.
 
   [Shock Armor: cost 10MP. Covers a small area with electoral energy that will stun an opponent struck with it for two seconds. Level 1-0%.]
 
   [Shock Strike: cost 25MP. Hit an opponent with an energy attack that paralyses the part struck for five minutes. Level 1-0%.]
 
   [Electric Resistance. 5% resistance to energy attacks. Level 1-0%.]
 
   [Water Glide. When moving in water it flows naturally around you decreasing water resistance by 10%. Level 1-0%.]
 
   Since meeting Zelan, Ash had learned a number of new skills, but he had not had the chance to try a single one out. He was a normal young man and wanted more than anything to use magic during a fight, but so far he had been made to endure. Other than not being able to use his new abilities Ash was also slightly bothered by the fact that he had not gained another level up even after weeks of constant training.
 
   Ash was sure that he had killed at least three hundred sea nettles, but he still needed 3,415 more experience to reach his next goal. It was bad enough hunting by himself, but Ash hated to think how long it would take with a group. 
 
   When Ash had asked Zelan about this the man had laughed. “As long as there are no more than six people in a group, they all receive the same amount of experience without it being lowered. Also, monsters in a labyrinth tend to give a lot lower experience than those in the wild. Most believe that 60% goes to the labyrinth masters while 40% goes to the adventurer. To offset this, the monsters continue to respond so there is never a shortage of monsters to kill. “Honestly the labyrinth is a great source of income, that is why so many people have their eyes on the little ladies title and land. I think most nobles would offer to sell their souls to a demon if they would make a labyrinth in their land,” Zelan had said while laughing.
 
   After weeks of training, Ash had today and the next day off since tomorrow was Yuki’s birthday. Right now Emelia was talking to the palace staff to make sure everything would be ready on the following day. Ash himself didn’t have much to do, so he decided it was a good time to stop by the gambler’s guild. 
 
   It had been half a year since he had last been here and at that time, he had only been inside for a brief moment. At that time, he hadn’t even taken the time to learn the name of the guild master who had talked him into joining. 
 
   Thinking back, there had been a lot on his mind at that time. He had just bought Yuki and he had just been challenged by the Earl’s son to a duel. It had been a trying time, but also enjoyable in some aspects. Thinking back to his past, Ash was amazed at how much he hand changed in such a short period of time.
 
   Before he didn’t have friends or family. He spent his time work or alone. A few times people tried to get close to him, but he had always pushed them away telling himself he didn’t have time to spend on them since he would be leaving soon anyway. At that time, he didn’t think it mattered if he was alone, but now things had changed. He couldn’t imagine his current life without the people he had come to know and trust. “Was this what having friends and family were like?” Ash asked himself as he walked down the road. If so, then the god in the previous world must have truly hated him to make him live a life devoid of such relations.
 
   The building looked much the same as last time, though there seemed to be a new sign hanging above the entrance. Unlike his first visit, the guild master was not outside trying to rope people into entering the building. As he entered, Ash was surprised to see the guild master sitting with his legs kicked up on the desk.
 
   “Sir Ash, nice to see you,” the guild master said with a warm smile.
 
   “Ahhh…You too guild master,” Ash said, feeling slightly out of place.
 
   “What brings you here today?”
 
   “I have been thinking over a few things and had a couple questions.”
 
   “Go ahead,” the man replied while looking uninterested. 
 
   “It’s about gambler skills,” Ash said while moving further into the room. “I have heard that each guild has a number of skills other than those learned when one first joins.”
 
   “That’s true...But first let me ask you. What is a skill?”
 
   “It’s a job orientated ability,” Ash replied quickly.
 
   “I will give you fifty points,” the man said while waving his hand back and forth. “That is only a partial truth. Then let me ask you how do you think a skill was first created?”
 
   “Huh…Well…I don’t know,” Ash answered as in a halting voice.
 
   “Someone created it,” the guild master said lazily. “The same goes for occupations. To create an occupation isn’t easy and it is even harder to turn it into a recognized guild. Skills are easier to create than an occupation, but they still take a lot of effort. First they have to be related to the occupation otherwise the god system will not allow it to be born. After that, it has to be practiced over and over but for gamblers that is where the real trouble comes in. Most people think that a gambler occupation is only about winning money through bets, but because of the high luck over the years, the view of people about them have changed. Most copper plate and above gamblers have at least a few combat related skills.”
 
   “Then you can teach me some of those skills,” Ash said, getting annoyed at the long lecture.
 
   “Listen to me,” the guild master said with the same lazy tone. “Over the years, the gambler’s guild has spilt into factions. Most those factions are based out of a guild office. Remember me talking about this during your initial joining. In each guild a new member is given an upper echelon member in the guild to follow and that person is in charge of teaching skills. Sadly though, there are only six people registered to this guild station. Of those, I am the only one above the novice rank, but sadly I have never been much of a fighter so the only skills I have taken the time to learn are the basic ones for gamblers.”
 
   “Then why did you join the gambler’s guild in the first place?” Ash asked stunned.
 
   “Because I like to gamble. Why else would I join? If you are a member of the gambler’s guild you are allowed entrance into a number of games that one would never have the chance to enter. It is a great chance to earn a great deal of gold,” as the guild master said this, Ash noticed a greedy smile spread across his face while his eyes gleamed like small diamonds. “My advice for you would be that you take some time and try to figure out what kind of skill you want to have and then try to make it yourself. It might take you years to do or only days, but in the end if you create it yourself, it fill fit you much better than any skill that someone could teach you.”
 
   “I have one other question…How in the world does the guild earn money?”
 
   “That depends on the guild house. Larger guild houses have a gambling hall, but sadly a few generations back they outlawed that here after the duke at the time lost a large amount of his fortune. Now the only way we can earn money is by the yearly membership payments of our guild members,” seeing Ash’s sudden sullen look the guild master laughed. “Don’t worry, membership fees are only ten silvers a year, and doesn’t need to be paid until the end of the year.”
 
   “Just ten silver…Can I pay early?” Ash asked. “I don’t want to forget about it or have to worry about it if I go out traveling for a bit.” 
 
   “There’s no rule against it,” the guild master said with the odd twinkle in his eye.
 
   Pulling out a gold coin from his inventory Ash tossed it to the guild master. “That should take care of me for the next ten years.”
 
   “Ohhh,” the guild master said catching the gold coin. “Such a good member. Is there anything else?”
 
   “No…I think I learned everything I could for the moment,” Ash replied. 
 
   “Before you go let me give you a little information,” the guild master said his face turning serious for a moment. “A little birdie I know told me the other day that a certain person has his eyes on a little fox and has been looking for people who are willing to help him catch the prize. If the owner of that fox wants to keep his pet, it would be best to keep an eye on it.”
 
   “How did you hear about this?” Ash asked as goosebumps rose on his neck.
 
   “Just by chance,” the guild master replied his face returning to its normal lazy look. “There aren’t a lot of gamblers in the city so when my friend heard about it he passed the news onto me.”
 
   “Thanks,” Ash said with a slight bow.
 
   “Think nothing of it,” the guild master replied with a wave of his hand. “I only told you because you decided to stop by. It’s not as if I sought you out to let you know. Not to mention it has been a number of days since I heard the information so it might not be relevant anymore.”
 
   “All the same, thank you for letting me know,” Ash said before leaving the guild.
 
   As he walked back to the manor Ash thought about what the guild master had said about skills. It made sense that someone at some time had to create the skill. It was also true that gambling was a pretty wide concept. All it took was to out something on the line and take a risk. People did that every day and adventurers more so than others. The real question was what kind of skill did he want and how to go about creating it. 
 
   When he reached the manor he was still thinking about what kind of skill he wanted, but he couldn’t keep his mind focused as the small twinge of worry about Yuki kept popping into his mind. He was sure that the fox that the guild master had been talking about was her. He didn’t think that the boy’s father would give up easily, but since he hadn’t heard anything about it in weeks it had slipped his mind, but now worry once again started to plague him. The only thing he could decide on was that he needed a sword skill, but nothing else came to mind.
 
   Stuck, Ash decided to seek Zelan’s aid who was currently at the back garden of the manor talking with a young brown-haired maid. “Seri, please don’t be like that,” Zelan said in a whimpering tone. “I didn’t do anything with Lilly. She was just helping me.”
 
   “Helping you get out of your clothes,” the young woman said with venom filled words. “Now leave…Some of us have work to do.”
 
   “Master,” Ash said, thinking it was a good time to interrupt.
 
   “Ash…I thought you were going to the city today,” Zelan said turning to face Ash. “Did you miss training so much that you rushed back here?”
 
   “Not so much,” Ash replied. “I have been trying to think of a skill that would suit me, but so far I haven’t been able to think of anything. No matter what it has to involve gambling, but nothing comes to mind.” 
 
   “Ah…Creating a skill. It has been so long since I have done that. Most professional adventurers have personal skills they have created. I myself have four.”
 
   “Well master, do you have any advice?” Ash asked with a hint of frustration in his voice.
 
   “Creating a skill isn’t hard, nor is it easy. The skills I have were made by using the same attack over and over again while pouring MP into my sword, while I was thinking about what I wanted to happen. For a gambler though I don’t have any idea about how you would make one. My best advice would be to look at what you have and what you’re lacking. Skills are useful, but only if you need them. This is something that only you yourself can decide on, otherwise there would be no point in creating it.”
 
   Gaining little help from Zelan, Ash returned to his room to think while Zelan went back to trying to win back the affection of the maid. 
 
   “What do I need?” Ash asked himself as he looked at his stats and abilities. “I have a number of abilities that are extremely useful. Thanks to the devil’s luck boost mixed with gambler’s boost Ash’s stats were higher than most level seventy warriors. No matter how he looked at it, he wasn’t really missing anything. That said, stats weren’t everything. In the end he was human and that meant all it took was a strike at a vulnerability to cause a fatal strike and end his life. He had a few defensive abilities, but now that he thought about it they didn’t seem to be enough.” 
 
   “How do you make a defense skill?” Ash asked to the air as he laid on his back and stretched out his hand while looking at it. A shield could be used, but no matter how good he became with it there would always be the chance of someone being better. What he needed was something that could guard him no matter how fast or skilled the other person was. The only real question was how. Suddenly an idea flashed through Ash’s mind, but it was a dangerous one. “No risk, no gain,” Ash said to himself as he sat up. 
 
   Ash found a maid and asked them to find Shina for him and instruct her to come to his room. The maid gave him an odd smile when she heard his orders, but didn’t say anything before running off. About a half hour later the same maid returned and told Ash that Shina had went into the city for the day. Without any other choice, Ash went to once again find Zelan who was sitting in his room drinking with a striking red welt on his face.
 
   “What is it boy?” Zelan asked in a sour mood.
 
   Ash explained his idea and Zelan’s eyes widened in surprise. “That is a good skill for anyone to have, though I don’t think as a swordsman I could use it. I don’t know if it will work, but helping you try it out might relieve some of my tension,” Zelan added with a half-moon smile.
 
   For the rest of the day, Ash stood while Zelan struck him with a staff while focusing on his magical energy. Ash was able to block one out of twenty strikes but the ones that went through hurt badly. When the sun finally sat Ash limped back to his room his body covered in purple and black welts.  
 
   When he returned to his room, Ash found Yuki sitting on his bed like normal caring for his weapons that had been left inside. “Master,” Yuki shouted while jumping from the bed to cling to Ash’s waist.
 
   As soon as Yuki grabbed ahold of Ash he let out a loud scream of pain. “Master what’s wrong?” Yuki asked, looking as if she was on the verge of tears. 
 
   “Just a little sore,” Ash replied, trying not to let Yuki hear the pain in his voice.
 
   Yuki quickly ran to the bed and pulled back the covers. “Master should lie down,” Yuki said her face still showing worry. “Yuki will get master something to eat.”
 
   Seeing Yuki run around slightly panicked, Ash couldn’t help but to obey. Not to mention that he didn’t really feel like doing much else since every inch of his body was in pain. His HP hadn’t been reduced much, but that had nothing to do with pain. The bruises would decrease faster than they would in his previous world, but it would still be days before they were completely gone.
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   The next morning Ash could barely move. Everything hurt as he sat up, but it was not the sharp pain of the night before, but more of a dull aching. Looking at himself in the mirror, he found that most of the bruises had already disappeared but a large portion of his body was still covered in light purple marks. 
 
   Ash wished that he could spend the day recovering, but today was a very important one as it was Yuki’s coming of age party. He could miss a lot, but this was one thing that he had to attend no matter what.
 
   As he descended the stairs, Ash noticed that the whole place was abuzz. The maids were rushing around hanging a number of banners. After looking around for a bit, Ash found Emelia in her study talking with the head maid. 
 
   “Ash,” Emelia said jumping up from her seat when Ash entered the room. “I think I have everything planned out well, but will you come here and check it with me to make sure I didn’t miss anything.”
 
   “I am surprised that you are taking this so far.”
 
   “What are you saying,” Emelia said with a hint of ire in her voice. “My father always said you only become an adult once and no matter your station, it should be celebrated. When I was growing up, a few of the maids that worked here came of age and my father always made sure their birthdays were properly celebrated. While we have never owned any slaves, I am sure that he would have done the same for them if we did.”
 
   “Ok…I get it, so what do you have planned,” Ash said raising his hands in defeat.
 
   The next four hours Ash was subjected to what he believed was the definition true torture. Emelia had planned a great deal and into even greater detail. Emelia had even went through the effort to have letters sent to each of Yuki’s classmates parents to invite them. Ash asked if it could cause trouble due to the fact she was showing such treatment to a slave, but she had waved off his concern telling him that she had done it all under his name. 
 
   Emelia asked his opinion on one thing after another. “What color do you think the tablecloths should be? Do you think one troubadour will be enough? Should we serve duck or fish?” At first Ash tried to answer seriously, but he quickly learned that what she wanted was not really his opinion. What she wanted was him to pick the one that she wanted. If he picked right, she would quickly agree and move on to the next one. If he picked wrong, she would ask follow up questions. 
 
   Ash wasn’t sure, but he was starting to think that it was due to his increase in intelligence that allowed him to see through what Emelia wanted. It seemed to be like cheating, but seeing the smile on Emelia’s face, Ash ignored the nagging voice of his heart.
 
   After all the decisions were made and confirmed three times, Emelia started issuing orders. There was not a person within the whole manor that was not hard at work and that included Ash and Zelan. Ash was sent on an errand to the adventurer school to pick up Yuki to make sure that she didn’t come straight home so that the other students would have time to arrive. Zelan on the other hand had been tasked with using his strength and speed to hang decorations. 
 
   As Ash headed toward the other end of the city, he felt that he had gotten off easy compared to his master. When he reached the adventurer’s school, Ash found Yuki and the other students still doing outside practice though unlike last time they were practicing in groups of six. When Yuki noticed him, Ash waved and took a seat on a long bench that sat against the wall of the building. 
 
   After about an hour, the instructor called the students together and started talking to them. When he was finished, the students started to disperse and Yuki ran straight toward him with Tina following behind. “Master,” Yuki yelled jumping toward him. 
 
   Ash caught Yuki and lifted her from the ground. “Hehe…What is master doing here?” Yuki asked while laughing. 
 
   “I thought that I would take Yuki out to buy a new dress for her birthday,” Ash said using the excuse that Emelia had provided. Sitting Yuki on the ground, Ash tried his best to give a warm smile. “Is that ok?”
 
   “Yep,” Yuki said happily. After saying her farewells to Tina, Yuki pulled Ash toward the market district. While leaving, Ash scanned the area and found the young boy from before glaring at him from the entrance of the building. Ash gave the boy a smile and a half-hearted wave before turning his attention back to Yuki. 
 
   Ash took Yuki to a tailor shop that Emelia had recommended. More than a week before she had sent over Yuki’s measurements so that he could make three dresses so that Yuki would have a choice between them. Today was Yuki’s day and thanks to Emelia there would be more than a few guests and while she had a number of clothes they were all causal clothes.
 
   As soon as they entered the shop, Ash whispered something to the shopkeeper and the man nodded back. Ash had to keep Yuki busy for at least a few hours but he wasn’t sure if he could do that in just the tailor shop but he didn’t have a choice. If they ate before the banquet Emelia would have him roasted for the next meal. No matter what, he had to make it last as long as possible.
 
   The shop was mostly visited by commoners or adventurers so it had a large deal of ready to wear clothes. They were made of a few different sizes and were made so that they could be altered easily to fit their new owner. Yuki moved from rack to rack of clothing, pulling it down and looking at it before replacing it.
 
   “Yuki, why don’t you try some of them on?” Ash asked after Yuki had replaced the sixth one.
 
   “I couldn’t do that master,” Yuki said looking down. “I am sweaty and dirty.”
 
   “Young miss that doesn’t matter,” the shopkeeper said in a hurry. “If the clothing gets dirty it can always be washed and I am sure the young master would like to see the young miss in the clothing before it is purchased.”
 
   “Does master want to see?” Yuki asked as her face turned a light shade of pink. 
 
   “Ummm…Yes, I would really like to see Yuki wearing cute clothes,” Ash replied.
 
   Suddenly Yuki’s face turned serious as she looked at the clothes. After a few moments she picked out a light blue dress and followed the shopkeeper to the back of the store where the dressing rooms were located. 
 
   “How do I look?” Yuki asked appearing a few moments later. 
 
   Yuki was wearing a long blue dress that was about three sizes too big for her. The shoulder straps hung loos and threatened to slip off at any moment. The neck line was low, almost exposing some very dangerous areas. Looking at her, it reminded Ash of some of the girls in the group homes he had lived in who were forced to wear hand me downs. “You look lovely, but it is a bit big,” Ash said with a straight face by invoking the poker face skill. 
 
   Yuki bit her bottom lip then picked out another dress and returned to the changing room quickly. This time she had picked out a pale purple dress. When she exited the changing room, Ash had to fight not to look away. The dress was a little too small and Yuki looked as if she was having trouble breathing and the fabric was visibly stretching. The hem of the dress was so high it almost exposed Yuki’s underclothes. “What does master think?” Yuki asked her face showing how uncomfortable the dress was.
 
   “It looks ok, but I think a different color would look better on Yuki,” Ash said thankful for the poker face skill.
 
   Time after time Yuki picked out dresses and tried them on, but none of them fit her correctly, but that was to be expected. Ash’s worry about not being able to spend enough time at the tailor shop quickly disappeared. In fact, he was starting to worry that he wouldn’t be able to get Yuki to leave.
 
   Seeing that the sun was starting to dip below the horizon, Ash mentioned to the shopkeeper that it was time. At that time, the man stepped out and walked to where Yuki was looking through a number of clothes. “Little miss, we have a few dresses that were just made the other day that I think would fit you nicely and I am sure they would make your master happy,” he said in a practiced tone. 
 
   “Really…Can I see them?” Yuki asked with expectant eyes.
 
   The tailor brought out three well made dresses. Yuki looked through them as if she were making a life or death choice and picked a pale blue dress and quickly went to change into it. 
 
   When Yuki came out of the dressing room, Ash was stunned. Though she had a childish body the dress accented her charm nicely. The straps were thin, showing off her tanned skin and the hem of the dress was just high enough to show her slim legs without showing too much. The dress also hugged tightly to her body where it should making her seem like a little princess. “How do I look?” Yuki asked as she spun around. 
 
   “You look dazzling,” Ash admitted without hesitation. “Like a princess.”
 
   “Hehe…Can I have it master?” She asked with a beaming smile and large upturned eyes.
 
   “Of course,” Ash said and Yuki jumped and gave him a tight hum with a light giggle. “Why don’t you wear it so you can show Shina and Emelia when we get home,” Ash suggested. “Speaking of home, it is getting late so we should hurry back otherwise master will get in trouble by Miss Emelia.”
 
   “Okay,” Yuki said still smiling. 
 
   Most the time when Yuki walked with Ash she would cling to him or run around, but now that she was wearing a new dress she was careful not to wrinkle it or dirty it in any way. Whenever a horse would pass by, Yuki would hide behind Ash to keep any of the dust from touching her. Seeing Yuki, Ash had to suppress a laugh.
 
   When Ash and Yuki approached the manor, the gate guards gave Ash a small wink to let him know that everything was ready. Activating his poker face skill so that he wouldn’t give the surprise away, Ash ushered Yuki inside the manor.
 
   “Happy birthday!” A large number of voices yelled out as soon as Yuki and Ash entered the foyer. Yuki was so surprised that she jumped up and was clinging to Ash’s side with a death grip. “Fuhhhh.”
 
   “Did we scare you?” Tina asked running up to Yuki and dragging her away before she could regain her composure. 
 
   “Do you think it was too much?” Emelia asked, coming up to Ash’s side.
 
   “No, I am sure that this will become a great memory for her,” Ash said with a warm smile as he watched the two girls. 
 
   First was the banquet where they were served a number of dishes, though most of them were sweets that Yuki liked. After the meal a troupe of troubadours played a few tunes and everyone began to dance. The first dance was Yuki’s and she pulled Ash out into the middle of the floor.
 
   Having never danced before, Ash was at a loss at what to do so he tried to follow Yuki’s lead. The downside was that Yuki had no experience dancing either and it turned into the two merely shuffling around stepping on each other’s toes. 
 
   After his dance with Yuki, Ash was harassed by both Emelia and Shina for dances and found himself looking for any reason he could to leave the dancefloor but the second he escaped from one woman’s grasp another would quickly find him. When the songs finally came to an end, Ash began to thank god.
 
   By the time the dancing ended it was already late so Yuki started opening presents and thanking people for attending while Emelia stood beside her, whispering in her ear. After delivering their gift, the guests began to leave. 
 
   Ash stood in the back, holding his own gift as he watched Yuki’s beaming face as she opened one present after another. The kids from her class gave her cheap gifts, but ones that she could use such a potions and arrows while the maids gave her clothes or handmade crafts. After everyone was gone it was time for Shina’s, Emelia’s, and Ash’s gifts. 
 
   Shina went first and handed Yuki a small box. When it was opened two small earring with shining purple stones glittered. Yuki looked at them with captivated eyes and thanked her mother as tears started to gather in her eyes.
 
   After Shina was Emelia who had gotten Yuki a new short sword. The hilt was designed to look like a bunch of vines had been braided together and had a large green gem on the hilt. The blade itself was a light silver and had a number of roses engaged on it.
 
   Beautiful,” Yuki said holding it up and examining it.
 
   Seeing the other two gifts, Ash felt like his was poor in comparison and the expecting look Yuki was giving him made him feel even worse. “You said you prefer the bow…So I thought this might be useful,” Ash said as he handed over the box.
 
   Yuki nearly ripped the box from his hands and squealed gleefully as she opened it. Inside was the elven bow along with a leather quiver that had been etched with small designs and trimmed in silver. “I love it,” Yuki said holding the bow like a baby. “I will treasure it forever master.”
 
   “Why do I feel like there is a big difference in treatment,” Emelia said slightly pouting.
 
   “Fuuu…I will treasure all of them…But,” Yuki said stumbling over her words.
 
   “It’s ok Yuki I think we understand,” Emelia said with a heartfelt smile.
 
   Yuki blushed a deep red and lowered her head. After a few seconds she stood up and started to put on her new gifts. The sword and quiver were easy enough but Yuki had never had her ears pierced before. Using the earring Shina pushed the pin though Yuki’s earlobe. Yuki let out a small “ufum,” as the small trickle of blood flowed from the wound. Once both were in place she twirled around a few times. “How do I look?” Yukie asked while striking a pose with her bow in hand.
 
   Seeing Yuki standing there wearing a pale blue dress with a sword and a leather quiver while holding a bow looked absolute absurd. Ash held back his laughter, but once Emelia started to laugh, Shina quickly joined in and Ash was no longer able to control himself. 
 
   “Mou…” Yuki looked at the three while they laughed uncontrollably and pouted.
 
   “I’m sorry Yuki…You look great,” Ash said, wiping the tears from his eyes. “It’s just with the dress.”
 
   Ash and the others continued to apologize, but Yuki refused to smile until Ash agreed to let her sleep in his room for the night. Shina and Emelia were less than pleased with the decision, but because it was Yuki’s birthday they didn’t voice their complaints, but the daggers they were shooting with their looks told Ash their feelings.
 
   After the party, Yuki ran to her own room and quickly changed into her night gown then rushed to catch up to Ash before he had even ascended the stairs. She had taken off her earrings, sword, and quiver but she still held her elven bow tight in her hands. Ash started to say something, but seeing the content smile on her face Ash’s words faltered before they were even formed.
 
   Before sleeping, Ash and Yuki went through caring for their gear. Ash applied rubbed a little oil into the leather parts of his armor while Yuki waxed the bowstring and polished the guard of her new bow.
 
   Ash finished first and sat his armor aside, but Yuki was still playing with her new bow. Ash let out a small chuckle as he snuffed the small candle and crawled under the covers.
 
   Yuki let out a muffled whine, but Ash heard her sit her bow aside and felt as she nestled up next to him under the covers.
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   The next morning when Ash opened his eyes, Yuki had already left the room. It was a little early for her to normally be up, but he shrugged off the thought. After two days of rest with little to do, Ash was ready to go back to training. “I need a hobby,” Ash said to himself as he donned his armor and strapped on his sword. Other than training, he had nothing and that didn’t speak well for an interesting life.
 
   Ash had thought that he would go back to his normal practice schedule, but that was not the case. Zelan was happy with his current forms and wanted Ash to continue with making his own personal skill. Hearing this didn’t make Ash happy. 
 
   When he had first thought up the new skill, he had really wanted to learn it, but after two days of being purposely beaten, that urge had died away but Zelan wasn’t going to let that happen. Though Zelan had changed the training slightly as Ash no longer simply stood there taking blows. Now while Zelan and Shina attacked him, he was supposed to dodge as if it were a real fight. Shina was fast and her attacks swift, but alone Ash could now easily dodge them. Zelan on the other hand, was slightly faster than Shina, but his movements were on a whole different level. If Zelan attacked ten times, Ash would be hit ten times. 
 
   As the sun started to reach its apex, Ash was relieved until Zelan informed him that they wouldn’t be going to the labyrinth until he the “special,” training was finished. By the end of the first day, Ash had to be carried to his room. Emelia made a large racket about the number of wounds covering his body, but Ash insisted that it was his own idea.
 
   Seven days passed like this and Ash was starting to think that his skin color would turn permanently purple if it kept up any longer. Each day he was beaten for hours. The first few days Shina was reluctant to hit Ash, but when Ash collapsed and Zelan ordered her to care for him her attitude changed. Now if Ash showed the slightest opening, she would attack with full force. 
 
   If it wasn’t for the fact that his MP would run out after seven hours of circulation, Ash didn’t think he would have lived as long as he had. As he lay in bed after a day of beatings, Ash looked up at the celling, thankful that after a night of rest most the pain would be gone, through traces of the bruises would remain. It was an odd thing about this world. Minor wounds healed quickly, but they would still leave behind marks while if you received a large wound, it would heal slowly unless you used a potion or a healer.
 
   “Owwww,” Ash groaned in pain as he looked out the window to notice that the sun had already set. “Shina,” Ash yelled and as soon as the words left his mouth the door to his room opened and the fox woman entered the room.
 
   “Did you need something master?” Shina asked happily.
 
   Ever since his special training had started, she would stay outside his room until he fell asleep. At first she had tried to stay in the room, but Ash had quickly put a stop to that. “Has Yuki not come home yet?” Ash asked in a worried voice. Normally as soon as she came back she would check on Ash then oil his armor and sword.
 
   “Now that you mention it she hasn’t,” Shina said, slightly tilting her head to the side.
 
   “She is your daughter,” Ash said knitting his brows. “Don’t you think you should be a bit more worried about her? Just please go check where she is. She is never this late without letting someone know why.”
 
   “Mou...I care about Yuki,” Shina said, pouting as she left the room. 
 
   Ash was worried about Yuki, but his stamina was at its limit so shortly after Shina left Ash drifted off to sleep.
 
   “Master wake up,” Ash heard a panicked voice say as he was violently shaken. “Master Yuki is gone.”
 
   Hearing the word gone, Ash’s mind was shaken awake and he shoot up to look a tearful Shina in the eyes. “Yuki…She…waaa.”
 
   “Calm down,” Ash said grabbing Shina’s shoulders. “What happened?”
 
   “Her teachers said she left school, but she never arrived at home,” Shina said trying to hold back her tears. “She’s gone.”
 
   “Go get Emelia and Zelan. Tell them what happened,” Ash ordered Shina. “I will meet you down stairs after I get dressed.”
 
   Shina quickly left and Ash dressed in his armor. He had an idea what had happened though he wasn’t sure. As he strapped on his sword, Ash berated himself for not having someone watch Yuki after the guild master had warned him. He had thought that they would come straight at him and not kidnap her.
 
   Rushing down the stairs, Ash found Zelan already waiting him wearing his full gear. A few moments later Shina rushed down the stairs followed by Emelia who was still wearing her night gown. “Ash, why aren’t you chasing after Yuki?” Emelia asked, seeing him waiting at the door.
 
   “I don’t know where she is,” Ash said his voice showing a hint of his panic.
 
   “She is your slave. You should always be able to tell where she is,” Emelia said as if Ash was an idiot.
 
