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      Edimar frowned as he walked down the street of Attan’s Hold, considering his morning.

      There were few things that Edimar feared anymore. Armies of goblins? Most of them were less than level three hundred, which made them fodder. Dragons? Most of them took one look at him and went the other way. Oh, he wasn’t invincible by any means, but he was approaching the upper end of what the Mountains of Mist or Emberhome could throw at him. If he wanted to keep progressing, he’d have to move somewhere which could challenge him, and that would be… problematic. Especially after Emma had broken down crying.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Edimar admitted at last, nodding to Yalten, who was setting out fresh bread. The Level 550 Mountain Human Divine Baker gave a wave in return, but despite the incredible smell, Edimar didn’t find himself tempted to buy anything. Not today.

      “Neither do I,” Sifari said, letting out a soft sigh as she shook her head. His wife looked surprisingly pensive, considering her usual confidence. “If we want to level, we need to face stronger opponents. Yet if we move to where we can face anything that powerful, Emma’s progress will stagnate. She may be able to level more quickly due to her surroundings, but she will not be able to gain practical experience. I see only two options at present.”

      “What would those be?” Edimar asked, stepping aside so that a thunderhoof-drawn skysled could pass, its bed so heavily laden with goods that it couldn’t hover more than four feet off the ground. Given the spatial enchantments on the sled, he had to wonder whose delivery it was, though the thought passed after a moment.

      “One is unpalatable and has two variants. Either we stop improving, and move somewhere that she can learn properly, or we find the challenges we require and bring her with us regardless. I don’t like it, but it’s an option,” Sifari said precisely, her nose wrinkling. Edimar’s face twisted as though he’d bitten into something foul, as he didn’t like either option. Part of the reason he and Sifari got along so well was their shared ambition… but he also loved their daughter, and stomping on her potential was unthinkable.

      “You’re right, I don’t like it. The other?” Edimar asked.

      “We send her to a friend or relative in a lower-level region, and let them mentor her,” Sifari said simply.

      Edimar had to force himself not to say anything as frustration swelled inside him. Losing the chance to mentor his own daughter? That was almost as bad as letting her stagnate or stopping his own progression. It was unthinkable. Still, he kept his anger under control.

      “You aren’t wrong. I wish you were, but you aren’t,” Edimar said, taking a deep breath, then let it out again. “I’ll have to think about it. I don’t think any of my friends or family have mentorship skills. You?”

      “Possibly, but not necessarily ones who could help her. Most of the skills of that sort I’m aware of are more specialized, and not appropriate for her chosen path,” Sifari admitted, letting out a sigh. “I’ll send some letters tonight and make inquiries.”

      “Agreed. I’ll do the same,” Edimar said, pushing open the door of the Mercenary Guild for Sifari.

      The interior of the guild hadn’t changed in the last few days, its cleaning enchantments doing wonders for its appearance. Soft carpeting deadened sounds, while the walls were made of red-hued stone that was strong enough to double as fortress walls. Unfortunately, they’d been required to do that a few times over the years.

      Edimar mostly ignored the tables, nodding to a few of his acquaintances who were around, and headed over toward the guild desk. Taltan Sor was sitting behind it, a tall, burly Level 632 Adamant Lithicar who’d served at the guild for as long as Edimar been in Attan’s Hold.

      “Hello, Taltan. We’re here to turn in some of the items we gathered over the last few days and see if there are any new requests for high-end items from the mountains,” Edimar said, reaching into his belt pouch to start pulling out the items that they’d gathered.

      “Hello, Rage, Crimson Rain. Certainly, I can take care of that for you,” Taltan said politely, nodding to them as he finished his work, then set it aside to examine what they’d presented, “There are currently only two requests which meet your usual preferences. There is a request for five undamaged roc eggs, and another for ten claws from storm drakes that are at least level five hundred and fifty.”

      It was all Edimar could do to resist scowling. The storm drakes wouldn’t be a problem, they weren’t much of a threat to either of them, but undamaged roc eggs? Refraining from damaging them would hamper him significantly, and he was tempted to decline then and there. He resisted the urge, though.

      “The eggs would be hard, but I’m pretty sure that we can get the claws. How soon do they want them?” Edimar asked, rubbing his chin.

      “As soon as possible. However, I should inform you that if you deliver the day after tomorrow, I will not be present to receive the delivery. My assistant, Lara, will be taking over my duties as Guild Secretary,” Taltan said, jotting down notes about the various bundles of herbs and chunks of ore that they’d delivered.

      Edimar blinked in surprise, since he hadn’t expected that response.

      “Are you moving to a higher-level region?” Sifari asked quickly, her back straightening. “I thought you weren’t interested in leaving Attan’s Hold.”

      “You are partially correct. I’m not interested in moving to a higher-level region. However, an old acquaintance of mine reached out to me yesterday, informing me that things in my hometown have changed significantly,” Taltan said. Pausing, he considered them for a moment with his odd amethyst eyes before asking. “Have you heard of Castra?”

      Edimar pondered, then snapped his fingers after a few moments of thought.

      “Castra … that’s the city with the training dungeon, right?” Edimar said. He’d heard of it, of course, mostly because of its proximity to a few areas that he’d considered for leveling a hundred and fifty levels or so ago. The mention of it puzzled him, but he continued. “The one where people can level up to three-fifty or so, with each floor being appropriate for a ten-level range? It also has some demiplane sections for other environments, if I remember right.”

      “That sounds right. It’s a fair distance to our east. I thought about going there when I was lower level, but the cap was too low for my preferences,” Sifari added, nodding slowly. She seemed more interested, and it only took Edimar a moment to realize why. That area could be ideal for Emma, assuming they could find a mentor for her that they trusted.

      “That is correct. However, what you may not be aware of is that the dungeon in Castra has one hundred floors, and thus should be able to allow steady leveling all the way to level one thousand. The problem is that for centuries, no one has been able to get past the thirty-fifth floor. The gates were simply impossible to bypass,” Taltan said, smiling slightly. “As of yesterday, that has changed. A group opened the thirty-sixth floor, and according to the message I received, divinations indicate that the way is opened all the way to the seventieth floor, which is appropriate for those of level seven hundred. At my friend’s request, I am transferring to Castra to assist with the subsequent changes. They will need a higher-level secretary on-hand, and it will be good to go home.”

      Edimar opened his mouth to reply, then stopped, his mind still processing what Taltan had said. He blinked, then looked at Sifari incredulously, disbelief at the gift the gods had dropped into their hands warring with his excitement.

      “Are you certain?” Sifari demanded eagerly, not even looking at Edimar, her red eyes practically shining. “Is it really able to accommodate people of our level?”

      Taltan just smiled and shrugged. “If you do not believe me, you can always wait for word to spread through official channels. I do know that you would have to work your way down to appropriately leveled floors, however, and the dungeon is not forgiving of those who attempt to break its rules.”

      “I suppose we could wait,” Edimar murmured thoughtfully, reaching up and tapping his chin. “Still… it sounds like you may have solved one of our worries. Thank you, Taltan. We’ll have to look into this.”

      The lithicar looked a little surprised for a moment, then smiled. “If I assisted you, then you are most welcome. Now, about these quests…”

      Edimar set aside the new information and focused on the present. He could worry about moving to a different city later. He wanted more information first, but it’d be completely worth it if it meant that Emma didn’t cry again.
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      “Gently… gently…” Eldrikrax muttered to herself, carefully lowering a paw toward the granite outcropping. She felt her paw touch the surface… then sank into it slightly, and she cursed. “Gods-cursed fragile trash!”

      She snatched her paw away and glowered at the impression in the stone. It was at least an inch deep, and the worst part was that it was the best she’d managed so far, with each of her attempts sitting right in front of her, almost as if they were taunting her.

      Eldri had thought that she was being careful the first time. She’d left an impression of her paw two feet deep in the stone before she’d realized what was happening, and the force had caused part of the stone to melt and compact into a glass-like surface at the bottom of the impression. It was pretty but worthless, as well as being a record of her failure to control her strength. The only reason Eldri didn’t annihilate it entirely was to use it to remind herself of how easily she could have killed Talyn. Not that doing so would be hard, but she didn’t want to kill the succubus. Loathe as Eldri was to admit it to others, she cared about Talyn.

      Each of her dozen attempts had improved, the impressions shallower and shallower, but if Eldri tried again, she was liable to destroy the entire mountain peak. That would draw rather more attention than Eldri wanted. She didn’t have the best temper, and she was especially not used to failing. It was an affront to her pride, and she snorted, accidentally proving the point when a section of stone simply eroded under the blast of air. It was time to stop for the moment, before she did something she regretted.

      “I need to inflict this misery on the others…” Eldri muttered, glowering at the outcropping again, then turned her attention to an unmarred cliff face nearby.

      With a thought she manipulated her void magic, and a whisper-thin section of stone behind a large slab of granite evaporated. The stone parted around her claws like it was water, the stone cracking and popping as it separated, but another thought erased the sounds before they could spread. Then, with hardly any effort at all, she hefted the five-foot thick, thirty by thirty chunk of granite into the air and allowed the dungeon’s insistent tugging to yank her back to the ninety-ninth floor.

      The instant she arrived, Eldri took a deep breath, drawing in the dense, comfortable magic that permeated the floor. The upper floors, and the surface, always were too thin for her comfort, but it didn’t actually hurt her. It was just uncomfortable. The next moment she had to hastily create a void field around the granite slab to prevent the magic from permeating it. It wouldn’t be useful for the stone to grow stronger when she intended to watch the others fumble about like she had.

      “It’ll serve them right,” Eldri murmured, smiling to herself as she flexed her power and teleported to Danu’s domain.

      She appeared in the middle of the artificial city Danu had built to find the Creation Guardian was in the middle of carving a creature that Eldri vaguely recognized from some of Talyn’s descriptions. It was multiple wheel-shaped rings within rings, with eyes all over. Danu looked over at Eldri, then at the rock slab, her brow furrowing.

      “Eldrikrax. What… is that?” Danu asked, sounding moderately perplexed.

      “It’s stone from one of the other areas of the dungeon, from close to the entrance. It’s one of the hardest stones there,” Eldri replied, offering it to the other guardian. She carefully kept her frustration to herself. “I believed that it could help us learn to control our strength.”

      “Interesting. Let me see—” Danu’s words cut off as she touched a corner of the slab, and the corner simply vanished. A drop of molten stone hit the ground with a crack like thunder before her words could even reach Eldri’s ears.

      She looked at the stone, then at the ground. Eldri barely resisted the urge to grin victoriously.

      “This could be a problem,” Danu said calmly, dusting her hands off.
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        * * *

      

      Old Sanders whistled to himself as he hiked along the ridgeline, keeping an eye out for anything which seemed promising. The nice thing about being an Inevitable Prospector was that the longer he was searching for a patch of ore, the more potent his senses grew, at least until he found a vein he was willing to mine. Then it’d reset, but that was fine with him. He didn’t do this for the money, he did it for the challenge and the experience.

      Today, something was itching at his senses, something he couldn’t quite place. It was obnoxious, but over the years he’d learned not to push things. So he looked back and forth idly as he ambled along, his pick slung over his shoulder… then stopped as he caught sight of something odd lower on the mountainside. He saw a perfectly flat surface, which was almost unheard of in the Rocks. It was enough to rouse his curiosity, so he glanced around until he found a route down to the area. Adjusting his grip, he made his way down… then stopped, blinking in shock at what he found.

      An enormous section of the cliffside had been torn away, with the back of the section a perfectly smooth surface, almost like the work of an earth mage. The section was about two paces deep, and ten across, with mostly jagged fracture lines around the edges. Mostly, because there were spots where what looked like enormous talons had driven through the rock to rip the stone out of the cliff face. The shimmer made it look like the stone had liquified when the claws had punched through it, too.

      Even more daunting were the paw-prints driven into the stone. Not just the ones that were in a row, no. Old Sanders looked at the mountainside, picking out the places where a truly enormous creature had stood, its claws and paws pressing into the stone and giving a basic idea of just how big it was. He couldn’t imagine how a creature almost as long as the ridge was tall could have gone unnoticed, but that’s what appeared to have happened.

      All of which meant that the row of a dozen paw prints driven into the stone, prints he could have comfortably laid lengthwise inside of twice over, struck Old Sanders as a warning, even if his Danger Sense wasn’t acting up.

      “G’day, Elder, and thank you for the warning. I’ll be on my way,” the old dracoling said aloud, and turned to walk away, leaving the scene behind without a second thought.

      When he found a large deposit of gold along his new path, well… Old Sanders just smiled and decided that he’d have to make a larger donation to the gods than normal.
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      The clip-clop of hooves on stone was slightly unnerving. Not because Talyn hadn’t heard them frequently, but because she wasn’t used to taking a carriage. She and Melody normally walked everywhere, but her new bodyguards had flatly refused to let her walk to the Delver’s Guild today, not considering the reason for their visit. Talyn had hesitated, but eventually agreed with them. Besides, the guild’s carriage had heavy defenses in place, and she’d already nearly been assassinated once this week, while dozens of con artists had emerged from the woodwork over the last few days.

      “Nervous?” Melody asked, sounding amused.

      Talyn shot her companion a look. Melody was just as beautiful as always, with dark brown skin, silver-blue eyes, long blue-white hair pulled back in a high ponytail, and gold hoop earrings. More unusually for her, she was wearing blue trousers and a white blouse rather than her usual blue and white leathers.

      Melody was a goddess of death and music and had chosen to accompany Talyn as her summoned guardian when she’d reincarnated into this world, though almost no one was aware of her true nature. A certain part of Talyn took pleasure in other people’s ignorance of who they were talking to. She also looked forward to seeing their reactions if they ever found out. Talyn’s reincarnation had been unexpected, and one of the few things she disliked about it was that she hadn’t been allowed to remember so many aspects of her previous life. It was hazy for the most part… and didn’t matter under the current circumstances.

      Flashing a smile, Talyn replied in a dry, sarcastic tone. “Why would I be nervous? I was only nearly assassinated for having the temerity to help open the lower floors of the dungeon. Plus, now I’m about to become one of the wealthiest people in Castra, which I’m sure won’t cause more issues, all while not being entirely sure about what my place in the world is. Why would that possibly make me nervous?”

      Melody chuckled, shaking her head as she clicked her tongue chidingly.

      “I know, I know… I’m sorry, I’ll be more serious,” Talyn apologized, flushing for a moment as her tail’s tip flicked nervously. “Yes, I’m a little nervous. I’m not expecting an attack, but I wasn’t expecting the previous one, either. Plus, we have no idea what we’re going to get from the guild, aside from it being valuable. It just makes me anxious. What about you?”

      “The only thing I’m nervous about is the possibility of someone managing to kill you, so you’d best keep a wary eye on your surroundings,” Melody replied, smiling slightly. “As for the reward… it’s going to be worth a lot. If nothing is useful to us, you can just sell it and buy things you want.”

      “First on the list is improving our security. The other day was… unpleasant,” Talyn said, her heart clenching as she remembered how Melody had been stabbed. It’d been enraging, and if she never saw it again, it’d be too soon.

      “Agreed. We were lucky,” Melody said, her smile fading somewhat.

      “Luck… that’s a word for it,” Talyn muttered, shaking her head. She knew better, based on the descriptions of what had happened.

      To their knowledge, three groups of assassins had broken into Talyn’s home. Questioning indicated that one assassin, the highest-level one at over level two hundred, hadn’t shown up, but the other nine had each been over level one hundred and fifty, while Talyn and Melody were only level one hundred and twenty-three.

      Six of the assassins had died elsewhere in the manor, and the fight with the group which had reached them had been incredibly close. Talyn considered it a minor miracle that they’d survived, if she was being honest. If either of the other groups had reached them, it would have ended very differently, but the way they’d died was suspicious.

      The district guard had been unnerved when their necromancers had been unable to learn anything from the assassins regarding their deaths. The necromancers could question them about anything else, but not how they’d died. One group had been cut to pieces within the reach of a vine growing in her manor’s atrium, while the others had been cut in half by a fiery weapon in the art gallery, which happened to be home to a small statue that Talyn had been given. A statue which had been very close to their bodies.

      Both the seed the vine had sprouted from and the statue had been gifts from the incredibly powerful guardians of the ninety-ninth floor of Castra’s dungeon, which made Talyn certain that they were responsible for her survival. For that matter, if she hadn’t been carrying a seed from another of the guardians, one containing absurd amounts of life magic, she’d likely have succumbed to the poison on a weapon. Not that Talyn was going to tell anyone except Melody about that. A part of her was rather suspicious that the missing assassin might have been intercepted somehow. Since there wasn’t a body, Talyn knew that any of the guardians could be involved.

      For her part, Melody just smiled. She knew exactly what Talyn was referring to, and that was more than enough to help Talyn relax. Slightly.

      The carriage continued to roll down Castra’s streets, drawing only a little attention from the people around them, particularly with how cold it was. Most of the attention they received seemed to be on her bodyguards. They were from the Guardian’s Guild, and all four of them were level two hundred and fifty or higher. Even so, they weren’t that out of the ordinary. Talyn had seen plenty of carriages with guards like this since arriving in Castra, she’d just never expected to be in one of them. Not this soon, anyway.

      Soon they left behind the fine buildings of the Gold district and entered the Dungeon district, which wasn’t much different, though the buildings were slightly sturdier-looking. The tall, thick walls surrounding the dungeon loomed over most of the buildings, and once again Talyn wondered what sort of defenses were on them. Not that she’d ever dare check, since that might be seen as a hostile act by the soldiers stationed there.

      Soon enough they reached the Delver’s Guild, stopping in front of the administration building, and Talyn inhaled as the wagon rocked to a halt. She reached for the handle, only for Melody to grab it first. She looked up to see Melody’s chiding look.

      “None of that. I’m going first, since I’ll revive if I’m killed. You aren’t that lucky,” Melody said mildly. Her words also sent a pang of guilt through Talyn. She hated the idea of Melody viewing herself as expendable, but that didn’t make it less true.

      “I know, I know… I just don’t like it,” Talyn conceded with a heavy sigh. “I don’t like seeing you get hurt.”

      “Which I appreciate. We’re just going to have to get used to being on the receiving end of more attention, hm?” Melody said, smirking at Talyn, then leaned forward to give her a brief kiss. “Now, look happier! You’re about to gain the sort of fortune that most people can only dream of.”

      Talyn couldn’t help a laugh, shaking her head in amusement, then straightened slightly, trying to put a confident look on her face. Somehow, she suspected she’d be the lowest-level person in the meeting that was coming, but at least she had a skill that would protect her from the worst effects of their social skills. She didn’t want to give away her entire fortune as soon as she got it.

      Opening the door, Melody stepped outside, looking in either direction before stepping down fully and nodding. Then she offered Talyn a hand down. Talyn drew a breath, then took her hand and stepped out of the carriage.

      The moment she emerged, Talyn was on the receiving end of numerous appraising looks. Then there were more as some people realized who she was. Excitement practically buzzed through the air, and Talyn grew even happier that she had guards. She nodded to the current head of the guards, a silver-haired dracoling in plate, smiling at her.

      “Thank you. Will you be coming in, or staying outside?” Talyn asked softly.

      “Two of us will remain with the carriage to ensure that it remains safe for your return trip, while I’ll accompany you with the other guard,” Imriel said, the Level 263 Sky Dracoling giving Talyn a thin smile. “We will remain outside the room to preserve your privacy but will be available in the case of an emergency.”

      “Excellent, thank you,” Talyn said politely, though she didn’t truly feel that way.

      She considered the chances of an attack in the middle of the Delvers Guild to be more unlikely than anywhere else in the city, except possibly in the Duke’s palace. She wasn’t going to argue with a bodyguard, though. Not when she’d double-checked to ensure this was a group actually hired to keep her alive, rather than being impostors. Some people might think she was paranoid. Melody and Talyn didn’t agree.

      They waited for a few seconds for the guards to situate themselves, then Melody led the way into the building. Talyn had been here a couple of times before, such as when she’d given the guild the information on how to open the thirty-sixth floor of the dungeon, so she wasn’t surprised by the nice surroundings. What did surprise her was that she saw someone waiting for her who she recognized.

      Bernard was a Level 224 Fire Human who was athletic and had thinning brown hair atop his head, as well as calm brown eyes. The man was the guild’s treasurer, as far as Talyn had been able to determine, which explained his presence. He smiled on seeing Talyn, inclining his head slightly.

      “Greetings, Miss Talyn. I’m glad to see that you’re doing well, despite the unfortunate events of the last few days. And you as well, Miss Melody,” Bernard said respectfully, his hands folded in front of him.

      “I’m glad to be here, though please call me Talyn. Miss Talyn seems a little too formal for my tastes,” Talyn replied, approaching him with a small smile. “I’ll admit that I wasn’t expecting to see you, though perhaps I should have. I imagine this is an important event for you.”

      “And call me Melody,” the goddess chimed in with a grin.

      “Very well, in that case you should call me Bernard,” the man replied firmly, gesturing for them to follow him. “If you’ll follow me, we can speak in private. I can’t blame you for not expecting me, considering recent events. I’m quite pleased that Egan managed to track down those responsible as quickly as he did. While I’ll never claim he’s the most personable of individuals, he’s quite efficient at his job.”

      They walked through a door with a sign declaring it was for employees only. Talyn was surprised to find the rooms beyond were just as nice as the rest of the building.

      “That he is,” Talyn said, a shiver running down her spine at the memory of Egan. She’d only met him a single time, but his calm, clinical tone had been somehow more terrifying than almost anything else she’d dealt with. She was thankful he hadn’t come to interview her personally. Still, the fact he’d tracked down the person who’d hired the assassins in less than a day was impressive. “Do you have any idea why the baron wanted me dead?”

      “I’m afraid I only have the fuzziest of notions, as that isn’t my department. What I’ve heard is that it was mostly spite due to fear of his power being eroded by the opening of the floors, or some nonsense along those lines,” Bernard said, shaking his head in disgust. “I’m certain you’ll get more information once the duke’s investigation is complete, but that will be at least a week or two out. I expect there to be a great deal of politics involved, but Baron Thorn likely lost most of his allies due to this, assuming he isn’t executed outright. I give good odds that he’s stripped of titles and properties, then exiled.

      “That said, such isn’t why we’re meeting. I have representatives from the five banks holding your rewards in a meeting room, but first I believe that we should discuss what to expect before you walk into the room with them, preferably in private,” Bernard said, his expression turning serious as he glanced at Talyn. “I’ll be frank, they’re each skilled negotiators over level two hundred and fifty, and one of them exceeds level three hundred. They’re likely to try to get as much out of you as possible, as the funds have been effectively inaccessible to them for decades. If they can weasel good terms out of you, it will provide much greater progress to their classes and skills, as well as improving their standing with their employers. It might be tempting to simply pull all of the rewards from their banks and put them into a single bank, but I don’t recommend that. Putting it all in a single place means that if someone breaks in, they can clean you out in one fell swoop.”

      As he was speaking, they reached an office, which he led them into, leaving the guards outside. He closed the door firmly and activated an enchantment of some form.

      “Is that much of a concern?” Talyn asked, frowning unhappily. If he was mentioning it, it was yet another thing to worry about.

      “Normally, no. However, the opening of the thirty-sixth floor is going to upend expectations for some time,” Bernard said with a heavy sigh, offering Melody and Talyn each a chair. “Don’t get me wrong, the opening is going to be a significant boon to everyone, but up until now there hasn’t been much in the city to truly tempt those over level four hundred, even with the wealth set aside for those who opened the dungeon further. As such, most of the security precautions we have are intended to stop those below level five hundred at the high end. Anything more powerful was simply too expensive to acquire and wasn’t considered to be worth the cost. I’m certain that the banks will quickly upgrade their defenses, but if a high-level thief comes through, they could cause a lot of problems. I know that numerous organizations, including other branches of the guild, are bringing in high-level individuals to counter that, but it’s currently a risk. The entire city is going to be in flux for some time.”

      “Not too surprising. We’ve upended things that have been consistent for centuries,” Melody murmured. “Or rather, Talyn has.”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean I intended to,” Talyn replied, shifting uncomfortably in her chair, her tail twitching back and forth anxiously. “However… am I mistaken, or were you going to offer advice? I didn’t expect that.”

      “Normally I wouldn’t, but Guildmaster Sadja would like to form a good relationship with you, so she asked me to help where I can,” Bernard said, smiling a little more. “Now, I need to stress that I cannot negotiate for you once we’re in the room, so what I’m going to do is this. We’ll go over the standard rates you could expect at a bank for accounts of different sizes. That will tell you just how bad some of the deals that they’re going to offer are. Also, I’m told that you now have a skill to resist mental skills?”

      “That’s right,” Talyn said, unable to deny that she felt uncomfortable about him knowing that. Likely as not, one of the other guild members had a skill to let them see what skills she had, but that didn’t mean she had to like it. “It’s an evolved version, Iron Will, at the third tier. I also picked up a new skill to fill a slot, Sense Motives.”

      “That will help you a great deal with resisting their skills, despite the level difference,” Bernard said, and grinned as he added, somewhat morbidly. “I wouldn’t be surprised if your new skill jumps a tier before you’re done in there, either. Be prepared for a long slog, but the rewards will be worth it. Now, as for the rates, I’ve written them down here, so…”

      Talyn winced at the description of the experience she was in for but leaned forward to watch and listen.

      The complexity had nothing on what she remembered of finances from her previous life, and Talyn was determined to do well. The rewards had better be worth all of this.
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      Three hours later, Talyn was leaning back in her chair, feeling more like she was made of jelly than anything else. Or like she’d been wrung out like a damp towel.

      Bernard had been understating what Talyn had walked into. It had been all Talyn could do to resist the urge to simply withdraw everything and bank it somewhere else, the five negotiators had been such manipulative… no, she wasn’t going to finish that thought. Though it did make her wonder. Were there serpent animus? Talyn wasn’t sure, since all of the ones she’d met were based on mammals.

      Regardless, they’d tried to manipulate her at every turn, and if it hadn’t been for having to learn to resist the sheer presence of Eldri, Talyn would probably have crumbled before the weight of their social skills. She’d even managed to pick up their shock when she’d resisted their full-fledged efforts to convince her to take worse deals, and instead fought back. Their consternation had been the only pleasant thing in the meeting, as even the list of items she’d earned hadn’t been able to improve her mood much.

      Which wasn’t to say that the amount of money she now owned wasn’t impressive. In fact, the amount completely boggled the mind, and if it weren’t for the fact that the price of land had already spiked massively, it was entirely possible that Talyn would have been able to purchase the land of an entire district. Why, she might be able to negotiate with the duke to establish a new district if she wanted to. Not that Talyn wanted to, that sounded too much like politics and a major headache to consider.

      Her Sense Motives had gone up a tier, and both Immaculate Perfection and Iron Will had increased by a few percent, which was impressive for such a short period. On the other hand, Melody looked like she hadn’t even noticed how unpleasant the entire thing had been. Of course, she hadn’t been the target of the skills, but still, it wasn’t fair. The goddess was also writing in a notebook as she went over the list of items that weren’t simple coin.

      “How’re you still moving like that?” Talyn asked at last, a plaintive note in her voice. “I feel like someone took me to a washboard for a few hours.”

      “You’ve never had to deal with a multi-day meeting regarding the disposition of souls of varying compositions while deities argued over their destinations. This was a calm, relaxed meeting by comparison,” Melody replied without hesitation, glancing up and smiling at Talyn. “I might have been able to help, but it would have impeded your growth, so I refrained.”

      Talyn considered the description for about half a second before a shudder ran through her.

      “Ugh. That’s… yeah, you know what? I’ll take the meeting we just had over one like that,” Talyn said, sitting up again. “So… what’re you doing?”

      “Categorizing the various items more thoroughly than they did. They have three broad categories here; materials, completed items, and formulae. I’m splitting materials into alchemical, smithing, jewelry, carpentry, and generic categories. Formulae I’m leaving alone, since most of them are self-explanatory, but the vast majority are for enchanted items or alchemy,” Melody said, then tapped a sheet as she added. “The most interesting are the completed items. Most of them are useless to us, but there are a few skill tomes. All of them low-grade, unfortunately.”

      Talyn grimaced, considering for a moment before she stood and walked up next to Melody to look at the list. All of the skill tomes were in a single short column, since they were among the most valuable items.

      A skill tome could be used to learn a skill beyond the normal limit of twenty from your class and species, but there were limits to them. Each tome could only be used once, so those who crafted them charged significant amounts, especially since they had to possess the skill, and creating a skill book almost always resulted in a less powerful version of the skill than the maker had.

      Making the issue even more complex, you could only have one skill from a tome at a time, and there were other restrictions as well. For instance, a low-grade skill tome would grant you the skill, but the skill couldn’t increase in tier or evolve into a more powerful version of the skill. A mid-grade skill tome would let the skill increase in tier, while a high-grade skill tome allowed the skill to potentially evolve. That meant that the tomes she’d gotten were of limited utility.

      “They aren’t very good, are they?” Talyn said, examining the list critically. “Sensitive Nose… that sounds like a limited version of Enhanced Perception. I can see it being useful for some classes, but not for either of us.”

      “I’d rather not become a bloodhound, thank you,” Melody said, grinning slightly as Talyn laughed.

      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen. I think we’ll auction that one off. The others… Strong Back, Contortionist, and Cantrips,” Talyn listed, frowning thoughtfully as she tried to remember what she’d learned about basic skills. “Based on what I’m guessing and can remember from my classes, the first should help with carrying more items, the second makes you more flexible, and the third is just minor magical tricks that are more appropriate for a performer. I think that Strong Back and Contortionist are the most useful of them, but I really don’t want to use a slot on those when they can’t be upgraded.”

      “While you could always replace them, I don’t disagree,” Melody said, nodding. “It’s possible that the influx of people into the city will bring more crafters of tomes with them, and we could purchase something to help shore up our weaknesses. Auctioning them could help defray those costs… though it might be worth offering one or two to our friends. Consider the situation we found Aslith in. Contortionist might have allowed her to escape.”

      Talyn’s eyes brightened at that suggestion, smiling for a moment… but only for a moment before she remembered how the others had reacted to her offering gifts so far. They were generally reluctant to take handouts and were even more resistant if it was anything too expensive.

      “That’s a good point,” Talyn agreed, letting out a sigh. “Though I’m not sure she’d take it even if we offered. We can talk to her about it tonight. Anything in the equipment that would be good for us?”

      “I don’t think so. Most of it is either niche, like the combat fan, or is aimed at people who’re higher-level than us,” Melody said, flipping to a previous page to show her the items on it. “There are a few trinkets that I think would be a good idea, mostly things that are life-saving items, like this single-use one that purges poisons from up to a level four-hundred creature in an instant. We’re going to have to get them properly identified before knowing for certain, though. We really do need to find an appraiser to help us with that.”

      “True. I don’t think that Tammy is going to be able to help much with the alchemical reagents or formulae, not until she’s much higher level… it might be worth showing her the list, though,” Talyn said, frowning thoughtfully. “I know that Reagan was talking about finding a trustworthy analyst to work with here in the city, but I don’t know if he ever found one.”

      “We could ask Reya, you know,” Melody suggested with a suspicious-looking smile. “Yes, I know she works for the guild, but they already have the list of items, and we could always ask her to do it on her own time. She seems to like you, so I think you have good odds. For all I know, you could poach her from the guild. You were talking about acquiring more businesses to ensure that you don’t run out of money, hm? Not that there’s much chance of that, with as much as we just got.”

      “I… let me think for a few seconds…” Talyn said hesitantly. She considered the idea, tapping her chin.

      Reya was a lovely woman, in Talyn’s opinion. A secretary at the Delver’s Guild, the blonde mountain elf had always been friendly to Talyn, as well as being helpful and appraising the quest results with brisk efficiency. In fact, she’d appraised some of the items Talyn had brought back from the ninety-ninth floor and had seemed relieved to see Talyn again. That was hardly a universal response.

      The idea had some promise, though Talyn honestly wasn’t sure that an appraiser business would get enough traction to be viable on its own. She didn’t have enough context to know one way or another.

      “It isn’t a bad idea. Worst that happens is she tells me no, we find out there’s a non-compete clause, or something of that nature,” Talyn said at last, straightening and popping her back, which had some… oddities. Her tail popped in a few places too, which felt weird. “That said, I think we’ve kept Imriel and the other guards waiting quite long enough. Let’s see if Reya’s around, then we can find something for lunch?”

      “An excellent idea. I’ll finish sorting the items when we’re home,” Melody agreed, immediately bleeding off her ink pen into the inkwell and packing up.

      “Sounds good to me,” Talyn said. “One thing I need to keep in mind is that our equipment shouldn’t be too powerful… if it is, we won’t level as fast. We also need to figure out how to upgrade your armor and weapons. Your conjured gear is decent, but it’ll fall behind over time.”

      “True, true… but we should enchant your armor and weapons first,” Melody said, smiling a bit more as she slid the last of the tools into a small satchel. “Like I said, you’re more important than I am. Shall we?”

      “Of course,” Talyn agreed. She was tempted to put the documents in her storage bracelet, but it might be suspicious if they didn’t appear to be carrying them out of the room. Trying to keep Eldri’s gift secret was problematic at times.

      Melody opened the door, then relaxed marginally when they found Talyn’s guards still outside, looking slightly bored but still alert.

      “Sorry about the wait,” Talyn apologized to them, letting out a heavy sigh. “That took more time than I wanted it to.”

      “Not a worry, ma’am. I’ve had much worse jobs,” Imriel replied stoically. “Where to next?”

      “We’re going to go over to the building for turning in quests to check on someone, then we’ll go to a restaurant for lunch before heading home,” Talyn replied, shrugging. “Do you have any suggestions for food? I haven’t eaten at many restaurants in the Dungeon or Gold districts, most of the time we’ve just grabbed food from street stalls.”

      “That sounds familiar,” Imriel said, cracking a smile as she considered, then said. “It really depends on what sort of food you’re looking for. Are you wanting something formal?”

      “Hells no,” Talyn said, shivering slightly at that thought. “I’m a commoner at heart, thank you. Simpler, filling food is what I’d prefer. Someplace with a more relaxed atmosphere would be nice.”

      “In that case… the Oak Barrel?” Imriel asked, glancing at her fellow guard, and the human man quickly nodded, smiling broadly as he did so. “Yeah, the Oak Barrel. They’re a pub and have good food. You might want to try out Revian’s Fine Dining in Stone sometime, though it’s more formal. For a wider variety, there’s also the Temple of Community in the Bazaar. I recommend the Oak Barrel for now.”

      “I’ve heard of the temple, though I wasn’t sure what people were talking about… I’ll have to consider that at some point,” Talyn said, nodding slowly as she mulled the suggestion over. Then she winced as she realized that she probably wouldn’t be able to go to the same restaurants safely in the coming days. That was going to take some getting used to. She’d gotten a lot of attention just for surviving what the Joker had done to her, but the reward she’d just gotten was on a whole different level. It was going to be complicated.

      Shaking off the thought, Talyn sighed and let the guards lead the way out of the back halls of the guild. When they reached the foyer, business had picked up marginally, and curious looks came her direction. Talyn had a suspicion that several people would’ve approached her if it wasn’t for the presence of her guards, and it was all she could do to keep from frowning. This was going to get old really fast.

      Ironically, by the time they reached the room where people turned in their quests, they got less attention simply because there were more high-level people in the area, and there were also enough other people that most of them looked right past Talyn, at least until they saw the tail. Then they paid more attention, but fortunately Imriel was a good deterrent.

      Reya was on duty, and Talyn took a brief moment to admire the woman. She had golden-blonde hair, currently held back by a pair of silver clasps, steel-gray eyes, and a no-nonsense attitude about her. She wore what amounted to the guild’s uniform, which Talyn had never seen her out of, but cut an attractive figure in the trousers, blouse, and jacket. She was quickly going through the items that delvers had brought in and handing out rewards, all while placing the items on a cart behind her.

      It was busy enough that two other secretaries were on duty, helping with sorting the items, but Talyn thought that Reya was the best at it, just looking at how quickly her line moved. Considering for a moment, Talyn decided to just get in her line and chat that way, since she didn’t plan to take much of her time.

      She chatted a bit with Melody while they were waiting, mostly about the bits of the dungeon they’d seen together, as well as what they’d heard about lower floors. Eventually they reached the front of the line, and Reya smiled at Talyn, giving her a skeptical look.

      “Turning in a quest? I thought I heard that you were over in the admin building earlier,” Reya said suspiciously, looking Talyn over. “You also don’t look like you were delving.”

      “I wasn’t, I just wasn’t sure how to contact you elsewhere, so I’ll make this quick. I got a list of items, and I’m not sure their descriptions are complete. Is there any way to hire you to appraise them when you’re not on-duty?” Talyn asked quickly, blushing a little. She hated to use an official post like this, but… at least she wasn’t asking Reya for a date or anything like that.

      Reya paused for about half a second, considering, then nodded. “I’ll send you my contact information in a letter, and we can arrange to discuss it when I’m off-duty. Also, you probably should check your group search, I’ve heard the others complaining about the sheer volume of applicants. Now, please move along, Talyn. We’re busy.”

      “Sure, I can do… that…” Talyn said, moving to the side before she really registered what Reya had said, her voice trailing off as she processed it.

      A few months ago, before the Joker had sent her to the ninety-ninth floor, Talyn had requested to be matched to groups looking for more people, or for people who were looking for a group. It was something the Delver’s Guild did to help delvers group up. It’d been long enough, and had such poor results before she vanished, that she’d completely forgotten about it.

      If it was still open, though… that meant that anyone in the guild could have found out about it and could apply to join her group or try to recruit her.

      “Oh, hells…” Talyn whispered, almost despairing over how much paperwork was probably ahead of her. Melody just laughed at her misfortune, the traitor.

      Lunch might be delayed.
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      “You had how many applicants?” Gordon demanded, his eyebrows rising almost into his hair. The big man had a bushy brown beard and brown eyes, and he’d managed to level twice in the last few days, as he was now a Level 24 Warlord Human Defender.

      “They capped the party invitations at one hundred, and the requests to join my group at five hundred,” Talyn replied, a sour note to her voice as she shook her head. “Even having them remove everyone that wasn’t between level fifty and one hundred and fifty only dropped it to thirty and two hundred and fourteen applicants. I brought home the list, but after going through a few of them, I suspect that most are just trying to get their hands on my money, fame, or both. I’ll probably end up rejecting all of them rather than trying to sort out the serious applicants from the gold diggers.”

      “Gold diggers? That’s a new term to me, though rather self-explanatory,” Reagan said musingly, the Level 24 Star Dark Elf Acolyte sitting back in his chair as he thought. He was handsome, with purple-gray skin, white hair, and blue eyes with black sclera. “That said, I can’t say that I disagree with your inclination. It sounds like you’d have to deal with a lot of people with ulterior motives. We’re fortunate that we met you beforehand.”

      Elda snorted, looking up from her book. The Level 24 Feline Animus Adept had her legs curled up on the sofa, and her amber eyes narrowed as the blonde spoke bluntly, her black-tipped tail lashing once. “Would be dead if we hadn’t.”

      “Well, yes, but the point remains that we’re fortunate. Just for multiple reasons,” Reagan said, looking slightly embarrassed.

      “You’ve got that right,” Aslith muttered, still staring at the table. The Level 24 Wood Elf Rogue had black hair, and her blue eyes were currently almost blank, which Talyn blamed on the offer she’d made earlier. Aslith had been stunned speechless, and she still seemed to be mulling it over.

      Talyn just sat back in her chair, then yelped in surprise as Melody wrapped her arms around her. “Gah! When did you get back here?”

      “About the time you explained the number of applicants to Gordon,” Melody said smugly, grinning at her. “You need to work on your awareness of your surroundings.”

      “I need an Enhanced Perception skill. You’re far too sneaky with your skills,” Talyn countered, happily relaxing into the embrace after a moment. “I’ll have you know that I’m fairly good at keeping an eye out. I’m just not used to people being like ghosts.”

      Melody chuckled, while most of the others around the room smiled in response, Gordon laughing loudly.

      “I suppose that’s fair. I still think you need to be more careful, since there was the assassination attempt. You’ve already put out a request for upgrades to security, though, so hopefully we’ll be able to relax a little in the coming days,” Melody said, giving Talyn a skeptical look. “That said… is there a particular reason you moved that little statue into the bedroom?”

      “I’d really rather not say,” Talyn said, deliberately avoiding the subject. Some things were best kept secret. Instead, she looked between Aslith and Gordon before asking. “So… what do you two think of my offer? I’m not asking anything in exchange, and if you don’t want the books, I’ll just sell them off.”

      “Nope. I’ve got a plenty strong back already, so if anyone needs it, it’s Elda or Reagan,” Gordon said promptly, grinning at Talyn. “Thanks for the offer, though!”

      Elda didn’t even look up from her book before replying flatly. “No.”

      “And while it’s an interesting idea, I don’t think the skill fits what I’m looking for. Better to get the funds from it and purchase something more useful,” Reagan agreed.

      On the other hand, Aslith didn’t respond immediately, just chewing her lower lip slowly. Talyn waited patiently, letting out a breath of relief as Melody massaged her shoulders.

      “You’re making this hard for me, Talyn,” the elf said at last, a plaintive note to her voice. “I mean… this is a niche skill, and it’s more valuable than I care to think about! The robes you sold Elda were bad enough, but this is ridiculous! I could never hope to pay you back for it.”

      “Aslith…” Reagan began, only for his voice to trail off as he hesitated.

      Talyn rolled her eyes, since she’d been expecting a comment like this for a while.

      “Wrong. This is a low-grade skill book, which means that while it’s valuable, it isn’t priceless. If you reach level two hundred, it’s something that would be within your price range, assuming you could find one to buy,” Talyn replied, letting a tiny amount of her annoyance creep into her voice. “I intend for all of you to reach that level, and to me, this is just paying you back for helping me. Besides, if you had this skill you might’ve been able to escape when you were captured. I think that it’s better to give it to you rather than having it add to my already ridiculous bank accounts. I’m planning to buy all of you better gear, so why not this?”

      Reagan opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, Melody chimed in. “Let me clarify, she intends to buy you equipment that’s appropriate for people who are close to your level. For instance, buying you items for about level thirty will give you some room to grow while supporting you better. If we’re going to help you reach about the same level as us, you can’t be using equipment intended for someone who’s level fifteen.”

      The goddess’s tone was serious, and silenced any complaints they might have voiced. For a minute the room was mostly quiet, then Gordon spoke up, sounding a little uncomfortable. “Talyn… I think I know at least part of the issue. You know that we’re all childhood friends, right?”

      “Of course,” Talyn said, nodding.

      “Well… did you realize we were all from the same orphanage?” Gordon asked, rubbing his neck awkwardly.

      “…No?” Talyn said, blinking a couple of times, then her eyes narrowed as a memory stirred, and she continued. “Wait… I do remember something about an orphanage coming up back when we were talking about housing options. I don’t remember the details, though.”

      “You didn’t like the idea of a boarding house, and Aslith commented that it reminded her of the orphanage, then Reagan changed the subject,” Melody interjected softly, smiling a little more. “It was while we were on the road to Castra, so I’m not surprised you don’t remember the details.”

      “That’s… it’s been a while,” Talyn agreed, blinking. “I’m surprised I remember any of it, to be honest.”

      “So am I. I’d forgotten it came up at all,” Reagan said, his eyebrows rising.

      “Right, well, the issue is that the orphanage doesn’t exactly do the best, money-wise. I know we’ve all sent some of our earnings back to them, so I’m guessing that when Aslith looks at the cost of the book, it’s somewhat uncomfortable,” Gordon explained, looking a little sheepish.

      “That’s… part of it, yes,” Aslith conceded. “The price of this would probably be enough to fund the orphanage for years, if not decades.”

      “Hm,” Talyn murmured, frowning as she considering the comments.

      It was obvious what they were getting at, at least to her, and Talyn was fairly sure they weren’t asking her to fund the orphanage. At the same time, they were also quite loyal to it, which was a point in the orphanage’s favor. Part of Talyn rebelled at the thought of giving her money away to anyone, but at the same time… Talyn had seen her balance sheet. She had enough money to build a dozen orphanages without blinking. On the other hand, if she constantly spent money, she wouldn’t have much left in short order. She remembered what had happened to one of her friends who’d gotten too enthusiastic after winning a small lottery, in short order she’d been even worse off than she’d been beforehand. Talyn couldn’t decide… so she looked up at Melody.

      “What do you think?” Talyn asked, figuring that if anyone knew what Talyn was thinking about, it’d be her.

      “I think that it’s your decision, and it isn’t quite as necessary to force your coins to scream for mercy these days,” Melody replied, smirking. Then she leaned down to give Talyn a gentle, deep kiss.

      Talyn returned the kiss as best she could, though the angle wasn’t the best. When Melody broke the kiss she had a minor crick in her neck, so Talyn quickly looked down, rolling her head back and forth. The others were looking at her questioningly, and Talyn quickly came to a decision. One which made her feel a little better both on the front about not spending money directly, and on helping her friends.

      “Gordon? Whatever the book I offered you auctions for, you can send that amount to the orphanage,” Talyn said, her voice calm and matter of fact.

      Gordon’s eyes went huge, Elda’s ears perked up as she almost dropped her book, Reagan swore, turning to stare at Talyn, and Aslith gasped as she was yanked out of her funk, staring at Talyn and Melody with huge eyes. None of them spoke for an instant.

      “I… that wasn’t what I was trying to say, Talyn! I wasn’t asking you to give the orphanage money!” Gordon protested, raising his hands. Before he could continue, Talyn flicked a hand dismissively.

      “Oh, I know that. If you were, you’d have asked me directly, and you know how much I hate spending money,” Talyn said, smiling at him and shrugging. “At the same time, you obviously care about the orphanage you came from and want to help it. I could send them an enormous amount, sure, but at the same time, I want to be careful about my expenditures. Think about it this way, though. I was offering you the book anyway, so it doesn’t cost me anything to just send them the money it brings in. Maybe you can set aside part of it to set up businesses or something to help support the orphanage, or fund apprenticeships or things like that to make their lives easier. I don’t know enough about where you came from to give good advice.”

      “That’s… well, I suppose I can see that… it’s just a lot of money,” Reagan said, almost visibly floundering about as he shook his head. “I… you haven’t said how much you’ve gotten, and I didn’t intend to ask, but… is it really so much you can afford to sacrifice the book like this?”

      “Yes,” Melody replied without hesitation, speaking before Talyn could more than open her mouth. “To put it mildly, Talyn has enough that she could probably buy, oh…”

      “Most of the district, assuming the Duke allowed it. I could probably found a new district, wall and all,” Talyn agreed, flushing at the incredulous looks they were giving her. “Not that I would. I think I’m probably going to invest in other businesses, maybe buying a few and just paying people to run them for me, but otherwise… yes, I can afford it.”

      “…Thank you,” Elda said quietly, visibly considering for a moment, then slid a bookmark into place in her book and stood up, calmly walking over and wrapping her arms around Talyn to hug her. Talyn stiffened slightly, a little surprised, but relaxed when she realized it was just a hug, nothing more.

      “You’re welcome, though I have to admit that you’re making this a little awkward,” Talyn said, smiling slightly. “Isn’t it just nice to share when I’ve gotten lucky? Maybe I should even thank the Guildmaster of… what was, it, Woodriver? If it hadn’t been for him, I might never have come here, and almost certainly wouldn’t be in this position!”

      Breaking off the hug, Elda smiled, and Aslith flat-out laughed, her face lighting up with mirth for the first time in the better part of an hour.

      “True! Oh, I can just imagine his scowl when he finds out…” Aslith said, grinning and nodding to Talyn. “That improved my mood a lot, Talyn. Thank you… and thank you for what you’re offering. It’s more than I ever expected, even if we’re friends.”

      Talyn just shrugged and patted Melody’s hand, smiling.

      “Friends help friends… and if I’m going to survive the dungeon to help out my other friends, I’m going to need all the help I can get,” Talyn said, closing her eyes and letting out a sigh as she felt her back slowly relax.

      It was nice having friends and loved ones.
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      “You’re sure that you want me to appraise all of this?” Reya asked, looking over the armory. There was an uncharacteristic note of anxiety in her voice as she spoke, which Talyn could understand. There were a lot of items in the armory at the moment.

      She’d had the items she wanted appraised moved to her manor for the time being, and also had paid for heightened security while they were there. The armory, which had been essentially empty save for the equipment racks and various maintenance supplies, desks, and tables, was now full of equipment.

      Sixteen gleaming spears, three of them more like pikes and none of them matching, their blades made of oddly colored metal and with runes engraved into metal and wood. Twelve suits of full plate, one of them so ornate that Talyn wasn’t certain that a wearer would be capable of walking. No less than seven helms shaped like dragon’s heads. Fifty-five swords, varying from two-handed claymores to short swords. Three whips, the fighting fan, numerous shields… the list went on and on, and that was just the weapons and armor.

      One table off to the side held dozens of trinkets, each carefully placed with a blank tag attached to it, which had taken Talyn most of the morning to prepare, even having paid her friends to help out. As much as she wanted to trust them, Talyn wasn’t willing to let her maids come into a room with items that were this valuable. It was just too much temptation, in her opinion. Once everything was identified, anything she wasn’t using was either going to the auction house or back to the vaults.

      “You’re the only person I trust to do it, honestly,” Talyn said, shrugging. “You were nice to me before I got all of this, and you haven’t really changed, so… yes? Besides, I like you.”

      Reya scowled at Talyn, her anxiety seeming to vanish as she did so. The elf wasn’t wearing her uniform this time, instead she was wearing a nice pair of trousers and a beige blouse that suited her nicely.

      “I’ll have you know that liking someone is a poor way to choose business partners. You never know whether they have a deception skill that they’re using to get into a position to steal things from you,” Reya said tartly. “Now, am I going to cheat you? No, of course not, but I’d rather you were a little more careful about this sort of thing.”

      “I do have a skill to pick out things like that, though I’m not sure how well it’ll work against a deception skill,” Talyn admitted, looking away sheepishly. “It’s been… odd. My social skills didn’t work properly before being sent to the bottom of the dungeon, so I’m honestly not entirely sure how much is my charisma skills, and how much is the fact I’m really wealthy now.”

      She didn’t mention some of the other incidents she’d encountered over the last couple of days, since those were rather embarrassing. Sense Motives wasn’t entirely a good skill, as it allowed her to more easily pick up small lies meant to allow someone to be more comfortable. It also made her aware of other things, like how two of the maids she’d hired were attracted to her, and one of them made a point of working in the same room as Talyn as much as possible while bending over or stretching to clean upper corners in her line of sight. Talyn wasn’t sure how to deal with that, though she was flattered.

      At least she was certain that none of the maids were spying for anyone else. After subtly checking on that, Talyn had gone over typical wages for people in their positions, then gave each of them a healthy raise once she’d gone over her new accounts. That ensured that they were well paid, even compared to servants in the noble district, with promised raises if they reached level fifty or one hundred. Then she’d told them that they should let her know about any inquiries to pay them for information, and that she’d likely let them keep bribes so long as she approved any information they were supposed to share.

      “Probably both. Money speaks volumes to a lot of people. I’m not immune to it myself, as evidenced by the fact that this will probably take me… most of a week of my free time to deal with,” Reya said, obviously unaware of Talyn’s thoughts. “On the other hand, I must admit that your personal magnetism has increased markedly, even ignoring your sudden increase in levels. It’s an impressive effect.”

      “A week?” Talyn asked, her eyebrows rising, then she thought for a moment more, and realized. “Ah, of course. Writing out all the descriptions will take significantly longer than examining the items themselves, won’t it?”

      “Precisely,” Reya said, smiling warmly at Talyn. “If I just wanted to appraise each item, I could probably manage all of them today without too much difficulty. Writing down the value would be relatively easy, just add approximately an hour. Writing down all of their capabilities is significantly more time-consuming, however. If I had an enchanted pen that wrote what I dictate, or an assistant scribe, it would speed things up, but I don’t.”

      Talyn nodded, considering, then smiled and shrugged. “Well, in that case… would you care to join us for dinner or whatever other meals you’re here for, when visiting? One of the maids has the Apprentice Chef class, and I think she’s quite good, and improving quickly. I’m going to be gone midday tomorrow for a meeting, but aside from that I’ll probably be here most days.”

      “Oh? Who are you meeting with? Assuming it isn’t private information,” Reya asked curiously. “Also, so you’re aware, Guildmaster Sadja asked me to keep her apprised of what was going on here. I told her no.”

      Talyn opened her mouth, but Melody spoke first, the goddess stepping into the room as she interjected. “She’s doing three things. Earlier in the day she has a meeting with enchanters to upgrade her equipment so that we’re at least nominally equipped for the thirteenth floor when we get there, though we’ll be working our way down more gradually to get used to the dungeon and our own improved capabilities. We’ll also be going to consult with the Summoner’s Emporium in the Arcane district to gather information regarding how to upgrade my equipment so I don’t fall too far behind. Last, she has a meeting with Veeranna, Guildmaster of the Entertainment Guild.”

      Reya’s eyebrows shot upward, and she looked between the two in obvious surprise.

      “Is something wrong?” Talyn asked, her planned response vanishing as she grew more concerned.

      “I… must say that I’m a little worried,” Reya admitted cautiously. “I’ll address the other thoughts I had in a moment, but did you request the meeting? If you did, I must suggest that you reconsider. Guildmaster Veeranna’s presence is incredibly potent, as she was level three hundred and seventy-six the last time I saw her. She normally veils herself in public, as she’s dangerous to be around for anyone more than a hundred levels below her, unless you have a potent mental resistance skill.”

      “No, she’s the one who requested the meeting,” Talyn replied, frowning in concern. “I agreed to it as well. I do have a potent mental resistance skill, though. Iron Will, I developed it after spending so much time in the presence of the guardians of the ninety-ninth floor.”

      Reya’s mouth opened, then shut as she stared at Talyn. Then she smiled, laughing as she shook her head.

      “If anything would cause someone to develop an advanced mental resistance skill, that would be it, I suppose. Compared to a creature over level nine hundred, what’s a level four hundred, even if they’re a courtesan?” Reya said, visibly relaxing as she stepped forward and ran a finger along the haft of a mace. “I still would be careful, since Guildmaster Sadja is often at odds with her, but you should be safe enough.”

      “That’s certainly true,” Melody said, glancing at Talyn as she grinned. “I’m amused that you’ve never even described them to me.”

      “I’d rather not inadvertently anger them,” Talyn said, shaking her head firmly. “All I’ll tell you is that they’re all female, and that there are twelve, one for each major type of magic. Eldrikrax, the one I’ve talked about, is the one aligned with void magic.”

      “Fascinating… the guardians, not the mace. It has an interesting enchantment on it, but isn’t too potent,” Reya said, pulling out a pen and beginning to write on the tag next to it in small, neat handwriting. “It’s durable, and each time you land a blow on the same foe within five seconds it increases the power of the next strike marginally, to a maximum of doubling your strength after approximately ten attacks.”

      “Useful,” Melody murmured, and Talyn nodded in agreement. “Can you tell us anything about Veeranna? We don’t know much about her.”

      “I can tell you a little, but not a great deal,” Reya admitted reluctantly. “She’s the head of one of the more powerful guilds in Castra, and I haven’t heard of a single serious challenger for her position. She’s arranged for the ruler of the Beladonna district to be deposed more than once when they were too overbearing, so she’s obviously politically powerful. She’s also a kitsune with four tails. They’re born with a single tail, grow another for each one hundred levels they gain, and have a skill that allows them to use their tails to empower their magic greatly for short periods of time. They’re well known for their essence and light magic, and commonly use elemental magics like air and fire.

      “I don’t know which magics the Guildmaster possesses, but no one gets to the position she’s in without being powerful, as well as being able to use that power. I fully expect that if you aren’t careful, she’ll be able to manipulate you, though the main question is what she has in mind,” Reya continued, finishing her note and frowning a little. “I’ll admit to being uneasy about it, but… that’s just because she’s so powerful. You’re liable to get ensnared in the politics between guilds if you’re not careful, Talyn.”

      That sent a shudder down Talyn’s spine, and she gave Melody a worried look. The goddess chuckled.

      “I think we could all do without that,” Melody said, grinning.

      “Agreed. I’ll do what I can to keep out of it,” Talyn assured Reya, stepping forward to look at the tag as Reya began working on the next item. “What else were you going to mention, out of curiosity?”

      “For one, I’d be happy to join you for dinner. That sounds much better than stepping out to find someplace for food locally, or eating a pre-prepared meal,” Reya said, flashing a smile as she looked up for a moment. “Beyond that, I recommend you look at what the guild offers in more depth. There are folios of information the guild has put together regarding every floor that’s been accessed so far which you can purchase. The deeper the floor, the more expensive the folios are, but generally speaking they’re reliable and inexpensive for the level range who need them. We try to update them whenever the dungeon changes, but that usually takes a few weeks.”

      “That’s… quite interesting,” Talyn said, her thoughts racing. “I’ll have to look into those, since it could make things much more manageable. I… oh! That reminds me of something!”

      Turning, Talyn looked at Melody hopefully. “Would you grab the box of items we brought with us from the apartment? I’d like the earrings, specifically.”

      Melody’s eyebrows knitted for a moment, but she nodded. “Sure, but… may I ask why?”

      “Are these additional items for appraisal?” Reya asked, looking up from a sword curiously.

      “Not exactly. They’re copper earrings which probably belonged to a previous resident. I seem to recall you having a memory skill, so I’m hoping that if you see them, you might be able to tell me who they belonged to,” Talyn explained, flushing. “I’m… well, I’m hoping that they were abandoned by accident, and that I can give them back, if I’m being honest.”

      Melody smiled approvingly and nodded, even as Reya stared at Talyn in surprise, then smiled a little more, this time the left side of her lips rising a bit more than the right.

      “I’ll be right back,” Melody promised, darting out of the room with a smooth grace that drew Reya’s attention.

      “What I’d give to be able to move like that,” the mountain elf murmured appreciatively.

      “You aren’t the only one. She got a downright unfair skill… though admittedly, based on some of the classes I unlocked, other people might feel the same way about me,” Talyn admitted, shrugging uncomfortably. “I… hope you don’t mind me asking you about the previous owner of the earrings?”

