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      Chapter 9: The Choice of a Healer


      01 — Grandol: The Land of Labyrinths


      After undoing the Wicked One’s curse on the Thunder Dragon, I made a promise to rescue a mystic in the Labyrinth of Wiles. And so we set out for Grandol in order to fulfill it.


      “Master, are you sure we should cut through here?” I stared out at the great, barren field. The mine that should have been there had been whisked away, mountain and all...a consequence of the door to the dragon being removed, most likely.


      “You wanna get there quick or not?”


      “Shouldn’t we be going through immigration or customs or something?”


      “I’m a guildmaster. We’ll be fine. Thought this was an emergency.”


      “I mean, it is.” I supposed there was no guarantee anyone would even be present at the checkpoint, like the fortress between Yenice and Shurule.


      “I’ll cover for you if anyone gives us trouble.” Brod sneered. “Unless you’re scared.”


      It seemed my fear that the mountain would conveniently pop back into existence just as we were crossing through was written all over my face.


      “Fine, let’s just go if you’re so confident.”


      He chuckled. “Good man.”


      “The only reason I say that is because you’re here.”


      “Don’t get too comfortable. I’ve got plenty of ideas for when your training starts.”


      “Feel free to stop thinking of those whenever.”


      We crossed the clearing safely and successfully reached Grandol thereafter.




      Upon entering Grandol territory, we weren’t greeted by the typical paved road, but by wild foliage and overgrown grass. No carriage made by Dhoran would let that slow it down, though, and we proceeded as smoothly as if the path were clear.


      “Fancy wagon you got,” Brod commented. “Could use one myself.”


      “A dwarven friend of mine made it,” I replied.


      “Those guys know how to make good stuff. Where’s he at now?”


      “Leading the Research and Development department of Luciel and Co. in Yenice.”


      As much as I trusted Brod, I probably shouldn’t go talking about Rockford to everyone. And I wasn’t exactly lying. They’d told me they had some ideas for new stuff to make back in Yenice.


      “Maybe I’ll buy one of these when we’re through here.”


      “We’d appreciate the business. You won’t be disappointed,” I said. “Oh, you might not know that my dwarf friend is actually Dhoran. He’s a master blacksmith and studied with Grand.”


      “Had a feeling. No amateur can make something like this.” Brod snorted. “S-rank healer, dragonslayer, and now business owner. Finally give up on living that peaceful life you always wanted?”


      “Not yet. That’s still my goal, of course. There’ve just been a few obstacles that needed my attention first.”


      I surprised myself just then. I had never really gone out of my way for anything in my past life. In fact, I’d made a point to avoid trouble. This world had changed me, but for some reason, it didn’t feel like a bad thing.


      “What’s that funny look for?” my master asked.


      “Nothing. Don’t forget what you said earlier,” I reminded him.


      “Oh, don’t worry. I’ve got this.”


      Somehow, I felt like we weren’t talking about the same thing. I didn’t think Brod was very enthusiastic about smoothing over immigration bureaucracy issues. Regardless, we soon came to a proper highway.


      “How familiar are you with the geography here?” I asked.


      “You’re askin’ that now?” he replied. “Used to live here back in my adventurin’ days.”


      “Then you’ve heard of the Labyrinth of Wiles?”


      “Nah, I made my living off taking jobs, not labyrinth hopping.”


      I glanced around at the others. Lionel and Ketty had nothing to add on account of having lived in Illumasia, and neither did Estia or Kefin. I had assumed the Spirit of Dusk would know something, but she had yet to grace us with her presence.


      “In that case, we should gather some information at a village or town somewhere.”


      “There’re more labyrinths in Grandol than anyone cares to count,” Brod said. “Most of ’em have towns built nearby, so we’ll come up on one soon enough.”


      “That’s a country of adventurers for you.”


      “I should take the driver’s seat from here on,” he continued. “Grandol’s got plenty of beastfolk, but we’re close to Blanche, so could be trouble.”


      “Human supremacists. I’m figuring out new things about the world every day.”


      “That’s why you’re out here, ain’t it? To learn.”


      “It’s part of it, yeah.”


      My master took the carriage’s reins while Lionel and I proceeded on horseback. Eventually, a large fortress came into view to our right.


      “Damn, that was fast,” Brod remarked. I looked aside at him, and he seemed a little uncomfortable.


      “You know what that is?” I asked.


      “It’s the border between Grandol and Blanche. That fortress there marks it.”