   Ash closed his eyes and focused and just as Emelia had said he could faintly feel the connection between him and Yuki as well as Shina. Without saying a word, Ash rushed out the door and in the direction that he felt Yuki was in. The feeling wasn’t strong, but neither was it weak, so Ash figured that she was still within the city.
 
   Ash didn’t hold anything back as he ran in the direction that he felt Yuki was in. As he sped through the city streets, Ash was slightly amazed at how fast the buildings were passing by. Not once since he had gotten his boost had he had the chance to go all out in a manner that truly let him know how much he had changed from the past. Looking at how fast he was going, Ash was sure that he could easily win a gold medal in the Olympics if he were back in his previous world. 
 
   Looking back over his shoulder, Ash found that Zelan was barely keeping up with his speed while Shina was more lagging far behind. “Don’t slow down,” Zelan said as Ash slowed his pace to let them catch up. 
 
   Sighing, Ash turned his attention back on the path he was following. Ash quickly passed by the market district and started to head into some of the bigger houses that some of the more wealthy merchants owned. Just as he entered one of the gardens belonging to one of the large houses, Ash felt the bond between him and Yuki weakening. Fearing that something had happened to Yuki, Ash didn’t slow as he jumped through a one of the buildings windows and dashed through the halls in the direction that Yuki was located. 
 
   After running down the long hall and taking two turns, Ash came to a set of rather sturdy doors but he didn’t stop as he kicked them with his full might shattering them into splinters.
 
   “What, who dares!” A loud voice yelled while another lighter voice simply yelled.
 
   “Y-you…What are you doing here?” The man Ash had met a few weeks before asked, but Ash ignored him and continued to look around the room.
 
   The room had four people. The young boy that wanted to buy Yuki, his father, another man who Ash didn’t know, and Yuki who was currently bound and gagged laying on the floor in front of the unknown man and the young boy.
 
   “Step away from her otherwise I will kill you,” Ash said, releasing his sword from its sheath.
 
   “Young man you should have just let it go…Guards!” the man yelled as loud as he could. Ash quickly looked around the room but all he noticed was Zelan who calmly walked in behind him.
 
   “I don’t think any of your guards will be able to hear you…Or move for that matter. At least not for a few days,” Zelan said with an evil chuckle.
 
   “Y-yo-you,” the man said advancing on Ash. Seeing the man was unarmed Ash quickly used analyze on him. 
 
   Name: Raven Tellamor 
 
   Level: 7
 
   Race: Human
 
   Occupation: merchant 
 
   Title: None
 
   HP: 50/50
 
   MP 105/105
 
   SP 13/13
 
   Strength: 12
 
   Vitality: 11
 
   Agility: 10
 
   Stamina 13
 
   Spirit 10
 
   Intelligence: 21
 
   Endurance: 10
 
   Luck: 16
 
   Seeing his low level not to mention his stats, Ash couldn’t muster any fear of the man. When the man reached in front of him Ash slapped him hard with the back of his left hand sending the man sprawling onto the ground and doing 10 damage to the man’s HP.
 
   “Leave my father alone,” the young boy said charging at Ash.
 
   Ash didn’t say anything and once again used the back of his hand to strike, though this time with a lot less force. As the father and son cowered on the ground, Ash advanced on the unknown man and Yuki whose red eyes looked up at him.
 
   “Sir, I hope you know that I am a member of the slaver trader’s guild. If you harm me then you will regret it. Also, even if you steal this child no member of the guild will change her salve status without a proper note of sale,” the man said proudly though his words lost a little effect with the way his knees were shaking.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Ash asked as he walked toward Yuki and began to cut the ropes that held her feet and hands. “She is already my slave.”
 
   “Master!” Yuki exclaimed with large tears streaming down her face. “Master…masfer…Uguh.”
 
   “What is this about?” the man demanded though his words were not pointed at Ash, but at the man cowering on the floor.
 
   “I don’t know what this man is talking about,” Raven said weakly. “This man sold the rights to the slave to me only this morning.”
 
   Ash grabbed the old man by his collar and lifted him from the ground effortlessly. “I did what?” Ash asked, as he fought against the urge to gut the man. “Yuki hand me the rope,” Ash ordered as an idea struck him.
 
   “Did this man show you a bill of sale?” Ash asked turning to the slaver.
 
   “Yes, here see for yourself,” the man said his face colored with anger. 
 
   Ash took the parchment and to be sure it looked much like the one he had been given when he had acquired Shina from the old gambler. The only difference was that he knew that the small drop of blood in the corner of the paper could not have been his. “What happens when the blood is not the true owners?”
 
   “If that comes up then the owner of the blood is often charged with theft. All receipts of sale are kept in the slaver’s possession for a year after contract exchange for just such matters.”
 
   “Is there any way to see who the owner of the blood is?”
 
   “Yes, a slaver can use his contract magic to follow the trace of blood to its owner much the same way that a master can find his slave,” the slaver explained.
 
   “Then I suggest that you do so because I will be reporting this matter to the Duchess Hawkwing,” Ash said as he turned back toward the man who was still held within his grasp.
 
   “What do you think you are doing?” The man asked when Ash sat let him go as he gasped for breath. “I will have you in chains for this.”
 
   “We will see,” Ash said as he started to bind the man’s hands. As Raven continued to complain, Ash used the dirty rag that he had used for Yuki’s gag and shoved it in his mouth. “Be quiet.” 
 
   “What are you going to do to my father?” the boy asked after mustering up his courage.
 
   “Take him to the duchess to be tried for theft,” Ash replied with a sneer, not caring that the boy was only fifteen.
 
   Slinging the man over his shoulder, Ash walked out of the building. A few maids looked as if they wished to stop him, but none of them dared to block his path.
 
   Unlike the run to reach Yuki Ash took his time on the way back. As soon as they entered through the gate of the manor Ash was greeted by Emelia who was now fully dressed. “Ash, what happened?” She asked then her eyes floated to the man slung over his shoulder. “Who is that?”
 
   “His name is Raven Tellamor. He is the one who had Yuki kidnapped,” Ash said as he threw the man to the ground like a sack of grain. 
 
   “I see,” Emelia said raising her hand.
 
   Four well-armed guards appeared and escorted Raven away. As soon as he was out of sight Emelia walked up to Yuki and bent down so that she could look in her eyes. “What happened Yuki?” Emelia asked in a caring yet firm tone.
 
   “I left the school and was coming back with Tina. After we split up, I stopped by my favorite place to get a small apple pastry. After eating it I got really tired and when I woke up, I was tied up on the ground and my slave mark was burning. Then master appeared and saved me.”
 
   “Yuki, I will need you to go with Lilliana and tell her everything you can remember,” Emelia said as one of the maids came forward and placed her hand on Yuki’s shoulder. “Make sure to tell her everything no matter how small. This way we can make sure that Ash doesn’t get in trouble and the right person is punished.”
 
   “Mou…I understand,” Yuki said with a determined look on her face.
 
   “Ash, this might be more trouble than I thought,” Emelia said as soon as Yuki had entered the building. “Raven himself is only a passible merchant who makes his money selling his families wares. It is that same family that might cause troubles as they are the largest family of alchemists within the country. I don’t know if they will take an interest in this, but if they do things could become complicated.”
 
   “What is going to happen now?” Ash asked, wishing he had just gutted the man before.
 
   “I will notify the family that there will be a trial on the first of next month. That gives them and us a little over a week to prepare for the trial. I will be the judge, but I still have to follow the rules of the law, otherwise it will cause trouble with the people and merchants. At worst, I will have to allow Raven to go free.”
 
   “If he goes free, he goes free,” Ash said with a tight grin.
 
   “I promise we will do our best to make sure that he doesn’t come away free,” Emelia said with a worried expression. 
 
   “Don’t worry, no matter what happens I won’t blame you,” Ash said, guessing the reason for her discomfort. “Right now though, I am tired and could really use some sleep,” Ash said heading toward his bed.
 
   Laying in his bed, Ash closed his eyes and tried to calm down the beating in his chest. The fear of losing Yuki had struck him hard and even though he now knew she was safe within the manor his heart still had not quieted.
 
   After more than an hour of trying to sleep Ash heard the door to his room open. Without any light, Ash couldn’t see who it was but when he felt a soft tail brush against his leg as Yuki crawled into his bed Ash held back a smile. 
 
   Yuki pressed herself against his back and wrapped him in a tight hug. This was a first time for Ash. Most the time Yuki would only hold onto his arm she had never before hugged him, then again if she did it when he was sleeping he would have never known. 
 
   “Thank you master,” Yuki whispered as her hold tightened for a moment. 
 
   Ash didn’t respond but his heart quieted and soon he drifted off to sleep.  
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   The next morning Ash tried to continue with his training as if nothing had happened. The only problem was that he was worried about Yuki so it was hard for him to concentrate fully on the wooden swords that were being swung at him. Though he wasn’t paying much attention to the attacks, he was still circulating his magical energy. 
 
   While his mind was absorbed in his own thoughts, Ash noticed that he wasn’t receiving any more attacks. Looking around a blue flash flashed in front of his eyes as the sword Shina was using bounced back against an invisible barrier. 
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [The skill Luck Shield has been created.]
 
   Before Ash could check the skill information Ash was struck hard in the back, sending him to his knees. “Waittttt!” Ash yelled scrambling across the ground to escape Zelan’s next attack.
 
   “Give me a moment,” Ash said as he struggled to get to his feet.
 
   [Luck Shield: passive/active. When attacked has a chance to block attack. Amount of MP used is depended on the attack.]
 
   “I got it,” Ash said happily. In truth the skill was even better than he thought that it would be though he could see an instant drawback. The skill was a mix of active and passive so it didn’t need to be invoked, but the fact that it would activate on its own would mean that his MP could be depleted in a flash. Then again what use was MP when one was dead?
 
   Ash explained the skill to Shina and Zelan. “Boy your luck is too good,” Zelan said after hearing the explanation of Ash’s new skill. “Well now that you have your skill we might as well test it out,” He added with the normal evil glint in his eyes.
 
   Before Ash could protest, Zelan’s speed increased as he attacked Ash. Strike after strike came in at Ash. Ash desperately tried to block the attacks but no matter what he tried Zelan’s wooden sword would flash past his guard. Out of ten attacks though only one made it through his magical guard, but those few that made it past sent waves of pain through Ash’s entire body and the ones that didn’t drained his MP by 10-25 MP per attack. Seeing the damage of the attacks that made it through made it seem that MP was reduced by approximately two thirds of the amount that his HP would have been reduced had the attack went through.  
 
   When Ash’s MP was decreased to zero, all the attacks started to come through and Ash found himself kneeling on the ground with Zelan looking down on him with a happy smile. “I think with this, your chance of winning the duel is 100%. Though even without this, I think it would be hard for you to lose, even against one of our top ranked lower members thanks to your cheat-like stats.”
 
   “Does that mean I can take a break from training?” Ash asked hopefully.
 
   “Yes and no,” Zelan said sternly. “Given the time that the letter of challenge was sent, we still have plenty of time before the challenger should arrive, but that isn’t a certainty. I said that you would win, but I don’t want you to just win I want you to win effortlessly. During the fight, you will be able to use your skills and abilities. The seven swords guild considers themselves to be above other guilds, including the few other high guilds. I want you to take this chance to show them that they are just as weak as the rest of the world.”
 
   “I thought it was your guild,” Ash said surprised to see Zelan’s adamant declaration.
 
   “What of it?” Zelan replied, his voice tinged in anger. “They are so full of themselves, it will be good for them to be knocked down a peg or two. I want them to know that just because they are considered strong now doesn’t mean they should stop looking behind them, otherwise they will be passed.”
 
   “I don’t really get it,” Ash said, scratching his head. “What does that mean about my training?”
 
   “It means that in the morning you will practice your katas and after that you will fight in the labyrinth. The only difference is that now I want you to fight using all of your strength, skills, and abilities,” Zelan said laughing. “There will no longer be odd rules and limits placed on you. So starting tomorrow, you will face the boss of the tenth floor. Neither I nor Shina will accompany you from now on. This time, I want you to train yourself. I have taught you everything I am allowed by the guild, so now it is up to you…But let me tell you, if you happen to lose the duel, I will punish you in ways that you could never have imagined.” 
 
   Hearing what Zelan said, Ash didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. While he was deciding if this was a happy occasion or not, Shina started to whine. “Master needs me,” she declared when she heard Zelan say that she was no longer allowed to accompany him into the labyrinth.
 
   “No, what he needs now is to depend on himself,” Zelan demanded. “While I doubt he thinks much of you helping. There is a part of him that knows that if he gets in trouble, you will help him and that will hinder his growth. If you wish to go to the labyrinth I won’t stop you but…”
 
   Shina looked at Ash without saying a word, but her eyes were large and pleading. “No, Master Zelan is right,” Ash said and immediately Shina’s head dropped. “But if you are that determined, then you can fight in the dungeon as long as you stay at least two floors away from where I am.”
 
   “Mou…Understood,” Shina said though her face was still sullen. 
 
   “Don’t worry, I will accompany you,” Zelan told Shina though instead of being encouraged she let out a mournful sigh.
 
   Laughing, Zelan helped Ash to his feet. With his MP spent and his HP dangerously low Ash’s whole body hurt. Trying to take a step forward Ash’s legs gave out and if it had not been for Shina catching him, he would had fallen hard to the ground.
 
   Ash felt slightly embarrassed to have Shina help him over to the shade tree so that he could rest, but given the current state of his body there was little that he could say or do about it. After sitting down, Shina pulled Ash’s head down so that it was resting on her lap. Ash tried to resist, but Shina won out and if he was honest Ash would have admitted that it felt good to have his head rested against her soft thighs.
 
   With his body in bad shape mixed with the warm sun and the soft feel of Shina’s legs below his head Ash quickly drifted off to sleep. When Shina heard the soft breathing coming from Ash she let out a contented smile as she ran her fingers through his messy hair brushing it away from his face. 
 
   Ash ended up sleeping for more than two hours before waking. As his eyes fluttered open, he found himself staring up into Shina’s eyes who greeted him with a warm smile. 
 
   By the time he woke, most of the day had already passed. He thought about going to the labyrinth, but even if he left immediately, at most he would only have a few hours to fight so it would be a mostly pointless endeavor. Instead, Ash decided to read for a bit in the study with Emelia. Over the past months, he had only spent a little time with her each day and while she had not complained as long as she spent a little time with him Ash could tell that she wasn’t completely pleased with the current situation. 
 
   Surprisingly, Emelia was not in the study. After asking around Ash found that she had went out of the manor in order to talk with the owner of the store where Yuki had been drugged. Ash was happy that Emelia was taking the attack on Yuki seriously, but he hoped that it didn’t cause her any further trouble. Ash didn’t know much about politics so he could only trust that Emelia knew what she was doing. 
 
   After an hour of reading without Emelia returning, Ash had a quick meal then had a hot soak in the bath. Ash had learned that while his body healed quickly, a hot bath helped to keep his muscles from becoming as stiff the following morning, so it had become a ritual to have two baths every day. One upon waking up and one before sleeping. 
 
   After the bath, Ash retied to his room. It was still early so Yuki had not yet returned home from school. Ash knew that if he slept now, when Yuki returned she would sleep in his room, but after the number of times Yuki had crawled in his bed it didn’t really seem to matter anymore. 
 
   The next morning when Ash woke, he was surprised to find himself alone in the bed. Slightly , Ash rushed out of the room and down into the servant’s quarters. Finding the first maid he could Ash asked if Yuki had returned home the night before and heaved a sigh of relief when the maid confirmed that Yuki had returned and was currently sleeping soundly in her own room.
 
   Having heard that Yuki was safe, Ash suddenly became embarrassed at his own actions. Not only had he rushed down the stairs, he had done so wearing nothing but his long shirt. After begging the maid’s pardon and requesting that she keep the conversation a secret, Ash quickly returned to his own room and dressed for the day.
 
   First Ash practiced his katas like any other day, but it only lasted an hour and then he was ready to head to the labyrinth. Surprisingly Shina and Zelan walked him to the labyrinth entrance, but that was where their group spilt. Zelan and Shina stood back while Ash warped to the tenth floor. Ash didn’t know where the two would go or what they would do, but he pushed the thought out of his mind and focused on his own tasks.
 
   After weeks of wanting to fight against the floor boss Ash took a deep breath and walked through the heavy doors.  As the darkness cleared Ash found himself faced with a large sea nettle three times the size of a normal one with so many tentacles that Ash couldn’t count them.
 
   Having faced many sea nettles, Ash knew the dangers those tentacles posed, but still he felt calm. It had been over a week since one of the sea nettles had been able to strike him and that was with Zelan limiting his movements or sight. Now he was free to use his full power and he felt no fear toward the creature floating above the water in front of him. 
 
   Before acting, Ash activated gambler’s gambit.
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [Gambler’s gambit has given you a boost of +62 to all stats.]
 
   Ash let out a stiff smile and pushed off the ground. Even with the knee high water, Ash had no trouble moving through the water. Each time one of the tentacles lashed out at him Ash would plant his lead foot and change direction. Within the space of five heartbeats, Ash had closed the distance between himself and the large sea nettle. 
 
   When Ash struck the sea nettle, cutting away a small portion of its body, he noticed a problem. The creature’s core was too deep to be reached by his sword. “Guess it couldn’t be that easy,” Ash said to himself as he pulled back as the sea nettle struck at him. 
 
   Though his task was made harder, Ash didn’t seem to mind. Ash pulled back to the far wall and used the fire ball ability he had gotten months before but had yet to be able to use. The ball of fire was about the size of a baseball and flew like an arrow shot from a bow.
 
   When the ball of fire struck the sea nettled at the top of its bulbous body it quivered as a large purple -24 appeared above the creature. The cost of the ability was relatively cheap at 10MP but even with a critical hit, it did less damage than his sword. Ash tried the ability again this time trying to aim more at the center of the creature. This time when the fireball struck it hit just above where the tentacles connected to the sea nettles body and did -42 damage while two of the tentacles turned black and fell into the water below.
 
   Ash fired the fire ball seven more times and with each strike another tentacle fell to the ground until only two were left. As the last fire ball struck Ash’s gambit boost wore off and he started to berate himself. He could have easily done more damage to the sea nettle with his sword thanks to the boost in stats, but instead he had got caught up in using his new skills.
 
   With only two tentacles, the sea nettle with its overly large body was not even a challenge to Ash. Rushing in close, he struck again and again and before he knew it, the body of the sea nettle fell into the water and started to melt away.
 
   When Ash tried to absorb the creature once again he received the message that his absorption ability had to be at least level three. It wasn’t unexpected, but Ash still wished that he could absorb more of the boss monsters in the labyrinth.
 
   After the body of the large sea nettle disappeared, Ash searched through the water and found a two small orbs.
 
   [Electro Orb (low quality): often used to make potions and weapons.]
 
   Seeing the description Ash placed it in his inventory then picked up the other item.
 
   [Queen Sea Nettle Orb: permanently increases all stats by +2.] 
 
   Seeing the description Ash couldn’t help but smile. It had been awhile since he had received his last orb, even after the large raise in luck. Still he couldn’t complain compared to the fact that most people would be lucky to get more than one orb in their life he knew he was very fortunate. Ash directly pushed the orb into his chest and felt the warmth spread though his body as his stats were raised. 
 
   Laughing, Ash took a seat near the door to the next floor and waited for some of his stamina and MP to return. He hadn’t noticed it himself, but Zelan had pointed out that until you left the room, no more monsters would spawn and you were safe to recuperate.  
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   Once he was fully rested, Ash moved to the next floor. As soon as he entered the floor Ash went in search of his prey. After walking around for about ten minutes Ash was starting to suspect that there wasn’t any monsters on the level when he felt something behind him. Jumping to the side Ash felt something move past him, but he didn’t see any monster that could have caused the attack.
 
   Ash took a few steps forward and once again felt threatened so he took a quick step to the side while watching closely and he was sure he saw something black flash past him. Ash scanned the area again, but didn’t see anything. As he was about to cuss, Ash remembered one of his passive skills and focused on it. As his spider sense skill spread out Ash knew that two creatures were close to him, that they were almost touching his body, but turning around he still couldn’t see anything. 
 
   Trusting his abilities, Ash invoked the shock strike ability and suddenly struck out in the direction his senses told him the enemy was located.  Ash felt some resistance to his blow, but it wasn’t the same that he got when he hit a normal monster it felt more like his blade was passing through water. At the same time as he felt the resistance a loud shrill scream pierced through the air. 
 
   As Ash watched his shadow started to warp and grow until an odd black blob stood in front of him. As soon as he was sure the black blob was the enemy Ash invoked analyze.
 
   [Creeper: level 15 HP 532/700.] 
 
   Each time Ash saw a monsters HP he was amazed. Why was it so much higher than that of a humans? It seemed that monsters had an innate strength that was greater than a humans though it was severely limited on how it could attack.
 
   Once he knew where the shadow was, it was still no easy feat to kill it as it had no real substance. His sword passed through it and only did a little damage unlike the time he had added an elemental strike along with his attack. Ash was tempted to use other elemental skills to deal with the shadow creatures, but he fought against the urge. If he relied too much on MP based abilities then once he ran out of MP he would find himself in trouble. It was one thing to use the sparingly, but to rely on them was a folly in his mind.
 
   Without the aid of magic, Ash fought while watching how the creeper responded. It wasn’t a fast creature, but it attacked in unexpected ways. Unlike most creatures that had limbs to attack with, the creeper was just a blob of dark energy so it could attack from any portion of its body at any time. 
 
   As a dark spike flew at Ash from the creature’s chest, Ash took a step back and lashed by reflex hitting the creature in the sharpened appendage that it has used to attack with. As the blade of his sword struck the black spear the shadow shivered and a large black -345 appeared as the creeper was ushered into eternal slumber.
 
   With one dead, Ash focused on the other creeper that had so far held back near the wall clocked in shadows. Thinking of how the other creeper had acted, Ash suspected that the creatures preferred sneak attacks rather than upfront confrontations. With this in mind, Ash invoked his fire ball ability and launched it at the creeper. When the fireball struck, it did a fair amount of damage and far more than Ash had expected, but the main point was now that the creeper knew that it was found it charged at Ash. Like he did with the previous creeper Ash waited until the creeper attacked and struck at the hardened part of the creeper dealing heavy damage.
 
   With Ash’s stats, it was an easy thing to dodge then counterattack the creeper. Ash had heard how dangerous the eleventh floor was compared to the tenth, but he still found it no real challenge. In truth without Zelan limiting him the eleventh floor seemed much easier than those before it. 
 
   As the shadow shuddered and died, Ash absorbed it along with its companion then bent down to pick of the spoils. 
 
   [Shadow Essence (average quality): The essence of a creeper that is most often used to make a coating for assassin equipment.]
 
   Ash looked over the description on the first item then placed both of them in his inventory. Right now he had enough room for sixty-six different items in his item box so he had plenty of space. Ash also had plenty of spare gold so he was in no rush to sell the items so he didn’t pay much attention to what he picked up.
 
   Laughing, Ash used his spider sense ability to locate the creepers and made a property attack with a fireball.
 
   Now that he knew how to fight against the creepers, it wasn’t long before he heard the welcomed “Tring,” sound to indicate that he had reached the absorption amount needed to receive an ability.
 
   [You have reached 100% absorption of creeper. Abilities available; Shadow Stalk (Cannot be learned), Cloak of Shadows (passive).]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have been awarded the cloak of shadows ability randomly.]
 
   Reading the small windows Ash was slightly taken aback. “There were abilities that couldn’t be learned. Well if it was the shadows ability to mold into my shadow that would make sense. I don’t think it would be possible to do that as a human, though it would be pretty useful if you could,” Ash thought to himself. Turning his attention back to the present, Ash checked his ability window to see what cloak of shadows was.
 
   [Cloak of Shadows: When in a dark area cloak of shadows wraps you in shadows making it harder for you to be detected.]
 
   It seemed like a useful ability though Ash wasn’t sure how he would use it. If he was a thief or assassin then it would be the prefect ability, but as a warrior it didn’t hold much use for him. Since the creepers didn’t have much else of use for him, Ash decided to move onto the next floor.
 
   Having past it by earlier it didn’t take long for Ash to arrive at the boss’s room. After slapping the plaque Ash walked through the large doors with his sword firmly held in his hand. 
 
   Ash always found the entering of a boss room to be slightly disconcerting. When you walked in the whole room was always pitch black and the room slowly brightened up to reveal the monster. That short time that he stood without any light always made Ash’s heart beat rapidly as he feared an unexpected attack. 
 
   Just like every time before no attack came and the darkness slowly receded. So far every time the boss monster had just be another form of the main monsters on the floor. This time he expected the same, but what he found was not what he expected.
 
   Standing opposite Ash was Ash or a darker version of himself. If Ash had one word for it, that would be eerie. When Ash took a step forward, the shadow Ash took a step forward. Ash continued to perform simple movements and each one of them were mirrored perfectly by his shadow self. At first Ash found it a little odd, but he couldn’t help to play out a little personal show. After a few moments laughing Ash jumped forward and started to attack. 
 
   The shadow Ash looked just like Ash but he didn’t have the same skills or stats so Ash’s attacks were much faster. As his sword raced toward the shadow, the body of the creature split in two and suddenly Ash was facing two shadow versions of himself.
 
   Ash took four steps back and looked at the twin versions of himself but this time they did not mimic his movements instead they attacked. Ash wasn’t sure, but he felt that the shadows movements were slightly culler than they were before the split but still with two of them it was slightly harder to avoid their strikes. Ash had plenty of times he could have counterattacked but he was worried if even more shadow clones would appear.
 
   Suddenly an idea hit him and Ash invoked Analyze.
 
   [*****: *****  *****/*****.]
 
   Ash knew that the creature was at least five levels higher than him but that was it. Honestly it was a waste of MP. Without any other choice, Ash attacked, but this time the shadow didn’t split it, simply disappeared as a red -30 appeared over the other shadows head.
 
   At the same time that the shadow clone disappeared the other one attacked at Ash’s exposed back, but Ash was ready and easily dodged the attack. Seeing one of the shadows disappear, Ash continued his attack but once again the shadow split into two. 
 
   This pattern continued until Ash lost track of how many times the shadow clone had split and then disappeared. Ash tried using elemental attacks but no matter what he tried the same thing happened over and over again. Then one time as Ash attacked one of the lone clones it tried to slip but instead its body started to pull apart of itself and it slumped to the ground leaving only a dark puddle behind. 
 
   It was a long fight and Ash spent most the time trying out different tactics. Had he just attacked full force he could have ended the battle much quicker but he had played it safe. Ash didn’t feel bad about this knowledge. He knew that no matter how strong a person was all it took was one mistake to cost someone their life. 
 
   Once again Ash took a long break to allow his MP and stamina to recover. Since he hadn’t used as many skills as last time Ash didn’t have to wait as long and as soon he was sure enough had recovered that he wouldn’t be inconvenienced for awhile he continued onto the next floor. 
 
   The next floor was a large open space with tall grass that reached up to Ash’s midriff. If it had been when he first arrived he would be worried about a surprise attack but his spider sense ability let him know any time a monster neared him. Thinking about it, out of every ability he had received it was the most useful. Unlike with the last floor, Ash used his sense ability from the start and located his first target.
 
   When he was within fifty feet of the monster, it stopped moving and then charged in his direction. Thanks to the high grass Ash was not able to see the monster until it jumped, baring its sharp fangs aiming for his throat. 
 
   Even knowing that the monster was there, Ash was slightly surprised as a large stone cat jumped out of the grass. Though he was surprised Ash was still able to dodge though only by a hair’s breath. 
 
   After the cat creature landed it moved off a bit and circled around Ash while hidden from Ash’s eyes in the thick grass. Ash expected the cat to launch another attack at his face when it charged back in at him but instead it attacked low and if not for his luck shield he would have lost a chunk out of his leg. 
 
   Even with his spider sense not being able to see the creature put Ash at a huge disadvantage in the fight. He quickly looked through his abilities but found nothing that could take out the grass or slow down the cat. Without any other choice while the cat was circling around him Ash bent down and fully extended his arm then spun quickly in a circle clearing a small area around him.
 
   The small clearing was only about five foot across so it wasn’t enough alone so Ash repeated the same movement half a dozen times until there was just enough of a cleared area to give him a few moments to react to the cat’s attacks. 
 
   The cat continued to stalk Ash, but remained outside of his reach while he was clearing the small area though as soon as he stopped moving the cat rushed in. A small smile spread across Ash’s face. 
 
   When the cat was no more than a few feet away Ash spun around and with the cat in plain sight struck down with all his force hitting the stone cat’s neck and sending its head flying off into grass while its body slid across the ground only stopping when it hit Ash’s leg.
 
   After absorbing the creature Ash looked around and found a small claw on the ground about an inch long. When he was picking it up Ash ran his index finger across the tip of the claw and a small drop of blood pooled on his finger tip and fell to the ground. 
 
   [Meir Bobcat Claw (low quality): made of an organic metal-like substance that is prized highly by blacksmiths.]
 
   Though the bobcats were easy enough to kill once he could anticipate their attacks. If not for the high grass Ash could have killed forty of the bobcats in less than an hour, but due to the high grass it wasn’t that easy. 
 
   The first few times Ash cleared the grass the same way he had during the first battle but after four fights Ash decided it would be a great time to train himself. Ash continued to fight even though he was starting to get drowsy. He didn’t keep track of the kills not spoils he just continued to fight. 
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [Your absorption level of the meir bobcat has reached 100%. Abilities amiable: Stalk (passive), pounce (active).]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have received the ability Pounce Randomly.]
 