      “Of course not,” Reya said gently. “Do you know how many young delvers I see come in to turn in their first items, only to never show up again? Or who vanish after a few dozen delves? Seeing those bright eyes full of hope slowly turn to desperation, or just vanish entirely, is terrible. I’ve forced myself to keep my distance most of the time, for reasons that likely are obvious. Your disappearance was one of so many others, and the fact you returned was a relief. That you care enough to check on someone who you’ve never even met… it’s admirable.”

      Talyn flinched at the thought, since she hadn’t considered how it’d be for a secretary who remembered every one of the people who came to their desk. That Reya would notice when someone simply stopped coming back. That was… an unpleasant thought.

      “I’m… I’m sorry. That can’t be easy,” Talyn replied, touching the boss of a shield as she looked away, not wanting to see Reya’s face.

      “It isn’t. There’s a reason why the quest desk isn’t a popular station,” Reya agreed, the sound of her ink pen scratching for a few moments before moving on.

      They remained in silence for a few more seconds, and Talyn read a few more tags as she did so. One of the shorter spears was interesting in that it could create short-lived duplicates of itself that you could throw or block with, not that it was something she’d use.

      The sound of footsteps drew their attention, and moments later Melody came through the doors, holding a pair of earrings in one hand. The earrings were simple, dangling musical notes made of slightly tarnished copper.

      “Here they are. Sorry, it took me a minute to find the box, since one of the maids put it away,” Melody said, raising them and giving a hopeful smile. “Hopefully we can figure out what happened to their owner.”

      Talyn straightened, looking over at Reya. Her hope vanished a moment later as she saw the wistful look in her eyes.

      “Danielle Starborn. Level fifty-four star dark elf Spellsinger, and a rather sweet young woman. Her first turn-in was verdant ginger that was infused with significant amounts of nature magic,” Reya said, her voice calm as could be. “She carried an enchanted flute in a sheathe by her side and wore a spidersilk dress reinforced with tortoiseshell segments over her vital organs. She went missing eight months ago, shortly after her party fell apart, when she was doing a brief scouting run of the fifth floor.”

      Talyn flinched, her smile fading, and so did Melody’s. For a moment she was quiet, then Talyn murmured. “Well… shit.”

      Reya shrugged, looking back at Talyn calmly. “It’s unfortunate, yet, but… many people who enter the dungeon never return. Be careful when you enter it, Talyn.”

      “I’ll… I’ll do that,” Talyn said, giving the earrings another look, then met Melody’s gaze.

      Talyn wondered what that look of determination in her eyes was for.
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      “Ah… is the thirty-sixth floor really that bad?” Sadja asked, her eyes wide open as she looked at the group in shock.

      Despite being the ones to open the thirty-sixth floor, Elgan, Kaldorin, Nethaya, and Tserikla hadn’t been the first ones to enter it. They’d instead taken two days to rest and recover from their quest to open the gates before going back into the dungeon, so three other groups had gone down to the thirty-sixth floor first. Of those, only one had returned, and that group had been full of nobles who didn’t report to the guild. That meant Sadja had only heard rumors so far. She’d been hoping to learn a fair amount from this group, but she hadn’t expected them to be so haggard after a delve that lasted only half a day.

      Elgan’s dark skin had a reddish hue as if the human had gotten a sunburn and was even peeling in a couple of places. One of Kaldorin’s ears had been bandaged, and the elf looked like he was in a particularly foul mood as he had a similar appearance to Elgan, which made Sadja wonder if the thirty-sixth floor was a desert. Possibly a frozen desert, since she’d heard that there was an icy wind coming from the entrance. Tserikla, the naga, looked particularly miserable, as she’d hunkered down in her chair and her left arm had the remainder of a few burns. The only one who looked almost normal was Nethaya, and even the leopard therian didn’t look happy, as the woman’s clothing had taken some damage.

      “In a word? Yes,” Kaldorin said, crossing his arms as he glowered at the desk murderously.

      “Which isn’t entirely fair. The problem is that we’ve gotten so used to dealing with floors that we know well, that we hadn’t really considered how bad a completely unknown floor that’s nearly level appropriate for us would be,” Elgan chimed in unhappily. “It reminds me of a combination of the nineteenth, twenty-sixth, and twenty-eighth floors, just worse.”

      Sadja’s eyebrows rose more, and concern welled up inside her. The nineteenth floor was one of the most despised floors of the dungeon for most delvers, as it was entirely underwater, and the only air was inside a chain of shipwrecks along the bottom of the ‘ocean’ which made up the floor. The twenty-sixth floor was multiple islands that you had to jump between as they drifted above lakes of lava, and the twenty-eighth was a set of partially flooded caverns. None of them were pleasant, and she could barely imagine a combination of them.

      “To be more precise, the floor is made up primarily of tunnels inside icebergs which are floating in close proximity to one another. They exist in a sea surrounded by continuously erupting volcanoes, as well as existing within a constant storm. This means that the tunnels are constantly in motion,” Tserikla explained, shuddering. “The sea is freezing or boiling by turn, and some tunnels are on the exterior of the icebergs. This means that at any time you could encounter a wave of boiling or frozen water. Which does not begin to address the risk of being caught between the icebergs as they rock, as the tunnels only align for a handful of seconds at a time.”

      “The creatures we ran into weren’t difficult to deal with, we ran into giant crabs, lobsters, and a dragonblooded turtle,” Nethaya said quietly, wrinkling her nose. “Most with the geyser element, two with steam.”

      Sadja just stared at them for a moment, swallowing hard as her dreams of wealth from the lower floors began to crumble. She had to hold herself back, though. It wouldn’t do to assume things were worse than they necessarily were.

      After a few moments she carefully asked. “If it’s that bad… was there at least anything useful you could gather?”

      The severe expressions eased, and a small smile appeared on Elgan’s face as he nodded. “Yeah, there was. Some of those pincers were exceptionally hard, and I suspect that weaponsmiths will turn them into good gear. Same with the shells. There was also a chest buried in the ice that had some decent treasure in it, and an odd fire and ice imbued ore that we found a deposit of, it looks like glowing ice. The only puzzle was a long tunnel with nasty geyser traps in front of a chest, and we didn’t want to risk it.”

      “Less a puzzle, and more an obstacle course,” Kaldorin said with an unhappy grunt. “Sure, Nethaya might’ve been able to make it if we warded her against fire and gave her water breathing, but we weren’t risking it on a scouting run. We’re going to have to re-gear a bit to handle the floor safely. I don’t even want to think about what the boss of the floor will be like.”

      “We’ll probably find out. Personally, I’m happy that there’ll probably be high-level delvers showing up to put their hands into the maw of death first,” Elgan said, letting out a heavy sigh. “Let them take the risks for a bit, and we can get more info before getting ourselves killed.”

      Sadja couldn’t say that she was thrilled by that approach, but she understood why they felt that way. While she’d love to have members of the guild push the frontiers of the dungeon, as it would raise their prestige, there was a simple reason that they wouldn’t. They didn’t have the levels to do so.

      While the thirty-sixth floor might be dangerous to them, with Kaldorin being the highest-level member of the team at three hundred and sixty-six, it was unlikely to even slow down someone who was level four hundred and fifty. Which led to the next subject rather smoothly.

      “Fortunately, it seems that you aren’t going to have to wait long for that,” Sadja said, letting out a soft sigh as she leaned forward in her chair. “According to guild channels, a number of former members who transferred to the Mercenary Guild are returning now that they have a way to progress in Castra. Some are already on their way, and I have confirmation that at least nine people over level five hundred will be here within the month, as well as several support personnel for the guild at a similar level.”

      Elgan whistled softly, while the others gave her looks of surprise. It was Tserikla who spoke first. “That is… quite fast, is it not? And if that’s just the guild members, what about non-guild members? We’re simply a branch of the Mercenary Guild, no?”

      “Not exactly, but close enough. Simply put, we’ve got an agreement that allows memberships to transfer between guilds,” Sadja said, waggling her hand for a moment as she shook her head. “As for others… I have no idea how many people are coming and simply didn’t inform the guild or will be coming a little later. I know that several of the other guilds have put out calls for powerful members to help keep the peace in the city, the Queen has already re-deployed several high-level members of the army here if rumors from the duke’s palace aren’t mistaken, and the temples have been like a hornet’s nest. I expect that things are going to get incredibly busy over the next few months.”

      Nethaya wrinkled her nose in distaste, almost like she’d smelled something foul.

      “Ugh. Which means that they’ll be tearing through the upper floors with abandon, likely ignoring the rules about not breaking through walls as they focus on getting to the teleportation points. I hope that you’re putting out suggestions that lower-level delvers be careful over the coming weeks,” the therian said, shaking her head.

      “I’m arranging that, but you all know how low-level delvers are. They’re unlikely to listen to our announcements long enough to hear the advice,” Sadja said dryly, resisting the urge to smile when the four nodded with varying degrees of exasperation and amusement on their faces.

      “Anyway… what about the young woman who contributed the information that allowed us to open the floor?” Kaldorin asked, changing the subject. “I’ve heard rumors swirling about regarding her, but I’m not sure what to believe. I thought I’d ask you, since I’d like to thank her for helping us finally crack that damnable gate.”

      “Entirely agreed,” Tserikla said, straightening as she shifted the coils of her lower body. “I wasn’t looking forward to traveling to the ocean to level further.”

      “Well… she’s an interesting one,” Sadja said, slightly taken aback by the question, but only marginally. It wasn’t like the information was secret anymore, so she decided to explain. “She’s a Worldwalker and was reincarnated in this world less than six months ago, if I’m not mistaken. Her name is Talyn, and she’s a new species called a succubus, has orange eyes, red hair, and a prehensile tail. She had the supreme misfortune of running into the Joker on the second floor and got sent to the ninety-ninth floor. Apparently, one of the floor bosses took pity on her and decided to offer her a way out in exchange for her services. She learned how to open the floor from them, and came out over a hundred levels richer, as well as with what she said the bosses called trinkets. She bought a manor house in the Coppers, and has largely been hiding from subsequent attention to my knowledge.”

      “The Joker? On the second floor, and sent to the bottom of the dungeon? That’s the most abysmal luck I’ve heard of!” Elgan said, sounding particularly appalled. “It’s a miracle she survived!”

      “Yes, but… did I hear you correctly? There are multiple bosses on the ninety-ninth floor?” Kaldorin demanded, looking rather concerned.

      “That’s correct. In fact, she said that there were twelve of the ‘Guardians,’ as she called them, and it sounded like they are all fully sapient,” Sadja replied.

      The looks of horror on their faces almost made her laugh.
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      “So… how do you want to do this?” Talyn said, her heart pounding in her chest as she settled into her chair. Her tail was lashing, and she wasn’t sure what to do. Aside from staring into her teacup. Anything was better than looking Melody in the eyes right now.

      “First of all, it’d help if you were willing to look at me. I’m certain the tea isn’t that interesting, even if it is the same shade as your eyes,” Melody replied, sounding a little amused.

      Talyn’s eyes jerked upward, and she couldn’t help a blush as she met Melody’s gaze briefly, only for her eyes to dart down again. This time she at least kept her gaze on Melody, even if she didn’t meet the goddess’s eyes. She saw Melody’s smile, which just made her blush worse.

      They were in the conservatory, which meant that there was plenty of sunlight, and the maids had been taking care of the flowers. It was amazing what florists could do with nature magic, as they’d brought in the various planters with the seeds already in place, then brought them to the verge of bloom in a matter of minutes. It made the room incredibly comfortable, at least most of the time. Talyn had wondered what it’d cost to get the enchanted planters that extended the life of blossoms, but it wasn’t the topic at hand.

      This morning they were having a serious discussion. One which Talyn would far prefer to put off, but that wouldn’t be fair to either of them. So here they were, preparing to discuss how they felt about one another, and what their expectations were. Talyn would rather try to sneak through an ant colony again. One with level eight-hundred-plus, fire-breathing ants.

      “Alright, then. So…” Talyn hesitated, her thoughts whirling, then she blushed brightly as she spoke. “I like you. Obviously. I just… we haven’t discussed our relationship properly, have we?”

      Melody laughed, causing Talyn’s cheeks to burn even hotter, but when the goddess spoke, her voice was gentle, and the words eased Talyn’s embarrassment slightly.

      “I rather gathered that the other night. What was it you said? That I was more important than money?” Melody teased, smiling broadly. “Coming from you, that’s high praise indeed. But yes, we need to discuss things. First of all, expectations, or a lack thereof. While I don’t expect you to do this, if you insult me or speak of me in a degrading manner, I’m likely to leave you. You also might also get cursed, depending on how badly you act.”

      Talyn couldn’t help a blush, and quickly shook her head. “That’s not going to be a problem! I wouldn’t ever do that. There’s just… complications, I think. I’m not going to ask you to only pay attention to me or anything, but… I’d like to know? To discuss it, at the least? I mean, I did go to the Belladona district, and was thinking about trying to, er, invest in a business or two there… and there’s something more complicated behind the scenes. I think I said something about some of the Guardians flirting?”

      Before she could continue, Melody raised a hand, bringing Talyn to a halt. She waited until Talyn hesitantly met her gaze before speaking. There was a compassionate smile on her face as she nodded.

      “I understand. Talyn, I’ve been in many relationships over the years. Sometimes several at a time. The Celestial Bureaucracy is nothing if not complicated in that regard, and most of us have learned not to take things like that personally. When you’re immortal, a relationship might only last a few encounters, or it might last eons,” Melody said softly, her gaze growing distant. “Now, I don’t remember everything, of course, but I know that I’m not in a relationship back there. A notable previous one was with the Goddess of Spite. Just to assure you, I don’t know her name in Castra at the moment, but she’ll leave you alone. We parted amicably enough. That said, what’s this about the Guardians? Yes, you implied that they flirted, but you didn’t give any details.”

      “Oh. I… don’t remember if I had any serious relationships as Marie, to be honest,” Talyn confessed, her cheeks heating again. Her thoughts swam a little as she considered the idea of Melody having been in a relationship with another goddess. It wasn’t really a surprise, but it was still disconcerting. She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself, then continued. “As for the Guardians… they mentioned that they could see more about my species than most people. If they’re right, as a succubus I can have children with virtually any species. Beyond which, I’m functionally both genders.”

      “I’m fully aware of that,” Melody said with a grin, causing Talyn to blush more and hurry onward.

      “Right, um, anyway, since they’re all of very rare species, they likely couldn’t have children of their kind anyway. Which means that some of them are very interested in that aspect of my biology,” Talyn said, squirming in her chair a little more. “I… just don’t know how you’d feel.”

      “Mm. I don’t know, not right this moment,” Melody said, frowning a little as she considered, pursing her lips. She was quiet for a few seconds, then focused on Talyn. “I don’t think I’m upset at the thought, but… part of me is worried that they might hurt you. If they broke your heart, I might have to do something terrible to them. The idea of sharing you doesn’t worry me… it isn’t like they can have a closer connection than we already possess. Besides, most of the time we ogle the same asses. I just ogle male ones, too.”

      Talyn felt like she was going to melt into her chair, her blush was so bright.

      “You’re terrible, you know that?” Talyn mumbled, covering her face.

      The soft scraping sound of Melody’s chair moving reached her ears, and a few moments later Melody’s arms wrapped around Talyn from behind as she hugged her gently, the goddess’s breath warm on Talyn’s ear. For a moment Talyn managed to relax, as she was comforted by the goddess’s embrace.

      “Yes, I am. Which is why I’m going to add this part,” Melody purred softly. “You have my wholehearted permission to flirt or bed others, or even to put together a harem of your own if that’s what you want. Why, you have that meeting with Veeranna tomorrow, so if you want to ask about buying a brothel for an orgy or ten, I’m not going to object. I just want to be included, hm?”

      Talyn took it back. She wasn’t comforted, she wanted to die of embarrassment.
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      By the time they reached the Arcane district, Talyn had almost recovered from her humiliation that morning. She’d never expected Melody to have such little shame. It was like nothing could embarrass her.

      That was only part of the reason Talyn was staring out the window at the district, though. She hadn’t been to the Arcane district before, and it was impressive enough to leave her speechless.

      The first thing she noticed on entering the district was the Enchanter’s Guild, mostly because she’d heard descriptions of it before, but hadn’t really believed them. The structure was an octahedron, essentially a pair of four-sided pyramids with one of them upside down and attached to the bottom of the other, the lowest point hovering a short distance above the ground. The sides of it were smooth white marble on the lower side, but she could see railings, windows, and balconies on the upper half of the guild, even as a platform smoothly floated up from the ground below with visitors.

      Dozens of towers also adorned the district, some of them revealing the nature of the magic the denizens used in their designs, like the one which had a waterfall pouring from the top down one side and into a large pond around the building, and another seemingly made of ice or crystal, Talyn wasn’t sure which.

      The district wasn’t particularly large, but every building Talyn saw seemed to incorporate magic, which made perfect sense to her for a district described as being for magic. She also noted that several towers had begun springing up outside the walls, and she had to wonder if the district would be expanding soon. She’d bought some land in that area… she also wondered why there were so many towers. Even if they were a classic for mages, she wasn’t sure why that trope existed. Or why people used them.

      “They have some fascinating architecture. I’m surprised you didn’t want a floating manor like that,” Melody said, distracting Talyn slightly.

      “Why would I want a flying house?” Talyn asked, frowning. “Sure, it’s neat and all, but what if someone managed to dispel the effect? Then your house would fall, and that would be… unpleasant. I don’t even want to think about the damage it could cause. Maybe if it was outside a city it’d be more reasonable, but then I’d have to worry about long trips to go shopping or things like that. It doesn’t sound like much fun to me.”

      Melody laughed, then nodded. “True, true… maybe on something that floats naturally, then. In any case, it looks like we’re here.”

      As they were talking, they’d pulled up in front of a building that was more of a small complex of connected towers, each of them relatively drab compared to their surroundings. They were made of what looked like gray granite to Talyn, though red slate roofs gave a welcome splash of color. The main building was larger than the squat towers, and Talyn’s eyebrows rose slightly. That wasn’t what she’d expected of the Summoner’s Emporium, but she wasn’t going to argue. If they weren’t successful, they wouldn’t be able to afford to stay open in someplace as expensive as the Arcane district.

      Getting out of the carriage, they soon found themselves inside the building, Talyn’s guards only drawing a tiny amount of attention. Talyn and Melody drew more attention, and when she stepped inside… well, Talyn’s opinion of the business shifted, and not just because it was a comfortable temperature.

      The foyer was split into three broad sections. To Talyn’s left and right were walls of stone, sections of it transparent to allow visitors to see through it, while leaving other parts opaque to give the appearance of there being pillars. There were doors set into the walls to allow entrance, next to which were counters with what Talyn assumed were cashiers.

      To the right were extensive shelves filled with books and tomes of all sorts, and Talyn saw numerous people browsing them, including several with what had to be familiars, from the one with what looked like a glowing snowflake the size of her palm floating above a shoulder, to another mage who was crouched down to allow a small terrier to look at the contents of the book they were perusing.

      Each row of shelves had neat labels indicating what could be found there, including prospective familiars or summons, practical summoning magic, theoretical summoning texts, and bestiaries that Talyn could see. Then her opinion of the people at the desks changed slightly as she saw someone walk up and hand over a book. The man behind the desk used magic to copy the tome into a blank volume that the patron paid for.

      To her left were more shelves, but these ones didn’t hold books, but rather were filled with reagents, collars, horseshoes, armor for non-humanoid creatures, and more. It didn’t take much thought to realize that most of them were specifically designed for summons or companions, and that caused Talyn’s lips to curve into a slight smile. Even if those weren’t appropriate for Melody, the sight made her happy.

      Last was the broad, gleaming wooden desk in the central foyer opposite them. There were doors into the back, likely accessing the towers she’d seen, and a pair of workers were located at the ends of the desk. Most notable was the occupant in the center, though.

      There was a cat perched on a cushion, sitting up prim and proper as it wore a black bow tie. The cat had reddish-orange fur, and had a white spot in the center of its chest, as well as sky blue eyes. More interesting, Talyn spotted opposable thumbs on its front paws, and the toes were longer, likely allowing them to function as fingers… but most surprising was that the cat was listed as Level 325 Cait Sith. It also was speaking to a young man, who was listening respectfully.

      Hesitating only a moment, Talyn approached the worker on the right, smiling as she did so. The Level 133 City Human Monster Medic smiled back at Talyn and nodded politely.

      “Welcome to the Summoner’s Emporium! How can I help you, ma’am?” the man asked, straightening slightly.

      “Thank you, I’m looking for some information, as well as advice, I’m afraid,” Talyn replied, cutting straight to the chase as she nodded to Melody. “Melody is my summon, and I’m trying to figure out how to give her equipment that stays with her when dismissed and summoned. I’m also looking for books on summoning magic, bestiaries, and more, since I have a mostly empty library to start filling.”

      “Ah! In that case, I think the best thing would be to speak to Adrigos,” the man said, smiling more as he gestured to the cait sith. “He’s the most knowledgeable person regarding such subjects. If it was just the equipment, I know a book that goes over it in detail, but the other advice is something he can help with, particularly if you’re looking for a large purchase.”

      “Thank you, I’ll do that,” Talyn replied, smiling at him warmly. She saw him looking over Melody initially with interest, then growing surprise.

      “It’s very appreciated,” Melody added, looking amused at how the man was appraising her.

      “You’re most welcome,” the man said, his surprise turning to thoughtfulness, but he got back to work as they stepped away.

      Waiting a respectful distance from the cait sith and his guest, Talyn noted that she couldn’t hear any of their conversation, and that their lips were blurred somehow. That was something of a relief, as she wouldn’t want her conversation spreading everywhere.

      Eventually the young man bowed to Adrigos, then turned toward the side of the building which sold items, moving with brisk determination. The cait sith turned his attention to Talyn… and spoke in a startlingly deep voice, given his size.

      “Welcome, young lady, and Elder. Please, step forward that we may speak,” Adrigos said, waving them forward with one paw. “You must be Talyn and Melody. I have received a number of inquiries regarding you, as your bond is an unusual one.”

      “Elder?” Melody inquired, her eyebrows rising as they stepped forward. “It sounds like you know more than is common knowledge.”

      “I spoke with some of those I have working relationships with among the Celestial Bureaucracy, and they were aware of you. They advised me to stop prying into the affairs of my elders, so I did so,” Adrigos said, his mouth curving into a distinctly cat-like smile. “I learned enough to be certain that you’re my elder, and I will respect you as such. It is a pleasure to meet the two of you, particularly since you appear to have built a properly respectful relationship. How may I help you?”

      “Ah… well, we’re looking for a few things, like I told your assistant,” Talyn said, thrown off by the dissonance of Adrigos’s voice, but she strove to focus on why they were here. “We’re trying to figure out how to give her equipment permanently, since she can’t take items back with her. I’m also hoping to acquire books for my library on the subject, since I have a large, nearly empty, library.”

      “Ah, of course! The price of gaining a skill that is near the pinnacle of its power, rather than working your way up step by step, is that you don’t learn all of its intricacies along the way,” Adrigos replied enthusiastically. “May I double check that your skill is Summon Guardian Spirit?”

      “That’s correct,” Talyn said, a little thrown off by his blunt approach. “It’s maximum tier, if that matters?”

      “Yes, though only marginally. You must understand that your skill is a powerful one, I would put it at… rank four out of five that I’m aware of for contract or summoning skills,” Adrigos said, pausing to lick the fur on one paw contemplatively. Talyn caught a glimpse of his claws in the process and winced at the obsidian-like sheen to their edges. “Normally a summoner begins with a rank one skill to call upon an ally and has to evolve their skill to be able to summon a fully sapient creature. A contract is an entirely different situation, as contracts are with a creature that is already present in this world, and their presence does not depend on the summoner’s survival. I am an example of this, as my contractor perished some forty winters past, but I am still present.”

      “Alright… that makes sense,” Talyn admitted, already feeling slightly overwhelmed. It seemed that summoning was more complicated than she’d expected.

      Seeing her trepidation, Adrigos laughed and smiled again, shaking his head.

      “Ah, but I am getting too far into the intricacies of the matter, aren’t I? I suggest you read the Summoner Skill Compendium written by myself if you wish to delve into skills to assist your most excellent skill, as well as how they interface with one another,” Adrigos said warmly, practically preening. “In the meantime, gifting Melody equipment is truthfully quite simple, but I must warn that such is not without its price. If you gift her equipment, it cannot be retrieved again, even if you grant her new equipment. It is sacrificed to the skill permanently, in part because it can recover from any damage, just as she can.”

      Talyn blinked, then shrugged dismissively, honestly not caring about the idea of losing the items. “I don’t see an issue with that. If I give her equipment, it’s hers.”

      “I think I have more of an issue with it than Talyn does,” Melody said, an amused tone lurking in her voice. “Still, the recovery ability does make me happier.”

      “Excellent! You’d be astounded how many summoners don’t want to sacrifice anything at all,” Adrigos said, smiling broadly at them. “Now, the method. When you gift the equipment to Melody, you will need to also mentally offer it to your skill as well. It will require you to confirm your intention to do so, but once you do, it will be hers. She can lend it to others or have the equipment improved, but only while she is summoned. I don’t recommend you give it to an enchanter, then dismiss her. Imagine the enchanter’s shock when the armor vanishes off their workbench!”

      Talyn couldn’t help a laugh at that mental image, and Melody grinned, her eyes glittering with mirth. The idea was entertaining, that was for certain.

      “That… would not be the best, no matter how amusing it’d be,” Talyn said, shaking her head as she tried to suppress a smile. “In any case, thank you for the advice. Now, what books would you advise I get to learn the basics of summoning? I’d also like a number of bestiaries, if possible.”

      “Hm, much depends on your budget. I should warn that the bestiaries are focused on the benefits and disadvantages of each species for contracts, familiars, or summoning,” Adrigos said, though his eyes began to gleam from within. “A larger order will take some time, as copying a large number of books is more time consuming, but…”

      That began a rather long discussion as Adrigos wormed Talyn’s budget out of her and began to make recommendations.

      She was mildly depressed to learn that he did an excellent job, even without having a single social skill to his name.
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      The Belladona district was different during the day. It wasn’t that the streets were deserted or anything like that, though they weren’t nearly as busy as they were at night, particularly with winter starting to bare its fangs, but the light of day and the different sort of people outside made the differences feel much starker.

      There were only a handful of street performers, and from what she saw, Talyn suspected they were doing practice routines to prepare for their performances at night. They might even be assistants, but she hadn’t been to the district often enough to know for certain.

      Beyond the performers, there were dozens of laborers and drovers moving through the district delivering supplies to different businesses, while some people were leaving the district rather late. Then there were the courtesans and residents going about their own business. Talyn was amused to see that one of the busiest places in the district were the beauticians. Those and some restaurants. Not that she was surprised, just amused.

      She didn’t see much of the district this visit, though. Almost as soon as they’d entered, they turned down a side street, and in a matter of minutes they were located in front of a small compound with raised walls and a solid gate. More concerning was when Talyn laid eyes on the guard by the gate, and her eyes went wide at the sight of the Level 403 Orc Exemplar.

      She’d never seen someone so big before, at least not of the species that commonly frequented the city. He was about seven feet tall, and his shoulders were incredibly broad, with a muscular frame to match. Talyn suspected he was what people had in mind when they said someone was built like a brick wall. He had slicked-back black hair, green skin, and was wearing a suit, even as he watched them impassively with golden eyes.

      “Interesting species. Do you think it’s an evolution?” Melody asked Talyn idly, her gaze intense as she looked the man over. She seemed far less relaxed than normal, much like Talyn was. They were both wearing dresses to try to look nicer, and Talyn wished she dared wear one of Eldri’s dresses. She felt defenseless in the thin dress she was wearing.

      Which wasn’t to say she couldn’t create armor over it and arm herself, but that would do exactly nothing to someone who was over level four hundred. Even if she had her equipment back from the enchanter it wouldn’t do her any good. Talyn desperately hoped that the meeting went well.

      “Probably? I mean, there isn’t a listed subspecies… but I’m not going to ask. He’s terrifying,” Talyn replied quietly. She suspected he could hear them, based on incredibly subtle shifts in his expression she wouldn’t have noticed without Sense Motives. Well, if he was going to become hostile, she’d probably just set him off.

      “I don’t know… handsome enough, if bigger than I prefer,” Melody said, looking him over, then smiled. “Shall we?”

      Talyn nodded reluctantly, taking Melody’s hand as she led the way out of the carriage. Melody was wearing an ivory-colored dress that suited her perfectly, while Talyn was in a nice green gown that Melody had recommended.

      Imriel looked a bit daunted by the orc, but not wary, which was a good sign. Talyn smoothed her gown, then offered the invitation she’d been sent to the orc. “Hello, I am Talyn, and was invited for a meeting this morning by Guildmaster Veeranna.”

      The orc took the invitation and looked it over, but Talyn could tell that it was a mere formality. He didn’t seem to be examining it closely, which gave her mixed feelings, to say the least.

      “Welcome, Miss Talyn. Guildmaster Veeranna has been expecting you,” the orc replied in a deep bass that fit his frame. Then his lips quirked slightly as he added. “And yes, my species is an evolution from a simple Sea Orc. If you would follow me?”

      Talyn couldn’t help a blush, and she replied quickly. “Thank you for the information. I apologize if it seemed insensitive. Please, lead the way.”

      “It’s no matter. You were more polite than many I have encountered over the years,” the man replied, his smile widening more as he turned and opened the doors, allowing them into the compound. The temperature abruptly transitioned from biting cold to that of a nice spring day, and not a single shred of snow or ice could be seen inside.

      Talyn’s breath caught as they saw inside the walls, blinking in surprise at the beauty before her. It might not be quite on the same scale as what Edith and the other Guardians managed, but at the same time it was… better.

      The simple truth was that the Guardians lacked subtlety. They were a micro-society of their own, one without all the influences of the world above, and no matter how they may have changed, each of them were created to be combatants. Their forte wasn’t crafting or social skills. As such, they simply didn’t have the same skill with laying out a home to be so… breathtaking.

      The building was a work of art, designed to look like a large tent. At first glance, the corners of the building looked like they were living trees, but when she looked closer, they were made of brown stone that was so expertly worked that each of the corners she could see looked like they were different trees, with pale stone giving the appearance of rope wrapped around them. The walls were of crimson stone worked to look like rippling lengths of cloth being blown in the wind, and the roof was similar, rising to a pinnacle where another ‘tree’ protruded from the roof, spreading branches that almost looked real.

      Around it was a garden that looked almost like it was out in the wilds, though the meandering stone paths and sheer variety of plants revealed the lie of that assumption. The plants within were almost entirely flowers that existed in a riot of colors carefully chosen to draw the eye without dissonance, while some vines with glowing blooms wound partway up the cherry blossom trees whose branches were heavy with pink flowers.

      Just to the south of the house was a small clearing, one with bricks carefully forming an attractive mosaic, on which rested an elegant wooden table. The round table was formed of patterns of wood itself, the top looking like a blooming lotus with dark wood all around it, and four posts held up the glass-roofed gazebo that sheltered it. On the table was a lotus-themed teapot, a covered tray, and three matching teacups on saucers, as well as a trio of small plates.

      Sitting in a comfortable-looking cushioned wood chair, with a wide space for tails to rest comfortably, was the Level 377 Four-Tailed Kitsune, and Talyn forgot to breathe for a few seconds at the sight of her. Veeranna would be tall and curvy when standing, and the closely cinched sash of her pale blue kimono accentuated a narrow waist as well as her large breasts. She was currently reclined with a lazy elegance.

      Four bushy white fox tails extended through the gap in her chair, and as Talyn stared, her gaze drifted over to meet Talyn’s. Her eyes were a brilliant blue, and her hair was the same shade of white as her tails, with foxlike ears protruding from atop her head. The woman smiled with her gorgeous red lips. The next moment her hair shimmered, and her hair and tails turned a warm red save for the white tips of her tails, and her eyes shifted to green, then purple.

      “You’re drooling,” Melody whispered, and a brief moment of mortification washed over Talyn as her mouth snapped shut. Then her mind caught up with her.

      “No I’m not!” Talyn hissed back, still following the guard. “Why’d you say that?”

      “Because it was the best way to bring you to your senses,” Melody replied unrepentantly.

      Talyn glared for a moment, but only for a moment. The way Veeranna shifted instantly drew her gaze back to the kitsune, and the amount of mental pressure she felt from the woman was remarkable. It was nowhere near what Talyn had felt from Eldri or the other Guardians, but it was greater than anything she’d felt since returning to Castra.

      “Miss Talyn and Miss Melody are here to see you, ma’am,” the orc said respectfully.

      “Thank you, Calthor. Your assistance is greatly appreciated,” Veeranna said in a silky-smooth voice, giving him a small smile. “If you’d return to your duties while we speak?”

      “Of course, ma’am,” Calthor replied, nodding to the woman. “If you need me, you have but to call.”

      The kitsune gave a slight nod, at which point Calthor simply blurred, then vanished. Talyn thought she saw a blur of him moving, but she couldn’t be certain. That left them with the kitsune, who smiled at them as she stood, gesturing languidly to the other two chairs.

      “Welcome, ladies. It’s a pleasure to meet the two of you. As I’m certain you’re aware, I am Veeranna Quatern. I have the pleasure of being the current Guildmaster of the Entertainment Guild here in Castra,” Veeranna said, her eyes seeming to dance as she smiled and added. “Though if you discuss me with others, they’ll likely claim that I deliberately snuff out challenges to my authority.”

      “Interesting. How much truth is there to the claim?” Melody asked curiously, taking hold of Talyn’s elbow gently and guiding her toward one of the other chairs.

      “More than I would like, but less than they would claim,” Veeranna said, shrugging. “You must understand, I love Castra. It is the city where I have spent the majority of my life, and I cannot abide anyone who would ruin the soul of the city. I act against those who are shortsighted, and yet… I was coming to the end of what I could do to support Castra. My growth was atrophying, and the nature of the city was inevitably growing more strained due to its inability to grow further. Then Talyn came from the depths of the dungeon with a gift beyond measure, for which I must thank you.”

      Talyn reeled for a moment at that warm smile before she recovered, taking a deep breath. Then she let it out, carefully sitting down while holding her tail as steady as she could manage.

      “While you’re welcome, that wasn’t my goal,” Talyn said, smiling nervously.

      “I’m aware, but you still assisted me. As such, I have chosen to aid you indirectly,” Veeranna said, waiting for Melody to sit before sinking into her chair. “Many of the guilds wished to manipulate you in some fashion. I pushed for you to be left alone, under the reasoning that leaving you neutral meant that no one won, but also that no one lost either. Now, would I appreciate someone like you in my guild? Of course. However, I will not push for it. I’m certain you will get invitations from the other Guildmasters in the near future since I asked to meet with you, but I believe that so long as you aren’t disrespectful, you can use this information to maintain your independence. If that is what you desire.”

      Talyn couldn’t help a laugh, and Melody chortled under her breath, causing Veeranna’s eyebrows to rise marginally.

      “Did I say something amusing?” Veeranna asked, tilting her head with her ears swiveling toward them.

      “Not… exactly, but I suppose it isn’t something you would know about,” Talyn admitted, shrugging nervously. “I have some suspicions that if someone were to try to imprison me, it would go poorly for everyone involved. The Guardians of the ninety-ninth floor have plans for me, and I doubt they would take it kindly if I was prevented from carrying out my role in those plans. I certainly wasn’t responsible for dealing with a good two-thirds of the assassins who came after me a few days ago.”

      Veeranna didn’t react, instead considering what Talyn had said for a moment. Then she flicked her ears and nodded, murmuring. “Fascinating. Would you care for tea?”

      Talyn nodded, noting that Melody was examining the kitsune carefully for a few seconds. Then the goddess spoke. “I believe I would.”

      Veeranna uncovered the tray, revealing crackers and finger sandwiches, then handed out plates. She poured tea for them with graceful movements, and Talyn inhaled the pleasant aroma, smiling as she took the cup. A single sip was enough to tell her that this tea was more expensive than anything she’d drunk before. That sip sent a surge of revitalizing energy through her body, and her back straightened marginally as she gained even more mental clarity than before.

      “This is… interesting. Very good as well,” Talyn said, looking at the teacup in surprise.

      “Thank you. It’s a particular blend that I import at great expense from the west,” Veeranna said, smiling warmly. “It has properties that bolster the mind against outside influences. It’s particularly useful when there’s a significant level disparity between those with social skills, such as in our case. I’m both pleased and impressed that you picked up such an effective mental resistance skill. It made it safe for us to meet, or anything more. I’m even more impressed by you, Melody. You don’t even seem to notice my presence. Your background at work, I presume?”

      “That’s correct. I’ve met and given reports to numerous deities over my lifetime. It appears that my tolerance to social skills and auras is effectively an unlisted skill,” Melody agreed, shrugging. “It probably should be listed, but I haven’t seen anything of that nature.”

      “It’s likely folded into your species, in that case. You are listed as a unique form of Guardian Spirit,” Veeranna said, taking a few of the snacks for herself. Talyn noticed that she took one of each, seemingly at random. “On a different subject, is there anything that I might be able to do for you, as a Guildmaster? I have significantly more connections if there is anything that you’d like access to.”

      “I… well, yes, there are a few things,” Talyn said, trying to fight the blush reaching for her cheeks. She wasn’t sure she succeeded, and her tail was moving more than she wanted it to.

      “First of which would be a recommendation for someone who can provide better security for the manor,” Melody cut in quickly, distracting Talyn in the process. “If your guard is anything to go by, the level of people in the city is going to rise quickly.”

      “Yes and no. Yes, there will be significantly more high-level individuals arriving in the near future, but the number of them is not going to be as great as you might expect,” Veeranna said, smiling a little more. “I invited some myself, but you must understand that most people of that level have already built lives elsewhere. They aren’t going to uproot themselves quickly, at least not until the situation has proven useful to them. Those who come will either be ones who don’t have strong connections elsewhere, are nearby to begin with, or have a particular reason for coming here. For instance, those who have children who are significantly lower level than they are.”

      “That makes sense. It doesn’t mean that we won’t have thieves or assassins who decide to come after me, though,” Talyn said, relaxing slightly. She was still worried, but not as worried. “Do you think you’d be able to help?”

      “Certainly. I think you’ll want to wait a short time, though. The duke has requested assistance from the artificers in the capital, so you would be best-served waiting for those with sufficient expertise to get here, rather than paying the extortionist rates of those who’re flocking to the city as we speak. I’ll put you in contact with the ones I’d recommend when they arrive,” Veeranna replied. “I’ll also give you the contact information of some of the current ones, but I don’t recommend them.”

      “Alright, thank you,” Talyn said, mentally admitting that the idea of paying increased rates to an opportunistic enchanter didn’t please her. Turning her attention to another subject, she inhaled, then continued. “Beyond that, I’m looking to diversify my income, as well as give us someplace safe to visit from time to time. I’m not certain whether becoming an investor in an existing establishment or purchasing one is the best decision, or even if it’s possible.”

      Veeranna smiled broadly, her tails swaying behind her, and she laughed softly.

      “Ah, of course. I don’t think you would want to own a business of that nature, if I’m being honest. You don’t have the skills to handle the politics that come with being part of the guild,” Veeranna said with a smirk. “Now, investing? That’s an entirely different matter. I’ll have you know that most courtesans would do almost anything to get the chance to join a business you visited periodically, especially if they knew about that skill of yours… the one for allies. You have an enormous amount to offer those in our profession.”

      “What?” Talyn exclaimed in shock, a cracker halfway to her mouth, and she looked at Melody, who seemed almost as surprised as she was for the first time during the meeting. “I… why do you say that?”

      Veeranna laughed softly, looking at Talyn as she spoke. “You know how leveling works, as well as how people advance their classes.”

      “Well, yes. You have to do things that are associated with your class, and the more difficult it is, the more you advance,” Talyn said, frowning as she began to work through her own logic. She thought she might have an idea of why they might be interested in her, but she didn’t want to jump to conclusions.

      “While true, those aren’t the only factors. You also need to consider other aspects as well. For a Trophy Hunter, it wouldn’t just be the difficulty that determines the progress they make, but also the rarity of their prey. Similarly, if you had been a Diplomat when you were trapped in the dungeon, I expect that you would have leveled dozens of times, and possibly even increased your class several tiers, or evolved it,” Veeranna explained gently. “Now, a courtesan isn’t either of those, but regardless of your level, your species is currently unique in this world, Talyn. I believe that spending an evening or night with you would lead to a level for virtually any courtesan. If you exceed their level, the benefits would be even more pronounced. Obviously, repeat encounters wouldn’t be as effective, but it’s something you should be aware of. Many of them might pay you for your company once they piece together the potential benefits.”

      Talyn gaped at her for a moment, reeling… then it felt like a furnace rose into her cheeks as she shrank back, blushing furiously.

      Melody laughed, mirth replacing her confusion.

      “Oh dear… combine that with her newfound wealth, and it might explain some of the uninvited visitors that we’ve had show up at the manor over the last few days,” Melody said, chortling softly. “Are you after her as well?”

      “Yes, though I’m torn whether to try my hand sooner or later. There are benefits to waiting, after all, but the chances of higher-level courtesans coming to the city are higher than I’d like. Competing with them would be difficult,” Veeranna admitted without an ounce of shame, taking a sip of tea even as Talyn wished she could hide. “At the same time, I do not wish to pressure either of you, so I will state this much. If you wish for my companionship at some point, you have an open invitation. My schedule is often quite full, so it would have to be scheduled in advance, outside of unusual occasions.”

      “I… I’ll keep that in mind,” Talyn replied, flustered by the comments, and she took a deep breath before trying to focus on their conversation. “In any case… would you mind giving some advice on my options? Assuming there are any.”

      “There certainly are,” Veeranna said, smiling. “Let’s start with your preferences, shall we? If I’m not mistaken, you’re interested in women, correct? What about men?”

      “Well… not really? But my current situation is a little… complicated,” Talyn said, suddenly realizing that she’d stepped from one embarrassing subject straight into another, and from the grin on Melody’s face, she wasn’t going to help.

      So Talyn settled in to explain at least the basics of her biology. It didn’t help that her hesitant explanations brought another gentle peal of laughter from Veeranna.

      At least the kitsune was able to give good advice. Talyn just wished that she could’ve gotten it without being utterly mortified.
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      “Fucking hells,” Abydon the Black growled, looking at the report on the table. “Isn’t this a fine crock of shit? Years of preparation, wasted.”

      “Not necessarily, Arclord,” Talgos growled, the hulking Level 705 Draugr Wolf Therian Undying Juggernaut looking at the map in the middle of the war room intensely, tapping a claw on the edge of the table contemplatively. The huge man’s already-pale fur had gone silver when turned into one of Abydon’s servants, and with his crimson eyes he cut an imposing figure, as he was equipped in pitch-black armor. “Sylland has redeployed several of their highest-level Viridian Guard to Castra, leaving their borders less secure than before. This could be an opportunity for us to crush their border fortresses in a single blow.”

      “That isn’t the point, Talgos,” Varian chided, shaking her head firmly. The Level 696 Corrupted Human Vampire Spymaster was beautiful and deadly, a classic femme fatale in Abydon’s opinion, with black hair, red eyes, and a body to die for, at least if you weren’t Abydon. She also was smart enough to see the issues that he’d already noticed. “The entire point of the preparations we’ve been making over the last few decades was to destabilize their neighbors enough that they’d be preoccupied with their own issues to the point they wouldn’t bother interfering with our invasion, not until it was too late. This news upends all of that, as it allows a single site that can allow anyone to ascend from level one to our own strength, with the support of a major community only a few hours distant to assist them. That assumes the bottom thirty floors are going to be inaccessible in the future, which I am not going to count on.”

      “Precisely. Every nearby country with powerful members who’ve atrophied due to lack of challenges is going to be paying attention now. Even if they wouldn’t come to Sylland’s aid, some of them would interfere in the hopes of claiming Castra for themselves. Rather than apathy, we’ll be dealing with people who have a vested interest in the outcome,” Abydon agreed unhappily. “Worse, many of those nations are nearly as powerful as we are, and if they united against us…”

      “It would end poorly,” Varian said, a note of finality in her voice. “Only the distraction of the wars against the shades, the general dislike of the previous king, and the fact we haven’t moved to expand our borders in years has prevented our various neighbors from allying against us thus far.”

      “Which doesn’t solve the issue. The change to the dungeon may alter the balance of power in the region as a whole,” Taleetha said, the Level 712 Corrupted Elf Lich Shadow Archmage leaning on her staff as she stared at the map as well. She was blonde and had accompanied Abydon from rather early days. His only regret was that she wasn’t quite as well-preserved as Varian was. Otherwise, the fact that she’d willingly joined him would have made her his favorite. “If we aren’t careful, we may end up with Sylland becoming one of our most dangerous borders. They know we’ve been eying them.”

      “Indeed,” Abydon said, tapping his leg impatiently as he frowned a little more. The problem was that he didn’t see many good options, not short of reaching out to the shades, and that was just foolish. What was the point of going on a war of conquest if you ended up playing second fiddle to someone else?

      It took a minute, then he looked at his inner council again. “We don’t have enough information. Varian, do we have any agents who can use the opening as a good excuse to move to Castra before they manage to reinforce their guards? Ones that can get past the screening.”

      “We do… I can likely arrange for a dozen of them immediately, though it would uncover some other locations,” the vampiress said, frowning slightly. “I assume you wish for both information and the chance to sabotage relations between Sylland and their neighbors?”

      Abydon grinned and nodded, mentally building a new path to his goals. “You know me so well. If we can foster discord and jealousy in the city, it might help us even more than our previous plans. Replace our agents where possible but get as many people into Castra as you reasonably can. I’d also like more information on just how this occurred, that we might show our… appreciation to those responsible.”

      “Of course, Arclord. Your will be done,” Varian replied, bowing her head respectfully. “I’ll be able to sneak more into the city following the initial rush as well. It’ll be costly, but possible.”

      Abydon just chuckled, smiling and relaxing somewhat.

      If he was to level past seven hundred and seventy-three, he needed more challenges. Challenges that conquering a country of the living would provide. He’d just have to view this as a new opportunity.
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        * * *

      

      “Make that forty-three requests from the Guard, fifteen from the Seventh Division, and the entire Ranger contingent,” Silma said, tossing the latest report onto her desk as she let out a sigh. “Is it any better for you?”

      “Yes, but only because it’s considered to be too much of a pain to get cavalry into the dungeon. It just isn’t worth transferring for that,” Shale replied, the Level 323 Mountain Dracoling barely looking up from his own desk. His brown scales blended in well with his skin tone, and considering that both his hair and eyes were different shades of brown, only his green and gold uniform made him stand out from the background. His lips quirked upward as he added. “Do they really think they’ll be allowed to transfer, anyway? I’m guessing that half the special forces and knights in the kingdom have done the same thing.”

      “Exactly my thoughts. Not that it reduces the paperwork we’re getting,” Silma replied, walking around her desk to peer out the window.

      The pass was so unassuming, considering what lurked on the other side of it. The troops liked to call it Abydon’s Blight, after undead had overrun the old Tarruk Kingdom. They hadn’t killed everything, but her scouts reported that plant life was slowly beginning to fade and die within its borders, beginning with the very core of the country. It was like a festering wound in the earth, and Silma had no doubt that if Abydon wanted to overrun Fort Wraith, he’d have no issues at all. They simply didn’t have the power to hold off an army that had dozens of level five and six hundred commanders.

      Fortunately, the risk of bringing in Sylland’s allies had held them off, but Silma knew in her bones that it was only a matter of time before war erupted. She wished that she wasn’t on the front lines of the likely conflict. It was part of why she had to admit that the troops might have the right idea. The possibility of leveling up in Castra’s dungeon was incredibly tempting, as a single shred more power might be the difference between life and undeath in the service of their enemies. It was unfortunate that her class was focused more on commanding a large group, rather than the smaller groups a dungeon encouraged.

      Shaking off her morbid thoughts, she sat at her desk, letting out a soft sigh. “Any word on how things are progressing?”

      “Not really. There’re reports that the Home Guard’s Second Division is being relocated to Fort Steel so they can cover Castra more readily, and rumors about Duke Castra requesting a contingent of the Royal Knights be stationed in Castra, but you know how it is,” Shale replied, grinning as he looked up at her. “We’re on the border. We’ll be the last to know, especially with how fast all of this is moving.”

      “Hah! You have that right,” Silma said, chortling softly under her breath. “I’m going to let the higher-ups know that we have troops interested in transfers, but in the meantime… what do you say that we run extra drills and send out more scouts to keep an eye on the border?”

      Shale’s smile widened and he nodded. “I think that sounds like an excellent idea. Let’s draw up some plans, shall we?”

      Silma grinned back at him, trying to take a little levity in the situation. She far preferred that to worrying about what might come in the near future. Come what may, she’d given an oath, and she was going to guard her homeland with everything that she had. She might even mention her own interest in Castra as well.
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        * * *

      

      “Perfect,” a man murmured, picking up a single piece that’d been sitting on his board for such a long time that it’d not only gathered dust, but the dust had solidified. Next to where it’d been resting were a pair of tiny figures, one red and the other a brilliant white. Moments later another dozen pieces materialized, each of them intricately detailed. One looked like a miniature dragon made of obsidian.

      The board was enormous, and incredibly complex. Most of those who looked at it wouldn’t be able to tell what was going on. In fact, it was so complex that deities would have trouble taking in the entire board.

      Despite that, if one was able to make sense of it, the purpose of the board became clear. Each piece seemed to indicate a location or being of great power. It also told the viewer that the piece that had been removed was a lynchpin keeping things throughout the region in a relative stalemate. Now that it was gone, there was no telling what chaos would ensure.

      It caused the man to hum happily to himself, watching as pieces began to move.
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      “Timmy! What happened to the alembic?” Tammy yelled, her hands on her hips as she looked over the crates that had been moved into the new shop. She’d opened all of them, but the device she’d been looking for wasn’t there. It was incredibly frustrating.

      “Tammy has been using it to distill more alcohol,” her clone replied in an upbeat tone. “I sure know I could do with a drink! If only she was making a version that wouldn’t kill me.”

      “Oh, please, I know you have that date tonight,” Tammy replied, rolling her eyes in response. “Damn, though. Really, the new equipment can’t come soon enough. We don’t have enough for both shops to run properly.”

      “True, but we wouldn’t have a second shop if it weren’t for Talyn!” another Tammy said, poking her head around the corner.

      The clone was grinning, and the next moment she and another Tammy carefully turned the corner with one of the barrels that was intended for some of their more… pleasant experiments with alchemy. Medicinal whiskey was something they just hadn’t had the funds to experiment with before.

      Just like Tammy, the clones had sandy blonde hair and brown eyes, with a scattering of freckles across their faces and an upturned nose that she’d been informed made her look cute. Tammy wasn’t sure whether to be happy with that description or not.

      “No, but it’s the principle of the thing. If we have two locations, we should be making the best use of them possible!” Tammy said, glowering at the two suspiciously. “Besides, aren’t the two of you supposed to be on delivery duty?”

      “Nope, that’s Tammy,” the second clone said, shaking her head firmly. “She had the absolute worst luck at cards last night and picked up our shifts rather than lose what little dignity she had left.”

      “You assume any of us have dignity,” a Timmy clone interjected. “I remember how Tammy bolted for the door when she heard Talyn offer the amount she did.”

      “And you wouldn’t have?” Tammy demanded, putting her hands on her hips as she glared at Timmy. The male clone looked a lot like the rest of them, just a bit taller, with masculine features and shorter hair. There were only two Timmy’s left, and they’d decided to split up, one of each at the two stores. Tammy knew that the main reason for that was they didn’t want competition when dating.

      “Of course I would’ve! I just would have tried to show less eagerness. You know you got the worse part of the deal, right?” Timmy retorted, grinning broadly.

      Tammy rolled her eyes at him.

      “Only you could say that we came out this poorly,” Tammy scoffed, turning back to the equipment and changing her plans slightly, pulling out the items for compounding instead. “Considering everything that’s happening in the city, we’re lucky we got her to fund us. Having a backer with lots of money means that we’re able to expand at all. If we hadn’t closed the deal for the building when we did, we probably would be waiting… what, a decade before we could purchase this place?”

      Tammy waved at the room around them as the clones with the barrel kept moving.

      They were in the Bazaar district, in a building that, while not in the best location, was still better positioned than the one in the Coppers. Unlike the other building, this one had come with a full basement and had two stories. They’d already had contractors come out and install the proper drains and adjustments to make several rooms safe to perform alchemy in, and also to install indoor plumbing and water closets, which was an enormous step up. The upper floor was halfway converted to be quarters for Tammy and her clones, though she was debating which store to make her primary residence.

      They’d only closed on the building a day before word of the delvers opening the thirty-sixth floor had erupted through the city, and the seller had desperately tried to worm out of the deal, only to fail. Tammy was relieved that Talyn had insisted on going with the expensive solicitor rather than the one Tammy had wanted to use, as he’d put together a solid contract for her. The cost of nearby properties had already doubled, and she was hearing rumors that some of the spots for street stall along the main road were selling for as much as the building had cost. It was ridiculous.

      “Maybe so. I don’t like giving up some of the profits, but especially with alchemy, it takes money to make money,” Timmy conceded, stepping forward to help her retrieve some of the equipment she was after.

      “Which is why we spent a good half of the investment on new, higher-end alchemy gear, as well as paying dues to join the Alchemy Guild,” Tammy said, shrugging. “Besides, she’s hot. Even if she and Melody are already involved.”

      “That’s why I’m dating someone else,” Timmy said, grinning back at her. “At least someone got the good looks out of the lot of us.”

      Tammy’s eyes narrowed, and she spoke with exaggerated friendliness. “Oh? Then why is it that Timmy is the one who got—”

      “Would you look at the time? It seems I’m late for a delivery!” Timmy interrupted, hastily setting down the scales he’d pulled out and bolting for the door.

      “Coward!” Tammy yelled after him, then chuckled, shaking her head as she got back to work, her thoughts churning rapidly.

      Talyn had requested a bunch of healing elixirs and other items for her friends, since Tammy couldn’t easily make items appropriate for Talyn’s new level. That would change over time, but for now she was practicing with the most powerful elixirs she could make, which would help Tammy level up more quickly as well.

      Tammy began humming… then froze as she heard a crash from the basement, and an eye began to twitch as she heard some of her clones begin yelling at each other in a panic.

      “Tammy? What did you just do?” Tammy yelled, dashing out the door and heading for the stairs.

      She could hear the clones scatter, but it wouldn’t do them any good. There was only one way out of the basement.
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        * * *

      

      “Well… it’s big. I’ll give it that much,” Emma said doubtfully, looking over the skyship’s railing skeptically. “How many people live down there?”

      “I’m not sure,” Edimar said, shrugging next to his daughter as he looked at the city curiously. A little snow was drifting through the air, but the temperature aboard the ship was comfortable due to the air shield. “This is a region which is relatively low-level, which means more people can survive the environment easily. I’d guess… a hundred thousand? Maybe more. I’ll bet it doubles its population within a year, with everything going on.”

      Emma inhaled sharply, which didn’t surprise Edimar, and he gave her a sidelong look, proud of her progress. She wouldn’t be exceptional, not in a city which specialized in low-level mercenaries, but she was equipped with some of the best gear for her level that Edimar and Sifari could get. Little of it was enchanted, but it would be possible to keep improving it until the base gear hit its limit around level two hundred and fifty.

      Emma was a Level 53 Elf Half-Human Martial Artist, and her features leaned slightly more toward Sifari’s beauty, but she’d taken Edimar’s broader shoulders as well, with a powerful, statuesque physique. Coupled with her long ears, blue eyes, and pink hair, and she cut a distinctive figure, even aboard the skyship. She wasn’t the lowest-level person aboard, but it was a near thing. A couple of other families had decided to move to Castra as well, and after some discussion, they’d all pooled funds to charter the skyship for the trip. It would have been too expensive for Edimar to justify for just them, but when split three ways it was well worth the time it saved them.

      “It’s hard to imagine that many people in one place,” Emma said, drawing Edimar out of his thoughts, an unusual note of anxiety in her voice. “I don’t think there were ten thousand in Attan’s Hold.”

      “Less,” Edimar said, shrugging. “I think around eight thousand, last I heard. It’s just… actually, you know better than I do. Low-level people can’t really leave the city, so they leave the hold, assuming they can afford passage. For Castra, low levels are the norm.”

      Emma nodded, frowning at the city, and Edimar couldn’t help judging it a little internally.

      It’d been decades since he was in a city where any of the buildings didn’t have magic woven into their structures, which made Castra… startling. The walls that surrounded each district and the city as a whole were enchanted, but only on the level of the common houses he’d seen in Attan’s Hold. The wall around the dungeon was better, though. He wouldn’t care to challenge it without significant preparation, and he could sense plenty of weapons around it that would be deadly even to a level seven hundred.

      The city also wasn’t as visually impressive, and the less that was said about the one district to the south-west, the better. That looked like a slum if there ever was one. The north-east was the section of the city which looked the nicest, though he was pretty sure the majority of it was for nobles or were temple grounds, just looking at the size of the estates.

      “Where are we going to be staying?” Emma asked at last. “At least at first.”

      “An inn, most likely. Taltan gave a few suggestions he was fairly sure were still open, and we’ll look into buying a place of our own soon,” Edimar said, grinning at her as he reached over and patted Emma on the shoulder. “Hopefully you aren’t too upset with us for insisting you take a few classes about the dungeon before you go into it.”

      She glared at him, then punched him in the side, almost as hard as she could. Edimar chuckled, feeling the hit but not minding it at all. Emma couldn’t hurt him even at full strength, not unless she hit him in the eye or the like. The only reason she’d held back was to avoid injuring herself.

      “I’m not upset about the idea of classes. They’ll probably be boring, but it’ll only take a week from what Taltan said. I was upset because you made the decision without even asking me!” Emma retorted, glowering at him. “Shades, he said that you should take the classes yourselves so you didn’t piss off the dungeon!”

      “We can get it from you when we quiz you about your classes. We’re a little old to go through an orientation with you,” Edimar said, grinning. “Besides, while you’re busy with those, we’ll be finding someplace to live, negotiating the political landscape, and everything else involved in moving into a new city.”

