"You got a place to sleep?" Lyla asked later, as they were getting dressed, the steam clinging to their skin.
"I have a storeroom."
"Sounds cozy." Lyla said, though she didn't seem convinced.
"It's better than an alley." He shrugged. "I have a roof over my head. And a sword to learn. I think I'm doing alright."
"Well, if you need a place to stay, my door's always open." Lyla said, as she tied her hair back into a messy ponytail. It looked really good on her. "Assuming I can find a door to call my own."
"You don't have a place either?" Raven asked, buttoning up his newly-washed, albeit still-tattered, shirt.
"I have a friend. I stay with her sometimes. But... I don't like to overstay my welcome." She admitted, her voice quiet. "So, most nights, I find a bench, or a quiet corner."
"......"
They were both rats, in the end.
And somehow, that made Raven happy. He knew it wasn't fair to take solace in someone else's misfortune, but in his opinion, neither was it fair for him to walk through life as a beggar while assholes like Woody, Boris, and probably-his-sperm-donor lived as pompous, arrogant lords in a house as luxurious as this one, being able to do and have anything they wanted.
Wasn't this society fucked up?
But being in the same position, and experiencing the exact same things in this new life, eased his misery somewhat. Like they were kindred spirits, bonded by their unfortunate circumstances. "When I get my own place, you can come stay with me."
Lyla looked up from lacing her shoes. "Really? What do I look like to you, an escort?"
"Of course. What better way is there to bond than by sleeping in a house together, naked?" He answered without a hint of mockery, or innocence.
"Smooth, smart-ass. Smooth."
"I just try to be honest and accurate." Raven shrugged. "Who doesn't enjoy sleeping naked with a good friend?"
Lyla leaned in slightly to poke his forehead. "Naughty kids get the belt."
He leaned away, chuckling. "Are we already at the point where I'm expected to listen to you?"
She poked him again. "This is where all healthy relationships start."
"Healthy."
She shrugged. "Healthy-ish."
Raven grinned. "Ah, yes. The unhealthy aspect of being healthy."
"Indeed. We must maintain an appropriate imbalance in our health. As we are poor and we've only recently bathed, healthy becomes unhealthy-ish."
They finished dressing. Raven quietly looked up at her as she ran her hand through her long, red hair, enjoying the clean, silky texture.
Now, more than before, Lyla looked almost regal.
There was nothing exaggerated about her—no inflated proportions or impossible angles like those unrealistic figures worshipped online back on Earth.
Instead, Lyla possessed a gentle, natural beauty. There was just enough of her in all the right places, a gentle roundness to her hips and the delicate swell of her breasts, to remind you she was undeniably a woman, without ever seeming indecent. A rare flower of femininity.
At this moment, if she went back into the streets, she'd for sure make someone fall head over heels, begging her hand for marriage.
She caught him staring, and flashed him a charming, almost childish smile. "Don't stare, it's rude."
"You stared first." Raven pointed out, a tiny bit petulantly.
"As your big sister, I have a privilege."
Raven scoffed. "Big sister."
"Yes, that's the role I'm playing. Get used to it." Lyla said, flipping her hair out dramatically behind her, a mannerism that had an odd effect on him—like a knee-jerk response from some primitive, ancestral instinct.
"......"
"Alright, then." Raven sighed, grabbing his coin pouch. Slowly, they walked out of the establishment, with the clerk from earlier still blatantly eyeing him in a 'what's wrong with his anatomy?' fashion.
"I guess I'll see you around, Lyla?"
It was getting quite late, and he had to get back to the dojo for more training.
"You better." She replied. "Oh, and thank you for the bath, Raven. It's been so long since I've bathed like that, in a proper, beautiful bathhouse... and the company wasn't bad, either."
"Take care out there."
She looked at him, as though weighing something in her mind, then, in one swift movement, she reached up and mussed his hair with her fingers. It felt weird, like having his feathers ruffled.
He squirmed uncomfortably. "Hey!"
"If you grow a bit more, I might start taking you seriously."
Raven scowled. "I look forward to the day I have to look down to look into your eyes."
Lyla chuckled softly, waved her hand, and walked away.
xXx
As usual, when someone's busy, and doesn't have all the free time in the world like a lazy man does, the passing days become a blur.
Nova continued Raven's gruelling, exhausting, and frustrating training sessions with little pause or mercy.
First the grueling warm up calisthenics, consisting of a long, fast run, weight-bearing and strength exercises, and flexibility training with pushups, sit ups, and various jumping jacks. And then, the true meat and potato of a good workout—the art of the sword. S
Surprisingly, the hardest part of Raven's training was not handling the sword, but getting his body specs ready to be fit enough to actually swing one without failing in the middle of battle. Because the moment Raven managed to hold onto a sword for more than one minute, Nova found out that it wasn't a simple fluke that he'd learned the Three Wonders so quickly.
The boy absorbed swordplay like a sponge, even managing to keep up with Nova's more complex techniques after a few tries.
But as soon as the training reached the one hour mark, he would be too exhausted to even move, let alone lift a sword. His stamina was the biggest bottleneck.
Raven, for his part, was surprisingly stubborn about things like that. He had a surprising amount of tenacity and grit. He would push himself as hard as he could, always trying to improve. The blood matting the tips of his hair and the raw bruises covering his arms and legs were evidence enough that he didn't hold back.