   Seeing the names of the skills Ash almost laughed. Trying to hold back his smile Ash checked his ability section.
 
   [Pounce: cost 5SP jump straight forward with great speed doing 2x normal damage.]
 
   As he placed the claw that the bobcat dropped in his inventory Ash let out a deep yawn. Rubbing his tired eyes Ash headed toward the boss’s room that lay at the far edge of the grass valley. 
 
   Along the way Ash found himself stalked by one of the bobcats but didn’t pay it much attention. It attacked three times and was soon joined by a second bobcat but shortly after the two cats began to fight among themselves allowing Ash to slip away unharmed.
 
   As soon as Ash reached the boss’s room he warped back to the exit of the labyrinth. Looking around Ash found that the moon already hung high in the sky and the starts were out in number. Looking off in the distance Ash couldn’t even see the faintest glow from where the sun might have been.
 
   Ash wasn’t sure what time it was but he was sure that when he returned he would be greeted with a, none too happy Emelia. Ash let out a sigh though his face sported a smile as he walked back in the direction of the manor.
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   Ash continued to fight in the labyrinth day after day. He stayed on the twelfth floor for two days fighting until he could take down a bobcat within less than a minute of encountering it. Ash knew that he wasn’t really getting better at predicting the attacks of the bobcat only that he had fought it so many times that he understood their attack patterns but part of him hoped that it was making him stronger even if only slightly. 
 
   After killing another forty of the bobcats Ash received the stalk ability. It was surprising more useful than he had thought it would be.
 
   [Stalk: when following an enemy all sounds made will be reduced by 50%.]
 
   After fighting the boss a meir lion Ash found himself stuck on the thirteenth floor. The dragon kin which looked like a human lizard mix occupied the floor. The dragon kin were strong but what really made them hard to fight was that they fought and moved in groups.  The smallest of which Ash could find was eight. 
 
   The first time Ash fought against the dragon kin he had done so when they were in a group of twelve. Ash had been able to win without losing too much health but his MP had been devastated thanks to his luck shield.
 
   After killing forty of the dragon kin Ash learned that just like the creepers the dragon kin had abilities he couldn’t learn and only one that he could.
 
   [Dragon Sight: You can see the magical flow of items and creatures.] 
 
   The ability sounded simple enough but Ash could instantly see the use of such an ability. Skills and abilities that allowed a person to hide used MP and thus could be seen through. Also if anything had magical energies it could not be hidden. After walking around the tunnels Ash found another use in that he could also see farther than before.
 
   After greeting all the skills Ash still hadn’t made it to the boss’s room through. That was because there was a small village of dragon kin in front of it. Unlike the first ten floors once Ash came to the eleventh floor Ash had only see a handful of other adventurers. 
 
   Monsters in a labyrinth were normally a set number but certain monsters could not only be spawned but give birth to others as well. Dragon kin were asexual so without a steady number of adventurers to keep down their population they continued to expand. The only thing that kept them from spilling out of the labyrinth was the lack of food. From what Ash had seen the dragon kin born in the labyrinth ate those that were spawned. 
 
   Today like the previous days Ash stood just watching the dragon kin waiting for a group to leave their camp. Each day he had reduced their numbers but it was going too slow and he hadn’t even taken away half their numbers. The only good thing about all of it was that Ash was able to get two dragon kin orbs and absorb them increasing his strength and intelligence by six and his vitality by eight. He had also gained another level and put all four points into luck. 
 
   The dragon kin had another benefit as well as Ash was starting to get used to fighting against large groups. Ash didn’t mind fighting the dragon kin but he wanted to get through today since tomorrow he would have to take a break from the labyrinth since the trial was going to start.
 
   As he waited a fairly large group of fifteen dragon kin left the small village and started their hunting. If everything went as it had before they would go out to find one of the spawned dragon kin to eat. It seemed a little barbaric to Ash but it was either that or starve since unlike the spawned creatures who lived off only magical energy they needed meat to survive. 
 
   With the group gone from what Ash could see that left a little over forty adult dragon kin left. Ash couldn’t see their levels but from what he sensed they seemed to be of a higher level than those that had left. 
 
   Once the hunting group had been gone for five minutes Ash decided that it was time to move. Using his stalk skill Ash tried to sneak up as close as he could to eh village but he was quickly spotted. 
 
   As soon as he was noticed a number of dragon kin moved out to attack him. Ash was surprised that only six left the village to fight but he took that as his good luck.
 
   The dragon kin used spears and swords taken from the spawned dragon kin that they had hunted. Ash found it weird that when a monster killed a monster it didn’t disappear but stayed intact. He had given that train of thought a lot of time over the past few days but neither he nor any of the other people he met knew the answer. The only thing he had learned was that people with the occupation hunter had the same effect on monsters they killed. 
 
   The dragon kin had strong attacks but their bulky bodies made them slow and easy to dodge but still fighting six at a time made it hard to dodge every single attack. As he dodged a strike by slipping to the side, Ash struck back but his sword struck the hard scales on the dragon kin’s arm and glanced off. Three more times Ash was forced to move back before he could get a clear strike at the dragon kin’s exposed chest. While still covered in scales they were much softer than the ones on the rest of the dragon kin’s body. Ash’s strength was high enough to allow him to draw blood no matter where he hit but the durability of his sword would drop if he struck the harder scales too often. Even when striking the softer scales Ash had to get his sword repaired every two days since he had started to fight the dragon kin. 
 
   When one of the dragon kin moved in to the left and attacked Ash blocked with his sword while kicking another dragon kin in the knee as it came up behind him. 
 
   After another two of the dragon kin died the other members of the dragon kin village started to come out to attack. Seeing the more than thirty dragon kin coming out Ash held back a smile. Over the past few days Ash had tried out a number of tactics against the dragon kin and found out that while many skills didn’t work against them others had a great effect. 
 
   Fireball did less than ten damage against a dragon kin but cone of frost was devastating. Not only did it almost always do critical damage to any dragon kin it touched it also slowed them down for much longer than the description of the skill indicated. As an extra bonus the scales of the dragon kin that was hit by the cone of frost were much easier to break through. The only hard part was to get as many of the dragon kin as he could in one attack.
 
   Ash pulled back while fending off the attacks of the remaining three dragon kin. Ash started to curse under his breath when the dragon kin started to spread out. Swinging to the side Ash continued to circle around until at least ten of the dragon kin were within his range and then invoked cone of frost.
 
   As the swirling cone of ice enveloped the dragon kin Ash could see the small ice particles gathered on their scales as large purple numbers appeared above their heads. With an evil smile Ash jumped forward and struck with all his force at each dragon kin he passed. With each precise strike a dragon kin died. Before Ash could kill all thirteen dragon kin that were frozen the other dragon kin started to move in to surround him. 
 
   Ash was so absorbed in the killing of the frozen dragon kin that he didn’t notice the movements of the others until he was nearly surrounded. As they moved in Ash used the frozen dragon in as shields against the other swords. 
 
   Seeing no easy way to break through their ranks Ash used cone of frost four more times freezing all but a handful of the dragon kin. Ash knew that it wouldn’t last long enough for him to kill them all but it would free him up long enough to get rid of a few of them while escaping their  encirclement. 
 
   As he broke through Ash killed six of the dragon kin. With the cone of frost only working for a little over a minute Ash wasn’t given much time but before all of them had a chance to break free of its hold Ash cast cone of frost again and went on the offensive. Time and time again Ash did the same thing until all of the dragon kin lay on the ground. 
 
   With his enemies dead Ash picked up the spoils. He didn’t really have a use for the dragon kin scale that the monsters dropped but he saw no use in letting them lay on the ground. Not to mention he never knew when he might be in the need of more gold. 
 
   After picking up the spoils Ash moved through the makeshift village. As he passed by all that were left were the small children of the dragon kin who looked at him with fearful eyes. Seeing the look in their eyes Ash remembered that they had just watched him kill their entire tribe and his heart slightly fell.
 
   Ash had thought that the monsters were mindless but he should have known that if they could create a village that they had at least simple feelings. Ash tried to push the thoughts out of his mind but as he slapped the plaque next to the door and walked through his mind was in a haze. He had looked at the monsters the same way humans looked at those of the demon and beast tribe. 
 
   Knowing that he wouldn’t find any answers to the questions that had arisen Ash waited for the darkness to clear. When it did Ash found a large dragon kin wearing a mantle and holding a staff waiting on him.
 
   As soon as the darkness cleared the dragon kin raised his staff and a ball of fire twice the size that Ash could use was launched at him. Jumping to the size Ash dodged the fireball but he could still feel the immense heat that the spell gave off.
 
   After dodging the fireball Ash cast cone of front but as the ice neared the dragon kin mage the air in front of it flashed a light blue and his spell of extinguished. Seeing that Ash knew that magic wasn’t going to work against the mage. Moving closer Ash waited until the dragon kin mage case another spell this time a bolt of lightning raced toward him and even with his speed Ash was struck in the side and tossed to the ground. Getting up Ash looked at his HP and noticed that it had been reduced by forty-two points. 
 
   “Of all the times for my luck shield not to work,” Ash said getting to his feet and shaking off the tingling sensation that ran through his body.
 
   Once again Ash moved forward but this time he moved in a zigzag pattern to decrease the likelihood that he would be hit. When Ash was about twenty feet away the dragon kin mage launched another attack. A spike of earth rose from the ground right in front of Ash. Seeing it Ash smiled and jumped up and spun his body. As his feet touched the rock spear Ash activated pounce and launched himself forward.
 
   Once pounce was used Ash couldn’t control his movement until he landed but it allowed him to move at great speed through the air toward his target. With his sword held out in front of him Ash shot toward the dragon kin mage but the mage was already moving to the side. “Not fast enough,” Ash said as he extended his arm slashing at the Dragon kin mage and hitting it in the side.
 
   Due to his speed Ash wasn’t able to aim great so only the very tip of his sword hit the dragon kin in the soft scales while most of the blade hit the harder scales of the dragon kin. Still with the sharpness of his blade added with his speed and attack boos it still did a great deal of damage but not enough to skill it in a single blow.
 
   Ash had a total of 161 SP though after his fight earlier he had used twenty of his SP up but even with that he had plenty to spare. Knowing that as soon as Ash touched the ground he used pounce again.
 
   Thanks to the speed of his attacks the dragon kin mage didn’t have a chance to counterattack with his magic and after seven passes it died. Laughing Ash picked up the spoils after absorbing the dragon kin mage. Ash doubted that he would fight it another forty times but he saw no reason to simply let it lay there when he could absorb it not to mention every monster absorbed raised the level of his ability even if only minutely.
 
   Ash was slightly disappointed that the dragon kin didn’t drop another monster orb but on the ground was a small scroll. Ash picked it up and started to put it in his inventory.
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have received the ability scroll for stone spear. Would you like to learn this ability?]
 
   Ash looked at the small window in front of him for a long time before saying “no,” out loud. It was a tempting offer, but Ash had learned that many monsters had the same or similar skills. He could learn it now or earn it on his own later as long as he found a monster that could use the ability. Instead he thought it would be better to let Yuki or Shina learn the ability so that his parties overall strength would be better. 
 
   After waiting for his HP and MP to recover slightly Ash proceeded down to the next level. AS he walked down the steps Ash found himself in a large wooded area. Last time Ash fought in the woods was against the spiders and they were troublesome but having a change of scenery felt nice.
 
   Using his spider sense Ash proceeded deeper though the trees in search of the boss’s room so that he could exit outside without having to fight his way back through the dragon kin. The thought of having to warp into the dragon kin nest next time he wanted to enter he labyrinth didn’t enthuse him.
 
   After about five minutes in the forest Ash felt the presence of a monster. Looking around in the direction the monster should have been all Ash could see was a small flower that was covered in magical energy. The flower had a small stem and eight petals. Each petal was light purple around the edges while getting darker toward the center of the petal.  
 
   Keeping his guard up Ash neared the flower. When he was about five feet away Ash felt something from beneath his feet and jumped back as three thick vines shot out of the ground. Seeing the black liquid dripping from the thorns of the vines Ash started to sweat as he wondered what kind of poison it might have been.
 
   Having missed their target, two of the vines sunk back underground while the third lashed out at Ash like a whip. Ash slipped to the side but as the vine landed it curled around forcing Ash to jump in the air to keep from being hit.
 
   The vine was so fast that Ash didn’t have a chance to counterattack. As he landed the vine pulled back while swaying back and forth like a snake. Once again Ash felt something below his feet and dodged to the side as the other two vines shot out then quickly retreated back underground. 
 
   Sensing the danger Ash looked at the small purple flower that was emitting the magical energy and invoked a fireball. The fireball hit the flower in full force and Ash noticed a black -800 appear where the flower had been. With the flower dead the vine in front of Ash turned black and fell to the ground with a light thud.
 
   The vines themselves were a pain but the flower that hosted the magical energies was easily dealt with though without the dragon eye ability Ash would have never know that the flower was the true body of the monster.
 
   Walking over to where the flower had been Ash found a small petal laying on the ground and picked it up. 
 
   [Clematis Petal (average quality): poisonous petal of a clematis flower used in alchemy.]
 
   “Alchemy huh…” Ash said as he read the description. Ash had read about alchemy in the duchess’s study. It was a broad term of anyone who used monster ingredients to make potions and the like. No matter what occupation you had one could do some basic alchemy but only those with the alchemy profession could make advanced potions. 
 
   After picking up the spoils, Ash continued through the forest doing his best to go in a straight line. Ash found three more of the flower monsters before reaching the opposite wall. Not seeing a door Ash decided to follow the wall to the right.
 
   After killing two more flowers, Ash came upon the door. After having to fight for over a week on the previous floor this one seemed a little weak. Ash knew that the main reason that the flower was so easy to kill was because of the dragon sight ability but it still felt wrong.
 
   Since it wasn’t used much, the plaque on the wall was covered by moss but after using fireball to clear it away Ash was easily able to warp outside. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   4-11
 
   It was only slightly after midday when Ash left the labyrinth. Ash wished that he had some way to tell time in this world. When he was in the labyrinth it was hard to tell how long he had been inside. Sometimes he didn’t exist until nearly the next morning while others he left well before nightfall. Emelia said he just had a bad internal clock but Ash was sure that most people from his world would have been in the same spot after having relied on watches for their entire life.
 
   Even though he had plenty of time, Ash decided to go ahead and return to the manor. He took a leisurely pace back having had little chance over the past week to enjoy himself. As he was walking past the fountain in the market district Ash saw a very familiar face talking to one of the shopkeepers.
 
   “Susan,” Ash called with a smile.
 
   “S-sir Ash how are you today?” Susan asked shyly. Seeing how she acted, Ash found it hard to believe that she had once been an adventurer.
 
   “Good,” Ash replied as he looked at the table of goods Susan had been looking at. “Looking for a dagger?”
 
   “Yes…Tina will be taking the exam for the third section soon so I wanted to get her a gift,” Susan said fidgeting slightly.
 
   “It is about that time isn’t it,” Ash said as he remembered Yuki saying something about it a few days before. “Tina is a good kid and I am sure that she will pass.”
 
   “Thank you…But Yuki is helping her a lot. Umm Tina said something happened to Yuki and was really mad. I was wondering if everything was ok with her now.”
 
   “Yuki is fine and no matter what, I will do everything I can to keep her that way,” Ash said with determination.
 
   “Tina has also asked when sir Ash will be coming over to eat with us again,” Susan said her face turning slightly red. “She has takin quite a liking to you…and considering her dislike of men, I thought that it might be good if you spent some more time around her,” hearing her own words, Susan suddenly turned even redder. “N-no-not like that, I just mean that she might umm start to get a better picture of men overall.”
 
   “Right now things are a bit busy, but once things settle down I will bring Yuki over for dinner,” Ash said. “That is as long as it is not a problem with you.”
 
   “There is no problem Sir Ash,” Susan replied happily. 
 
   After a few more words with Susan, Ash continued on his way. There wasn’t much he needed in the market, nor anything he really wanted. He did think about buying some new armor, but right now it seemed like a waste. In the distance Ash noticed that the sky was starting to darken. “Looks like rain again,” Ash said slightly dispirited. Over the past few weeks, it had rained two out of every three days and while he spent most of his time in the labyrinth trying to sleep while listening to the pitter patter of rain on the room had worn on his soul.
 
   As Ash entered the manor garden, he noticed the mages bringing in the laundry from the lines. Because of all the rain the poor maids had not had many chances to clean the linens and other delicates.
 
   After taking a bath and dropping his gear off in his room, Ash went to the study. Opening the door, Ash was happy to see Emelia sitting on the couch while looking through papers. 
 
   Closing the door, Ash used his stalk ability to silently sneak up beside Emelia who hadn’t notice him enter. Bending over, Ash lightly blew into Emelia’s ear. 
 
   “Wh-hha-hat…Ash you jerk,” Emelia said after jumping to the other end of the long couch holding her chest and breathing hard.
 
   Ash doubled over laughing while Emelia started punching him in his arm. “Sorry, I just couldn’t help myself. What has you so absorbed you didn’t even noticing someone entering the room?”
 
   “The upcoming trial idiot,” Emelia said while still hitting him. “I received news yesterday that representatives of the main branch of the Tellamor family arrived in the city.”
 
   “Is everything going to be ok?” Ash asked, with a slightly worried expression on his face.
 
   “I don’t know,” Emelia responded truthfully. “They didn’t send any correspondence beforehand demanding to let Raven free. They might just be here to make sure that the main family isn’t harmed by the court ruling. News like this could hurt their reputation. All we can do is wait until they expose their reasons for coming. On our end, we have all the evidence gathered including the man who had been paid to do the slave ownership overwrite, the man’s blood who was used on the contract, as well as the store owner who was paid to drug Yuki. Unless the Tellamor family really wants to cause trouble, there is no way that Raven will get out of this.”
 
   “Then there is no reason to worry,” Ash said trying to give off a warm smile. “What happens, happens. Both I and Yuki know that you did everything you could. The rest is left up to fate.”
 
   For the next few hours, Ash sat next to Emelia while she worked. He didn’t read like normal, instead he simply watched Emelia while she worked amazed at how much concentration she had. Ash knew that if the roles were reversed there was no way he would be able to spend day after day reading over reports the way Emelia did. If the people knew just how much work she put into her duties, Ash didn’t think that there was a single one who would say she was unqualified just because of her gender. 
 
   After A meal Ash called both Yuki and Shina to his room. When they arrived Shina wore a sultry grin while wearing a long thin nightgown that barely covered her. Yuki on the other hand wore her normal night clothes and kept giving her mother a harsh look. 
 
   “Master called us,” Shina said in a thick voice.
 
   “Yes I did,” Ash said pulling the scroll he had gotten from the labyrinth earlier. “I received an ability scroll earlier today when I was fighting in the labyrinth that doesn’t suit me. I decided it would best that one of you receive it. The name of the ability is stone spear.”
 
   Shina took the scroll out of Ash’s hand and looked at it for a brief moment before handing it to Yuki. “It is a good ability, but I don’t think it would work with my fighting style. I like to be in close when fighting and I would mostly likely hit myself along with my enemy,” Shina said with a heavy sigh.
 
   Holding the scroll, Yuki’s eyes widened. “Is it really ok for me to learn this master?” Yuki asked in a timid voice that didn’t seem to suit her normally energetic attitude.
 
   “If you think it will be useful then yes,” Ash said while nodding his head. “Remember you are my slave so the stronger you are the stronger I become,” Ash said patting the top of Yuki’s head.
 
   When Yuki absorbed the ability scroll she was enveloped in a hazy brown light for a brief moment then the scroll in her hand disappeared. “Thank you master,” Yuki said while jumping up and clinging to ash’s body. 
 
   “Master has given Yuki a gift Shina wants one too,” Shina softly whispered in Ash’s ear while she him from behind. “If master would grant Shina his favor she would be happy.”
 
   “Favor?” Ash asked lightly not knowing what she meant. 
 
   “Shina wants master’s child,” Shina whispered and Ash face turned read but it was Yuki who responded first. Wedging herself in-between Shina and Ash Yuki yelled “No-no-no-no-no,” over and over.
 
   “Yuki don’t you want your mother to be happy?” Shina asked while pouting in a childlike manner. 
 
   “I want mama to be happy, but master is mine,” Yuki declared with a straight face.
 
   “Yuki, it is not as if Master can only bestow his favor on one person. No matter how much he bestows it, it won’t run out.”
 
   Yuki’s ears twitched a little and her face loosened a little, but she still replied with a less firm sounding no as she pushed Shina from the room. Seeing the two argue as they left Ash couldn’t help but smile though the conversation was far from what he wished they would argue about so loudly while within the walls of the manor. No doubt Emelia would hear of it and he would spend a few more hours while being lectured about proper etiquette.
 
   After caring for his gear Ash laid in bed and thought about what was coming in the next few days. He didn’t really care how Raven was punished as long as the man didn’t try to do anything to Yuki. At first he was mad but that had faded only after a few days. While thinking this Ash quietly drifted off to sleep. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Ash’s current stats
 
   Name: Ash
 
   Level: 12
 
   Experience needed for next level: 23,415
 
   Race: Human/Demon 70/30
 
   Occupation: Novice gambler 
 
   Title: Novice Slayer
 
   HP: 740/740
 
   MP 580/580
 
   SP 159/159
 
   Strength: 72 (+10) (+5) (+94)
 
   Vitality: 75 (+3) (+98)
 
   Agility: 45 (+10) (+5) (+58)
 
   Stamina 71 (+5) (+93)
 
   Spirit 26 (+10) (+34)
 
   Intelligence: 60 (+78)
 
   Endurance: 38 (+10) (+1) (+49)
 
   Luck: 109 (+545) (+1)
 
    
 
   Abilities
 
   Passive:
 
    
 
   Devil’s Luck: 500% bonus to luck.
 
    
 
   Fleet foot: +10 to agility. Level Max
 
    
 
   Wolf eyes: See in the dark. Level Max
 
    
 
   Mining: Ability to use a pick to extract ore from hidden locations. Able to tell where mining locations are located. Level 2: 12%
 
    
 
   Poison resistance: level 2-24%: 10% poison resistance.
 
    
 
   Grave domain: Damage resistance to whole body with the exception of the head increased by 10%
 
    
 
   Spider senses: able to detect prey that is up to three levels higher within a 100 foot radius. Able to sense hostile intent within a 100 foot radius. Level 2-9%
 
   .
 
   [Fire resistance: 5% fire resistance. Level 1-78%.]
 
    
 
   [Natural armor (small). When fighting your skin acts as a natural armor blocking 10% of physical damage. Level: max.]
 
    
 
   [Frost resistance: 5% resistance to frost damage. Level 1-41%.]
 
    
 
   [Yeti strength: +5 to strength. Level 2-39%.]
 
    
 
   [Electric resistance. 5% resistance to energy attacks. Level 1-17%.]
 
    
 
   [Water glide. When moving in water it flows naturally around you decreasing water resistance by 20%. Level 2-92%.]
 
    
 
     [Cloak of shadows: When in a dark area cloak of shadows wraps you in shadows making it harder for you to be detected.]
 
    Dragon sight: You can see the magical flow of items and creatures   
 
    
 
   Active:
 
    
 
   Demon Absorption: Cost 10MP: Absorb defeated enemies to obtain skills. Level 2: 42%
 
    
 
   Bash: Cost 1SP - Slam into enemies with your body to do X10 damage. Level 1: 17%
 
    
 
   Rabbit Punch: Cost 1Sp- Using feet or hands quickly lash out with a lighting quick attack. Level 1:22%
 
    
 
   Stab: Cost 1 SP- Thrust forward with weapon (sword, spear.) level 1-85%
 
    
 
   Poison spit: Cost 5MP. Level 1-98%: Spit a corrosive poison that sticks to enemy doing 5 damage a second for ten seconds.
 
    
 
   Analyze ability. Cost 5MP: Ability to see opponents name, level and skill as long as they are no more than 5 levels above you. Level max.
 
    
 
   [Poison: cost 10MP- ability to make a small amount of toxin that paralyzes. Can be placed on weapons.]
 
    
 
   [Sticky thread: cost 15MP- shoot out a stream of sticky thread to trap opponents.]
 
    
 
   Stealth: Cost 20 MP. Erase your presence from enemies any movement cancels the ability.
 
    
 
   [Fire ball: cost 10MP. Create a ball of fire and throw it at an enemy. Level 1-29%.]
 
    
 
   [Cone of frost: Cost 15MP: send out a cone of frost freezing everything in its path. Causes 10 frost damage every second for five seconds. Level 1-74%]
 
    
 
   [Crushing blow: cost 5SP: strike with a hard blow bypassing 50% of opponent’s defense. Level 1-58%]
 
    
 
   [Shock armor: cost 10MP. Covers a small area with electoral energy that will stun an opponent struck with it for two seconds. Level 1-3%.]
 
    
 
   [Shock strike: cost 25MP. Hit an opponent with an energy attack that paralyses the part struck for five minutes. Level 1-9%.]
 
    
 
   [Pounce: cost 5SP jump straight forward with great speed doing 2x normal damage.]
 
    
 
   Skills
 
    
 
   [You have gained the skill gambler’s boost (passive) .2% boost to all other stats for each 1 point in the luck attribute. Level 2.]
 
    
 
    [You have gained the gambler’s gambit (active) skill. Cost 20MP: boost all stats for one minute. Boost is random. Level 1.]
 
    
 
    [You have gained the poker face (active) skill. Cost 5MP: forces a calm face no matter the situation. Level 2.]
 
    
 
    [You have gained the bluff (active) skill. Cost 5MP: bluff opponents to make them think you are stronger. Level 1.]
 
    
 
    [You have gained the read (passive) skill. Chance to see what skill your opponent is using. Based on luck.]
 
    
 
   [Gambler’s game (active). Cost 100 MP. Call of The gambling god using your stats as chip to play against another gambler. Can only be used against those of the same rank or higher. Can only be used once every six months. Time until next use 52 days. Level-Max.]
 
    
 
   [Luck shield: passive/active. When attacked has a chance to block attack. Amount of MP used is depended on the attack.]
 
    
 
   Equipment
 
    
 
   Iron gambler’s emblem: emblem signifying that one is a novice of the gambler’s guild. Durability 10/10 luck +1.
 
    
 
   Sword of the Hawk: Sword belonging to a great hero of the Hawkwing family. Durability 50/50 attack 20-32 strength +10 stamina +5.
 
    
 
   Mithra armor: Armor blessed by the god of light. Durability 40/40 defense + 20 Endurance +10 spirit +10 agility +5.
 
    
 
   [Studded Liro leather pants: made from thee tough hide of a Liro lizard. Durability 30/30, defense +7, endurance +2, agility +1.
 
    
 
   Titles 
 
    
 
   Novice slayer: 10% to attack damage
 
    
 
   Gutsy gambler title: When gutsy gambler is equipped luck +5.
 
    
 
   Plat              0
 
   Gold              15
 
   Silver              61
 
   Copper              702
 
   Iron P              913
 
    
 
   Inventory
 
    
 
   Paralysis potion: 4
 
   Electro sac (good quality): 123
 
   Electro sac (average quality): 71
 
   Electro sac (low quality):   29
 
   Electro core (low quality): 1
 
   Shadow essence (Good quality): 23
 
    Shadow essence (average quality): 11 
 
    Shadow essence (Low quality): 4 
 
   Meir bobcat claw (good quality): 25 
 
   Meir bobcat claw (average quality):8 
 
   Meir bobcat claw (low quality): 6
 
   Dragon kin scale (good quality): 178
 
   Dragon kin scale (average quality): 102
 
   Dragon kin scale (low quality): 56
 
   Clematis petal (good quality):3 
 
    Clematis petal (average quality):1
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   5-1
 
   Right now, Ash sat inside a small room along with Shina and Yuki while waiting for Emelia to call them and start the trial of Raven Tellamor. Most of the time this kind of trial would be presided over by a city magistrate, but because Ash was involved Emelia had decided that it warranted her personal attention.
 
   Trials were held in a large building in the middle of the city. There were only two court rooms, the rest of the building dealt with other city business such as granting business permits and the paying of taxes. This was Ash’s first time here, but he had seen the building itself a number of times as he walked through the city.
 
   “The trial is starting, you may enter the courtroom,” A middle aged knight said as he opened the door to their waiting room. 
 
   The court room was not very large. On the back wall was one raised, enclosed seat where Emelia was seated. A smaller seat was positioned next to Emelia reminding Ash of the courtrooms he had seen on T.V. in his previous life. There was no place for jurors as the fate of the defendant rested solely in the hands of the judge. In the center of the room were two long tables. At one of them, Raven Tellamor sat along with his son and another man wearing a gaudy robe. Ash, Yuki, and Shina were to be seated at the other one. In the back of the room, a number of long benches were placed but today only a few people occupied them, leaving the courtroom mostly empty. 
 
   “Today I have been called here to lay judgement upon Raven Tellamor for the crime of theft, falsifying a slave contract, and damage to property. The people bringing forth the charge are Ash, and the slave trader’s guild. The punishment of theft is for the thief to be sold into slavery for a term of no more than five years while all belongings of the thief to be passed to the person affected. For the crime of falsifying a slave contract, the punishment is a term of slavery for no more than seven years. For damage to property, the punishment is repayment of damages. How does the defendant plea?” 
 