      “You’re a jerk, da,” Emma replied, looking at the city ahead of them. The skyship was slowly descending, aiming for a snow-covered field outside the city from what Edimar could tell. Castra didn’t seem to be equipped for skyships to visit, which would have to change if they wanted to keep growing. After a few seconds she added, more quietly. “Thank you. I know both of you are doing this for me.”

      “Us. We’re doing this for us, Emmy,” Edimar said, smiling warmly as he reached over and patted his daughter on the shoulder.

      She didn’t reply, but she didn’t have to when she had a smile that wide on her face.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Well, that’s definitely a thing. I wonder why we haven’t seen one before?” Talyn said, pausing to look out one of the windows.

      The vessel looked a lot like a sea-going ship, with a pair of broad, dragon-like wings extending from its sides, and a long, sleek hull. She could see brass fittings gleam through the falling snow, and bright lanterns glowed at regular intervals along its length. It didn’t have any sails, instead she could see a puff of steam from the aft of the ship, with two spinning propellors providing forward thrust. It was probably bigger than she’d initially thought, if the dots along the railing were people. The weather also seemed to be parting around the ship, which she envied, somewhat. The outdoors weren’t pleasant right now.

      “Um, I’ve only seen one of them fly by in the distance, growing up. Skyships aren’t exactly common, not in these parts,” Aslith said, pausing to look at it herself, her eyebrows rising a little. “I heard they take a lot of high-level items to make. Like, level five hundred or higher, from the timber to the metals.”

      “Ah,” Talyn said, blinking in surprise, then smiled. “Well, that explains why. It’s definitely impressive, but since it’s here… who wants to bet that the passengers are more impressive?”

      “That’s a sucker’s bet,” Aslith replied with a scoff. “Anyway, get moving, would you? I want to fleece Reagan out of more coin.”

      “Fine, fine…” Talyn said, rolling her eyes as she started walking again.

      She’d had a few days to relax, and things were changing in Castra. Fortunately, few of them had anything to do with her, and before too long she’d be able to go into the dungeon again. At least she’d know exactly where she was going to stand with the dungeon, unlike with all the other people in Castra.
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      “Alright, I need to make a decision,” Melody said, looking over the equipment in the armory again.

      Most of the gear was gone. The most powerful items were back in the vaults at the banks, while the gear that they didn’t like had been given to an agent to be sold or auctioned off, as needed. All that was left were a few pieces of gear that would actually be useful to Melody, Talyn, or their friends in the near future. The skill tomes had sold for a princely sum, and they’d shipped off the money from the Strong Back tome to the orphanage.

      Aslith, Elda, Gordon, and Reagan were gone right now, delving into the dungeon again. As Gordon had put it, at least the floors they were working through were warm, unlike the outdoors. It also gave Talyn and Melody a chance to have some private discussions, which they’d chosen to do in the armory, as it had the best wards against eavesdroppers. While Talyn trusted the staff she’d hired for the most part, there were limits to everything, and some topics were just too sensitive to risk sharing.

      “You do,” Talyn agreed, grinning at her. “I’ve been working hard on Demonic Armament, hoping that it’d evolve into Creation Magic, but I haven’t had much luck yet. You’re the one who can change if you want to. Hells, you don’t even have to tier up your skills the hard way, which is completely unfair.”

      “Only to a degree,” Melody disagreed, shaking her head firmly. “Yes, I don’t have to work on them, but I also can’t improve them further, which means that I’m limited in a lot of ways. The main question is… do I change my class?”

      “That’s really up to you,” Talyn replied, shrugging and looking at the description that Melody had written down again. They were avoiding talking about the names of sensitive classes even now. It might be over-cautious, but Talyn would rather be careful than regret it later.

      
        
        Avatar of Music & Endings – You embody the power and will of the Goddess of Music and Endings. None know her will better than you, and you can unleash her power on those who stand against you. This is a combined specialist and mage path, granting access to several types of magic, martial skills, and musical skills. The name of this class is veiled via divine decree, and may only be shared by the bearer’s will.

      

      

      Talyn read the description a couple of times before she continued. “You’re the one who has to make a decision, Melody, since it’s something that’s based on who you were. Which doesn’t mean that you can’t branch out, but I don’t want to pressure you. I don’t know enough about who you were to say one way or another. You’re… you, so far as I’m concerned.”

      “True. I wish that you had access to a class you were certain you were going to stick with as well,” Melody said, looking at the paper for a moment, then leaned into Talyn, letting out a heavy sigh. “I also worry that this is something which can’t evolve later on. For all I know, it’s a top-rank class.”

      “Possibly, but again, you don’t have to worry about skills resetting. You’re one of the few people who can swap classes as often as you want to just try things out,” Talyn countered, her eyes narrowing. “In fact, you could’ve swapped to an appraiser class to look everything over if you wanted to. Is there a particular reason you didn’t?”

      “Um… well, yes, but it doesn’t really matter,” Melody said, waving off the question as she wandered around the table restlessly.

      Talyn didn’t believe her, so she just stared at Melody, folding her arms in front of her as her tail began to lash a little more pointedly. Melody stared back for several moments before letting out a sigh, obviously giving up in her attempt to remain silent.

      “Fine. There are two reasons, and one of them is silly. I don’t like the idea of abusing my ability to change classes and gain new skills that way. While it may be technically allowed, part of me suspects that the System would penalize any potential evolutions or progressions if we did things like that,” Melody explained, pausing and biting her lower lip for a moment. “I don’t have any evidence, but that’s the feeling I get.”

      “That… alright, you have a point. That would be unpleasant,” Talyn said, wrinkling her nose in distaste at the thought. It was something she could believe, though. She’d seen some evidence that the System was more aware than she’d expected, after all. Shaking off the memory of the ominous message she’d gotten in the Dungeon, about it noticing her survival, she focused on Melody. “And the other reason?”

      “I wanted to ensure that you had some time with Reya that wasn’t pure business,” Melody said, her mood visibly brightening as she gave a sly smile. “I suspected that she liked you personally before this, but now I’m sure that I’m right.”

      Talyn blushed, turning her head away as she murmured. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Yet despite that, she couldn’t help but remember some of the meals she’d shared with Reya. The secretary had been quite friendly and talked to Talyn easily. She suspected that there might be something more going on there, but at the same time Talyn didn’t want to make too many assumptions, especially with everything else happening. Things were moving too quickly for her comfort presently.

      “Sure you don’t,” Melody replied, smirking back at Talyn. “In any case, classes. What do you think?”

      “Melody?” Talyn asked, drawing Melody’s gaze over as she unfolded her arms and leaned on the table. She spoke firmly, trying to thoroughly push her opinion into her words. “Do what you want to do. I’ll support you either way. Even if you choose a non-combat class.”

      Melody just looked back at Talyn for a few seconds, then smiled a little more, nodding and circling the table so she was next to her. Then she leaned in and gently kissed Talyn, wrapping her arms around her. Talyn’s heartbeat quickened, and she returned the kiss fervently, enjoying the silky-soft texture of the goddess’s lips.

      It was over all too soon, and Talyn couldn’t help her quick breathing as she shivered, then spoke in a breathy tone. “That was… nice. A thank you, I’m guessing?”

      “Yes. You could overrule me. Yes, I could leave, but you could also be more insistent… yet you’ve chosen not to. You’ve respected me, and I appreciate that, Talyn,” Melody said softly… then smiled as she leaned in and murmured in Talyn’s ear. “But for now… I am the Avatar of Music and Endings.”

      The air seemed to pulse around them, and a shiver ran down Talyn’s spine as something immaterial shifted about Melody. Her presence grew more powerful, her hair danced in an unseen breeze for a moment, and her eyes flashed with something… different. The sensation faded after a moment, and Melody took a deep breath, seeming to savor it before smiling a little.

      “There we are,” Melody said, smiling warmly. “I think I may shuffle my skills a bit, but we’ll see. Unfortunately, I lost my perception skill, but that’s the price of only having five skill slots.”

      Talyn giggled, then asked. “Oh? What did you take? If you can tell me, that is.”

      “Let’s see… I kept Light Armor Expertise, at least for now. I may change my mind, but it seems too useful to let go. I’m not sure about another of my skills… it’s called Defy the End, and it essentially allows me to resist damage, and instant death in particular,” Melody said, tapping her upper lip thoughtfully. “The third… you’ll hate me, but it’s a combined magic skill. Air, necromancy, and void, specifically. A boosting skill to allow my magic to function through my voice specifically, rather than the usual gestures and incantations, and allows me to modify the effects somewhat… it feels like a higher-rank boosting skill. Maybe second rank? And last is a weapon boosting skill.”

      Talyn stared at the goddess for a couple of seconds, then huffed, shaking her head as she couldn’t help a moment of incredulous disbelief. Mostly she felt amusement, though.

      “I… yes, it’s ridiculous, but at least you’re my ridiculous companion,” Talyn said, grinning and giving Melody a quick peck on the cheek before continuing more seriously. “I might have been more upset if you got a skill that combined creation, essence, and void magic, since those are what I’m after, but honestly it doesn’t upset me.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if I manage to evolve it into that, given that I have access to both Darkness and Essence magic skills,” Melody admitted. “I also considered the skill to boost my ability to sing that also increases my charisma, but I didn’t want to step on your toes, after everything that’s already happened.”

      Talyn laughed, shrugging at the admission, feeling surprisingly good about everything, considering what had happened to her. “That’s fine with me, Melody. I’m getting plenty of attention as it is, and just knowing that curse isn’t hanging over my head has improved my mood immensely. Now… we should probably burn this paper, then get to work figuring out what weapons you want, if any.”

      “True, we can do that, though… the nice thing about necromancy is that it does govern things like decay, you know,” Melody said, smiling broadly.

      The goddess hummed a soft ditty, and as Talyn watched the paper in her hand seem to slowly age, then crumbled to dust. Her eyes widened a little, blinking at where the paper had been.

      “It was that easy?” Talyn asked incredulously.

      “It was paper, Talyn,” Melody replied, rolling her eyes. “Not high-level paper, basic paper without any magic in it. Of course it was easy for me, when we’re both over level one hundred. I suspect a level ten necromancer could do that.”

      “I suppose, I just don’t have enough experience with that sort of thing,” Talyn admitted, flushing in embarrassment. “It isn’t like I’ve tested the limits of what I can do with my magic since leveling, I suppose.”

      “Exactly! For all we know, you could make permanent paper,” Melody teased. “Though do you really want to test that now, or go over my new… equipment?”

      The suggestive note in Melody’s voice caused every thought of testing her magic to fly out of Talyn’s head. She could worry about it later.

      And, as it turned out, she could make permanent sheets of paper, along with a few other items of similarly cheap materials and construction. It was just a shame that the spells had such a long cooldown.
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      Talyn had been skeptical that she’d ever use the manor’s parlor when she’d purchased the building, but Melody’s suggestions, and the fact that there were already so many rooms in the manor that she wasn’t sure what to do with all of them, meant that she’d kept it, and even renovated it. That was good, considering the visitors she was receiving today.

      It’d been almost three weeks since the assassination attempt and when the thirty-sixth floor had been opened. When no further assassins had shown up, the contract with the Guardian’s Guild had run out, at least the one paid for by the duke. While they’d offered to let Talyn pick up the contract, after seeing the amount it cost on a weekly basis, Talyn had blanched and declined. She had arranged a new contract with lower-level guards, and only a couple of them at a time, rather than having eight people at any one time.

      Melody hadn’t even argued after seeing the cost of hiring eight people who were each over level two hundred at all hours. They would be better served by improving the manor wards and recruiting guards of their own, at least in the long run. That meant that they were being more cautious, and things had been changing in the city rapidly, quickly enough to bewilder Talyn.

      Yes, it was winter. Yes, there was snow on the ground, a good half-foot on Talyn’s grounds alone. Yet that didn’t stop the locals from springing into action anyway. Talyn hadn’t been back to the dungeon quite yet, but according to Reagan, the Duke had put a hefty standing order for granite from the Rocks, leading to miners bringing out enormous amounts of stone every day.

      More than that, the stone was being carted to the area north of the Dungeon district, where they were adding a whole new district to Castra. The amount of progress that a few earth mage architects could make on a wall in a matter of days was shocking, and she doubted it’d take more than a month for the physical wall to be complete. The enchantments would likely take much longer.

      Talyn had no idea what the district was going to be called, but a good deal of the land she’d purchased was going to be located inside the new district, though a small portion had been claimed by ducal decree for the wall, which she’d been compensated for. Not by as much as she might have wanted, but at least more than what she’d paid for the land in question.

      Thinking about Reagan and the others, Talyn couldn’t believe the amount of progress they’d made in just a couple of weeks. They’d been about level twenty-three when the assassination attempt had occurred, but her Companions skill had already proven its worth. They’d all reached level thirty, which was incredibly fast for most people. Enough that other delvers at the Silver Mug had been asking about their progress, according to Aslith.

      Talyn missed being able to go out, which she hadn’t realized would be an issue when she’d earned so much money. She just… she felt isolated. Which was probably why she’d agreed to meet the team who’d opened the thirty-sixth floor.

      “Stop tapping your foot. I can hear it clearly, even without enhanced senses,” Melody said from her position by the window. It was a narrow window and made of stone that’d been turned transparent somehow. Probably alchemy, since Talyn didn’t detect magic from it. Talyn glowered at Melody but forced her foot to stop tapping. It was harder than she’d expected.

      “I’m nervous,” Talyn replied, glowering at the table. “They’re all over level three hundred and fifty!”

      “Two are over three hundred and sixty, as well,” Melody said, then pointedly glanced at the small statuette of an angel that Talyn had moved into the corner of the room earlier. “You don’t think they’re going to attack you, do you?”

      “No, I think that there’s good odds I’ll say something stupid and offend them,” Talyn retorted, glowering at Melody more. “Like I need more enemies!”

      “You don’t have many enemies, Talyn,” Melody said, clicking her tongue as she shook her head. “A lot of people are curious about you, and you’re hiding from them. What do you expect to happen?”

      “For them to stop poking their noses into my business and let me hide,” Talyn grumbled. “I see why famous people in my previous life complained about the paparazzi.”

      Melody just laughed, shaking her head as she grinned. “Either way, calm down and straighten that back. They’re here.”

      “Right,” Talyn said, straightening a little, and after a moment she stood up.

      Unlike when she’d met Veeranna, she’d decided to wear more practical clothing. Trousers, a tunic, and a bit of jewelry. Yes, the clothing was nice, but that was it. Her armor wouldn’t do any good, so there wasn’t much point to wearing it, and it might give them the wrong impression about her. Melody was in similar clothing, though Talyn thought she looked better in hers. That might just be Talyn being biased, though.

      She heard the front bell ring, and it was all Talyn could do to keep from smiling at the thought of one of the maids greeting the team that was arriving. The highest-level servant she had was level thirty-two, after all, which made her less than a tenth of the level of one of them. At least her servants seemed to be leveling relatively quickly, which had been explained as being the advantage of serving someone higher-level than they were.

      Before long there was a knock, and Vanya spoke softly, the elf’s voice soft yet somehow transmitting through the door clearly. “Ma’am, your guests have arrived.”

      “Come in,” Talyn said, straightening just a bit more.

      The door opened, revealing Vanya, the head of Talyn’s household. She was a Level 32 City Elf Head Maid, with light blue hair and matching eyes, as well as a willowy figure. Vanya had been offered the evolution shortly after being hired, and Talyn certainly wasn’t going to object to that. From what Vanya had said, the class would have a hard time progressing, and she’d have a harder time leveling, if she wasn’t the head of a household, but it would help her organize the household more effectively. Vanya had been rather surprised to be offered the evolution so quickly, though. Talyn suspected it was because she had no intention of firing the woman.

      Behind her were four delvers, and it took most of her control for Talyn to keep her expression neutral on seeing them. They might be nothing compared to Eldri, but… Talyn had nothing Eldri wanted. They might want something from her.

      In the lead was a Level 361 Leopard Therian, a woman with yellow hair, yellow cat-like ears, and green-gold cat-like eyes. She was also lean but exceedingly muscular, betraying power and poise with every step she took. Her clothing was much like Talyn’s, her tunic a soft green and her leggings a deep maroon.

      Just behind the therian was a handsome Level 366 Mountain Elf with tanned skin, white hair, and electric blue eyes. He was rather slender, but Talyn thought he had wiry strength to him. She could be wrong, but she didn’t think she was. His clothing was somewhat fancier, the button-up shirt storm-gray with golden embroidery, while his trousers were black leather with silver patterns somehow worked into the surface.

      Third was a relaxed-looking Level 359 City Human with dark skin, brown hair, and fiery red eyes. He was burly, especially compared to the elf, and his arms practically rippled with muscles. He was wearing a blue tunic and simple leather trousers, but Talyn could practically feel magic radiating off his clothing.

      Last was a Level 358 Sea Naga, which slightly surprised Talyn. She’d only seen a few naga in the city so far. She had the upper body of a pale-skinned human woman and the lower body of a serpent, which likely explained why she was last, given how far her tail trailed behind her. The tail was covered in blue scales that shone with several colors, almost like the sheen of a rainbow on each scale. The woman was curvy and pretty, with a well-fitted green blouse and a blue coat that she’d removed and hung over an arm. She had deep blue hair and sapphire-like eyes, and also wore a lot of silver jewelry, which accented her appearance.

      “Welcome to my home,” Talyn said, smiling at them as she looked the four over again, especially the casual power which they showed with every movement. Her smile grew slightly more real as she reflected that they almost certainly had better control of their power than Eldri did. “I’m Talyn, and this is Melody. I know your names, but I’m afraid that no one bothered to tell me which name belonged to which person.”

      That drew a chuckle from the therian, and smiles from most of the others, while the naga shook her head in obvious disgust.

      “That just figures, doesn’t it?” the elf said, grinning as he offered his hand to Talyn, who shook it without hesitation. His grip was firm, but not crushing. “I’m Kaldorin the Wanderer, a Thundercaller, which is a combined lightning and metal mage. Thanks for your assistance. We’d been trying to crack that gate on the thirty-fifth floor for years and were damned close to giving up. Probably would have if it weren’t for you.”

      “Not true, we had already planned to break up the team when we got word,” the therian corrected, frowning at him as she stepped forward to shake Talyn’s hand as well. “It was well-timed.”

      “Alright, true enough,” Kaldorin conceded, nodding.

      “I wish that I could take credit for the timing, but it’s more a question of when I finished what I was tasked with at the bottom of the dungeon, not anything I could control,” Talyn said, flushing slightly as she shook the therian’s hand. The woman’s grip was almost feather-light, which contrasted with her muscular appearance. Talyn saw Kaldorin shake Melody’s hand from the corner of her eye.

      “It is still appreciated. I am Nethaya Wolfwood, Mountain Blade,” the therian said, looking into Talyn’s eyes for a moment, then nodded. “Nervous, but you do not fear us. Excellent.”

      Talyn couldn’t help flushing as Melody laughed and chimed in. “I think that’s partly because she nearly got run over by level eight-hundred-plus fire ants on the ninety-ninth floor. From what she said, they were the weakest things she encountered.”

      “Fire breathing ants,” Talyn corrected, flushing a little at their appraising looks. “One of their legs would’ve gone through me like a spear. And I’m not sure if they were the weakest things I saw. I couldn’t see the level of anything down there.”

      “Fascinating. Are you willing to tell us about what you encountered down there?” the human asked, shaking Talyn’s hand firmly in a single pump before letting go. “Elgan Fireblood, Flame Lord. A pleasure to meet you, and thanks. I think I’d have lost something important if we hadn’t breached the gate.”

      “You’re welcome,” Talyn said, flushing a little. “As to talking about it… I’m not sure if I should or not. The guardians were strange, and I’m not sure if they would be upset if I talked about them or not. I really don’t want them to be upset with me, not when from what was said, they were created at level nine hundred and ninety.”

      For a moment everyone in the room was still, digesting what she’d said. Vanya’s eyes were a little wide, but she didn’t seem quite as shocked as Talyn might have expected. Though that might just be one of her acting skills at work. Talyn seemed to recall that there was a skill along the lines of Perfect Poise or things like that for some social classes, and a maid class seemed like it was partially a social class.

      “That would be concerning, yes. Particularly since one of them was apparently capable of transporting you to the top of the dungeon,” the naga said, slithering forward and giving Talyn a respectful nod. “I am Tserikla. Unlike my companions, I do not have a surname or title. I’m a Frozen Sea Sorceress.”

      “A pleasure to meet you,” Talyn replied, flushing a little. “As to that… I was informed that several of the guardians are perfectly capable of visiting the city, at least for a time. They generally don’t see the point, and… well, they very carefully didn’t touch me, as if they did, they might have killed me outright, I was so fragile in comparison.”

      Before they could say anything more, Talyn continued briskly. “That said, please, take a seat! Would you like tea or any refreshments?”

      “I wouldn’t mind something light to snack on,” Elgan said, looking at Talyn thoughtfully as he sank into a convenient chair. Glancing at Tserikla, Talyn was happy that most furnishings in Castra were built sturdily due to how many lithicar were around. The lower body of a naga was heavy, and it’d be embarrassing if a chair gave out beneath her.

      “Agreed,” Tserikla said, nodding gently as she chose the sofa for her own seat, which she’d occupy rather comfortably.

      “Vanya, if you would?” Talyn said, smiling at the maid, who nodded and smiled.

      “Of course, ma’am. I’ll return shortly,” Vanya promised, curtseying, then swept out of the room.

      Once the others were seated, Talyn took a seat and cleared her throat.

      “So… just to get this out of the way, may I ask why you wanted to meet me?” Talyn asked directly, choosing not to beat around the bush as she looked between them. “You’re all immensely more powerful than me. I think that if you added together the levels of every person in my manor, we wouldn’t add up to the level of any two of you.”

      That caused Kaldorin to chuckle, and Nethaya cracked a smile, nodding slightly.

      “I doubt that all of you put together could injure one of us, assuming we were focused on combat,” the therian murmured. “However, our personal power has little to do with the visit today. Our primary reason for coming here was simple. It was to thank you for what you’ve done, as well as simple curiosity about the Worldwalker who finally allowed us to open the gates.”

      “Pretty much,” Elgan said, leaning forward. “Speaking of which, I’ve never met someone like you before, and I’m not talking about your species. What was it like, coming over here?”

      Talyn blinked, then laughed and shrugged, relaxing marginally. “Well, that makes a little more sense to me. As for my previous life… I have to warn you that I don’t remember a lot of details regarding it.”

      “That’s right. Part of the nature of the universes is that those who’re reborn here have elements that could prove problematic removed from their memories,” Melody chimed in, settling down next to Talyn with a smile. “That isn’t to say that she can’t tell you a lot, though.”

      Talyn nodded, considering for a few seconds, then spoke. “Right. Well, first off, I know that the world I came from had big cities. I mean enormous, too… millions of people lived in the one I was in, if I remember right, and…”

      As the conversation progressed, Talyn slowly relaxed, enjoying the conversation with the group. Maybe she could make some more friends.
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      “Seriously? She had you polish all of her scales by hand?” Kaldorin demanded, his eyes huge. He glanced at Tserikla, his eyes widening even more. “I mean… I know dragons aren’t like naga, but that sounds like it’d take forever!”

      “Several months, yes,” Talyn said, shrugging sheepishly. “Even worse? I know that she was changing her size to control how long it took. I only saw her at what I think was full size once, and I was like… like a chess piece in the palm of her paw.”

      “That is impressive. I’ve heard that elder dragons could be enormous, but I hadn’t realized that they were quite that large,” Tserikla said, sipping at her tea thoughtfully. “Also, it sounds like she’s of the wyrm subspecies, as she lacked wings. Naga don’t usually have much in the way of relations with dragons, but many people associate us enough that I learned a bit about them. Void, though… to have pushed so far with a single basic element. It surprises me.”

      “Not exactly pushed from what I could tell. It sounds like they’re specifically created with that type of magic,” Talyn corrected, frowning. “Is it really that unusual, though?”

      “Yes,” both Elgan and Kaldorin said at the same time, only to stop and stare at each other awkwardly.

      A moment later Kaldorin waved for Elgan to speak. “You and Tserikla are the ones who haven’t specialized as much, so you talk about it.”

      “I have specialized somewhat, as I’ve added a focus on ice to my magic,” Tserikla disagreed, her tail flicking once. “I will grant that it is not nearly as focused as your own, as you specialized earth into metal, as well as air into lightning.”

      Kaldorin shrugged, just smiling at the correction.

      “Regardless, it is unusual in most cases. There are only a handful of truly high-level archetypes I know of that tend to stick to base magical elements,” Elgan said, clearing his throat as he looked into Talyn’s eyes. “In my experience, those are pyromancers like myself, necromancers, and luminomancers. Fire, necromancy, and light, to be clear. Most others seem to specialize more, but those three tend to favor sticking to the baseline to some degree. Though I’ve considered adding earth to become a magmamancer.”

      “Interesting… I hadn’t thought about it, but it makes a certain amount of sense,” Talyn said, frowning. “I’m guessing that a lot of people find they prefer a particular aspect of the type of magic, and focus on that?”

      “Essentially,” Elgan said, shrugging as he pondered, then continued. “I have to wonder… how powerful could people become if they took one of the base types all the way to that point?”

      “Well, based on what I saw? Absolutely terrifying,” Talyn replied dryly. “Not to mention that their species seem to have the same general focus. Imagine a person whose species and class focused say… half of their skills on supporting a single form of magic. I can’t even conceive of how powerful they are. I saw an infinitesimal portion of a fight between two of them, and it was so far beyond me I couldn’t believe it.”

      “I will refrain from considering such until I am at least level eight hundred,” Nethaya said quietly, prompting a laugh from Melody.

      “Why level eight hundred?” Melody asked curiously. “It seems like a somewhat arbitrary level to me.”

      The therian chewed on her sandwich for a moment, obviously considering, then shrugged. “It would be the point where I would have to begin considering that sort of power. For now, I am setting my sights lower. Level four hundred is within reach, assuming we can learn to deal with the thirty-sixth floor. It is… unpleasant.”

      “I suspect that’s because it’s right after the gate. The builder seems the type who wanted to make a point. Hopefully the next floors aren’t quite as bad,” Elgan said, shrugging. “I’ve noticed that a lot of particularly bad floors are right after the teleportation point, not necessarily right before one. Who knows, though? I don’t know why someone would build a dungeon like this one to begin with.”

      “The morbid desire to watch people squirm and run for their lives, much like a gladiatorial arena?” Melody suggested helpfully, smirking. “I would’ve said that they wanted to leave a legacy, but if they were truly interested in that, I would’ve thought that they would put some type of carving in place that told people about them.”

      “Or… they might have created it just because they could,” Talyn countered, shrugging. “I’ve known people like that. People who wanted to push themselves as far as they could and did the entire thing as an enormous personal joke or the like. There’s no way to know, in my opinion. Maybe if someone reaches the one hundredth floor, but I don’t care for those odds. Not after meeting the guardians.”

      “Hmm… maybe, maybe not. There are a lot of strong people out there, though I haven’t heard of many breaking past nine hundred,” Kaldorin said, sitting back in his chair as he relaxed. “I like to think that I’ll manage it, but something like that is incredibly hard, and not just because of the challenge of it. Maybe the dungeon will change that, maybe not.”

      Talyn nodded, not entirely understanding, but she suspected the answer was simple. Challenges grew sparser as you leveled up, and even if you did reach high levels, all it would take was a single mistake to die, and if no one retrieved your body, you were likely to be dead for good. But if something could kill you at over level nine hundred, the chances of retrieving the body were slim.

      “Speaking of high-level people…” Elgan said slowly, his eyebrows furrowing slightly as he seemed to be thinking. “Talyn, do you mind if I ask how many people live here?”

      Talyn blinked, then shrugged. “Let’s see, we’ve got my staff, Melody, my friends, and me, so… fifteen people, total? Why do you ask?”

      “Huh. Less than I expected, even having listened while we were here,” Elgan said, blinking in surprise, then smiled. “Anyway, give me a second to check something else. You’re still a little concerned about attacks, right?”

      Talyn frowned, not entirely sure where he was going with the question, then shrugged. “Sure, a little bit? There hasn’t been any sign of attacks since the one by Baron Thorn’s people, but that doesn’t mean it won’t happen. I’m hoping to get better wards, but we’re having to wait until more enchanters reach the city, particularly Wardmasters or their ilk.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Elgan said, nodding slowly. “So… I was introduced to a couple of high-level people by a friend recently. They moved to Castra right after we opened the gates, and he trusts them a lot. They came here because they’ve got a daughter who’s a lot lower level than they are, in the fifties, and they’re both closing on level six hundred. They’re having a house built, but getting it built and warded to their standards is going to take a couple of months, and they were complaining about staying in an inn, especially since they’ve got all their stuff in storage from the move. I can’t guarantee anything, but I’m willing to bet that they could function as solid deterrent if you offered them a place to stay until their home is built.”

      Talyn blinked at Elgan a couple of times, trying to work through the idea. Setting down her cup, she spoke slowly. “Let me get this straight… you’re suggesting that I let a couple of people live here who’re almost as far above you as you are above me.”

      “Yeah?” Elgan said, shrugging. “They’re good people, from everything I’ve heard. Though Ed’s wife has a scary title.”

      “What title is that?” Melody asked curiously.

      “Crimson Rain,” all four of them replied in tandem, with Kaldorin sounding particularly wary.

      They looked at each other, a couple of them chuckling, then Nethaya continued a moment later. “Sifari the Crimson Rain, to be specific. She’s a level five hundred and ninety-one Bloodwhip, so you can understand why most find her name intimidating.”

      Talyn gulped, her eyes widening a hair as she considered what situation could create that sort of title, then nodded slowly. “Yeah… that is sort of intimidating. Melody, your opinion?”

      “If they’re that powerful, and intimidating, they’ll likely scare off anyone who might think that you’re an easy target. At the same time, they also may not respect either of us simply because we’re low level. I give extremely high odds that they treat us like we’re children, despite the fact I’m older than everyone in this city combined,” Melody replied calmly, her statement drawing an appraising look from Tserikla. “Regardless, I believe that meeting with them wouldn’t hurt. Your position has changed dramatically in the last couple of weeks, and that affects both of us. While I understand precisely why we’ve been staying out of the public eye as much as we have, there’s a limit to all things. Having powerful associates would help.”

      “Not a bad perspective,” Elgan said calmly, frowning thoughtfully. “We’re not directly involved in politics, mind you, but we get a lot of it around the periphery. You, though… your wealth isn’t something which was built up over the course of decades. You’re an unknown quantity, and that means that everyone is trying to figure out what sort of box to slot you into. It doesn’t help that Worldwalkers are known for being disruptive.”

      Talyn scowled, shaking her head as she muttered. “I don’t want to be disruptive. I want to have a comfortable home, be powerful enough that I can do my own thing, and maybe have a harem. Ruling, running a business empire, or anything like that sounds like too much work.”

      “Talyn?” Tserikla asked, her eyebrows rising a hair as she took a sip of her tea. When Talyn looked at her, the naga spoke gently. “Too late. You already disrupted the status quo here in Castra. One that has existed for hundreds of years.”

      “Furthermore, you aren’t considering the impact of your actions on the region as a whole,” Kaldorin added, leaning forward in his chair to look at her. “You have to understand, a given area is generally only ideal for about… a twenty or thirty level range. If you’re lucky, a couple of local dungeons will increase that to fifty to seventy levels, but that’s about the most you can hope for. Part of the reason Castra was considered so impressive is that the dungeon could allow people to level from one to three hundred and sixty without too much difficulty, all in a small area.”

      “Not to say that other similar places don’t exist, they’re just… not as impressive, from what I’ve heard. About a hundred level range is the most I’ve heard of,” Elgan chimed in. Kaldorin waved that off, continuing calmly.

      “Now, consider that your actions have led to opening the dungeon to potentially allow progress up to the level seven hundred range, and possibly more than that,” Kaldorin explained, shrugging once. “It’s going to change the balance of power throughout the region, and I suspect that some neighboring nations are weighing the benefits of allying with the queen versus invading to try to claim Castra and the dungeon for themselves. On the other side of the coin, if the city remains open to outsiders, they may decide it isn’t worth the cost. I can’t even begin to guess how they’ll all react. I’m a delver, not a politician. Yet you’ve set off the rockslide, and everyone knows it.”

      Talyn just stared at him for a moment, then groaned, lowering her head into the palms of her hands.

      “I… think that I need to meet these friends of yours, Elgan,” Talyn said, feeling a headache beginning to form.

      She wished that she could say that she’d have done something differently if she’d known about this beforehand, but Talyn doubted there was anything she could’ve done.

      “I’ll let them know, and see about setting up a meeting,” Elgan agreed, grinning a little. “Now… what’re your plans for leveling? I heard you got a hundred-and-ten level jump in one go, so you’re probably a bit off-balance, aren’t you?”

      “Just a little,” Talyn admitted, trying to overcome her despair. “I’m planning to start by going through the higher floors properly, just so both of us can get used to what we can do. We’d barely started on the second floor when the Joker ambushed me. I want to make sure we’re not going to make mistakes because we skipped floors.”

      “Excellent. I’ll warn that many of the floors serve as inspirations for aspects of later floors,” Tserikla said, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “I would give advice, but I suspect that it’s been long enough since I was your level that I wouldn’t be able to give appropriate suggestions.”

      Chuckles ran around the table at that, and Talyn felt some of the tension in her back slowly ease. Her life may be complicated, but if she could make more friends… why not? She could only hope things would go equally well with Elgan’s acquaintances.
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      “The floors of the dungeon are more complicated than I expected,” Edimar admitted, scratching his chin idly. “Nothing that’s much of a threat at our level, but that tenth floor could be unpleasant if you aren’t prepared for it. We’re going to have to make sure you have an item to help you with illusions and the like before you get there, Emmy.”

      Emma glared at him for a moment before replying tartly. “Plenty of other people get through the floors without having specialized equipment, so you’ll do no such thing. I want to make sure that I buy equipment with what I earn, aside what you’ve given me already. I don’t want to end up like Danny.”

      Sifari chuckled and nodded as she took a drink of her wine. Most people would have thought her mother wasn’t paying attention to her surroundings, but Emma knew better. Sifari was always watching for trouble, though given the levels of her parents, people were giving them a wide berth. Staring and whispering, perhaps, but giving plenty of space.

      Emma wasn’t entirely thrilled with why they were in the tavern. For one thing, it was somewhat… dingy, at least compared to what she was used to. The differences between Attan’s Hold and Castra were impossible to overstate, considering that the former was intended for people over level five hundred, and Castra was mostly optimized for those below level one hundred.

      Take the Gold Mug, for instance. It was nice enough, she supposed. At least for a place in the Gold district. But when she looked at the counters which hadn’t even been enchanted to deal with spills, crystalline glasses made by craftsmen below level one hundred, and other elements along the same lines… it was a struggle to adapt. The only thing they had that was better than in Attan’s Hold was that more businesses had begun using water closets and running water. The high-level people just didn’t care as much about those type of innovations at first, not when they’d grown up without them.

      Emma doubted that being housed by a delver who was below level one hundred and fifty would be much better. Oh, she knew that the woman was responsible for opening the thirty-sixth floor of the dungeon, that she was a world jumper, and that she had a large house, but it still didn’t make her happy. On the other hand, not living in an inn where others were constantly coming and going would be nice. But that assumed the meeting went well.

      “Alright, you may have a point, but there’s a difference between making your own way and foolishness,” Edimar said, giving Emma a pointed look. “The floor is filled with illusions. If you don’t have some kind of defense against it at that point and can’t afford one, I’m going to insist on giving you enough to get something decent, at least for your level.”

      Emma nodded grudgingly, letting out a sigh. “Fine. That’ll be a long way off, though. Probably a few years, assuming I don’t push hard.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Sifari said calmly, shrugging once. “There’s no telling how the lower floors of the dungeon will be, either. I haven’t heard of anyone reaching the thirty-seventh floor yet, but many people are being cautious. From what we’ve heard of it, I’m not surprised. It sounds like the floors of this dungeon can be quite deadly.”

      Emma nodded again, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. Any dungeon was deadly, from everything she’d learned. This one just had more rules than most. The warnings that she’d been given regarding the unofficial dungeon rules had driven that home, and the explanation that a spirit had sent the woman they were meeting to the ninety-ninth floor, and she’d only survived due to good fortune had been sobering. Speaking of which, she was getting impatient.

      “Where is she, anyway?” Emma asked, glancing around the tavern in annoyance. “I thought we agreed to meet at noon.”

      “It’s not noon yet,” Sifari chided gently, her red eyes showing her disappointment, and Emma averted her gaze, flushing. “There’s at least a quarter-hour until then. We came early because we wanted to take our time.”

      “Alright,” Emma muttered, embarrassment shutting her up for the moment.

      Instead, she tried to listen to the pianist in the corner, who was at least a decent musician. The cheerful tune helped raise her spirits, so she was smiling again before too long. The food was also good enough. Not as magic-rich or flavorful as what she was used to, but it was good in a slightly different way. Her parents chatted quietly, not discussing anything important, just exchanging small talk.

      “I think they’re here,” Sifari said at last, drawing Emma’s attention away from counting the number of bottles behind the bar.

      There was no one in the doorway yet, but that didn’t surprise Emma. Her parents had much better senses than she did, so they’d probably noticed the moment this Talyn came within half a block.

      Then the door opened and a pair of women stepped in, and it was all Emma could do to keep her jaw from dropping.

      In front was a Level 123 Celestial Guardian Spirit, one who moved with incredible grace. She had brown skin, blue eyes that were nearly white, light blue lips, and blue-white hair pulled back in a high ponytail. The woman was wearing a white blouse and blue trousers, as well as gold bracelets, a pair of large gold hoop earrings, and a golden necklace set with a large blue gem in a pendant. Yet she wasn’t the one that truly drew Emma’s attention.

      The woman following her was a tanned Level 123 War Succubus. Behind her swayed a slender tail with a tip that reminded Emma of a spear tip, though it didn’t look dangerous. She had red hair in a braid down to her waist, and odd orange eyes. She wore simple clothing, just a pair of leather trousers, black leather boots, and a green vest over a white shirt. Yet the woman was downright gorgeous. Her presence was captivating, and as she stepped in, at least half of the customers and staff turned to look in her direction. The woman obviously noticed, since her tail flicked nervously, but otherwise didn’t react. Instead, her gaze turned toward their table, and her eyes widened slightly.

      “I can’t see the celestial’s class or class skills, as well as one of her species skills. They’re veiled by a divinity,” Sifari murmured, a note of shock creeping into her voice. “I think she’s a true hybrid based on what I can see, though, capable of performing every role. The succubus I can see all of. She has two bonus skills, including Iron Will, she can create armor, is a Swordmage Apprentice, and she has a mentor skill. A multi-person species mentor skill that scales higher the larger the difference between her and the recipient.”

      “And a potent charisma skill, if I don’t mistake myself. Or Emma’s reaction,” Edimar said disapprovingly.

      Emma tore her attention away from the succubus, her cheeks flushing brightly as she glared at him. “And? We’ve had this discussion before, da. I’m an adult.”

      “I didn’t say anything about that,” Edimar said, though his eyes narrowed. “I’m just surprised you’re reacting at all, given some of the skills on display in Attan’s Hold.”

      “Oh shush. They’re on their way over,” Sifari replied, rolling her eyes.

      Which they were, and Emma did her best not to stare at the two.
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      It was impossible to miss the people they were here to meet. A palpable aura of power surrounded a table in the corner, and Talyn noted that the adjacent tables were empty. More than just that, it was also their confidence that identified them, even if their levels weren’t ridiculous.

      The Level 593 Plains Human was huge, much like Gordon, but unlike their friend he’d refined his frame to an incredible degree, with more compact musculature that was frankly terrifying in its own right. He had brown hair, blue eyes, and tanned skin. Those eyes were piercing and made Talyn nervous. For clothing he wore a tan shirt and an odd kilt, both radiating almost as much magic as the clothing Eldri had given her. Unlike Gordon, he didn’t have a beard, and was completely clean-shaven.

      Next to him was a pale-skinned Level 591 Mountain Elf with bright red eyes and dark red hair that reached nearly her waist. Add the sharp cheekbones to her beauty, and Talyn understood where she’d gotten her name. It made her think of some of the vampires in media she’d seen in her previous life, to be frank. The woman’s arms showed toned muscle, giving her more of a warrior-like appearance. She was wearing black trousers and a dark red blouse, as well as having a coiled whip hanging from her belt, one which Talyn wished she could ignore. Especially since her gaze seemed to go right through Talyn.

      Last was the woman who must be their daughter. She was a Level 53 Elf Half-Human Martial Artist, and she had a powerful build. Her shoulders were a bit broader than Talyn’s, and she stood several inches over six feet at a guess, with solid, toned muscles that were apparent even through her clothing. She was… statuesque, Talyn decided, beautiful and strong, especially with pink hair that reached the middle of her back and bright blue eyes. She was tanned, with elven ears, and was staring at Talyn intensely. For clothing, her style was closer to her mother’s, but the trousers were slightly looser and the blouse fit closely, both designed not to get in the way when moving quickly.

      “Impressive, aren’t they?” Melody murmured, looking them over for a moment, then smiled as she asked. “Shall we?”

      “That is why we’re here,” Talyn said in mild exasperation, giving the goddess a sidelong look. They’d been delayed by Melody fussing about Talyn’s appearance, which Talyn didn’t understand. They weren’t going on a date or anything like that.

      Approaching the table, Talyn smiled at the group, nodding politely as she spoke. “Hello, this is Melody and I’m Talyn. Considering your levels, I believe that I’m here to meet with you.”

      The man chuckled and nodded, smiling at her as he set down his mug. “That’s right. I’m Edimar Rage. This is my wife, Sifari the Crimson Rain, and our daughter Emma. Why don’t the two of you join us?”

      Edimar’s voice was impressive, causing Talyn’s eyebrows to rise slightly. It was a perfectly controlled tenor, which was higher pitched than she’d expected, but from the undertones… she suspected that he had an enormous range to his voice. It was also near-perfectly controlled and, based on some of the similarities to Melody’s voice after her class change, Talyn suspected he was a singer of some variety.

      “Thank you,” Talyn agreed, smiling slightly as she nodded, sitting down. “It’s a pleasure to meet all of you.”

      “Quite. At the very least it was an excuse to drag Talyn out of the manor before we go back into the dungeon,” Melody added, and as she spoke Edimar’s gaze snapped over to her.

      “Are you a Spellsinger?” he asked curiously. “From your voice, it sounds like you have a voice control skill.”

      “While I do incorporate singing into my magic, and have a skill that assists, it is only a minor improvement at most. I was a singer before descending from the heavens as Talyn’s guardian,” Melody demurred, smiling a little more. “I haven’t decided whether this path is one which I wish to continue on in the long term. Unlike the rest of you, I have the ability to choose more freely, since my skills improve based on Talyn’s level.”

      Edimar nodded, tapping the table lightly with a finger as he replied thoughtfully. “Interesting, that would open a great many options for—”

      “Edimar, quiet,” Sifari interrupted, giving him a pointed look. She had a nice voice as well, but it wasn’t nearly as expressive as his was. “We’re here to discuss other things, not for you to spend a quarter of the day discussing voice techniques.”

      “I’ve only done that six times!” Edimar protested, causing Talyn’s eyes to widen at the admission that he’d done it at all. At Sifari’s glare he almost visibly wilted, resignation filling his voice. “Alright, I’ll keep my curiosity in check. Even if I’m curious why you can’t see some of her skills.”

      “Asking is rude, you know that,” Emma said, her voice a pleasant contralto. Talyn suspected she got that from her father. “At least when it’s from divine power. In any case, it’s nice to meet you, Talyn. So… you’ve been in the dungeon before? Aside from the part where you were dumped onto the bottom floor, according to the introduction class I took last week.”

      “That’s right,” Talyn said, shrugging slightly, her tail swaying nervously behind her. “I only managed to reach the second floor before the Joker ambushed me, so both of us aren’t used to our improvements yet, at least not in combat. We’ve been doing some sparring and are planning to move more slowly when we go in, adjusting one floor at a time. I don’t want to get killed by getting in over my head again. Dying once is enough, thank you.”

      Sifari smiled while Edimar just chuckled, nodding in agreement. Emma was studying Talyn, and it took a few seconds before Talyn placed that particular look in her eyes. She found Talyn attractive, which was only mildly disconcerting. Mostly because her parents were right there and could crush Talyn like a bug.

      “I agree. At the very least I’ve informed her that if she does get herself dropped to a low floor again, she’d better summon me so that I can try to help her,” Melody said with a grin. “Now, perhaps we should discuss the reason for our meeting.”

      “One moment. I believe that we should wait for the server to come by,” Edimar said, inclining his head to the human server who was coming their direction. “I’ll cover it, so order what you’d like.”

      “Thank you,” Talyn agreed, waiting for the man to approach. She ordered a nice mug of mulled wine, while Melody chose cider.

      Once the server had moved on, Edimar hummed softly, and there was a faint vibration that washed through Talyn’s bones. From the look on Melody’s face, she’d felt something similar, and the sounds from around them dulled somewhat.

      “There we are. I created a distortion sphere around us,” Edimar said casually. “It’ll block anyone outside from hearing what we say, and distort the air just enough that they can’t read our lips. Not unless they’re about our level, anyway, and Sifari should be able to pick out those.”

      “I doubt that anything we talk about is that sensitive, but you never know beforehand,” Sifari murmured, focusing on Talyn and Melody. “Now, according to Elgan, you might be willing to provide somewhere to live for a time while our home is under construction.”

      “That’s correct, though a lot depends on the details,” Talyn confirmed, straightening in her chair as she felt the weight of the elf’s gaze. “Beyond whether we could get along reasonably, there’s the question of how long you expect to stay, and the dangers that my own circumstances bring. I’m sure he told you about the assassination attempt.”

      “That’s right,” Edimar confirmed, nodding slowly. “He said that ten people were sent after you, each over level one hundred and fifty. I’m surprised you survived.”

      Talyn couldn’t help a soft snort, shaking her head before explaining. “Only three of them reached me, and it was close even then. I’m not entirely sure what happened to the rest of them, but they were all killed first.”

      “We have suspicions as to what dealt with them. We just don’t have any confirmation,” Melody said, giving Talyn a pointed look. “Not that we’re going to explain what our suspicions are.”

      “Understandable. Precautions are less effective if your foes know about them,” Sifari said, nodding once. “As for how long it would be, we expect the house to be built in approximately two weeks, but the enchantments will take a minimum of another month. Likely two or two and a half months total. Unfortunately, getting the materials we require and wards placed will take a significantly longer period than we’d originally expected.”

      “My question is, do you even have the space?” Emma asked, frowning. “I know you earned a lot of money, but that doesn’t mean you have the rooms.”

      Melody laughed softly, and Talyn just smiled, shrugging.

      “Well… from what I’ve heard, the place I have could have held a staff of over a hundred, and there are fifteen of us currently, including all the servants. I’ve got more rooms than I care to think about,” Talyn replied, shrugging. “There are three floors, including the basement, and it’s a good-sized building. I’m sure that there’s space for all of you.”

      Emma visibly relaxed, nodding slowly.

      “On the other hand, it isn’t going to be warded even a quarter as well as we’d prefer. That isn’t a large difference from what we’re dealing with at the inn, though,” Edimar stated, his tone making it clear that wasn’t a complaint. He paused as the server returned with their drinks, then continued once the man had left. “I need to point out that our presence would be more of a deterrent than anything else. We’re unlikely to seriously consider delving into the dungeon until we have a warded home to protect whatever we don’t take with us. It wouldn’t be necessary in most locations, but in Castra things which we consider commonplace are rare, and greed makes people stupid.”

      “You can say that again,” Talyn said, shaking her head in disgust. “I’ve had so many people try to scam or cheat me it’s ridiculous. I think it’s kind of ironic that the only people who I feel I can trust to not just be using me are those who… quite frankly, are people like you or Elgan’s team. You have no need to cheat me, which makes it much less likely.”

      “Not impossible, but less likely,” Melody agreed. “We’ve had a couple of… questionable interactions with some of the guild leaders in the city over the past couple of weeks, but it isn’t too bad. I’m just glad Talyn managed to build a few good relationships before the lottery fell in her lap.”

      “Lottery?” Sifari asked, tilting her head slightly.

      Talyn blinked, somewhat surprised that the woman didn’t know the word. It was part of the language, not something that had been drawn from Marie’s life or anything.

      “It’s a gambling thing. Lots of people pay in to buy tickets, most of the money being pooled as a prize, then they draw a single ticket to see who wins all of it,” Talyn explained. “I don’t think they’re worth entering, personally, but I remember plenty of people in my old life who entered them.”

      “I’ve seen those before, I think,” Edimar mused, tapping his chin. “Not that I gamble anymore, save for the occasional card game with friends for low stakes. We do enough gambling with our lives.”

      “Indeed, particularly not with a family to support,” Sifari said, considering for a moment before nodding. “I do not know about you, but I believe that if you’re willing to allow us to stay with you until our home is complete, I’d be willing to deter those who wish you harm. I would also like to speak with a world traveler. It’s well-known that none of you retain your full knowledge, but I find myself curious.”

      “You and everyone else,” Melody murmured, drawing a glare from Talyn.

      “I think we need to talk a little more before I can say one way or another,” Talyn said, taking a sip of her wine. “Just so that I know what I’m getting into. I’m not going to wake up in the middle of the night to you shaking the entire house with a song or something, will I? Because I’ll have you know that I enjoy my sleep.”

      “And I’ll have you know that I haven’t done that for years,” Edimar replied, grinning broadly at her. “I’ve learned to put up a distortion bubble first, since Sifari reacts poorly to me serenading her in the middle of the night.”

      “He also wouldn’t shake the house if he was going full force. He’d shake half the city,” Emma chimed in, rolling her eyes. “His class isn’t Thundervoice for nothing, after all.”

      “Thundervoice? That would explain a little,” Talyn said, her eyebrows rising further.

      “Speaking of classes, I had a question about your own. I’m a Bloodwhip, just for full disclosure, and I will not pry about Melody’s,” Sifari said, looking Talyn over curiously. “I see you’re a Swordmage Apprentice, but based on the sort of situation you survived, you should have unlocked much better options, if my own experiences are any guide. Is there a particular reason that you haven’t taken another class?”

      “Ah… well, I suppose I can tell you,” Talyn said, flushing as she looked at Melody. “I had a lot of exceptionally potent classes offered after I came back, though the less that’s said about some of them, the better. One was called Ant Thief, since I crept into an ant colony where all of them were over level eight hundred to steal from their garbage piles. They just threw away level seven-hundred-plus essence gems, if you’d believe that.”

      Edimar’s jaw dropped as he stared at her for a moment, along with Sifari. Then he chuckled, shaking his head. “That would definitely be an experience. I take it you grabbed as much as you could?”

      “Yes, but given my level, and lack of much more than a belt pouch, that wasn’t much,” Talyn replied, shrugging helplessly. “I suspect I would’ve destroyed Castra’s economy if I could’ve brought out a tenth of what I saw.”

      “That’s insane…” Emma murmured, her eyes wide.

      “Interesting. But why didn’t you take any of the classes?” Sifari asked curiously. “Though if it’s too personal of a question, please tell me to leave it alone.”

      “No, no… it’s fine. I just…” Talyn hesitated, then grimaced. “They were good. And if I hadn’t set my heart on a particular style, I probably would’ve taken one of them. As it is, one of them is almost ideal. The problem is that it doesn’t have Creation Magic, and I’m hoping to merge that into one of my species skills before switching classes. It’s a void-focused warrior mage hybrid class. The only person I’ve talked to about the classes is Melody, since I’m nervous about spreading the information around. Though as readily as you shared your classes, I’m not sure that’s as big of a deal as I was thinking it was.”

      “Eh… yes and no. Mostly it’s a worry if it’s the sort of class where them knowing the details would get you killed. That, or banned classes, but just having those on your list of options isn’t a big deal. Everyone gets a few banned classes eventually,” Edimar said, shrugging. “I got Poisoner when I managed to poison my first group with my cooking, for instance. Let me tell you, I never could live that one down.”

      Talyn chuckled at that thought, nodding in understanding as she relaxed. “I don’t think any of mine would come close to that, fortunately. The closest might be the one I got from watching two mistresses of Nature and Necromantic magic work, using the cycle of life and death. It focuses on both types of magic.”

      “Did you get any martial arts ones?” Emma asked eagerly, her eyes lighting up with enthusiasm.

      Talyn blinked, then nodded. “Yes, as a matter of fact… and I saw someone vaporize a few miles of jungle with a casual punch. It was a light-based martial art, and…”

      She continued chatting, slowly opening up to the three as she grew more comfortable with them.

      It surprised no one when she eventually agreed to let them live with her for the time being.
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      Emma was surprised at how large and nice Talyn’s manor was. It wasn’t impressive by the standards of the home her parents were building, or even compared to most of the buildings she’d visited in the nicer areas of Castra, but there was something about the manor that was just more… home-like. It felt a little older, but it’d been renovated recently, making it much more comfortable.

      Which wasn’t to say that it was perfect, not by any stretch. Large sections of the manor were essentially unused, though Emma was delighted that Talyn had set aside a room for martial training, as well as another for general exercise. The weights wouldn’t be useful much past level one hundred and fifty, but they’d be useful for as long as Emma was living there, that was for certain.

      Then there was the conservatory, atrium, and sunroom. Emma adored the plants on display in the atrium, as it reminded her of the outdoors. Her father was happy that there was a music room, even if all of the instruments were low-quality by his standards, and her mother was generally satisfied with most things. Emma found the large, but almost entirely empty, library somewhat depressing. Talyn seemed to be trying to fix that, though.

      Probably the nicest part of the manor, though, other than the training ground when it wasn’t under a layer of snow, would be the bathhouse. It was entirely new construction and was connected to the back of the manor by a short hallway. It was an open room with a large central pool and several smaller ones, each with different temperatures for someone to choose between, and there were also changing rooms attached to it, as well as a laundry room. It may not be made of the most expensive materials, but it didn’t need them. The enchantments to keep everything working smoothly weren’t difficult or expensive, either.

      Overall, it was a relief compared to the cramped confines of even a nice inn. Another pleasant surprise had been Talyn’s other friends, as Emma hadn’t realized that four of the other residents were delvers rather than servants. They were only level thirty, twenty-three levels behind Emma, but after a little while to get to know each other they’d agreed to spar with Emma a little, and the results had been startling.

      Elda and Reagan hadn’t been difficult to beat, though Elda had managed to singe Emma a bit, but Aslith and Gordon were another story, at least when Emma wasn’t using the equipment her parents had provided.

      Gordon had proven able to absorb far more powerful attacks than Emma had expected, deflecting blows that were too powerful and predicting her movements with uncanny skill. If it weren’t for Emma’s superior speed and reaction time, he might even have managed to beat her. Instead, she’d managed to beat him into surrendering, but it’d taken far more effort than she’d expected, particularly given all her training.

      Aslith, on the other hand… it’d taken a couple of minutes, but Emma finally surrendered when the elf managed to slip behind her and put a pair of daggers to her throat. Yes, the gorget she wore probably would’ve protected her, but it was a spar, so she surrendered.

      “That was impressive. How’d you beat me, anyway?” Emma said, taking a deep breath, then let it out again. “It’s like you know what I’m going to do before I move.”

      “You’re strong and fast, but predictable,” Reagan chimed in calmly, shrugging at her. “We’ve all trained with some martial artists at the orphanage, so we know what to watch for. Elda and I just aren’t fast enough to make up for the level difference, and we aren’t as tough as Gordon. Compared to most monsters in the dungeon that we’ve faced, you’re more predictable. You follow the rules a little too much, and we were taught… well, we were taught to fight dirty if we have to.”

      “Better to fight dirty than to die to a thug in an alley,” Gordon agreed with a grin. “Though I’m not sure that fighting dirty would be enough against you. You’re fast enough that throwing sand in your eyes is unlikely to work. You’d probably dodge.”

      “I’d do my best,” Emma said, letting out a heavy sigh as she smiled at them, shaking her head. “I’ll be honest, I expected to mop the floor with you. I have over twenty levels on you, and we’re at low levels.”

      “You were overconfident as well, particularly after your victories against Elda and Reagan,” Aslith said, sheathing her practice daggers as she flashed a smile. “Which was on purpose, of course. Lulling someone into a false sense of confidence can help, and as Talyn showed us, just because someone is significantly higher-level doesn’t mean you can’t win.”

      “Yeah… that was a bad night,” Gordon said, his smile fading slowly as he rubbed his chin. “It’s part of why we’ve been pushing ourselves so hard, to be honest.”

      “Oh?” Emma asked, raising an eyebrow. “I mean, I’ve heard some tales about what happened, but nothing too detailed. My dad mentioned that there were ten assassins hired, and Talyn said that she only had to fight three of them, but that’s about it.”

      The team looked at each other, frowning, and Emma could practically see them debating how much to tell her. She understood, even if it irritated her to not know anything. She was about to tell them not to say anything when Elda spoke shortly.

      “Don’t know much. Two groups died,” the tawny-haired animus said, frowning as her tail lashed behind her. “Last one… ran? No one knows.”

      “That’s right. According to the bits we’ve heard, it was an assassin called Silence. Some type of darkness- or void-based assassin, from what the guild investigator said,” Reagan said, shrugging and reaching up to toy with his holy symbol nervously. “He was supposed to be around level two hundred, but he hasn’t been seen since. Though if Egan was after me, I’d sure as hell be trying to hide. The man is terrifying.”

      Emma raised her eyebrows. “I have no idea who you’re talking about, I’m afraid.”

      “Be glad. He’s the chief investigator of the Delver’s Guild, and the man is just… inhuman. There are lots of rumors around him, but he’s just… I don’t know how to describe it,” Gordon said, shaking his head in disgust. “If you meet him, you’ll understand what we mean. I sometimes wonder if he’s a construct created by the actual chief investigator or something like that.”

      That wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, Emma had to admit. She’d seen several craftsmen in Attan’s Hold that had specialized constructs, illusionary servants, or summons they used to assist them. None quite as impressive as Melody seemed to be, but Talyn was a Worldwalker. That was to be expected.

      While she thought, the others began putting their gear away, and Emma did her best to relax. She was going to need a bath after the exercise, but she’d need to change in her room, as that was where her armor rack was.

      “In any case… what about the two groups who were killed?” Emma asked at last. “You said they died, and it seemed like you were talking from personal experience.”