      “That? It looks like all it’s good for is shelter.”


      “Exactly. They say it was made by heroes Blanche summoned to protect them from monsters flooding in from Grandol, and it’s sturdier than it looks.”


      Summoned heroes. Had they been from Earth, I wondered? It looked awfully simple to have been based on Earth technology. But conjecture wasn’t really important compared to the real exciting implication here.


      “I take it that means you know where we are,” I said.


      “Yeah. We’ll take a left here, and on this thing we should be at the capital in less than two hours.”


      Perhaps his uncomfortable expression earlier had been sadness that our trip together was nearing its end. That would be nice. But it also meant we were nearing the beginning of my hellish training, which was less nice. The mystic came first, though, of course.


      “Let’s hurry ahead,” I said.


      We made the turn and picked up the pace. But then I felt something. Something pulling me back.


      “What is it?” Brod asked.


      “Nothing...”


      I pressed on. I had to make good on the Thunder Dragon’s wish and find the Labyrinth of Wiles. We continued on without incident or even a single monster encounter.


      “I wasn’t expecting so few monsters,” I commented. “Maybe they’re all surging towards Shurule?”


      “They damn well better not be,” Brod growled. “I’ll have to check in with HQ about that.”


      “Don’t you have an arclink crystal to use?”


      “Why the hell would I carry something that huge with me?”


      I had forgotten my privilege for a moment. “You know, Luciel and Co. can make them small and portable,” I said, presenting one.


      “Shit, you’re right. That from your dwarf friend again?”


      “His granddaughter, actually. She’s a talented artificer.” And a glutton for magic stones, I added silently.


      “What can’t you do these days? I could use about five of those, if you’ve got ’em.”


      “Luciel and Co. thanks you for your patronage.”


      “Try not to let the entrepreneurship go to your head, yeah?”


      “I’ll keep that in mind within reasonable limits, but don’t expect me to be a charity,” I told him.


      “Fine by me.”


      As we neared the capital, we began to pass more carriages and adventurers.


      “Luciel,” Brod said, “we’re gettin’ close. There are going to be a lot of adventurers from now on, and a lot of them don’t especially like healers.”


      “I’ll be careful,” I assured him.


      “You do that. You might’ve done a lot to reform things, but you’d best operate under the assumption that you’ve left that reputation behind at the border.”


      In other words, I had a less than warm welcome waiting for me. Good thing I had Lionel and the others watching my back. I did admire my master’s way of nonchalantly displaying concern for other people, though, and it spoke to his character. I had to do my best to not embarrass him until the day finally came when I could surpass him.


      “Advice noted,” I said. “But don’t worry too much. I’m technically still an adventurer.”


      “True. And with the way you’re built, I doubt they’ll mistake you for some scrawny spell thrower.” He smiled fiercely, but I didn’t see what was so funny, given my life was on the line here.


      “Should I take my robe off?” I asked.


      “Sir, that would rid us of all the fun,” Lionel remarked.


      “Knockin’ out fools who give us the stink eye sounds like a nice introduction to me,” Brod growled with a smirk. “Anyone got a flag we can put up?”


      “No,” I stated firmly. As one-sided as I was sure those fights would be, the damage done to my sanity would not be negligible.


      As the sun hid behind a single drifting cloud, a sentiment I could relate to immensely, we at last arrived in the capital.




      The entire city was centered around one great big building: Adventurer’s Guild Headquarters. The impact this had on the city’s infrastructure was evident by the curved outer walls, but what caught my eye more was the complete lack of seams in the construction. They must have been formed by magic, and it wouldn’t even be that far-fetched considering what I knew Dhoran was capable of. I wondered if they had any records on hand, because it would make a great reference for that town in Yenice I was still hoping to create.


      “Here we are,” Brod said.


      “Definitely looks like a capital,” I said. “So many people, and the streets are so clean and organized.”


      “The whole country was nearly destroyed a long time ago. Story goes when they rebuilt everything, they did it clean and coordinated. I bet I know what you’re thinkin’ the city’s name is.”


      “Is it not Grandol?” I asked.


      “It’s Aecius. They say the whole region used to be called that, after a fertility goddess the locals worshiped. Back when the city wasn’t half the size it is today.”


      “Where’d the name Grandol come from?”


      “Well, Aecius represents fertility, but over time people started to worship her as a goddess of war, probably because of all the labyrinths. But right at the peak of her little transformation, a massive monster stampede broke out from just about every labyrinth. Rumor has it, there was kind of a movement to revert her image after that.”