   “Not guilty your grace,” Raven said in a haggard voice. 
 
   “First the accusers may bring forth any evidence to prove the guilt of the accused.”
 
   As was planned, the first person to testify was Yuki, but as she approached the stand, the man wearing a gaudy stood up. “Your grace, what is the meaning of this? Why is a member of the beast race being allowed to take the stand?”
 
   “Sir Tellamor, this young lady was the property stolen by Mr. Raven. She will testify on what happened as to the best of her knowledge,” Emelia said while glowering at the aged man. “Yuki, please tell us what you remember of the day in question.”
 
   “I was coming home from school and like every day, I stopped by a small bakery to eat an apple pastry. After eating half of the pastry, I started to get tired and the next thing I knew I was laying tied up and on a cold floor and I felt a lot of pain in my shoulder. Master then showed up and saved me.”
 
   “Do you know who had taken you?” Emelia asked politely.
 
   “No, but after I was freed the only people there were a slaver, Gin, and his father.”
 
   “Mr. Raven do you have any questions for the slave Yuki?”
 
   “None your grace,” He replied with a sneer.
 
   “Next, Mr. Ash please take the stand,” Emelia said and Ash stood and replaced Yuki on the seat next to Emelia.
 
   “Mr. Ash, what do you know about the event in question?”
 
   “I first met the young master Tellamor when I visited Yuki’s school. At that time he demanded that I sell Yuki to him. When I refused, he had a bit of a fit but there was little he could say to sway me. A few days later, his father appeared along with a small group from the gambler’s guild and we had a bet with Yuki as the prize. I won and Mr. Tellamor left unsatisfied while declaring that he would get what he wanted. I didn’t hear anything more until over a month later when Yuki didn’t return home from school. Worried for her, I followed her slave mark until I reached Mr. Tellamor’s residence and found her bound and gagged on the ground while a slaver tried to overwrite her slave status. I cut her free and then took Mr. Tellamor to the guards so that he could stand trial.” 
 
   “Mr. Raven, do you have any questions for Mr. Ash?” Emelia asked after Ash finished his story. 
 
   “Yes,” Raven said as he stood from his seat and walked toward where Ash was seated. “Ash, you said that I had you challenged to a contest where Yuki was the prize. Are there any witnesses to this alleged challenge?”
 
   “Yes,” Ash said and Raven raised his eyebrows. “My master Zelan of the Seven Swords Guild witnessed it, as well as a few guards from the duchess’s manor.”
 
   “Mr. Raven, do you wish to question Mr. Zelan on this matter or my personal guards?”
 
   “No your grace, that won’t be necessary,” Raven said and from the look on his face even Ash felt a bit of pity for him. 
 
   “Slave trader Rorian, please take the stand,” Emelia said and Ash was quickly replaced by the slave trader he had first met in the Tellamor mansion. “Mr. Rorian, please let us know your knowledge of the events in question.”
 
   “Yes your grace,” the man replied nervously.  “I was called by sir Tellamor late in the evening. I thought it odd to request the slave transfer so late at night, but I just figured that he was busy at other times so I didn’t pay it much mind. After arriving at the manor I found the slave tied up on the ground and was handed the transfer papers. After receiving them, I started to proceed with the transfer but because the blood on the paper was not that of the master, it pushed against my efforts. Before I could raise a question about the problem, Sir Ash appeared and suddenly I had a sword pointed at my throat. Since he was the true master of the slave, I expected that it was just someone selling a stolen slave, but when I learned that Sir Tellamor knew that Ash was the rightful owner and that the paper was forged, I reported it to my superiors. We tracked down the owner of the blood and found that it belonged to an adventurer who claimed no knowledge of the forged slave documents.”
 
   “Mr. Raven, do you have any questions for the Mr. Rorian?”
 
   “Yes your grace,” Tellamor said while approaching the stand again. “Mr. Rorian, did the salve trader’s guild find any evidence that I had the documents forged or that the man in question that’s blood was found on the document was not lying?”
 
   “No, he is still within the slave trader’s cell but has so far only proclaimed his innocence. We have called for a truth seeker from the main guild hall, but it will be weeks more before she arrives.”
 
   When the salve trader said this, Raven let out a sinister smile and returned to his seat.
 
   “Last to the stand for the evidence of wrongdoing is Allice Gretian.”
 
   When the name was called, a young women in her late teen years with tear streaked eyes was brought into the court room in chains. After she was seated in the chair, the guard who had brought her in stood next to her. “Miss Allice, you understand why you are here?”
 
   “Y-yes mi-lady,” Alice said stuttering.
 
   “Please enlighten the rest of the court,” Emelia said in a prompting tone.
 
   “I work at the rose bakery at the edge of the market district. Last week a man came buy and paid me a full gold coin just to pour a little liquid on a passing beast girl’s food the next time she ordered. I didn’t mean any harm…But my brother…” the lady said crying again.
 
   “Please continue. The reasons for your crimes have already been discussed at your own trial and have no place within this courtroom,” Emelia said coldly.
 
   “Y-yes. I did as I was told and as soon as the girl drifted off to sleep, another man picked her up.”
 
   “Did you know any of the men?”
 
   “N-no, but Mr. Ash showed me some drawings of the guards under the command of Mr. Tellamor and the guy who picked her up was one of them.”
 
   “Mr. Raven, do you have any questions for Miss Allice?”
 
   “No,” he said calmly.
 
   “Mr. Raven, do you have anyone to call in your defense or anything to say?”
 
   “If I may your grace,” the man in the gaudy robe said, getting to his feet.
 
   “The court recognizes Sir Fren Tellamor.”
 
   “So far the evidence against my cousin is lacking. It cannot be proven that he willingly tried to steal the slave Yuki. That aside, it is evident that he was involved in some wrong doing. I and my family would be gracious if you take that into consideration. Having a person wearing the Tellamor name reduced to a slave is something we would like to avoid.”
 
   “Sir Tellamor, there is undeniable proof that Mr. Raven knew the true owner of the slave Yuki. He also tried to get her on another occasion that can be testified by my own guards. This evidence alone is enough to show that he willingly tried to unlawfully obtain the slave. What would you have me do when the evidence is so stacked against him?”
 
   “I simply ask that you and the accuser think of the crime and the punishment involved. He has only been accused of trying to steal a simple beast girl whose value cannot amount to more than a single gold. For that, he is being threatened with the loss of all his goods as well as twelve years as a slave.”
 
   “I see, Mr. Ash and Mr. Rorian as the wronged party, what do you think of this matter?” Emelia asked with a slightly worried expression. 
 
   “As the Representative of the slave trader’s guild, we would be happy with a token punishment so that others do not follow in Mr. Raven’s example,” Rorian said while looking at the older gentleman.
 
   “And you Sir Ash?” Emelia asked again her face showing worry.
 
   Looking at Emelia, Ash knew that the man speaking up for Raven must be connected with the main Tellamor family that she had warned him about. If he chose to press the issue, Emelia would have no choice but to punish Raven to the full extent and that would cause trouble with the Tellamor family. He knew that if possible, that was something she wanted to avoid. Ash knew Emelia’s problem, but still he wanted Raven to be punished. As he was thinking, something occurred to Ash. 
 
   “Sir Tellamor, the main thing you wish to avoid is Raven being reduced to a slave. Is that true?”
 
   “Yes that is true,” the man replied, his eyes looking coldly at Ash.
 
   “Your grace, I will gladly ask that the court take pity on Mr. Raven and remove the punishment of slavery,” Ash said, turning back to Emelia.
 
   Emelia didn’t smile, but she stood from her seat with a more relaxed expression.
 
   “Mr. Raven, please stand for your judgement,” Emelia said. Raven did as he was ordered and stood while looking nervously around the room. “Raven Tellamor, you have been found guilty on all three counts brought before this court. For the crime of theft, all your assets will be seized and turned over to Sir Ash. I warn you now that should you try to hide or transfer ownership of any property, you will find yourself spending the rest of your life as a slave in the iron mines. For the crime of falsifying a slave contract, you are ordered to pay a fine of one hundred gold coins. Since all your assets have been confiscated, you will have a term of five years to pay the debt, but there is a 10% interest on the amount due assessed yearly. For the crime of damage to goods, you will pay reparations in the amount of ten gold to Sir Ash. The fine must be paid within a year. This is the decree of the court. Do you understand the terms of the sentencing?”
 
   “Yes your grace,” Raven said in a defeated tone.
 
   “Then you have seventy-two hours to turn over all property to Sir Ash. At the same time, you will turn over a list of all property to my offices so that they can be accounted for,” Emelia said before turning and leaving the courtroom.
 
   “Father…What does that mean?” Gin asked with a puzzled look on his face. 
 
   “Boy, it means that your idiot of a father gets to keep his freedom, but nothing else,” the older man said with a sneer at Raven.
 
   “Sir Ash, you have my thanks for setting aside your personal feelings in this case,” the man said, pushing past Raven to stand in front of Ash. “Here is the ten gold that is owed you and you have my word that everything that this idiot owns will be passed on without delay. My men will personally watch over him to make sure nothing goes amiss.”
 
   “Thank you,” Ash said in a slight bow. 
 
   “Is everything going to be ok master?” Yuki asked as she watched Raven and the other two leave.
 
   “It should be,” Ash said patting Yuki’s head. “Still, be careful on your way to and from school. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
 
   After leaving the courtroom, Ash and the other two started to leave the building when Emelia called out to him. “Ash, I need to speak with you in my chambers,” She said in a serious tone that she only used when there was something important to discuss.
 
   “You two go ahead and wait for me outside of the building, I will be along soon,” Ash said though neither Yuki nor Shina wanted to let him go alone. In the end, they had to give up when Emelia glared at them from the other end of the hall. 
 
   Emelia didn’t say anything as Ash followed her into a large room with a massive desk. In the room, other than Emelia and Ash was the young girl Allice and the guard that had escorted her into the courtroom.
 
   “Ash, as you know this young lady is Allice. She is the one who poisoned Yuki and allowed her to be taken. Unlike Raven, she is an orphan who takes care of her little brother. She was given the same fine of ten gold coins for her crime. That said, since there is no way for her to pay, she will be sold into slavery until her debt is paid. As is normal, you will be given the choice of having ownership or to have her sold off until she can pay her debt.”
 
   Ash looked at the young girl who was indecently looking back at him with tear filled eyes. “Can I just pay her fine?” Ash asked as he lifted the bag of gold that he had been given on a few moments before.
 
   “No, I can’t allow that,” Emelia said, shaking her head. “She has already been fined and been sentenced to slavery until she herself pays off the debt with work. At the current rate, she has to work for a total of fifty years. Even if her brother were to come up with the gold, it wouldn’t change the sentence that she has been given.”
 
   “I see, then I will take her in as a slave,” Ash said, feeling bad that she had been dragged into this mess. 
 
   “But my brother,” the young girl said nearly crying. 
 
   “Is it alright if she brings him along with her?” Ash asked, not understanding what was and was not allowed. 
 
   “That would be fine. You could hire him to work at your new home,” Emelia said after a few moments of thought. 
 
   “Then we should get the slave contract over with so that she can go gather her belongings and her brother as well,” Ash said thoughtfully.
 
   Hearing this, Emelia went to the door and opened it and called for the slaver who had been in the trial earlier. “I thought that would be your decision, so I had Mr. Rorian stick around. Though even if you decided against it, she would still need to be branded.”
 
   Rorian didn’t say anything, he simply walked over to Allice and slipped the straps of her patchwork dress to the side, exposing her upper chest. Allice quickly covered her chest but not before Ash saw far more than he had expected, but not once did she protest. Rorian’s hand started to glow and Allice let out a small groan. Slowly a small glowing symbol appeared on Allice’s shoulder.
 
   Ash was handed a small needle and as before he pierced his finger and let a single drop of blood hit the slave mark. With a blue flash, the slave contract was finished and Allice let out an exhausted sigh as she slumped in her chair from holding in the pain.
 
   While waiting for the girl to regain her composure, Ash and Emelia talked. Ash would be getting his own residence soon and that meant that he would be leaving Emelia’s house. Emelia didn’t protest him leaving, but wanted him to promise to come visit at least five times a week. After arguing a bit, Ash was able to bring it down to three times a week. However, Emelia was not overly pleased with the agreement.
 
   Once Allice came around, Ash told her that she had the day to gather her belonging and her brother if she wished and was to present herself to the duchess’s manor. Ash tried to reassure the girl she would be well taken care of, but from the look on her face, she didn’t seem to believe him. As she left, she kept her head down while quietly sobbing to herself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   5-2
 
   Later that night, Allice arrived at the manor with a small bag with everything she owned in it, along with an eight year old boy with the same dirty blonde hair as she had.
 
   Ash didn’t meet them since it was late and he was already in the study reading with Emelia. Instead, they were greeted by Shina and shown their temporary room while they stayed in Emelia’s manor. 
 
   After spending some time with Emelia, Ash wanted to check on the two kids, but he was stopped by Shina who told him that they were already asleep. Hearing that, Ash didn’t want to wake them so instead he headed back to his own room where Yuki was already waiting on him while oiling her own sword. 
 
   Though he hadn’t used it, Ash still went through the motions of taking care of his weapons along with Yuki who snuggled closely to him while she worked. Every now and then Ash felt Yuki rub her head against his shoulder, but he didn’t mind it. After they were done, Yuki tried to stay in the room to sleep, but Ash forced her out of the room, ignoring her protests.
 
   That night as he lay down to sleep, Ash thought about what had happened throughout the day. Raven had been found guilty, but he was still around. He didn’t know if he would seek revenge, but a part of him doubted that this was the end of the trouble Raven would cause him. Even with his mind cluttered with thoughts, Ash easily fell asleep peacefully. 
 
   The next morning after eating and dressing, Ash had planned to go to the labyrinth, but he was stopped by Emelia. “Yesterday evening I received a letter stating that Raven Tellamor was ready to turn over his belongings as well as a full accounting to me and would be arriving at the manor sometimes this morning so that they could go over all the details to make sure that nothing is amiss…I gave them three days, why did they have to get it done so fast?” Emelia whispered the last part so quietly Ash was only barely able picked it up.
 
   Ash didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as he watched the war of emotions on Emelia’s face. He truly enjoyed his time spent with Emelia, but the thought of having a place to call his own excited him.
 
   With nothing else to do while waiting on Raven, Ash waited with Emelia in the study as she went through reports. Summer was coming to an end and harvest reports were coming in. Most of the time low level workers went through the reports, but since it was the first year since she had taken control, Emelia was worried that some of the reports might have been fixed so that the lesser nobles could hold onto extra profits this year. 
 
   “I don’t get it,” Emelia said, throwing the stack of papers down while rubbing her eyes. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Ash asked as he picked up the stack of papers lying on the floor.
 
   “I was never good at working with numbers,” Emelia admitted. “Father always said that it was one of the most important things for a lord to learn, but I am not good at what I am not good at.”
 
   “Can I give it a look?” Ash asked as he spread out the papers on the desk.
 
   “Go ahead,” Emelia said without a second thought. “The papers have the year on the top right hand corner. I was trying to match what they harvested last year with this year and compare it to it with the others.”
 
   Ash grabbed a spare piece of parchment from the small table on the right as well as a quill and inkwell. It was simple enough as each set of documents were for a single noble’s land. The nobles even went as far as to have the harvests separated by crop and amount collected. Ash read through the first report while comparing the amount harvested last year. It looked as if this year was slightly worse than last year. Most the crops had about a 5-10% decrease in production compared to last year. 
 
   Setting aside the first group of papers, Ash shuffled though the parchments until he found the next matching group. Ash continued this for more than an hour and only managed to get through five of the twenty nobles holdings when Emelia stopped him. 
 
   “What do these numbers mean?” Emelia asked pointing to the percentages Ash had put next to each noble’s name.
 
   “They tell the differences in the amount harvested from this year to last. Overall, all the nobles are showing a small decrease of about five percent. That is except Baron Hallien who had a twenty percent drop in production this year in his iron mines.”
 
   “What is a percent?” Emelia asked, tilting her head cutely to the side.
 
   “Ummm…It’s hard to explain,” Ash said as he thought of how his teacher explained it. “A percent is a part of a whole. 1% of 100 is one while 1% of a thousand is ten. See last year Earl Jardes lands were able to harvest a total of 873 bundles of wheat. This year though, they were only able to harvest 841 bundles. That is a difference of 32 bundles. A one percent change is 8.73 so 32 would be a little over 3.6% change from last year. Though I said that, I am not sure if I am doing it right, but it still gives us an idea of the change.” 
 
   “I understand what the numbers mean now, but I don’t understand how to do it,” Emelia said with a confused look on her face. “Other than the iron mines, did the baron have other decreases in production?” 
 
   “Yes,” Ash said looking at the paper. “He had an overall decrease in production this year of 14.6%.”
 
   “And is that a large difference between the other nobles that you have looked at so far?”
 
   “Yes. Out of the five I have looked at, three had a change of 4.2% to 5.5%. Ritter Gall had a decrease of 6.1%, but he only had two products coming out of his land.”
 
   Seeing the numbers Emelia gave a pensive look then suddenly she grabbed Ash’s shoulders. “Do you want a job?” She asked, her eyes going wide.
 
   “A job?” Ash asked looking confused. 
 
   “Yes…I don’t have many ministers that I can trust. If it’s you that takes the place of tax minister, then I won’t have to worry about bribes and the duchies being cheated. Please…I will pay well,” Emelia said, her face only inches from Ash’s.
 
   “If you think I could help,” Ash said, trying to back away but bumping into the wall. 
 
   “Excellent,” Emelia said with bright eyes. “You will have an official office in the government building, but I will assign a person to watch over your office so that you can do most of your work here with me.” 
 
   As Emelia was about to go on, she was interrupted by a knock at the door. Frowning she turned toward the door. “Enter.”
 
   “Milady, your guests have arrived and are currently waiting in the anterior room,” a young maid said as she pushed open the door to the room just enough to peek her head through.
 
   “We will greet them in the official meeting room. Escort them there in about five minutes so we have time to arrive first,” Emelia said, dismissing the maid.
 
   As the door shut, Ash and Emelia took a second door in the back of the room while moving through a set of halls that were hidden from most guests. Ash had been through the halls twice before, but he found it slightly odd to need a second set of halls just for one person to get around to impress guests. 
 
   The main meeting room was much larger than the study, but still smaller than the dining room that they often ate in. The inside of the room had a large square table with one large chair and seven smaller ones. Emelia took the large chair while Ash took the one on her direct right of her after she insisted. 
 
   Shortly after they were seated, the doors to the room were opened and two men were ushered into the room. One was Raven, while the other was the man who had stood for him during the trial. As soon as he saw Ash, Raven gritted his teeth and placed a two large stacks of parchments on the table. 
 
   Ash picked up the stack that had been placed in front of him and started to flip through it and a cold chill ran through his body. 
 
   163 platinum, 89 gold, 41 silver, 64 copper, and 11 iron pennies in the royal bank.
 
   211 platinum, 33 gold, 75 silver, 34 copper, and 56 iron pennies in the merchant bank.
 
   54 platinum, 267 gold, 218 silver, 871 copper, and 124 iron pennies in personal safe.
 
   1 manor at 22 Margol Place in the city of Tellian.
 
   1 farm with house along with eighty acres located in the southern section of Baron Lightgold’s territory.
 
   1 small house at 137 merchant plaza in the capital city Forlanc.
 
   47 slaves. Then the papers went on to list the name, age, sex, occupation, and location of each slave. The papers also listen a number of other belongings such as horses.
 
   “I don’t see any mention of the stores that Mr. Tellamor owns. I know that he has at least three within my territory that were listed under his name during last year’s tax,” Emelia said frowning.
 
   “Yes, I wanted to talk to you about that,” the older man said while leaning back in his seat. “It is true that Raven owned the stores, but the fact remains that he only sold goods that we provided him. In light of that, I would like to purchase the stores so that I may keep them within the family, otherwise we would have to buy more location to replace those that would be shut down.”
 
   “I see, but they still should have been mentioned. Then you could have talked with Sir Ash about purchasing them.”
 
   “I understand that, but during that time they would have to be shut down, otherwise there would be trouble with who had the rights to the income they provided and who was responsible for employee recompense. I was hoping that we could clear it up without that hassle. As you said, Raven has three stores within your land and two other smaller ones. I believe that a sum of fifty platinum coins would be more than enough to cover the cost of these stores.”
 
   “I will accept the coins,” Ash said, interrupting Emelia before she had a chance to say more. “I have no use for stores, nor do I want the hassle of dealing with them.”
 
   “Then I will have the money transferred over to your accounts with the royal bank within the week,” the man said with a light bow. “Other than that, are there any problem’s your grace?”
 
   “Do you expect Sir Ash to go visit each slave?” Emelia asked as she looked at the slave locations.
 
   “That will be up to Sir Ash. If he wishes, I will send along letters to send the slaves here, but he will have to cover the costs of their travel.”
 
   “Then have them come here and make sure they have plenty so they can travel without worry. I do not wish them to die of starvation on the trip, nor do I expect them to walk the entire journey,” Ash said after a few moments. 
 
   “Very well, I will arrange it for Sir Ash out of thanks for dealing with the case of the shops so quickly. Only nine of the forty-seven slaves live within Tellian, the others live in the other houses or work at the stores. For the three that live in the capital, it will cost at least a gold for travel expenses while the others should easily make due with a handful of silver.”
 
   “Can you pull the cost out of what you plan to pay me for the purchase of the shops?” Ash asked while he tried to figure out how much to give each person. 
 
   “Yes, if that is what you wish,” the man said without a second pause.
 
   “The give five gold to each of the slaves in the capital and a full gold to the other thirty-five. That should be more than enough for them to arrive swiftly, and please let them know I want them to gather swiftly.” 
 
   “Will do. That will be a total of fifty gold coins which means I will deposit a total of forty-nine platinum and fifty gold into your accounts,” the man said after doing a few mental calculations. 
 
   “That will be fine.”
 
   “Then that concludes our business. If you are ever around the capital, feel free to visit me. It is refreshing to meet a person such as you who doesn’t fret over the small things and looks at the larger picture, while at the same time cherishing those under him,” the man said, giving the first smile Ash had seen since seeing him.
 
   “You are going to be busy today,” Emelia said in a pouting voice.
 
   “What do you mean busy?” Ash asked, not understanding what she meant.
 
   “Well first you need to have the slaves that you acquired marked. Also, you need to stop by the royal and merchant bank and change the accounts into your name. I am sure that you will also like to see your new home. Also, you now have a small fortune so I am sure there are things that you wish to buy.”
 
   “True,” Ash said as he thought about what Emelia had said. “I think first I will take care of the slaves. Seven of them lived and worked at the manor, while two worked at the shop in town, but it says they were told to move to the manor yesterday. So at least they are all in one place.”
 
   “Once you set up your new account at the royal bank, I can have your monthly stipend directly paid there. That will make that easier at least,” Emelia said slightly pouting. “Well, it is still early so you should first finish the papers you were going through earlier.”
 
   Seeing her face, Ash couldn’t refuse so he took a seat next to Emelia and started to go through the papers again. While he worked, he thought about asking how much he would be paid, but shrugged off the idea. Right now he had more money than he could spend so it didn’t really matter how much he would be paid. In truth, he still owed Emelia quite a bit, so if this made her happy he was more than willing to do it.
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   It was still a few hours before noon when Ash finally finished his work and gathered Yuki and the others so that they could head to their new home. Allice was quiet and kept her head lowered, but the boy next to her side kept looking at Ash as if he were the devil. Ash tried to ignore the young boy, but seeing such a look of hate on his face truly bothered him.
 
   The first stop before heading to his new manor was the slave trader’s guild which was located only five buildings down from the adventurer’s guild.
 
   “Can I help you sir?” A young lady asked as soon as Ash entered the building.
 
   “Umm…Yes, I hope so. I have a number of slaves that I need to be transferred into my possession,” Ash said, slightly disarmed by the young ladies warm smile. 
 
   “Arnold,” she yelled, turning her head. A few seconds later, a young man no more than eighteen ran from the back room. “This man needs the service of a slaver. You’re not doing anything so why don’t you take the commission?”
 
   “Sure sister Lin,” the boy said with a hopeful look in his eyes. 
 
   “How many slaves did you purchase?” The young man asked as he rushed to keep up with Ash’s pace. 
 
   “Nine,” Ash said handing over the slave contracts that covered the ones that were to be changed over. 
 
   “Nine!” The young man exclaimed with wide eyes. “It costs a silver per slave…Is that ok?”
 
   “That’s fine,” Ash said, never looking at the man was he walked down the somewhat familiar roads. The last time he had walked down this path, he had barely paid any attention to the surrounding houses, but now he took notice. Most the houses belonged to those of high class merchants or lesser nobles who preferred to live within the city than at country estates, but couldn’t afford to live within the capital. They were all large and well-made, but the biggest of them were still only have the size of Emelia’s estates.
 
   Soon Ash found himself standing in front of his new house. The window he had jumped through to enter the house last time was still broken and currently had only been boarded over. Seeing that Raven had been imprisoned, it was probably the best they could do. The house wasn’t the largest on the road, but neither was it the smallest. It was only two stories, but was almost as long as Emelia’s and had a large garden out front, yet little to no back yard. 
 
   As he approached the front door, Shina ran in front of him and opened it for him. As soon as he entered, Ash was greeted by nine bowed forms who were lined up in the fairly large foyer. Six of the slaves were women, the youngest of which was a five year old girl of the panther tribe. Other than the young girl, the only other beast tribe slave was a tall woman of the rabbit tribe who looked to be in her late twenties, but after meeting Shina, Ash didn’t try to guess her age. The two men stood out amongst the women as they wore armor and swords hung at their sides.
 
   “I am your new master,” Ash said in the most confident tone he could muster. “Today we will be having your ownership changed. I need someone to show me to a room that would be suitable to perform the change.”
 
   “Allow me master,” an older woman that looked to be in her mid-fifties said.
 
   Ash and the others were led to the large room that he remembered well as it was the same one he had found Yuki in. The door to the room had yet to be replaced, but the broken door had been removed and now the archway simply stood open. 
 
   One by one, the slaves came into the room and Ash had his nerves tested as more than a few of them screamed. The worst was the young girl of the panther tribe who cried for nearly an hour after the change. Ash couldn’t see how a person could do this to another and not feel anything. If he could, he would have set each of them free, but unless done a special way, a slave mark could not be removed. Those like Allice had a red slave mark that could be removed, while those with a blue or black one were permanent.
 
   Feeling mentally drained, Ash had the others rest while he left the manor. Shina and Yuki wanted to go with him, but he asked that stay behind and get to know the other slaves. When Ash explained that he wanted them to learn what skills and abilities each possessed so he could put them to proper use, they both agreed and seemed happy about the task.
 
   When Ash left the manor, he headed first to the merchant guild since it was the closest, only being a few blocks away.
 
   The merchant guild was a bit different than other guilds. It was one of the few guilds that people had to pay to join. Also, just like the adventurer’s guild, you could join it even if you belonged to another guild, but since you could have only one occupation, you wouldn’t be able to learn the skills. The merchant guild was also the largest non-governmental building in the city. Whenever Ash saw it, the building reminded him of a large bank.
 
   The inside of the building was just as grand as the outside and had large cushioned benches spaced about. People milled about within the foyer talking and doing business. Ash ignored the numerous people and walked through a large open door to the right where the guild had its bank. 
 
   “Hello sir, how may I help you today?” a woman in her early twenties with light brown hair asked as Ash approached one of the three counters.
 
   “I need to change an account over to my name,” Ash said, handing over a document for the transfer of ownership.
 
   “Are you a member of the guild?” the woman asked after looking over the document. 
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then if you wish to have an account with us, you will need to join the guild,” she said as she started to pull papers out from under the desk and place them in front of Ash.
 
   “Then I will just withdraw the amount,” Ash replied. He didn’t really need an account with the merchant guild since it was mainly used for business means when one needed money sent outside of the kingdom. In truth, since he could carry any amount with him he didn’t need one at the royal bank either, but it would help him should he need to purchase something that cost more than a few platinum. 
 
   “Sir…Let me contact my manager,” the woman said in a slightly panicked voice.
 
   Ash looked at the slip of paper and tried to figure out the money in this world again. Each time he thought he understood it, he was proven wrong. The more he thought about it, the more he decided that it was impossible to compare it with the currency from his own world. If he tried to say an iron penny was worth only a cent in his world then how does a cheap drink only cost nine pennies? But if he were to say it was a worth five cents, then that would make a copper five dollars and by the time it reached platinum it would be five million. No matter how he tried, the currency just didn’t make sense to him. In his mind, an iron penny was about five cents while a copper was close to a dollar, but at most a silver was only ten to twenty dollars. A gold was easily a thousand but a platinum was more around the amount of twenty five thousand instead of a hundred thousand. Each time he tried to come up with what a coin represented, the more it baffled him.
 
   “Sir,” the older woman easily in her late sixties called out to him. “I heard that you wish to close your account.”
 
   “Well I have taken over an account and I don’t wish to join the merchant’s guild so I figured I would just withdraw the coin,” Ash replied.
 