      Reagan grunted, nodding. “That’s right. I didn’t see most of it, since I was helping keep Melody alive until the guard could get here, but what I saw was bad.”

      “That’s right. Talyn and Melody took out the group in her bedroom, but it looked like an ugly fight. If Talyn couldn’t make her own equipment with a skill, she’d probably have died,” Gordon said, scratching his head. “I was the one who found the ones who came in through the gallery. They looked like something had cut them in half with a single blow, probably with a flaming weapon, since the wounds were cauterized. Looked like they’d tried to block the attack with a wall of stone, but it went straight through it. It was weird, since there was no sign of what did it, and something long enough to cut through all three of them should have hit the walls as well. I’ve no idea what happened, but it was strong, if it killed three people of that level with one blow.”

      Emma’s eyes widened marginally, and she took a breath to reply. Aslith spoke first.

      “I found the others,” the elf said, her face paling slightly. “They were in the atrium, just below the balcony attached to Talyn’s room, and they’d just been… cut to pieces. Like a razor blade had cut through them perfectly cleanly multiple times. The guard suspected one of the plants there did it, but it hasn’t so much as moved when I go through the area, and it doesn’t appear to be a creature when I look at it.”

      “That’s… okay, that’s really strange. I know my parents could do that sort of thing easily, but hearing that it happened without any sign of what did it… I guess I see why Talyn didn’t want to talk about the things which she thought were protecting her,” Emma said, rubbing her forehead. “I doubt it’s a Worldwalker thing, though. Those are almost always just things like getting an extra skill or artifact. Assuming what I’ve heard is accurate.”

      “It should be,” Gordon interjected. “Talyn told us a bit about her experience, and she said that she got to choose her species, appearance, name, and got a single advantage, like a skill, powerful item, or just a boatload of money. She chose the skill that lets her summon Melody, since Melody offered to accompany her.”

      Emma blinked in surprise, then frowned as she asked suspiciously. “Should you really be telling me about that?”

      “She told us in the Silver Mug, and didn’t seem to care about us learning the details, so… why shouldn’t I?” Gordon said, shrugging. “Either way, she hasn’t been secretive about that sort of thing. She’s been way more anxious about the classes she was offered after getting back from the dungeon.”

      “Don’t forget how suspicious she’s become of everyone who’s trying to join her team, either,” Aslith said, letting out a sigh. “If we were higher level, we’d help, but… she has a point about almost everyone having ulterior motives at this point. We’ll probably catch up eventually, given the skill she has, but that’ll take a while.”

      Nodding, Emma considered for a moment, then shrugged.

      “I honestly can’t say anything about that, not since I’ve leveled faster than I would’ve just because of where I grew up,” Emma said, shrugging and frowning. “Which isn’t all good, as you’ve shown me. Just because I’m higher level doesn’t make up for experience, and that wasn’t easy to get in Attan’s Hold. I’m going to have to do something about it… anyway, thanks. I’m going to go wash up, I want to be presentable come dinnertime.”

      “Right, see you then,” Reagan said cheerfully, giving her a wave as he sat back, then sighed and stood up. “I think I’m going to go exercise some more. Obviously, I need to work on my strength and speed.”

      That brought a laugh from everyone, and Emma grinned, nodding encouragingly before she left.

      The trip to her room didn’t take long. It was mostly filled with crates, since she hadn’t unpacked everything yet. She likely wouldn’t, since she’d only be here for a couple of months, but she got out of her armor, took a change of clothing, and made her way down to the bathhouse, ignoring the drifting snow that was coming down again.

      She really did need to figure out how to improve. As galling as it might be to her, she’d learned less in Attan’s Hold than she’d thought she had. The problem was likely that the gap between her and her teachers was simply too wide in most cases. They didn’t have the same perspective, particularly since most people took decades or over a century to reach level six hundred or more. Not all, but the vast majority, and those that made it faster took ridiculous risks.

      She pondered the subject, heading into the changing room and setting her clothing in two adjacent cubbies, one of them holding her dirty clothes. She grabbed a towel and headed into the bathing room… then froze as she realized she wasn’t alone.

      Talyn was reclining in one of the side pools, relaxing against the wall with her eyes closed. Her damp hair wasn’t in a braid, and it was plastered against her back. More important to Emma, she was completely naked, and the water was far too clear.

      Before Emma could decide what to do, Talyn’s eyes cracked open and her tail coiled as the succubus tilted her head, blinking once, then smiled, murmuring in a seductive tone. “Hello, Emma. Are you having a good afternoon?”

      It was possible that Emma was imagining the seductive aspect of Talyn’s voice. She wasn’t imagining her own furious blush.
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      When Talyn opened her eyes, she’d been expecting to see Melody. The goddess had known that Talyn was heading to the bathhouse, after all, and said that she’d catch up after finishing her musical discussion with Edimar. Admittedly, she hadn’t thought it’d be quite this quick, but she wasn’t going to argue… but it wasn’t Melody. She also wasn’t expecting to see Emma, let alone when the Martial Artist was all but naked.

      Those thighs were impressive. Very impressive. As were the sculpted muscles of her arms, calves… no, she shouldn’t be thinking about her that way, not when Emma’s parents could destroy her easily. Ogling their daughter could end very poorly.

      Shaking herself internally, Talyn tried to speak in a casual tone. “Hello, Emma. Are you having a good afternoon?”

      Emma stared back for a moment, then turned her head, clearing her throat. “Ah… I’m doing well enough. I just got done sparring with Aslith and the rest of them. Aslith beat me, which was a little frustrating. I’ve got a long way to go, it seems.”

      “Hm, I can’t say that I’m surprised. She beats me a lot of the time. She’s really good at creating a distraction and getting behind me,” Talyn replied, shifting in the water slightly, her tail moving more than it should have as she looked away as well. “I’m not used to my skills yet, and while I have Sense Motives, she’s pretty practiced at misleading me. I think she has a skill for it.”

      “She is a Rogue, so that seems likely,” Emma said, clearing her throat again and keeping her gaze fixed on the chandelier or something off to the side. “I’m surprised that she can beat you, though. You’re over four times her level.”

      “That doesn’t mean a lot. I’m not used to my speed or skills. I’m good enough at lower speeds, but when you add my level increase onto Enhanced Agility, it’s surprisingly easy for her to fake me into overcorrecting,” Talyn said, frowning a little. “There’s a reason that Melody and I are going to take things easy when we enter the dungeon again. I intend to take at least a week in the second floor before moving on to the third. Maybe a week per floor as we get used to our abilities. I don’t even want to think about how much of a pain it’ll be when I choose a new class.”

      “Understandable,” Emma said, hesitating for a moment, then walked toward the pool that Talyn was in calmly, turning to set down her towel before slipping into the water.

      Talyn averted her gaze firmly while Emma moved, ever-so-casually reaching over to activate the enchantment that added jets to the pool, since those would help hide things under the surface. It might help her keep her eyes on Emma’s face, too.

      “When are you planning to enter the dungeon?” Emma asked after a few seconds. “The others said you didn’t have a team yet.”

      Talyn shifted uncomfortably, letting out a soft sigh as she shook her head. “I… no, I don’t have a team to go with me. I wanted to find one, but I can’t bring myself to trust any of the applicants. I tried to interview a couple of them, but with my skill I could tell that all of them had ulterior motives. I couldn’t figure out everything, but enough to know that I didn’t want to risk having them at my back. Assuming they weren’t just trying to get me to pay for gear and intended to abandon me as soon as they got it.”

      Emma opened her mouth as if to reply, then frowned as she nodded slowly, raising a cupped hand to stare at the water for a moment, then poured it out.

      “I can see that, I guess. Most groups I saw in Attan’s Hold were long-term ones, so that wasn’t really a worry, but among the younger generation, you sometimes saw things like that from the less wealthy families,” Emma murmured thoughtfully. “I didn’t have to deal with it much. My parents weren’t the wealthiest, and they weren’t the poorest either. More in the middle, really, even though they were closing in on the highest levels in the area.”

      Talyn couldn’t help a chuckle, as Edimar and Sifari were beyond merely impressive, in her opinion. Perhaps not when compared to Eldri, but there was an enormous gap between them. Talyn found it ironic that she was actually more afraid of people like Elgan’s team than she was of those who were more powerful than them.

      Those who exceeded her power by inconceivable amounts were impossible for Talyn to oppose, so why worry about them? It was the people who were theoretically within reach who were more likely to decide to crush her before she could compete with them.

      “I can’t say that I fully understand, since I was never in that sort of position in either of my lives. This one may get there eventually, maybe,” Talyn said, pausing for a moment to think, bobbing in the warm water, then sighed. “In any case, Melody and I were planning to begin delving tomorrow or the next day. I’ve gotten back my armor and weapons from the enchanter, and we’ve upgraded our gear all around. The plan is to go down to the second floor, like I said, then move carefully downward as we get used to our level and skills.”

      A thoughtful look crossed Emma’s face for a moment.

      “Hm. You said that you’re planning to spend a week there… how often are you planning to delve? Or were you planning to stay down the entire time?” Emma asked curiously.

      “Definitely not constantly. I’ve had enough of that. We might stay overnight, but I doubt it’ll happen. As for how often… that depends. I’d guess for three or four days of the week,” Talyn replied casually, but she thought she knew what Emma was thinking about. “It mostly depends on how we’re feeling after each of them, I think. We don’t want to push ourselves too hard, but at the same time we don’t want to let ourselves grow too comfortable. Most delvers only go into the dungeon once a week, after all. Less at the higher levels.”

      Emma nodded, looking a little thoughtful as she considered what Talyn had said. While she thought, Talyn relaxed in the warm water, trying very hard not to look at Emma. She also repositioned herself so one of the jets of water was massaging her lower back. That felt good, though she had to be careful to ensure it didn’t hit her tailbone. The base of her tail was rather sensitive.

      “What about me?” Emma asked at last, startling Talyn. Mostly due to how abruptly she spoke.

      Talyn blinked, then stared at Emma, tilting her head as she asked. “In what manner?”

      “What about taking me with you?” Emma said, shrugging. “Sure, I’m not even half your level, but you have that skill my parents talked about, the one that boosts the leveling rate of people lower-level than you, and if you’re taking things slow it would let me get used to fighting real threats. Maybe we’d split up after you reached the fifth floor, but that’d take a few weeks at least, right?”

      “That…” Talyn began, only to let her voice trail off as she considered the option more seriously.

      It wasn’t something she’d honestly considered before Emma had walked in. However, at the same time something prickled in the back of her mind as she stared at Emma’s face and things slotted into place. Emma also had ulterior motives but considering that the way her cheeks were flushed wasn’t from the baths, it didn’t take Talyn much to figure out what those motives might be.

      Talyn’s lips curved upward as she smiled, relaxing backward a little as she nodded. “That’s a possibility, yes. You’re skilled, and your parents are powerful enough that my wealth isn’t really enticing to you. I’d have to talk to Melody about it, though.”

      Emma smiled. “Great! That would—”

      “However,” Talyn interrupted, her gaze growing more focused. “That relies on two things. First of all, I need some form of assurance that your parents won’t murder me if you manage to get yourself killed inside the dungeon. I’m not going to abandon you or anything, but I know that people’s parents aren’t always reasonable.”

      “That’s… alright, yeah, I can see that. I doubt they’d do anything to you, unless they were sure that it was your fault,” Emma conceded, looking a little embarrassed. “I guess they’re a little overwhelming, though. What about the other reason?”

      “If you decide to act on your attraction, you get to explain it to your parents,” Talyn said flatly. “I don’t want to deal with your father, not when he could melt every bone in my body with a cross hum.”

      Emma just stared at Talyn, her mouth agape for a moment, then her flush grew deeper as she muttered. “Was it that obvious?”

      “Only to someone with Sense Motives,” Talyn replied, snorting softly as she sat back in the pool. “That, and my species advances off flirtation and pretty much anything more extensive than that. I’m trying to get over my own hangups in that regard. Anyway, I’m not saying no. You’re attractive, after all. I just don’t want to be turned into a puddle on the floor because I upset your family.”

      Emma sank below the water at that point, and Talyn had to wonder if the steam was from the water, or her blush.

      She also narrowly avoided having to drag the other woman out of the water due to a lack of oxygen. That would have been problematic.
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      Eldri glared at the rock slab, daring it to disappoint her. She was gratified that it hadn’t simply disintegrated under her glare, a couple of samples had done that.

      The granite slab lay on the floor of her lair innocently enough. It looked much like any of the other sheets that she’d seen over the past few weeks, once Danu had determined how to replicate the stone. If one could call it stone. It was softer than the walls of the ant colony.

      Thousands of slabs of granite had been destroyed by each of the guardians thus far. Worst of all, in Eldri’s opinion, three of the others had managed to touch them without destroying the stone so far. Edith had been first, which was… both understandable and irritating beyond words. The lich was likely the single weakest guardian physically, yet the second had been Zephyr. That was frustrating beyond words, and Eldri had evaporated a mountain when she’d heard. At least Faith managing it was more understandable, since darkness could be one of the more subtle forms of magic.

      Now she was in a dead heat with half of the remaining guardians for being the next to manage it. Eldri couldn’t abide being in the latter half of them. Everyone knew that Deidamia would be the last of them, despite the immense effort the titan was putting into controlling her power. Eldri’s pride wouldn’t let her fail, though, so she raised her paw and ever so gently lowered it onto the stone.

      If she were in her human form, she would probably be able to do this better, but Eldri wasn’t going to do that. She was a dragon, and resorting to petty tricks to succeed was beneath her.

      Feeling the stone beneath her paw, Eldri carefully kept from putting her full weight on it. That would shatter the stone for certain. After a count to ten, she raised her paw… and nearly roared her victory when the stone remained pristine and whole in the aftermath. Fortunately she refrained, as otherwise she’d have destroyed it utterly.

      “Finally! What possessed the gods to create such fragile objects is beyond me,” Eldri grumbled, flicking a claw, and she carefully enveloped the granite slab in a void field to preserve it as it was, so that she could put it in her hoard to remember her accomplishment. “Now, next on the list… wood.”

      Eldri focused on another section of the dungeon mentally, and between one breath and another she was in a new location.

      She ignored the screams of terror below her as she swooped down and grabbed… kindling.

      Glowering at the splinters in one claw that had been a tree, Eldri grumbled to herself. “Right… delicately…”

      This could take a while.
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      “So… I hear that there was an unidentifiable black dragon in the Weeds last night,” Reagan said, spreading jam on his roll with uncommon concentration. “Black scales, no wings, gold claws, and half as long as the Dungeon district is across. Some people said that it was like staring at a void in space.”

      Talyn paused, blinking a couple of times, then looked at Reya, who’d accepted the invitation to dinner, somewhat to Talyn’s surprise.

      The elf lowered her fork and finished chewing before she replied, her words unhurried and polite.

      “That’s correct. Reports are inconsistent, particularly regarding the size of the dragon, but there were far too many reports for it to be a hallucination, and based on questions, some people were close enough to attempt to identify it, even if some of them had analysis skills. None of them could identify the dragon,” Reya explained, shrugging. “Regardless, it didn’t attack anyone, so the guild is treating it as a relatively harmless random occurrence. Especially since there are doubts that anything could be done even if the guild attempted precautions.”

      “Interesting. What was this dragon doing?” Sifari asked curiously from the other side of the table, her red eyes narrowing. “Besides panicking those in the region, that is.”

      “It deforested approximately twelve acres of land in the Weeds, killing over two hundred and thirty monsters between levels thirty and thirty-five, and was last seen with multiple trees clutched in each forepaw before vanishing as suddenly as it appeared,” Reya explained, a tiny bit of her composure cracking as Sifari and Edimar looked at her. “No one is entirely sure what the dragon was doing, but some of those nearest the dragon report hearing it saying something about weaklings, fragile wood, and things of that nature.”

      Opening her mouth, Talyn felt disbelief rush through her, followed by exasperation and just a hint of embarrassment. She couldn’t say anything, though. She just… didn’t have the words. So, she carefully set her silverware down and rested her face in her hands, massaging her temples with her index fingers.

      “Talyn? Is something wrong?” Melody asked, her voice quiet, but Talyn could tell that almost everyone at the table was staring at her.

      “I… well, that depends on what you mean by wrong,” Talyn said, her voice muffled by her hands. “However, that seems rather… typical. Tell me, did any delvers who were about to die to a monster find a tree randomly land on the monster or something along those lines?”

      There was a brief pause, then Reya spoke softly. “As a matter of fact, yes. At least three delver groups reported that the monster they were fighting was impaled or crushed by discarded wood fragments from the dragon.”

      Talyn let out a soft sigh, then pulled her hands away from her face to see them staring at her. She gave a helpless smile and shrugged. “That does sound like Eldri. She’s very… standoffish. Superior, and puts on airs all the time. However, she was the one who kept me alive, and gave me the opportunity to get out of the dungeon. It sounds like she was in her lair size, too.”

      “Lair size?” Edimar asked, arching an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “Level nine hundred and ninety-seven void dragon,” Talyn said simply, causing his confidence to quickly fade. “When she was at her largest size that I saw, she was larger than I can truly conceive of. The only thing I could compare her to is a flying mountain, but even that doesn’t… really compare. If I had to polish her scales at that size, I’d be working on it for another year, at a guess. Probably more.”

      “Right. Don’t taunt or disrespect the dragon. Not if you want to survive the Joker dumping you down there,” Gordon said, nodding slowly. “Not that I would’ve, but it’s a good reminder. You said that you were teleported, but the idea of her being able to just… travel to the other areas of the dungeon didn’t really occur to me.”

      “I didn’t expect her to be so obvious,” Talyn said, groaning softly. “I mean, I know that she’s arrogant and proud, but she said she’d visited the surface before without anyone noticing, so I would’ve thought she’d go… invisible or something.”

      “While an amusing thought, I don’t believe that the locals would have reacted better to something invisible deciding to swoop down and deforest multiple acres of land,” Edimar said, his brief worry seeming to have eased as he leaned forward. “What do you think, Miss Reya?”

      “I believe that would have caused far more consternation and worry, yes. As it is, the source is at least identifiable, and most individuals have the self-preservation to not attack a creature that’s obviously immensely more powerful than them,” Reya said, her lips quirking into a smile, and she paused, glancing over at Talyn, who felt the muscles of her mouth twitching as Reya continued. “However, I believe that a change of subject is in order. Are your preparations for tomorrow going well, Talyn?”

      Talyn gave her a grateful smile and nodded, sitting back in her chair as she ran through her checklist one last time before speaking.

      “I think so. The only thing left is picking up some products from Tammy tomorrow, then we’ll be going into the dungeon. The salves won’t be quite as effective with the level difference between us, but they should help a little,” Talyn said, giving a small shrug. “I’m considering offering her one of the slots for my Companions skill, too. If she levels up faster, she’ll be able to help me more, beyond which, I’m one of her investors.”

      Reya smiled briefly, chuckling softly before she murmured. “That skill of yours is exceptional, you know that?”

      “Um… sort of? People have commented on it several times, but I haven’t really understood why,” Talyn admitted, looking around the table. “I was nervous about gaining it, but people haven’t reacted the way I expected. They seem impressed, but not terrifyingly so.”

      Glancing at the others, Reagan just shrugged, smiling at her. “Don’t ask us. We’ve got a bit of information, but not nearly as much about things like that. We’re from an orphanage in the backside of nowhere.”

      A chorus of laughter rang out from around the table, causing some of Talyn’s tension to fade. It was Sifari who spoke next, her voice calm.

      “Your Companions skill is part of a grouping called mentorship skills, Talyn. They are skills which are designed to teach others and are relatively rare. Most archetypes can gain them, but nowhere near every class can gain them,” the elf said gently, continuing to cut up her food as she spoke. “Those which do normally can only have a single student, though the bonuses they provide are more potent. They also tend to appear in better evolutions. The only true exception are teaching classes, like the simple Teacher. Those can gain skills to improve the leveling and comprehension speed of their students, and their mentorship skills usually focus on groups. Which is why your skill is so unusual. Edimar, continue, I wish to eat.”

      Edimar rolled his eyes dramatically as Sifari began to eat her steak, but he continued her explanation. “Right, so your skill is a bit of a combination of a teacher’s skill and a combat-focused mentorship skill, but that isn’t completely unheard of. I know wizards who have a dozen apprentices, after all. The main surprise is that it’s a species skill, Talyn.”

      Talyn blinked a couple of times before she caught the inference and leaned forward as she asked. “So… if I’m interpreting this correctly, you’re saying that usually the skills are available to slightly more specialized classes, since not everyone can gain them. But my species can gain the skill regardless of what sort of class I have, which makes it more broadly useful?”

      “Approximately, yes,” Edimar said, clearing his throat. “One of the other exceptions that just came to mind are Commanders. Those who specialize in supporting a unit of soldiers can also have similar skills, but there’s also the matter of skill slots. Even I have to make hard decisions about which skills I want for my class slots, so having another option for that type of skill is incredibly useful.”

      Emma interjected at that point.

      “To be honest, I know that they were looking to see if any of their friends had a mentorship skill that I could get a slot from as well,” the Martial Artist said, sitting back in her chair. “I suspect that’s part of the reason they don’t mind me grouping with you. It may not be an enormous benefit, but every little bit helps.”

      “I wouldn’t say that it’s minor, either,” Sifari countered, glancing over at Aslith, Elda, Gordon, and Reagan. “For instance… how quickly were the four of you leveling prior to Talyn granting you the mentorship skill?”

      “Um, that’s a good question,” Gordon said, tugging his beard thoughtfully. “Slower. A lot slower. Problem is, we’ve also been delving more, which makes it more difficult to say.”

      “One and three-quarters levels per week, average. Half a level per week, previously. Double the number of delves. Approximately a seventy-five percent increase in leveling speed,” Elda said softly, her voice calm and precise.

      “That… is impressive, actually,” Edimar said, his eyebrows rising almost to his hairline. “You’re also ignoring that it grows harder to level as you go. It isn’t a huge increase at your level, but I’d say that your boost is probably closer to eighty percent. Even if the benefits fall off as you approach Talyn’s level, that’s a significant boost.”

      Talyn nodded, her thoughts racing as she considered the information. Then she snorted, shaking her head. “That’s insane… I suspect that high-level teachers are in incredible demand if they work like my skill. I’m only level one hundred and twenty-three. What sort of benefits could a level five hundred teacher provide?”

      “That depends on the support skills they have, but I would not be surprised if they could grant a level twenty individual a five hundred percent boost to leveling speed, if not more, as well as skills that help them understand their own skills more thoroughly,” Sifari said, nodding to Emma. “That is part of the reason why Emma is the level she is at this point. She gained greater benefits from her training than those in lower-level regions, and she also constantly interacted with high-level individuals. I have little doubt that absent those elements, she would be closer to level thirty, possibly twenty-five.”

      Nodding, Talyn couldn’t help a soft chuckle as she murmured. “Whereas I suspect I’d be closing on sixteenth if I hadn’t gotten dumped on the ninety-ninth floor.”

      “Don’t look at a gift too closely,” Edimar replied, giving Talyn a serious look. “Reaching level one hundred isn’t easy. The world is littered with the bodies of those who tried and failed to reach it. Take your time to make sure you don’t get yourself killed along the way, and not just because Emma’s going to be with you. Dungeons are dangerous, and this one is even more varied from what I’ve learned. Don’t underestimate it.”

      “Of course,” Talyn said, grinning slightly as she shrugged. “If I die, how am I going to enjoy my wealth?”

      Melody elbowed her, smirking.

      “I think she’s just looking forward to closing her investment on a couple of businesses in the Belladona district,” Melody teased.

      Talyn almost managed to fight off her blush this time. The laughter didn’t help one bit.
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      Talyn paused, looking over her armor and sword one more time.

      Neither had changed much, if she was being honest. Despite being enchanted, the sword looked mostly the same, just with a slightly brighter gleam along the black edge of the blade. That was somewhat deceiving, she knew.

      There were runic patterns engraved along the center of the blade that almost blended into the background, and the hilt had been heavily altered, replacing the solid grip with a proper leather-wrapped hilt that fit her hand more comfortably. Yet the enchantments should make it stronger, sharper, and most importantly, would allow Talyn to channel her magic through the sword more easily. No longer would her electric magic fail to extend along the blade properly.

      Her armor was much the same, with the black plates mostly unchanged, but when she put it on, the armor felt subtly more solid. It wasn’t anything that inhibited her flexibility, but it was there. More important to her, it had an enchantment that would help Talyn if she got caught in the water, creating a bubble of air around her head for up to a minute out of every hour. It’d also help in a gas cloud or pocket of bad air, she supposed.

      “Ready to go?” Melody asked, a note of amusement in her voice.

      Talyn blushed and quickly sheathed her sword, shrugging once. “Yeah, I think so. You?”

      “Definitely,” Melody said, smiling broadly. “I’m glad we talked to Adrigos. We’d likely have chosen some items that weren’t as useful for me otherwise.”

      Talyn nodded, giving Melody a quick once-over as well. Her armor hadn’t changed, mostly because they’d discussed it and decided that waiting and getting a slightly better enchantment that could apply to her current armor was the best idea for the time being. Most important, she had a pair of new hilts hanging from her belt. They weren’t attached to weapons, and the left one looked like it could double as a bow’s grip, which wasn’t far from the truth. They were designed to enhance conjured weapons like the ones that Melody used.

      In addition to those items, they each had a variety of single-use or limited-use items, trinkets, and other things, like new boots that would help them in virtually all environments, but most notably swamps. Talyn hadn’t forgotten her desire to have boots that would keep water out, and that could pull out of mud easily, among other things. Things like keeping her feet warm or cool even when she went from the depths of winter to a desert climate. The custom boots should make their lives much better.

      “Shall we?” Talyn asked, tilting her head toward the door.

      “Certainly,” Melody said, grinning as she turned, then paused. She reached down and picked something up, then held a gold earring up in the air. “Hm. Should we deliver this to Reya, or just tell her that she forgot it this morning?”

      Talyn blushed slightly but cleared her throat before replying. “I think that telling her she dropped something at the manor would be more than sufficient. I really don’t want anyone to figure things out if she’s trying to keep it quiet.”

      “Right. On the bedstand it is,” Melody said, setting the earring aside.

      Talyn just nodded, still trying to suppress her embarrassment. Or happiness, for that matter. She hadn’t been expecting Reya to spend the night, and she’d enjoyed the experience thoroughly.

      Now it was time to put that out of her mind, though. Emma was waiting for them in the foyer, and Talyn gave her a quick once-over, impressed by what she saw.

      The Martial Artist had a backpack on, as well as a fur-lined coat, but beneath it was a suit of dark leather armor that looked rather flexible. She also wore sturdy boots that looked like they were reinforced with metal, metal greaves, bracers, and reinforced gloves. All of the metal had a matte coating to keep it from reflecting too much light as well.

      “No helmet?” Talyn asked, a little concerned by that, though Emma’s hair was pinned close to her head.

      “It’s in my pack. I’d rather wait until we’re inside to put it on so I can keep warm with my hood,” Emma replied, raising an eyebrow as she challenged. “Don’t you have one?”

      “Of course, though it’s off for pretty much the same reason. It isn’t as warm as my hat,” Talyn replied, pulling out a knit cap and pulling it over her head to cover her ears.

      Emma paused as she saw Melody follow Talyn’s example, then laughed. “That’s nicer than my hood, I think. I might have to get one. How much do they cost?”

      “A couple of copper for ones like this, more if you want nicer yarn or pretty patterns,” Talyn said, shrugging. “Or if you want an enchanted one, I suppose. I didn’t see the point, since I already had this one.”

      “I’ll have to get one, then,” Emma said decisively. “Any chance of finding one along the way?”

      “Considering we’re going to be dropping by Tammy’s? Definitely,” Talyn said, grinning. “I’m sure there are plenty of places along the route that sell them.”

      “We can ask her, if all else fails. I’ve seen her wear them, and she has to have bought a bunch,” Melody suggested as she opened the door for them, revealing the snowy outdoors, where large, fluffy flakes were drifting downward.

      “Sounds like a plan,” Emma said, raising her hood for the time being. “I can’t say that I’m fond of the cold, but it’s better than being too hot. At least I can warm up easily enough, but cooling off can be unpleasant.”

      “Mm, I don’t know, it really depends on your magic,” Talyn replied, stepping outside. “If you have fire magic, couldn’t you just reduce the heat in your surroundings? I think that wouldn’t be too hard, and there are enchanted items to help with it…”

      They continued to debate as they left the manor, walking toward the carriage waiting for them.
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      “There they go,” Edimar said, looking toward the road as the carriage carrying Emma, Melody, and Talyn rolled down the street, mixed feelings churning within his gut. Frost clung to the outside of the window, making it just a bit harder to see through.

      Part of him was proud of his daughter, that she would be delving into a dungeon on her own for the first time. When he considered ‘on her own’ as being with her own group, that was. Another part of him was terrified that she might die inside the dungeon, but based on everything he’d heard, she should be fine on the first few floors, and she did have a secret item that could probably deal with anything short of a level five hundred opponent. Sifari had agreed with him on creating a consumable to help keep Emma alive, and his daughter had only weakly protested before agreeing.

      Then there was Talyn, a young woman who was… strange. Very, very strange. That strangeness was only accentuated by Melody’s presence by her side.

      Edimar had met many Guardian Spirits over the years, and Melody wasn’t like any of them, even those he’d known were more powerful spirits before they were summoned. Every time he looked at Melody, trying to figure her out, the celestial just smiled slightly. Yes, he could overpower her in almost every way possible, but she was simply immune to intimidation, and when you took her level into account she was frightening. Not to mention that her control of her voice was absolutely unreal. Melody had an incredible vocal range, and an even broader range of musical knowledge. She’d taught him things without even trying to, and that took doing after all the years he’d been training.

      “That they are,” Sifari agreed, her hands clasped behind her back.

      For a few seconds they just looked out the window after the carriage. They hadn’t discussed anything important while Talyn was there, in large part because they knew each other, and had been waiting. Yes, Edimar was a little concerned, but he wasn’t worried about Talyn’s intentions where Emma was concerned, even if she was a bit… promiscuous. Based on their conversations, that was at least partially due to her species.

      As the carriage turned out of sight, Edimar hummed, tapping his side in an odd rhythm, and willed a distortion sphere to life. Not a half-measure he normally used, either, but a much more powerful one. It didn’t warp the view of their surroundings much, but it should keep anyone he thought was in the city from eavesdropping on them.

      “I think that Melody is an absolute monster, or will be as Talyn levels her up. Whatever her class is, it doesn’t have any requirements on specific behavior, and I haven’t seen a single sign of a holy symbol on her. It also gives her incredible strength, which isn’t too surprising if it’s all veiled,” Edimar said calmly, slipping his hands into his pockets. “What do you make of Talyn?”

      “She’s smarter than she necessarily intends to show, and I’ve noticed an odd dichotomy from her. She feels like one of those people from the slums who somehow kept a sense of idealism, which has always struck me as bizarre,” Sifari mused softly.

      Edimar chuckled, nodding in agreement. He’d run into a few of those, and it was always an odd experience. He hadn’t necessarily realized it at first, but after hearing about a couple of the things which Talyn had done… well, her friends didn’t necessarily realize how much information they were giving away.

      Edimar wouldn’t have saved the team that’d ambushed her and Melody from the tarantula. He’d have waited for it to kill them while healing up, then would have killed it and looted them all. Her saving them spoke of a certain degree of idealism, yet from what had been said of the assassination attempt, she hadn’t wasted time trying to talk them out of killing her. She’d just killed the attackers with prejudice, which was a good sign.

      “However, she has more secrets than I expected,” Sifari said after a few seconds, shrugging with one shoulder. “Yes, she is keeping the specifics of the ninety-ninth floor to herself, but that isn’t surprising, as it appears that she has a congenial relationship with the guardians of it. Her classes sound like they would be potent enough, but they aren’t completely out of the bounds of reason, not considering what she went through to receive them. I’m more concerned by the seeds we’ve sensed in the atrium, as well as the occasional surge of mana from exceptionally powerful items I’ve noticed, ones that appear and disappear from nowhere. You’ve noticed them, I’m sure.”

      “Of course,” Edimar replied, chuckling to himself. “You may have the better perception, but I am a spellcaster. If I didn’t notice that kind of mana when I was in the same building, I’d be ashamed of myself. At least the outer walls will make it unlikely for anyone to notice unless they’re inside, with the way they contain the mana signature.”

      He paused, his smile fading slightly as he considered, then asked. “You think she has a dimensional storage item?”

      “Almost certainly. One which is concealed from normal senses or analysis skills,” Sifari agreed, her eyes narrowing. “Considering the options, I believe it’s the bracelet she wears at all times. It appraises as being only mildly enchanted, but that makes it more suspicious, considering the rest of her equipment is more heavily enchanted, or at least has ambient magic infused into it.”

      “Mm, sounds about right,” Edimar said, humming to himself for a moment as he considered, weighing the implications. Then he tilted his head curiously. “So… we’ve determined that like most Worldwalkers, she’s going to be a powerhouse. What should we do? It wouldn’t be too hard to get Emma away from her if we act soon. And carefully.”

      Neither of them considered acting against Talyn, of course. For one thing, that was so far beneath them that it was almost unthinkable, even if she did have items that might be able to tempt them. At least Talyn wasn’t flaunting the items. Another reason was that she was nice enough, and she’d made their lives much easier while they were settling into the city. Last of all, Edimar knew it would be a horrible mistake.

      They still didn’t know how the assassins had been killed. They’d been across the entire grounds of the manor by this point, excluding Talyn’s vault, but Edimar had checked the entire thing with sonic magic, and they hadn’t found what had killed the assassins. And if whatever could protect her was that well-hidden, they weren’t going to assume they were more powerful than it was.

      Sifari hummed softly to herself for a few seconds, tapping her arm, then shook her head.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. We certainly could, but we’re already in the eye of the storm, dear. She’s here, and so are we. What’s the point of trying to avoid her? I’d rather build a good relationship with Talyn than end it with animosity,” Sifari said, smiling at him. “Assuming she doesn’t die, she’ll be powerful, and for all we know she’ll reach our level before we know it. Having more allies to deal with dangerous challenges is always good.”

      “Alright,” Edimar agreed, relaxing a little. He hadn’t wanted to act harshly, but Sifari could be more volatile than he was at times. Usually she wasn’t, but if you angered her, there would be hell to pay. “It sounds like we’ve made a decision, then.”

      Sifari smiled, then turned toward him casually, taking a step forward and draping her arms over Edimar’s shoulders. “Indeed… and with that said, everyone else is out of the house except the maids, so I think we have some time to ourselves. Care to take advantage of it?”

      Edimar grinned, happiness rushing through him. His reply was to kiss Sifari.

      They’d have to apologize to Talyn for underestimating the sturdiness of her furniture later. And replace it.
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      “Behind!” Melody called out, and Talyn spun, raising her shield just in time to block the sling stone.

      The Level 12 Kobold Slinger snarled, the scaly humanoid only a bit over three feet tall with tan scales across its belly and brown scales everywhere else. It was reasonably muscular, but its stone wouldn’t have been able to hurt her, not through her armor and with the level difference. Not that Talyn was going to let her guard down.

      Next to her, Emma swayed around the spear of one of the kobolds and countered with a punch, her fist surrounded by an aura of blue light. They could hear the sound of bones cracking, but Talyn had little pity for the creatures. Not when they’d found the mutilated bodies of a couple of other delvers not long before.

      Melody’s voice rose into a single piercing note, and the Level 14 Kobold Shaman in the back staggered and fell, blood seeping from its mouth, eyes, and nose as her magic hit it hard, but Talyn didn’t have much time to pay attention to that. She bashed the slinger with her shield once, causing it to stagger before she eviscerated it, a heartbeat later sidestepping the spear of another kobold. It hissed, then fell as she focused, creating a spike of stone in front of her that she launched into the monster’s eye.

      A few seconds later the battle was over, and Talyn inhaled and exhaled slowly, attempting to ignore the foul smells that always accompanied a battle like this one. They were far worse when in closed quarters as well. Like their current position, since they’d rushed into a cave warren in the hopes of another team. Vain hopes, unfortunately.

      “That was… unpleasant,” Emma said, a slightly green tinge to her face as she looked around, swallowing. “I’d thought… well. It’s one thing to know that people die down here, but to run into something like this is completely different.”

      “Yeah, it is,” Talyn said, grimacing as she glanced over at the bodies on the floor. “This is the first time I’ve run into other delvers in a situation like this, so it’s a bit of a shock. It was damned poor luck for them.”

      “Agreed. Eleven kobolds, plus the three they managed to kill, including a shaman? That isn’t good,” Melody said, letting out a sigh as she looked around cautiously, then asked Talyn. “Do you want me to check their bodies for anything identifying, so we can take it to the guild?”

      “If you would,” Talyn said, grimacing slightly. “I’d be willing to look over the bodies, but I don’t care for it.”

      Emma blinked at her in surprise, then spoke slowly, still looking a bit ill. “You seem a lot more at ease with this than I expected, considering what you said.”

      Talyn hesitated before answering honestly. “It’s from my previous life. I lived in areas not much better than slums, and they were often effectively ruled by gangs. I’ve seen bodies before and had to go over them personally. This is bad, don’t get me wrong, but it isn’t the worst I’ve seen.”

      If anything, Emma’s face grew even greener, and she shivered before shaking her head. “Um, how about we check the kobolds for essence gems, and see if there’s a treasure trove or something? Usually when there’s a group this large, there’s something valuable.”

      Melody was already working, and she politely didn’t draw Emma’s attention to the bodies, while also giving Talyn a helpless smile. Emma was a skilled combatant, but she was also rather sheltered. Why, Fredrica Brightmane was probably less sheltered, in Talyn’s opinion.

      “Let’s do that,” Talyn agreed, and began to work with Emma to check the kobolds for essence stones.

      As she worked, Emma’s nausea seemed to clear up, indicating to Talyn that it was mostly dead people that she had issues with seeing, not monsters or gore. Before too long, Melody joined them, having found a few pieces of identifying equipment, as well as taking what she could for any family they had. Taking their corpses out wasn’t happening, not unless Talyn used her bracelet, which she didn’t want to do.

      They only found three essence stones among the kobolds, but when they searched they hit… well, perhaps not the jackpot. There was a riddle on the wall that gave Talyn a headache, but Emma eagerly figured out the solution. Talyn was just bad at riddles. They found some coin inside, though it wasn’t too impressive. Better was a small hoard of treasure the kobolds had, including some refined copper.

      After a little while they moved on, though Talyn did use her Creation magic to create a cairn of sorts over the bodies. If they were in sufficient shape to bring them out later, she very well might, assuming they could find them. The dungeon could be difficult at times.

      Continuing through the floor, Talyn did her best to keep an eye on Emma, figuring out the woman’s fighting style, and trying to determine the best way to coordinate with her.

      Emma was strong, that was for certain. Talyn was fairly sure that she had some form of Enhanced Strength at a minimum, and as a Martial Artist she likely had some type of unarmed expertise skill, if not a specific martial art skill. Talyn had heard that those existed. Given the effects around her limbs when she punched, and the ease of her movements, those were likely either a skill modifying her unarmed strikes, or part of a martial art skill.

      Yet those didn’t define her. While Emma was definitely an aggressive combatant, that didn’t mean she was foolish about it. She would strike fast and hard, but she also took pains not to move too far away from Talyn or to uncover their flanks, and she dodged quickly, trying to avoid being hit as much as possible. She still got hit from time to time, and the closest she came to a serious injury was when they attacked a Level 19 Pyroclastic Tortoise that vented fire from its shell when she’d been going for a close-range strike.

      That had led to a few minor burns, though it was nothing that Tammy’s burn salve couldn’t deal with. That was the point where Emma admitted that while she had a ranged attack, as she’d picked up water magic, she wasn’t very practiced with it.

      They spent a decent amount of the afternoon working on that, though Talyn took a certain amount of pleasure out of annihilating over a dozen gremlins as well. The little beasts were partially responsible for her having encountered the Joker, and she just didn’t like them. Or the coyotes, for that matter.

      Much like the last time they’d been on the second floor, it was hot and dry, which wasn’t necessarily better than the bitter cold of winter. They seemed to be in sandstone canyons, the walls and ceiling composed of layers of red, orange, brown, and white stone, with outcroppings breaking up the landscape here and there.

      Much of the ground was loose sand, but there was some reddish-brown dirt as well, sometimes forming dunes. There was a surprising amount of underbrush, as well as cacti and other plants like some scraggly trees, and it was difficult to see too much of their immediate surroundings. The floor was also well-lit, like the sun was beating down on it despite the ceiling far above them.

      Eventually they stopped for a break, and Talyn hummed brightly to herself as she examined a cactus with blue flowers on it, smiling as she pulled out some gloves and a knife she’d gotten for harvesting herbs.

      “What’re you doing?” Emma asked curiously, sitting back on a rock as she rested, a flask of water next to her.

      “Gathering ingredients for Tammy. If I’m not mistaken, this is one of the ones she uses in the salves which help us deal with extreme heat,” Talyn explained, examining the flower carefully, then eased the blade beneath the blossom, carefully avoiding touching the petals with the blade. According to the information she remembered, touching the petals with metal would leech out some of the potency. “It may not be much, but it’ll help defray the cost of everything else, and help her make us better items.”

      “I… well, sure, that makes a bit of sense, but you know you’re way beyond the level she can make items for, right?” Emma said, tilting her head. “She said as much this morning, that her elixirs will barely do anything for you.”

      “Yes, but you don’t understand one of the core aspects of Talyn’s personality,” Melody chimed in, grinning broadly when Talyn glanced at her in exasperation. “She’s not the type to give up a chance at making money, as long as it’s a reasonable amount. I’m not sure this qualifies, but at least she’s keeping in practice.”

      “Excuse me? Who is it that paid for your new weapons?” Talyn asked, glaring at the goddess as the first flower fluttered down into the palm of Talyn’s gauntlet. The advantage of making her armor out of bone was that it definitely wasn’t metal.

      “You. Yet you’re still trying to earn coppers and silvers when you’ve got more money than you know what to do with,” Melody replied, grinning even more broadly. “Or am I wrong?”

      Talyn blushed, turning away quickly as she admitted internally that Melody had a point. It wasn’t the only reason, though, so she rallied her spirits, clearing her throat before replying. “Fine, it may partially be out of habit. However, it’s also a low-cost way to help Tammy level up, which will help us in the end. If we can get a reliable alchemist who we’ve got a good relationship with, why not help her?”

      Emma let out a soft chuckle, and Talyn didn’t look at Melody this time. She just knew that the goddess was grinning even wider at this point. Instead, she carefully finished harvesting the blossoms and slipped them into the wooden box she’d brought for this purpose. She also had stone and metal boxes, none of them very large.

      Once she’d cleaned the knife, she turned to Emma and tilted her head curiously. “So… what do you think of the dungeon so far? I know that it fascinates me, how it can do all of this, but you’ve dealt with higher-level regions before.”

      “That’s only sort of true. I didn’t get to leave the city often,” Emma said, frowning.

      “Which is still more than we’ve run into,” Melody said calmly. The goddess had a small rock in one hand, and was tossing it into the air, then catching it. “We went through a few cities on our way here, but I’d say that their average levels were closer to what you see in the Coppers than anything else.”

      “I still remember killing that level zero carnivorous onion on the road. It was the silliest thing,” Talyn agreed in amusement, smiling as she unhooked her flask from her backpack so she could take a drink.

      The water was warm, but that was mostly unavoidable unless she wanted to splurge on enchantments of pure convenience. There was an enchanted flask she had her eye on, but she planned to pick it up once she was to the tenth floor as a reward for herself. It would be nice, since it held more water, slowly refilled itself, reduced the weight of the flask, and kept the water at a set temperature.

      Emma chuckled softly, shrugging as she sat back. “Well… this is definitely more impressive than anything I dealt with in Attan’s Hold. None of the dungeons or regions nearby were appropriate for low-level people. Even dealing with things that spawned below the city was too dangerous for us. One of the things which they did is… well, one of the local tamers set up a mercenary academy of sorts. Really it was more of a gladiator arena, but that doesn’t make a huge difference. He had low-level monsters brought in, and we faced them either in the arena, or he put them in a stone maze that he’d put together for us to go through and fight them. It wasn’t bad, but compared to everything you have here? There’s something just…”

      The woman’s voice trailed off as she waved around them, not moving much. “This is real. This isn’t an artificial challenge put together by overprotective parents to see how we can handle it, or parents who don’t give a single thought to their children’s needs. There were some of those in Attan’s Hold, I’ll have you know. As much as I may get exasperated by my parents for being protective, at least they give a damn about me. Some of the others I knew weren’t that lucky.”

      “I… wish that I could say that was surprising, but it really isn’t,” Talyn said reluctantly, thinking back to people she’d known in her previous life. Her memories of her family might not be available, but she’d seen enough other people in that position to know that it wasn’t as uncommon as she’d like. “I saw it a fair amount in my previous life, and while I don’t know people that well in this world, I haven’t even been here a year, it doesn’t seem that would change.”

      “It doesn’t,” Melody confirmed, smiling sadly. “It doesn’t matter how rich or poor people are. Some just don’t care about anyone but themselves, even if some of those others are family.”

      Emma nodded soberly, not saying anything in response. Talyn was about to speak when she heard something odd. Almost a gurgling sound, one which bothered her. That sound was… odd. And it hadn’t come from any of their stomachs.

      “What was that?” Talyn asked, standing quickly and looking around. Her hand was on the hilt of her sword, and the others were already on their feet.

      “I don’t know,” Emma said, adjusting her gauntlets. “I don’t see anything nearby.”

      “Neither do I. I don’t think…” Melody’s voice trailed off as her gaze rose, and she paused for a long moment before speaking softly. “Talyn, look south.”

      Talyn looked up and saw something strange for the second floor. She’d sometimes seen distortions in the distance due to heat, but this wasn’t that. It was like lines of shadow were in the distance, and it took her a few seconds to place it, mostly because of the lack of clouds… then it snapped into place, and her eyes went wide in horror as she remembered a warning she’d received.

      “Rain! Flash floods, get to high ground! Go, go, go!” Talyn exclaimed and bolted off the rock as she headed for the nearest ridge along the canyon wall.

      “Oh, shadespawn!” Emma spat, not taking the warning lightly as she bolted after Talyn, Melody following right behind her.

      A brief glance was all Talyn needed to meet Melody’s gaze, and the goddess nodded ever so slightly, confirming that she wouldn’t let Emma fall behind. That was good, since it meant that Talyn could worry about finding them a path to high ground.

      The gurgling turned to a rumbling, and a faint vibration caused the sand to ripple slightly, even as the first water came into sight. It was only a puddle, nothing that would normally worry Talyn, but she’d heard about flash floods. Things could change in no time at all… and then there was the reactions of the monsters.

      Chittering, croaks, and squeals began to fill the air, and the relatively still landscape of the floor was now a sea of movement. Antlions clambered out of their dens as they slowly moved toward safety, tortoises were moving with startling speed, gremlins and coyotes were fleeing, and kobolds were assisting one another as they moved as quickly as they could. Few of the creatures fought one another as they fled, except for those that got in the way of others. Many wouldn’t make it, Talyn already knew that.

      Muddy water splashed as Talyn’s foot came down in the first burgeoning stream, and she jumped onto a rock, pausing for a moment to get her bearings, then she sprang from one rock to another, using them to stay above the mud. It would bog her down, even if her boots were enchanted to make the mud flake off, it wouldn’t help much with footing.

      The patter of rain came closer, and Talyn swore as she saw that it was falling in sheets, enormous drops coming down like a wall of water. Then she saw how quickly the water was growing deeper. The initial trickle was already turning into a muddy torrent, and she saw a steaming pyroclastic tortoise on its back slide into sight, its legs flailing for purchase as it croaked fearfully.

      Then she nearly slipped, and Talyn swore, her attention snapping back to the situation at hand. The wet stone was slippery, which she hadn’t expected, considering its coarse texture previously. Water pelted her, and she scowled as she saw a steep hill up ahead, one which wouldn’t be a problem under most circumstances, but water was already dripping from the rock. If they didn’t have Emma with them this would be easier, but that was water under… well, underfoot.

      On the other hand, Talyn took one look at the way the water was rapidly increasing in depth and speed and realized she didn’t have much of a choice in the matter. Which didn’t mean she had to be stupid.

      “Melody! Making rope,” Talyn snapped, nodding at the hill, and before the goddess could nod she’d already started casting a spell.

      The pattern was simple enough. She had rope in her backpack, but Talyn wasn’t taking the time to pull it out, especially since she could just make the rope pre-knotted and attached firmly to the grappling hook she was adding. She flicked her fingers through the gestures, whispering the necessary words as well, and a moment later a coil of knotted rope tied to a grappling hook appeared in her hands. It’d only last a couple of minutes due to the metal, but that was plenty of time under the circumstances.

      “Give me a boost?” Melody asked, taking the rope without hesitation as she eyed the hill seriously.

      Talyn nodded, crouching a little and making her hands into a cup for Melody’s foot.

      “What are—” Emma began, her question a little too late.

      Melody’s foot landed in Talyn’s hands, and she grunted as she threw all her strength into launching the goddess upward toward the cliff, even as Melody jumped. That gave her a lot of height, but not enough. Not that it mattered when the goddess used Rapid Movement, flashing with golden light as she zipped through the air, appearing just above the ridge an instant later, then came in for a landing.

      Emma gaped for an instant while Melody hooked the rope around a tree and tossed the lower end toward them. Talyn caught it, grinning back at the other woman.

      “Come on, let’s get out of this death trap, shall we? It seems that it’s a target-rich environment along the ridge,” Talyn said, offering the rope to Emma first.

      Emma just stared for a moment, then she laughed, grabbing the rope and starting to climb the hillside. Talyn watched for a moment, then white light flashed again, obscuring her vision for an instant. When it cleared, she was on top of the hill, and Melody was at the bottom, grinning broadly. Talyn couldn’t help a laugh, since that wasn’t what she’d expected. She could just unsummon Melody and call her back, but unless things got dangerous she wouldn’t bother. Melody could teleport up to her in a minute if necessary.

      On the other hand, seeing Emma’s look of confusion when Talyn offered a hand to help her up the last few feet made Talyn laugh, even as the storm grew in intensity, winds beginning to blow violently as the water ripped through the floor.

      Talyn couldn’t help but wonder why she felt so happy with the adrenaline coursing through her veins. Eh, it really didn’t matter. What mattered was that she enjoyed delving.
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      Catherine let out a breath of relief as the carriage rolled through the gates of Castra. She was relieved for multiple reasons, but the reason that most people would assume was that she was happy to finally be in a city. That was true, but only partly. Traveling during the winter was miserable, even if enchanted items made it far more comfortable than it would be otherwise. Perhaps if Catherine was a merchant who did this sort of thing often, she’d be able to justify an enchanted tent or wagon that could ignore the surrounding environment, or other items to make it easier, but she didn’t travel much.

      Even making the trip in a protected carriage wasn’t the most pleasant thing in the world. If you considered that she had to bring all of the equipment for her business as well, the trip was even more difficult. Still, no one questioned why she’d chosen to relocate to Castra once she’d heard the news regarding the changes.

      That was good, since her orders had given no room for disobedience. Catherine could feel the binding oath holding her tightly even now, and she’d rather not test it. To most of the world she was a skilled jeweler who crafted magical items, not a spy from the former Tarruk Kingdom. A spy who had sworn a binding oath to Lady Varian, even if it was under duress. Catherine regretted that, but what was done was done, and she liked having her soul in her body.

      Which related to the second part of her relief, that no one on watch had been capable of seeing through her disguised status.

      “Do you have any suggestions on where to stay while searching for a shop?” Catherine asked, glancing at Anthony, the Level 195 Warlord Human Traveling Merchant who was the head of their caravan. “You know Castra better than any of us, after all.”

      “Normally, I’d say someone of your status, or any of us here, should stay in the Gold district, as there are numerous inns there which are appropriate. However, I’m not certain that they’ll have vacancies, considering how many people have flocked to Castra,” Anthony said, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “I’ll send a runner there, but if they don’t have vacancies… most merchants stay in Woolgate, though there are enough inns in Castra that I imagine we can find at least adequate lodging for the time being.”

      “Hm. Unfortunate, but not unexpected,” Catherine admitted. Her vanity wanted somewhere nicer, of course, but at the same time she didn’t want to spend too much on temporary lodging. She had no idea how much it would cost to rent or buy a building, so she should conserve her funds for the time being. “I should speak with the Enchanter’s Guild as well. Based on some conversations I had with my peers before leaving, they usually have rooms that members can rent, and I certainly qualify to join the local guild. I simply wish that it was a national guild, much like the Mercenary guild.”

      “It would make things easier, wouldn’t it?” Anthony said, smiling wryly as he shook his head. “I sometimes think the main reason most guilds are restricted to individual cities is because no one wants to give up any power. Though I’ve heard that a few attempts to build a larger organization have collapsed due to issues coordinating it over long distances.”

      “I believe that. It doesn’t help that if you want an organization that crosses national borders, most countries get suspicious. It’s difficult enough operating in the territory of different lords or ladies, let alone different kingdoms,” Catherine commiserated, giving him a helpless smile. “I’ve had some noble families attempt to bribe me into sabotaging projects for other patrons before, even when I’ve made it clear I don’t want to be part of their feuds.”

      “That sounds like something that would occur, yes. I do appreciate when someone decides to purchase my entire stock of fabric, however. Even if it’s only to keep it out of the hands of one of their rivals,” Anthony said, grinning. “The things they’ll do for fashion, am I right?”

      Catherine laughed and nodded, unable to help her amusement as she thought about the many times she’d been commissioned to make the same item for different nobles, just in different styles.

      Hopefully it would be different in Castra, but she’d have to see how things worked out, and she had a job to do.
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      The days passed by steadily, and there was only a single attempt by a mid-level thief to rob Talyn. The woman was a hair over level four hundred, and obviously hadn’t realized that Edimar and Sifari were living with her. She’d just tried to waltz into the manor one night, which had ended poorly for her. She’d been bleeding from the ears and non-responsive when the Ducal Guard had shown up to take her into custody, all from a single note from Edimar. It seemed to have dissuaded any others, or so Talyn hoped.

      Emma leveled up, but that was the least of her improvements, considering how weak of opponents they were going up against, relative to their levels. Most of their improvements had been in growing used to their skills. In Emma’s case, she’d also refined her technique to be more effective against the monsters in the dungeon, as well as cooperating more naturally against their opponents.

      They moved to the third floor, which was similar to the second floor in some ways, yet markedly different in others. It was a vast complex of old lava tubes, with the occasional exposed pool of magma. At last, that explained to Talyn why Reagan and the others had wanted items to help them with the fumes, as those could be dangerous. The occasional fire blast trap made the floor more dangerous than the previous one, and as if adding insult to injury for most people, there were few light sources among the lava tubes. It didn’t matter for Melody or Talyn, but Emma needed light.

      The enemies they ran into were mostly kobolds, fire elementals, usually in worm-like or insectoid forms, and trolls. The first fire drake had been an unpleasant shock, as the creature had been in a larger area where three tubes intersected, and it’d jumped down on them from above.

      If Melody hadn’t shielded Emma in time, it could have ended poorly, and even so she’d broken an arm, reminding Talyn that while people were stronger and tougher as they leveled, mass had a certain equalizing quality of its own. She wouldn’t have wanted the drake to land on her. Even if Talyn could have survived the impact, it wouldn’t have been pleasant.

      Aslith, Elda, Gordon, and Reagan hadn’t been idle, either. They managed to reach level thirty-five, which startled Talyn a little. She expected them to take longer, but they seemed even more driven these days, and with the equipment she’d bought them, they also were more confident. Which, of course, spurred Talyn onward.

      Veeranna’s contacts paid off the second week, as one of the wardsmiths she knew reached Castra, and Talyn was shockingly able to acquire the woman’s services first. Considering that Niella Shieldgard was, according to Sifari, a Level 535 Six-Tailed Forest Kitsune Mistress of Wards, Talyn suspected that Veeranna had pulled strings to convince the brunette kitsune to take her job first.

      Talyn hadn’t argued, despite the painful cost. And considering that when they saw Niella’s work, Edimar and Sifari began negotiating with the kitsune for her to work on their own home, Talyn was slightly less distraught about the expense.

      On the other hand, when Talyn decided to visit Tammy with the intention of offering her the last Companions slot, things went a little weird.
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      “Um, what are those?” Talyn asked, her eyes wide as she stared at Tammy.

      “Hm? They’re flasks of fire jelly. They burst into flame on exposure to air, which makes them tricky to craft, but worthwhile, particularly as incendiary weapons,” Tammy replied, not looking up from where she was carefully filling the ceramic spheres with jelly.

      “No, that’s not what… actually, I’ll wait a minute so you can finish,” Talyn said, deciding that distracting Tammy when she was working on something which was explosive was a bad idea. Even if it looked like there was an enchantment over the table that had altered the air somewhat.

      Talyn could feel the enchantment with her air magic, and she was guessing it was some form of neutral atmosphere. She remembered something about that from her previous life, but the details were rather vague. Not vague because of the transition, but because she just hadn’t paid much attention to it in her previous life. That, and she was focused on what Tammy was wearing.

      Most of Tammy’s clothing was simple and practical. She had a thick leather apron that Talyn knew had been treated to resist numerous types of alchemical solutions, another leather neck-protector that rose up to shield her face, a hood, goggles, and sturdy shoes. All of that made sense.

      What Talyn hadn’t expected to see were the gloves. Not thick, bulky gloves, either, but shiny black latex gloves that were thin enough to allow fine manipulation. Talyn hadn’t been prepared to see latex gloves in this world, as for some reason… well, actually, she just hadn’t thought about it. She couldn’t be sure why she found it so strange, if she was being honest.

      Melody was giving Talyn a curious look, but Talyn kept her mouth shut. She wasn’t going to distract Tammy when she was in the middle of something like this, not when she knew that this was the primary Tammy. The one on the other side of the table who was helping out was one of the clones and was slightly more expendable. Slightly, as Talyn wouldn’t enjoy seeing any of the Tammys die. Or the remaining Timmys, for that matter. Regardless of how they’d met, Talyn found that she was fonder of them than she’d ever expected.