      “That just sounds like bad timing.”


      “Pretty much,” Brod said. “So the goddess of fertility got her role back, but saying her name became a sort of taboo for anyone but farmers who worship her, out of fear that she’ll smite the people who stopped praying to her as a goddess of war, or make more labyrinths.”


      “Well that sounds kind of petty,” I admitted. “So the city’s still called Aecius.”


      “Out of respect. The Adventurer’s Guild Headquarters passes the story down and hosts a festival in her honor every year, to try and keep the name alive.”


      “So even if the people forget, the leaders of the country don’t. Thoughtful of them.”


      “Guess you could say that. So you remember that Adventurer’s Guild HQ is in Grandol, but also in a town called Aecius.”


      “Will do.”


      I had a feeling Brod wasn’t giving me a trivia lesson for no reason. Whatever he was trying to tell me, I didn’t understand it yet.


      “You better put the carriage in your bag or it’s gonna get cramped,” he suggested. “Let’s head to HQ.”


      “Right.”


      I beckoned Forêt Noire and the other horses into the hermit key and willed the carriage into the magic bag, but I had done it in front of a crowd in my negligence, making us the center of attention. All according to Brod and Lionel’s plan, I was willing to bet.


      I sighed before following my master.




      The streets were lined with inns and armories of varying degrees of quality, as one would expect to find in a city of adventurers, and the closer to the center you went, the nicer the neighborhoods became. The Adventurer’s Guild was on a scale incomparable to any branch I’d seen, with doors in every cardinal direction and an even bigger building standing behind it.


      “What’s that place in the back?” I asked.


      “HQ itself,” Brod answered. “Only guildmasters or local staff are allowed in.”


      “Have you gone inside before?”


      “Course I have.” He smirked. “They keep track of Substance X consumption there too.”


      I wondered if they knew how much I’d drunk, then immediately lost interest when I realized there would probably be no prize for holding first place. Knowing what the stuff actually did, I could understand wanting to encourage others to drink it, but the fact that they didn’t know the full extent of its effects just made it kind of sad.


      “You should make prizes to give to the person who drinks the most every year,” I suggested.


      “Why, so you can win it every time? Not happening. We don’t need more freaks.”


      “I don’t like that implication.” I sighed. “Let’s just find out where the labyrinth is.”


      Brod nodded and opened the door. Ketty and Kefin went next, followed by me, Estia, then Lionel. The hall was filled with adventurers, many of whom bore nasty injuries. We hadn’t encountered many monsters on the way, but maybe the fighting had been just as bad here as it was in Shurule.


      My master turned around and looked me in the eye. “Luciel, can you heal them?”


      I was powerless against his pleading gaze. “I’d be a pretty bad apprentice to disobey my master,” I said. “Even if I’d rather not associate with the ones giving me and my robe nasty looks right now.” Brod snorted. “What?”


      “Remember when you used to flinch at the slightest shadow of an adventurer?”


      “Well, now I have you, Lionel, and everyone else with me.” I smiled at him.


      “You don’t make this fun,” he grumbled.


      “I try. You could compliment my growth for once, you know? Anyway, where to?”


      “Yeah, yeah.”


      He and Kefin went over to the reception desk while the rest of us stayed behind to avoid crowding the place. As we found a table near the entrance to wait at, we overheard a conversation.


      “You heard the rumors about the Labyrinth of Wiles?” an adventurer asked.


      “The hell’s got you all riled up?” another replied. “Who cares about that death trap?”


      “Just listen. You know those adventuring sisters, Nadia and Lydia, right? Word is they screwed up and got turned into criminal slaves!”


      “What? As if those two would go and commit a crime, much less get caught.”


      “The older one’s a master swordswoman and the other uses spirit magic, right?” someone asked.


      “Maybe they got done in by the party they were with.”


      “Maybe. I did hear they’ve had targets on their backs ever since the Lineage of the White Wolf stopped teaching them. Man, that’s still hard to believe. Bet they’ll sell for a fortune.”


      “Oh yeah. They’re gettin’ auctioned for sure.”


      “There goes that dream.”


      “Who knows, maybe we’ll find a money tree somewhere.”