   “Sir, if you wish we could wave the membership free. That way you won’t have to carry such a large amount on your person. Not to mention if you are ever outside of the kingdom, you can withdraw the gold from any guild office,” the woman said in persuading manner. 
 
   “No, I would prefer to withdraw it at this time,” Ash said again.
 
   “I understand sir,” the woman said with a sad look on her face. “Give us a bit so that we can gather the funds. 
 
   Ash was seated in a small room with a comfortable cushioned chair while he waited. Ash had thought that it would only take a few minutes for them to get the coins, but he had sat for almost an hour before the young woman along with four others returned carrying a number of bags. Looking back at the paper ash looked at the amount again. 211 platinum, 33 gold, 75 silver, 34 copper, and 56 iron pennies in the merchant bank. While it was a large number, it still should all fit in one decent sized bag. 
 
   “We must apologize, we didn’t have near enough platinum or gold coins so we even had to bring out silver coins for the transaction,” the young woman said with a low bow. “While we are a major branch, most of the transitions at the guild are done on paper so we don’t tend to keep more than 200 platinum coins in the vault at one time.”
 
   “That is fine,” Ash said pulling out a sack from his inventory. It was a plane pack he had in his inventory, but as far as the others were concerned it could be a bag of holding. 
 
   Once he had agreed to accept the coins the staff started to count them out slowly. The more he watched them, the more he was starting to think that this had all been a ploy for him to keep the money here instead of taking it with him. In the end he received 186 platinum, 2350 gold, 18375 silver, 34 copper, and 56 iron pennies. It took more than two hours for the coins to be counted and the guild staff just watched with wide eyes each time Ash poured the coins into the almost bottomless pack. 
 
   “Thank you,” Ash said as he bowed before leaving. The staff of the guild looked around as if asking each other what to do, but before they had a chance to act Ash had already left. 
 
   The next stop was the royal bank which was located next to the government building that the courtroom was in. Ash thought about checking out his new office, but since he had only received the appointment today, he doubted Emelia had time to set it up yet. 
 
   The royal bank was much smaller than the merchant guild, but unlike the merchant guild all he had to do was sign a few papers. Once everything was done, Ash was given a metal plate much like he received when he had joined the adventurer’s guild. The only real difference was that the card only showed his name and the amount that he had within the royal bank. Since the card had been attuned to him that meant that only he could use it, so it was nearly impossible for his money to be stolen. 
 
   Ash put the card in his inventory so that it couldn’t be lost or stolen. Once he was finished, Ash ran through his new ownings again. There was also supposed to be a personal vault in the manor that held a large amount of coin as well as numerous other items, though they were not listed individually. With nothing else to claim until the slaves arrived from the countryside and the capital, Ash headed back to the manor. 
 
   Ash actived his sneak abilities as soon as he neared the manor so that he could enter the vault that was located in the basement without being bothered by Yuki or Shina. The vault door itself was made out of metal but was locked by magical means. Following the instructions on the paper, Ash reset the locking mechanism and the door swung open. 
 
   Ash’s mouth hung open as he entered through the door. The room itself was not very large. It was only about an eight by ten by ten room, but it was lined with shelves that were filled to the brim with objects. The Tellamor family was known for alchemy, but Raven didn’t have the skill for alchemy so he was unable to join the main branch. However, he was still entrusted to a store since he held their blood. 
 
   First, Ash found the bags of coins and counted them to make sure they were accurate then placed them in his inventory. Seeing the coins added didn’t seem as fun as when he was at the merchant guild, but it was still nice to see the numbers go up. Now Ash had a total of 230 platinum, 2642 gold, 18631 silver, 1654 copper, and 1102 iron pennies in his inventory. Other than that he also had 163 platinum, 89 gold, 41 silver, 64 copper, and 11 iron pennies in the royal bank. Add the 49 platinum and 50 gold that was still waiting to be transferred, Ash now had more coin then he could think of how to spend. 
 
   With the gold stored safely in his inventory, Ash started to check some of the other items in the vault. Most of it was paintings and small carvings that Ash was sure cost quite a bit, but he had no interest in them. Among the items there were two pieces of armor and three weapons.
 
   [Dragon Skin Gauntlets: durability 25/25, defense +10, magical defense +5, strength +1, endurance +2]       
 
   [Elven Gloves: durability 15/15, defense +5, agility +2, stamina +2.]
 
   [Shadow dagger: durability 20/20, attack 10-13, agility +3.]
 
   [Dragon Heart String: bowstring made out of a dragon’s heart. +5 magical attack damage added to arrows.] 
 
   [Wrath Spear: durability 30/30, attack 26-34, strength +4, stamina +6, endurance +3, spirit +2.]
 
   Other than the dragon skin gloves, there was nothing Ash could use, but he was sure that Yuki and Shina would enjoy the other three as gifts. The real question was what to do with the spear. Ash figured it would come in handy in the future, so he put it in his inventory along with the others. 
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   Ash locked back up the vault and walked up the stairs and started to explore the mansion. The mansion was set up much like Emelia’s and Ash was starting to think that it was the standard layout for a house in this world. There was a study in the right section of the bottom floor. The kitchen was located behind the dining room while a meeting room was located in the left section of the building. At the very back of the bottom floor was the servant’s quarters. The second floor was the rooms for guests and family. To the right were the ones Ash guessed were for family and was where his room was. Emelia had fifteen rooms on the second floor and ten on the third floor while he only had twelve on the second floor. It was still far more than he needed. 
 
   When he moved to check the servant’s quarters, he was greeted by the maids who lowered their heads and bowed, then he was tackled from behind. “Master, welcome home,” Yuki said, nearly knocking him to the ground. 
 
   “Master, you should have let us know that you have returned,” Shina said in a disapproving tone. “Also, Lord Zelan arrived while you were out so we showed him to a room that he could use during his stay…I hope that is ok with master.”
 
   “That is fine,” Ash said, having almost forgot about Zelan himself. “Where are your rooms?” Ash asked as he looked down the narrow hall of the servant’s quarters, only seeing four narrow doors. 
 
   “Our room is the last one, we share it with one of the other maids. 
 
   Ash walked down and noticed that there were only two beds and barely any room to move around. “There are thirteen people trying to live in these four small rooms?” Ash asked astounded.
 
   “It is not so bad master,” Shina replied quickly. “We only need to use them to sleep in.” 
 
   “I want you to gather all the slaves in the meeting room,” Ash said as he turned and left.
 
   The meeting room had a long table just like the one at Emelia’s, but it was arranged differently showing the way its owner thought. The large chair at the end had no chairs placed near it, so as to claim that no one was good enough to sit at his side. Ash didn’t like it, but with the way the table was made, there was little he could do about it.
 
   Soon all the slaves, as well as Allice’s brother were brought to the room. “I wish to talk to everyone today about your future,” Ash said and everyone’s face darkened except for Yuki and Shina, who were still beaming. “First, who was in charge of the manner’s daily expenses before?”
 
   “That would be me master,” an older woman in her late thirties said, bowing while holding a worried expression. 
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “Gilda master.”
 
   “Gilda, how much are the monthly costs of the manor?” Ash asked as he took out a piece of parchment. 
 
   Gilda lifted up her head and looked at the celling then lowered her head to look at Ash. “The previous master spent about two gold a month on food and other household expenses.”
 
   “How much was set aside for your personal expenses?” Ash asked after making a mark on the paper.
 
   “For us…None master. We ate the leftover food, and we used the master’s discarded clothing and cloth to make our own clothes,” Gilda said slightly with a slightly puzzled face. 
 
   “I see…Is there anything else you think I should know about the operations of the manor?”
 
   “Nothing I can think of master. Unless you plan to host parties, the expenses are typically not much.”
 
   “Gilda, since you seem trustworthy, I will put you in charge of the other slaves. That is except for my personal slaves,” Ash said as he pulled out small coin pouches and filled them with coins from his inventory. Ash put in 1 platinum coin, and 100 gold in the first pouch while putting 100 silver, and 100 copper in the second pouch.
 
   “I want you to use this for daily expenses,” Ash said handing over the bags to Gilda.
 
   “Master, are you sure? Before Master Tellamor made us write a bill of purchase for anything and he would pay it himself,” Gilda said as she took the bags. When she opened one, her face turned white. “Master isn’t this too much?”
 
   “You will learn I am nothing like your previous master,” Ash said in a cold tone, making Gilda involuntarily taking a step back. “First, I want the servant’s quarters to be changed. There are six rooms on the second floor’s left side that are empty that you can use. Yuki, Shina, and Allice as my personal attendants can use any of the four remaining rooms on the right side. From now on, I also want each person each month to receive ten silver to use however they please. You may be slaves, but I still believed that you should be paid according to your work.”
 
   Gilda slumped down to the floor hearing Ash’s words and started to weep. Ash thought he might have done something wrong, but then Gilda raised her tear streaked face and looked up at him with a warm smile.
 
   “Now, I will move to the study and I want each slave to enter one at a time so that we can find the best use of his or her talents. Gilda and Shina, I wish for you to stay with me while we go talk with the slaves so that they will be more at ease.” “Allice,” Ash said remembering the young girl.
 
   “Y-yes master,” Allice said with a slightly agitated face. 
 
   “I want both you and your brother to come to the study as well, along with the other slaves so that we can find a place for each of you.”
 
   “Yes master.”
 
   Ash moved from the meeting room into the smaller study with Shina and Gilda. Yuki complained, but Ash told her that she already had a duty and the room was too small for too many people. Yuki wasn’t happy with his answer, but she followed his orders without pouting.
 
   The first to enter the room was Allice and her brother Aaron. Ash had them sit in small chairs on the other side of his small desk while Shina stood on his right and Gilda on his left. “I need to hear what you and your brother can do?” Ash asked with a stern face. 
 
   “Master, I know how to clean...And I worked as a server at a bakery for almost half a year,” Allice said in a worried tone. 
 
   “Then as I decided before, you will be my personal attendant. Unlike the others, you will receive five silver a week for spending. I expect you to use this money however you please, but I also expect you to keep yourself clothed in something other than rags,” Ash said, having already decided what he would do with her. If he could, he would give her the money to free herself, but nothing she could do would reduce her time as a slave so the best he could do was make it slightly better. “Now Aaron, what do you know how to do?” Ash asked the young boy. 
 
   “Master, I am sorry my brother can’t talk,” Allice said with a worried expression. “He and mother got sick two years ago. Mother died, but Aaron lost his voice. The people at the church said that since the damage was not fixed quick enough, it was impossible to cure it now.”
 
   “I see…Then I will offer him a job that he can do even without a voice,” Ash said thinking hard. “Gilda is there any way to have him taught by the maids here?” Ash asked the lady at his side.
 
   “Yes master. We are already teaching little Milly,” She said warmly.
 
   “Aaron your fist task is to learn. Other than that, help out where you can. I will pay you ten silver a month like the slaves, but I do expect you to work to earn it.”
 
   Aaron looked at him with the same sharp glare he had given him since they had met, but he nodded his head in agreement. “Now then, you are dismissed.” 
 
   The next two to enter the room were the male slaves. First was George, and the other was Yaren. Both men were purchased to be guards of the manor and were level 16 and level 19 warriors. Ash had them continue the same work, but told them their main job was to not only protect them and the manor, but the other slaves as well. Both of the men were slightly surprised by his order, but bowed nonetheless. 
 
   The next two to enter were the two young ladies who had worked at the store within the city. Their skills were merchant related so Ash made them Gilda’s aids. Next were the four maids Gina, Jennifer, Ashely, Yvonne and the head cook Kristi who kept the same jobs. The last person to enter the room was the young girl of the panther tribe, Milly. Her dark black pointed ears and long slick tail hung down like Yuki’s did when she was in trouble.
 
   “Milly, what are your skills?” Ash asked in the nicest voice he could muster.
 
   “Ummm…I can carry stuff for master,” Milly said in a cute voice. 
 
   Seeing the cute actions of the little girl, Ash couldn’t help but smile, but Shina was hit even harder as she jumped forward and hugged the little girl. “Master can I keep her?” Shina asked as the small panther girl tried to escape from her grasp. 
 
   “First let her go,” Ash said, trying not to laugh. 
 
   “Mou…” Shina pouted but let the struggling Milly go. 
 
   “Milly, right now Gilda said you were learning. What are you learning?” Ash asked.
 
   “Umm…I know my alphabet…And can count to ten,” Milly said with confidence, making Shina shift around as she fought not to hug her again. 
 
   “Then when you are not learning, I want you to help Shina,” Ash said and the little girl looked at the older fox woman and pinched her lips. “You see, Shina never listens and is always playing around, so I need someone to watch over her. So for now on, you will be her boss,” Ash said hiding his smile. 
 
   “Master…Mou,” Shina said switching between smiling at Milly and pouting toward him.
 
   “Shina, for now on you are Milly’s helper,” Ash declared with an evil grin.
 
   “Milly, would you please take Shina and show her what she is supposed to do?” Ash asked with as serious an expression as he could muster.
 
   Milly looked at him then Shina and stuck out her chest, “Follow me,” Milly said with a cutely serious face. Shina pouted, but still followed behind the little girl with her red tail swinging lightly from side to side.
 
   After settling everything with the slaves, Ash went over the new rules with Gilda. It took a while for Ash to get her to understand that for now on, unless there were guests, the slaves were to eat dinner with him. By the time he finished, it was already dark so Ash went to find Yuki who was currently on the second floor with Shina and Milly while they played on the large bed in the center of the room.
 
   “Master!” Yuki yelled when she noticed him watching them from the doorway. 
 
   “Yuki, Shina I am glad both of you are here. I have a gift for you,” Ash said pulling out the piece of armor and the three weapons he had gotten in the vault earlier. Yuki, for you I have a pair of gloves and a new bowstring. For Shina a new dagger,” Ash said, handing over the new equipment. 
 
   “Who is the spear for master?” Yuki asked, looking at the spear with sparkling eyes.
 
   “I don’t know what to do with it yet. Do you want it Yuki? I thought that you used the sword and bow?”
 
   “Umm…I thought Tina might like it. She really likes the spear.”
 
   “You are about to take the test for class advancement soon right?” Ash asked as he picked up the spear. Ash had wanted to save it in case he got another slave that could use it as a weapon since its stats were even better than his sword, but looking at Yuki he found it hard to tell her no.
 
   “Yes in a few more weeks we will be having our second advancement test,” Yuki said her eyes still stuck to the spear. 
 
   “Then if Tina and you both pass, you can give it to her as a congratulation gift,” Ash said, putting the spear away. “For now, I will keep it put up. Remember though, both you and she have to pass.”
 
   “We will master, I promise,” Yuki said clenching her fist. 
 
   “Sister can fight?” Milly asked as she watched Yuki put the new bowstring on her elven bow. 
 
   “Fufufu…not only can Yuki fight, but this older sister can as well,” Shina said, holding her dagger proudly.
 
   “Older sister,” Milly said pointing at Yuki, then she pointed at Shina. “Younger sister.” 
 
   “Mou…Why am I the younger sister?” Shina asked with her ears dropping.
 
   “Master said I am the boss so you have to be younger,” Milly declared while putting her fists on her hips. 
 
   “Master,” Shina said in a pleading voice.
 
   “You heard the boss, looks like you are now the younger sister,” Ash said covering his mouth with his hand to hide the large smile that spread across his face. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   5-5
 
   The next day Ash’s routine returned to normal or as close to it as it could considering his new home. He was woken by Allice early in the morning and then ate breakfast with everyone. The first meal was awkward as all the maids kept fidgeting with their food unsure whether they should eat or not. 
 
   After eating, Ash moved outside to work on his katas while being followed by Shina and Allice. When he finished, he sat to take a break and Shina tried to bring him something to drink, but Allice took the small jug away from her. “I am his attendant,” She said sternly as she handed over the jug along with a dry towel so Ash could wipe his sweat. 
 
   When Ash started to leave the manor, Allice tried to follow him. He stopped her, telling her that he was headed to the labyrinth.
 
   “Then I will go with master and wait outside for him to finish.”
 
   Ash tried to explain that he didn’t know how long he would be fighting, but Allice refused to budge on her decision and eventually it was Ash who gave in. When they parted at the entrance of the labyrinth, Ash gave Allice two copper coins so she could get something to eat when she got hungry. She tried to refuse, but Ash pushed them into her hand then touched the plaque and warped into the labyrinth.
 
   Ash went straight to the fourteenth floor. Now that he knew how to kill the clematis flowers, they weren’t much of a threat. Even so, he wanted to get as many abilities as he could from them. Sadly unlike the other levels, there was not as many flower monsters. They seemed to be spread out, but they were to kill as long as Ash used his fireball ability.
 
   Even though it only took him a minute to kill the flowers due to their low number, it still took him half the day to find and kill enough before he heard the welcomed “Tring.” Letting him know that he had absorbed enough of them to gain an ability.
 
   [You have reached 100% absorption level for the deadly clematis. Abilities available; poison vine whip (active).]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have been randomly awarded poison vine whip.]
 
   [Poison Vine Whip: cost 40MP. Call a vine dripping with paralyzing poison to strike your opponent. Level 1-0%.]
 
   With only half the day gone, Ash decided to move further into the labyrinth. Due to his skills and how far apart the flower monsters were spaced, Ash was easily able to reach the boss room without having to fight again. Thinking again how mismatched some of the floors were, Ash walked through the large door leading to the boss. 
 
   As the darkness cleared, Ash found himself looking at a larger version of the flower he had killed earlier. The only real difference he saw was that the flower in front of him also had a sharp row of teeth at its center.
 
   Ash was confident in his skills and stats, but he still approached the monster carefully. As soon as Ash took his first step forward, the flower let out a roar and a number of vines appeared out of the ground lashing out against him. Not only were the vines thicker than before, they were dripping with the same black liquid as before. 
 
   The vines were also slightly faster than the ones of the smaller flowers, but it was still far from his speed. The only thing that made it hard was the number of vines that were attacking him. Sometimes the vines would disappeared and burst from the ground, but as long as Ash paid attention he was able to dodge them. 
 
   At first Ash killed the vines, but the second one died another appeared to take its place. That only left Ash to fight the main flower to do any real damage to the creature. The problem was getting close. The flower itself couldn’t move, but as soon as he grew close, all ten vines would appear in front of him forming a wall. 
 
   Ash tried to attack with abilities from afar as well, but whenever he launched a fireball, one of the vines would intercept it. In the end, Ash was forced back each time without the main body of the monster receiving any damage. After being forced back for the fifth time, Ash took his time as he watched how the flower and the vines acted. 
 
   It was then that Ash noticed that the flower had ten petals and each time one of the vines moved, one of the petals on the flower would shift slightly. At first it merely looked as if the wind was blowing them, but since the air in the room was as still as night, Ash knew that couldn’t be the case. Finding this knowledge didn’t help him much, but it did give him a slight warning before any vine could attack him. 
 
   After he was sure he had the patterns of the vines down, Ash tried his next idea. Using shock strike, Ash attacked four of the fines in quick succession as he ran forward at full speed. When he saw the flower petals dip, then rise, Ash cast cone of frost just as the vines were rising out of the ground, freezing the ground solid and trapping them.
 
   Jumping over the trapped vines, Ash reached the flower without trouble and struck. Unlike before, the flower didn’t die with a single strike. Instead the vines behind him faded away and the flower pulled itself from the ground. Now Ash found himself facing a moving flower, armed with teeth and large vine-like roots. 
 
   The roots lashed out at Ash, forcing him to pull back. Ash attacked one of the roots, first cutting it off near its base. Pulling back, he waited and watched and when the root remained gone, Ash let out an evil smile and kicked off the ground and lashed out with his full strength cutting one root after another. 
 
   Once all the roots were gone the flower had once again lost its ability to move. The only way it could attack now was by lashing out with its sharp teeth, but the movements were so slow Ash never even got close to being hit as he attacked the flowers stem. After seven strikes, Ash cut through the body of the flower and a large black -317 appeared as the flower top tumbled back.
 
   Ash used up almost half of his MP as well as two thirds of his SP during the fight, but he had not lost any HP. He could easily call it a win, but somehow it felt as if it had taken longer than it should have. Sitting on the ground, Ash pulled out a few sweetcakes and juices that the maids had prepared for him and ate them. They only helped boost his recovery a little. When he had first started out, it was great, but now they seemed to barely be a drop in an ocean. 
 
   Ash wasn’t sure, but he figured that the sun should be close to setting if it hadn’t already. That didn’t mean he had to leave, but he hoped that he could reach the next plaque before being forced to retire for the night. As he thought about it, unless the monsters were extremely hard, he could fight as long as he wanted to reach the plaque since Emelia would not lecture him for missing dinner or their reading time.
 
   After resting for half an hour and eating enough sweetcakes that his stomach was protesting, Ash moved down to the next floor. As soon as Ash opened the door, a chilly wind blew through his body, sending shivers down his spine. It was not the kind of chill one got during winter, but one that soaked straight through to the marrow of his bones. 
 
   The area around him was only faintly lit. It was a large open area and the ground was littered by a number of weapons that were stuck into the ground, almost like headstones at a graveyard. Ash had fought zombies before, but they didn’t give off the eerie feeling that this place did. He didn’t know why but every fiber in his body was screaming for him to turn back, yet he pushed forward into the darkness.
 
   When Ash reached the first weapon stuck in the ground, he touched it with his hand.
 
   [Specter Spear: weapon belonging to a long dead warrior that now ties the specter to the place of its death. Durability 5000/5000, attack 0-1, strength -10, agility -10, stamina -10, vitality -20.]
 
   Ash quickly let go of the spear as even touching it reduced his stats greatly. Though the weapon was useless, it did give him an idea about what monsters he would face on this floor and it wasn’t an idea that he enjoyed.
 
   Having grown up alone, the thing that he feared most was the dark and as he got older that fear had mostly disappeared, but a part of him still feared what his boyish mind had imagined lived in the darkness. He had never enjoyed horror movies about ghosts.
 
   Shortly after he let go of the spear the milky translucent figure of a warrior wielding a spear appeared in front of him and let out a deathly howl. Seeing the monster, Ash took a step back with his hands shaking slightly as he pulled his sword. 
 
   The monster, seeing the fear in his eyes charged Ash. All Ash wanted to do was run from the specter, but a part of him fought the urge and swung his sword toward the creature. When his sword met the ghost’s body it passed through without doing any damage but when the specter’s spear struck his shoulder Ash lost 25 HP.
 
   Seeing this, Ash took a step back but the specter pressed its attack, striking four more times. Each of them were blocked by his luck shield. Seeing that physical attacks had no effect on the specter, Ash launched a fireball, but once again it merely passed through the specter’s body. Ash continued to fight while dodging the specter’s attacks, but none of his skills caused an ounce of damage to the monster. Seeing this, Ash was left with only one choice…Retreat.
 
   Ash ran back toward the stairs leading to the previous floor while being chased by the specter. Thanks to his speed, the monster couldn’t keep up with him. As soon as Ash’s hand opened the door, the specter disappeared and he was able to breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
   Warping outside, Ash found that while the sun had not set yet it was hanging low in the sky. “Say young lady, why not spend some time with us?” a voice asked, not far from where Ash had appeared. 
 
   “I told you I am waiting on my master,” Allice’s voice said, floating to Ash’s ear. 
 
   “I am sure that master of yours won’t mind if you keep us company for a bit,” another man said.
 
   Ash walked up behind the three men who had Allice cornered against a small tree. Seeing no reason to ask questions about what they were doing, Ash grabbed two of them by the neck and lifted them easily from the ground. “Hey, what the hell are you doing?” The man who Ash hadn’t grabbed asked. 
 
   “I should be the one asking that,” Ash said, throwing the other two to the ground. Gasping for air, the two men got to their feet and looked with fear at the sword on Ash’s hip. “What do you think you are doing to my slave?”
 
   “Ahhhh…Sir we were just talking to the lady,” one of the men stammered. 
 
   “That wasn’t what it sounded like to me,” Ash said, pulling his sword from its sheath. 
 
   “Master, please stop,” Allice said, stepping in front of Ash.
 
   “Why? Do you have any clue what they would have done had I not arrived?”
 
   “Yes…But if you harm them, then master could get in trouble,” Allice said slightly worried. “I don’t want master to get in trouble for me.”
 
   Ash looked from Allice to the three men who had already turned and started to run away. Sighing, Ash patted the top of Allice’s head the way he would Yuki without thinking about it. “Then we should head back home.”
 
   For a few moments, Allice just stood there, touching her head where Ash had patted her. When Ash stopped and looked at her, Allice’s face turned a light shade of pink. “You coming?”
 
   “Y-yes,” Allice said with her head slightly hanging.
 
   On the way back to the manor, Ash’s mind was full of thoughts about the specters and how he might be able to fight them. He was so engrossed in his own world that he didn’t notice that Allice was looking at his with large round eyes. 
 
   “Master!” Yuki yelled as she jumped up and hugged Ash when he walked through the small gate to the manor.
 
   Ash was greeted by a number of slaves when he entered the building. The first of which was Gilda. Shina, and Milly. 
 
   “Welcome home master.” 
 
   “Welcome master.”
 
   “Master’s home.”
 
   Seeing the fact that Milly was being held by Shina, Ash smiled. “I’m home.”
 
   “Master, a letter has arrived for you,” Gilda said handing Ash a sealed envelope with the duchess’s seal on it. Ash took the letter and quickly opened it.
 
   Ash, I have more work for you. I request that you arrive tomorrow in time for breakfast.
 
   Ash laughed at the short letter. You would think that a duchess would pad a letter a little, but Ash didn’t hate the fact that she went straight to the point.
 
   “Master, we have super ready if you are ready to eat,” Gilda said as he put the letter away.
 
   “I am not that hungry, why don’t you and the maids go ahead and eat.” 
 
   “Sir! There is no way that we can eat before you master,” Gilda said as if his words were scandalous.
 
   “Then let us all go eat, but do I have time for a quick bath?” Ash asked feeling sticky.
 
   “If that is master’s wish, but it will take time to heat up the water,” Gilda replied.
 
   “Then why don’t we eat first then I will have a bath,” Ash said defeated. The bath was the one thing he would miss the most about Emelia’s mansion. The one here was still big, but the stove to heat it had to be ran before the water would become hot while Emelia’s was powered by a magical tool that kept the water hot all day long. 
 
   After eating, Ash still had to wait for the water to be heated, but he took a quick bath as soon as it was ready and headed to bed. As he crawled under the covers, the door to his room opened and Allice walked into his room, wearing a thin white see through gown.
 
   Though she was only fourteen her body had developed well. No matter how well he controlled himself, Ash was still a male and seeing a young, well developed body in front of him made his heart race. “Allice what are you doing?” As asked in a panicked voice.
 
   “I am master’s attendant…I thought that meant I had to attend to master for night duties as well.” Allice said blushing a deep red. “That is what Gilda had told me.”
 
   Ash rubbed his temples. He had to talk to Gilda about this, otherwise he might find his room invaded by maids before he had a chance to react. “Allice, I don’t require anyone to…Perform night duties.”
 
   “Uhhh…I…Ok,” Allice said, slightly flustered before running from the room. 
 
   Sighing, Ash tried to sleep but the images of Allice in her thin nightgown kept flowing into his mind making his blood run hot. “Why me?” Ash asked to the sky but he received no answer.
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   Once again, Ash was woken by Allice but this time her face was beat red as she woke him. She didn’t say anything before running from the room. Remembering the night before, Ash shook his head and figured that she was embarrassed about the misunderstanding. 
 
   Since Emelia wanted him to be present for breakfast, he alerted the maids to eat without him and left the manor. Before he could reach the outer gate, Allice caught up to him while breathing hard. “Master, if you are going to leave you should let me know,” She said slightly red faced. 
 
   “Today I have to do my work as the tax minister for the duchess. You can stay back and take it easy,” Ash said, trying to dismiss her but she stubbornly refused.
 
   “I am master’s personal attendant. No matter where master goes, I have to go with him. Otherwise I will fail at my duty.”
 
   “Allice, I know that you were told by Emelia that you had to serve me as a slave for fifty years, but you don’t have to take it so seriously. As you can tell, I don’t force my salves to do anything. You should do what you like when you have the time,” Ash said while looking directly into Allice’s eyes. 
 
   “It’s not…I like…Can, I stay master?” Allice said bashfully.
 
   “Allice, speak clearly otherwise I won’t understand,” Ash said sighing. “The more we talk, the more we will get to know each other and the easier it will be to work together.”
 
   “You know, I was really scared when the guards took me,” Allice said as a small tear formed in her eyes. “I didn’t know what would happen to my brother while I was sitting in the jail or what was going to happen to me. Then I was tried and found guilty and asked if I could pay the fine within a year. When I told them no, I was told I would be given a fifty year sentence as a slave. My heart fell and then I met master. You even went so far as to try and pay my fine for me and when you couldn’t, you allowed me to bring my brother with me. I am really grateful to master, and I want to repay master.”
 
   “I can understand that, but if you really want to repay me then just enjoy yourself as you can,” Ash said smiling. “The truth is, I don’t like slavery at all. If it was up to me, I would have let all of you free.”
 
   “Huh, but master already had slaves before me?” Allice said with a confused look on her face. 
 
   “I bought Yuki when I saw her being left for dead. I purchased her mom later when I tracked her down so that the two could be together. That is all there is to it.”
 
   “Master is really nice,” Allice said while looking up at Ash with shining eyes.
 