      Eventually Tammy finished sealing the ceramic weapons with wax and stood back before allowing the clone to disable the enchantment on the table. Everyone relaxed when the only thing to burst into flames was a tiny amount of jelly that’d dripped from the spigot, and Tammy pumped a fist in the air before peeling off her gloves and setting them aside, then pulling off the safety gear.

      “Ugh, that’s always unpleasant. I can’t wait until my supporting skills are potent enough that I don’t need so many precautions,” Tammy said, shaking out her damp hair. “Now, what were you asking about?”

      “Well… it isn’t why I’m here, but I was surprised to see your gloves. Are those rubber?” Talyn asked, glancing at the gloves again. “They look a lot like rubber gloves from my previous life. It surprises me that I remember them at all, with how much else I can’t remember.”

      “Rubber? I think there are some that are made from latex from the rubber tree, yes, though these aren’t. Rubber trees prefer a more tropical climate, they don’t like things like winter. I don’t blame them one bit for that,” Tammy replied, grinning broadly.

      “Hear, hear!” multiple Tammy clones chimed in, one from outside the room. The one at the table continued. “I vote we get temperature enchantments on the store next. They’ll also help keep things consistent for alchemy.”

      “Humidity control, then temperature,” Tammy countered, her eyes narrowing. “I’m tired of static shocks setting off concoctions, thank you very much. Anyway, we call them latex gloves, and they’re made from local variants similar to the rubber tree that are in the Weeds, as well as a couple of trees in the local forest. The gloves are pretty common among alchemists in particular, since they protect against most caustic solutions quite well, as well as minor lacerations.”

      Talyn’s mouth opened, then shut again as she blinked in confusion. Of all the things she’d run into, that was not what she’d expected. She’d thought that rubber gloves were the product of something else… whatever it was that the vehicles in her previous world had run on.

      After a couple of seconds Talyn asked. “I… don’t suppose you could tell me who sells them? I think having a few sets for the dungeon would be useful, and I can think of uses for them around the house.”

      Tammy blinked, then laughed. “Of course! I make them myself, though mine aren’t as good as some of those you can find other places. Tammy will give you the address before you leave.”

      “Thanks for volunteering me, boss. Maybe you want to clean the water closet instead?” a clone retorted from down the hallway. Tammy ignored her.

      Talyn considered for a few seconds, then blushed as she asked. “I… do you know if latex is used in other clothing as well? I know it was used for some raincoats in my previous life, as well as occasionally in other types of clothing, and for other purposes.”

      “Raincoats? I hadn’t thought of that… and I haven’t seen anything like it, no,” Tammy said, an oddly predatory gleam in her eyes as she considered, then glanced at the nearby clone. “Tammy! Look into it, if you would? If no one has used the idea before, I want you to have Tammy consider whether it’s worth giving a try.”

      “We’re alchemists, not tailors, but fine,” the clone replied, rolling her eyes dramatically.

      “As for other clothing, you’d probably find that sort of thing over in the Belladona district. It’s pretty specialized, from what I’ve heard,” Tammy said, smirking at Talyn. “I heard that other Worldwalkers have contributed to the uses of latex.”

      Talyn blushed, embarrassment washing over her.

      “Ah… I’m sure that they have,” Talyn said quickly. “Anyway, I was here for another reason, I’m afraid. The things you’ve made for us have been really helpful, but we’re hampered by the fact that you’re a lot lower level than we are, so… I wanted to offer you something.”

      That seemed to garner both Tammy and her clone’s attention, as the clone stopped cleaning up, and Tammy focused on her.

      “Hm… does this have anything to do with how the pyromaniac kitty, the looming giant, and the rest of their team have been leveling so quickly?” Tammy asked curiously, looking Talyn over. “We’ve been wondering about it, and the betting pool heavily leans toward you being involved.”

      Talyn looked at her incredulously, and Melody chortled.

      “You know that being an alchemist relies on the person being intelligent and learning from their mistakes, right?” Melody said in response to Talyn’s glare, cocking her head. “Beyond that, Tammy obviously has a healthy amount of intuition, as she managed to survive so much and was able to bribe you and the others. I’m not surprised she put that together.”

      “Yes!” the clone exclaimed, pumping her fist in the air. “That new bed is mine!”

      Everyone stared at her for a moment, and the clone blushed slightly. Talyn turned her attention to Tammy, who blushed in turn.

      “Ah… the beds for the clones aren’t the best. Most of them have been saving their pay for new ones. I’m guessing that the winnings from the betting pool tip her over the edge to being able to afford it,” Tammy said, shifting in place uncomfortably.

      Talyn considered how many beds Tammy must have had to buy, then immediately decided she didn’t want to think about it. A good frame and mattress cost more than she cared to think about, so she could understand it. Instead, she focused on what they were here for.

      “I understand. Anyway… yes, I have a mentorship skill called Companions, and I currently have an open slot,” Talyn said, the heat in her cheeks finally starting to fade. “I thought I’d offer it to you. It improves your abilities somewhat, Reagan said it seemed like about as much as a couple of levels, but it also allows you to improve more quickly. The larger the difference in levels between us, the more quickly you advance. Unless you exceed my level, of course.”

      “Yes,” Tammy said without hesitation, staring at Talyn intensely.

      Talyn couldn’t help a blink at the lack of hesitation, and she began. “Are you sure—”

      “I’ve gone over the possibilities, and we’ve discussed your personality extensively, especially after the investment contract,” Tammy interrupted, her voice focused and level. “No, we aren’t brilliant, and it took us a while to fully understand the contract, but we’ve come to the conclusion that you aren’t the type of person to screw other people. Your skill sounds like one of the better versions we’ve heard of, and that means it’s absolutely worth it. So yes, I’d be happy to take advantage of your goodwill, even if it’s in our mutual self-interest. Can you imagine what I can do if the skill boosts all my clones, too?”

      “Uh…” Talyn hesitated, and Melody burst out laughing.

      “I’ll have you know that Talyn is entirely willing to screw other people. She just won’t screw over other people,” Melody said, grinning wickedly.

      “Uh, right, that’s what I meant,” Tammy said, flushing along with Talyn and all of the clones in line of sight.

      As it happened, while all of the clones got a minor boost, it wasn’t nearly as bad as what everyone was afraid of. Talyn was relieved by that… and daunted when she realized that after a fashion everything that the clones did help Tammy advance.

      At least Tammy was on her side.
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      “What do you think you’re doing, Veeranna?” Guildmaster Sadja asked, her voice tight with anger as she glared at the kitsune.

      Veeranna resisted the urge to smile at the woman, since that would be quite rude of her. Even if she was amused by the accusing tone, and the way that she’d been ambushed. She hadn’t expected Aberdine to invite her to a meeting without informing her that Sadja would be present. It was obviously an ambush, but that didn’t mean that she’d let it throw her off-balance.

      “I thought it was obvious. I’m here to discuss logistics with Guildmaster Aberdine regarding the district that’s forming north of the Dungeon district,” Veeranna replied pleasantly, her tails swishing behind her smoothly. “I’m surprised to see you here, as the Delver’s Guild does not appear to have much to do with the expansion. Ah, is the guild intending to purchase land to put up temporary housing for delvers again? It’s been decades since it last participated in that project, as I recall, but it would be quite sensible under the current circumstances.”

      Sadja’s glare grew even more intense, but Veeranna just smiled back at her, knowing that would be more of a punishment for the half-elf than anything else Veeranna could do right now. It was more fun to toy with Sadja anyway, since it wasn’t like any of the major guild leaders in the city could easily undercut one another, not without gathering consensus with a majority of the guilds.

      That was even truer than normal, as the duke had received heavy reinforcements from the queen, and the chances of them allowing a guild war under the current circumstances was almost nonexistent. In fact, Veeranna suspected that anyone trying to start a guild war would be used as an object lesson.

      “Please don’t play dumb, Veeranna,” Aberdine said calmly, polishing a magnifying glass as he sat behind his desk. “We all know—”

      “No,” Veeranna interrupted, smiling warmly at him. Both Guildmasters stared at her for a moment, obviously startled.

      “Explain,” Aberdine said flatly, setting the magnifying glass aside as he clenched his jaw.

      “If you had chosen to be honest about the reason for the meeting, I would have been willing to speak to you about it. However, you were not. Instead, you chose to ambush me,” Veeranna said, smiling even more widely as she cocked her head, her ears twitching gently. “So… no. This meeting is over, and I will be sending out messages calling for a full Guild Council meeting for this afternoon, as you believe the subject is so pressing. Good day.”

      Without waiting for a response, Veeranna turned and walked away, smiling as she heard the sputtering behind her. Normally Aberdine had much better control of his reactions, but it seemed she’d caught him off guard. Sadja reacted much more quickly, for good or ill.

      “You dare speak to us about honesty? Who’s the one who met with Talyn and convinced her to invest in one of your guild’s businesses after suggesting that all the guilds to leave her alone?” Sadja spat angrily.

      Veeranna looked over her shoulder and smiled, clicking her tongue as she looked at the dark-haired half elf.

      “Mm… perhaps you should have gathered all the facts before making such accusations, Sadja. I’ll see you this afternoon. I’m certain the others will approve of a meeting on such short notice,” Veeranna said, still smiling pleasantly. Mostly because she knew that it would unnerve people. “So please, continue making false accusations. I’m certain that it will reflect well on you.”

      With that she swished down the stairs and out to her carriage. As she climbed in, she pulled out the small travel desk that she always brought with her and spoke calmly. “Calthor? Please bring me to the nearest messenger station. I need to send a few letters.”

      “Of course, ma’am,” Calthor rumbled, the orc exemplar not sounding surprised.

      It only took Veeranna a moment to realize that most of the conversation had been outside the wards around Aberdine’s office, which meant others could hear what had been said. She clicked her tongue, disappointed in herself for forgetting that. Normally it wouldn’t have been an issue, but with all the high-level individuals flooding the city, that would change. Which meant that their conversation would likely be across the city within hours due to spies.

      Oh well. It wasn’t any fur off her tails. Aberdine and Sadja should’ve thought more carefully before trying to ambush her.
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        * * *

      

      “…like many of you, I requested a meeting with Talyn, as I was curious to meet her now that she not only exceeded level one hundred, but she also had a mental resistance skill. She accepted, and we met at my home,” Veeranna explained calmly, a hand casually draped over a truth stone she’d brought with her. She’d also asked Guildmaster Cassan to verify was real. It shone with an unblinking, steady white light, confirming her words. “I did not ask her to join my guild. I did suggest she simply invest in a business that was part of my guild, but only in response to her broaching the subject, as she was debating whether she should purchase or invest in one of them. I suggested investing to keep her out of guild politics. I assisted her with finding a business she could invest in, and gave an open invitation to visit me. Any questions?”

      “What a farce of a meeting,” Kantor grumbled, the dracoling head of the Guardians Guild running a hand over his face. “But fine, I’ll ask. Why did she want to invest in one of your businesses? Did she just want a private brothel?”

      “As she hasn’t visited it save to sign the papers, obviously not,” Veeranna replied sardonically, glancing at him. “However, I’m aware of two reasons for her investment. For one, she wishes to ensure that she has multiple sources of income rather than just sitting on everything that she won. As all of us know, that’s a sensible choice. The other reason would normally be private, but as there is no guarantee that her species will not appear in the future, I will give the basic reasoning. Her species advances in tier through socializing, flirting, and intimacy, and as such a bordello is an ideal place for a succubus.”

      The overall reaction to her statement was incredulity, to say the least. Only Sadja appeared to have known beforehand, but the rest of the Guildmasters took a look at the truth stone before looking at Veeranna again. Silvith mostly looked amused after a couple of seconds, sitting back in her chair.

      “That would explain quite a bit. Jumpers can be odd, and they introduce the strangest elements to our world,” Silvith said, the representative of the Temple district relaxing somewhat. “Not that I would’ve questioned it either way. She’s already purchased a good deal of land and donated some money to several temples, putting her in the good graces of many of the churches.”

      Veeranna’s eyebrows rose slightly, then she smiled. “I hadn’t heard that, though it doesn’t surprise me. As she was reincarnated by the gods, it would make sense to remain in their good graces. Regardless, I know that is not the only measure she’s taken. She purchased a good deal of the land north of both the Arcane and Dungeon districts, so she’ll likely do quite well when others wish to purchase it from her. Furthermore, I’m aware she has invested in an odd, low-level alchemist who has a shop in the Coppers and allowed them to open one in the Bazaar as well.”

      Attention turned to Drayma, and the dwarven Guildmaster of the Alchemist’s Guild shrugged, stroking his braided beard once before he replied.

      “I’m aware of that, yes. Timmy Tenebres, currently known as Tammy Tenebres, is a member in good standing. He… she… bah! They are a Clone Master Alchemist, a relatively rare type, and under level thirty at last report. I don’t know how they met Talyn, but they appear to have both a friendship and business partnership,” Drayma confirmed. “I’m not involved at all, but I don’t object to her deciding to help a member level up more quickly. It helps the guild, after all.”

      “A Clone Master? You don’t see those very often, especially at that level,” Cassan murmured, a note of curiosity in his voice. He was the head of the Enchanter’s Guild. “I’ll have to keep an eye on them in the future.”

      “Are you all planning to just ignore what Veeranna was doing, then?” Sadja demanded at last, a note of anger in her voice. “She was clearly manipulating things to get around our agreement!”

      “And you weren’t colluding with Aberdine behind all of our backs to go after her? And you didn’t even have the common wisdom to ensure that the conversation was in private beforehand?” Kantor retorted before Veeranna could open her mouth. His eyes narrowed slightly. “I can’t believe that you’re that foolish, either of you. With the change to the dungeon, people who didn’t want our positions beforehand have changed their minds. We’re not the best of the best in Castra, and more skilled individuals are pouring into the city with every passing day. Why, I heard that a six hundred and thirty secretary transferred to your branch just a short time ago. He’s almost three times your level, do you really think you can keep your position if he decides he wants it? Do you think the duke will protect you if he thinks you’re incompetent or causing problems?”

      Sadja visibly blanched, and Veeranna resisted the urge to smirk as the woman finally realized her petty vendetta against Veeranna was less pressing than she’d thought.

      “It appears that I misjudged your actions, and owe you an apology, Veeranna. I am sorry for mistaking what you were doing as an attempt to rope Talyn into your guild, and sincerely apologize for taking your time and insulting you. I also apologize for my mistake forcing all of us to gather this afternoon,” Aberdine said at last, the Merchant Guildmaster bowing his head. “I’ll be sending a gift to each of you in recompense for the time and trouble. However, I do have one other question for you, Veeranna… what of the wardsmith you sent to Talyn?”

      “She asked about enchanters that could improve the wards of her home. Niella is a distant relative and a friend, and one of the best wardsmiths I know. As growing closer to Talyn bodes well for my own future progress, according to my skills, I chose to do what I could to build a good personal relationship with her,” Veeranna replied, looking him in the eyes as she emphasized the word personal. “It has nothing to do with the guild. It is my personal choice, and if you decide to make it a guild matter again, I will do so as well. Possibly by blacklisting you.”

      Everyone present flinched, and Silvith whistled softly, looking at Veeranna with wide eyes. Especially since her hand was still on the truth stone.

      “That’s a bit of an escalation, isn’t it?” the bear animus asked, sitting up slowly.

      “Perhaps, but I do not care for my private concerns being dragged into a council meeting. If you want to know the truth, ask me. That, or have evidence of my wrongdoings, at which point it won’t matter, will it?” Veeranna said, smiling coldly as she removed her hand from the stone. “Now, I believe that is enough of me being excessively honest with all of you.”

      She sat back in her chair, flicking her tails and smiled. “Now, since we are all here… does anyone have any suggestions for the new district? Obviously, most of our guilds have interests in it.”

      For a few seconds no one spoke. Then Kantor cleared his throat and leaned onto the table, his armor clanking softly as he moved.

      “I think that opening another outpost for the Guardian’s Guild would be a good idea. I expect that it’ll take some time for new guards to be recruited by whoever is chosen as the district lord, and with the influx of nobility and high-level individuals, there will be more call for our services,” Kantor said seriously. “I expect most of us are in the same situation, especially when it comes to the crafters. We’ve all had members who’re higher-level than us show up, the only fortunate thing is that most of them don’t have the management background required for our positions. That, or they don’t want our jobs.”

      Callan nodded vigorously. “True, we’re planning to set up a branch office due to all the work that’s coming, and…”

      Veeranna just smiled coolly, allowing everyone to continue discussing what was coming. She’d put the other two in their place, and that was the important thing, at least for now.

      She wouldn’t be so merciful if it happened again.
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      Kari hummed to herself as she manifested in Castra again, taking a deep breath of the winter air. It was crisp and cool, which she enjoyed.

      The changes to the city were another story, but she hadn’t decided what she thought of those so far. Instead she glanced around casually, taking in all the details of the city at a glance. Every charitable act, every betrayal, every choice the mortals chose to make, and more. Nothing could hide from her gaze, and after an instant she retracted her senses, satisfied with how things were progressing.

      They might not work out how she’d prefer, but that was fine. Kari was careful not to interfere in such things too much. Though she did sometimes intervene to give people more of a chance than they might have had. Not always, as that would cause too much interference, but just often enough. More on Garloth than other worlds, since it was built around the interference of outsiders to begin with.

      Which was part of the reason she was here, after all. It was time to have a little chat with a mortal… and Kari’s smile widened ever so slightly as she strolled through the city, humming a bright ditty.
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        * * *

      

      Melody shivered as a chill ran down her spine. She wasn’t sure what had just happened, but something felt… foreboding, and she quickly looked around, frowning. The new wards were in place, so it was a little more worrying.

      Talyn was busy working on her creation magic, attempting to create an accurate sculpture of Melody with… limited success. Talyn wasn’t the most skilled artist in the world, even if magic made it easier for her to add details. Melody’s lover also didn’t seem to have the same feeling, as she didn’t have that suspicious look she always got when she thought something was about to go wrong.

      So Melody decided not to raise the alarm, not when she didn’t see anything to indicate she needed to worry. Edimar and Sifari were here, after all.
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        * * *

      

      Korith enjoyed working for Talyn. It wasn’t her first job, but compared to cleaning the rooms at an inn, this job was enormously better. Even if the manor was huge and took a lot of upkeep.

      Most important, the pay wasn’t just generous, it was outright unheard of for someone of their level working in the Coppers. According to some people she’d talked to, it was more than most of the servants that Lady Remarine employed were paid. Yes, Talyn had come out and explicitly said that was to help keep them from being tempted by bribes or the like, but then she’d added that they could take bribes, as long as they talked to her about the bribes and get her approval for anything they said. It was ridiculous, and Korith loved it. Already she’d paid for three apprenticeships for her siblings, and she still had a generous amount of savings left over afterward.

      Then there was the lodging. The maids each had small rooms of their own. Yes, they were small rooms mostly containing a small desk and their bed, but there was an attached common room, and all of the furnishings were better than anything Korith had growing up. The mattress in particular was wonderful, and she didn’t want to give it up, ever. If that wasn’t enough, there was running water in the kitchen and washrooms, water closets rather than bedpans, and the bathhouse. Not only were they allowed to use the bathhouse, Talyn didn’t even care if the maids used it at the same time as her.

      Which was another reason that Korith enjoyed working for Talyn. The succubus was gorgeous, and after a few nerve-wracking encounters, Korith had also learned that neither she nor Melody were opposed to having flings. Talyn was obviously averse to taking advantage of the power that she had over the maids, but in Korith’s opinion that just added spice to the pursuit. She’d never wanted to be someone’s wife or primary consort. That implied far too much responsibility to Korith and wasn’t as exciting.

      That wasn’t even mentioning the good food, the opportunity to use the growing library, and everything else. All in all, Korith considered herself to be incredibly fortunate to have been hired.

      Which was why she was softly singing along with the music playing from Talyn’s music box. They didn’t have many music crystals, they were rather expensive, but Korith hoped to be able to afford one of the non-magical record players in the near future. The music wasn’t as good, but being able to buy one at a tenth of the price was quite attractive.

      Then the doorbell rang, interrupting Korith’s thoughts. She blinked, mentally going over the schedule, and frowned. To her knowledge, no one was scheduled to visit at this time. With that in mind, she set aside her polishing cloth and walked over to the door, peering through the peephole set into it.

      On the other side was a pretty Level 50 Fire Human. She was tall, with an athletic figure, and had curly red hair down to the middle of her back and bright green eyes. She wore a sword at her side and was wearing a blue tunic and black trousers. It wasn’t much for the depths of winter, but based on the slight shimmer surrounding her, Korith thought she was using fire magic to keep herself warm. If Korith had fire magic, she’d probably do the same.

      Since the woman looked at ease rather than being hostile, Korith decided to crack the door open, speaking pleasantly. “May I help you?”

      “I believe so. I’m one of Melody’s acquaintances and hoped to meet with her. Possibly with Talyn as well, if she’s available,” the woman replied, smiling back at Korith. “If you’d inform her that I’ve stopped by, I’d appreciate it. And no, I’m not giving my name. She’ll recognize your description of me.”

      “Ah… certainly? I can do that,” Korith replied, a little taken aback by the blunt refusal to say her name before Korith even asked about it. Still, a level fifty wouldn’t be a threat to anyone here except the maids. “I’ll be back shortly, miss.”

      “Thank you,” the redhead said, smiling warmly in response… and she didn’t even twitch as Korith closed the door again.

      Shrugging, Korith turned to find Melody and Talyn. Last seen, they’d been in one of the workshops. It shouldn’t take too long, and Korith would take any excuse to curtsey deeply in front of Talyn. With that in mind, she raised her hands to her blouse as she walked.
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        * * *

      

      “Excuse me, Talyn?”

      The maid’s voice distracted Talyn, and she looked up from the statue she was working on with a blink. It took her a few seconds to recognize Korith’s voice. The Level 23 Mountain Elf Maidservant was the one who enjoyed bending over as much as possible in front of Talyn, and glancing over, she saw that hadn’t changed. The green-haired elf was curtseying deeply, had undone the top three buttons of her blouse, and wasn’t wearing a bra. She looked back at her project quickly.

      The wooden statue was, compared to a person… limited in detail. Oh, it was recognizably Melody, mostly because of the shape of her hair, body, and earrings, but the details were lacking. Her armor was mostly smooth planes, which was mildly irksome. Still, it didn’t matter that much, so she ignored it for the moment.

      “Yes, Korith?” Talyn asked, trying to ignore the way the maid beamed when she used her name, straightening slowly.

      “We have a visitor, she says she’s an acquaintance of Miss Melody, but didn’t give her name. She said her description would be enough,” Korith said, a puzzled note creeping into her voice. “She’s a level fifty fire human, has curly red hair almost the color of copper, and bright green eyes.”

      Talyn opened her mouth to reply, but the words died unspoken when she caught Melody’s expression out of the corner of her eye. Melody had frozen in place, her eyes wide, and the goddess visibly swallowed.

      “Melody? I take it you know this person?” Talyn asked, turning to look at her lover in concern.

      “If it’s the person I think it is? Yes. Yes, I do. And I do not wish to upset her,” Melody replied, her voice taut as she folded her arms behind her back. “Kari is much more powerful than she appears to be. I suggest that we meet with her.”

      Talyn blinked, then nodded, looking back at Korith, who suddenly was looking more concerned. “In that case… Korith, would you ask the cook to prepare tea and refreshments, then escort her to the parlor? We’ll meet her there shortly.”

      “Of course, ma’am. I’ll do so immediately,” Korith said, giving another deep curtsey, then left the room with a sashay. Talyn was a bit too distracted to properly appreciate the sight.

      As soon as Korith was out of the room, Talyn looked at Melody and asked. “What can you tell me?”

      “I… nothing. Nothing save that she outranks me. I don’t dare say anything more,” Melody said, taking a shaky breath. “This… isn’t the first time I’ve run into her in Castra, though the first time was after you were taken to the ninety-ninth floor. I honestly didn’t expect her to visit.”

      “Right. What do we do?” Talyn asked, tilting her head.

      “Well, I could always meet with her alone,” Melody began, and Talyn’s eyes narrowed.

      “Not a chance in all the hells,” Talyn interjected flatly, worry washing over her. “I’m not leaving you alone with someone who makes you this upset.”

      “Talyn… you don’t understand. If she’s upset, there’s nothing you can do,” Melody said pleadingly, a hint of desperation in her eyes. “And I mean that. Even if I had my full power, I’d be nothing next to her. It’s that much of a difference.”

      “And? That just means that it’s more important that I’m there for you,” Talyn replied stubbornly. “If it’s that much of a difference, being a few rooms away isn’t going to help. I’m not leaving when you’re obviously terrified.”

      “I… fine, as you like. Just be polite?” Melody asked, her expression flickering between relief and intense worry.

      “I’ll do my best, now… let’s go see this ‘Kari.’ You have me curious,” Talyn said, her thoughts racing through her head.

      She wasn’t happy that anyone could make Melody this worried… so she stood up and pulled Melody into a hug, kissing her on the forehead.

      “I’ll be with you. Promise,” Talyn murmured.

      “I know you will,” Melody replied softly, but she didn’t relax.

      That worried Talyn even more.
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      Talyn didn’t feel anything different as she approached the parlor, no matter how much she tried to sense anything out of the ordinary. With someone like Eldri, they tended to have an overwhelming presence that you could easily feel from a distance, but in this case? The room ahead of them might as well be empty, though Talyn knew she wouldn’t be able to sense anyone below level two hundred or so.

      Melody’s anxiety had fallen off after a little while, and now she was just… taut. Her movements were stiffer than normal, and that more than anything else told Talyn how worried the goddess was. Which made her wonder about this Kari. Yet, Korith hadn’t seemed worried… but that didn’t mean anything. There were plenty of things that a low-level maid couldn’t sense.

      After a few seconds Talyn shrugged and opened the door to the parlor, taking a step inside, and paused on seeing the human seated comfortably in one of Talyn’s stuffed chairs.

      The human was beautiful, yes, but at first glance that was the only thing notable about her, which threw Talyn slightly off balance. She’d expected something more after Melody’s reaction, yet the woman registered as exactly what Korith had mentioned, a Level 50 Fire Human Flameblade. The next moment she noticed that there was an odd sense of depth to those bright green eyes, but it was a subtle thing, something that almost anyone could possess.

      More importantly, the woman looked up, saw Talyn, and smiled, climbing to her feet and bowing her head respectfully.

      “Ah, you must be Talyn! It’s a pleasure to meet you in person,” the redhead said warmly. “I’d hoped to meet you when I asked to see Melody, but I wasn’t going to force a meeting. That wouldn’t be kind at all. Melody, it’s lovely to see you again, especially under better circumstances. Perhaps you can introduce me to Talyn?”

      “I—” Melody began, but Talyn spoke over her.

      “Why don’t you introduce yourself?” Talyn asked, a hint of unease creeping through her, as well as suspicion. The way the woman had casually asked Melody to introduce her was irksome, almost like the woman expected others to do that.

      On the other hand, the woman’s response was unexpected.

      “I don’t introduce myself because names have power. Particularly when spoken by the one who possesses the name,” the redhead said calmly, not sounding offended. Instead, she smiled as she shrugged once. “I’ll introduce myself if you truly wish for me to, but the world will respond. Much as the fabric of reality rippled when Melody spoke of who she was when threatening the Joker, but more so. Such is your choice, however.”

      Talyn blinked, then looked at Melody, who bit her lower lip for a moment before nodding slowly. “I… believe that she’s telling the truth, Talyn. This is, to my knowledge, only the second time that I’ve met her, though. I’ve never talked to others about how she introduces herself.”

      “You can speak freely, Melody. I’ve sealed off this room, no one will be able to overhear our conversation. None save for, oh… Time and my other usual associates,” the redhead said, smiling. “Now, your decision, Talyn?”

      Talyn debated for a few seconds. She was tempted to ask the woman to introduce herself properly. She was so very tempted… but at the same time, there was a warning buried in her words, and Melody’s reaction indicated that there might be more to it than she’d expected.

      “What would you do?” Talyn asked, looking her guest in the eyes as she offered her hand.

      The redhead laughed, grasping Talyn’s hand and giving it a firm shake as she smiled and shrugged.

      “I don’t know. I’m not mortal like you are, and even my understanding of lesser deities is… fuzzy at times. It’s difficult to say when your nature is so fundamentally different,” the woman said, offering Melody a hand. The goddess shook it, but Melody’s movements were slow and nervous. “I’d probably risk it, in this world. You might gain an achievement or unlock a class.”

      Talyn blinked. Then she blinked again, incredulity rushing through her for an instant.

      “I could unlock a class from hearing your name?” Talyn demanded.

      The human opened her mouth, but Melody spoke first.

      “Yes. You absolutely could,” the goddess said without hesitation. “You gained a class from meeting me, and I’m not as powerful as she is.”

      “Well, now I have to ask,” Talyn muttered, looking at Melody with a trace of annoyance, as well as anticipation. “If you hadn’t said that, I probably would have left it alone. So… who are you? Melody called you Kari.”

      “As you like,” the human said, inclining her head slightly as she clasped her hands behind her back. Then her expression turned serious. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Kari’Torath, goddess of the End. I am the Ender of Worlds, she who will end all when even the Celestial Bureaucracy’s time has come to an end, allowing a new beginning to come forth from the ashes of the old.”

      The world rippled and shuddered as the words left the redhead’s lips. Talyn staggered as a truth that she couldn’t fully process descended upon her, almost knocking her from her feet. Melody grabbed and steadied her, even as Talyn felt absolute belief wash over her. There was no doubt in her mind about Kari’Torath’s words. The world demanded her belief, as even it trembled before the simple, unassuming woman standing in front of her.

      Kari’Torath smiled and inclined her head. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Talyn.”
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        * * *

      

      Edimar was humming as he jotted down the tune he’d been working on since practicing with Melody and Talyn, odd as it may seem. The descriptions of music from Talyn’s old world had struck a chord with him, giving new inspiration. It’d been a while since he’d felt like this, and he rather enjoyed it.

      Then the wave of existential terror hit him, and Edimar’s pen punched through the paper, embedding the nib into the wood as he spun out of his chair, raising the thickest air shield around him he could manage… and the moment passed.

      “What, under all the heavens, was that?” Edimar demanded, his heart pounding faster than he’d felt it beat in decades.
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        * * *

      

      Eldri shuddered under the terror, the sheer depth of power within it incomprehensible, and made worse because she could sense so much of it. When you were near the very peak of power, the concept of something that far above you was almost entirely unknown, and yet… yet she couldn’t even imagine fighting that power. It would simply end her.

      Then the moment passed, and Eldri relaxed slowly, her claws unclenching with difficulty, revealing the crushed remains of the armor she’d been working on, armor which she’d pulverized without even realizing what she’d been doing… then she blanched as she heard a sonic boom. Casting out her senses, Eldri swore as she saw what was going on outside.

      The sky was filled with roiling lightning storms and a hurricane, the earth was beginning to shake and tremble from an earthquake, and a tsunami was forming in the sea. Several volcanoes had just erupted, a thorn hedge obscured Psalacantha’s forest, a storm of necromantic energy surrounded Edith’s territory, a titanic fortress had appeared in Danu’s city, and a huge circular section of Deidamia’s terrain had simply ceased to be. There were even storms in the regions of light and darkness.

      Belatedly looking down at the crushed armor, Eldri took a moment to admire her restraint, at least compared to the others.
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        * * *

      

      The wave of existential terror washed across not just Garloth, but across the entire multiverse.

      In a mysterious realm the board trembled, and several pieces eroded slightly, only stabilizing when the deity threw his full power into maintaining it, all while wondering what had happened.

      The halls of the Celestial Bureaucracy shuddered, and for a moment, cracks appeared in the crystalline walls of the Hall of Fate before they repaired themselves. That didn’t stop the panic of the deities and their assistants who were on duty there. Partially due to some of them knowing precisely who was responsible, though they had no idea what had caused her name to be spoken.

      And in a far-off world, one of vast cities, neon signs, and technology, an elf with bright green hair and shadows under her silver eyes shook slightly as she leaned on the edge of a sink. Her soul trembled… and yet something else accompanied the sense of approaching death.

      Alysan looked around, frowning, then murmured. “Marie? Was… was that you?”

      No one answered her, and after a moment the elf shook her head to clear her thoughts. She was still in a bad position, but the world felt a bit lighter to her than it had a moment before. Alyson just wished that her improved life hadn’t been due to getting insurance money from her friend’s death.

      Somehow, she got the impression that Marie was in a better place, and that was comforting.
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        * * *

      

      Talyn’s mind was still shaking when several notifications popped up, and it took her eyes a moment before she could focus on the text in front of her.

      
        
        You have met the personification of the end of all things and still live. It is suggested that you be polite. Your survival has been noted.

        Classes Unlocked: Acolyte of Kari’Torath, Endbringer, Squire of Kari’Torath, Sword Savant, <Error: Access Denied>, <Error: Access Denied>

      

      

      
        
        Universal Class Skill Unlocked: Existential Stability

      

      

      Kari’Torath clicked her tongue in apparent disappointment, shaking her head lightly.

      “Truly, system? You should know better than to consider that an achievement,” Kari chided gently. “I came searching for Talyn and didn’t have any intention of harming her. If I hurt anyone or anything that insulted me, there wouldn’t be a universe left at this point. Silly thing.”

      “Um… why did I unlock items that say access is denied?” Talyn almost stammered, slowly standing up again, though an arm was still wrapped around Melody, whose expression was tight as she held Talyn.

      “The system attempted to grant you access to powers associated with me that are not acceptable. I didn’t allow it to give you access. I’ll replace them with other items at a later date,” Kari said, giving a slight smile. She paused, then added gently. “I’m not here to harm you or Talyn, Melody. I’m also not here to censure you. None of the other deities are capable of learning what is going on here, and if they somehow learn of it and try to hold you responsible, I will be displeased with them. So please, relax.”

      “That’s rather difficult when I know just enough to be filled with absolute terror,” Melody said, shivering. Talyn hugged her tighter, growing more concerned. “You know that I can sense more of your power due to my nature. The more powerful the individual, the deeper into your abyss they can see.”

      “True. I believe that there will be multiple reports of extreme changes across the world in the coming days,” Kari admitted, shrugging as she sat back down. “Such is the danger of introducing myself.”

      Talyn opened her mouth, about to reply, but that was when there was a knock at the door. Quickly straightening, Talyn composed herself and looked at Melody. The goddess quickly followed Talyn’s example, which impressed her. Considering Melody’s fear, being able to hide it so thoroughly was something of a shock.

      “Come in,” Talyn called out, and her eyebrows rose slightly as Korith entered, pushing a cart with the tea Talyn had requested. At least she’d fixed her uniform and wasn’t flirting in front of Kari.

      “I’ve brought the tea you asked for, ma’am,” Korith said, smiling warmly, almost as if she hadn’t felt anything at all. Which might be true, based on what Melody had just said. “Do you wish for me to serve you and your guest?”

      Talyn considered for a moment, then glanced at Melody, raising an eyebrow. Melody seemed to think for a couple of seconds, then shook her head.

      “If you’d leave the cart, we’ll handle it. I’m afraid that we’d like some privacy for the meeting,” Melody said, drawing a curious look from Korith, but the maid didn’t argue.

      “Of course, ma’am. If you need anything, please call for me,” Korith said, bowing her head, then the elf left the room, closing the door behind her.

      The interruption had been good, Talyn decided after a moment. It’d disrupted the tension that’d come in the wake of Kari’s statement, and even if she was nervous, was it that different from meeting Eldri and the other guardians? When either could kill her with a thought, there wasn’t that much of a difference, in Talyn’s opinion. So she patted Melody on the back and stepped over to move the cart closer to the table.

      Melody hesitated, then walked over and took a careful seat across from Kari, watching the other goddess nervously. Talyn just decided to serve tea, though she had to wonder if there was any point. If Kari was so powerful, why would she want the simple tea that Talyn could provide?

      Which was why she was a little surprised when the goddess happily took a sip of the tea. Based on her expression, she seemed to enjoy it, which was startling.

      “Ah… do you mind if I ask why you’re here?” Talyn asked at last, sinking into her seat next to Melody, her tail flicking nervously. “Based on your title, well… I don’t understand.”

      Kari chuckled softly, smiling and setting down her teacup as she looked at them.

      “It’s a fair question, Talyn, and simpler than you might think. Though I will have to be indirect since I don’t wish to inflict that experience on others more times than I have to,” Kari said, leaning forward. “Tell me… what do you think someone with my purpose does, when it isn’t time to carry out our duties?”

      Talyn blinked, not having expected that question, and she hesitated, her mind going blank. After a couple of seconds, she shrugged.

      “I… don’t know? Make plans for it?” Talyn suggested, floundering slightly. “I mean, do you bring the end about?”

      “No, I don’t force it. I simply deal with things when the time comes,” Kari corrected gently. “Unlike most others, I do not have a particular purpose until that comes about. Which is why I choose to explore, watching the world and occasionally acting in another role. One which Melody may or may not be aware of.”

      They both looked at Melody, who frowned a little, then shook her head.

      “If I did know, it isn’t information which I retained when coming to Garloth with Talyn,” Melody replied reluctantly, taking a deep breath, then picked up her own cup of tea.

      After sipping it, Melody smiled at Talyn, who shrugged and looked back at Kari.

      “Hm. I suppose I should not be surprised. Fortunately, this title is that of a demigoddess, so it will not have the impact that the previous one did… and it might amuse you,” Kari said, her eyes glittering with amusement. “I have a church in the city, I’ll have you know. A small one. I function as a minor goddess of adventure, delving, exploration, and swordplay.”

      There was another ripple through reality in response to her words, but compared to the previous one, this was almost nonexistent. It still instilled the absolute truth of Kari’s words, but it was more like the aura of Eldri glaring at Talyn than anything else.

      Melody blinked once, then twice, her eyes widening. When she spoke, it was almost a squeak.

      “You’re her?” Melody exclaimed incredulously. “I’d wondered why I’d never run into her, despite her having been around for ages, on multiple worlds! It didn’t make sense that she’d only be a demigoddess!”

      Talyn’s jaw was working, but she honestly didn’t know what to say. Being perfectly honest, she wasn’t even sure what that meant. Kari just smirked.

      “I have to figure out some way of entertaining myself, particularly since I have to be careful not to unbalance things or add too much chaos to the world. That limits me… but there’s an exception to that rule, despite it being self-imposed,” Kari said, her gaze drifting to Talyn as she nodded. “That’s people like you, Talyn. The builder of Garloth adds those from other worlds to add fresh infusions of chaos to the world. Thus, since your essence is to be chaos, I can interact with you without worrying about unintended consequences. Today is simply me coming here for an introduction. I’m not going to save you if you get yourself into a mess, though. That’s your problem, and Melody’s at this point. Unlike the Guardians, I have no specific need to keep you alive. I wish to make that clear before you get your hopes up.”

      “Even if I take the Acolyte of Kari’Torath class?” Talyn asked, raising an eyebrow challengingly.

      Kari just laughed and nodded. “Yes, even then. If anything, it’ll make me less inclined to aid you. I believe in allowing most people to help themselves, by and large. Besides, all of us know that you’re not going to do that. It isn’t your style.”

      “She isn’t wrong there,” Melody said, some of her wariness finally fading as she looked at Talyn. “You unlocked that, I take it?”

      “Yes… along with Squire of Kari’Torath, Endbringer, Sword Savant, two errors, and the universal class skill Existential Stability. I didn’t even know universal class skills were a thing,” Talyn said, giving Kari a wary look.

      “That’s because they weren’t. Congratulations, you gave birth to a new system mechanic! Aren’t you proud of yourself?” Kari replied with a grin, her eyes glittering with mirth. “Now, then… would you care to spar? Don’t worry, I’ll limit myself to merely mortal capabilities for the pair of you.”

      Talyn just gaped for a moment, her jaw working in shock. Then she looked at Melody, unsure of what to do.

      Melody just stared for a couple of seconds, then slumped, resignation filling her voice. “We’d love to, ma’am. Try not to humiliate us too badly, please?”

      “Don’t worry, I don’t want to do that. I just figure it’d be nice to see what you can do,” Kari replied, springing to her feet, and a moment later her level flickered, then she registered as a Level 123 Fire Human Swordmaster.

      “…you know that Korith will probably realize your level changed?” Talyn asked hesitantly, standing up slowly.

      “Pfft, nonsense. She won’t even notice,” Kari said, waving off the concern breezily. “An advantage of my nature. Unless I take pains to ensure that others remember me, their memories grow somewhat fuzzy, much like many of your memories of your previous life. It makes it easier on everyone.”

      “That’s… impressive,” Talyn admitted, looking at Melody and offering her a hand. “Is that something all deities can do, or just her?”

      “If I had my full power, I’d probably be able to do it. I don’t know about all deities, but most could,” Melody said, taking Talyn’s hand and standing up, sighing as she did so. “By the by, we’re going to get our asses kicked. She said she’d keep to merely mortal capabilities, not mortal skill.”

      The blood drained from Talyn’s face as she looked over at Kari, whose smile had widened a little more. She briefly considered running… then just sighed.

      “Well, shit. Let’s get this over with,” Talyn muttered.
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      Melody was absolutely right about fighting Kari. The goddess seemed to be able to predict every move they made before they acted and reacted perfectly, even when both of them were attacking her simultaneously. She wasn’t even faster or stronger than they were, she just was so good that they couldn’t even touch her.

      After about ten minutes of thoroughly trouncing them, they’d begun to do better, only for Talyn to be further chagrined when she’d realized that Kari was guiding their attacks, using the fight to teach them. It helped her technique, certainly, but it hurt Talyn’s pride. Melody, as good as she was, hadn’t done much better, even when Kari invited the two of them to use their skills and magic.

      Which was why Talyn was seated on a bench, breathing hard as she nursed a glass of water. Melody was drinking a glass herself and glowering at Kari, who hadn’t even broken a sweat despite everything they’d done.

      “I can hardly believe that you can do all of that with mortal capabilities,” Talyn managed at last, her sides aching. “You cut a lightning blast in half!”

      “Enhanced Parry can evolve into Lightning Counter, Supernatural Parry, or Spell Cutter, among others, and is common to many melee-focused warrior classes,” Kari replied calmly, looking over her sword critically. “The main difficulty with such things is learning the necessary timing or gaining sufficiently enhanced senses and reflexes to pull it off. I do not have either of those, I simply have the experience to use it appropriately. In fact, if you learn Void Magic like you plan, you’ll be able to mimic it by wreathing your sword in the appropriate energies and could cut a magical attack. Of course, splitting the wave of a fire breath is unlikely to do much unless you can split it wide enough, but it’s possible. The system almost always grants multiple ways to achieve a particular effect.”

      “Experience. It’s how I’m so good with all sorts of weapons, Talyn,” Melody said, letting out a weary sigh. “She’s just that much better than us. I suppose the title of Queen of Swords for your demigoddess persona isn’t for nothing.”

      “They are my favorite weapon, yes,” Kari agreed, shrugging as she circled the training room casually, examining its furnishings. “There are plenty of reasons to use other weapons, but I prefer to use swords. I also have a significant advantage in that I’ve existed and currently exist in more universes than you could possibly comprehend. It has given me plenty of time to practice and learn things.”

      “Why learn things?” Talyn asked, looking up at her. “Can’t you do anything you want?”

      “Can? Yes. At least in effect. However, what’s the point of that? I don’t want to merely exist, Talyn. I want to live, and that’s far more complicated when you are as powerful as I am,” Kari replied, grinning. “Though I won’t say much more than that. It isn’t proper. That said, you’ve both improved after our sparring, which should help with the dungeon.”

      “I thought you didn’t interfere?” Talyn said, looking at Kari warily.

      “I try not to disrupt things. If you’d asked Nethaya for a bit of sparring practice, she could easily have done this much for you,” Kari countered, smiling at Talyn. “Besides, you’re a living disruption. Me doing something like this will barely change anything.”

      “She’s probably right about that,” Melody said softly, shrugging as she walked over and slumped onto the bench next to Talyn. “I don’t know a lot about fate at this point, but from what I do remember, world travelers are intended to be disruptive. A little sword training doesn’t change much. Your new skill is likely more disruptive, and I’m not sure how much it will change things.”

      “Not much. That is such a specialized skill that I doubt you’ll have the occasion to use it more than a handful of times in your life. I wouldn’t bother with it if I were you, but it’s your choice,” Kari said, pausing near the weapon rack and picking up a halberd to test its weight.

      Talyn blinked, considering for a moment, then she pulled up the description of the new skill.

      
        
        Existential Stability: Your existence resists all sources which would erase it. Any effect which would utterly destroy you or remove you from existence has a drastically reduced chance of success. This skill only has a single tier.

      

      

      “It… does seem rather narrowly focused,” Talyn admitted after a moment. “Can you tell me how universal class skills work? Since they’re apparently brand new.”

      “Certainly. I’m not going to claim to know how often the system will hand them out, my guess is rarely, but the essentials are simple enough, and I’m sure you’ve guessed how they work already,” Kari said, putting the halberd back and turning to face them again. “Put simply, they are class skills that you can select no matter which class you possess. This also means that if they advance, you can keep them if you change classes, but they take a class skill slot. They may or may not be achievement-based, I don’t know for certain, since currently that’s the only one in existence.”

      “She could check, I’m certain, but she probably doesn’t want to,” Melody said, a note of exasperation in her voice. Talyn suspected she was too tired to remain terrified.

      Kari just grinned, considering for a moment, then nodded firmly. “I believe that settles things, however. At this point I should go … staying longer may cause further complications. I look forward to seeing you another time, Talyn. Do try not to get yourself killed.”

      Without hesitation the woman headed for the door, giving a jaunty wave as she walked away. All she needed was a fedora to tip at Talyn to make it even more disconcerting.

      “I’ll try?” Talyn said questioningly, a little taken aback by how abruptly she was leaving. She was about to continue, maybe to ask more questions, when Melody laid a hand on her shoulder, silencing Talyn. A few seconds later Kari closed the door and began walking down the hallway, and Talyn looked at Melody, frowning. “Why did you stop me?”

      “Because it wouldn’t have done any good. She was done here, and wasn’t going to answer your questions anymore,” Melody said, letting out a soft sigh. “I understand that you don’t understand her true terror, but it’s best not to antagonize someone like that. Best to avoid it even accidentally.”

      Talyn just looked at Melody for a few seconds, a wave of both exasperation and affection washing over her. Then she leaned in and gave Melody a kiss.

      Melody stiffened for a moment, obviously startled, then relaxed into the kiss slowly.

      The kiss continued for several seconds before Talyn gently broke away, looking into Melody’s eyes.

      “Melody? The number of people I’ve met who could kill me without even trying is ridiculous. If I was trying to keep track, I’m sure that I’d have multiple pages of people on the list by this point,” Talyn said patiently, still looking Melody in the eyes. “More than that, my life as Marie was even worse in that regard. The companies that controlled her world were so much more powerful than she was that it’s inconceivable. The fact that Kari is the one who will end this universe doesn’t even really register at this point, because what am I going to do if she decides to? Shake my fist at her, then evaporate? It’s not worth worrying about. I’m going to live my life, and what comes, comes. Even if it means the building I’m in explodes while I’m asleep.”

      That brought Melody up short, as she considered for a few seconds. Then a few more, a frown forming slowly. Talyn booped her on the nose, causing Melody to recoil slightly.

      “Don’t frown, I don’t want your face to get stuck that way,” Talyn chided gently, and Melody mock-glared at her.

      “Says Miss Morose? Fine, I’ll try not to,” Melody replied, letting out a sigh, then she leaned into Talyn. “I was just thinking about it, and I think I’ve figured out why I’m more afraid of her than you are.”

      “You’ve rarely been in a position where you were less powerful than others,” Talyn said, her tone matter of fact as she draped an arm over Melody’s shoulders. “Even here, you can always return to the heavens and be vastly more powerful than almost anyone you meet. They aren’t a true threat to you. She is.”

      Melody stared at Talyn for an instant, obviously surprised, before she asked. “Was it really that obvious?”

      “It was either that or she was just that much of an… unpleasant person,” Talyn said, quickly adjusting the word that she had been about to use. You didn’t insult someone that powerful if you had any choice in the matter. “In this case, she seemed far too polite and generally relaxed to be that. I could be wrong, but she didn’t feel slimy like that ‘businessman’ who wanted us to invest in his carpentry business last week.”

      “That’s fair, I suppose,” Melody conceded after a moment, letting out a breath and shaking her head. “I’ve never heard of her being particularly vindictive, but at the same time she isn’t considered approachable. Partially because none of the Primal Gods are easy to find.”

      Talyn perked up a little at that tidbit, tilting her head curiously. “Primal gods? Who’re they? I haven’t heard of them before.”

      Melody seemed to pause and consider, then nodded slowly, her gaze growing distant.

      “I suppose that’s fair. They aren’t talked about frequently since they’re rather distant from even other deities,” Melody said, still leaning into Talyn’s shoulder. “You know the basics of deities, of course. Each tends to have a particular focus, or set of concerns, such as luck, music, death, and so forth.”

      “Yeah, I remember,” Talyn confirmed, hugging Melody gently. She thought they both needed to bathe soon, considering that they’d been sparring. “Damah is the goddess of fortune and plenty, for instance.”

      “Precisely. The Primal Gods are different from the rest of us, in part because their nature shapes all of reality, and their concerns are so broad. It’s said they created all the universes and the gods themselves,” Melody said, shrugging with one shoulder, the one that wasn’t pressing into Talyn. “You already know one Primal, but there are more. The Maker, or Creator, is responsible for the creation of the universe. The Mother, sometimes simply called Life, is responsible for energy, movement, and animus. Don’t mistake them as benevolent, however, as they also provide energy for volcanoes, hurricanes, undead, and diseases.

      “Chaos, or the Destroyer, destabilizes things to add random chance to the universe, making it difficult to predict your life. Time grants perspective, so that things progress from a beginning to an end, rather than everything being jumbled together. Nature’s Court, or Mother Nature, is usually a five-faced goddess responsible for living creatures, including plants. Don’t anger her darker aspects, it will end poorly. Death allows life to come to an end, lest the universe be choked with life unending. Magic, or the Spellweaver, allows magic to flow through the universes, and for us to break some of the rules they’ve set,” Melody continued, her words relatively calm despite the nature of the beings she was describing. “That’s all of them. The eight deities responsible for all existence. Does that sate your curiosity?”

      “I think it does,” Talyn agreed, pausing for a couple more seconds, then asked. “Do you think I should look at my new class options? I’m a little nervous…”

      “I don’t see why not,” Melody said, shrugging. “She stopped you from getting anything she considered egregious, so I don’t see it being a problem.”

      “Fair… let’s see what I’ve got,” Talyn said, bracing herself before looking at the four new classes. The two errors were still there, so she ignored them.

      
        
        Acolyte of Kari’Torath: Devoted to the goddess of adventure and swords, you have chosen the path of faith and magic. (I don’t grant any powers which will directly accelerate the end of the universe. You can follow my lesser aspect, or use a class I’m working on.) You use prayer to empower your magic, which encompasses all forms, as well as limited martial pursuits. This is a mage path, granting access to all forms of magic, as well as limited skills focused on swordplay.

      

      

      
        
        Endbringer: All things die. All things end. You simply bring their destruction about more efficiently. Channeling the power of death through your actions, you can destroy anything which stands before you. This is a warrior path, focusing on skills encompassing death, destruction, and non-existence.

      

      

      
        
        Squire of Kari’Torath: Devoted to the goddess of adventure and swords, you eternally seek out new experiences with a blade at your side. (Look at my note in the Acolyte class.) You train in martial pursuits, and prayers empower your magic. This is a combined warrior and mage path, granting access to Air, Earth, Light, and Nature magic.

      

      

      
        
        Sword Savant: Nothing feels more natural than a sword in your hand, and no problem can’t be dealt with if you have a sword by your side. You focus on martial prowess and the supernatural manipulation of swords. This is a combined warrior and specialist path, focusing on martial combat and magical abilities.

      

      

      “Um. Those are… pretty pointed. She left notes in the Acolyte and Squire classes,” Talyn said, blinking in surprise. “And the text of Endbringer is… yeah. I don’t think I’m taking that.”

      “Oh? What sort of text?” Melody asked curiously.

      “Well…” Talyn hesitated, then cleared her throat and read it off.

      Even Melody seemed slightly taken aback by the description, her jaw working for a couple of seconds, then she chuckled and shook her head. “That is certainly a deadly class. I can imagine many people wanting it, but at the same time it’s likely too specialized for you. Any of them interest you?”

      “Not really. I mean, the acolyte class is at least vaguely in the same vein, but not close enough to what I want to do,” Talyn said, dismissing the descriptions. “I want magic, which disqualifies both Endbringer and Sword Savant, and the others… is it wrong that I don’t want to be a paladin or priest of someone I’ve met?”

      Melody just started to laugh, shaking her head. It took a minute before she could speak, and when she did she sounded amused. “No… no it isn’t…”

      Talyn blushed and cleared her throat. “Anyway… we both got our asses beaten, so… bath?”

      “That sounds like a lovely idea,” Melody said, smiling warmly at Talyn.

      Then she kissed Talyn again and pulled her to her feet.
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      “I wish you’d invited me to join you when you had your tutor over, considering how much you improved,” Emma grumbled, glaring at Talyn. It wasn’t a serious glare, but Talyn couldn’t help an embarrassed smile.

      “I got the distinct impression from Kari that she preferred not to have any other guests,” Melody interjected gently, glancing away from the carriage window with a smile. “Besides, you have your parents to spar with if you need someone to humiliate you. We had to get that from someone else.”

      Embarrassment flashed across Emma’s face, but she shrugged a moment later, speaking sheepishly. “I suppose, but mom is too fast for me to learn anything from, and dad isn’t as good at martial combat. They’d probably be willing to spar with you if you asked, though.”

      Talyn blanched, then shook her head firmly. “Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t need more humiliation right now, thank you very much. I’d like to be successful for a bit.”

      Melody and Emma both laughed, even if Talyn hadn’t meant it as a joke.

      They were almost to where they’d need to debark, since carriages weren’t allowed through the wall around the dungeon. Wagons were being allowed in through the north gate, but that was only because they were picking up the loads of stone and timber being brought out of the Rocks and Weeds.

      “How’s the new house coming?” Talyn asked, glancing at Emma, then looking out at the crowds going the same direction as them. She thought she caught a glimpse of Fredrica Brightmane, but she couldn’t be sure with how many people were outside.

      “Pretty well, according to dad. They’ve completed most of it, so now it’s just a question of how long the wards take,” Emma said, shrugging. “For some reason he’s concerned about people trying to steal our things while they’re in the dungeon. I can’t say that I blame him, but it’s a little frustrating.”

      “It’s a fair point,” Talyn agreed with a sigh, looking outside as the carriage slowed. “Anyway, time to go in there. Hopefully we can reach the fourth floor today. I think we’re ready. Maybe even ready for the push for the fifth.”

      Emma nodded, adjusting her cloak. The moment the carriage stopped, Melody was moving, and she opened the door and stepped out, offering Talyn a hand. Talyn gave her an exasperated look but accepted the help down the steps, quickly moving out of the way as Emma followed her. She’d gotten rather good at ignoring the stares.

      “Thanks for the ride,” Talyn told her carriage driver, smiling at the maid. “I’ll see you this evening.”

      “Of course, ma’am. We’ll have dinner ready,” Tasha replied, nodding politely, then flicked the reins to get moving again.

      Talyn idly wondered if she should replace the carriage with one of the types that didn’t require horses. Steam engines, and magical variants, might be more expensive, but they also didn’t defecate. They also usually didn’t require much in the way of fuel, which in the long run might save money… she’d have to do some research and the math later.

      “Alright, looks like we’re done with that. I hope the dungeon hasn’t swapped around the entrance of the first floor again. That’d slow us down more than I’d like,” Talyn said, turning to the others. “Everyone ready?”

      “Always,” Melody said, her neck popping as she tilted it back and forth.

      Emma adjusted her gauntlets again and nodded. “Yeah, I am. Let’s pulverize some…”

      The Martial Artist’s voice trailed off as a man approached, wearing a brooch with the symbol of the Delver’s Guild on it. The gangly Level 88 Mountain Human Courier was looking directly at Talyn, which caused Talyn’s eyebrows to rise. It was readily apparent that he was looking for her, which caused her to let out the faintest of sighs. What was it now? She would have thought that she’d get a message at home if they needed to contact her.

      “Pardon me, but are you Miss Talyn?” the man asked, bobbing his head politely, his manners easing her annoyance significantly.

      “Yes, that would be me,” Talyn confirmed, frowning.

      “Excellent! I attempted to catch you at your manor, but unfortunately you’d already departed. I’m here with a missive from Guildmaster Sadja, an urgent one,” the human explained, pulling out a sealed letter from his courier bag. “I know the approximate message as well. A few individuals, one from a major international order, would like to speak with you regarding some of your land as soon as possible. Preferably this morning.”

      Talyn took the letter, considering it for a moment, then she shrugged and created a letter opener to break the wax seal. It didn’t have magic that she could detect, so she should be safe, but there was a chance of a poisoned needle or something. Not that there was in this case.

      Reading through the letter quickly, Talyn couldn’t help a blink at the terse message. It only told her a little more than the courier had, but the tone of the letter indicated that at least the one organization was important enough to have Sadja concerned.

      So Talyn frowned and said, “So… the Order of Valkyries wants to purchase some of my property. Based on the tone, I’m guessing that if I weren’t from another world, I’d know who they are?”

      Emma chuckled incredulously, and a couple of nearby people gave Talyn startled looks. The courier didn’t seem too surprised, at least. That, or he had excellent control of his expression in general.

      Melody just shrugged and replied calmly. “I don’t know much about them… I know that they’re based on the divine servants of the same name, but that’s as much as I recall.”

      “I wasn’t aware of that, but I know of them, I think most people do,” Emma chimed in, a note of awe in her voice. “I’ve met one Valkyrie in my life, and he was incredibly powerful. They’re one of the most renowned orders across the realms. They usually take variants of the Valkyrie class, a warrior/mage hybrid with a focus on necromancy, but they’re mostly known for their ability to forge a contract with the recently dead to fight on their behalf, and if the spirit survives enough battles, they can come back to life. It’s one of the stranger forms of resurrection, and particularly desirable to mercenaries.”