      Suddenly, I had two options: find the Labyrinth of Wiles and head straight there to save the Drakesworn like I told the Thunder Dragon I would, or go to the auction and buy those sisters. Man, they just had to mention the Lineage of the White Wolf. I could have treated them to some beer, gotten the information we needed, and been off, but if those women were in a tight spot, I didn’t want to leave friends of the Lineage in trouble. In times like these, it always felt like someone was there to show me the way, and this time it was surely Monsieur Luck playing that role.


      I noticed my team looking at me and thought for a moment. “I guess we’re lucky those adventurers are loud talkers.”


      “What will we do?” Lionel asked.


      “I don’t know who those girls are, but if they’re friends with the Lineage and they really did learn from them, then I want to do something.”


      “As I knew you would,” Lionel said, his excitement evident.


      “The harem grows!” Ketty interjected. I knew she was fishing for a reaction.


      “I would like to meet this spirit magic user,” said Estia, the only one with an innocent interest, given her personal connection to the Spirit of Dusk.


      “The spirit magic user could be useful, and her sister too,” I remarked. Still, I wasn’t looking for them to join us or anything. Once they were free, I would prefer that they went back to the Lineage of the White Wolf.


      “There he goes being a softy again,” Ketty said.


      “We ought to learn when the auction is being held,” Lionel commented.


      “Right,” I said.


      “You’re awfully nice sometimes, sir.”


      “Only when it benefits me.”


      Everyone gave a wry smile at that comment.




      Kefin and my master returned a short while later.


      “The labyrinth is to the north,” Kefin reported. “Should be about half a day in our carriage.”


      According to him, there were several villages on the way, as well as facilities for adventuring parties to lodge in large groups.


      “We could be there by nightfall if we left now,” Brod said. “But they don’t call it the Labyrinth of Wiles for nothing. The place is filled with traps, and it could take a good while before we clear it.”


      “Has it been cleared before?” I asked.


      “Apparently, but dunno for sure. Parties can have their spirits broken easy by getting sent to the beginning right at the end, monsters can put ’em out of commission... It’s a nasty dungeon.”


      “Then it’s probably best that we stock up on food first. There’s a place I want to check out anyway.”


      “Where’s that?” he asked. “Before you ask, I don’t know if I can get you into HQ.”


      I laughed. “That does interest me, but I’m thinking of going to a slave auction.”


      Brod gave me a look. “Luciel...”


      “Hey, hear me out first. There’s a pair of sisters the Lineage of the White Wolf trained, and they’re being put up for sale.”


      “Shoulda figured you were in it to help someone. Well, I’m just here to see how my apprentice is holdin’ up and to beat some extra training into him. Do what you gotta do.” He looked away unconvincingly.


      “Yes, sir.”


      With that settled, I walked over to the adventurers we had overheard.


      “Excuse me, can you tell me more about that auction you were talking about?” I asked them bluntly. “I’ll heal those wounds for your trouble too.”


      Having Brod and Lionel behind me probably did more to convince them than my business smile. Either way, we succeeded in getting the details, and I healed them as promised, earning me yet another astonished crowd. Apparently, the healers in Grandol were extremely ineffective, and anyone with common sense knew that they’d get more of their money’s worth with a potion from the Doctor’s Guild.


      I decided to show them how a real healer operated and started to heal others, overexaggerated cheers rising up every time I cast a spell. Brod looked like a light bulb had gone off in his head when he left for the reception desk, saying he was going to “get things settled.” In his absence, the situation deteriorated with another surge of patients, though most were too amazed to interfere with my work, and they began to point me to even more people who needed attention.


      I hoped that my service would help improve the image of healers a little bit more. And I knew that I probably had my master to thank for the opportunity.

    

  

  
    
      02 — The Slaver and the Adventurer Sisters


      We got our hands on quite a bit of helpful information pertaining to the labyrinth, the sisters, and Grandol as a whole, mostly on account of Brod telling the adventurers that they could cover their healing fees with intel. Thanks to that, we were on our way straight to the shop where we had heard the sisters were being held.


      Only Lionel, Estia, and I would go inside, so as not to make a scene, while the others went to look more into the other bits of information we’d obtained.


      “Guess you can never be too careful,” I said.


      “Right you are,” Ketty agreed.


      “I want to investigate the labyrinth a little more,” Kefin said.


      I nodded. “Master, keep an eye on them.”


      I stepped into the stop, where a young man was waiting inside to greet us.
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      “Welcome,” he said. “Oh my, it’s been some time since we’ve had the pleasure of doing business with a healer.”