   “I wouldn’t say I am nice,” Ash replied slightly embarrassed. “I just do what I think is right. So for me, unless I really need you, just do what you want.”
 
   “So, it is ok if I do what I want?”
 
   “Yes, that is what I have been saying for the past two days,” Ash said while rolling his eyes.
 
   “Then I can be master’s mistress?”
 
   “W-wa-what mistress?” Ash said stunned. “Allice, do you even know what that means?”
 
   “Yes, it means that I will stay with master and preform night duties and have master’s baby,” Allice said while looking happy. 
 
   “Allice you are only fourteen.”
 
   “Am I not good enough?” Allice asked as her face suddenly turned sad and her lips bunched tight together.
 
   “N-no it’s not that,” Ash said quickly, not wanting her to cry right in front of the house. “I just think that it would be best if you waited until you were older. Give it a year and then ask…OK.”
 
   “…Ok…but until then, I will stay with master,” Allice declared, a slight smile returning to her face.
 
   “Fine.” Ash said, knowing that he had been defeated and hoping that in a year her infatuation would dwindle. Having not spent much time with women before, Ash was easily finding himself at a loss when confronting them. 
 
   During the walk to Emelia’s, Allice walked close to Ash, often pushing her chest into his arm. Yuki would often cling to him, but because of her childish body, he never felt anything. Shina was clingy as well, but her overt attitude help ward off any feelings toward her. Allice on the other hand had the body of an adult and the sweet innocence of her affection was charming, making Ash feel more pressured than he had before. The only thing he could do to cool his mind was to remind himself of her age over and over again. 
 
   As soon as they arrived at the mansion, they were escorted to the dining room. Ash was seated while Allice stood behind him. A few of the maids suggested that she join them in the anterior room to eat, but only after Ash had ordered it did she separate from him. When Emelia saw this, the look on her face was anything but pleased. 
 
   “It looks like you and Allice are getting along,” Emelia said with narrowed eyes. 
 
   “Please don’t look at me like that,” Ash said as his shoulders dropped. “Nothing improper is going on.”
 
   “Just remember that you are my fiancé. That means I am first,” Emelia said in a demanding tone.
 
   “I thought that was only for show?” Ash asked slightly worried. 
 
   “Well…You already signed the papers and agreed to it in front of the whole city,” Emelia said with a slightly red face. “You don’t want me to look like a woman whose fiancé ran out on her do you?”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Or is it that you find something wrong with me?”
 
   “It’s not that, but getting married…It should be between people who love each other,” Ash said fumbling.
 
   “Hah love…You forget that I am a noble. If my father was still alive, I would have been forced to marry some guy I only met a few times, if at all until the wedding. Even now, if we take too long, the king might pressure me to marry the son of one of his supporters. The truth is Ash, I like you…I don’t know if it could come to be love, but at the very least I enjoy spending time with you. In fact, that is one of the reasons I called you here today. I would like our marriage to be done soon.”
 
   “…I can understand your reasons, but why the rush?” Ash asked as large beads of sweat dripped down his forehead. 
 
   “I have received news from the capital that news has reached the king about my proposed marriage. He hasn’t dispatched anyone yet to interfere, but he might and I want to be married before that can happen. If you won’t do it, I will take someone off the street. I will not hand over my father’s land to another family,” Emelia said, the last with venom, but her face softened quickly. 
 
   “It is not a bad deal for you. You can keep your own residence. In truth, very few noble couples live together all the time. There are a few things I will need your help with though.” 
 
   “Like what?” Ash asked, feeling skeptical.
 
   “Unlike men, women are not allowed to take other partners…And I would need an heir,” Emelia said, her cheeks turning a light shade of pink.
 
   “Oh…So men can have mistresses, but women can’t…That doesn’t seem fair,” Ash said as the meaning of her words hit him.
 
   “It makes sense in a way, Emelia said in a defending tone. “If a male noble was to get another women pregnant with child, it is no big deal as the child is often treated well, even if it is a bastard. On the other hand, if a noble woman gives birth to a child that doesn’t belong to her husband then it still gains nobility status from her and it could create trouble with the rules of succession. That said, it still happens sometimes, even nobles fall in love.”
 
   “Can I have a moment to think?” Ash asked, getting up from his chair, his appetite disappearing.
 
   “Umm…Yea…I will be in the study…and there is work for you as well,” Emelia said her voice taking on a worried tone. “Ash,” she called as he reached the door. “No matter what your decision…I will still be your friend…Nothing will change that…Ok.”
 
   “I understand,” Ash said giving a weak smile. 
 
   As soon as he left the room, Allice ran up to him. “Allice, right now I really need to be alone…To think,” Ash said. Seeing the look on his face, Allice frowned but pulled back but still stayed close enough to see him.
 
   Ash liked Emelia and he knew that she harbored some feelings for him, though he didn’t think they were that deep that she openly admitted that herself. The question was how did Ash feel? He didn’t hate Emelia, in truth he found his time with her enjoyable and more than a little confusing. When she had kissed him, he had enjoyed it but since she was the only woman he had ever kissed, it was hard to compare it to anyone else. 
 
   “What am I thinking about?” Ash asked himself slapping his forehead with his palm. “This is a marriage of convenience for political purposes. I should be asking myself what the pros and cons are.”
 
   If he married Emelia, he would have to take on her name, though since he didn’t have a last name in this world, it was not as if it mattered. He would also have to work with her to produce an heir, but that was hardly a downside. Due to the laws of this world, he could even take a second or third wife so it didn’t limit him. The truth was that there was no real downside other than his own personal feelings about it. 
 
   The more he thought about it the more he understood that he couldn’t force the beliefs of his previous world’s rules of morality on this one. Even in his last world during the middle ages they had much the same system. It wasn’t perfect, but it worked. 
 
   When Ash opened the door to the study and entered, Allice followed quietly behind him but Ash barely noticed her presence. The look on Emelia’s face was one of apprehension. “Emelia, I thought it over and I will marry you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   The voice that yelled was not Emelia, but Allice who covered her own mouth while looking embarrassed. “Sorry,” Allice said blushing deeply. 
 
   “Really,” Emelia asked, after recovering from Allice’s outburst.
 
   “Yes, when do you want to do it?” Ash asked as his heart beat wildly. 
 
   “Uhhh…Would three weeks be too soon?” Emelia asked with a bright face. 
 
   “That soon…”
 
   “Unless someone uses magic, there is no way that the king could receive a message about the wedding so quickly. Even if he does, it would be impossible for him to interfere.”
 
   “Ok, then we will do that,” as soon as the words left his mouth, Ash found it covered by Emelia’s mouth. The feeling of her soft lips send a warmth through his whole body. Allice behind him let out a slight whimper, but Ash didn’t hear it.
 
   “I promise to be a good wife,” Emelia said happily. 
 
   “Umm I will try my best as well,” Ash said, his mind in a haze.
 
   “Ok, now for work,” Emelia said switching gears quickly. “These are the completed harvest taxes received. I need you to figure out their monetary value then we have to send half of that amount to the king. Make sure to be through, it is always better to be on the safe side and pay more than less. The king is not kind to those who cheat him.”
 
   “Ok,” Ash said, picking up the stack of papers Emelia had indicated.
 
   Ash had thought that the papers he had went through before were all the lands Emelia had control over, but it seemed that those were only the ones that were under the control of lesser nobles under her domain. Emelia herself still personally controlled about twenty percent of the land herself and that included a number of farms, as well as three precocious mineral mines.
 
   Adding up the amounts received was easy enough, the real problem was assigning them a value. The value of a single item changed throughout the year as well as by location. Ash decided it would be best to calculate it depending on the highest price at the peak time of the year.
 
   This meant that Ash had to comb through a large stack of papers to find the right price. After that, it was only a matter of multiplying that number by the number received by Emelia then dividing that number in half. It wasn’t hard, but was time consuming. 
 
   While he worked, Allice looked over his shoulder and asked what he was doing so he tried to explain it to her. It seemed that Allice had a basic understanding of numbers and math, but the more advanced functions eluded her. Ash soon found himself teaching Allice as he worked.
 
   After hours of work, one of the maids entered the room and brought some snacks and tea. Setting aside the papers, Ash rubbed his sores eyes and accepted the tea gracefully. “What all does my job entail?” Ash asked as he blinked his eyes, trying to get the throbbing pain to subside. 
 
   “Most the year there isn’t much to it. You will get reports from merchants monthly about trade taxes owed and paid. You will need to make reports to me every three months to let me know how much we have received so that I can allot money to proper public works. The only really busy times of year is the first month and Sepetema after the harvest.” 
 
   “OK then it won’t be overly time consuming,” Ash said relieved. The thought of having to do this day after day would drive him insane.
 
   Ash and Emelia worked until late at night, but in the end Ash still was only a quarter through all the papers. After eating supper, Ash and Allice headed back to their own home. On the walk home, Allice kept slightly behind Ash the whole time. Even Ash could tell she wanted to say something, so once they were about half way home he stopped and turned to face her. “Might as well speak. If you hold it in any longer, I think you might burst,” Ash said with a deadpan look on his face. 
 
   “Master is going to marry milady Hawkwing right?” Allice asked in a dejected tone.
 
   “Yes, that is right.”
 
   “Then even after you are married what will happen to us?”
 
   “Nothing will change,” Ash said patting Allice’s head. “This is a political marriage so I will even spend most of my time in my own residence.” 
 
   “Ok…” Allice said though her voice sounded unsure. 
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   The next three days Ash spent with Emelia working on the tax papers for the king. It would have been done faster, but Emelia spent some of the time each day to talk about the wedding. Though it was only a political marriage, Emelia seemed to be enjoying planning it. 
 
   From what he had heard so far, the marriage was much like those back in his previous world. There would be a priest presiding over the wedding, though Emelia wanted one belonging to the goddess of the harvest. Ash didn’t really care who did the ceremony so he agreed quickly. A number of people would also be in attendance, though all of them were either nobles or at least higher society members. Ash had asked to let his slaves attend, but Emelia said that it would be deemed improper. Ash didn’t like it, but he relented when she promised to hold a smaller gathering at his residence just for them.
 
   After returning each day from Emelia’s, Ash didn’t find time to relax at home either. When Yuki and Shina learned of his impending marriage, both of them protested heavily and often. Yuki was the main protester, even going so far as crying the first night. Shina for the most part mostly teased, though a few times she spoke her mind against the marriage. 
 
   Ash expected a little resistance from the two, but the level he was receiving was far beyond his expectations and even after three days, Yuki was still pouting when he returned home. As soon as Yuki saw him walk through the door, she puffed up her cheeks and walked away. He had gotten so used to Yuki jumping on him as soon as she saw him that now he felt a little lonely.
 
   “Master, don’t worry about it too much,” Gilda said, seeing the expression on his face. “She just feels that her place is threatened. Talk to her and give her some time and she will be back to her normal self.”
 
   “I am sure you are right,” Ash replied, but it didn’t really make him feel better. 
 
   Ash decided it would be better to talk to Yuki now, rather than putting it off anymore. He had tried the first day, but she had only hit him then ran away in tears. Yuki was currently in the large room that she shared with Shina and Milly. She was sitting on the bed with her back turned toward the door. 
 
   Ash lightly kicked on the door frame and called out to her, but Yuki refused to look at him. “Yuki,” Ash called again while walking around the bed to face her but she turned as soon as she saw his face. “Yuki, stop this,” Ash said as his irritation slipped into his voice. 
 
   “Go away…Master doesn’t need Yuki,” Yuki said, her voice lingering between anger and sadness.
 
   Ash sat down beside Yuki who still had her back turned toward him. Ash put his hand on top Yuki’s head, but she knocked it off. He put it back. After repeating this five times, Yuki left Ash’s hand alone and slightly leaned back into him. “Yuki, I will always need you,” Ash said patting her head softly.
 
   “Mou…Master has Allice,” Yuki said lightly sobbing.
 
   “What does Allice have to do with this?” Ash asked confused. “I thought you were mad that I was marrying Emelia.”
 
   Yuki turned her head and looked at Ash for the first time. “Huh…Master was planning to marry lady Emelia for a long time,” Yuki said, tilting her head slightly to the side. 
 
   “So it isn’t Emelia, but Allice that has you worried,” Ash said, not knowing whether he should laugh or cry.
 
   “But master has Allice as his personal assistant…He doesn’t need Yuki now,” Yuki said, breaking down into full crying.
 
   “Yuki…I do need you. Do you know that whenever I see your smile it makes my day better? I will always need you Yuki.”
 
   “Re-real-really?”
 
   “Of course,” Ash said, pulling Yuki into a hug. “No matter what happens, I will always want Yuki to be around.”
 
   Though she did not return to her smiling happy self, she did give him a small grin when he left. Ash hoped that in a few days he would get to see her radiating smile again, but he was happy enough that she was willing to talk to him again.
 
   As she did every night, Allice brought Ash a drink of water and cleaned his room and gear while replacing all of his candles. Watching Allice, Ash started to understand what had bothered Yuki. Before it was always Yuki that had taken care of him but now Allice has quickly moved in. To make matters worse, it was Ash who appointed her to that position. 
 
   That night, before sleeping, Ash started to wonder how his life had changed. In less than a year he had gained friends and a family, but it wasn’t all good. With them also came worry and headaches that he never had when he was alone, but the warmth they brought him far outweighed the downsides. If given another choice, he wouldn’t change a thing.
 
   The next morning, Ash was once again woken by Allice, but along with her was Yuki who was already dressed for school. “Morning master,” Yuki said happily. 
 
   “Morning,” Ash said surprised.
 
   Yuki and Allice followed Ash down to breakfast. It was the first meal he had eaten with everyone since his first day owning the manor. Unlike the first time, there wasn’t the same oppressive feeling hanging in the air and everyone ate and talked in a lively manor. 
 
   After eating, Ash left for the labyrinth. This time when Allice tried to go with him, Ash strongly refused. She protested, but when Ash mentioned what had happened before, she gave up and went back into the manor. Ash felt bad when she left dispirited, but it wasn’t worth the risk to let her stand outside waiting on him for hours on end.
 
   Before going to the labyrinth, Ash first stopped by one of the small local churches. After his first fight with the specters, Ash had looked them up and found that the only way to harm their bodies was with blessed weapons or items with the holy attribute. 
 
   “How may the Blessed Light of Altina help you today?” A man wearing a white robe asked as soon as Ash entered the church. 
 
   “I need to have my sword blessed,” Ash said, not wanting to waste time or mince words. 
 
   “Sir, then follow me, but remember that the light of the church shines most graciously on those that help her cause,” the man added.
 
   Ash followed where the man was looking to see a large donation box hung on the wall. The reason Ash had chosen the church of Altina was because they performed all blessings for free, but he wasn’t surprised that they asked for donations. With his pocket full of coin, Ash didn’t give it a second thought and pulled five gold coins and placed them in the box. 
 
   Seeing the handful of gold coins slip from Ash’s fingers, the priest put on a large smile. “The goddess Altina will truly bless you good sir.”
 
   Ash was led to the interior portion of the shrine where a large statue of Altina, the goddess of that harvest seemed to be looking down on all those that entered. There were three priests and two priestess in the room along with more than thirty children. 
 
   “Brother Ron, who is our gest?” one of the priestess’ asked while she dangled a young child on her lap. 
 
   “He has come in order to receive a blessing for his sword,” Ron said happily.
 
   “Then why bring him here? You should have taken him to the main hall where father Jorian is.”
 
   “That is true, but the young man gave a large donation to the church so I thought it might be nice for him to see where his coin will be used,” Ron replied smiling.
 
   “As you can see young man, we take care of the local children. Some are orphans while others parents are working. We also run a small school for those who wish to learn. The donation you gave will help those who are in need,” the priestess said with a warm smile. 
 
   Looking around, Ash noticed that many of the children wore rags, but all of them seemed to be well fed. “I didn’t think that a harvest god would care about the wellbeing of children.”
 
   “That is a common misunderstanding. The goddess of the harvest doesn’t just watch over the wellbeing of crops, but of livestock and children as well. Many women come here when they wish to conceive as well. We do our best to watch after all the creatures of that have come into this world,” the old woman said smiling. 
 
   Seeing the children happily playing with each other and the priests and priestesses, Ash smiled. Not only were there human children, but also those of the beast tribe and even one happy child with a pair of wings, not unlike his own. Seeing this, Ash pulled out ten platinum coins. Seeing what he held in his hands the priestess sucked in a breath. “Miss, once I myself found myself without a family or home. I think if there had been people like you who came to my aid, my life would not have been as cold.” With water forming in his eyes, Ash pushed the coins into the priestess’s hand. 
 
   “Thank you sir…Sorry, I haven’t heard your name,” the woman said, slightly flabbergasted as she looked at the coins in her hand. 
 
   “Ash.”
 
   “Ash…The lord Ash who is set to marry the duchess?”
 
   “Umm…Yes, the same,” Ash replied slightly embarrassed.
 
   “It seems that the young Hawkwing has a good eye for men,” the priestess said smiling. “Now, why don’t we get to the reason you are here? You want your weapon blessed.”
 
   “Yes, I was training in the labyrinth and came across specters and I heard that only a blessed weapon can harm them.”
 
   “Follow me,” She said after handing the coins to one of the priests.
 
   Ash was taken through a number of corridors until he arrived in a small room with a small well at its center. The ground in the room was not made of stone, but dirt and a number of plants grew sporadically. Inside, an old man who looked as if he was over a hundred sat beside the well while talking to a small golden statue of the goddess Altina. 
 
   “Rina why have you brought this young man to see me?” the old man asked looking from Ash to the old priestess. 
 
   “I have deemed him worthy enough to receive a true blessing,” She said without hesitation.
 
   “Is that so…Then you may return to your duties,” the old man replied and the priestess bowed and quietly left Ash alone with the old man in the room. 
 
   “I won’t ask what you did to earn Rina’s trust, but if she has brought you here then it was an act of pure kindness. I will ask you however why a person with the blood of a demon would wish to receive a blessing of a goddess?”
 
   “I…” Ash stuttered but from the look in the man’s eyes he knew that he had already been seen through. “I was fighting specters and needed my weapon blessed so I could damage them,” Ash said honestly.
 
   “Ahh…So your goal was not a true blessing?” the priest asked calmly.
 
   “True blessing…I don’t even know what that is. I just wanted my weapon blessed,” Ash replied. 
 
   “Oh…that is odd for someone not to know what a true blessing is, but I sense no lie from you. Very well, come here child,” The man beckoned Ash.
 
   Ash was seated by the well as the old man picked up a small ladle and dipped it in the water. “A true blessing is when one is given the blessing of a god. Unlike other blessings, they do not disappear and last a life time,” the man said as he poured the water over Ash’s head. 
 
   Ash was surprised when the water spread over his body, but it wasn’t cold. Instead of being cold it was warm, almost too warm and Ash felt that warmth spread throughout his whole body.
 
   “A true blessing is a tricky thing. Any high priest or priestess can perform the ritual for the blessing, but in the end it is up to the goddess herself whether you receive it or not. She is not a picky goddess though. She understand the cycle of life. Some are called to plant the fields, some to water them, and some to pick the weeds so that the crops can grow, and in the end there must be one to harvest. She looks kindly on those that follow the cycle of life and in old times she had been called many names. Goddess of the Harvest is only the name that we call her now. In the past, she had been called the Goddess of Life, and even the Goddess of Death. She can be a warm goddess shining her light on those to help them grown, or a cold goddess bearing the fangs of winter so that the land can be cleansed. If she chooses to give you the blessing, I only hope that the path she wishes you to walk is one where her light shall always shine down upon you.”
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have received a blessing from the Goddess of the Harvest. blessing received: Blessing of the Reaper.]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have received the ability Reaper’s Sight.]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have received the ability Reaper’s Blessing.]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have received the ability Reapers Soul.]
 
   The priest looked at Ash and his eyes looked saddened. “It looks like my hope was not granted.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Ash asked confused. 
 
   “Look inside yourself and see what blessing you have received and the true meaning behind it.”
 
   Ash did just as the old man had said and checked his status page. There under title was a new section, blessings. All it said was Blessing of the Reaper so Ash focused on it like and he saw the information. 
 
   [Blessing of the Reaper: one of the many blessings of the goddess Altina. You have been tasked with culling the land of those that bring ruin to those around them so that the people of the land will flourish. When you receive this blessing you will also receive the abilities Reaper’s Sight, Reaper’s Blessing, and Reaper’s Soul to help you upon your god given task.]
 
   Ash skipped down and found the new abilities and found that two of them were passive while the last was an active ability.
 
   [Reaper’s sight: people who have received the ire of the goddess will now appear with a small sickle above their head.]
 
   [Reaper’s soul: after killing a person who has been marked by the goddess you will absorb a portion of their soul and receive any abilities they possess.]
 
   [Reaper’s blessing: cost 50MP- bless a weapon or item with the goddess’s power. Lasts for twenty-four hours.]
 
   Seeing the descriptions Ash was more than a little shocked. “Reaper…I…”
 
   “Don’t think on it too much lad,” the old priest said. “The goddess won’t give a person a task they are unsuited for. In time you will find the reason she has called you for such a task.”
 
   Ash remained seated while he thought about the blessing. It was true that thanks to it he could now bless his own or other weapons and he also had another way to gain skills, but he didn’t like the idea of what came with it. In the end, Ash decided to set aside the thought for now and instead move on to his original purpose. Pulling out his sword, Ash invoked Reaper’s blessing and a white light spread from his fingers and enveloped the blade of the sword making it glow with a dim light.
 
   Ash bowed to the old priest and left the room and found that the old priestess was waiting on him.
 
   “I see that I was right about you,” She said, though she didn’t wear a smile. “Though it was not the blessing I thought you would receive, but I am not one to second guess the goddess’s wisdom.”
 
   The old lady escorted Ash outside and saw him off with a smile while telling him that he was welcome back at any time. 
 
   With his task accomplished, Ash made his way to the labyrinth, wishing to drown out his thoughts by killing a few monsters.
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   After another harsh battle against the boss clematis flower, Ash once again found himself in the warrior’s graveyard. Even though he knew what to expect when he arrived, the cold chill the place gave off still made Ash want to clear the floor as quickly as possible. He was even thinking that no matter the skill, it wasn’t worth fighting more than was necessary on this floor. 
 
   This time, Ash approached a sword that was stuck in the ground and just as expected a ghostly image of a sword wielding specter appeared. Unlike last time though, his sword didn’t simply pass through the specter. His sword felt much the same it did when he fought the shadow creatures. After his second strike, the specter slipped down only leaving a milky white substance laying on the ground. Ash tried to absorb the creature but he received an odd message.
 
   [This creature cannot be absorbed.]
 
   Seeing this Ash wasn’t mad or disappointed. In truth he was a little happy since it meant that there was no reason for him to spend any more time on the floor. 
 
   Ash quickly pushed forward and after fighting another eight specter’s, he reached the boss room though he was a bit surprised. The specters were a pain to deal with without a blessed weapon, but with on they were as simple to kill as the weakest monsters of the labyrinth.
 
   After slapping the small plaque, Ash walked through the doors of the boss’s room without a second thought, eager to leave the floor behind. As the darkness cleared, Ash found a large floating creature wearing a black cloak. The feeling it gave off was much stronger than the specters before. Before Ash even had a chance to take a step forward, the black clad specter raised a boney hand and stream of black fire shot toward Ash.
 
   Moving to the side, Ash escaped the blaze but the corner of his cloak was not so lucky and he was forced to strip it from his body before the fire spread.
 
   Seeing the specter use magic, Ash was slightly surprised which had slowed down his reaction speed. As he moved carefully, Ash berated himself for letting his guard down. Just to check, Ash launched his own fireball at the specter, but just as before it passed through its body as if it were made of smoke. Seeing this, Ash let out a deep sigh and pushed off the ground and sped toward the creature.
 
   As soon as he closed in on the specter, Ash slashed his sword toward the creature’s midsection. Unlike the other specters, there was more resistance to his sword and the specter let off a deafening howl and disappeared before his sword had passed completely through. Unable to see where the creature went, Ash quickly looked around only to see another stream of black flame rushing toward him. This time he wasn’t so lucky and the flam hit his left shoulder, making him cry out in pain as his HP was dropped by forty points. 
 
   The smell of burnt flesh reached Ash’s nose and he looked down to see that the flame had passed right through his armor straight to his skin charring it a nice crisp black color.
 
   Before Ash had a chance to worry about his wound, another bout of flame reached toward him. This time he rolled to the side avoiding it. Seeing the danger of the flames, Ash once again rushed toward the specter but the second he struck it the creature, it once again disappeared. This time Ash used his spider sense ability to locate the specter and rushed off again.
 
   After four strikes, the specter changed up its pattern and now attacked one then disappeared in less than ten seconds later leaving little time for Ash to attack. Once again, Ash had to rely on his abilities and skills as he dodged the black flames only to have his target disappear before he could kill it.
 
   Seeing the speed at which the specter moved, Ash started running around the room with all his might. When the specter appeared Ash would rush straight toward it doing his best to dodge the black flames, but still he would be a second too late. 
 
   Without any other choice, as soon as the specter appeared again Ash rushed straight toward the ghostly figure. When the black flames appeared Ash moved slightly to the side but kept running at full speed. The black flames licked his ankle, but Ash ignored the burning sensation and used pounce, impaling the specter completely with his sword.
 
   The specter let out a final wail before it disappeared, leaving behind only a spot of ash and a small black orb. 
 
   [Lesser lich orb: permanently increases spirit +5, intelligence +2.]
 
   Before Ash had told himself that he would sell the next orb that didn’t increase his Luck, but now that he had more gold than he could easily spend, that seemed unneeded. Then an idea hit him and he quickly put the orb in his inventory and pushed through the doors to the next floor. 
 
   As soon as he exited through the door Ash checked his wounds. His ankle and about six inches of his leg had been burned and the skin was black and spilt showing pink meat underneath.
 
   Once again Ash found himself in a large forest through the trees were a lot larger than the previous ones. Even the blades of grass seemed abnormally large. Limping, Ash made his way, following the wall, as all he wanted to do was reach the exit without having to return to the specter filled floor. 
 
   As he followed the wall, a tall six foot insect creature came out of the woods. It had a long thin body and walked on four thin legs. It had a thin wide head with large black beady eyes. It was the scythe-like appendages that it had for hands that Ash locked onto. 
 
   When the scythe monster saw him, it turned its odd head and then rushed at Ash swinging both its sharp appendages down at him. Ash brought his sword up to block while stepping to the side.
 
   Not only was the insect fast, it was also strong. Ash invoked fireball and threw it at the monster while running to the side. The fireball didn’t do much damage to the creature, but it did blind it long enough for Ash to slip to its side while striking at its exposed chest. 
 
   The body of the insect wasn’t very thick, given its height and Ash’s sword easily passed through it and a large black -999 appeared above it head as its body separated into two parts. When the monster, died it left behind one of its claws.
 
   [Mantis Claw (good quality): razor sharp claw of a giant mantis.]  
 
   After putting the mantis claw in his inventory, Ash continued on though. With his foot damaged, it was slow moving. Each step sent waves of pain through his entire body. Ash used his spider sense to avoid any more fights and was able to reach the boss room without trouble and quickly warped outside. 
 
   As soon as he was outside, the tension in his body started to dissipate and the pain in his leg and shoulder seemed to increase. Letting out a groan, Ash tried to take a step forward but instead dropped to his knees on the ground.
 
   Letting out a groan, Ash tried to stand again but the pain was unbearable. Sitting back on his rear Ash stretched out his leg so that there was no pressure on it but it still hurt. Because he had been forcing himself to walk on it, the blackened skin had spilt in some places and even more of the pink meat could now be seen.
 
   “Boy, you alright?” A husky voice said from behind Ash. Turning his head, he saw a tall man wearing thick armor accompanied by a young white haired woman and a short stout man with squinted eyes.
 
   “Just got my foot burned a bit,” Ash replied trying to keep the pain out of his voice. 
 
   “Lillanis, why don’t you look at it for him?” the man said walking up behind Ash.
 
   The tall white haired beauty walked around and kneeled beside Ash. “You were hit by cursed fire,” the woman said as she looked at the wound. Then a warm light emitted from her hand and the pain in Ash’s leg dissipated and the wound slowly turned back to normal. “Looks like your shoulder was hit to,” She said as she began to heal his other would. 
 
   Once she was finished, all the pain had disappeared and there was only slightly reddened skin to show that a wound had even existed. After getting to his feet and rotating his shoulder Ash bowed to the small group of adventurers. “Thank you very much.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it boy. Adventurers should help each other when they can,” the man said, slapping Ash on the back. 
 
   “Is there a way I can repay the favor?” Ash asked smiling. 
 
   “Well it’s not needed but a good meal always hits the spot,” the shorter man said with a thin smile. 
 
   “Then why don’t you accompany me to my home,” Ash replied. “I am sure that you will find a meal that more than sates your hunger.”
 
   “What do you think Lillanis?” the larger man asked.
 
   “I think a good meal would be welcomed,” she replied, flashing a radiant smile.
 
   “Then it would be great to have you. I am Ash, it is a pleasure to make you acquaintance.”
 
   “Ah…By the way, I am Halon and the shorty here is Jacob,” the large man said holding out his hand.
 
   “At least I don’t have to take off my boots to count higher than ten,” Jacob said in a mocking tone.
 