      Talyn’s eyes widened as surprise coursed through her, accompanied by curiosity. That sounded like an incredibly interesting class. On the other hand, she knew some legends about Valkyries from her previous life, and one of the things Emma said stuck out to her.

      “He? I thought Valkyries were all female,” Talyn said, frowning thoughtfully.

      “The divine servants are,” Melody said.

      “I… seem to remember hearing something about men not being allowed in the order at some point in the past, but that it changed,” Emma said uncertainly, frowning. “Either way, there are men now.”

      “Right, well… do you mind if we go deal with this meeting? If they’re that important, I’d like to avoid upsetting them,” Talyn said, looking at Emma in particular. She doubted that Melody would have any objections, after all.

      “We can do that. As long as it doesn’t take half the day,” Emma said, her lips curving upward. “I wouldn’t mind meeting a Valkyrie again, to be honest. When I was younger I wanted to be one, though I’ve since grown out of that. Mostly, anyway. Things could change as I level, since the class tends not to be offered before level two hundred.”

      “I’d say that we shouldn’t keep them waiting. Particularly since being on good terms with them would give another safety net if you manage to get yourself killed,” Melody added dryly.

      “That’s… an excellent point,” Talyn agreed reluctantly, not wanting to admit that she might get killed. Regardless, it was a good idea, so she looked at the Courier. “Could you let the Guildmaster know that we’ll be there shortly?”

      “Certainly. Thank you for your time, miss,” the man said, tipping his hat, then he jogged away, his skills allowing him to weave through the crowds at an impressive speed, particularly for his level. On the other hand, he likely had multiple skills that boosted his speed and reaction time, given his class.

      Talyn just sighed, tucking the letter into her belt as she started moving toward the guild instead of the dungeon.

      “So… any idea why I didn’t hear about the order before this?” Talyn asked, glancing around. “I took some classes, and paid particular attention to anything involving resurrection, for obvious reasons. I don’t remember them being mentioned.”

      “Probably because they don’t have a presence in Castra. Or didn’t, at least,” Emma said, frowning thoughtfully. “I don’t know why… even if they only get the class at level two hundred, that still gave plenty of opportunities to work toward it, and a hundred and fifty levels to progress. I doubt we’ll ever know, either.”

      Talyn nodded, moving through the crowd cautiously as she thought. The most likely answer was that the area around Castra was relatively low-level from everything that she’d heard, and considering how rarely they ran into other delvers inside the dungeon, it was an open question whether or not a Valkyrie would be able to find someone who died recently there. If they preferred battlefields, that might also influence their decisions.

      It didn’t take long to reach the Delver’s Guild, and Talyn slipped inside quickly, choosing to at least wave at Reya from her position in the turn-in room. It wasn’t bad to take advantage of detours, after all, and Reya’s warm smile improved Talyn’s mood, adding a spring to her steps.

      It was only a minute later that Talyn was led into a room where she found Guildmaster Sadja waiting for her. The Level 216 Half-Elf Human looked slightly better than she had the last time Talyn had seen her. Her black hair was twisted into an elaborate bun behind her head, and her clothing was distinctly nicer than before. Talyn wondered whether that was due to her doing better since the thirty-sixth floor had opened, or if it was because of her guests.

      “Talyn, it’s good to see you! I’m glad that we caught you before you entered the dungeon, since this situation is different than usual. I do apologize for the interruption, but I really would rather not keep such important guests waiting,” Sadja said apologetically, waving to the seats across from her. “The other two aren’t as important, but somehow they seem to have caught wind of the Order asking to meet with you and inquired at the same time. If you don’t want to meet them, I’ll understand, though it might be in your best interests to do so.”

      “Why do you say that?” Melody asked quickly, speaking before Talyn. Her tone was somewhat more aggressive than normal, surprising Talyn. She glanced at Melody curiously, but she didn’t interject.

      Talyn sat between Melody and Emma, squirming a little as her tail was briefly pinched inside its armor. She got comfortable relatively easily, but her armor wasn’t really meant for sitting in a meeting.

      “The Order of Valkyries would like to purchase some of the land you own outside the north gate of the district, as it’s large enough for their purposes and relatively close to the dungeon. Given their wealth, I expect you would be offered far more than it’s worth, even with how property values in that area have increased,” Sadja replied, her smile fading slightly as she looked at them. “Beyond that, building a good relationship with the Order of Valkyries would be good for you in the future, no matter which part of the world you go to. They usually have numerous people capable of resurrection wherever they have a presence, even excluding those members capable of bringing you back as einherjar.

      “As for the others, one is a capable jeweler and enchanter from the capital who is looking for a property to purchase or rent. She’s level two hundred and twenty. The last is less impressive, but still useful, a level three hundred and seventeen Crystal Sculptor who specializes in buildings and works of art. His structures have impressive structural integrity,” Sadja continued briskly. “If nothing else, the latter two would give you additional sources of income, which I believe was something that you were aiming for.”

      “That’s true,” Talyn said, nodding in agreement. It didn’t mean she was happy to have been interrupted like this, but she wasn’t going to claim she wasn’t interested. “Regardless, I would like to take care of this sooner rather than later.”

      “Of course,” Sadja said, hesitating for a moment as she looked at Emma.

      She opened her mouth, but before she could speak, Talyn decided to cut her objection off.

      “I have nothing to hide from Emma,” Talyn said, smiling wryly. “Her parents are wealthier than I can imagine, after all.”

      “I don’t know… you seem to be able to imagine a lot, based on descriptions of your previous world,” Emma retorted, straightening slightly. Despite that, she seemed much happier at Talyn’s words.

      “Very well. I’ll speak with the leader of the Valkyries. She chose to wait and see if you would arrive,” Sadja said, standing up again, taking a deep breath, then let it out. She paused, then spoke quietly. “Also… she is level seven hundred and thirteen. Please don’t upset her. No one in the city could stop her if she was angered. She doesn’t seem to be the type to get angry, but it’s best not to risk yourself.”

      Talyn’s eyes widened at the explanation, and she quickly nodded.

      “I’ll try not to, that’s for sure,” Talyn assured her.

      “Good. I’ll be back shortly,” Sadja said tersely.

      She left the room, and for a few seconds it was quiet.

      “Thank you for your trust,” Emma said, looking over at Talyn. She had a shy smile on her face as she shrugged. “Yes, my parents are wealthy, but I’m not.”

      “True… but both of us trust you to watch our backs, and if you really wanted the money, your parents would give it to you,” Melody said, shaking her head firmly. “No, we aren’t worried about you.”

      Talyn nodded along with Melody’s explanation, entirely agreeing.

      “Exactly,” Talyn said, reaching up to squeeze the Martial Artist’s shoulder as she smiled wickedly. “Plus, I’ve never seen any hints of you being jealous about my money. The only jealousy I’ve seen was when I’ve taken Melody, Reya, or both of them to bed.”

      Emma’s cheeks turned the prettiest shade of red.
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      “Warmaster, may I present Talyn and her guardian spirit Melody, as well as Emma Rage?” Sadja said, stepping into the room and bowing her head respectfully.

      Talyn quickly stood and bowed her head for a moment, not wanting to be disrespectful, with the others mostly following her example. Melody didn’t bow her head, though she did let go of Talyn’s hand. The title of warmaster did make Talyn slightly more nervous, though.

      “Thank you,” a woman replied, stepping into the room, and Talyn looked up, blinking at how young she sounded. She had a soft, gentle soprano, and didn’t sound that much older than Talyn.

      The woman who entered looked to be human, though Talyn couldn’t be sure because she only got question marks instead of her species, level, or anything else. She was also smaller than Talyn had expected, as she was petite, with flame-red hair that reached her shoulders, and olive-colored skin. She had a slightly rounder face and intense blue eyes that were the only thing that fit the intensity of her aura. The woman had an ageless quality to her, where she could be in her mid-twenties or thirties, but Talyn was sure that was wrong.

      She was wearing black leather boots and pants, an embroidered green tunic, as well as elaborate bracelets and a feather-themed silver torc around her neck. All of her clothing was so heavily enchanted that the magic drowned out Talyn’s magical senses, though at least it wasn’t as bad as the ninety-ninth floor, where her senses had simply given up.

      “Please, do not be overly formal. I have approached you for business, rather than you petitioning me for assistance,” the woman said, taking the first seat she came to. “I am Warmaster Maerna of the Order of Valkyries. Guildmaster Sadja, would you leave us to our discussions for the time being?”

      “Of course, Warmaster,” Sadja said, then looked at Talyn questioningly. “As this is not guild business, I will do so. Unless Talyn wishes for my assistance, of course.”

      Talyn hesitated for a moment, then shook her head, speaking calmly. “Thank you, but I don’t think there’s a need for that.”

      “Very well. I hope you have a profitable discussion,” Sadja said, and closed the door quietly. Before Talyn could decide what to do next, Melody sat, pulling Talyn down with her.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Maerna,” Melody said calmly, a smile playing across her lips as she continued. “It is interesting to see those who took inspiration from my cousins.”

      Maerna paused for a moment, then smiled slowly, nodding. “Ah, I had heard that you were a celestial from the heavens, but I was not certain of your true nature. May I ask which concerns you were aligned with, as I doubt that you would tell me who you were in service of. Not directly, at least.”

      “You’d be right. I am aligned with music and endings,” Melody said, shrugging. “I did not often deal with the Valkyrie directly, but that was due to different purposes. I’m curious to see how your order compares, as I don’t recall much about it.”

      “Less than you might hope, I believe. We are nothing if not varied, and the order has changed its focus many times over the centuries,” Maerna said, then turned her attention to Talyn with a slight smile. “Also, my apologies for being distracted, but you have an impressive companion.”

      “Thank you, I know. In part because I was shocked when she offered to come with me,” Talyn said, looking at Melody with a smile. “I’ll have you know that she volunteered to join me, I didn’t ask her to.”

      “Wait, really?” Emma asked, looking over at Melody in surprise, her eyebrows rising. “Why would you do that?”

      “I wanted to take a vacation,” Melody replied simply, shrugging. “As I told her when we met, time is mutable in the Celestial Bureaucracy. It’s little more than stepping out for a brief break from their perspective, so it won’t cause issues.”

      “Fascinating,” Maerna murmured, considering Melody a little more closely, then shook her head. “However, I have caused yet another distraction, and was told you wish to keep this conversation relatively brief. The Order of Valkyries has learned that you possess prime land north of this district close to the gate. It is large enough for us to build a proper stronghold, and we wish to acquire it.”

      Talyn frowned slightly, mentally going over the properties that she’d purchased, then settled on the one that it had to be. There had been a stable and corral where horses had been held for sale at the location, but the owner tended to winter their horses to the south and had readily sold the land to her since it wasn’t occupied at the time. They likely regretted that decision at this point, but Talyn had appreciated the chance to expand her holdings.

      Still, she needed to be certain she was right before making a decision, so she nodded slightly.

      “Just to be clear, are you talking about the land where the Windward Stables was located?” Talyn asked, tilting her head slightly. Maerna smiled and nodded.

      “That’s correct. While there are other properties that we could purchase, they would require the purchase of several adjacent plots to acquire enough land, where a single rejection could bring the project to a halt or are farther from the gates. A geomancer checked the grounds from a distance, and determined that the land would suit our purposes well,” Maerna confirmed. “Are you willing to entertain our proposal?”

      Talyn glanced at Melody curiously, asking. “What do you think? I didn’t have specific plans for that plot, though the idea of building a nicer manor in the future on the spot had gone through my head.”

      “You have plenty of other places where you could build a new manor, and I know how much you like money. I’d sell it,” Melody said, chuckling softly. “Besides, you just barely purchased the current manor.”

      “Yes… but location is important. That plot is the same distance from the dungeon as it is to leave the Coppers. It’s what… three to four times as far to the dungeon, following the road?” Talyn countered, though she tried to make it obvious she wasn’t arguing seriously. She wished she had a map right now. “Maybe more. We have to detour through the Stone district to get there.”

      “True, but from what I’ve heard, Lady Remarine is in talks with the Duke and Lord Bazaar to add a new gate between the Coppers and Bazaar districts. That will make the route significantly more direct, and make shopping more convenient,” Melody said, surprising Talyn with the content of her statement.

      “Where did you hear that?” Talyn demanded.

      “Tammy. She petitioned for it because it’s a pain for her to move products between shops,” Melody said, shrugging. “Focus on the topic at hand, however.”

      Talyn blushed as she was reminded that she should be focusing on whether or not to sell the property, and she took a deep breath, looking at Maerna. At least the woman mostly seemed amused by the byplay.

      “I have no true objections to selling the property in question. We’ll have to decide on an appropriate price, but I have no doubts that we can come to an agreement,” Talyn said, leaning forward slightly. “I assume you came with an offer in mind?”

      “We did,” Maerna confirmed, nodding as she pulled a small bag out of her belt pouch. She set the blue velvet bag on the table in front of Talyn, adding. “All of the coins within are adamant, in case you have not seen them before.”

      Talyn froze for an instant in reaching for the pouch, her thoughts coming to an abrupt halt. If she remembered correctly, a single adamant coin was worth one hundred mithral coins, and mithral was worth a hundred gold coins. Which meant that a single adamant coin was worth ten thousand gold. Talyn briefly tried to do the math, then simplified it. Her apartment had cost one silver per week, and an adamant coin was worth a million silver. That was… a lot of money for even a single adamant. And Maerna had said ‘all of’, which indicated that there were more than two coins.

      So she swallowed hard as she picked up the pouch and opened it, peering inside… and almost stopped breathing at the sight of the three coins within.

      Each coin was made of black metal almost as dark as Eldri’s scales, and they gleamed in the light shed by the small but intense white essence stones set into the center of them. Their edges were crisp, and elaborate patterns were engraved into each coin, forming what she instinctively knew was an enchantment.

      “That… is a lot of money,” Talyn said, swallowing hard as she slowly set down the pouch, leaving it open. It was a large percentage of the value of her entire reward for opening the thirty-sixth floor.

      Melody leaned over and peered into the pouch, her eyebrows rising at the sight, then she smirked a little, glancing at Talyn. “It certainly would be a large return on your investment.”

      “…Yeah, that’s a lot,” Emma said, her eyes wide. “I’ve only seen adamant a few times… it’s only used for huge transactions in Attan’s Hold.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. However, this makes it far easier to transport significant amounts of wealth, and I am offering it as a gesture of sincerity. I could have offered you a few dozen mithral and tempted you, but that would be unfair,” Maerna said calmly. “The Order of Valkyries does not cheat others. That is why we are also willing to give you priority for a resurrection once as well. Which means that you would be at the front of the line, and you would only have to pay half of the standard fee.”

      Talyn just stared at the woman for a moment, her mouth hanging open. It took her a good ten seconds to shake off her shock, then she blushed as she straightened and gently pushed the bag back across the table. Maerna frowned at her, looking disappointed.

      “You’re direct, aren’t you?” Talyn said, straightening. “The deal is more than acceptable to me. However, we’ll need to meet with my property manager to finalize the deal, and there’s no way in hell I’m hauling that around with me. There are too many skills to detect someone with lots of money, and I can’t defend myself from the sort of attention that would draw. Could we arrange a time tomorrow? I’ll have to talk to my manager and get the contract drawn up.”

      Maerna’s frown vanished as she smiled again, nodding in understanding as she plucked the bag from the table. “Ah, of course. I hadn’t considered that, though I should have. That is entirely acceptable, Talyn. Thank you for your assistance.”

      “No, thank you. Your offer was more than generous,” Talyn replied, shaking her head and smiling. “Sadly, I think that we need to wrap this up. There are two more people who I need to talk to before going into the dungeon. We’re hoping to reach the fourth floor today.”

      “Of course. You’re welcome, Talyn, and here is my current address. That will remove the need for the guild to act as a go-between, no matter how happy the Guildmaster may be to act in that role,” Maerna said, smiling again as she stood, handing Talyn a card. “I look forward to seeing you tomorrow.”

      “As do I,” Talyn said, standing up and reaching across the table to shake the woman’s hand, feeling significantly more assured than she had a few minutes before. She didn’t neglect to take the card, either.

      “Also, I would like to discuss the metaphysics and philosophy of divine Valkyries with you at some point if you are willing, Melody,” Maerna said, turning her attention to the goddess. “While some are able to summon them, doing so to discuss the philosophy they possess feels wrong to me.”

      “I’d be open to that,” Melody said, smiling a little more. “So long as you understand that many of my memories have been blurred to ensure that I don’t cause too much disruption in the world.”

      “Even so, I’m certain it will be educational,” Maerna said, then turned her attention to Emma, pausing for a few seconds to examine the Martial Artist. Emma shifted nervously, but didn’t say anything, waiting until Maerna spoke.

      “I can see your potential, young Miss Rage. I remember your mother bringing your father’s body to the order, once upon a time, so remember… all the potential in the world is meaningless if you don’t live to see it through. Similarly, no amount of potential will substitute for hard work. Levels come to those who push themselves, not those who attempt to coast on their genius,” Maerna said, looking into Emma’s eyes calmly. “Consider, determine your course, then finally act.”

      Without another word, she turned and left the room, leaving Talyn blinking after her while Emma’s mouth hung open in shock. After a moment Talyn spoke.

      “I wonder why she didn’t give me advice like that?” Talyn murmured, feeling slightly disappointed.

      “Probably because she knew that I was here to plant a boot in your backside if you got uppity,” Melody said helpfully.

      Talyn couldn’t help a blush as she thought about it, then nodded. “I guess that’s fair… shall we meet with the others and get this over with?”

      She wanted to get into the dungeon sooner rather than later.
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      The second and third meeting had gone smoothly. The second meeting was with a man who went by Crystal Seasong, apparently because the handsome Level 317 Sea Naga hated his birth name. Regardless, with violet hair the color of the sky at sunset, pale blue skin, and brilliant scales like shimmering diamonds, Talyn had to admit he was impressive, even if he wasn’t her type. The man had been outrageously flamboyant at first, but once he realized that they weren’t interested in him romantically he’d calmed down.

      Crystal’s offer had been much more interesting in its own way. Unlike Maerna, he didn’t decide to overawe Talyn with an enormous offer. Instead, he wanted to lease one of the buildings in the nascent district forming to the north for a set period, and he was asking for a reduced rent in exchange for rebuilding the building into something far more impressive, increasing its value several times over in the process.

      Talyn had listened in interest, but she didn’t make a decision immediately. She’d want to talk to her property manager first but got Crystal’s contact information as well.

      The last person was the most mundane of the lot, to Talyn’s private amusement. Sadja was obviously going from highest-level to lowest in this case, though she couldn’t blame her for that.

      Catherine Silversmith was a Level 220 Shadow Human, and it didn’t surprise Talyn that her braided, waist-length hair was pitch black, or that her eyes were the same color. She was also one of the palest people Talyn had seen in this world, since most people she’d seen either had unusual skin tones or had varying degrees of tans.

      The woman had also been friendly enough and was looking for a property in one of four locations; the Bazaar, Dungeon, Gold, or the forming district, though the latter was last on her list. She wanted to get to work sooner rather than later. Talyn didn’t have any property in the Dungeon district, and the one she had in the Gold district wasn’t in the best location, but she had a couple that might work in the Bazaar district.

      Given that Catherine had also offered some degree of priority in commissioning items, Talyn was inclined to accept the offer, and pointed her at the locations to take a look, as well as getting her contact information. Talyn might even give the woman a tour, if nothing else to discuss the mechanics of enchanting. It was something that Talyn was curious about, after all.

      In the end, they’d managed to wrap things up and were able to get into the dungeon again. Talyn was pretty happy with how things had gone, and they managed to get down to the fourth floor of the dungeon as well.

      Which was why things had gone to hell, of course.
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      “The folio didn’t say that the fountains could be monsters!” Talyn yelped, barely dodging as the Level 47 Statuesque Fountain Centerpiece tried to brain her with its vase. A vase that was still spraying water, which meant that she didn’t manage to avoid a face full of water and was left sputtering.

      “You’re the only one who won’t break your hands on it, so deal with it!” Emma retorted as Talyn sputtered, the woman’s voice taut as she dodged an attack of her own. “We’re a little busy, and you have seventy levels on it!”

      Talyn growled, dodging rapidly as she tried to clear her vision. The water made it difficult to concentrate enough to cast spells, and even if she out-leveled the statue, stone was still hard, and the mass behind a hit wasn’t something to joke about.

      Finally managing to sheathe her sword, Talyn ducked a stony punch, catching a glimpse of the others.

      They were in an open square on the fourth floor which had originally looked innocuous enough, as it had finely paved stonework beneath their feet, just like most of the floor. There were a few patches of gardens around the edges of the clearing, set up in pleasing patterns, a fountain in the center of the square, and thirty-foot-high hedges all around it. Gaps led to the paths winding the massive hedge maze, and there was a blue sky above them. In front of the fountain was a locked chest, next to which was a game board with a few dozen pieces. Talyn had taken it for a puzzle, which it was.

      She just hadn’t expected that making the wrong choice to cause the fountain and twelve topiary animals to animate and attack.

      A topiary lion and unicorn had already fallen, and as she glanced over, Emma rolled between the legs of a Level 40 Topiary Minotaur, barely dodging the wooden axe one of its arms had transformed into. Melody hummed a few notes as she dodged away, even as the leaves of the topiary wolf chasing her were turning brown and its movements slowed. The moldering remains of the lion showed that her necromantic magic was quite effective against the creatures.

      Talyn’s attention snapped back to the statue as it swung the vase at her again, and this time she blocked it with her shield as she unlimbered her mace. Even just trying to deflect the blow was unpleasant, though.

      The resulting impact caused Talyn to grunt as she was forced backward, the enchantments on the shield killing most of the vibrations that would’ve numbed her arm. Water sprayed off it as well, but this time she kept it out of her face.

      Her counterstroke hit the statue in the knee hard, and Talyn couldn’t help a flinch as it jarred her hand, the mace not having the same enchantments as the shield. She’d have to fix that, with as unpleasant as it was to hit an animated statue. Fortunately, the stone cracked a bit, and Talyn dodged to the side as the creature tried to hit her in return.

      At least it wasn’t the fastest creature, and it telegraphed its blows heavily, but that didn’t mean life was easy. As she was reminded an instant later.

      “Look out!” Emma called out the instant before the Level 40 Topiary Elephant slammed into Talyn from the side.

      It was like being hit by a hedge wall. A spiky, dense hedge wall, at that, and even if Talyn had solid armor, that wasn’t pleasant.

      She was launched sideways violently, causing her to yelp… and the next instant there was a flash of light as she was suddenly right in front of the wilted Level 40 Topiary Wolf. It didn’t miss a beat, lunging at her violently.

      Talyn batted it away with her shield instinctively and was startled by the cracking sound that erupted when she hit it. Several of its branches cracked inward, making it look like half the wolf’s head had caved in.

      At the same time she heard a piercing note from Melody’s voice, accompanied by the popping sound of shattering stone. She glanced over just in time to see Melody regaining her balance after she’d swapped places with Talyn, an axe made of light in both hands and her mouth open as she sang. The vase in the statue’s hands had fractured, water now spilling from several holes in it, and its leg was quickly breaking down, slowing it still more. That allowed Melody to turn on the topiary elephant, which was about as tall as Talyn was.

      Talyn decided to ignore it, instead focusing on her own opponent as her mind flashed through several ideas before settling on the simplest of them.

      With a few words and a gesture of her mace, her creation magic sprang to life… and her mace burst into flames as she created fire around it. It was less powerful than what fire magic could create, but that didn’t matter to Talyn. Not when she had a perfect opportunity to use it… assuming she didn’t turn the topiary wolf into a flaming topiary wolf instead.

      She heard a crack as Emma ripped the arm off the minotaur, tossing aside the wooden axe, and Talyn hit the wolf just as it lunged, her fiery mace coming down on its head hard.

      Splinters flew as she hit it, and the dry wood burst alight in moments, the gaps in the wolf’s form giving an excellent avenue for air to fuel the flames. Not that they needed it, as the destruction of the wolf’s head left it almost completely harmless, and it staggered drunkenly before collapsing.

      Talyn turned just in time to see the statue’s leg shatter and let out a breath of relief as she saw that Melody was doing well against the elephant, which just meant that they needed to deal with a bunch more topiary animals. It would be easier with the minotaur disarmed.

      That wasn’t to say they got out uninjured by the time the fight wrapped up, and Talyn took a careful breath, wincing as she took stock of what had happened.

      “Bruises along my left side from the elephant, a couple more from the first hit of the statue, at least a dozen splinters from the topiaries, and I tweaked my ankle when the elephant hit me as well,” Talyn reported, grimacing. “That was a nasty fight. I don’t want to think about what would have happened if a level forty-ish group ran into this.”

      “It would’ve been bad for that sort of group,” Emma agreed, grimacing as she sat down. “As for me, I think the only reason I didn’t break my wrist was because a skill improves my durability when using martial arts. Splinters here as well. I think I took a bit less damage than you, but I wasn’t trying to block that statue. Should we have tried to destroy the topiaries before working on the puzzle?”

      “Definitely not,” Talyn said instantly, just a moment before Melody spoke.

      “No, from what we’ve seen the dungeon doesn’t react well to such things. They might have increased in levels, the hedges could have shot thorns at us like they do at fliers or those who try to scale them, or it might have closed the exits. You might have noticed that none of the creatures were so fast that we couldn’t have escaped,” Melody said, shaking her head. “It’s always recommended to play by the implied rules of the dungeon. Otherwise, you’re liable to have a very bad experience.”

      “Ah. The short class I took didn’t mention that,” Emma said, frowning. “Maybe it was a little too niche? Either way, what about you? Are you injured?”

      “I have a lot of splinters, and already healed where I was bitten once. I’m going to need tweezers and a fair amount of patience before I can finish healing,” Melody said in a matter-of-fact tone. “I don’t recommend healing yourself with the splinters in place. That would likely be unpleasant, unless you have some way of absorbing them safely.”

      Talyn froze for a moment, just imagining what it would be like to heal herself with the splinters in place, then tried to purge the mental image from her mind. That seemed incredibly unpleasant.

      “That’s a good point. One moment and I’ll create a few pairs of tweezers,” Talyn said, grimacing. “I’m glad I didn’t get many. Should we see if the chest unlocked after the fight? If not, I think the dungeon has it in for us for some reason.”

      “Heal first,” Emma said quickly. “I don’t want to risk another encounter like that while we’re injured. If your ankle’s hurt, I don’t want to have to deal with, oh… the entire fountain standing on end and rolling after you.”

      “Point,” Talyn admitted, taking a breath, then cast a couple of spells, creating a few thin barriers over the exits from the square. It wouldn’t slow down intruders much, but the lattice of vegetation should give them time to react.

      With that done she gingerly settled down onto a paving stone next to one of the plots where a topiary creature had been and started on a different spell. Tweezers were fortunately quite easy to make, and since she could customize them, she made certain that they were ideal for grabbing tiny splinters as well as larger pieces. In less than a minute she had three pairs of shining steel tweezers, and she handed them to the others, then began pulling off enough of her armor to get at her injuries.

      It turned out that Talyn had slightly overestimated the number which had lodged in her skin. Most of them were barely through her gambeson, and it didn’t take long before she was willing to heal herself, which eased the aching of her ankle and the bruises along her sides.

      Then she got to work helping Melody, who’d been significantly less fortunate than Talyn, even with her Armor of Light skill enhancing her armor. The simple truth was that the bone plates and gambeson had blocked more than the leather could. That meant they spent a good fifteen minutes picking out splinters, by which point Emma had almost finished. The only ones that Emma needed help with were in locations that she couldn’t easily reach.

      Eventually they finished up, using healing spells to deal with the minor injuries they’d sustained. Noting that the minotaur’s axe-arm hadn’t vanished, they decided to take it for appraisal before approaching the chest. Despite their caution, no further traps sprang when they touched the chest, which also opened easily.

      The contents were a pleasant surprise, in Talyn’s opinion. A pair of engraved steel greaves were inside, along with a smooth wooden flask, a copper necklace, and a carefully folded blue tunic with green embroidery. All of them were enchanted, though the enchantments were weak. Four items, she noted, about the average size of a delving group. She suspected it was intended to reward a group for a near-lethal encounter.

      “Well. That’s more than I expected,” Emma said, blinking at the contents of the chest. “I mean, I know that the dungeon sometimes gives good rewards, but I didn’t expect something like this.”

      Talyn shrugged, smiling back at her. “Well, we did have a difficult encounter, despite two of us being over level one hundred, so I should hope it had good rewards. Anyway… what now? Head back, or try to find the center of the maze so that we can just teleport to the fifth floor and backtrack?”

      “Go back,” Melody said without hesitation. “We haven’t been on the floor for that long, and I don’t want to take that kind of a risk after we had such a difficult fight.”

      “Agreed. I don’t want to get turned around, and that was pretty brutal,” Emma said, hesitating, then pulled off her pack so she could put the items in it. “I leveled off it.”

      “Congratulations!” Talyn said, smiling broadly at Emma. “That’s worth celebrating, I think! I just wish that nasty fights didn’t lead to leveling more quickly.”

      “You and me both. Let’s talk to my parents, hm? They’re more likely to help with any celebration,” Emma said, taking a deep breath.

      Then she paused, looking at the hedges, and grimaced. “Also… thank you for drawing the map. I know that I’d have forgotten the way by this point.”

      “That’s why she drew it. I remember the way as well, or believe that I do,” Melody chimed in, smiling. “Shall we? Hopefully it’s an uneventful trip back.”

      Talyn nodded, taking another breath, then began backtracking through the maze.

      It just figured that they ended up being ambushed by a half-dozen angry Hedge Gardeners before they could get off the floor. If the gardeners didn’t want their work wrecked, the hedges shouldn’t attack people.
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      Catherine frowned as she looked at her half-complete report, debating whether to include anything more. After a few seconds she decided to leave it alone for the moment, since she had a meeting with Talyn later in the day. That would let her gather more information about the Worldwalker. The Arclord would want to hear about her, since he was a Worldwalker as well. He’d probably turn Talyn into an undead if he had the chance.

      Catherine found it terribly ironic that she’d encountered Talyn mostly by accident.

      It was unfortunate that Talyn was nice. If she was a terrible person, Catherine would have fewer compunctions about what she was doing, but no, Talyn had to be a surprisingly good person. Surprisingly because she was one of the more suspicious people Catherine had met. Cold, calculating, and with a darkness in her gaze that was unnerving in someone who should still be level fourteen or fifteen.

      Worse was her Guardian Spirit, though. The woman’s cool blue eyes betrayed none of her emotions, and it almost felt like Melody could see through Catherine entirely. Which couldn’t be true, as Catherine hadn’t been arrested or executed yet. Even so, Melody unnerved Catherine, and not just because her class was veiled by some divinity. Catherine couldn’t place the source, though. Not that she’d put that part into her report, she simply put in the facts she knew.

      Compared to those two, the younger Martial Artist, Emma, had been almost unnoticeable. Catherine had looked at her but hadn’t paid that much attention to the young woman. That had proven to be a poor decision once she did a little more research, though. Emma’s parents were damnably close to level six hundred, and they were well-known for their coordination and power. Edimar Rage had destroyed an entire army of attacking goblins with a single shout, and Sifari’s title of ‘The Crimson Rain’ had been well earned.

      The two were also living with Talyn at the moment. It was enough to leave Catherine sweating nervously. She wished she had someone to talk to about it, but she didn’t dare say a single word about her task aloud. There were too many ears nearby, and skills allowed too many options for eavesdropping. At least she could say things that were more oblique.

      “Who knew that moving would be so complicated…” Catherine murmured, rubbing her eyes.

      She’d have to build a good relationship with Talyn for now and be careful not to raise alarms. Catherine would prefer not to die.
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      “Hello Catherine. It’s good to see you,” Talyn said, smiling as she offered a hand to the crafter.

      Catherine smiled in return, bobbing her head as she took Talyn’s hand and shook it. “And you as well! I’m glad you could spare the time to let me look around. You said that this building used to be a grocery?”

      They were in the Bazaar district, and a few of the locals were watching them curiously. Unsurprising, as there were a lot of merchants in the district, which made them wary of competition. Talyn was amused that for once in quite some time, most of the gazes were focused on Catherine, not Talyn.

      The building they were here to look at was a modest, two-story structure that stood near similar buildings. The walls were stone quarried from the dungeon, much like most of Castra’s construction, and it was slightly rougher than what Talyn usually saw. Based on the overall design, that was likely an aesthetic choice.

      Talyn had been here once before, so she knew approximately what was waiting for them. She’d also had some people go through the building earlier to make certain there weren’t squatters or an enormous mess waiting for them. That would be embarrassing. She couldn’t guarantee that there wouldn’t be an assassination attempt, but Talyn at least needed to make sure the properties she was renting out weren’t in shambles.

      “That’s right. The owner was getting old and thinking about retiring to someplace a little quieter, so I purchased it from her. The biggest issue I can see is if you have to deal with any particularly nasty gases or the like,” Talyn said, nodding to the building. “Shall we?”

      “Please,” Catherine said, nodding firmly as she looked over the building.

      Without further ado, Talyn led the way inside, Melody pulling out the keys they’d picked up earlier. Melody opened the door and touched a crystal off to the side, activating the magical lights in the shop’s entryway.

      The interior had been cleaned, but shelves and display cases still rested on the floor, many of them worn by years of use. The windows had bars in them, while glass panes were on the interior, and the external shutters were closed. A counter was in the back, along with a few doors, primarily leading into old employee areas. It was nice enough, just bare and impersonal.

      Pointing at a door to the right of the counter, Talyn spoke, stepping inside. “While it isn’t necessarily useful to you, that room has basic preservation enchantments to help preserve food. It was mostly used by the grocery for perishable items. There are crates in the room that hold many of the jars and tins that the owner used before selling the building. There’s a basement, and the room directly below it has a similar enchantment.”

      “More likely the same enchantment, simply extended downward since that would be easier than setting up two separate arrays. Not as efficient, but an understandable approach,” Catherine mused aloud, looking around. “I might be able to adjust them, though. If they preserve items, shifting them to cleanse fumes and protect the surroundings from damage shouldn’t be difficult.”

      “I think I’ll have to take your word for that,” Talyn said, shrugging in confusion. “I don’t know enough about enchantments, honestly.”

      “Which isn’t to say that you don’t want to learn. You just can’t spread yourself too thin,” Melody chimed in, grinning at Talyn. “We should continue the tour, though.”

      “Yes, of course. I assume the upstairs is living space?” Catherine asked, tilting her head curiously.

      “That’s correct, and I should note that it’s almost completely unfurnished. The previous owner took the majority of her personal items,” Talyn said, closing the door behind them and locking it for the moment. She didn’t want someone to sneak in behind them. “Unfortunately, they didn’t bother installing water closets, but there’s cold water from the district.”

      “Hm. I can probably add hot water easily… though perhaps I can get credit on rent if I do improvements of that nature?” Catherine asked, a smile flashing across her lips. “Hot water, better wards, reinforcing the building…”

      “Possible, but I’d have to approve the project, and the amount it’s worth, beforehand. Or to be more accurate, my property manager would have to,” Talyn said, considering for a few seconds before continuing. “It also wouldn’t be able to reduce the rent to nothing. I have to pay taxes on the property, which requires income. You’ll understand if I don’t want to spend money to let you rent from me.”

      Catherine laughed and nodded, smiling warmly. “Yes, that’s an understandable motivation. If I rent the building, we’ll have to discuss it with your manager. Likely there would be a minimum payment to cover taxes and such if I made improvements, and any credit could be spread out until the amount is expended. Ah, but that’s a conversation for another time. Negotiations can wait. Shall we look at the upstairs?”

      “We can do that. I don’t recall the way… to be perfectly honest, I’ve only read descriptions and seen a sketch of the layout,” Talyn admitted, looking at Melody curiously. “Do you remember?”

      “I believe that it’s past the door behind the counter on our left,” Melody said, frowning for a moment. “There should be a couple of storerooms and offices off the corridor, and a stairway leading upstairs. I can’t say for certain which is which, since I wasn’t paying that close of attention to the layout. We were mostly focused on the enchantments when we arranged to purchase it.”

      “Good enough! I’m not going to claim that the enchantments are what I’d be willing to place, but I suspect I’m a good one hundred levels higher than whoever did this work, and more experienced besides,” Catherine said, starting toward the door in question briskly. She was looking around with a critical eye, and Talyn suspected she had a skill to improve her vision, based on how she paused, looking at a wall for a moment. “At least the owner didn’t skimp on maintenance. Only minor durability wards, but they certainly help.”

      “Understandable. I can sense them, if only just,” Talyn said, looking at the walls critically. There wasn’t much magic in them, but there was a little, and it was slightly more orderly than what she saw elsewhere. Which probably meant that it’d disintegrate with a sidelong glance on the ninety-ninth floor. “Your own items are significantly more apparent. Mostly, anyway. Your earrings are more difficult to spot.”

      Which was entirely true, as when Talyn looked at Catherine, the silver rings, including a pair of helix earrings, only seemed to have the faintest hint of magic to them, but it was quite structured. On the other hand, Catherine paused, her eyebrows rising.

      “You noticed? You must have exceptional senses for that sort of thing. I’m rather proud of how subtle I made those enchantments,” Catherine said, looking at Talyn curiously. “I simply have to ask… a skill?”

      “Not that I know of? My only sensory skill allows me to see in the dark,” Talyn said, ignoring Sense Motives since that obviously wasn’t applicable. “Other than that, I only have relatively common magic skills. Unless Essence Magic upgrading to Essence Control did it, but none of the books I’ve seen have mentioned something like that.”

      “No, it shouldn’t. I have Metal Control, an evolution of earth and creation, and it didn’t do anything like that for me. Most interesting,” Catherine said, her gaze going up and down slowly… then she smiled and shrugged. “Regardless, it’s none of my business. You could just have a natural affinity for such things.”

      “Or it could be another side effect of your little adventure,” Melody said dryly. “I could see the experience either deadening or enhancing your senses in that regard.”

      “That’s… possible,” Talyn admitted, thinking for a few seconds. “I’ll have to experiment later.”

      Catherine watched them and chuckled, then led the way into the back.

      They found several offices, much as described, though one had lost the desk. Based on the size, Talyn suspected that it’d been the nicest desk, and it’d been taken when the old owner left. Not an important thing, but it was notable. They also found the privy, which was… well, it was a privy. Enough said. Talyn preferred toilets, or water closets as the locals called them.

      The upstairs had been largely stripped of anything useful, on the other hand. There were a few built-in counters in the kitchen, an iron stove, and a bulky wardrobe, but that was essentially it. Though Talyn saw signs that some curtains had been removed very recently.

      It still took the better part of half an hour, and Talyn let Catherine set the pace while looking around herself. The floor was reasonably large and spacious, at least for a handful of people, and if Talyn had been able to get this much space for herself when she came to Castra, she’d have been delighted. Even now, she’d probably be reasonably happy. While she might not be willing to admit it to other people, she found the manor to be a bit too big and felt like they rattled around it like a handful of beads in a large bottle.

      Oh, Talyn wouldn’t want to live in this house with all her current guests. There just wasn’t enough room for that, but a small cluster of houses this size with each group living in their own wouldn’t be bad. She didn’t intend to do that, though. She liked her manor and expected that she’d get used to it and fill it with things over time.

      “I believe that this will work for me,” Catherine said at last, looking around the basement and nodding slowly. “Not an ideal location, but with the current competition, it’s unlikely that I can outbid the more experienced enchanters for a better one. Proper advertising should be able to solve that, and there are enough rooms for me to work comfortably, and to hire an assistant or two if I need them. The private quarters, while simple, are spacious enough to fit all the furnishings I brought with me.”

      “Excellent. I assume that means you’re interested in meeting with my property manager later, to go over a potential contract?” Talyn asked hopefully.

      “Of course!” Catherine said, flashing a smile at Talyn. “It’s better than many other options I’ve seen, and associating with you can’t hurt either, hm?”

      “True… but since you’re an enchanter, I had a question for you. Is it possible to create a set of items that allow people to cast beneficial spells on each other from a longer distance? Or to locate each other in case we’re separated?” Talyn asked, tilting her head curiously. “I think something like that would be excellent in the dungeon.”

      “That could be very helpful,” Melody said, her eyes brightening as she looked at Talyn.

      Catherine blinked, her eyes going distant for a moment, then she smiled slowly. “That… is an excellent idea. I think I’ve heard of a few things that are similar, but nothing quite like this. Most of the ones I’ve seen only link two items, not a set. Why don’t we find something for lunch, and we can discuss the concept? It would almost certainly require them to be made in close proximity to one another, or some form of attunement process…”

      Talyn just blushed at the compliments, then nodded. “I thought about other options, like telepathy or things like that, but I figure that would be too difficult or expensive. And I’d like that. I’ve been curious about the mechanics of enchanting for some time.”

      “Wonderful! Shall we, then?” Catherine said, smiling broadly as she turned toward the stairs. “You’ll have to pick someplace, I’m not familiar enough with Castra to make a decision.”

      “Of course,” Talyn said, giving Melody a happy look.

      Life was looking up, if you asked her.
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      “Hey, Reya! You want to come to the amphitheater this evening?” Candis asked, the Level 130 Plains Human Guild Secretary leaning through the door of the break room. She was smiling broadly, her dark hair cut short in a nice bob, and her brown eyes glittering in anticipation. That was normal for her, though. “It’s me, Mindy, and Fandar. They’re performing Sargash’s Eternal Love and will have fire magi keeping everything toasty.”

      Reya looked up from her cocoa and shook her head, smiling gently. “I appreciate the invitation, but I’ll have to decline. I’m afraid I have plans for this evening.”

      Candis’s expression fell, and she pouted at Reya for a couple of seconds.

      “Drat. I’d hoped that we could go together. What do you have planned?” Candis asked, stepping into the break room fully as she studied Reya. “You’ve been busy in the evenings more often over the last couple of weeks.”

      Blinking, Reya tilted her head in confusion. She was perplexed that Candis even asked, since gossip usually spread among the staff quickly. Then she frowned, quickly running through what she’d said over the last few weeks and realized that she’d only had interactions with Talyn twice that weren’t strictly guild business, and both had been relatively professional.

      How she’d managed to not share that she’d stayed with Talyn a couple of times was beyond Reya’s understanding, but somehow amusing. It just figured that one of the few times that word didn’t spread was an accident. It was probably just lost amongst all the other chaos that Talyn’s revelations and opening the thirty-sixth floor had caused.

      Which was already proving interesting, as a few delvers had managed to reach the thirty-eighth floor so far, and they’d brought back some fascinating materials. One was a strange form of living metal that came from plants on the thirty-seventh floor. Reya had found records of it, as the material had occasionally been recorded coming from high-level tropical climates where there were significant metal deposits.

      “Reya?” Candis asked, frowning at her.

      Shaking off her distraction, Reya smiled at Candis and shrugged gently.

      “Sorry about that, I was just realizing that somehow the rumor mill managed to miss what I’ve been up to over the last few weeks and was surprised. I suppose that things like that can happen from time to time,” Reya said, smiling a little more. “Do you recall that I took a job appraising items for someone a few weeks past?”

      Candis’s eyebrows rose, and she nodded, approaching as a gleam appeared in her eyes again. “Yes… I do recall something like that. Did you get more jobs? Or did something special happen? I thought you were wed to your work!”

      “Pfft. I simply hadn’t found anyone that I was interested in, and elves have a naturally longer lifespan than other species, even if it equalizes as we level,” Reya said, giving Candis a pointed look. “I decided to wait and let things occur naturally, if they were going to. And yes, I’ve been enjoying myself for the last few weeks, thank you.”

      “Oh? Who’s the lucky gal? Since I know you lean that way, mostly,” Candis said, leaning on the table now, her gaze intense.

      Reya smirked, taking a sip of her cocoa and letting the other secretary stew for a few seconds. Only when Candis looked almost ready to burst did she speak casually. “Talyn.”

      Candis blinked and frowned.

      “Talyn? Talyn who? I can think of sever—” Candis began, then froze, her eyes going wide as she stared at Reya in shock. A few seconds later she breathed. “You… you can’t be serious. Her?”

      “Her,” Reya confirmed, smiling a little wider. “In fact, you might consider me to be the lucky girl in that regard. I’m glad I’m not the type for monogamous relationships, though. Melody is quite… talented in her own regard. I hadn’t expected her to be quite so open to allowing others into their relationship.”

      Candis just gaped at Reya, her mouth working soundlessly for a moment. Then she gasped. “I… how? How did you manage that? She’s been so evasive from everything I’ve heard!”

      “It helps to have built a good relationship with her before she made anything of herself,” Reya replied, shrugging. “Also, I liked her even then, though a curse she was under made it less noticeable. When she asked me to identify all the items that she received in her reward, it gave me a chance to get to know her better.”

      Which was quite true, and Reya found that she enjoyed their company more than she’d expected to. She was also more comfortable with the entire polyamorous relationship than she would have thought. Yes, Talyn had been up front about how her species advanced tiers, but that didn’t necessarily mean that Reya should be comfortable with it… yet she was.

      “Ooh… you know you’ll have to tell me more, right?” Candis said, her eyes practically glowing at this point.

      Reya just laughed, smiled, and replied calmly. “No. No I don’t. Besides, I’m on break, and shouldn’t you be working?”

      Candis’s eyes narrowed, and Reya knew that she wasn’t going to drop it. And if she knew her coworker, she’d be spreading the information all over the guild.

      Not that it mattered. Reya wasn’t going to budge… and she had some things to discuss with Talyn later. Not the classes she’d been offered, though. Even if a couple sounded quite interesting. No… the evolutions she’d been offered were the fascinating ones.
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      “You have an amazing voice, Melody,” Reya said, not even trying to hold back her admiration for the rich tones of the woman’s voice as she finished singing along with the music from the music box. “I can hardly imagine how much time you’ve put into perfecting your singing, either.”

      “Centuries at least,” Melody said, smiling in return. She picked up a cup of water and took a sip before adding. “That isn’t an exaggeration, either. If you added up every hour I spent singing, I’m certain it would be more than one century. I can’t remember enough to be certain how many, though.”

      Reya blinked, her eyes widening slightly as she stared at the celestial, then looked at Talyn, who didn’t seem surprised. The elf hesitated, then said. “Ah… I hadn’t realized that you were that powerful of a being.”

      “Just because a celestial is ancient doesn’t mean that they’re powerful, Reya,” Melody chided gently, shaking her head. “I’ve known some who haven’t improved from the lowest rank in multiple millennia, while others improve very rapidly. That said, I’m not going to lie and say that I was low-ranking. I simply choose to give misleading statements and let other people come to their own mistaken conclusions.”

      Looking at Talyn again, Reya tilted her head questioningly, prompting a sigh from the succubus, her tail flicking nervously.

      “She’s not exaggerating, not in the slightest. I’ve helped a fair amount with that, but unless she outright tells you… well, I’m not saying. Sorry,” Talyn apologized, looking a little embarrassed.

      Considering that for a few seconds, Reya weighed her options, then asked. “If I asked, would you tell me?”

      Melody tapped her lips a couple of times, obviously considering, then shook her head. “Likely not. Not until we know one another better. Particularly not since I’ve become aware that such things have more of an impact than I thought.”

      “More of an impact?” Reya asked, a hint of exasperation washing through her. “You’re just raising more questions, you know.”

      “Let me put it this way. If I tell you, then it may cause metaphysical ripples that will lead to others tracking me down who I’d rather not deal with right now,” Melody said, smiling wryly. “I’ve already had a few visitors who scared the ever-living shit out of me. I’d rather not have that happen again.”

      Understanding bloomed in Reya’s mind, and she nodded slowly. “Ah, of course. I think I’ve heard about that sort of thing before. Essentially, if you speak about something, it allows scrying to function more readily.”

      “Yes, and let’s not forget that we have a pair of people who are almost level six hundred in the house. I’d rather not tell you and end up telling them at the same time,” Melody said dryly. “I know that Edimar listens when I’m singing, so the chances of him picking up this conversation are quite good. I also know he won’t say anything, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

      Reya nodded, relaxing a little as everything began making more sense to her. She thought for a few seconds, then shrugged. “Either way, there was something that I wanted to discuss with the two of you. Mostly the offer you made, to help me set up my own business if I wanted to.”

      “Oh?” Talyn asked, sitting up quickly. “What did you want to know? I wasn’t sure if you were even interested.”

      “I am to a degree, but I’m curious as to why you’re offering it. Would you mind explaining?” Reya asked, knowing that she was delaying, but she thought it was for a good reason.

      “Sure? I mean, the reason is a little silly, but I want to be honest,” Talyn said, letting out a breath as she hesitated, then shrugged and smiled. “I trust you. As an appraiser and a friend. Not to mention that I need people I trust who I can take things to. I ordered enchanted items from the woman who rented one of my stores, Catherine, but how am I supposed to know that she didn’t sneak an enchantment into the items that lets her eavesdrop? Or that there isn’t another item linked to them, or something else? What if I have some absurdly valuable items which I haven’t dared talk to anyone about which I want appraised? The guild keeps records… and while I trust you, you have an oath that could make things tricky while you work for them.”

      Reya’s eyebrows rose again, a little surprised by the vehemence of Talyn’s statement. Melody even looked a little worried as Talyn mentioned the valuable items.

      “I… think I understand. Though I’d be impressed if you had any items of that value, considering how many thieves and appraisers can estimate how much wealth someone is carrying. The chances of escaping the dungeon with something like that is minimal. Too many factions station those with appropriate skills near the dungeon,” Reya said, her heartbeat quickening slightly.

      Talyn opened her mouth, then stopped, frowning for a couple of seconds as if debating… then she just beckoned Reya over. Then she raised a finger to her lips.

      Reya’s curiosity was thoroughly piqued by this point, and she stood, then walked over to Talyn, who patted the spot next to her. Reya took a seat, wondering what Talyn had in mind.

      Wordlessly, Talyn pulled back the sleeve on her right arm, revealing a bracelet that Reya had seen before, a pretty one that she’d admired. It was made of braided silver threads, and had a deep blue tourmaline on the top, surrounded by silver that was intricately engraved. It had a minor anti-theft enchantment on it. It was reasonably valuable, but compared to many of Talyn’s other items it wasn’t that valuable. Her sword was more impressive.

      Reaching over, Talyn took Reya’s hand and laid it on the bracelet, then nodded at it meaningfully. Reya blinked once, but what Talyn wanted was fairly obvious. She used Unerring Appraisal on the bracelet… and choked.

      
        
        Unknown Item: This bracelet bears unknown properties.

      

      

      At the same time she got another notification, and her eyes widened.

      
        
        Unerring Appraisal has increased to Tier 5. It has evolved into Eye of Truth. Eye of Truth reset to Tier 1.

      

      

      Reya felt like she was about to faint. She leveled twice as well. Twice, off appraising a single item that caused her appraisal skill to evolve… and she couldn’t help herself from attempting to analyze the bracelet again.

      
        
        Dimensional Storage Bracelet: This bracelet is linked to dimensional storage that is a four-yard cube, allowing up to sixty-four cubic yards of items to be stored. This item resists analysis or identification, appearing to be a mundane, minimally valuable item unless it is touched while the analysis is performed. Minimum Crafter Level: 790. Primary magic type: Void. Soulbound.

      

      

      It was enough to cause her mind to go blank for a moment. Reya had seen powerful items, of course. The guild had several that were intended for emergencies, primarily for dealing with potential beast hordes. Even so, none of them were over level six hundred and fifty, which was also well beyond what her previous Unerring Analysis could give details about. She’d been restricted to items that were only four hundred levels above hers. Now she was getting details on an item that was more than six hundred levels above her, almost seven hundred, which was ridiculous.

      Reya looked up at Talyn incredulously… and the succubus just smiled wryly. Considering for a moment, Reya just sighed and reached up to pinch the bridge of her nose. She couldn’t even discuss this with Talyn properly, given how oblique she was being.

      “What’s the most valuable item you’ve seen?” Reya asked, changing the subject, at least after a fashion.

      “That… is an excellent question. I’m not entirely sure,” Talyn said, rubbing her chin for a moment. “I saw some of the items in Eldri’s hoard, which she said were rewards for anyone who beat her. I’m guessing that any one of them would qualify.”

      “Oh? You didn’t mention those before, Talyn!” Melody said, straightening. “What sort of items?”

      “Aside from the bed of gold coins she laid on? Without essence stones, I might add,” Talyn said dryly, then began ticking items off on fingers. “Black plate armor that absorbed all light. A katana in a sheath. No, I didn’t see the blade. Crystal ball with a palace inside it, hovering in place. A skyship in a bottle. A brass-like metal lion the size of a carriage. An odd table with assorted chairs. Dozens of potions and vials on the table. A halberd with an obsidian blade. And last, a dress that hurt my head to look at, since it seemed to be formed of fog, and I saw things inside it.”

      “Fascinating…” Reya murmured, her eyes growing distant as she tried to imagine the sight. She failed, of course, but she tried.

      “You’re probably right about their power, given everything we’ve seen,” Melody said thoughtfully. “Not that we’ll get anything like that in the near future. We’d probably die just trying to pick them up.”

      “I think you’re right,” Talyn said, nodding firmly.

      Reya considered for a couple of seconds, then decided to move on to the topic she’d wanted to bring up originally, before being distracted by… no, she wasn’t going to think about the bracelet right now. It was too much. As was her new skill.

      “In any case, when you made the offer to me, I had something unusual happen. I was offered class evolutions. Four of them, in fact,” Reya said, taking a deep breath then let it out. “Do you know how unusual that is?”

      “Ah… no?” Talyn said questioning, shifting on the sofa. Her tail twitched nervously beside her, then she inhaled sharply as Reya reached down and ran a finger up the tail’s smooth, warm skin.

      “I should have known…” Reya said, shaking her head as she smiled, amusement bubbling inside her. “It isn’t unusual to be offered an evolution when you’re offered a job that could be a significant step up in the world. I’m informed that Guildmaster Sadja was offered a class evolution into a Guildmaster variant when she was offered the position. It’s unusual to be offered multiple, however. Very unusual.”

      Talyn nodded, relaxing ever so slightly as she considered. Not fully, though. Especially not when Reya continued to gently stroke her tail.

      “That’s good to know. I wasn’t aware that Talyn was capable of things like that,” Melody said, smiling more. “I assume you chose not to take one?”

      “No, I’ve delayed the choice, in part because of the implications of the classes,” Reya corrected, smiling a little more. “I also unlocked a few more classes, but those aren’t ones I’m considering. Are you aware that some classes can, potentially, allow a species change?”

      Talyn sat upright, her eyebrows rising. “Really? I mean, I’m not enormously surprised, but… I don’t remember that from my classes at the academy. They mostly mentioned that species can evolve based on hidden factors that weren’t discussed.”

      Melody nodded. “I seem to remember seeing something of that nature in some of the books, but they didn’t discuss the subject in depth. You were focused on other aspects of the system, since you like your species and there wouldn’t be any further information about evolving it. It’s new, after all.”

      That was a fair point, Reya acknowledged internally, even as Talyn nodded. She hadn’t considered that Talyn had been able to choose her species and appearance to begin with.

      “Understandable. However, to give an example, there’s a class called Draconic Scion. It allows two paths of advancement. One of them allows the individual to evolve into a dracoling. The other allows evolution into a dragon,” Reya explained. “Both are long roads, but they are options. Three of the four offered evolutions to my class appear to have similar properties, if I’m interpreting them correctly. You said that succubi were a type of demon, and they have the word demonic in the name of two of them. This, to me, indicates that the classes would allow a potential evolution into a succubus, or something similar.”

      Talyn opened her mouth to reply, then paused, frowning for a moment before nodding slowly. “I think… that makes a degree of sense. If the gods of this world want my species to spread, it would be sensible for those that interact with me to receive options like that. Probably, anyway. I assume the evolution wouldn’t be forced?”

      “Certainly not,” Reya said firmly, shaking her head sharply. “The gods aren’t that cruel. No, it would be given as an option.”

      “Interesting… I assume you wanted to ask a few questions, since you brought it up?” Melody asked, tilting her head curiously as she reached down and picked up her mug.

      Reya nodded, considering her words for a couple of seconds before speaking. She didn’t have an issue sharing the classes, even if some of the names amused her.

      “Yes, that’s the case,” Reya confirmed. “So long as you’re willing to hear them.”

      “Sure!” Talyn said, smiling broadly. “Go on, hit me.”

      Then Talyn yelped as Melody hit her in the shoulder without hesitation. The succubus gave her a betrayed look. Reya burst out laughing.

      “I should be more careful with my idioms…” Talyn muttered, reaching up to rub her shoulder.

      “You definitely should,” Melody said, grinning broadly. “In any case, I’d like to hear what you have to say, Reya.”

      Reya shook her head, relaxing a little at the silly scene. “You are surprisingly relaxed for someone who is immortal, you know that?”

      “For one, I’m on vacation. For another, it’s boring to be formal constantly. I’m more than willing to be formal when the situation warrants it, as Talyn knows very, very well,” Melody said, and for just an instant Reya saw an unfamiliar emotion cross Melody’s face. If she wasn’t mistaken, that was fear.

      While she was curious, Reya decided that there were some things that it was better to not know. Instead, she took a deep breath and focused on what she’d wanted to talk about.

      “If you say so, I’ll believe you. Now, as for the classes I was offered. The first is a simple one, obviously intended to function well if I continue in the guild or if I go independent. It’s Professional Analyst and is a specialist path. As you can likely guess, it focuses on identifying items, but also allows me to analyze creatures, something which my current class is not focused on,” Reya explained, tilting her head slightly as she thought. “I would say that it’s an expected evolution of my current class, which is Delver Secretary.”

      “Interesting. Delver Secretary is what… a hybrid of social and specialist?” Talyn asked, arching an eyebrow curiously.

      “Approximately, yes,” Reya confirmed, nodding as she smiled warmly. “In my case, I began as a Scout, and was particularly good at boosting my analysis skills, which led to getting hired as a secretary, which gave me my current class. As you can guess, it’s been slowly removing any combat abilities with each evolution.”

      Melody nodded thoughtfully, visibly considering before she murmured. “Not one that I would choose, but you’re a different person. What of the other evolutions?”

      “The first is Demonic Scion. It’s a mage and social hybrid, as far as I can tell, and can gain some species skills from what it says,” Reya said, glancing at it briefly before continuing without pause, wanting to get through them all. “Demonic Infiltrator seems to be returning to my Scout class, and is slightly tempting. Last is Succubus Wrangler.”