      The way he spoke somehow rubbed me the wrong way. It was refined, like a steward or attendant, not at all like a slaver.


      “You know I’m a healer?” I asked.


      “You give off a very distinct...impression. It reminds me of some loyal patrons of mine from a few years past.”


      “I see...”


      I thought it might have been my robe, but something told me there was more to it. It would probably be prudent to look into who these other healer “patrons” were at some point too. Not that I wanted to go sticking my neck out, but I had to report to Her Holiness at some point anyway.


      “What are you in the market for?” the man asked.


      “I heard rumors about a pair of adventuring sisters, actually,” I replied. “They were supposedly enslaved on the basis of having committed crimes.”


      “Word does indeed travel fast. But I’m afraid we intend to present them for auction tonight.”


      Everything matched with our intel so far. The sisters were being treated as particularly high value. But I’d heard that it was rare for simple debt slaves to be put up for auction, so just what sort of crime had those two committed?


      “Who’s allowed in?”


      “Anyone with coin,” he answered, “although we do ask that all participants put down one platinum piece as proof of interest.”


      Another point to Monsieur Luck. We’d made it just in time.


      “I think I’ll join in. But first—pardon me if this is too forward—I’d like to speak with the two ahead of time.”


      I produced a gold coin to sweeten the deal. I couldn’t just ignore them when they were supposedly friends of the Lineage of the White Wolf, although on a more personal level, part of me was wishing that one of them would conveniently be the mystic the dragon had asked me to find.


      The man hummed in thought. “Very well. I do ask that you keep the current state of the merchandise confidential, though.”


      Easier than expected. At least I’d get to see them now, but whatever he had meant by their “current state,” I had a feeling it wasn’t good.


      “All right. I swear to not speak a word of it until after the auction. Would you rather we made that a contract?”


      “That won’t be necessary. Now, if you’ll follow me.”


      “Stay on guard,” I muttered to Lionel. “Also...”


      “Yes, sir. I remember,” he replied. He was to keep watch for anyone strong who caught his eye. I wasn’t about to turn down any potential asset, especially if they turned out to be as strong as he or Ketty had.


      As we followed the man, we passed by a few other staff members. Further ahead, we saw the slaves, and in any other context I would have said they were living in luxury. The staff were thin and exhausted while the slaves sipped expensive-looking tea in their cells. It reminded me almost of a pet shop, except instead of cats and dogs, they were men and women. It wasn’t squalor, that was for sure, but it was certainly twisted in its own way.


      I ignored the creeping discomfort inside me and focused on the man in front of us. Based on the workers’ attitudes towards him, I figured he was the one in charge, which made something else all the more confusing. Why had he agreed to show me to the sisters for a single gold coin? Was there something about them that would ensure he’d make the sale at the auction? Or was there nothing in particular that would affect their value one way or another?


      “There’s no need to be so suspicious,” the man said. “I know how to make a profit.”


      “Of that I’m certain,” I replied.


      This was nothing like what I’d seen in Yenice. The interior was neat, spacious, and even decorated, but for all its splendor, I started to see differences in how each slave was treated. Be it in the size of their cell, the kinds of decorations, or their clothes. Even their meals were probably ever so slightly varied in quality. And it all seemed intentionally crafted to boost the value of his products. It was the expert mercantilism to Dhoran’s master craftsmanship. I couldn’t help but wonder what a man of his talents was doing selling slaves.


      The farther in we went, the lower the people’s quality of life became, and every cell that wasn’t the sisters made me more curious. By the sound of it, the sisters were supposed to be one of the hottest items at the auction. They were going to draw a crowd. So when we finally reached them, in the cell at the very back, I was speechless. I understood at once why the man had made me swear to keep their condition a secret.


      Stab wounds replaced their eyes, their ears were bloodied stumps, blisters covered their faces, their hair was entirely gone, their arms had become chipped hunks of stone, and necrosis due to some kind of poison had rotted their legs. I honestly had no idea how they were even still alive.


      It took everything I had to keep from casting Extra Heal right then and there. I had seen plenty of slaves in similar conditions, so I hadn’t thought something like this could still shake me. Estia, too, was crying and shaking, her hands covering her mouth. And then I realized why the two of us were so broken up over complete strangers: one of them was probably a mystic.


      “They were a beautiful pair not so long ago,” the slaver said in an unconcerned voice. “Poor things were betrayed by their party, and during their escape, they triggered a trap and fell right into a hydra’s lair. Despite surviving even that, in their fatigue they were captured by bandits disguised as fellow adventurers.”