   Lillanis walked next to Ash while the two men followed behind them, continuing their friendly banter laced with insults. “Don’t mind them, they don’t know how to talk without being rude, but they’re good people.”
 
   “It doesn’t bother me,” Ash said as he tried to keep his eyes off Lillanis’s chest that bounced lightly with each step. 
 
   “We’re here,” Ash said, stopping in front of his house.
 
   Halon let out a low whistle. “We ended up helping a young lord…Lucky.”
 
   “Master, welcome home,” Allice said running gout of the house to great him.
 
   “Master,” Yuki yelled jumping and clinging onto Ash’s waist. 
 
   “Allice we have guests, please let the others know and prepare a space on the table for three more, but leave the rest the same,” Ash said to let her know that while they had guests the slaves could still eat with them.
 
   “As you wish master,” Allice said nodding her head before disappearing into the house. 
 
   Ash and Yuki led the three adventurers inside. Since it would take a little time for the slaves to get everything ready, Ash led them to the meeting room. Shortly after they were seated, Gilda appeared with a small decanter of spiced wine. “We should help out little lords more often,” Jacob said, taking a large drink of the spiced wine. 
 
   “This is very good,” Lillanis said taking small sips of the wine. 
 
   “If there is something you prefer please ask,” Gilda said.
 
   “I prefer elven iced wine myself, but this is fine,” Lillanis said taking another sip. 
 
   “This is ok, but some strong ale would hit the spot,” Halon replied taking another drink.
 
   “You two just don’t know a good drink,” Jarod said shaking his head. 
 
   Without another word Gilda disappeared but shortly returned carrying a small glass bottle and a larger wooden keg about the size of a watermelon. She placed the keg in front of Halon while placing the glass bottle in front of Lillanis. 
 
   Halon quickly filled his glass with the ale and drank it in big gulps. “Now this is good,” he said wide eyed. It is three times as good as the swill the inns around here serve. 
 
   “Sir that is aged malor ale form the southern Foria continent,” Gilda said proudly.
 
   “I don’t know that that is, but it is tasty,” Halon said taking another drink. 
 
   “This is,” Lillanis said wide eyed as she took a small sip of the wine. “I never thought I would get to drink another glass of Elvirean Red again. Ash, you don’t need to go so far to greet us. A single bottle of this wine cost at least twenty gold.”
 
   “How could I not,” Ash said, silently thanking Gilda for her thoughtfulness. “If not for you, I would still be laying on the ground wounded.”
 
   “My apologies master,” Gilda said, her face turning slightly white. “If I had known they were master’s savior, I would have brought up better stock.” 
 
   “Better!” Halon said, his eyes widening. 
 
   “Hush Halon,” Lillanis said her face slightly reddening. “Sorry, they tend to forget their manners when…Well I don’t think they ever found them.”
 
   “It is fine,” Ash said laughing. “I don’t have guests often and what use is anything in life if it is not shared with others. Gilda please make sure that the very best is brought up to drink with the meal. Allow everyone at least one glass as well. We should all enjoy ourselves.” 
 
   “Y-yes master,” Gilda said moving quickly from the room. 
 
   While waiting on the meal, Allice waited patiently at the door watching Ash and the others and called them once it was time to eat.
 
   Lillanis, Halon, and Jacob were seat close to Ash while everyone else was seated at the other end of the table. Zelan was absent as he was often lately as he enjoyed the more adult entertainments provided in the city. Ash didn’t like having everyone seated so far away, but there was little he could say about it. Gilda had already expressed her view that they shouldn’t eat together with the guests, but seeing that none of the three seemed to mind, Ash was happy.
 
   “Do you guys have a place to stay?” Ash asked as the meal winded down.
 
   “Yes, we are currently staying at the Horsehead Inn near the labyrinth,” Lillanis quickly replied. 
 
   “So you don’t live in the city?” Ash asked.
 
   “No we travel around a lot,” Halon said between bites. “We are visit labyrinths going as far as we can in each one then when we hit a wall we move on to the next city. We only arrive two days ago. So far we have only made it to the ninth floor.”
 
   “Sounds like a fun life,” Ash replied with his honest feelings. 
 
   “It is either that or hard labor,” Jacob said with a bitter smile. 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Uhhh…I thought you knew…We are half breeds,” Jacob replied. 
 
   “Jacob,” Halon said slightly panicked. 
 
   “What’s the point in hiding it? If he wants to judge us based on that, then I wouldn’t even want to eat his food no matter how tasty,” Jacob replied with a sneer. 
 
   “Don’t worry, I don’t judge other based on their birth,” Ash said. In truth he wanted to tell them that he himself was a half breed, but if the news got out, it would cause problems for Emelia. 
 
   “Then let me introduce us again,” Lillanis said with a weak smile. “I am Lillanis a half elf, half human. Halon is half human with the blood of the tiger clan. It is weak, but it still shows up on his identification. Last is Jacob who is most dwarven, with a bit of demon blood.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Ash said, getting to his feet and bowing slightly. “I don’t know if you would like, but as long as you stay in the city, you are more than welcome to my house. I still have two rooms that are empty so two of you would have to share.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Lillanis asked with a nervous smile. 
 
   “Why not?” Ash asked. “I am sure that the inn cannot compare and having a healer around could be useful if I run into more trouble.”
 
   “Then would you like to accompany us into the labyrinth. I don’t want to sound rude but entering alone is suicide even if you are strong. At the minimum you need someone who can use healing arts.”
 
   “If that wouldn’t bother you, then I would love to join you,” Ash said with a smile. 
 
   “Then we would love to take you up on your offer,” Lillian said her strained smile lightening a little. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   5-9
 
   The next morning, his new friends waited on him while he went through his Katas. While they waited, Halon did his own training while Jacob talked with one of the younger maids. Ash couldn’t remember her name offhand, but it didn’t look like she was being forced so he didn’t say anything. Lillanis held Milly in her lap while Shina looked on enviously.
 
   Once he was finished, the group of four started to head toward the labyrinth but before he entered Lillanis stopped him. “First we should make our group official so we can all gain equally,” Lillanis said as she pulled put a blue orb about the size of a small ball.
 
   When Ash saw the other three put their right hand on top of the orb Ash followed their lead and the orb flashed and suddenly ash could see the other three stats. Noticing this Ash suddenly realized that if he could see their status pages they could see his. It didn’t just show the main page either it allowed him to see everything including their skills and abilities. 
 
   “What the hell,” Halon said his eyes going wide. 
 
   “Hush,” Lillanis said in a scolding tone. “We can talk inside. I am sure Ash has his own reasons,” She added before slapping the plaque and transporting them to the ninth floor of the labyrinth.
 
   “I think we need to talk,” Lillanis said after looking around to make sure that no one else was near them.
 
   “I am sorry for hiding it,” Ash said deeply embarrassed. “But there is a reason.”
 
   “There always is and we are in no place to judge you,” Lillanis said warmly. “Your race isn’t what we are surprised about…Well not that it didn’t surprise us, but the sheer number of abilities you have, not to mention you stats are abnormally high and you even have such an ominous blessing.”
 
   Seeing their reaction, Ash was silently thankful that he had made a team with them instead of another group. If he had made a true group with the earl’s son, then he could only imagine what would have happened. “If you look at my absorption ability and devil’s luck, ability I think you can understand a little,” Ash said weakly. 
 
   “What a cheat,” Halon said, though his voice only held shock and not disdain.
 
   “Well, even though we are a lot higher level then you, I don’t think you will have any trouble keeping up with us,” Jacob said, almost laughing. “In truth, it might be us that have trouble keeping up with you but we can still help.”
 
   Ash looked closely at the three stats page. They were all in their early thirties but their stats were still below his. Still Ash was happy to have a party with them since it would make fighting faster and he would still earn the same amount of experience. 
 
   Name: Lillanis Greenwood 
 
   Level: 33
 
   Race: Elf/human 50/50
 
   Occupation: intermediate healer 
 
   Title: None
 
   HP: 160/160
 
   MP 415/415
 
   SP 34/34
 
   Strength: 12  
 
   Vitality: 32
 
   Agility: 17
 
   Stamina: 29 (+5)
 
   Spirit: 52 (+3) (+4)
 
   Intelligence: 76 (+7)
 
   Endurance: 16 (+1)
 
   Luck: 11
 
    
 
   Name: Halon 
 
   Level: 31
 
   Race: human/ beastman 85/15
 
   Occupation: intermediate warrior 
 
   Title: novice berserker
 
   HP: 335/335
 
   MP 70/70
 
   SP 53/53
 
   Strength: 69 (+9) (+4) (+1) 
 
   Vitality: 62 (+3) (+2)
 
   Agility: 22
 
   Stamina: 46 (+6) (+1)
 
   Spirit: 14 
 
   Intelligence: 19 
 
   Endurance: 42 (+5)
 
   Luck: 10
 
    
 
   Name: Jacob  
 
   Level: 35
 
   Race: dwarf/demon 75/25
 
   Occupation: intermediate shadow walker 
 
   Title: light foot
 
   HP: 270/270
 
   MP 140/140
 
   SP 36/36
 
   Strength: 32 (+4) 
 
   Vitality: 52 (+2)
 
   Agility: 73 (+7) (+2)
 
   Stamina: 31 (+5)
 
   Spirit: 12 (+3)
 
   Intelligence: 26 (+2)
 
   Endurance: 24 (+3)
 
   Luck: 22
 
   Ash didn’t look at their abilities and skills since he didn’t think it would be important. Their stats were slightly higher than their levels showed, but he guessed just like Zelan advised they had trained outside of just leveling.
 
   “We will take it slow so that we can get used to how we fight. Halon is the vanguard of our group, though it would be better if we had a knight class for guarding. Jacob is our support fighter and strikes at the opponent’s weak points. While I am the healer who makes sure that none of us dies. Since you are a gambler, normally you would play much the same area as Jacob, but given your abilities and stats I think you should be a vanguard along with Halon.” 
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Ash replied as he took up a position next to Halon while Jacob stood behind them and Lillanis was at the rear.
 
   “Before we fight the boss why don’t we take a few practice monsters to get used to how we fight,” Halon said as they took off in search of prey. 
 
   Seeing the ice walls of the floor Ash knew what monster they would find and inwardly sighed. Even though it had been a while, Ash still remembered his hellish training while fighting the yetis. 
 
   When the first yeti appeared Halon and Ash rushed it. Halon moved to the right while Ash went to the left. The yeti turned in the direction of Halon while casting its cone of frost. Before the cold air cone could hit the warrior Ash heard Lillanis casting and a bright red light surrounded Halon blocking most of the cold air. With a completely exposed target, it was easy for Ash to strike and a black -600 rose above the monsters head as it died leaving behind a small piece of fur. 
 
   “Too fast,” Halon said, picking up the fur and holding it out toward Ash. 
 
   “You can keep it,” Ash said shaking his head. “I have no use for it and don’t really need it.”
 
   “If you insist,” Halon said sticking the fur in his pack. “I don’t think we will learn much fighting these weaklings. We should head a little farther in.”
 
   “Agreed,” Jacob said. “I didn’t even get a chance to fight.
 
   The boss fight went the same as the fight with the weaker yeti. The only real difference was that it took two strikes from Ash’s sword instead of one.
 
   The tenth floor was the sea nettles and another creature Ash could do without seeing again. Remembering their stinging touch, Ash moved slowly when attacking. Since it didn’t have a normal body, the sea nettle could attack both Ash and Halon when they approached. Ash was easily able to dodge, but Halon got hit twice by the electrified tentacles freezing him in place, but Lillanis quick action kept him from receiving any real damage. As Ash and Halon kept the tentacles busy while trying to close in, Jacob darted in, striking hard with his long dirks, dealing substantial damage. After Jacob’s fifth hit, the sea nettle sunk into the ground and died. 
 
   Ash knew he could have killed the sea nettle without trouble, but he wanted to see how the team worked so he didn’t press his own attack. It was nice to see the three working together. One drew the brunt of the damage while the other attacked back and lastly Lillanis healed them so that neither were in any real danger.
 
   The four man group continued to fight the sea nettles for almost two hours before reaching the boss room. Ash mentioned that he could tell where the monsters were at and they could avoid them, but Halon balked at the idea. It seemed that the group liked to fight slowly on each floor, getting used to the strength of their opponents and they would never advance more than three floors on one day. Hearing that, Ash understood why after three days they were only on the ninth floor of the labyrinth. 
 
   Ash and the other three continued to fight until they reached the boss room on the twelfth floor. It was also the floor where Ash truly began to understand the usefulness of having a team. The tall grass that the meir bobcats used to hide in were no match as the three moved out in a triangle formation. When the bobcats attacked, the one hit would yell and Lillanis would cast slow on the creature, turning it into easy prey.
 
   After reaching the boss room, the four warped outside and gathered to count their loot. They offered Ash an even spilt but he denied it saying that he didn’t need it.
 
   “Are you sure,” Lillanis asked worriedly. “It is thanks to you we were able to harvest so much. If we didn’t have your boosted luck with us, there is no way we would have gained such a haul.”
 
   Ash slightly blushed, but told them he already had plenty and that he wouldn’t need anything until they reached the sixteenth floor.
 
   After their fighting was done, the four retired to the mansion where they once again enjoyed fine drinks and food. Unlike the day before, Yuki was a little more forthcoming and pulled her seat back to where it had been previously. Seeing this, Allice followed suit and once again Ash was squeezed between the two young girls while trying to eat.
 
   “Master seems happy,” Yuki said as she curled up on his bed while oiling her armor.
 
   “Master, no cheating,” Allice said wagging her finger at him. 
 
   “What do you mean no cheating?” Ash asked slightly taken aback.
 
   “You have Emelia, Yuki, Shina, and me,” Allice said puffing out her chest. “You don’t need another.”
 
   “Right,” Yuki said joining in.
 
   “You girls get some weird ideas in your head and since when do I have so many girls?” Ash asked while laughing lightly. 
 
   “Mou…Master is mean,” Yuki said. 
 
   “I know,” Allice agreed as both of them turned their back on Ash while puffing out their cheeks.
 
   Seeing their reaction, Ash let out a small chuckle while picking up a pillow and hitting both of them with it. Turning their heads, they looked at him with pinched lips before grabbing a weapon of their own and returning his attack. After more than half an hour of playing, Allice and Yuki had tired themselves out and had fallen asleep in Ash’s room. Picking one up with each arm, he first carried Yuki to her room and laid her carefully in the bed. 
 
   With Yuki taken care of, Ash carried Allice to her room which was next door. As soon as the door opened, her brother rushed up and gave Ash a harsh look and held out his arms for Allice. Smiling Ash placed the much bigger girl in the small kid’s arms and couldn’t suppress the smile as he watched him stagger as he carried her to the bed.
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   Over the next few weeks, Ash and the group fought through the floors of the labyrinth. Their pace slowed when they reached the fifteenth floor. Thanks to Ash’s blessing skill and Lillanis white magic, the specters were not hard but the mantises gave the group more trouble. Not wanting to rush forward, they reduced their pace. Still they were able to reach the twenty-first floor without too much trouble. 
 
   While Ash was fighting in the labyrinth, Emelia was busy planning the wedding. On the days that Ash went to eat dinner with Emelia, she would happily talk about the upcoming event but Ash himself never gave it much thought until suddenly it was only a few days away.
 
   The closer that the wedding became, the more nervous Ash became about it. He had done his best not to think about it while telling himself that it was just a marriage of convenience. Even with that, with every passing day, Ash began to think more and more about the coming wedding. The same question kept popping into Ash’s mind. “Is it really ok for me to marry her?”
 
   No matter who looked at Emelia, they would think that she was beautiful. Not only that, but she was extremely kind and generous. Anyone would be lucky to call her a friend much less a wife. No matter how he looked at it, Ash it felt like he was taking advantage of Emelia.
 
   Ash had tried to bring his concerns up to Emelia herself, but each time she would put on a sad expression and Ash was quickly forced to change the topic. When he had brought up the chance of her finding someone she truly loved, Emelia assured him that even if that happened she wouldn’t abandon him. Though she had said it to comfort him, it had the opposite effect and increased his worries.
 
   When his new friends learned of his impending marriage, they each took a different approach. Lillanis was thrilled and happily congratulated him while Halon teased him about becoming a duchess’s toy. Jacob on the other hand went a completely different rout and had a drink for his upcoming “funeral.”
 
   To help keep his mind off the coming wedding, he had been going to the labyrinth and fighting nonstop. Even after the others headed back, Ash would continue to fight and thanks to that, he had raised his level and also nearly reached the next one as well. Other than levels, he had also gained a number of items and abilities. Ash had also received two orbs, but one of them he had passed to Lillanis since it suited her. The other which gave +2 to luck and +4 to agility he had used himself.
 
   The mantis on the sixteenth floor gave him the ability Sharp Strike. 
 
   [Sharp Strike: cost 10SP- strike with a bladed weapon to deal 1.5 the normal damage. Increased chance for a critical strike. Level 1-0%] 
 
   On the seventeenth floor he had fought against a creature called the fire ember. It looked like a floating flame about the size of a human child. It had given him ember ores and gifted him the ability Fire Lance.
 
   [Fire Lance: cost 25MP- casts a long lance of fire.]
 
   The eighteenth floor was a little harder than the others as it was inhabited by lesser earth golems. Now that he was level two with his absorption ability, Ash was able to absorb them with ease. They had dropped golem hearts and granted him the ability Earth Affinity.
 
   [Earth Affinity- cost of using earth related skills will be reduced by 10% and power of earth related skills will be boosted 5%. Level 1-0%.] 
 
   On the nineteenth floor Ash had fought against ice sprites but thanks to his fire abilities it wasn’t a hard battle even alone. They dropped ice diamonds and gave him the Ice Spear and Ice Shield abilities.
 
   [Ice Spear 15MP- coat a weapon in ice giving it an added ice attribute to its attack. Level 1-0%.]
 
   [Ice Shield 20MP- created a shield of ice that can fend off attacks. Level 1-0%]
 
   The twentieth floor had sirens which looked like more like mermaids to Ash, but they used fierce mind attacks. They dropped water gems and gave him three abilities that Ash was happy with; Mental Resist, Lullaby of Subduction, and Death Wail.
 
   [Mental Resist- 5% bonus when attacked by a mental attack. Level 1-0%]
 
   [Lullaby of Subduction: cost 20MP- chance to charm an enemy confusing them. A strike releases the confused state. Level 1-0%]
 
   [Death Wail: Cost 40MP- a loud wail that strikes at the mind of them enemy deal direct damage. Damage based off of spirit. Level 1-0%]
 
   Now Ash and the other three were fighting on the twenty-first floor against a creature Lillanis called a shadow kin. They were a short goblin like race that’s skin was completely black. Ash had yet to gain an ability from them, but he had gained a number of shadow souls which looked like a small black egg. Though Ash didn’t really need the items, Lillanis who was in charge of the group insisted they spilt it 50/50 since it was his luck that allowed them to gain a drop almost a 100% of the time. From what Lillanis said, before it was good if they got a drop 20% of the time and even then most the drops were of higher quality goods. Ash still thought it should be split evenly between the four, but they refused.
 
   “You allow us to stay for free, give us good food, and even better drinks. Even if we had to give you ninety percent of the drops, we would be coming out ahead. Also, since we are with you, we haven’t had to deal with one fool who treated us badly because of our blood. You even sell our goods for us so that we don’t get cheated. We can’t keep taking advantage of you,” Halon had said after Ash tried once again to refuse the dropped item.
 
   It seemed that nonhumans, while allowed to join the adventurer’s guild, they were treated with contempt and often charged an extra fee and cheated when they sold their goods. The only reason they were even allowed to enter the adventure’s guild in the first place was so that the kingdom could keep an eye on their movements. 
 
   “It really is much easier fighting with Ash here,” Lillanis said after they killed another shadow kin. 
 
   “We should stay here for a year or two. Even if we hit a wall, we will be able to level up much faster than if we went to another labyrinth,” Halon said.
 
   “We can’t impose on Ash for such a long time,” Lillanis said slightly embarrassed. “If he has too keep feeding Jacob and floating Halon in drink, Ash will go bankrupt in that time.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that,” Ash said faintly smiling. “Gilda said we still have plenty of drinks and the house has become much livelier since you three came. Not to mention that Milly, and Jennifer would be crushed if you three left.”
 
   “Well it is fine for now,” Lillanis said with a thin smile. “We can think about the rest when that time comes. Are you sure were not being a nuisance Ash?”
 
   “None at all, you have my word.”
 
   “Lillanis, stop worrying about it and let’s hunt,” Halon said, moving deeper into the labyrinth. The part they were in now looked like the insides of a deep cave. Every sound they made echoed around them and Lillanis had to use a light spell just so they could see. It was the first floor Ash had been on that didn’t provide its own light, so he found it eerily disturbing.
 
   “Got another one,” Jacob said, coming back from scouting. Though Ash could find the shadow kin with his abilities, the range was limited so Jacob still scouted ahead. The shadow kin always noticed them by the time Ash could feel their presence and went on the defense. 
 
   With movements practiced over the past weeks, Ash and Halon moved in different directions while approaching the monster. Even though Ash was strong, the monsters always attacked Halon first. Jacob had said that most monsters under level thirty could only sense the basic level of the people they were fighting so to the monsters Halon seemed like a bigger threat. Ash felt slightly bothered by this, but thanks to this very fact, it was easy for Ash to attack from their blind side. 
 
   As soon as Halon was within range, the shadow kin struck out with a long shadowy whip. Halon knew better than to try to parry the attack as the weapon was made of pure shadow and would simply strike past his weapon and armor straight to his body. The first time they had fought the shadow kin, Halon had learned that the hard way and earned himself three broken ribs. On the other hand, Ash’s luck shield could still block the whip but it did so at a much less frequent pace than with other attacks and when it did, his MP took a large hit. 
 
   Halon tried to dodge the whip but only managed to soften the blow by moving back a few steps before the impact. Ash took the chance and rushed forward, but as soon as his attack on Halon was done he quickly lashed out in Ash’s direction forcing him to slip to the side as the shadow whip flashed past.
 
   Halon didn’t rest and moved in again once again, drawing the attention of the shadow kin. Seeing the shadow kin turn, Ash pushed forward again and struck at the creature’s exposed back while at the same time Jacob seemed to appear out of the darkness, burying his dirk in the shadow kin’s head. For most creatures, this would be enough to kill them, but the shadow kin, while having a real body, were still made more out of elemental energy than blood and bone. 
 
   After a number of more attacks, Ash and the three picked up their spoils and found a place to rest. “I would have thought that I wouldn’t have any trouble until the fifties, but at this pace in less than five floors, I am going to have trouble,” Ash said as he sharpened the blade of his sword.
 
   “Fifties, are you daft?” Halon said laughing. “The monsters in a labyrinth, well most of them anyway, some are different, go up about 1.5 levels per floor. This labyrinth likes to trick you a little by only raising the levels of the monster by one each floor than adding the saved levels after every tenth floor. Right now we are on the twenty-first floor, but the monsters are around the thirty-first level. Even then, monsters are stronger than humans so a level thirty-one monster can normally easily kill adventures of the same level. Most people believe you should have at least ten levels on a monster to solo it.” 
 
   “Not all of us can be like you,” Jacob said as he snacked on a light cake that one of the maids had prepared for him. “You might be able to face the monsters on the higher level, but our best record so far is making it to the twenty-fifth floor.”
 
   “Then how do people level up so quickly to fight in the lower levels?” Ash asked. “I heard that there are thirty year old knights that are already above level sixty.” 
 
   “Easy, they cheat,” Halon said with a sneak.
 
   “It really isn’t cheating Ash,” Lillanis said while hitting Halon in the arm. “They form six teams while each member belongs to a different group. They form up a group of six knights that are all the same level to fight, but their official groups are of one high level knight and the rest are lower level. That way the lower level knights can increase their level faster while the higher level can still fight with stronger opponents. In the guilds they call it ‘babysitting’ as a joke.” 
 
   “How close do you have to be to have the experience carry over to the other party?” Ash asked.
 
   “Most the time you have to be within two hundred feet of each other, but there are items that high level alchemists can make that can work as long as a person is within twenty miles,” Lillanis explained.
 
   “Then if I got one of those crystals, would you mind if I had two of my slaves join our group so they could earn benefits?”
 
   “I wouldn’t really mind, but those crystals are expensive at least thirty gold coins at the cheapest. Would you really spend that much just to level a slave?” Jacob asked raising an eyebrow.
 
   “Yes, the stronger my guards are, the safer my people will be,” Ash replied honestly. 
 
   After the break, the group continued to fight for a few hours killing another five shadow kin. Once Lillanis had exhausted her MP, the group decided it was time to leave and instead of staying back this time, Ash left with them so that he could stop by and check out the cost of what Lillanis had called leech crystals for his slaves. 
 
   The only store to carry the crystals was the one owned by the Tellamor family. It was one of the largest stores in the city and was heavily visited by adventurers and knights thanks to the benefits that many of their potions and items could give.
 
   “Can I help you sir?” A young woman asked as soon as he entered.
 
   “I need some leech crystals,” Ash said walking up to the counter. 
 
   “The young lady sat a satin cloth on the counter and placed five different size crystals on the cloth. “The smallest crystal can link a person a thousand foot away and cost forty gold a piece and the largest can link a person within twenty miles and cost five platinum coins.”
 
   After checking them all out Ash decided on the second from the smallest crystal that would work as long as the person was within two miles. It cost eighty gold coins and for them to work with everyone he had to buy six of them. They worked by replacing the crystal that Lillanis had used to register their team so each person in the group had to have their own crystal to form a team. 
 
   As soon as he returned home, Ash gave a crystal to Lillanis, Jacob, and Halon as well as one to Shina and the last one to the two manor guards who would switch between themselves each day. Lillanis and the others were shocked that he had bought them a crystal as well and tried to refuse, but when Ash said that they were already bought and would only be wasted they begrudgingly accepted them. 
 
   At first, Ash had thought to give one of the crystals to Yuki but, he knew that she was still training. He thought that leveling up too quickly might harm her growth. Instead, he had decided on the guards sharing the last crystal.
 
   After eating and drinking with the others, Ash retired to his room. While Allice and Yuki took care of his gear, Ash pulled out the orb that he had saved in his inventory. He had learned that it was common to give gifts to your spouse after the wedding and Ash only hoped that the core would work in that regard.
 
   The idea had hit him when Emelia had heard that he had found a core and absorbed it. It seemed that nobles that gifted the king with an orb would be granted a five percent decrease in tax for the year.  
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   Three days quickly passed and Ash found himself standing in a small room while two maids fussed over his clothes. Ash was dressed in a tightfitting black doublet and pants. Thinking about Jacob’s joke about it being his funeral, Ash smiled. “You know the reason men wear black and women wear white during a wedding?” the maid next to him snickered. “Because this is the end of your life as a single man, yet it is the birth of Emelia’s life as a wife.” 
 
   “That doesn’t sound very fair to me,” Ash said, staring at himself in the polished mirror.
 
   “What do you mean,” the maid said. “That is just an old tradition. Most nobles have two or three wives to increase their household and power. Emelia can’t do that as a woman, so you will have to work hard on her behalf. The only thing that really changes is not everything you do should be done in a manner where her interests are put first. Even your lovers should be chosen so they can bring her some gain. Though you can always have a dalliance with a willing maid if you want,” She added with a wicked laugh. 
 
   “I don’t think I can ever get used to this worlds way of thinking,” Ash said out loud, making the maid look at him oddly. 
 
   After he was dressed, Ash was taken to a large hall where hundreds of people had been gathered. The only people he knew were the three adventurers that had been seated so far back Ash had to squint his eyes even to see them. 
 
   After he was placed at the front of the hall next to the priestess, he noticed that she was the old woman he had met inside the church. Seeing him, she gave him a warm smile while they waited. 
 
   Shortly after he was positioned, three men began playing softly on their instruments. Ash didn’t know the song, but it had a warming feeling to it. As the music filled the hall, the back doors opened and Emelia stepped into the room.
 
   She was wearing a tight white dress that hugged her body, showing off her petite figure nicely. The hem of the dress was just slightly above her knee and seemed somewhat showy for a wedding. On her head a small tiara made of sliver with a three bright gems rested. The gems were a diamond, emerald, and ruby. The gems signified the three stages of the harvest and of life; birth, growth, and death.
 
   As soon as his eyes focused on Emelia, Ash’s breath was taken away. She was still young, only now about to turn seventeen. She was about the same age as Ash, yet she always seemed and looked much more mature and right now the glow she was giving off was enticingly beautiful. 
 
   As she walked to where Ash stood, every eye was on Emelia. Though it was only about fifty yards, it seemed to Ash as if that slow walk took hours and with each step he could hear the sound of his heart beating louder. When she finally reached where Ash was waiting, she took his hands and Ash feared that she could feel how sweaty his hands were. 
 
   Ash and Emelia’s eyes met and all Ash could think about was how soft her hands were.
 
   “Today we are gathered to bring two souls together,” The priestess started as soon as Emelia arrived at the center of the platform with Ash. “As Altina says, there is no greater blessing than when ones fields are tended with love. Nothing else can bring a greater, nor more bountiful harvest and the same is said when two people bind themselves together.”
 