      “Succubus Wrangler?” Talyn asked, her eyes almost bulging outward.

      Melody burst out laughing, almost dropping her cup as she did so. Reya couldn’t help a smile of her own at Talyn’s mortified tone, and after an instant wickedly ran a finger down Talyn’s tail again. It twitched hard in response.

      When Melody didn’t stop laughing immediately, Talyn jabbed her in the side firmly, causing the celestial to squirm, her laughter cutting off as she took a couple of steps away. Melody didn’t seem to take it to heart, just turning and grinning at Talyn.

      “I see why you’d need a wrangler, with how you’re acting,” Melody teased lightheartedly. Talyn just glowered back at her.

      “I’m going to get you for that,” Talyn announced, her eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure how, but I’m going to get my revenge, and you won’t see it coming.”

      “Promises, promises…” Melody purred, smirking. Turning her attention to Reya, she asked. “So, what does a Succubus Wrangler do?”

      It was all Reya could do to keep from laughing at the two, and she failed to keep the smile off her face. Instead, she just leaned back into the sofa, making certain she had control of herself before speaking.

      “A Succubus Wrangler is a hybrid social specialist, and functionally a personal assistant or butler,” Reya said, keeping her tone even as she allowed some of her amusement to creep into her voice. “It also has some aspects that deal with handling a succubus in private, from what I could glean.”

      “Oh, gods…” Talyn muttered, putting her hands over her face. Her tail also twitched closer, and Reya’s smile widened as Melody shook her head fondly.

      “While I’d love to tease Talyn about this, given that she chose to be a succubus, I’m going to be nice. What questions did you have?” Melody asked Reya, looking at her curiously. “Most of those classes don’t specifically require our input, no?”

      “Perhaps, perhaps not. I believed that it would only be polite to talk to you about it and did have a few relevant questions. For instance, the last one wouldn’t be as useful or effective if Talyn declined to hire me as a personal assistant,” Reya said, giving Talyn a pointed look.

      Talyn groaned softly, moving her hands so she could rub her temples slowly. She paused for a couple of seconds, then spoke softly. “I… wouldn’t be opposed to that, but we’d have to come up with a fair wage, and I wasn’t planning on keeping you that close when I made the offer. I didn’t want to pressure you too much. What are your other questions?”

      “Primarily, I’m curious what the nature of a succubus’s magic and base skills are. Since the demonic classes are associated with your species, I don’t know what they’d offer,” Reya explained. “I have some guesses, based on things that you’ve said, but nothing certain.”

      “That’s… well, that’s fair. Let me think for a moment,” Talyn said, frowning. She thought for several seconds, then asked. “Melody, do you remember what the other subspecies got? I know there was a shapeshifting one and a magic one, but I don’t remember the details.”

      “Um… let’s see… ah, yes,” Melody said, her gaze slightly distant as she smiled. “The subspecies granted one of the following; Lesser Shapeshifting, Demonic Armament, Enhanced Enchantment, Minion Horde, or Devastating Beauty.”

      Reya winced at the skill names. She wasn’t certain what Enhanced Enchantment did, but she’d heard about Talyn’s Minions skill, which made the Minion Horde skill make sense. More importantly, she’d heard of Devastating Beauty. That one was dangerous, since it allowed the user to make mental assaults on others via words or actions. The sort of mental assault that could reduce someone’s brain to jelly and leave them dead, with blood seeping from their eyes and ears.

      “I have Demonic Armament, it lets me create my weapons and armor,” Talyn said, obviously unaware of Reya’s thoughts. “I also started with an Enhanced Charisma variant that increased my physical beauty as well, Demonic Eyes that gave me the ability to see in the darkness, Demonic Durability, and Minions. I unlocked Enhanced Strength, Enhanced Dexterity, Persuasive, Melee Weapon Expertise, Lesser Shapeshifting, Essence Magic, and Sense Motives. Several of my skills have merged, one of which is Lesser Demonic Physique, which boosts my healing speed as well as boosting physical strength and endurance. Enhanced Charisma and Demonic Durability merged into Immaculate Perfection.”

      “You also mentioned Minions turning into Companions… that is an impressive list,” Reya murmured, organizing the various skills internally as she considered them, and her eyebrows slowly rose.

      The overall list was fascinating, mostly because it indicated a very different focus compared to all of the other species that Reya was familiar with. There were species that gained similar abilities, but nothing which came close to the same package of options. Compared to her own species, which granted her relatively few skills that she thought fit her class or approach to life, Reya thought that succubus was a better one.

      “Oh? Are you thinking about Demonic Scion or Demonic Infiltrator, then?” Talyn asked, sitting upright.

      Reya smiled back at her as she nodded. “Indeed, that I am. Now I just need to decide which to pick… it’s going to be a difficult decision, and not one which I wish to make tonight. Would you mind if I took a bath? I’d love both of your company as well.”

      Talyn smiled and nodded, her cheeks still a little rosy. “I certainly wouldn’t complain.”

      Melody replied by offering Reya a hand and pulling her to her feet, her eyes glittering. “I look forward to seeing what you choose, Reya.”

      Reya just laughed and leaned forward to give the celestial a kiss.

      She probably wasn’t going to be working for the Delver’s Guild much longer. Not at this rate.
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      “Can we get more agents into the city?” Abydon asked, tapping the side of the table as he thought. “Assassins and procurers, to be specific.”

      “That depends on how powerful of agents you wish to infiltrate, Arclord,” Varian purred, leaning into him from her position in his lap. Despite being a vampire, her body was warm, likely due to her recent meal, and it took effort for Abydon to keep on topic. He could enjoy her company later. “The individuals and wards in Castra would likely take note of anyone who is too powerful, unfortunately, and they would seek them out. If we’d managed to turn someone of particular import in Sylland, we might have better odds, but not as of yet. There are smuggling tunnels that would allow some of our agents to get inside with minor bribes, however.”

      “Hmph,” Abydon grumbled, unhappy that things had to be so difficult. Ever since he’d conquered a nation, everything had slowed to a crawl as their neighbors took notice of him. He’d preferred it when they didn’t seem to give a shit about him. Instead, he was forced to work around their own spying attempts.

      Even worse was that Abydon knew that he’d had all sorts of clever plans that would’ve screwed everyone who got in his way when he received the offer to come to Garloth. He’d intended to do a whole assortment of things involving inventions… and then he’d shown up here and lost the memories required to make them work. It was frustrating beyond belief. Yes, the goddess who’d given him the offer had warned him that much of his knowledge would be obscured, but he’d been certain that he could work around it. It really pissed him off.

      It also didn’t help that there had been that moment recently when he was certain, certain, that some level nine hundred or higher person had set their sights on him. The moment of terror had almost been enough to drive him into activating his contingency plans to get away.

      Only the fact that his servants had also felt it had managed to keep Abydon from fleeing rapidly. As they started gathering information, what he’d learned confused him.

      Apparently, almost everyone in the kingdom had felt that moment of fear. Those who were lower level had a much less intense experience, and those with higher perception had a much worse reaction. More than that, his spies reported that it had also been noticed in all of the neighboring nations as well. Yet no one knew what the source of the wave was, but its mere existence was a niggling anxiety that Abydon couldn’t shake. Like an executioner’s axe hanging invisibly above his head.

      Shaking off his dark musings, Abydon considered, then nodded to himself, coming to a decision.

      “Fine. In that case, I want you to send more groups to Castra. I want three teams sent. Acquisitions, mayhem, and sabotage,” Abydon said briskly. “They aren’t to act immediately. I want to ensure that they time things well, as I’d like the acquisitions team to grab the Jumper and bring her here. I’ve heard of succubi from my previous mythology, and they’re too dangerous. She could build a faction that could challenge us, and I want her to serve beneath me or to be dead. The rest are to serve as distractions or to increase discontent by sabotaging the new infrastructure. Ensuring new delvers die would likely help with that.”

      “As you wish, Arclord. I’m certain that we can acquire and deliver her to you, tied up with a little bow,” Varian purred seductively. “Shall I requisition one of the teleportation beacons to extract her safely?”

      “Yes. Jumpers aren’t to be trifled with, so don’t leave anything to chance,” Abydon said, relaxing a little more as he smiled at her. “I should know, considering my nature.”

      “Of course, Arclord. I’ll see it done,” Varian murmured, her eyes glittering with mischief before she leaned in to kiss him.

      He didn’t object to her distraction. He could use a good distraction, after all, and vampires were sexy. At least the ones he’d allowed to survive were.
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      Duke Malcom Castra stood tall as he watched the dragons flying toward him, his face an impassive mask of confidence. He wasn’t nearly as confident internally, but he wasn’t going to show that, not when multiple members of the Aerie of Fangs were approaching. Not even if some of them were around level seven hundred.

      Malcom was of two minds about the changes to the dungeon, if he was being honest. The selfish part of him truly wished that the dungeon had remained as it was. He’d had a handle on the political situation, and nothing had seemed like it would cause too many waves. He preferred the peace and quiet and had enjoyed not having too many oars stuck into troubled waters. Being wealthy certainly hadn’t hurt.

      At the same time, he wasn’t about to object to the lower floors of the dungeon opening. It had always rankled to watch those of higher levels just walk away from Castra, and to see people scoff at the ‘training dungeon’ as they called it. The additional wealth and glory it would bring Castra wasn’t unwelcome. It was simply the politics which he dreaded. The maneuvering and sudden influx of people that he had to treat carefully, as they were too powerful for him to face. The Royal Knights helped with that, but he didn’t care to feel so weak in front of guests.

      Fortunately, the changes were already leading to gains. He’d leveled to three hundred and seventy-seven in the past couple of weeks and suspected that he’d continue leveling rapidly if things continued this way.

      But for now, Malcom needed to deal with his guests, and watched warily as the Level 698 Azure Dragon came in for a landing, a wingless wyrm that was at least vaguely similar to the reports of the dragon which had appeared in the forest region of the dungeon. Based on the timing, Malcom suspected that the dragon had left the Aerie not long after word of that incident had spread.

      As the dragon landed on the broad field that they’d set up for skyships, it shimmered, then shrank into the form of a dracoling with shimmering blue hair and green eyes. The man was wearing fine clothing, and had rings affixed to his backswept horns as he looked at Malcom coldly. As they watched, a dozen more dragons came in for a landing, each of them taking dracoling form as they did so. Malcom noted that there was an even split of males and females, and the lowest level of them was five hundred and thirty-four.

      “Mountain Elder Camrack, welcome to Castra. I am Duke Castra, and it is my pleasure to greet you,” Malcom said, taking a step forward as he met the gaze of the azure dragon. He didn’t so much as flinch at the aura which struck him, as he’d been expecting it. Powerful individuals rarely enjoyed treating lower-level individuals with respect.

      “Duke Castra, the elder thanks you for your greetings,” a dracoling next to Elder Camrack said, a Level 588 Stone Dragon with a deep voice and dark brown hair, scales, and skin. “He desires to know if the great dragon which appeared in the dungeon has been seen since the first sighting.”

      It was typical that Camrack wasn’t willing to speak to Malcom directly. The most powerful dragons of the Aerie of Fangs were nothing if not proud, and people like him were considered beneath them. Unfortunately for Malcom, he had no choice but to be respectful, even if his guest was being impolite. He had strict orders from Her Majesty. Fortunately, he wasn’t in charge of their lodging. They had agents who’d dealt with that.

      “Not to my knowledge,” Malcom replied calmly, still meeting Camrack’s gaze. “The only confirmed instance where the dragon was seen was in the forest region of the dungeon. There have been further reports of a section of cliffside in the mountain region which shows prints where the dragon pressed into the stone, but no one witnessed the dragon when that occurred. Some of my agents are working on retrieving the stone in question as we speak.”

      “Excellent. The elder looks forward to examining the stone to see what can be learned regarding this dragon,” the dracoling replied. He paused before asking. “Do you possess any further information regarding the dragon? The last messages we received indicated that no one was able to identify their species or level.”

      That caused Malcom to smile, since that was something he did know, at least in general terms. While it hadn’t spread far, and was only indirectly confirmed, the fact that the young woman who’d supplied the information to open the thirty-sixth floor had recognized the description of the dragon had reached his agents.

      “Yes, I have, though I’m afraid that the information hasn’t been verified. Without having someone see the dragon in question, or speak with them, it isn’t possible to confirm,” Malcom said, injecting a hint of regret into his words. “Still, given that Talyn, the young lady responsible for opening the thirty-sixth floor, recognized the description of the dragon, we believe that she is correct.”

      It wasn’t the brown-scaled dracoling that replied this time, but instead one of the women with pink scales, purple eyes, and purple hair. The Level 602 Mist Dragon spoke eagerly. “What can you tell us?”

      Her statement caused the elder to turn his gaze on the dragon disapprovingly, but she ignored his glower to look at Malcom expectantly. It was honestly a bit mesmerizing, as she was very attractive.

      Shaking off the momentary distraction, he smiled at her and replied pleasantly. “According to Talyn, it sounded like the guardian of the ninety-ninth floor who rescued her, a level nine hundred and ninety-seven void dragon named Eldrikrax. She called the dragon Eldri. I don’t have much more information regarding her, unfortunately, but that is primarily due to the fact that Talyn rarely gives specifics of the guardians, and recently updated the wards on her home.”

      All of which was the truth. While Malcom hadn’t set any of his people specifically to gather information from Talyn, many other people in the city didn’t have his scruples. It hadn’t taken much work for his spymaster to gather the information.

      He’d also learned that numerous spies had been found bleeding from their ears after trying to be a bit too invasive, courtesy of Edimar Rage. Which was far better than what had happened to the woman who’d tried to replace one of Talyn’s servants. Sifari was not one to be trifled with, and Malcom had been content not to take official notice of what had happened. It was safer that way.

      “A female dragon? That’s… unfortunate,” the mist dragon said, her expression falling.

      “I believe her being bound to the dungeon, and three hundred and ninety-five levels above you, is far more worrisome. There are methods to get around gender, should a courtship be successful,” the stone dragon chided, shaking his head. “All of this assumes that we are able to make contact with the dragon. It is best not to assume that the information is accurate, and plan for both possibilities.”

      Malcom resisted the urge to react as they indirectly explained why they’d come to Castra. It wasn’t much of a surprise, but he still found it ironic that a group of dragons wanted to court another dragon who resided deep inside the dungeon.

      He’d have to keep the information that there were rumors that said dragon was romantically interested in Talyn to himself.

      “Enough,” Camrack interjected in a sonorous voice. The dragons looked chastened by his statement and straightened subtly.

      “As you say, Elder,” the stone dragon said, glancing at one of the other men, the lowest level as a Level 534 Radiant Dragon with light yellow hair and white scales. “Torra, the gift.”

      “Of course, Yiskar,” the radiant dragon said, bowing his head for a moment, then produced a palm-sized box with a flourish, obviously removing it from a ring on his finger. Malcom was envious to see the dimensional storage, as such items were incredibly rare anywhere below level five hundred, even for ones that only held a cubic foot or less.

      The dragon offered Malcom the polished cedar box with a smile, his golden eyes gleaming as he did so. “This is a gesture of respect from the Aerie of Fangs to you, Your Grace. It is a gift, offered without obligation. A separate gift has been sent to the capital to Her Majesty.”

      “Thank you, I will take the gift in the spirit in which it is offered,” Malcom said, taking the box from Torra. He paused to see if they expected him to open it on the spot, but instead the stone dragon, Yiskar, spoke.

      “You are most welcome. If you will pardon us, Your Grace, we should find our lodgings so that we may recover after a long flight. May the wind always carry you in your travels,” Yiskar said, smiling at Malcom with just a hint of condescension. Malcom couldn’t say that he was surprised.

      “Of course, I bid you welcome to Castra,” Malcom said, nodding politely in turn.

      Then he watched the dragons go as they moved toward the city at a reserved pace. Malcom could see a delegation of dracolings waiting for them, doubtlessly their representatives in the city. Internally, he made a mental note to reiterate to the lords that foreigners were not allowed to purchase property. That could turn into a nightmare. On the other hand, it also brought another thought to mind.

      “James?” Malcom asked calmly.

      “Yes, Your Grace?” Malcom’s chief of staff asked mildly.

      “Please ensure that Talyn has been granted citizenship in Sylland,” Malcom said, keeping an eye on the dragons.

      “Of course, sir. Isn’t that a given, however?” James asked calmly. “Legally, Worldwalkers are granted citizenship if they emerge within Sylland’s territory, and according to all reports she did.”

      Malcom nodded but explained. “Yes, but that does not mean that it has been officially recorded yet. I want to ensure that everything is in order. Seeing our visitors brought it to mind.”

      “Ah. I will look into it as soon as we return to the palace,” James said, his voice prim and proper.

      Malcom had no doubt that James knew exactly what he was doing, particularly since the dragons certainly had at least one member who could still hear them. He was staking a claim on the young succubus for their nation, and he knew that the dragons would understand his intentions. Whether they’d accept it was an entirely different matter.

      He’d deal with their reaction when it came. For now, Malcom could return home where he didn’t need items to keep him from freezing his nose off.
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      Fighting the gardeners on the fourth floor was disturbing. That was the only way that Talyn could describe it, since they were a variety of species, including humans, elves, dracolings, and dwarves. The only way she could tell that they were dungeon monsters was that their subspecies was always listed as dungeon, rather than being city, plains, or any of the other usual variants.

      That didn’t stop them from attacking intruders, though. Indeed, it simply made it even more disturbing if you asked her.

      “Die, despoilers of the hedge!” the Level 47 Dungeon Elf Hedge Witch exclaimed angrily, the man lashing out with a whip made of thorny vines.

      “You’ll nourish the roses!” a Level 46 Dungeon Human Bloody Gardener added, raising her sickle angrily as she charged Talyn.

      The sound of snapping bones came the next moment as Emma pummeled the witch in the side, launching him into the gardener and throwing her off-balance. Talyn didn’t miss the opening, taking a step forward and bashing the gardener in the face, following it up with a thrust of her sword. Lightning crackled as the spell Talyn cast flowed down the sword, violently shocking the two dungeon monsters.

      It was more than enough to deal with them, and the two died a moment later as Talyn pulled her sword free, wrinkling her nose at the smell. She wasn’t exactly squeamish, but it was… unpleasant to have to kill other sapients. She glanced over at Melody, who’d already felled her foe, another gardener. The human was simply slumped over, which made Talyn suspect that Melody had given him a stroke with her sonic magic, or maybe stopped his heart with necromancy. Either way, the man was dead.

      “Yeah, I agree with you. No way in all the hells I’m digging into them for an essence stone,” Emma said, wrinkling her nose unhappily. The response to an earlier discussion caused Talyn to chuckle softly.

      Emma didn’t look queasy after killing the gardeners anymore, but none of them were happy to fight the dungeon monsters. Even Melody didn’t like it, though she was less disturbed than Emma or Talyn were. Talyn was more willing to do it if she had to but considering the relative value of an essence stone from this floor, she was just as happy not to do it.

      “Quite. I wonder if they have anything worthwhile on them?” Talyn asked, glancing at the bodies, then shook her head as their weapons began to dissolve slowly. That was one way to make sure that better-quality equipment didn’t end up in the hands of delvers.

      “Only one way to find out,” Melody said, looking over her opponent quickly, then knelt next to the body.

      Talyn sighed, looking at her own victims, grimaced, then asked Emma. “Keep watch for us?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Emma said, a note of relief in her voice that Talyn deliberately didn’t point out. It would be rude, and Emma was sheltered in her own way. She’d get over it eventually.

      Talyn quickly went through the pouches on each of the bodies, finding a handful of coins on one of them, and a pouch of what looked like herbs on the witch. She looked them over, vaguely recognizing some of them from the papers that Timmy had given her at one point, then stood up.

      “I think these are alchemical supplies,” Talyn said hesitantly, holding up the pouch of herbs. “I might be wrong about some of them, but I think I recognize some as items that Tammy is after.”

      “That sounds more useful than what I found. Unless people are looking for pouches of seeds commonly?” Melody asked, holding a pouch of her own. “They’re neatly organized, but the text isn’t anything I can translate, I’m afraid. There wasn’t anything else on him, aside from his clothing.”

      “I don’t think any of us are desperate enough to steal the boots of a dungeon creature,” Talyn said, shrugging and putting the coins away. “Anyway, I got the herbs and a little coin. We can figure out the rest later, I expect.”

      “And to answer, Melody? Some people will pay well for seeds from a dungeon. Sometimes the plants they come from are rare, or hard to cultivate. That means that they tend to be reasonably valuable, from what I’ve heard,” Emma said, glancing away from the hedge entrances, then back to the maze.

      “Interesting,” Melody said, tossing the pouch in the air once, then snagged it and slid it into her backpack. “Definitely better than nothing. Talyn, how goes the tracking?”

      “I think you’d be better at this than me, but give me a minute,” Talyn said, taking a deep breath, which she immediately regretted, given the smell of the recently deceased. Still, it didn’t stop her from casting a spell.

      Unlike many of her previous attempts to examine her surroundings, instead of essence magic Talyn was using her air magic. She’d hoped to use a sense of the ground with creation magic, but it seemed that didn’t work. At least not for her. Beyond that, Talyn wasn’t searching for people, but rather for the entrance to the fifth floor.

      It still wasn’t easy, since they were outdoors and the hedges allowed a good amount of air through them, allowing her magic to spread farther than she might prefer, but she had the advantage of knowing what was on the fifth floor, and the details of its entrance. It was supposedly the fortress in the center of the hedge maze, with numerous undead within, not those who were alive. Talyn had practiced by trying to figure out how large buildings interfered with air and searching for areas without the scent of the living.

      Slowly, a mental map took form in Talyn’s head as she focused, feeling the way air pooled and swirled through branches of the maze, how it was stagnant in other areas, and laden with moisture in still others. She could only map out a couple hundred feet at most, but it was enough to gain a rough idea of where walls were, and she thought that she felt the spots where the wind was swirling around the palace, as well as where the gate must be. They’d found the backside of the building the previous trip, which had been frustrating.

      “I think that I’ve got it,” Talyn said, fixing the map in her mind as she took a couple of steps away from the bodies and pulled out a piece of chalk. Nothing like chalk to make things a little easier. She quickly began drawing a simplistic map on the ground, with a single line showing each wall of the hedge maze. It didn’t take her too long to draw the route to their destination, and she tapped the spot where they were, then nodded to the gap in the hedges that led forward.

      “That’s this spot, and here is where I think we’re going,” Talyn explained, releasing the mapping spell after a moment. “I didn’t sense any creatures, but that just means they’re good at hiding or aren’t animate right now. We could run into plants, objects, traps, or nothing at all.”

      “Right. Which means we all need to keep an eye out, but that… it’ll take about ten minutes to get there, even if we’re being careful,” Emma said, examining the sketch curiously.

      “Probably a little longer than that,” Talyn disagreed, shaking her head firmly. “I’m not that good at drawing, I’m afraid. Some of the passages are probably longer than what I drew.”

      Emma nodded, standing up straight, and Melody pursed her lips for a couple of seconds before nodding as well.

      “We’ll manage. I doubt that the last section will be completely bare of threats,” Melody said, considering for a few seconds, then looked at Talyn. “Just to be safe, what’s the usual boss on this floor?”

      “An exceptionally powerful minotaur or a head gardener with a large group of assistants,” Talyn said promptly, since she’d re-read the folio of information for the floor that morning. She’d also read the one for the next floor, as they were planning to enter it.

      “Right. I doubt we’ll run into one, since you didn’t see them, but it’s a possibility. At least we aren’t required to beat that to move between floors,” Melody replied.

      “Neither of you really have that much trouble with these floors, though, unless you run into those exceptionally nasty encounters,” Emma pointed out dryly. “I’m fairly sure that I’d have gotten mortally wounded in one or two of those fights if I was with a different group.”

      “I doubt that… you’d have learned to be a little more cautious, like we’re trying to be,” Talyn countered, smiling at her. “Though if you ever need us to slow down, please tell us? I don’t want to push you harder than you’re comfortable with.”

      “Oh, I definitely will. That doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t keep moving, mind you. We’re almost to the floor which is actually appropriate for my level,” Emma said, grinning back at her as she adjusted her gauntlets. “Ready?”

      “Definitely,” Talyn said, smiling back and glancing at Melody… who’d just pulled out the hand grip to enchant her weapons and created a staff made of light. That was normal, since she liked tapping the ground ahead of them to check for pitfalls. They were reasonably common on this floor.

      “Ready when you are!” Melody said happily, grinning as she rolled her shoulders. “Let’s get—”

      The air boomed, and the sky lit up even brighter as a wave of fire and lightning ripped through the maze to their left, just barely visible above the hedge walls, the ground shaking under their feet. Talyn jumped away instinctively, creating a shield of thin stone in front of her, even as Melody created a barrier around Talyn. Emma also took a defensive crouch, not that it would’ve done anything to stop the blast. The popping and crackling of burning plants filled the air, and moments later the first smell of it reached them, even as smoke billowed into the sky.

      “Hells, can’t the high-level delvers be a little more considerate?” Talyn muttered, her heart racing as she straightened, dropping the barrier.

      “Of course not. Their time is more important than that of anyone else, don’t you know that?” Melody replied waspishly, her eyes narrowing as the glowing bubble of her spell vanished. “I give even odds that some delver team was unfortunate enough to be in the path of that, and that they just don’t care.”

      Talyn grimaced but didn’t argue. Instead, she slowly moved toward the path they were supposed to take, much of her good mood ruined by the explosion. She’d heard of high-level individuals deciding to skip sections of the dungeon, but this was definitely the most violent method she’d seen so far.

      They followed the stone path cautiously, and after a few minutes they circled the corner to see the last thoroughfare to their destination. The path was long and broad, but Talyn saw three things.

      First was the path that had been blown through the hedges, the vines trying to regrow. However, the fire had adhered to the vines, slowing their growth. Second was the sight of a woman in fiery-red clothing walking through the gap imperiously, a Level 620 Fire Human, with three other slightly lower-level humans just behind the dark-haired woman, one of them in brilliantly shining white armor, a Level 612 Mountain Human.

      Last, Talyn saw two areas of the path with cracks in them. Those looked like the extremely thin sheets of stone that covered most of the pit traps on the floor. Talyn supposed that something good had to come out of the massive blast. At least there was plenty of room to get around the traps, assuming that the neighboring locations weren’t trapped as well.

      They waited until the high-level group was out of sight before speaking.

      “Shall we? I don’t want to be too close to them, but I’m also not going to let them stop us from getting to the teleportation point,” Talyn asked, eying the ground warily.

      “Yeah, definitely. They’re more powerful than my parents… couldn’t they have just hired someone to teleport them to each of the floors with portals, rather than doing this?” Emma demanded. “They’re just showing off!”

      “Possibly, but I’d rather not get them angry at us,” Talyn said, pausing to check the air with a spell, and grimaced. The smoke and heat was disturbing everything, making it much harder to figure out if there was anyone in the area. She sighed, then nodded. “The explosion also wrecked my ability to detect creatures. Watch for trouble, hm?”

      “We always do,” Melody assured her, and started moving forward, gently tapping the ground with the staff she’d created.

      One tap of the staff caused a cracked section of the path to collapse, revealing a pit at least thirty feet deep, and the bottom… Talyn winced at the sight of writhing vines covered in thorns as long as her fingers. That would be unpleasant to fall into. Further taps showed that the path around the pit was safe, so they circled it and continued moving.

      Three more traps were along their path, including one that launched thorns from the side when they tried to bypass the pit. Talyn deflected them with a hasty stone barrier, preventing any damage. They finally reached the end of the path after several minutes, where the fire was only now starting to die down, and they saw the entrance to the next floor.

      Opposite the massive line of destruction that had been torn through the maze, destroying numerous gardens, pillars, and statues in the process, was a gatehouse to the palace. The structure looked massive, at least a mile across, with fifty-foot walls, windows, and enormous towers. The gatehouse was huge, with a scorched drawbridge across a wide moat that led into a broad gallery with arrow slits, murder holes, and torches. The only jarring thing was the gate transitioning to a broad stairwell that led downward, since it didn’t fit the rest of the design.

      Talyn didn’t much care about that, letting out a breath as she glanced back at the line of destruction. She could see several other delver teams taking advantage of some of the broad, temporary openings through the hedges. Then she glanced at the others. “Shall we activate the teleporter, then take a brief look at the fifth floor?”

      “Sounds like a good idea. At least we know that any monsters at the entrance will be gone,” Emma said, taking a deep breath, then let it out. “Not that it makes me happy, mind you. I don’t like the idea of being accidentally killed by someone like that.”

      “I think all of us are in agreement, there,” Talyn said, shaking her head once.

      “Most definitely, though I suspect that if they killed Talyn, they’d have a very sudden end,” Melody said, smirking.

      Emma gave Melody a curious look, but when she didn’t reply, the young woman shrugged and followed Talyn as she headed for the drawbridge.

      Crossing it was easy enough, and Talyn paused to admire some of the little touches. It looked like there were rooms on the other side of the arrow slits, even though she knew from the folio that nothing else was inside. The stairs led downward, and Talyn hesitated before starting down them. It would take a while to reach the next floor, or at least it usually would. There should be a modest-sized room off to the side for the teleportation point, and that would—

      For the second time that day, for the second time that hour, they were interrupted. This time by a shriek of terror, immediately followed by an incredible boom of stone on stone and an intense vibration through the ground. Talyn half-tripped on the stairs but was caught by Melody.

      They exchanged a glance, but what she saw in Melody’s eyes was complete agreement. Without pause they turned and rushed down the steps.

      Emma swore as she bolted after them, racing down the steps three at a time. Talyn wouldn’t have dared take the four that she was jumping without her Enhanced Agility. She would have broken her neck without the skill.

      In less than a minute they reached the bottom of the stairs. A hallway to their left glowed with a blue light, obviously home to the teleporter. Talyn didn’t look at it, though, her shield was already raised as they entered what looked like the halls of a palace, despite it looking like the palace had been assaulted by an army recently. Alternating red and gray tiles checkered the floor, and the walls were smooth gray or white stone with fire-scorched, bloodstained, or otherwise tattered tapestries. There were windows that opened into gardens that looked similar to the hedge maze, though the hedges were only five feet tall rather than thirty.

      Talyn skidded to a halt as she saw what was in front of them, her eyes wide.

      Parts of the ceiling had fallen. That wasn’t a surprise, as it was supposed to be part of the fifth floor in many places. There were often areas that had collapsed on the floor, or areas with eternally burning barricades. That was normal.

      What wasn’t normal was that four sections of the ceiling had fallen in precise blocks, each thirty feet tall and ten feet square, barely not touching the ceiling. Three were flat against the ground, with blood and viscera pooled around them, one with a woman’s arm extended out from under the block, an arm with a flame-colored sleeve.

      Under the one remaining block was a man straining to hold it up as his arms strained. The Level 612 Mountain Human was in gleaming white armor that Talyn recognized, and despite his level he was barely managing to hold up the block, which was still partially in the ceiling. She saw his head turn toward them.

      “Please, help—” the man began.

      Another boom interrupted him, and it was like watching someone crush a can beneath their foot. The man folded, his armor crumpling along with his body in an instant, and blood splashed across the floor. Above him, the block which had crushed him had another metal block atop it, showing where the additional weight had come from.

      Talyn swallowed hard, glancing at Emma, who was pale as a sheet.

      “And that is why you don’t break the dungeon’s rules,” Talyn murmured, still slightly in shock. “I… I’d heard that it liked making rulebreakers object lessons, but that’s a little much.”

      “Yeah… you’re not wrong…” Emma said, her voice faint as she stared at the pooling blood and remains. She swallowed hard, then asked. “W-what do we do?”

      Talyn considered for a moment, then grimaced, nodding toward the woman’s hand.

      “I think that we take her rings, bracelet, and as much of her arm as we can retrieve and take it to the Delver’s Guild, then explain what happened,” Talyn said grimly. “This… is going to suck. I suggest you look away, Emma. Care to help, Melody?”

      “Definitely,” Melody said, looking grim. “And in all honesty, even if her body remains as durable as it was before she was crushed, we should be able to get all of it. It isn’t like there’s anything intact under the rock.”

      Emma puked. Talyn couldn’t blame her.
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      Talyn did her best to ignore the faint sloshing sound from the glass vials she’d carefully placed some of the viscera into. She was probably just imagining the sound, anyway.

      The vials had been intended for herbs, but Talyn wasn’t about to complain about using them to carry some of the blood and… remains of the three who’d been completely crushed. The arm was being carried in a rubber sack that Talyn had conjured. It should be good for at least an hour, which should be enough time. Talyn also had conjured several sets of rubber gloves, since she didn’t want to risk contaminating any of the samples. She wasn’t sure if someone could resurrect the victims from a blood sample, but she was going to do what she could. Even if they’d been jerks.

      Oh, Talyn had been tempted to keep the rings and bracelet on the intact arm, considering how much magic was pulsing through them, but she refrained. She wanted to be a good person, and she had more valuable items. Maybe it’d even convince the lady to be nice, if she was resurrected.

      Talyn wasn’t getting her hopes up.

      “Alright, I think that’s as much as we can do,” Talyn said, stepping away from the last pillar as she removed her gloves carefully, tossing them at the puddle and willing the spell that had created them to end. In mid-air the gloves began to dissolve into blue motes of light, and the blood splattered onto the ground a moment later.

      “What are you going to do with that?” a Level 55 Marble Lithicar Shieldbearer asked, the woman sounding slightly horrified as she looked at Talyn, then at the pools of blood.

      The woman, and some of her teammates, had teleported in while they were collecting the samples. Unsurprisingly, they hadn’t moved on yet, lingering to ask Emma what had happened. Emma still looked a little green, but not as bad as she had earlier, and she’d explained what had happened already. Apparently, just not what they were doing.

      “We’re taking it to the Delver’s Guild,” Talyn replied, shrugging. “If anyone knows whether they have arrangements for resurrections or things like that, it’ll be them. I’d be shocked if they don’t, since all four of them were over level six hundred.”

      “As will I,” Melody agreed, holding the sack with the arm. “Though I must say that if anything is going to cause the new high-level visitors to rethink their attitude toward the dungeon, it will be an incident like this. It was only the fifth floor, and this still happened.”

      “I… right. I suppose that makes sense, even if it’s a little terrifying that this could happen at all,” a Level 56 City Human Apprentice Wizard said, his face pale as he looked over the room. “It really, really drives home how important it is to not break the dungeon’s rules.”

      “It would help if the rules were written down somewhere,” the lithicar muttered.

      “Perhaps, but then some people would simply choose to move right up to the line and barely not cross it,” Melody said absently, looking at the bag in her hand contemplatively. “I’ve seen that before. Regardless, I believe we should take these to the guild as soon as possible. I don’t want the bag to dissipate before we do so. That would be messy.”

      “Agreed. We also need to get an escort, I think. The items are valuable enough that I don’t trust us to reach the guild without being robbed,” Talyn said unhappily, pulling on her gauntlets while she examined the bag.

      It was made of black rubber, since she found that easier to imagine for the creation spell, and it also didn’t let light through. It wouldn’t go well if people thought they were carrying around part of someone’s body.

      “That’s a good point,” Emma said, grimacing. “I haven’t had to deal with that often. I suppose we could send a message to my parents? It’d take them some time to get to the dungeon, though.”

      “I don’t think we need to,” Talyn said, nodding to the other team of delvers as she started toward the room with the glow of the teleportation point. “I intend to explain things to the guards around the dungeon, and even if they won’t escort us, they should be able to send a message to the guild to get an escort.”

      Emma nodded, her expression lightening as she followed Talyn, though the succubus saw that she was keeping an eye on the other team. The four hadn’t shown any sign of wanting to attack them, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t happen. Fortunately, the four gathered together to quietly talk, and due to her enhanced senses from leveling, Talyn could hear them discussing whether they should continue delving today, given that the deaths had rattled all of them. At least they weren’t discussing an attempted robbery, one that wouldn’t end well for them.

      Melody brought up the rear, and before long they reached the room that had been their original destination, before they’d seen a group reduced to paste.

      The room appeared to have been built into the base of a round tower, but one with broad windows that showed a once-idyllic garden and the smaller hedges that mostly mirrored the fourth floor. Ironically, given the hedge maze above and what the high-level group had done, large portions of the maze had been breached by fire or berms of earth, bodies could be seen here and there, and siege engines could be seen in the distance.

      The rest of the room was similar to the hallway they’d been in, save that it hadn’t taken any damage, and that the floor was very different. A massive crystalline layer covered the floor, beneath which was an incredibly elaborate magical formation that pulsed with soft blue light, producing the glow that Talyn had seen.

      Talyn briefly wondered how the teleportation point was going to work. While she’d appeared on the ground floor when Eldri had teleported her there, that hadn’t been using the dungeon’s teleportation system. She got her answer as soon as she stepped into the room, though.

      
        
        Fifth Floor teleportation site unlocked. Dungeon teleportation system activated for your use. To teleport, mentally select where you wish to go. All available locations will appear within your mind when standing in an eligible teleportation location. Teleporting via the dungeon platforms can be done no more than once every ten minutes.

      

      

      That was simple enough, especially when Talyn felt the options appear in the back of her mind. It wasn’t blatant, just a mental nudge that she could teleport to the dungeon entrance with a thought. The fact there was a limit to how often you could teleport was only slightly surprising as well. She could see ways it could be abused, otherwise.

      “You got the message as well?” Talyn asked, looking at Melody and Emma as they stepped into the room. Both of their eyes had gone distant for an instant, but she wanted to be certain.

      “I did. I got it when you stepped into the room, interestingly enough,” Melody said, nodding and smiling. “I only felt the option to change floors once I stepped into the room, however.”

      “Hm. That… makes sense, since you’re considered part of my powers,” Talyn admitted after a moment of thought.

      “I can teleport to the entrance now,” Emma confirmed, visibly relaxing. “Should we go? I’ll… admit that this has deeply unsettled me. It’s one thing to know that the dungeon is powerful. It’s another to realize that a group stronger than my parents could be killed without even having a chance to fight back, even on the weaker floors.”

      Talyn paused and thought about it for a moment rather than immediately replying. Just replying would give the impression that she hadn’t given the statement any thought, which would be unfair. She’d thought about this quite a bit, as a matter of fact. Ever since the Joker sent her to the bottom of the dungeon, she’d been forced to come to terms with the fact that the dungeon was much more powerful than most people realized.

      “I… can understand that,” Talyn said with a frown. “I’ve had more time to deal with it, to be honest. It only took getting dropped to the ninety-ninth floor and nearly dying due to magic poisoning to drive it home. I’ve had a lot more time to adjust to the knowledge. Let’s just… you know, take care of this and get back to the house? Maybe we can play board games or something like that. You can beat the snot out of me in them.”

      Emma snorted at her suggestion, giving Talyn an incredulous look.

      “Beat the snot out of you? You? Little miss ‘finds-every-loophole’ and exploits them? I swear, I’ve learned more about underhanded tactics in games from you than I had previously!” Emma exclaimed, shaking her head. On the other hand, she looked like it’d improved her mood marginally, which Talyn considered a win.

      “I think that’s the point,” Melody said, grinning. “If it works and keeps you alive, it works. Within limits, anyway… you’ll note that Talyn ran toward the screams. She’s bad about that.”

      Talyn felt her cheeks heat, and she cleared her throat before speaking. “I think we’ve delayed enough. Shall we?”

      Without waiting for a response, she willed herself to teleport to the dungeon entrance. There was a flash of light and a brief moment where she was in darkness. Darkness where she saw a pair of immense purple eyes, if only for an instant, then she found herself in the surface teleportation chamber. It was rather busy, as it happened… and Talyn immediately found herself as the center of attention.

      “Hey, you’re Talyn, aren’t you? I don’t suppose you’d like to—”

      “Hi! I applied to join your party, and haven’t heard—”

      “I’m trying to start my own delving company, and would really appreciate—”

      The swarm of people was startling, and Talyn couldn’t help her exasperation. Fortunately, Melody was quickly moving toward her, having teleported in, but Talyn wasn’t going to have any of this. Even if one of the people was over level two hundred and fifty, the one trying to start a delving company.

      Clearing her throat, Talyn looked at them and spoke bluntly, almost harshly. “Back off. My party is delivering the remains of a high-level group to the Delver’s Guild. We don’t have time for this, so move.”

      The people around her froze for a moment. Talyn didn’t waste the opportunity, moving forward decisively as she darted toward the entryway, weaving through the bystanders even as their voices rose in a series of questions.

      The others followed her, Melody moving with her unnatural grace, while Emma wasn’t quite as fast, but was more than able to slip through the crowd. She wasn’t quite as well-known as Talyn or Melody, which made her life a little easier.

      In moments they managed to escape the teleportation room, and moving into the dungeon entryway eased things slightly, for the noise of all the merchants hawking their wares or services drowned out many of the questions. Talyn didn’t let herself get distracted, moving toward the entryway at a brisk pace. Gods knew what would happen if she let them talk to her, especially right now.

      Escaping the dungeon, the doors were wide open so delvers could enter or exit, Talyn shivered as the air went from temperate to icy cold in a single step. There were also people outside, but most of them didn’t get in her way. Talyn was getting very good at just ignoring people who tried to approach her.

      A glance confirmed that the others were just behind her, and Talyn approached the guards currently on duty. Their armor varied in form, one with smooth plate, while the other wore heavy leather, but both were dyed a deep blue. They were also over level three hundred, which was more than enough to ensure most people were polite, even with the influx of high-level individuals.

      “Can we help you, Miss Talyn?” the male Level 305 Volcanic Dracoling asked in a resonant voice, momentarily causing her to pause. It was strange to be famous enough that it seemed like every guard in the city knew who she was. She shook off her distraction after a moment, though.

      “Yes, hopefully,” Talyn said, grimacing as she reached into her belt pouch slowly, then pulled out one of the vials. Both of the guards tensed at the sight but didn’t do anything immediately. “My party and I had the misfortune of being nearby when a group of high-level delvers decided to burn a path through the entire fourth floor to the exit. When we went down the stairs, we were just in time to see the dungeon punish them. We gathered what remains we could and were going to turn them in to the Delver’s Guild in case they had resurrection arrangements. However, some of their gear survived, and I doubt we could safely reach the guild without being robbed. Could we arrange for an escort, or for someone from the guild to come get us?”

      For a moment they were both quiet, then the dracoling swore under his breath and spoke. “Ancestor’s flames, really? Don’t they listen to the warnings? Who was it?”

      Talyn blinked, then replied slowly. “I… don’t know? I saw two, but I only remember that the woman who seemed to lead them was a level six hundred and twenty fire human.”

      The dracoling covered his face with a hand, while his companion put her hands on her hips and shook her head, obviously disgusted.

      “That just figures,” the dracoling said unhappily, lowering his hand. “Give me a minute, and we’ll see what the captain wants to do. What happened to them, that they were reduced to that?”

      While he was talking, the other guard, a human woman, had raised her wrist to her mouth and was talking into what looked like a bracelet. Some form of communicator, Talyn assumed.

      “Giant blocks of stone from the ceiling,” Melody volunteered calmly. “Three of them were dead when we got there, and the last was barely holding on. Then the dungeon added a weight to the last one, crushing him instantly. All of the rock seemed almost impossible to scratch. We tested with a dagger, and the stone was stronger than it was. All we managed to salvage was on an arm that wasn’t beneath the stones.”

      The dracoling winced, and Talyn just gave a helpless smile in return. What was she supposed to say when it was nothing but the truth?

      “That… is typical of the dungeon, really,” the dracoling said, letting out a heavy sigh. Talyn blinked, taken off-guard by the comment.

      “What do you mean?” Emma asked curiously. “About it being typical, I mean?”

      The guard paused, then shrugged and sighed again.

      “It’s… just that the dungeon seems to like making object lessons out of people who do that sort of thing,” the man explained, his voice heavy. “It isn’t enough to just crush the people or kill them in other unusual ways. It always does it in front of other delvers, and in ways that leave no doubt that it was the dungeon that killed them. As far as we know, they never just disappear.”

      “Oh. That’s… kind of brutal, isn’t it?” Emma said, her voice uncertain.

      “Perhaps so, but brutal or not, it normally makes this sort of thing unusual,” the other guard said after a moment, her voice relatively calm as she lowered her arm, apparently done reporting in. “I’d say that usually it only happens once a year or so, when someone thinks they have a new, clever way to get around the dungeon’s restrictions. Most people hear about what happens and decide that it’s better not to be reduced to… well, that.”

      She gestured at the vial, and Talyn nodded grimly, sliding the vial back into her belt pouch.

      “I agree. Can something like this even be fixed? I thought resurrection required a body,” Talyn said, frowning.

      “Eh… usually that’s what people think, but with a powerful creation mage or the like, there are ways around it,” the dracoling said, waggling his hand back and forth. “Anyway, what’s the verdict?”

      “The captain is sending an escort, they’ll be here in just a minute,” his partner replied, shrugging. “Looks like he’s taking this seriously. It could be a mess, from what he was saying. The group sounds like they’re important.”

      Talyn winced, suddenly dreading the future. “That… doesn’t sound good.”

      “Mm, I don’t know. You’re probably making it so they come back, so they might actually like you, eh?” the dracoling said, smiling at her.

      Talyn didn’t find that reassuring, particularly not since Melody began to laugh.

      Why couldn’t her delves be normal?
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      “Thank you, Talyn,” Sadja said, standing practically at attention as one of her assistants moved the vials and the box that now contained the woman’s arm onto a table. “If you hadn’t been there, I doubt we’d have gotten any of Lady Firestar’s remains, and that could have caused a bit of a diplomatic incident.”

      “Why is that? She’s the one who broke the dungeon’s rules,” Talyn protested, not understanding the issue.

      They were in one of the back rooms of the administration wing, and as Talyn watched, a couple of the guild’s staff were looking over the vials and the woman’s arm. Sadja didn’t look uncomfortable at the sight, just resigned and vaguely anxious.

      “Because she’s not from Sylland,” Sadja said unhappily. “Worse, if she simply disappeared in the dungeon, her patrons would never believe that she died before reaching the thirtieth floor. They’d assume an assassin killed her, and that would have been very unfortunate.”

      Talyn blanched, not having expected that answer. The woman had looked arrogant from a distance, yes, but Talyn hadn’t expected her to be some form of… of foreign nobility or the like. Even so, based on her experiences in her previous life, she could see it happening. Gang wars had erupted over less, let alone wars between nations. Talyn had no idea if it could lead to something of that nature, and she really didn’t want to find out.

      “Oh. That could’ve been bad, then,” Talyn said, taking a deep breath, then let it out. “Do you think that she’s recoverable?”

      “Yes, she is. There are creation magi who can recreate a body, so long as they have a sample of their flesh or blood to work with. Obviously, the more they have the easier it is,” Sadja said, shrugging. “As for the actual resurrection, Lady Firestar’s team wasn’t completely foolish. They made preparations for if they perished, so they’ll be restored to life within the day, I expect. The loss of their equipment will likely upset them, but the fact you managed to retrieve any of their items is impressive. The dungeon can be unforgiving.”

      “Do you think that this will convince other high-level visitors to take the warnings about the dungeon’s rules seriously?” Melody asked curiously.

      “That… is a good question,” Sadja said, hesitating for a few seconds. She frowned and debated, then shrugged unhappily. “Some of them will, but others will think that this group was just incompetent and will try anyway. I expect there to be at least three incidents of this nature before they taper off.”

      “I have a hard time imagining that they’d be so foolish. It takes exceptional individuals to reach such a high level, they shouldn’t be that… dumb,” Emma murmured, her arms folded in front of her as she frowned at the workers. “They have to survive to reach that level, after all.”

      “I may be projecting my own frustration with some of the visitors ignoring me,” Sadja admitted, taking a deep breath, then looked at Talyn. “Speaking of which, I need to apologize to you for some of my recent behavior, Talyn. I’ve been snapping and making less than optimal decisions of late due to the stress that I’ve been under, but that doesn’t excuse my actions. Please, tell me if anything has upset you or made you uncomfortable, and I’ll try to make up for it.”

      Talyn blinked at her a couple of times, then smiled and shrugged.

      “I hadn’t really thought about it, but… I’ll admit that I was a little frustrated that you contacted me on behalf of the Order of Valkyries and the other merchants without any warning that you might do so,” Talyn informed her. Sadja looked a little embarrassed.

      “Ah. I understand, but in that particular case I didn’t have much of a choice,” Sadja said, her expression turning complicated, including both embarrassment and resignation as she rubbed the back of her neck. “Warmaster Maerna arrived quite unexpectedly, practically at the same time that I received word the Order was coming. My superiors also informed me that I was to do whatever it took to keep the Order happy. The others… you have a point, they could have waited. My sincere apologies for not considering what it might look like from your perspective.”

      Talyn nodded, smiling a little more as she looked at the workers again, who were wrapping everything up for transport. It was kind of creepy, seeing the arm just laying on a cloth. It also wiped the smile from her face.

      “It’s fine in the end. I can understand if you had orders, but it’s one of those things,” Talyn said, pausing for a couple of seconds, then sighed. “Anyway… I think we’d better get going. We got everything done that we needed to, and have some quests to turn in.”

      Sadja quickly turned to face her and nodded. “Of course, my apologies for keeping you! Thank you again for returning their remains, and for explaining what happened. I’ll attempt to keep your identity from the reports, but honestly? It won’t do much good. I suspect there will be some reward for what you did, but it’s also unlikely to be impressive, given your previous rewards. I’ll send a message once I know for certain.”

      “Thank you. Also, there’s no need to keep me out of the reports, considering the situation,” Talyn said, shrugging with one shoulder as her tail began to sway a little harder behind her. She didn’t like the idea of more attention, but there wasn’t much to be done about it. “I’ll see you another time, Guildmaster.”

      “Of course. I hope your evening goes better than your morning,” Sadja replied, gesturing toward the room where the last items were being put away.

      “Oh, our morning went wonderfully. It’s theirs that went poorly,” Melody said cheerfully. “We reached the fifth floor and can use the teleportation point, after all! Have a good day.”

      They bade Sadja farewell, then left the room, making their way toward the quest turn ins. It wasn’t until they were halfway there that Emma spoke.

      “I can’t say that I like her. My parents talked to me a lot about people, and I’ve met her type before. She’s obviously ambitious, and doesn’t care about you, aside from what you can do to improve her reputation,” Emma said quietly.

      “Well… yeah?” Talyn said, shrugging and smiling at Emma. “Obviously. I don’t trust a single one of the Guildmasters I’ve met. Maerna is the closest to one I trust, but mostly because I’m so weak that there isn’t a reason she’d want anything from me. Veeranna is probably being honest about just wanting to level off of me, but trusting her? I don’t know her well enough for that. There are a handful of people who I’d trust with my life at this point. Aslith, Elda, Gordon, and Reagan. You, Reya, and obviously Melody. Probably the Guardians, just because they’re so ridiculously powerful. Everyone else is a whole different question.”

      “Wait, really? What about Tammy?” Emma asked, her eyebrows shooting upward.

      “Back when he was only Timmy, and we’d first appeared in this world, a pair of his clones tried to kill us,” Melody chimed in with a smile. “I understand why, and I like and trust them, but… I wouldn’t trust him or her with my life, let alone Talyn’s. Not yet.”

      “Yeah. That’s slowly changing, but I’m not sure what’ll come of it,” Talyn said, shrugging. “While I don’t mind having multiple partners, she’s got over a dozen clones, which is a bit much.”

      “Fair. I get that, I think,” Emma conceded, a hint of pink in her cheeks as she cleared her throat. “I… guess that all makes sense. You’re just so nice to others most of the time.”

      Talyn couldn’t help a snort as she exited the back halls, nodding to a guard next to the door as they entered the public areas of the guild.

      “Maybe I’m nice to people, but I’m also cynical and pessimistic, by and large,” Talyn said, scanning their area. “For instance, I expect that I’ll be approached by at least five people wanting money, to join my party, or for business opportunities before we leave. Probably far more. If you disagree, we could always bet on it.”

      “Not a chance,” Melody replied, glowering at Talyn. “You came from a dystopia, thank you. I’m never going to bet regarding things like that.”

      Emma just flushed and shook her head, replying quickly. “No, I don’t think I’m going to make any bets. Was your previous life really that bad?”

      Talyn chuckled, smiled, and refrained from replying.

      Making their way into the foyer where the quest turn-ins were, Talyn spotted Reya on duty, as she’d expected to. Reya was now a Level 124 Mountain Elf Demonic Scion, which hadn’t changed anything about her that Talyn could identify. That was mostly to be expected, since class evolutions didn’t usually change much, though Talyn was curious how it would develop. Reya had been rather tightlipped about the options she got, which Talyn mostly understood, even if she was slightly disappointed.

      The first person to try to worm their way into Talyn’s party came as they were getting into line. Talyn refused them, of course. Melody managed to intercept another, but a Level 183 Sky Dracoling suitor required calling on the assistance of the guild bouncer, to Talyn’s aggravation. On the other hand, the other people in line looked almost as relieved as Talyn felt when the man was ejected from the building. He really had been annoying.

      “Hello Talyn, what do you have to turn in today?” Reya asked calmly, smiling at Talyn but otherwise being briskly professional.

      “Some herbs, seeds from some of the fourth-floor gardeners, a few pieces of ore from the second and third floor, several essence stones, three poison glands from giant spiders, and… actually, is there a quest for the wooden weapons that come from some topiary opponents? We got an axe from a topiary minotaur,” Talyn said, frowning as she pulled out the items she had on her, aside from the herbs she was keeping for Tammy.

      “There is, though not a large one,” Reya said without hesitation, nodding to her. “There are several crafters that use them as the basis for non-metal weapons. Primarily for those who cannot use metal for species or class reasons.”

      “Great! Then, unless one of the others wants to hold onto it…?” Talyn let her voice trail off questioningly as she looked at the others, but Emma had already unlimbered the axe and was handing it over. Reya examined it for a moment but put it on the cart behind her instead of on the table, likely due to the space it would have taken.

      “Very well, this looks like a decent amount, Talyn. Congratulations to the three of you for your progress! Did you reach the fifth floor this delve?” Reya asked, quickly counting out their reward. It was a solid amount, Talyn thought.

      “We did,” Talyn said, grimacing. “Though there was a bit of an incident. A high-level group upset the dungeon and got crushed.”

      Reya paused for just a moment to look at Talyn, then continued counting as she asked. “Figuratively or literally?”

      The room had grown slightly quieter in the immediate area as people overheard them. Not everyone, but enough, particularly from among the people who were over level one hundred.

      “Literally,” Melody said.

      “Very literally,” Emma confirmed, shuddering. “I wish it hadn’t waited until we could watch. I’m going to have nightmares about that.”

      “Understandably,” Reya murmured, filling the dish with their reward as she gave Emma a sympathetic smile. “There’s a reason that most people should check the rules and recommendations where the dungeon is concerned. Unfortunately, some people who come from other areas don’t believe that there’s a need for it. Regardless, here’s your reward. Are we still gathering this evening?”

      “That’s the plan,” Talyn said, grinning as she glanced at the coins to make sure it was the right amount, then swept them into a coin purse. “Though I wouldn’t have expected you to have suggested doing a glorified form of hide and seek.”

      Reya just shrugged. “It’s good training for the dungeon, Talyn. Besides which, I’ll have you know that I have perception, agility, and dexterity enhancement skills, among other things. I believe that I’ll do quite well. Now, please move along. There are additional clients who need my assistance.”

      “Thank you, Reya. I look forward to seeing you tonight,” Emma said, bowing her head politely, then stepped to the side.

      Talyn smiled and thanked Reya before stepping off to the side, considering what to do for the moment. Then she looked at the others. “Lunch, or back to the house? After dropping off the herbs with Tammy, of course.”

      “I’d say back home,” Emma suggested. “Sure, we could go out to lunch, but I think that I like what the cook makes better most of the time. A lot of restaurant food is too elaborate for me.”

      Talyn nodded, though she wasn’t sure she agreed. Compared to most of what she’d seen in her previous life, it usually wasn’t that bad. She turned her attention to Melody, who shrugged.

      “Whichever works for me. You know how I am,” Melody replied, grinning back at her. “Though I would like to go to the Temple district sometime soon. Maybe leave a few offerings at some temples, just to make sure we don’t get on their bad sides.”

      “True. Well, let’s get home, then we can have a hot soak,” Talyn said… and a thought flitted through her mind.

      She really should go visit the brothel she’d invested in. Maybe even the bath house nearest it…

      She’d decide later.
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      Talyn bolted down the hallway, jumping a wooden barricade, her feet sinking into the cushion on the other side of it, then jumped to the side, using one of the platforms there to launch herself upward toward a raised platform. She ducked into a somersault, rolling down the platform, then sprang to her feet and slipped into a side passage. She saw the flag and grinned, glancing to either side as she hopped down from her perch, never stopping.

      Rushing toward the green flag she reached out, her hand at full extension… and felt something catch the cord around her waist. The next instant there was a pop as the enchanted clasp gave way and the flag around her waist came free. Talyn spun as she skidded to a stop, her jaw almost hanging open as she looked at Reya in disbelief. The elf had a smug smile on her face, the flag in one hand.

      “How?” Talyn protested. “I swear you were three hallways over when you ambushed Melody!”

      “I was,” Reya confirmed, her grin widening. “However, I have tier two Enhanced Agility as well as Perfect Memory. As I knew your destination, it was easy to determine the best points to ambush you, and I learned every passage, including the layout, earlier. I was easily able to determine the fastest route back here, and with Enhanced Perception I was able to determine what route you were taking and predict when you’d enter the room. You let your guard down when you had almost won, which was your undoing.”

      Talyn opened her mouth to protest, then shut it again, glowering at the elf. She glowered even more as Melody sidled into sight, shaking her head.

      “Fine, fine… I’m shocked you got Melody, since her movement skill should have been better than Enhanced Agility,” Talyn groused, slumping.

      “That’s why I targeted her first. Between her ability to practically teleport, or to switch places with you, and her improved speed and grace, it was obvious that she’d be the more difficult opponent. Thus, removing her from the competition first was the most logical decision,” Reya said smugly, giving Melody a polite nod. “I’d half-expected you to switch places with Talyn but it was unlikely. You attempt to protect her, even when you could win by allowing her to lose first.”