      “Wouldn’t that make them illegally enslaved?” I asked.


      “Ah, had they not slain a group of adventurers upon leaving the dungeon. An unfortunate accident, really. The adventurers were only trying to help, and they had bright futures ahead of them.”


      They had probably taken the sisters by surprise, as the girls had presumably been blinded by then. It really was unfortunate. The real criminals here were the brutes who had sold the two for a quick buck. I had to remember to ask Brod to look into this incident more after the auction.


      “That is unfortunate,” I agreed.


      “It’s hard to blame them, though. Just look at them. I doubt they knew what they were doing. The bandits brought them to me like this, you see, and they were utterly unrecognizable. I only realized they were women later.”


      Why were they in such a sorry state if they were already exhausted enough to be captured? And the man himself wasn’t free from suspicion for buying them in the first place.


      “Can they even speak?” I asked.


      “Doubtful,” he replied. “I’m hardly certain they still breathe. Do keep in mind, however, that all purchases are final.”


      That came as little surprise. Their throats were horribly scarred. I could make out the traces of healing, but whoever had done it had done so only to keep them from perishing.


      “You can keep the money. Tell me, how do you plan on selling these two at an auction?”


      “There are many people in this world. Some with peculiar tastes. And I do not judge.”


      It felt like the slaver was peering through me for some reason. I didn’t like it.


      “How can I attend?”


      “Oh? You aren’t deterred?” His poker face wavered. “I see you’re one such individual.”


      “They were on good terms with an adventuring party I’m friends with,” I said. “I’d like them to at least spend the rest of their lives in peace.”


      “Completely understandable. Let me write you a letter of invitation.”


      “Please do. And I still want to have a word with them. Just in case.”


      “Of course. Find me when you’re finished.” He peered at me with discerning eyes. He had surely made me out as just another freaky customer.


      “You’re putting a lot of trust in me, leaving me here alone,” I said.


      “It’s not you I trust. It’s myself. And...” He trailed off, then flashed an unsettling grin. “Never mind. Forget I said anything. I’ll be waiting at the door.”


      The man left the room. For a slaver, he seemed to pride himself on being a good judge of character. Lionel told me that we were still being watched, however.


      I turned to the sisters. “My name is Luciel,” I said to them. “Chosen of the dragons and spirits. Do either of you have their blessings too?”


      There was no reply. They were simply stiff with fear, unresponsive to anything.


      “It’s likely their hearing has gone as well,” Lionel said.


      He was right. All we’d accomplish by being here was to frighten them. Estia would have turned to the spirit if Lionel weren’t here, but the fact that I could feel something told me that the spirit magic user wasn’t just an arcanist. It was possible that she was blessed.


      I thought for a moment, then turned to Estia. “You’re an arcanist, right? Can you communicate with them through the spirits? Give it a try, but no pressure.” I shifted my attention to Lionel, praying for her success. “Did you see anyone worth our time?”


      “I did. Two, in fact,” he replied.


      “Then we’ll talk with them before we leave. We could use them.”


      “We already are, sir. It’s the sisters.”


      I looked at their emaciated forms. “You don’t have to pull any punches, you know?”


      “The older strikes me as a practiced swordswoman, and the younger’s ability to wield the spirits speaks for itself,” he explained.


      “Well, I’m not that hungry for more power. I’d rather they put those skills to use in Yenice.”


      “I might have expected you’d say that.”


      He could think I was soft, but Yenice needed as much help as they could get. I considered this an investment.


      “That’s assuming we can actually win the auction,” I added.


      “Should we not, it will simply be as it was meant to be.”


      Sometimes I was jealous of Lionel’s decisiveness. I was pretty wishy-washy in comparison.


      “Fair point. Once this is all done, we’ll have to start preparing for the labyrinth. Should be busy.”


      Our conversation came to a lull, and I saw Estia shuffle from the corner of my eye. “Any luck?” I asked her.


      “Only with the younger one, sir,” she answered. “She asked me if we could purchase her along with her sister.”


      Good. There was our point of contact. They were in horrible shape, and their wounds were egregious, but those with blessings wouldn’t go out so easily. I wanted to heal them right that second, but I clenched my fists and endured it. I couldn’t yet.


      “Got it. Tell them to hang in there until the auction.”


      “Yes, sir.”
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