For a kid, he had a disgustingly high pain tolerance, and a willingness to get hurt that made Nova wince to watch sometimes.
Raven's wooden sword struck through the air following Nova's instructions with impeccable form and speed. He had the adequate form of someone who had been swinging a sword for months, not days.
It was... impressive.
The boy had a natural talent for the blade. And if the trend he was showing continued, by the time the seven days were up, his skill would already surpass what Nova would normally expect of an average beginner.
The wooden sword clattered on the floor. Raven chased after it, in a more undignified manner, landing face-first onto the hardwood floor.
"Fuck..." He mumbled, his palms torn bloody open, an unsightly mess.
Sweat dripped off him like rainwater. He had a thin, lean, almost starved build, but he was filling out slowly.
He'd lost a bit of the skeletal frailty and had a little bit of muscle and fat now, but he was still far too skinny.
She didn't understand how the kid had the energy to train like this, with such a pitiful body.
"That's enough." Nova said. "Go rest."
Raven groaned, slowly rising to his feet. His knees were scraped bloody, and his hands were raw and torn. His breathing was heavy, but steady.
"I can... keep going..." He wheezed, swaying unsteadily on his feet.
Nova shook her head, feeling a mix of exasperation and reluctant admiration.
"Your body needs to recover, kid. Or it won't be able to get stronger."
Raven's jaw clenched. He looked like he was going to argue, but finally relented. "Fine."
He bowed shallowly, and staggered off the training grounds, his steps unsteady.
Nova watched him go, a slight frown on her face. She didn't know what to make of him anymore. A street rat that walked in with a gold coin, offering a week of his life in exchange for training, turned out to have an inexplicable talent for the sword, and a stubbornness that bordered on insanity.
There was something... off about him. Something she couldn't quite place.
It wasn't just the miraculous improvement in his sword skills.
It was the way he carried himself, the way he talked, the look in his eyes... It was all wrong for a twelve-year-old boy. She knew the streets bred a different kind of child, a child who grew up too fast. But Raven was something else entirely.
She shook her head. It wasn't her business. He was just a student. A student with potential. Potential that she could either nurture or crush.
And she was not one to crush potential.
...
The door to the alchemist's shop creaked open, and Raven stumbled in. 
He had cleaned himself as best he could at the dojo's well, but it was obviously not the same as the bathhouse.
"You're here." Cassandra, as always the perfect image of a mad scientist, greeted him from behind her cluttered desk. "What a lovely sight you are, my little experiment."
Raven shot her a flat look as he dropped into a chair. "Feeling's mutual, madame witch."
Her lavender eyes glinted with amusement. "Ah, my poor, sweet test subject. How I have missed your witty tongue."
"Save it." He sighed, slumping in the chair. He was still damn tired. "Just give me the damn potion."
Unlike usual, Cassandra didn't go for the nearest vial on her table. Instead, she stared at Raven for a long, silent moment. "You won't drink today."
Raven blinked. "What? Why not?"
Cassandra stood up and walked around the table to stand before him. "Because I am not a fool. I am aware that this is the fifth day, and none of the four previous elixirs have produced the results I anticipated. In fact, we can argue that there are no results to speak of."
He narrowed his eyes. "So, what does that mean? You're giving up?"
"Oh, no." Cassandra said, a slow, creepy smile spreading across her face. "You see, my previous hypothesis that you merely lacked the necessary baseline to react to my elixirs may have been flawed. While the Stoneblood Elixir's failure certainly supports this theory, it doesn't quite account for your complete lack of reaction to the others."
"......"
"The point, my dear boy, is that your body might be... resistant. Immune, perhaps, to the usual methods of alchemical alteration. This could be due to a number of factors. A unique genetic disposition, an unknown magical affinity, or simply the fact that you're a stubborn little pest who refuses to cooperate with science."
"Isn't that a good thing, then? I'm immune to your weird potions."
She shook her head, looking at him with pity. "Immunity is a double-edged sword, my little rat."
Raven's brow furrowed. "What do you mean?"
Without another word, Cassandra turned to a shelf filled with countless vials and retrieved one containing a shimmering, golden liquid. A standard healing potion, the kind even the poorest adventurer might have to save up for.
"This." She said, holding it up. "It's a standard healing potion. Not the best, but still enough to mend simple surface injuries within seconds. Now, observe."
Before Raven could react, Cassandra uncorked the vial and poured the contents directly over his torn, blistered hands.
The warm, honey-like liquid dripped between his bloody fingers, coating his raw flesh. It should have brought immediate relief.
Nothing happened.
The potion simply ran off his hands, pooling on the floor as if they were ordinary stones, leaving his wounds untouched. His bloody, blistered skin remained just as it was, stubbornly unchanged and now wet.
"See?" Cassandra's chilling voice held a hint of satisfaction at having her point proven. "Whatever makes you resistant to my elixirs also rejects the benefits of ordinary healing potions. You understand what this means, don't you, little rat? As long as you remain resistant to the altering properties of alchemy, you can no longer access the common methods of healing and recovery, and as a result, every injury, no matter how minor, poses a permanent risk to your life."