   Looking in Emelia’s eyes, Ash couldn’t pay attention to the priestess’s words. Suddenly, Emelia squeezed his hand and narrowed her eyes.
 
   “Ash, say I do,” the priestess whispered.
 
   “I do,” Ash said, his face turning a light shade of red.
 
   “Do you, Emelia Hawkwing take Ash as your husband? Will you care for him and be his shade during the heat and his water in the time of drought. Will you always be there to tend to him no matter what storms you must weather?”
 
   “I do,” Emelia said with a warm smile, her eyes never leaving Ash.”
 
   “Then by the power that the goddess has given me, I now announce you Ash and Emelia Hawkwing bound together until the goddess calls you back from the earth.”
 
   After the vows, unlike his previous world, there was no rings or jewelry to signify their bond, but it was customary that gifts be given. Emelia signaled and a small chest was brought forward and handed to Emelia. “Ash, I know that you have little care for worldly goods and you enjoy the time you spend fighting, so I ask that you take this in the hopes that it will help you come back to me each night,” Emelia said as she pulled out a small necklace and handed it to Ash.
 
   [Necklace of the Dragon: defense +15- when HP reaches 0 necklace will break fully restoring the persons HP.] 
 
   “T-thank you,” Ash said as Emelia placed the necklace around his neck.
 
   Ash didn’t have a pretty box to put the core in. He had just placed it in a small leather bag. Pulling it out of where he had placed it next to the alter, Ash held it out to Emelia and the whole room went silent. Most the room was made up of lesser nobles, merchants and the knight class so while many had never seen a monster core all of them knew what they looked like. 
 
   “I don’t have much that I could give you,” Ash said, his nervousness creeping into his voice. “Of all the things I have, I thought this would be the most help to you.”
 
   Emelia took the monster core from him but instead of putting it away she put it directly to her chest in front of everyone and absorbed it. “It will always be with me,” Emelia said with a warm smile.
 
   Once the main part of the wedding was over, next came the reception and dinner party. Everyone who had been at the main wedding came to the reception. Ash and Emelia were seated at the places of honor, but it was walled off so that only one group could enter at a time. Emelia said that it was so that nobles could talk which meant that Ash had to deal with hours of small talk as person after person gave their greetings and gifts. Since Emelia was the noble and Ash had been the one brought into the family, she was the one who formally accepted the gifts, but most of the gifts were of a nature that Ash knew they were meant for him.
 
   Seeing how the nobles almost completely ignored Emelia, Ash gripped the arm of his chair, tightly fighting against the urge to speak out. He didn’t know if Emelia noticed his feeling, but she lightly placed her hand on top of his causing him to relax and gave him a gentle smile.
 
   When it was Lillanis’s turn, she handed Emelia a small glass bottle of golden liquid. Emelia and Lillanis had met a few time over the weeks and while at first Emelia didn’t seem to like her, they quickly became friends. “I think you will find a good use for this,” Lillanis said with a wry grin.
 
   “Is this a holly potion?” Emelia asked her face going slightly red.
 
   “What is a holly potion?” Ash asked slightly curious.
 
   “You see you give it to mufuffufff,” Lillanis started to say before her mouth was covered by Emelia. 
 
   “It is just a stamina potion,” Emelia said hastily.
 
   Jarrod gave them a small bag of white powder, and Halon gave them a pair of small elegantly carved wooden rings. The powder was another item Emelia refused to tell Ash about while the rings were warmly received. After Halon left, Ash asked about the rings. 
 
   “The beast tribe give rings to those that they believe to be truly meant for each other.”
 
   “But they are so small,” Ash said looking at the rings that were far too small for his finger. 
 
   “They are meant for our children. One for both a boy and girl,” Emelia said slightly blushing. 
 
   After receiving the gifts came the dinner. Ash had always thought that the food and drink that Emelia normally served was top quality, but what he was eating now was divine. Some of the food looked odd, but it melted on his tongue.
 
   The only thing that took away from the meal was that once again, Ash was sat next to Emelia at the center of everyone’s attention. Though there was only a little conversation during the meal, Ash could feel everyone’s eyes on him judging his every movement, looking for any weakness that he might have.
 
   After the meal, a small party was started. This was the time for the nobles to talk amongst each other. The bride and groom normal walked around and greeted people, but Emelia and Ash took their leave with the excuse they wanted to greet the common people and share their happiness. 
 
   Outside, just like inside the manor there was a large gathering of people having a good time as they celebrated the marriage of their beloved duchess. In the two years since she had taken over the duchy, she had done everything she could for the people and had become loved. The people saw her not just as a noble, but as someone who cared about the common people, which was rare among the nobility.
 
   As they walked through the town, many people greeted them but they were given their space. After moving past the merchant district, Ash and Emelia were met by Shina and Ash’s two house guards and escorted the rest of the way to Ash’s manor. 
 
   “Congratulations,” everyone yelled as soon as they entered through the main doors of the manor.
 
   Allice and Yuki rushed to Ash and clung to him. Yuki was laughing while Allice had tears streaming down her face.
 
   After a quick greeting and a few drinks, Ash and Emelia had to leave and return to her manor to see the guests off. Though it was short, Ash was happy that he could celebrate it with those that he truly cherished instead of just people he didn’t know.
 
   “Thank you,” Ash said as they moved through the still busy streets back toward the manor. 
 
   “For what?” Emelia asked slightly tilting her head. 
 
   “For spending some time with Yuki and the others,” Ash said honestly.
 
   “They are part of your life so it is only expected,” Emelia replied warmly. “Though Shina really is a handful…”
 
   Remembering the small outburst of Shina’s about wanting to be his first, Ash couldn’t help but blush. “She is a little bit of one…Yes.”
 
   “Do you like the necklace?” Emelia asked, breaking the awkward silence that started to fill the air. “I know it is a little gaudy but…”
 
   “It is great,” Ash said as he lifted the small silver necklace that slightly resembled a cross from under his shirt. The center of which held a bright orange stone that slightly reflected the dim moonlight. “Ah…Speaking of gifts, why did you absorb the monster core. I thought you would use it as a gift for the king?”
 
   “Huh what do you mean?” Emelia asked, grabbing his arm and pulling him close to her. “It was a gift from you, how could I give it away? So of course I would absorb it.”
 
   When they arrived back at the manor, many of the guests had moved out into the garden and were talking. Emelia greeted those that they passed and called the maid in order to start getting people out of the manor. Even though most of the nobles had already left, the few left behind were trouble getting rid of. After the last person was out of the manor, Ash and Emelia headed to the bath room on the second floor.
 
   Ash was nervous so while Emelia quickly disrobed and entered the main bathroom, Ash found his hands trembling as he undid the buttons on his tunic.
 
   Wrapping a towel around his waist Ash took a deep breath and walked through the door.  Emelia was sitting on a small stone waiting on Ash with her front carefully covered by her own towel. “Please wash my back?” Emelia asked as she turned her back to Ash. 
 
   Picking up the soft sponge, Ash poured a silver liquid from a glass decanter on it and dipped it in the small pale of water. Soft foamy bubbles soon covered Emelia’s back as Ash nervously washed her back doing his best not to scrub too hard. After he finished, Emelia forced Ash to turn around so that she could do the same for him but from the way her hands moved, it didn’t seem as if she had the same shyness that had overtaken him. 
 
   After they finished washing, they rinsed off the soap from their bodies. Emelia and Ash entered the steaming water with their towels no longer coving their bodies.
 
   After the bath, they dressed in their night clothes and headed back to Emelia’s room. Ash crawled under the cover and snuffed the candle next to the table and turned to his side to sleep.
 
   “Not yet you still have one more job tonight,” Emelia said while hugging Ash from behind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   5-12
 
   The next morning Ash was woken by a soft kiss. Turning his head Ash looked into Emelia’s soft brown eyes. “Morning,” Emelia aid with a warm smile. 
 
   “Morning,” Ash replied, his face turning slightly red as he noticed that Emelia was pressing against him while not wearing anything. 
 
   “You’re so shy,” Emelia said laughing when she saw his face.
 
   Ash quickly dressed while doing his best not to look at Emelia who was still lounging on the bed while watching him. After getting dressed, Ash bent down to give Emelia a light kiss, but Emelia grabbed his face and gave him a warm deep kiss. 
 
   Pulling back, Ash blushed again and quickly left. Since it was already late, Ash quickly ran out of the manor, only grabbing some of the leftovers from the night before from the kitchen. 
 
   As soon as he reached his own house, he found Zelan waiting outside along with the other Thee. In the past weeks Halon had started to take training from Zelan in the morning while Ash went through his katas, but the atmosphere that was coming from Zelan seemed different than normal. 
 
   “What is going on?” Ash asked as he walked up to the group.
 
   “I just received a letter from my guild hall. The group that is coming for the challenge should be here within a few weeks, a month at best,” Zelan said furrowing his brow slightly. 
 
   “Why is that a bad thing,” Ash said slightly confused. 
 
   “That in itself is not a bad thing, but whether you win or lose I will have to head back to the guild hall,” Zelan said. “I am honestly going to miss you as my student, but it is the reason I will have to go back that has caused the current problem. It seems that the king has started to strengthen the number of soldiers at the border of the Yurin kingdom. Though it hasn’t been declared yet, it seems that the Yurin kingdom has started to increase their own forces, so soon their might be a war. If that happens, I don’t think you and your friends will be able to escape what is coming.”
 
   “How long until war is declared do you think?” Ash asked slightly worried. He remembered the talk he and Emelia had a few months before. Once a war started, the kingdom would start scouring for anyone who was not a pure human to fill out the troops and to be used a fodder and that included Ash. 
 
   “Since right now the two kingdoms are only positioning their forces to test each other, I don’t think it will be soon. Most the time they will have a few talks and at the same time move to make sure none of the other kingdoms will move in on them if a war begins. At the earliest, it should be half a year or more, but once signs of a war are seen, the Seven Sword Guild pulls out all its people. We are a mercenary clan so if we are paid, we will fight for the heist bidder and it doesn’t work well if some of our people are on the other side to be captured.”
 
   “I see,” Ash said, still in deep thought.
 
   “Don’t worry lad, I am sure that it won’t cause trouble between you and your lady,” Halon said with a weak smile.
 
   “Enough worrying, time for practice,” Zelan said, cutting through the tense calm that was hanging in the still air. 
 
   Taking his teacher’s advice, Ash started moving through his katas. While the movements didn’t erase all the thoughts from his mind, it did calm the worry that nagged at his heart. He had went through the same movements so often that they had become calming and soon the worries were carried away with the movements of his sword.
 
   After an hour of working through the katas, Ash had finished his daily routine. Once finished, Ash and the other had to wait on Halon who was currently sparing with Zelan. Zelan had no trouble fighting against Halon who, while close to the same age, was not a high of a level, nor as well trained. 
 
   “Not bad, but you still flourish your sword too much,” Zelan said after knocking Halon’s sword from his hand. “Make smaller and tighter movements. When you move your sword like that, it is like you are televising your incoming attack.”
 
   “Yes master Zelan,” Halon said respectively. 
 
   Once Halon had recovered his stamina, the group of four left for the labyrinth. “I thought you would be spending the day with your new wife,” Lillanis said as they past through the residential district and into the market district.
 
   “She didn’t have time today,” Ash replied calmly. “Since the wedding was yesterday, she has to meet a lot of the nobles that had come into town from the outer cities today. She also has to send news of her marriage to the capital. I asked if she wanted me to help, but she said that it would just be boring and I should go out and stretch my muscles some.”
 
   “Didn’t you get enough exercise last night?” Halon asked snickering.
 
   “Halon,” Lillanis said hitting Halon a few times in that arm.
 
   When they reached the labyrinth, they warped straight to the twenty-first floor. It was their third day fighting the shadow kin and still they hadn’t killed enough for Ash to receive an ability yet though Ash only needed to kill a few more. The main reason for the slow pace was the low limit to Lillanis’s MP and the shadow kin’s shadow whip that ignored any type of defense. No matter how fast they were, at least one person was hit in each battle requiring healing afterword.
 
   If not for Ash, the group would have already moved onto the next floor, but since they could see his abilities, they didn’t argue when he wanted to fight until he could get everything he could from the monsters. Ash felt bad about it since the drops of the monsters in the lower levels paid more and that was the reason that Lillanis and her team fought in the labyrinth. Yet when he tried to urge them to move forward and that he would just come back to fight them alone later, they refused.
 
   Though they had only been together for a short time, Ash already considered the three close friends and he hoped they felt the same. 
 
   Almost as soon as they entered the floor, a shadow kin attacked. Not expecting the sudden attack, Halon was hit hard in the side by the shadow kin’s whip sending him crashing to the ground. Ash quickly jumped forward hitting the shadow kin in the arm cutting it off and dealing critical damage, but not killing it. Jacob also flashed forward, but since he didn’t have a chance to activate his own shadow skills the shadow kin targeted him and sent an attack toward him. Jacob was fast but the shadow whip was able to move like a living snake and wrapped back on itself hitting Jacob on the right leg, sending him tumbling.
 
   Jacob had a lot lower HP than Halon so while the hit was weak, it was still dangerous if he took a few more attacks. Thankfully Lillanis acted quickly and used her magic to first heal Jacob then Halon. At the same time that Jacob was sent flying through the air, Ash hit the shadow kin in the back, but the shadow kin had moved at the last instant and Ash’s blade only sunk lightly into the shadow kin’s side. 
 
   After receiving two of Ash’s attacks the Shadow kin ignored the two warriors who were currently recuperating and turned its attention to him. The shadow whip that shot out at him was fast, but to Ash it was still easy to dodge. While Ash dodged the attacks from the shadow kin, Halon had recovered enough from the initial attack to come in front the left at the distracted creature while Jacob attacked from the back and within seconds the monster fell like the ones before it.
 
   “Little monster got us good,” Halon said breathing hard as he still grabbed the side where he was hit. “Didn’t expect one of the little buggers to be waiting on us.” 
 
   “It’s not the first time a monster got the drop on us. I am sure it won’t be the last either,” Jacob said as he tested his weight on his previously injured ankle.
 
   “That wouldn’t happen if you guys paid more attention when we entered the labyrinth,” Lillanis said in a scolding manner.
 
   “Yes mam,” Halon said while trying holding back a smile.
 
   Since they had been surprised during the attack Lillanis had to use her magic four times to completely heal Halon and Jacob already expending a quarter of her MP. Ash had suggested that she use MP recovery items but Lillanis refused. She said that it was the way they made sure not to push too far too fast. It seemed that as long as they made enough each day to pay for their living expenses, they didn’t want to push themselves. Hearing this, Ash didn’t know what to say as it was in gross contrast with how he fought. More than once, Ash had pushed himself so hard that it had become dangerous for him. 
 
   The next shadow kin was much easier to fight than the one before. As they had practiced, Ash and Halon moved at the same time, but thanks to Ash’s advanced speed, he would reach the monster first while Halon drew its attacks. Halon still got struck and required healing, but thanks to his high defense and skill, he was able to limit the damage done so that Lillanis didn’t have to use much MP on him after the fight. 
 
   After two strikes from Ash and one from Jacob the shadow kin died while Halon only received two attacks. As soon as the monster died, Halon recovered the dropped items while Ash absorbed the monster. 
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have reached 100% absorption on the shadow kin. Abilities available: Shadow Whip.]
 
   “Tring.”
 
   [You have been randomly awarded the ability Shadow Whip.]
 
   [Shadow Whip: cost 20MP, 5SP- attack with a whip made out of pure shadow that will follow the enemy wherever they try to run. Level 1-0%.]
 
   “What did you get?” Halon asked when he saw Ash’s smile.
 
   “I got its shadow whip ability,” Ash said happily.
 
   “That is a good one,” Jacob said slightly envious. “I would kill for a skill like that.”
 
   “Why don’t you just create one?” Ash asked.
 
   “Hummm…I might try, but it’s much harder to create a skill than you would think.”
 
   “Yea and even if he did he would be forced to teach it to other guild members,” Halon said.
 
   “What do you mean? I thought that personally learned skills were controlled by the person who created them.”
 
   “That is the case for humans,” Halon spat. “But just like everywhere else, anyone who isn’t a full blood human are forced to teach anything they learn to the guild masters so that they can be passed on to those more worthy. It is a shame and one of the reasons we don’t go to a guild hall unless we are forced to.
 
   “Really, I didn’t receive that treatment when I joined the gambler’s guild.”
 
   “Some guilds don’t care about race but those are rare. It really depends on the guild hall master. If you went to the capital and the guild hall found that you had a unique job skill, they would force you to pass it to them.” 
 
   Since Ash had already learned all the abilities available to him from the shadow kin they decided it was time to move on to the boss room. “It is a Shadow kin prince,” Halon said as he read the plate. They had each used the plate to warp out, but none of them had read it yet. Lillanis said it was a superstition that you shouldn’t read it until it was time to fight. 
 
   “Know anything about the shadow kin prince?” Ash asked when he was Halon’s worried face.
 
   “Yes, as you could see the shadow kin are a bread of goblin. Normally you would only find them in very deep caves. Honestly, the shadow kin I have fought against outside of the labyrinth were much stronger than the ones here, but since they are summoned creatures their levels are predetermined. Just be careful when we fight the prince. From the stories I heard, they are very dangerous monsters.” 
 
   The group of four stepped through the door at the same time and waited for the darkness to clear. When Ash first saw the shadow kin prince, he almost laughed after the worry Halon had instilled in him. It looked the same as the other shadow kin. It was slightly bigger, but not by enough that it looked different.
 
   Ash started to say something but at that moment a shadow whip flashed past and his luck shield flashed a deep blue as eighty MP was sucked from him. Shaking his head from surprise, Ash remembered what Halon had said as he kicked off the ground and charged the prince.
 
   Unlike the weaker shadow kin, the prince didn’t attack Halon but instead it focused on Ash. Even though he still had full HP, Ash was worried about the prince’s whip so he quickly tried to close the distance where the whip wasn’t as useful. As soon as he was close, a shadow sword appeared in the prince’s hand striking at Ash’s chest hitting him and knocking him back as fifty HP was drained from him. 
 
   Cursing, Ash pivoted his foot behind him as he stopped his backward movement but then he saw the whip curling toward him so he quickly kicked off the ground, trying to escape its wrath. The shadow kin were a pain with just their whip, but with a sword as well, it was really deadly. The only good thing was that while Ash was being attacked at full force Halon and Jacob had moved in each scoring a strike before being forced to retreat.
 
   Seeing this, Ash once again rushed at the prince though this time he invoked fireball.  Most the time, Ash wanted to save his MP for emergencies, but seeing the strength of the prince he decided not to hold anything back. As soon as the fireball hit, Ash followed it up with poison vine whip. As soon as the whip hit, Ash continued to use his abilities until the prince was staggering.
 
   Under Ash’s continuous onslaught, the shadow kin prince was unable to do anything but at the same time Ash’s MP and SP were being depleted at an amazing pace. While Ash attacked, the other three were stunned and did nothing but watch as Ash used ability after ability. 
 
   When Ash used his own shadow whip, the prince was thrown into the labyrinth wall but it was still alive. Ash still had about half his MP, but he didn’t see the need to use it as he rushed the downed prince burying his sword deep into its chest. 
 
   “Remind me not to piss you off,” Halon said, walking up to Ash who was sitting beside the prince’s corpse breathing hard. He still had MP to spare but his SP only had 26 points left.
 
   “An ability book,” Jacob said as he handed the book over to Ash.
 
   [Shadow Weapon: cost 10-30MP, 5SP- create a weapon out of shadows. Cost depends on weapon created. Ignores standard defense.]
 
   Seeing the look on Jacobs face, Ash tried not to laugh as he handed it back to him. “I think it suits you better. You are a shadow walker.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Jacob asked but he still snatched the book quickly and absorbed it.
 
   “I think we should head back,” Lillanis said.
 
   “I think we could fight a bit longer,” Halon said as he took a practice swing.
 
   “We might be able to but I don’t think it is a good idea to head to a new floor unless we are at full strength.”
 
   “You’re the boss,” Halon said while sheathing his sword.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Stats
 
   Notes
 
   Name: Ash Hawkwing
 
   Level: 13
 
   Experience needed for next level: 3,635
 
   Race: Human/Demon 70/30
 
   Occupation: Novice gambler 
 
   Title: Novice Slayer
 
   Blessings: Blessing of the reaper
 
   HP: 905/905
 
   MP 710/710
 
   SP 174/174
 
   Strength: 72 (+10) (+2) (+1) (+9) (+99) 
 
   Vitality: 75 (+3) (+103)
 
   Agility: 49 (+9) (+5) (+67)
 
   Stamina 71 (+5) (+98)
 
   Spirit 26 (+10) (+35)
 
   Intelligence: 60 (+82)
 
   Endurance: 38 (+10) (+1) (+2) (+52)
 
   Luck: 115 (+575) (+1)
 
    
 
   Abilities
 
    
 
   Passive:
 
    
 
   Devil’s Luck: 500% bonus to luck.
 
   Fleet foot: +10 to agility. Max
 
    
 
   Wolf eyes: See in the dark. Level Max
 
    
 
   Mining: Ability to use a pick to extract ore from hidden locations. Able to tell where mining locations are located. Level 2: 23%
 
    
 
   Poison resistance: level 2-48%: 10% poison resistance.
 
    
 
   Grave domain: Damage resistance to whole body with the exception of the head increased by 10%.
 
    
 
   Spider senses: able to detect prey that is up to three levels higher within a 200 foot radius. Able to sense hostile intent within a 100 foot radius. Level max%.
 
    
 
   [Fire resistance: 10% fire resistance. Level 2-13%.]
 
    
 
   [Natural armor (small). When fighting your skin acts as a natural armor blocking 10% of physical damage. Level: max.]
 
    
 
   [Frost resistance: 5% resistance to frost damage. Level 1-92%.]
 
    
 
   [Yeti strength: +9 to strength. Level 4-2%.]
 
    
 
   [Electric resistance. 5% resistance to energy attacks. Level 1-46%.]
 
    
 
   [Water glide. When moving in water it flows naturally around you decreasing water resistance by 25%. Level max.]
 
    
 
     [Cloak of shadows: When in a dark area cloak of shadows wraps you in shadows making it harder for you to be detected.]
 
    
 
    Dragon sight: You can see the magical flow of items and creatures 
 
    
 
   [Reaper’s sight: people who have received the ire of the goddess will now appear with a small sickle above their head.]
 
    
 
   [Reaper’s soul: after killing a person who has been marked by the goddess you will absorb a portion of their soul and receive any abilities they possess.] 
 
    
 
   [Earth affinity- cost of using earth related skills will be reduced by 10% and power of earth related skills will be boosted 5%. Level 1-12%.]
 
    
 
   [Mental resist- 5% bonus when attacked by a mental attack. Level 1-8%]
 
    
 
   Active:
 
    
 
   Demon Absorption: Cost 10MP: Absorb defeated enemies to obtain skills. Level 2- 94%
 
    
 
   Bash: Cost 1SP - Slam into enemies with your body to do X10 damage. Level 2-9%
 
    
 
   Rabbit Punch: Cost 1Sp- Using feet or hands quickly lash out with a lighting quick attack. Level 1-58%
 
    
 
   Stab: Cost 1 SP- Thrust forward with weapon (sword, spear.) level 2-17%
 
    
 
   Poison spit: Cost 5MP. Level 2-10%: Spit a corrosive poison that sticks to enemy doing 5 damage a second for ten seconds.
 
    
 
   Analyze ability. Cost 5MP: Ability to see opponents name, level and skill as long as they are no more than 5 levels above you. Level max.
 
    
 
   [Poison: cost 10MP- ability to make a small amount of toxin that paralyzes. Can be placed on weapons.]
 
    
 
   [Sticky thread: cost 15MP- shoot out a stream of sticky thread to trap opponents.]
 
    
 
   Stealth: Cost 20 MP. Erase your presence from enemies any movement cancels the ability.
 
    
 
   [Fire ball: cost 10MP. Create a ball of fire and throw it at an enemy. Level 2-7%.]
 
    
 
   [Cone of frost: Cost 15MP: send out a cone of frost freezing everything in its path. Causes 10 frost damage every second for five seconds. Level 2-46%]
 
    
 
   [Crushing blow: cost 5SP: strike with a hard blow bypassing 50% of opponent’s defense. Level 1-96%]
 
    
 
   [Shock armor: cost 10MP. Covers a small area with electoral energy that will stun an opponent struck with it for two seconds. Level 1-62%.]
 
    
 
   [Shock strike: cost 25MP. Hit an opponent with an energy attack that paralyses the part struck for five minutes. Level 1-99%.]
 
    
 
   [Pounce: cost 5SP jump straight forward with great speed doing 2x normal damage.]
 
    
 
   [Poison vine whip: cost 40MP. Call a vine dripping with paralyzing poison to strike your opponent. Level 1-28%.]
 
    
 
   [Reaper’s blessing: cost 50MP- bless a weapon or item with the goddess’s power. Lasts for twenty-four hours.]
 
    
 
   [Sharp strike: cost 10SP- strike with a bladed weapon to deal 1.5 the normal damage. Increased chance for a critical strike. Level 1-6%]
 
    
 
   [Fire lance: cost 25MP- casts a long lance of fire. Level 1-22%]
 
    
 
   [Ice spear 15MP- coat a weapon in ice giving it an added ice attribute to its attack. Level 1-4%.]
 
    
 
   [Ice shield 20MP- created a shield of ice that can fend off attacks. Level 1-2%]
 
   [Lullaby of subduction: cost 20MP- chance to charm an enemy confusing them. A strike releases the confused state. Level 1-1%]
 
    
 
   [Death wail: Cost 40MP- a loud wail that strikes at the mind of them enemy deal direct damage. Damage based off of spirit. Level 1-0%]
 
    
 
   [Shadow whip: cost 20MP, 5SP- attack with a whip made out of pure shadow that will follow the enemy wherever they try to run. Level 1-3%.]
 
    
 
   Skills
 
    
 
   [You have gained the skill gambler’s boost (passive) .2% boost to all other stats for each 1 point in the luck attribute. Level 2.]
 
    
 
    [You have gained the gambler’s gambit (active) skill. Cost 20MP: boost all stats for one minute. Boost is random. Level 1.]
 
    
 
    [You have gained the poker face (active) skill. Cost 5MP: forces a calm face no matter the situation. Level 2.]
 
    
 
    [You have gained the bluff (active) skill. Cost 5MP: bluff opponents to make them think you are stronger. Level 1.]
 
    
 
    [You have gained the read (passive) skill. Chance to see what skill your opponent is using. Based on luck.]
 
    
 
   [Gambler’s game (active). Cost 100 MP. Call of The gambling god using your stats as chip to play against another gambler. Can only be used against those of the same rank or higher. Can only be used once every six months. Time until next use 0 days. Level-Max.]
 
    
 
   [Luck shield: passive/active. When attacked has a chance to block attack. Amount of MP used is depended on the attack.]
 
    
 
   Equipment
 
   Iron gambler’s emblem: emblem signifying that one is a novice of the gambler’s guild. Durability 10/10 luck +1.
 
    
 
   Sword of the Hawk: Sword belonging to a great hero of the Hawkwing family. Durability 50/50 attack 20-32 strength +10 stamina +5.
 
    
 
   Mithra armor: Armor blessed by the god of light. Durability 40/40 defense + 20 Endurance +10 spirit +10 agility +5.
 
    
 
   Dragon skin gauntlets: durability 25/25, defense +10, magical defense +5, strength +1, endurance +2
 
    
 
   [Studded Liro leather pants: made from thee tough hide of a Liro lizard. Durability 30/30, defense +7, endurance +2, agility +1.]
 
    
 
   [Necklace of the dragon: defense +15- when HP reaches 0 necklace will break fully restoring the persons HP.]
 
    
 
   Plat              215
 
   Gold              2457
 
   Silver              18531
 
   Copper              1534
 
   Iron P              1002
 
    
 
   Inventory
 
    
 
   Paralysis potion: 4
 
   Electro sac (good quality): 123
 
   Electro sac (average quality): 71
 
   Electro sac (low quality):   29
 
   Electro core (low quality): 1
 
   Shadow essence (Good quality): 23
 
    Shadow essence (average quality): 11 
 
    Shadow essence (Low quality): 4 
 
   Meir bobcat claw (good quality): 25 
 
   Meir bobcat claw (average quality):8 
 
   Meir bobcat claw (low quality): 6
 
   Dragon kin scale (good quality): 178
 
   Dragon kin scale (average quality): 102
 
   Dragon kin scale (low quality): 56
 
   Clematis petal (good quality):23 
 
    Clematis petal (average quality):12 
 
   Clematis petal (low quality):  4
 
   Mantis claw (good quality):41
 
   Mantis claw (average quality):22
 
   Mantis claw (low quality):9
 
   Ember ore (good quality): 61
 
   Ember ore (average quality): 35
 
   Ember ore (low quality): 12
 
   Golem heart (good quality):63
 
   Golem heart (average quality): 33
 
   Golem heart (low quality):14
 
   Ice diamonds (good quality): 76
 
   Ice diamonds (average quality): 38
 
   Ice diamonds (low quality): 21
 
   Water gem (good quality):83
 
   Water gem (average quality): 41
 
   Water gem (low quality): 24
 
   Shadow soul (good quality): 21
 
   Shadow soul (average quality): 11
 
   Shadow soul (low quality): 6
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