      Melody shrugged, not looking terribly repentant as she replied. “Perhaps so, but that isn’t something I wish to do. It might lead to learning bad habits, and since I’d vanish if Talyn dies, I consider her life to be more important than my own. At least in the vast majority of circumstances.”

      Talyn couldn’t help a blush, but she wasn’t going to argue. Not when she and Melody had hashed out their positions where their lives were concerned plenty of times. They might disagree regarding Melody’s life being unimportant, but Talyn understood why Melody felt that way. Talyn would accept the goddess’s death if there was no other chance of survival, but there was no way in all the hells she’d just give up on her.

      Reya thought for a few seconds, her smile fading slowly before she nodded.

      “I see. A sensible approach, even if it is less applicable in a game like this, this type of business is often used for training, so I can understand it. However, I do believe that our time is almost up. Shall we?” Reya asked, offering Talyn a hand.

      Talyn sighed and nodded, taking Reya’s hand. She was moderately embarrassed, since Reya had done unnervingly well in the games that they’d played. She’d won at least two-thirds of them, which was impressive when they were all about the same level.

      All in all, there were three types of games that they’d decided to try out. The first was a simple scavenger hunt. The man running the maze would place several treasure boxes throughout it, and the goal was to see who could gather the most items in a set time period. The second was hide and seek, where two people would hide deep in the maze and needed to get out without being caught by the hunter. The last was a game of stealing the treasure, where one person was the ‘monster’ defending the treasure, and the goal was to steal it, the flag Talyn had been after, and to escape.

      Reya had either won or done very well in every event. If it weren’t for the fact that she had her memory skill and Talyn knew she was an experienced Scout, Talyn would have taken being beaten by a secretary much worse. As it was, she’d been trying to learn from the elf.

      There were other uses for the maze, of course. The owner had set up enchantments so that you could run test delves against illusionary monsters, as well as face trap-heavy corridors for training your senses and ability to disable them. From what Talyn had learned, the maze was rather popular both with mid-range delvers and parents trying to help their children unlock a wider variety of classes.

      It didn’t take too long for them to reach the exit. While Talyn might not have a skill like Reya’s, they’d gone through the maze enough that she’d figured out most of the twists and turns. Before long they left the maze, built largely of stone and wood with a variety of cushions to break falls, and reached the foyer.

      Waiting for them was a Level 177 Forest Human, Tandor. He was the man running the maze today, and as they stepped out, he closed the book he’d been reading, looking a bit tired. There were three entrances into different mazes, all of them under the main building, which had a training arena that used illusions, a bar, and some private rooms, including a waiting room attached to the bar.

      “Welcome back, ladies. I hope you enjoyed yourselves?” Tandor asked, obviously trying to sound cheerful, but Talyn could tell he was like most retail workers she’d known, tired and near the end of his shift.

      “I believe so,” Melody assured him, smiling. “Do you know if our friends have wrapped up?”

      “They did a few minutes ago,” Tandor replied, smiling slightly as he nodded toward the stairs. “They should be in the waiting room.”

      “Excellent, thank you for your help,” Talyn said, smiling at him. “It was fun, and hopefully we can come by again.”

      “You’re welcome and thank you for visiting A-Maze-ing Exploits,” Tandor said, giving a slight smirk as he spoke, and Talyn winced slightly. The name was almost a weapon, in Talyn’s opinion.

      “Thank you,” Talyn said. Then she beat a retreat, since she didn’t want to risk any further puns of that nature. When they were about halfway up the stairs, Talyn spoke softly. “You’d think they could come up with a better name. This one is painful.”

      “Memorable, though,” Reya countered, amusement coloring her tone. “And I say that as someone who didn’t always have Perfect Memory, or even Eidetic Memory. The business has been around for over fifty years, and it does good business.”

      “It would, considering the training it provides. It’s a bit expensive, but that’s to be expected,” Talyn said, letting out a soft sigh. “I don’t want to think about the cost to have teams face one another with nonlethal enchantments. That was painful to look at.”

      “Mmhm,” Melody murmured, reaching the top of the stairs first.

      The goddess looked around, then turned to the door leading into the waiting room. When she opened it, Talyn immediately heard Aslith, Elda, Emma, Gordon, and Reagan talking.

      “—still don’t think that it was fair, going three on two, even if Emma is higher-level,” Aslith was saying, the elf sounding rather disgruntled. “You had two magi!”

      “You always could’ve asked to trade places,” Reagan replied reasonably. “Besides, you still won almost as many times as we did. I think that shows that the split was pretty fair.”

      Talyn followed Melody in, smiling as she looked at the group waiting for them, and raised an eyebrow as she saw that they’d already gotten some drinks. She briefly debated joining them, then dismissed the thought. She had a nice dinner planned for that evening.

      “I see you all wrapped up as well. Did you enjoy the maze?” Talyn asked, belatedly realizing that she was still holding Reya’s hand. She decided to pretend that it was normal.

      “Talyn! Why yes, yes I did!” Gordon boomed, smiling broadly. “It was great for getting used to moving through tighter spaces for me, and Emma was certainly a challenge to catch. Aslith and Reagan both managed to either evolve or get offered new skills as well.”

      “Oh?” Talyn asked, her eyebrows rising. “That’s unexpected.”

      “Not as much as you might think,” Aslith said, straightening in her chair. “I’ve had Tracking for a while, I picked it up from my species, but I wanted it to be more than that. It absorbed Woodland Sense and turned into Pathfinding. It helps me navigate complicated areas better, and says it’ll help me figure out safe routes and the like. It isn’t quite as useful for analyzing forests, but is more broadly applicable.”

      “And mine is just Spatial Awareness,” Reagan added, shrugging. “It’s a class skill that would help me keep an eye on my surroundings but is mostly useful for measuring and judging distances. I’m not certain how useful it’ll be, and I’m surprised I was even offered the skill.”

      Talyn blinked, considering the benefits for a moment. It seemed like it was a little narrow for taking a skill slot, but she could think of several ways it could be used to great effect.

      “I think it’d depend on how you used it. Being able to estimate distances can help with some spells, particularly if they have limited ranges or the like,” Talyn said after a few seconds, her tone musing. “I’m not going to claim that it’s going to be incredible, mind you, and I wouldn’t take it for one of my limited slots, but it isn’t useless. Does your deity have spatial as part of their portfolio?”

      “Possibly? You could interpret some scriptures that way, I suppose…” Reagan said, hesitating for a moment, then chuckled, shaking his head. “Come to think of it, I’ve never really talked to you about my faith. I tend not to, unless someone asks. The main aspects of my faith are exploration, night, and the stars.”

      Talyn just gave Melody a glance, and the goddess smiled wryly, nodding.

      “That would certainly include spatial effects, based on my memories,” Melody said calmly. “As a guess… the initial magic skills you were offered from your class were darkness, light, and void?”

      Reagan looked taken aback for a moment, then chuckled, nodding to her. “That’s correct. I suppose it makes sense that you’d know that sort of thing, if anyone did. I only picked Light Magic, since I didn’t want to overload myself with magic skills.”

      “Sensible, but I think you’ll want to study some of the books on the stars in more depth,” Melody said, nodding to him. “I don’t believe it’s particularly well-known, but in essence, the stars are immense orbs of light and heat that float in an incredible void. Thus the spatial element. I know that magic allows powerful spellcasters to have investigated the stars before.”

      Everyone paused, with Reagan just staring drop-jawed at her. It was Reya who cleared her throat and nodded.

      “That is correct. I’ve read some books which spoke of it. Our own sun is simply one among countless other stars. I didn’t read about it in much depth, however,” the elf confirmed calmly. “I expect that if your faith has a temple in the city, they would have further information on the topic.”

      “I’ll… have to go check on it,” Reagan said after a moment, looking flustered as he glanced at his friends, then took a deep breath. “That’s… something to drop on me. I’m going to have to think about it.”

      “Of course. Emma, are you coming with us, or are you going to go back with them?” Talyn asked, glancing at the Martial Artist curiously. “I see you ordered drinks.”

      “I’d rather not feel awkward while the three of you flirt. I’m not sure if I want to flirt with you yet, or if I’m okay with someone so promiscuous,” Emma replied, grinning back at Talyn. “I think that chatting with some people closer to my own level for a while is a good use of the evening.”

      “Alright, fair enough,” Talyn said, smirking at the confirmation that Emma was interested in her. Though the last thing she wanted was to make her adventuring companions jealous. “In that case… ready to go, you two?”

      “That I am,” Melody said, smiling as she looked Talyn over, then chuckled under her breath. “I’ll have to think about that later… ooh, I have ideas.”

      Talyn gave her a wary, suspicious look, but didn’t ask. She didn’t want to know, not yet at least. Reya just laughed, smiling.

      “Of course. Shall we go find a meal?” Reya asked, smiling broadly at Talyn.

      “That sounds like a great idea,” Talyn agreed, her tension relaxing slowly.

      It’d been a long day, and she was looking forward to wrapping things up pleasantly.
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      The carriage’s wheels didn’t make much sound as it rolled down the street due to the smooth stone slabs that made up most of the road. It made it garner slightly less attention, but the clip-clop of the horses’ hooves echoed through the night.

      Castra wasn’t as quiet as one might expect at night, even with snow piled here and there, or with the freezing temperature outside. The streetlamps shone with steady magical light in the Gold district, and some areas even had enchantments that increased the temperature in the area. Most of the businesses still open were taverns, restaurants, or similar establishments, and more than a few people were still on the roads.

      The numbers dropped as the carriage turned toward the Stone district, then fell still more as it passed into the quieter district. At the same time, figures in the shadows flitted from the positions they’d been hiding in, keeping pace with the carriage while waiting for a signal.
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      “It sounds like you had a very unpleasant day,” Reya said, her words slow and considering. “Fortunately, despite her arrogance, I doubt that Lady Firestar will try to silence you for witnessing her unfortunate end. Yes, it is embarrassing for her, but I believe she’d consider that to be beneath her dignity.”

      “I wish that you were able to confidently say that she wouldn’t,” Talyn said, sighing heavily. “Is it wrong that part of me half-wishes that I’d left her body down there? Though that would risk a war, and I don’t want to be part of that.”

      “I don’t blame you, but it’s certainly a tricky subject,” Reya agreed, shrugging. “Politics isn’t pleasant, in my limited experience. Of course, my impending resignation means that I’m not getting full briefings anymore. They don’t want to share sensitive information with outsiders.”

      “Which is entirely understandable, even if it makes our lives a little harder,” Melody said, leaning forward. “Otherwise, it would be likely for other people to learn more about us than we’d prefer.”

      “True,” Talyn admitted, frowning unhappily. “I wish that I could say you were wrong. Still… there’s no use worrying about it too much. I’ll deal with things as they come.”

      Reya nodded, then leaned into Talyn as the carriage turned the corner, not even trying to hold her position. Not that Talyn objected, since they were… dating? She thought dating was a good term for it.

      “So. Do you like your new class?” Melody asked curiously. Reya gave the goddess an appraising look, then nodded.

      “I do. I’m still debating precisely what I wish to do first, but I believe that there is a great deal of potential from it,” Reya replied, a hint of anticipation filling her voice. “The primary skills which I’m interested in currently are Demonic Eyes and Minions. I’m hopeful that the former will allow me to merge it with Elven Eyes, giving better vision options for the future and freeing a skill. Minions would be nice, and I believe that it would be easy to level by granting contracts to your employees, at least until I evolve it into Companions. Assuming that I can do that, of course.”

      “I think it’s possible, but I can’t say for sure,” Talyn admitted, shrugging nervously. She couldn’t help her curiosity as she asked. “If I may, why are you interested in it?”

      Reya flashed a smile at Talyn, shrugging as she replied. “Why wouldn’t I? It allows those who you have the agreement with to level more quickly, and if I got that, it would allow me to make a good amount of income from those who want to accelerate their advancement. Beyond that, it’s broadly useful, if you ask me. The more I level, the more swiftly it would allow me to bring employees or friends up to a reasonable level.”

      Talyn nodded, relaxing a little more as she thought about it, then she teased. “Wouldn’t that mean that you could become an excellent manager for a hoard team? I’m sure that sports managers have similar skills, though. Maybe for delver teams in general?”

      “That’s one of the options I was considering, though being a team manager doesn’t sound pleasant to me,” Reya replied, her smile fading. “I’ve associated with a few of them, you’d be surprised at the overlap between delvers and hoard players, and it sounds like far too much work for me to deal with. The egos that skilled players often possess can make things messy.”

      Melody nodded, smiling. “Sounds rather accurate to—”

      A cracking sound from below and behind them along with a lurching sensation cut Melody off, and they heard the driver curse. The carriage began to fall sideways, and Talyn reacted instantly.

      She grabbed onto the handholds along the roof with one hand, doing two other things simultaneously. Black bone armor formed around her body, and she cast a spell quickly, forming a layer of wood over the windows just before the carriage toppled, protecting them from the glass when it shattered on impact.

      Melody and Reya were just as fast as Talyn was, though Reya was forced to hold onto Talyn instead. It almost shocked Talyn that when the carriage hit the ground, sliding several feet due to the panicking horses, they were all on their feet, and Melody had a rapier made of light in one hand.

      There was a pop of air, and a figure appeared in front of them. Before they could react, Melody’s rapier thrust forward, accompanied by a piercing note from Melody that wreathed the rapier in a purple mist.

      The rapier punched through the throat of the Level 163 Forest Elf mercilessly, and the man recoiled off the blade, his free hand reaching for a vial on his belt. Talyn lunged, a dagger forming in her hand as she pinned his wrist to the wall behind him.

      “Fuck,” Talyn said belatedly as the man stopped struggling, and she heard the driver let out a soft shriek before falling silent. Anger pulsed inside her, along with a little fear.

      She didn’t pause as the man went still, pulling the dagger free and shifting it into a short sword as her armor finished forming. She also pulled her sword out of her bracelet and offered it to Reya, but they didn’t have time to discuss what was happening, not as boots landed on the carriage above them. She wished, oh how she wished that she could create armor for Reya.

      Reya took the sword without hesitation, and Talyn started creating a shield in her off hand, her thoughts racing as she decided what to do, even as the handle of the door rattled, then someone brute-forced the lock. So Talyn did the only logical thing.

      “Hold on!” Talyn said, and cast a spell.

      The street erupted into pillars that rose rapidly beneath the top corners of the carriage, rocking it upright suddenly, to the curses of whoever was on top of the carriage.

      Reya’s hand had instead gone to the bottom door, unlocking it and shoving it open before the wagon was even a quarter of the way upright, while Melody’s song had gained a darker, more deadly tone. Talyn lunged for the door, rolling through the gap and springing to her feet as she changed her focus, raising the stone into a sudden shield above her head as she took in what was outside.

      Her driver was on the ground nearby, though there wasn’t any sign of blood on the ground around her. It gave Talyn hope that she was still alive. More important were the men and women in black all around them, and Talyn was almost paralyzed by the sight.

      Every alley and street were blocked by between two and six people in black, all of them armed. Some were as low as level ninety, but the majority were level one hundred and twenty or higher, and for whatever reason she couldn’t tell what their classes were. Likely a skill was involved, and Talyn tensed as the others joined her. The attackers who’d been on the carriage hopped down, and Talyn swallowed her curse.

      A Level 198 Sea Human, Level 180 Mountain Dwarf, Level 207 Plains Dracoling, and an unidentifiable human all landed only a few paces away. The others were already out, but there was no question about how this would go. Not with more than thirty individuals present.

      “Difficult, aren’t you?” the unidentifiable human said in a strange voice. Talyn couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman, the inflection was so ambiguous. “Fine, I’ll give you one chance. Surrender, and we’ll leave your companions alive.”

      Talyn froze for an instant, trying to determine what to do. Trying to figure out some way out of this. Clenching her jaw as she realized that there wasn’t much of a choice, she opened her mouth… and Reya took the choice out of her hands.

      “As if she’d ever believe the words of a liar. Are you so eager to go up against Egan again, shadowborn? What was your name… ah, yes, Vernith,” Reya said, her sword raised and her gaze defiant as she stared at the speaker. “You’re just trying to avoid risking Talyn’s life and will kill us the moment you have her.”

      Talyn’s indecision fled at Reya’s word, replaced by cold rage. The attackers were that type, apparently. So she settled on an idea that was… well, she hoped it wasn’t a mistake. It might be a waste of Zephyr’s gift, but a cloud erupting should prove an adequate distraction.

      Vernith only paused a moment, then spoke softly. “I’ll enjoy gutting you, Alvorn. Get the girl. I’ll deal with the rest.”

      The next instant everything went to hell.

      Talyn almost got her hand to the bracelet before the dracoling was abruptly in her face, a dagger punching toward her shoulder. She barely got the shield high enough to block, and the blade punched clean through her shield, cracking the bone but catching around the hilt. Talyn caught a glimpse of a faint purple mist around them, but she didn’t have time to think about it, not when the human flanked her as the dwarf hit her with a spell. Pressure hit her mind, causing Talyn to grunt as she shrugged off the paralytic magic, reversing her sword so that if the human tried to grab her, he’d impale himself on the blade.

      The human jerked back instead, and part of Talyn’s shield snapped off as the dracoling jerked her dagger free angrily. The woman’s eyes blazed green above the black mask she wore, but the next instant there was a flash, and Talyn was elsewhere.

      The sound of bone shattering filled the air and Reya cried out in pain as she toppled, her left thigh shattered by the blow of a mace. Melody had just buried a dagger in the dracoling’s eye, but froze for a moment as a follow-up spell from the dwarf hit her. The dracoling staggered back, clutching at her eye, and the human was reaching for Melody’s throat.

      Talyn reached for the bracelet once more, terror causing bile to well up in her throat… and then a wave of power washed over the street, accompanied by an arrogant voice.

      “Mere worms,” the man said disdainfully, his voice echoing across the square as that presence hit them. “Yiskar? Break them.”

      Talyn and Melody were able to resist the mental pressure, but no one else could, none save Vernith, the leader of the attackers, and even they staggered and slowed. Then the very earth rose up all across the street, and Talyn flinched as the paving stones snapped shut around the legs of every attacker she could see, shattering flesh and bone. From the screams she heard elsewhere, there were more than she could see as well.

      “Torra. Heal the guards and her allies. Malak. Repair the carriage,” the man said, and Talyn finally picked him out as the man descended from above, appearing to be a dracoling at first glance. One who was too high level to identify… though a moment later a yellow-haired, white scaled Level 534 Radiant Dragon who appeared to be a dracoling descended next to Reya, making her reconsider that assumption.

      “Um… thank you for your help,” Talyn said, swallowing hard as she froze, trying to ignore the other dragons who were appearing one after another. Only the first was too high-level for her to identify, but she didn’t dare pay them much attention.

      “No need for thanks. We are simply aiding the city in taking out their refuse,” the man said, stepping forward so Talyn could see him more clearly. He had long blue hair and green eyes, and exuded an aura of power, standing with his hands behind his back. He was also extremely finely clothed. “I am Mountain Elder Camrack of the Aerie of Fangs. I wished to speak with you, but it appears that tonight is not an opportune time for such. Perhaps I could visit on the morrow? I believe we have much to discuss.”

      “That… that should be doable, yes,” Talyn said, swallowing hard as she glanced over and saw Reya’s injury rapidly healing. Another dragon picked up the wagon one-handed, as well as the detached wheel. She let her sword dissipate as she took a deep breath, then let it out. “Today has been a very long day.”

      “It certainly seems to have been an unpleasant one,” another woman said, this one a Level 602 Mist Dragon with purple eyes and hair, as well as pink scales. She offered an arm, smiling at Talyn as she said. “Perhaps you would like an escort home? I’m Lilac.”

      Talyn took a slow breath, then nodded politely. “That would be appreciated, yes. If you don’t mind, I need to check on the others.”

      With that she hurried over to Reya, noting that Melody was watching their ‘saviors’ as well, an impassive expression on her face. Talyn approved.

      She was glad she wasn’t the only one who found the timing of the rescue suspicious.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m going to erase them!” Eldri boomed, her voice vibrating the mountain around her lair, and Laodice winced ever so slightly.

      “Because they waited until combat broke out to intervene rather than stepping in earlier or telling the local authorities, or because one of them dared flirt with Talyn?” the soma Essence Guardian asked calmly, shifting to her ghostly form as she spoke.

      “Both!” Eldri snapped, glaring at Laodice as anger surged through her veins. “Those arrogant little things believe that their plots are more important than my Scale Polisher? They wouldn’t last an hour inside the ant nest! I should teleport them there and watch as they get torn apart!”

      “Would that please Talyn?” Laodice countered, yanking Eldri up short.

      Eldri thought for a moment, then thought more… before growling and shaking her head.

      “No. It wouldn’t make her happy, the little bleeding heart that she is,” Eldri admitted angrily. “Which is why I’d do it without telling her.”

      “Which would be lying. It’s one thing to intervene to ensure she has a chance to survive, but it’s another to destroy those around her because they annoy you,” Laodice said calmly. “She needs to make her own path if she’s to level. More than what she has today, of course.”

      Eldri growled again, trying to figure out what she should do… then she narrowed her eyes as she came to a decision.

      “I’m attending their meeting,” she said flatly, determination coursing through her. “They’re interested in me, aren’t they? Well, let’s give them exactly what they want.”

      Laodice just looked at Eldri for a few seconds, then smiled, shrugging at her. “If that is what you wish to do. Please avoid leveling her home, however. I think she’d be very put out.”

      Eldri snorted, shaking her head. “If it comes to that, I’ll just ask Danu to build a proper home for her! I can’t have my Scale Polisher living like a pauper!”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Laodice replied, laughing softly.

      Eldri didn’t dignify that with a response.
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      The previous night hadn’t been nearly as pleasant as Talyn had hoped. Not when they’d been ambushed and Reya had almost died at the hands of someone who was, apparently, a major crime lord in the city. Especially not when some investigators from the Duke had come by to ask questions. Emma and the others had shown up in the middle of the whole mess, which had made everything even more uncomfortable. By the time they’d gotten the chance to take a hot soak in the bath to clean off and then to bed, it’d been far too late, and they’d just slept.

      Morning had come far too soon, and worse yet, Reya had to work, which meant that they couldn’t properly discuss what had happened. They needed to discuss it sooner rather than later, but they just didn’t have time. At least all of them had leveled once off the incident… and Talyn had even been offered an evolution that she’d been hoping for.

      
        
        Creation Magic and Demonic Armament are able to merge and evolve. They may evolve into Arsenal of Magic, Bone Manifestation, or Creation Control.

      

      

      The fact she had multiple options surprised her, as did what they did… and the first one wasn’t what Talyn had expected, not at all.

      
        
        Arsenal of Magic: Your armor and weapons are part of you, and you can call upon them at a moment’s notice. You may bond to up to four weapons you are capable of carrying, two suits of armor, and two shields. These items may be magically stored in an extradimensional space and appear on you or in your hands at will. Additionally, you may craft a single armor enchantment and a single weapon enchantment with your other magical skills that constantly affect your bonded armor and weapons for as long as they are in your possession.

      

      

      
        
        Bone Manifestation: You create and control bone via magic, using it as sword and shield as needed. This can also be used to heal creatures of flesh, blood, or bone. You can create permanent items from your own bones, which weakens them until they restore the lost mass. Your bones are denser than normal. You regenerate blood and your bones heal more quickly than normal.

      

      

      
        
        Creation Control: You gain greater control of spells from the Creation school. These spells are those applying to creation, healing, and physical alteration. These magics can allow you to create items from nothing, heal injuries, shapeshift, and even to resurrect creatures.

      

      

      It was a much harder choice than Talyn had expected. Every option was a good one, and she wanted all of them. Arsenal of Magic would solve the problem that she’d encountered twice now, where she’d been ambushed without her equipment, plus it would allow her to add interesting enchantments that she wouldn’t have to pay for. Additionally, while it didn’t say as much, she knew from her research that this type of skill allowed you to change the bonded items out, or to swap the enchantments later.

      Bone Manifestation was just creepy in its own way, functionally sounding like a form of bone magic. While it didn’t specify that she could, she suspected it’d also allow her to target the bones of other creatures as well. Interestingly, it would likely allow her to heal undead or even bone constructs, and she knew that broken bones were normally more difficult to heal than flesh wounds, while this sounded like it’d be the opposite. It’d retain her ability to craft permanent weapons, and it also had passive benefits. The broad options it offered made the skill surprisingly tempting. Talyn just wished it wasn’t so creepy.

      Last was Creation Control, which… honestly was exactly what Talyn had been trying to get to begin with. It was boring by comparison, but at the same time it was the most flexible of the options available to her. It provided options that the others couldn’t provide, such as resurrection, at least once she was a little higher level. If Talyn wasn’t misremembering, resurrection only became available at around level two hundred at the earliest. Now she just had to decide what to do.

      “What do you think?” Talyn asked after a moment, tapping her fingers on the table nervously.

      “I think the same thing I did the last ten times you asked me. I think that it’s your choice,” Melody replied calmly, taking a sip of her tea as she studied the book in front of her intently. “You’re right, all of them have their advantages. However, in the end it’s your choice.”

      Talyn stuck her tongue out at the goddess for a moment, then settled back in her chair unhappily, scowling as she muttered. “Why does the choice have to be so hard, then? I might never get some of these options again…”

      Melody didn’t reply, and Emma chuckled, shaking her head.

      “You could always wait and decide what to do later, you know,” Emma said, grinning. “Most of the time people don’t get multiple options for a skill evolution, though your Demonic Arsenal is strange enough that I can understand why you got so many.”

      “That’s… possible, but I really don’t want to wait,” Talyn admitted, letting out a sigh as she shrugged helplessly. “I’ve been waiting to change my class because I wanted creation, essence, and void magic, and the class I want to take doesn’t have creation as an option. At least not a listed option, since it says it focuses on void magic.”

      “Well… in that case, it sounds like you’ve made a decision to me,” Emma said, shrugging with one shoulder, an envious look on her face as she let out a sigh. “I wish I had your wealth of options. Your disciple class sounds amazing.”

      “Yeah. I only had to almost die to get it,” Talyn replied dryly, rolling her eyes. “I taught you the stances that she showed me, and what I remembered of the katas. It’s up to you to do something with it.”

      “I know, I know… I just have to figure out how to meld them properly,” Emma said, sounding slightly resigned. “It isn’t like the style is completely unheard of or anything. I just haven’t found a teacher before this.”

      “Mmhm,” Talyn murmured in agreement, debating for a few more seconds, then let out a sigh as she made her decision. She sort of hated herself for her choice, but if she gave up on what she was dreaming of, she’d never forgive herself.

      A moment later Demonic Armament was replaced by Creation Control, and she had an empty skill slot. It was an odd feeling, since it felt like something vanished in the process as well, like there was an absence of something Talyn hadn’t even noticed before. But she didn’t let it slow her down, as she was about to do something far more impactful.

      With another thought, she focused on the class she wanted to take, swallowing as she did so.

      
        
        Voidweaver – You have seen the power of the void in its many facets, as an apex existence bent reality itself to her will. You have chosen to follow in her footsteps, shattering the facets of reality into shards so that you may choose the reality which best suits you, fooling the universe into believing that your illusions are the true reality, and erasing that which displeases you. One day, reality itself will bend in the palm of your hand. This is a combined warrior and mage path, focusing on void magic and martial abilities.

      

      

      Talyn wasn’t sure which skills she’d keep, or which would vanish utterly. The idea of losing months of progress was unpleasant, but… she wanted to progress, and her current class was too generic for her tastes. She’d come close to tiering it up by this point, but it just wasn’t ideal.

      So she took a deep breath and willed her class to change. She felt the system asking for confirmation, and she confirmed it after another moment of hesitation.

      
        
        Your class has changed to Voidweaver: Due to your class change, you have lost the following skills: Air Magic.

      

      

      
        
        You have gained the skill Void Magic. You possess one open class skill slot. You may choose from the following skills: Claws of the Void, Destruction Magic, Displace Self, Enhanced Dexterity, Enhanced Endurance, Enhanced Perception, Enhanced Strength, Essence Magic, Existential Stability, Piercing Eye, Stealth Expertise, Void Shroud, Void Strike, Weaving Expertise.

      

      

      “You have got to be kidding me!” Talyn exclaimed, glaring at the list, and drew startled looks from the others. She couldn’t help feeling quite aggravated.

      “What is it this time?” Melody asked, then blinked and smiled. “Ah, you changed classes. I take it you either lost more skills than you thought, or have too many options?”

      “The latter,” Talyn replied, glowering at the list, counting the number of options. “I have one skill slot currently open, and… let’s see… fourteen options.”

      Emma chuckled, smiling more broadly when Talyn turned her glare on her.

      “Welcome to what normally happens, from everything I’ve heard,” Emma said with a shrug. “You should’ve heard my dad the last time his class evolved. He wasn’t happy about how hard the choices were.”

      “I believe it, I just… ugh. I guess I should go through these to figure out what a bunch do,” Talyn said, sighing as she looked at the list. “Though I’m pretty sure I know what Weaving Expertise does. Even if I’m not sure how it’d apply to… oh. It helps with spellcasting?”

      
        
        Weaving Expertise: You have the eye of a weaver, and are capable of learning to weave anything which can be woven into a stronger whole, whether that is fiber, wire, or magic. You can learn to weave more effectively as if you had a skilled trainer.

      

      

      “I… didn’t know that, but I’m not surprised. I mean, I’ve heard of Spellweaver classes, after all. I’ve also heard that Blacksmithing Expertise helps when using a hammer in combat, or singing skills help with song magic,” Emma said, blinking at Talyn, her curiosity obviously roused. “What options are unusual?”

      “Well… I’m about to look at them, but Claws of the Void, Displace Self, Piercing Eye, Void Shroud, and Void Strike are the main ones. There are a bunch of enhanced options, as well as Stealth Expertise and a couple of types of magic,” Talyn explained, going over the options quickly.

      
        
        Claws of the Void: Inspired by the deadliest claws you have seen, you are never unarmed. You can manifest golden claws of void energy to defend yourself. Though these claws are pale imitations of their inspiration, they will grow in power and strength until they can rend through reality itself.

      

      

      
        
        Displace Self: All things are connected, and you know this, which makes it simple to sever connections so that you weren’t where others believed you were. You can displace yourself up to ten feet in any direction.

      

      

      
        
        Piercing Eye: Nothing can hide itself from you. You can see through illusions and stealth abilities more easily, and your glare is more intimidating.

      

      

      
        
        Void Shroud: The void shrouds you, partially disconnecting you from the world around you. You suffer less pain from injuries and are more resistant to curse, divination, or perception effects.

      

      

      
        
        Void Strike: The void pierces all, and you are able to borrow a portion of its might. You can empower spells or weapon strikes with a hint of the void to pierce defenses and inflict deadlier wounds.

      

      

      “Those sound interesting… is the displacement one a physical one, or an illusion that makes it appear that you’re in another location?” Melody asked, tilting her head curiously.

      “It teleports the user up to ten feet. It probably has a relatively short cooldown, like Guardian’s Teleportation for you,” Talyn replied, frowning as she considered the options. “Claws are what they sound like, Piercing Eye helps see through illusions and stealth, Shroud sounds like a stealth booster, and Void Strike has to be an active skill, since it empowers spell or weapon attacks.”

      For a couple of seconds the other two just sat there, thinking. Then Emma shook her head.

      “I take it back. You have a legitimate reason to be frustrated. I can think of so many uses for those. Displace Self would let you not only dodge but shift behind an enemy and hit them from behind, or potentially even bypass traps or walls. Void Strike is just an amazing benefit for almost anyone, and the others… I can see how they could work really well together.”

      “Agreed, they’re certainly good options… the question is, what are you going to choose?” Melody asked curiously. “I would probably take one of those two—”

      “Weaving Expertise,” Talyn interrupted, not even waiting before she took the skill. Melody just stared at Talyn, her mouth hanging open in uncharacteristic surprise.

      Emma cocked her head, frowning at Talyn before asking. “Um… may I ask why you chose that? I mean, it seems like it’s the least applicable to your combat style, even if it can empower your magic.”

      “I have a few reasons, but the primary one is simple. The class is Voidweaver, which means that weaving is part of its focus,” Talyn said, smiling as she took satisfaction in their shock. “The skill was out of place, which made me consider it further. If I use it, it should advance my class more quickly, which will unlock further class skill slots faster, letting me use the others. That doesn’t consider the fact it won’t just improve my void magic, but also my creation and essence magic, which I consider worthwhile as well. Plus, it’s a potential crafting hobby.”

      She didn’t mention the spool of thread that Laodice had given her, of course, but that also weighed on her mind. Would she ever trust someone else to make something for her with it? Talyn didn’t think so. No, she’d have to do it herself, which would be difficult. Best to start preparing now.

      “That… yeah, you’re right. When you taught me the kata, my class seemed to progress a little faster than it had before…” Emma said, her expression turning from surprise to thoughtfulness, then eagerness. “That makes a lot of sense, actually. What do you think would help me advance my class more quickly?”

      “Um… that’s a good question,” Talyn said, suddenly taken aback. “I mean, I’d assume that learning or practicing martial katas would help, but I’m not sure what else would help you. Melody?”

      “Some martial arts are based on dances, or dances are based on martial arts,” Melody replied immediately, her surprise having faded quickly as Talyn explained her thoughts, and the goddess smiled. “I’d consider trying to learn dances and holding to their precise timing. It may seem silly, but I think it’d help you.”

      “Hm… and you’re sure that you’re not suggesting it just because it’d help you practice your music?” Emma teased, only for Melody to smile more broadly.

      “Ah, but my skills and class don’t advance based on my practice, they advance based on Talyn’s level, so it really doesn’t matter for me,” Melody replied, grinning. “On the other hand, you might be able to help your father level, hm?”

      Emma froze, blinking a couple of times as she tried to process what Melody had said. Before she could recover, there was a knock at the door.

      “Come in,” Talyn said, resisting the urge to grin. That was made much easier when Edimar opened the door, giving them an amused smile.

      “While I appreciate the thought, I doubt I would level off helping Emma learn to dance, though it might help with my singing skills,” Edimar said casually. “Though Sifari might want to try it out to shift her movement skills somewhat. That said, I’ve noticed a group of rather potent dragons coming toward the manor. As I believe they’re the guests which you were anticipating, I thought I’d give you time to prepare.”

      Fear and wariness washed through Talyn, followed by resignation, and she couldn’t help a soft sigh as she nodded, standing up.

      “Thank you, Edimar. I appreciate your help,” Talyn said, and smiled at Melody. “Shall we prepare to see what the dragons want?”

      “That sounds like an excellent idea,” Melody said, closing her book as her gaze hardened. “It should be… illuminating.”

      Talyn rolled her eyes, then set out for the parlor she’d prepared for the visit, one thought in particular swirling through her head, no matter how silly it might be. The dragons had better not terrorize her staff.
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      “Quaint. Halfway decent wards. We could power through them, but it would take a modicum of effort,” Yiskar said, stroking his chin slowly. “Not the sort of stonework that I would have chosen, but the locals are much less refined than we are.”

      “Not so loud,” Lilac scolded quietly, giving him a chiding look. “We’re in a public space, we need to be polite to the locals. You must remember that until now this has been considered a low-level region, despite the ability to delve deep into the worlds within the dungeon. They had limited resources and skills to work with.”

      Yiskar looked slightly embarrassed, nodding as he straightened marginally, looking around them, then relaxed as he nodded. “That is true, and I thank you for the reminder. Fortunately, it appears that no one was close enough to overhear my inconsiderate words.”

      “That isn’t entirely true, Yiskar,” Camrack said, his voice calm and quiet as he looked at the building ahead of them. “It is difficult to sense, but there is an individual within the building who can hear us. I don’t believe that they took offense, but it is wise to be careful regarding what you say.”

      Starting, Yiskar looked at the building more closely before relaxing again. “That is most unfortunate, but I believe it is less of a concern in this case, as those who live with her are not from Castra. Besides which, it is my opinion that the city could be much better than it is, even before they gained access to the lower floors of the dungeon.”

      “While true, one must not discount the benefits of environmental pressures on society, and this region has few of those,” Camrack said, moving toward the building at a casual speed. “Now be on your best behavior. As unremarkable as Talyn may outwardly be, she is capable of withstanding the full force of my presence without flinching.”

      He left unsaid the part that should be implicit, that it was necessary for them to gather the information she possessed regarding the dragon which had appeared in the dungeon. It went without saying, that aside from that, Camrack considered Talyn to be utterly useless. World travelers were more trouble than they were worth, in his opinion. There was a reason that the last two that had appeared within the Aerie’s territory had been eliminated posthaste.

      If it wouldn’t offend Sylland, Camrack would simply dispose of Talyn when she’d given him the information. It wasn’t anything personal, simply housekeeping to keep the world’s progression restricted to native elements. He was mildly irritated by Lilac flirting with the succubus, but he refrained from lecturing her. It wouldn’t do any good, and it might assist them in gaining the information they required.

      “Of course, Elder,” the two chorused, following Camrack toward the doors.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome to my home, Mountain Elder,” Talyn said, inclining her head at precisely the right angle, at least according to the etiquette book that Melody had dug up regarding dragons and non-dragons of the Aerie of Fangs. She gestured to the table, where food was waiting. “I offer meat and wine, that you may refresh yourself from your travels.”

      Or, if the book was to be believed, it was a practice originally intended to sate the hunger of dragons and place them in a more amicable mood. Now it was a cultural practice akin to the rites of hospitality, one where it was considered the height of dishonor among dragons to harm those whose food they’d partaken of without sufficient offense being offered.

      The three dragons who’d been escorted into the parlor paused for a moment, though the elder, the one who’d introduced himself as Camrack, didn’t appear to be startled. The other two betrayed a few hints of surprise, the woman more than the man. If she remembered right, the woman was named Lilac, and she’d flirted a bit the previous night. It’d been slightly annoying, as a matter of fact, as there was a time and place for that sort of thing. Flirting immediately after a kidnapping attempt didn’t strike Talyn as good timing.

      “We accept your offering in the spirit in which it is given,” Camrack replied calmly, his gaze flitting over the heavily spiced meat and flagons of wine with a hint of begrudging approval in his eyes. Talyn was glad he approved, since she’d spent more on the meat, spices, and wine than the household normally spent on food for a week. Dragons were ridiculous. “You know our customs?”

      “I’m afraid I only possess a cursory understanding of them, Elder,” Talyn corrected politely, keeping her tail almost entirely still as she clasped her hands behind her back. “When you asked for the meeting, I endeavored to learn what I could before your visit. I’m afraid that I am missing a great deal of context and beg your pardon for any mistakes I make.”

      In other words, by informing them in advance, she was making it extremely difficult for them to take offense if she made a mistake. Talyn was suspicious, she wasn’t taking their rescue at face value.

      “Of course,” Camrack replied, and calmly moved to take the center seat, the woman at his left hand and the man at his right.

      Talyn closed the door behind them and gave Melody a curious look. The goddess just smiled at her, waiting as Talyn walked over to sit, allowing her to take her place before she took a seat.

      As she was sitting, Talyn studied the dragons on the other side of the table, each of whom had begun to eat with impeccable manners. Talyn knew better than to interrupt before they were done, which gave her plenty of time to look them over.

      Their clothing was significantly different from Eldri’s, a type of robe Talyn thought was called a kaftan. The robes had long, flowing sleeves and incredibly elaborate, colorful embroidery that matched their scale and hair colors. As she’d seen the previous night, Camrack’s eyes and scales were blue and he had green hair, though both were far more vibrant in the light of day, and his horns were nearly black, with rings of precious metals wrapped around them. His clothing was storm cloud gray, with blue and green embroidery interwoven with silver and gold thread.

      The man to his right was the Level 588 Stone Dragon, and had a deep voice as well as dark brown eyes, scales, and skin. His clothing was a light tan, embroidered primarily in dark brown, but with gold thread woven into symbols as well.

      To the left was Lilac. The Level 602 Mist Dragon had dark purple hair and eyes, pink scales, and moderately tanned skin. Unsurprisingly to Talyn, her clothing was mostly a light shade of pink with purple and silver embroidery which was far more elaborate than what either of the others possessed.

      It only took a couple of minutes before the dragons had finished the meat. They almost inhaled the food, it vanished so quickly. Talyn was impressed. They didn’t finish the wine, but she expected the flagons to empty before they’d left. Setting down the fork and knife, Camrack nodded to Talyn.

      “That was well-seasoned. I am Mountain Elder Camrack. My companions are Sub-Elder Yiskar, Earth Artisan of the Southern Peak, and Emissary Lilac of the Central Peak,” Camrack said calmly. “Have you any questions for me?”

      “I do. I’ll admit to being uncertain as to what your title means. While I did some research, none of the books I had went into the rank structure, so I’m at a loss as to who I’m dealing with,” Talyn admitted, then took a breath as she caught herself. “Yet I’ve already made a mistake, haven’t I? I’m Talyn, reincarnated from another world. This is my companion and guardian spirit, Melody.”

      That prompted a smile to cross Lilac’s face, but Camrack simply nodded, seemingly unconcerned. It was Yiskar who spoke next.

      “To answer your question, the Aerie of Fangs is ruled by the Council, which is formed of elected members of each of the Thirteen Peaks. Mountain Elder is a position granted to those who stand at the right claw of one of the councilors, and who act as their eyes and voice in the world,” Yiskar replied in his deep voice, inclining his head to Camrack as he spoke. “There is the Central Peak, one for each of the cardinal directions, and one for each of the founding flights, most of which specialize in an industry. I am Elder Camrack’s assistant and an elder in training to take up the position at the side of the councilor of the Southern Peak.”

      Lilac chose that moment to interject. “Whereas I’m in training to be a messenger who treats with companies, guilds, or organizations in other nations!”

      Talyn nodded slowly, the pieces slotting into place somewhat. Essentially, it was the personal representative of… maybe a mega-corporation’s board of directors? Yeah, that sounded right. That, plus the person’s personal assistant and part of their communications team. Why they didn’t have a senior member of the communications group was another question, but not an important one at the moment.

      “I believe I understand. Thank you for the explanation, it certainly resolves a number of my questions,” Talyn said, trying to keep her face impassive. She almost succeeded, for that matter, though she doubted it fooled the people in front of her. “May I ask why you wished to meet with me? Considering your position, I’m startled that you’d want to. Despite my service to Castra and Sylland, I’m hardly someone of import.”

      Lilac laughed softly, shaking her head as she smiled warmly at Talyn. Even without Sense Motives Talyn would have been able to pick up the flirtatious subtext to her movements, or the following words. It made Talyn wonder what she was thinking under the surface.

      “I would hardly say that you’re of no import! You now have the eye, and ear, of many powerful people in Castra. That means that you have more influence than you might think, even if that isn’t why we’re here today,” Lilac said warmly.

      “Indeed. Before I speak of anything else, I have been informed that you were sent to the ninety-ninth floor of the dungeon by one of the creatures within its walls. May I ask if that is accurate?” Carmack asked, though it sounded more like he was ordering her to explain than making a request.

      “That’s correct,” Talyn admitted, not seeing the point of trying to claim otherwise. “It was done by a creature called the Joker. It is a very unpleasant creature, and from what I was told by the dungeon’s denizens, it’s around level eight hundred. Maybe as low as seven hundred, but I can’t be certain. I nearly died outright when I arrived on the ninety-ninth floor.”

      Camrack nodded, pausing briefly before continuing.

      “Good. You’ve heard of the elder wyrm that appeared in the area colloquially known as ‘the Weeds’ recently, I assume,” the dragon said, and when Talyn nodded, he continued. “I was informed you indicated that it might have been a dragon that you met on the ninety-ninth floor. What they called a floor guardian.”

      “Well… it could be? It sounds a lot like the dragon I met there,” Talyn replied, growing slightly warier now. She wasn’t sure what he wanted to ask, but she was suspicious of his motives. “I didn’t see the dragon, obviously, but it sounded like her, assuming she was in her lair form.”

      The dragons all paused at that, then Yiskar spoke hesitantly. “Lair form? May I ask what you mean by that?”

      Talyn couldn’t help a smile as she shrugged and replied, trying to keep her tone casual. “Of course. She could take a human-like form, of course, but she could also control her size. Most of the time she was in the lair and was relatively small. She carried me in a claw a few times, and when she did, she grew enormously. I can’t properly describe it, but her palm was larger than this room.”

      Lilac’s gaze flitted around the room, and Talyn could almost see her doing the math. Then her eyes widened significantly.

      “Interesting. In that case, the Aerie would like all the information you can provide regarding this dragon,” Camrack said calmly.

      Talyn looked at him for a couple of seconds, blinking once. Then she smiled, laughed softly, and shook her head.

      “No,” Talyn said.

      The dragon’s presence, up until this point under very good control, flared for a moment. Talyn felt the pressure but shrugged it off. Compared to Eldri, it was nothing. The other two dragons froze, both of their eyes wide.

      “May I ask why?” Camrack said, surprisingly polite under the circumstances. Talyn was honestly surprised that he was being so polite. Though he followed it up with what she’d expected. “If you require a payment for the information, I’m certain that we can come to a satisfactory arrangement.”

      Talyn just shook her head, letting out a soft sigh.

      “It isn’t a question of payment,” Talyn said, looking into Camrack’s eyes as she spoke. “It’s a question of trust. Eldri saved my life, and I’m not going to give people more than the most basic information regarding her. Which is little more than the information I’ve already given at this point, and the fact that she said she was a level nine hundred and ninety-seven void dragon. If you want more information than that from me, I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed.”

      Camrack’s presence returned, and a flicker of anger crossed his face as he looked at her, cocking his head slightly. After a moment he spoke. “Are you quite certain, Talyn? The gratitude of one of the Aerie’s councilors is not something to be understated.”

      “I’m absolutely certain,” Talyn said, not even needing to think about it.

      Lilac and Yiskar were looking quite uncomfortable, and Melody was watching all of them silently, her completely under control and not giving any idea of what she was thinking.

      The room was quiet for a few seconds. Then Camrack nodded, his voice cool, almost cold. “Very well, then. We will just have to—”

      A wave of magical pressure far beyond Camrack’s suddenly descended upon them, and Talyn grunted as it hit her, almost feeling heavy enough to shatter her chair. Everyone in the room seemed to feel it, and even Melody swayed for an instant, looking startled. The next instant the doors burst open, accompanied by a splintering sound and creak of bending metal.

      “Scale Polisher! I grant you the honor of providing me your hospitality, attend me!” Eldri thundered as she stepped into the room. Then she held up the crumpled doorknob in her left hand as she added. “Also, you simply must upgrade your furnishings. They’re much too fragile.”

      Talyn almost laughed at the shock on the faces of the dragons.
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      “Eldri. I don’t recall extending an invitation for you to visit,” Talyn said, slowly climbing to her feet and looking at the doorknob. “Also, last time we met, you said that if you touched me you’d reduce me to a mist of blood and gore. It appears you’ve made progress.”

      “Of course I have! What do you expect from someone of my magnificence?” Eldri scoffed, giving a single shake of her head. “Admittedly, it required acquiring materials fragile enough to practice with from elsewhere. There was nothing nearby which was as soft as that which your home is made of. Danu was most concerned when she touched some of your ‘granite’ and it turned into a molten pellet that exploded on impact.”

      Talyn’s eyebrows rose a little as she looked at Eldri, then the handle. The amount of force required for the described result was… concerning, to be honest. But she let it pass, instead studying Eldri.

      Much like the last time Talyn had seen her, Eldri looked almost perfectly like a human, the only hint of her true nature being a pair of purple eyes with vertical slits for pupils. She had perfect pale skin, green fingernails, and black hair done up in an elaborate style, along with a small, flower-like red mark on her forehead. A golden headdress rested atop her head, and her dress was… well, it was elaborate, but even looking at the fabric had her sense of void magic screaming. Not the ornaments, the pitch-black fabric which was a manifestation of void energy itself. It was like someone had ripped apart a black hole and turned it into threads for a dress. That ignored all the other magic that surrounded her in an incomprehensible aura that Talyn hadn’t even been able to sense on the ninety-ninth floor.

      All in all, Eldri was powerful, intimidating… and so completely herself that it put Talyn at ease. So she sighed and plucked the doorknob from Eldri’s hand. It was still warm, which told her something about the amount of force Eldri had put into grabbing it.

      “You’re going to have to pay for that, you know,” Talyn said, a smile flitting across her lips. Then she tilted her head and examined Eldri suspiciously. “That said, did you deliberately arrive when I had draconic visitors?”

      “Me? Why would I care about lesser wyrms?” Eldri asked, sniffing derisively as she glanced at the other dragons disdainfully. “No, I finally gained enough control that I could come interrogate you about your choices, Scale Polisher. Truly, are you trying to make us look like poor hosts? I gave you proper clothing when you left, and you have yet to wear it! You’re housing yourself like a pauper!”

      For a moment Talyn just stared at Eldri, then she sighed, unfolding her arms, and she made a decision. Possibly one that would lead to evaporating, but that was a risk she was willing to take.

      “Void Guardian Eldrikrax, are you a dragon of power and dignity, or are you an ungrateful, impolite guest in my home?” Talyn asked evenly, looking Eldri in the eyes. “Please, decide which you wish to be regarded as. It will determine how I am going to treat you.”

      The sound of a pin dropping could have been heard, immediately after a sharp inhalation from one of Camrack’s assistants. Talyn couldn’t be certain which, and she wasn’t looking to check. Not as she saw Eldri’s eyes widen, a hint of panic forming in them for a moment. It was momentary, and only in her eyes, so Talyn doubted that the others had spotted it. Otherwise, they might not exist anymore.

      After a few moments, Eldri inclined her head slightly. Very slightly.

      “Thank you for the reminder that I am a guest in your lair. My apologies, Scale Polisher, I will attempt to adjust my behavior accordingly,” Eldri said, straightening as she turned to the others. “Greetings to each of you. You have the honor of meeting Eldrikrax, Void Guardian of the ninety-ninth floor of the Dungeon of Castra. I am also one of my Scale Polisher’s patrons, and I suggest that you treat her accordingly.”

      “I didn’t take the Scale Polisher class, you know,” Talyn said, glaring at Eldri in exasperation.

      “Which is a true shame. Such a class is the most honorable and useful of all professions I can imagine,” Eldri replied, raising her nose slightly.

      Before Talyn could reply, or really study the utterly flummoxed dragon, Melody stood up and gave a slight bow to Eldri, smiling at her.

      “Hello, Eldrikrax. I am Melody, Talyn’s Guardian Spirit. It is a pleasure to meet you at last. I see that she has understated your magnificence,” Melody said calmly, meeting Eldri’s gaze without apparent concern.

      Eldri paused for a moment, then replied in a surprisingly gracious tone as she bowed her head. Or not surprisingly, since Talyn had told her exactly who Melody was.

      “Excellent work, Melody. That you have kept my Scale Polisher alive for as long as you have is a credit to your abilities,” Eldri said, prompting a glare from Talyn. That was rather rude.

      “Thank you. I do try. Some days are more difficult than others, however,” Melody said, straightening again as she asked. “Should we be expecting your visits often? I suspect that your presence has set off a number of alarms.”

      “No, you should not. I will rarely grace you with my presence, as I must keep the other guardians motivated, lest they begin to slack in their efforts to improve,” Eldri said, waving off the comment casually. “As for my presence, I will have you know that aside from those in this room, no one in Castra is aware of my presence. I have ensured that my aura does not extend beyond this room, and the servants see nothing out of the ordinary down the hallway. Thus, if word of my presence leaks, we will all know precisely who is at fault.”

      Her gaze turned to the dragons, and Camrack visibly swallowed before carefully pushing his chair back so he could stand, then bowed at the waist. The other two immediately followed his example. Their movements hurried but graceful.

      “I assure you, there is no need to be concerned about me leaking word of your presence here, Guardian Eldrikrax,” Camrack said, maintaining his deep bow. “I will inform the Councilor, of course, but I will not breathe a word that you appeared before any of us. If I may be so bold, this unworthy servant is Mountain Elder Camrack, and I am accompanied by Lilac and Yiskar. All of us hail from the Aerie of Fangs.”

      Eldri stared at him for a few seconds, while Talyn just… she was a bit exasperated. Yes, she knew that she wasn’t that powerful in the grand scheme of things, but the sheer deference they showed Eldri was somewhat irritating. She sighed, setting the destroyed handle on the table gently.

      “You had best ensure that you do, young wyrm,” Eldri said after a moment, then gestured for him to straighten. “Sit. I am not here for you, I am here to check on my Scale Polisher.”

      “As you wish, Guardian,” Camrack said, quickly straightening and taking a seat, his eyes wide as he stared at Eldri. Talyn had to wonder what it was that he saw, but she didn’t.

      “In any case… would you like to sit, Eldri? And perhaps we can discuss what you meant by living like a pauper,” Talyn said dryly, gesturing to one of the chairs. “I thought that I was getting a nice home, considering the resources I have available.”

      Eldri looked at the chair, then shook her head firmly.

      “I doubt that such fragile construction is capable of holding my splendor. Allow me to replace it with something more appropriate,” Eldri said, and a whisper of void magic caused the chair to displace across the room, something Talyn barely felt, it was so fast and precise. The next moment a chair appeared from nowhere. It was like those Talyn had seen in her bedroom in Eldri’s lair, made of dark wood with a purple sheen and with intricate carvings along its legs and back.

      Eldri sat, and Talyn couldn’t help a wince as she heard the tiles beneath the rug crack. She doubted that the rug would be salvageable either. It’d likely just had holes punched straight through it. It seemed she was going to have to call out someone to do repairs there as well. Considering how many times she’d needed to call repairmen over the last few weeks, it was becoming a little annoying.

      Taking her own seat, Talyn just gave Eldri a level glare, trying to decide how to continue the conversation. Eldri was difficult to talk to at the best of times, and this wasn’t one of those. She relaxed ever so slightly when Melody laid a hand on her shoulder, though.

      “I state that you are living like a pauper due to the materials and furnishings which decorate your manor, Scale Polisher,” Eldri said after a few moments, her voice calm and even. “Your art gallery is almost completely empty. Your library is a disgrace, barely filling three sets of shelves with tomes. You have virtually no items of your hoard on display, and you don’t use the dishes that Vivian gave you. I believe that she’s somewhat annoyed by this, as she sent another set of dishes with me. They have been delivered to your storeroom.”

      Talyn raised her gaze to the ceiling and let out the faintest of sighs as she slowly began to count to ten internally. The sigh likely was as loud as a thunderbolt for her guests, but no one called her on it, the only sound being the soft tapping of Eldri’s nails against her chair’s arm.

      “I purchased land with what I had, not what I wanted, Eldri. I also wanted to stay in the Coppers, since I know it better than the other districts, and I could get more land with the funds I had on-hand,” Talyn said at last, fixing her gaze on the dragon, her eyes narrowing. “As for the rest, that sort of thing takes time. I have to find the books to add to my library, as I don’t want to fill it with random, useless information or duplicates. The art gallery is even harder in a lot of ways, and do you have any idea how valuable Vivian’s dishes are? I don’t, but even the things you considered trash sold for huge amounts. I don’t want to risk them being stolen.”

      Eldri’s eyes narrowed, and the tapping of her fingernail grew faster. She didn’t reply immediately, which was only mildly concerning. Fortunately, someone else finally dared speak despite how terrifying the aura from Eldri was.

      “Ah… if I may ask… what sort of items are you talking about?” Lilac asked hesitantly, drawing a sharp, almost angry look from Camrack. Still, it broke the ice that’d formed, and Eldri didn’t destroy her or scold the dragon for her impertinence, so Talyn took it as giving the woman permission to speak.

      “A variety of items, some of which I have no idea what I’d ever use them for. As she said, one of the other Guardians gave me a set of dishes,” Talyn said, considering what to show them, then decided on the one item she always carried with her. If anyone could sense life magic, they likely knew it was there, despite some precautions she’d taken. “Here’s one of the seeds I was given.”

      She pulled off a necklace, one with an elegant silver amulet on it that had been enchanted to hide magic inside it. It only reduced the aura of the ultramarine trumpet seed within, reducing the intensity to something more appropriate for her level. When Talyn popped the amulet open, a wave of life magic swirled outward through the room from the innocuous seed inside. Lilac gasped, and Yiskar’s eyes went wide. Only Camrack seemed relatively unsurprised, but Talyn picked up a few hints of unease.

      “That… is an ultramarine trumpet seed? One that’s still alive in this region?” Lilac asked softly, her voice filled with wonder. “How?”

      Eldri snorted and shook her head disdainfully.

      “You find a trifle like that surprising? Edith and Psalacantha can create such things with a wave of their hands,” Eldri said, looking at the mist dragon pityingly. “I believe the others have already been planted.”

      Lilac flushed, looking down in embarrassment, and Talyn interjected quickly.

      “Most of them,” Talyn said, frowning slightly. “This one has saved my life at least once already, so I want to have spares on hand.”

      “I’ll want to discuss necromancy with Edith when I have the chance, I think…” Melody murmured thoughtfully, her smile widening.

      Talyn thought about that encounter for a moment, then snorted, shaking her head.

      “I think that the two of you would get along quite well, thank you,” Talyn informed her with a grin. “In any case… you see what I mean?”

      “It’s valuable, yes, but… based on your previous words, you’re able to grow ultramarine trumpets?” Lilac asked politely.

      “I think so, yes,” Talyn said, frowning. “I was told that these were adapted to the surface. Edith sent them through dozens of life cycles to adapt them. The gardener says that the seeds are sending up shoots.”

      Lilac swallowed and looked beseechingly at Camrack. The draconic elder paused for a moment before nodding slowly.

      “Lady Talyn, you need to understand that what you have told us is unheard of. I have never heard of an ultramarine trumpet growing in an area that is appropriate for lower than level seven hundred individuals, and they normally take decades to grow,” Camrack said slowly and calmly. “You are saying that they have sent up shoots in a few weeks, and based on the presence of Guardian Eldrikrax, I believe you. If it were anyone else, I wouldn’t believe them. They are a component in exceptionally powerful life-based enchantments and healing potions, and as such, you will be able to make an enormous profit off their blossoms and seeds. That may draw others who wish to steal them, but generally speaking, living plants are more difficult to steal. More importantly, if you inform the local authorities of what you will be able to provide, I believe they will choose to help protect you.”

      “As is her just due,” Eldri said, smiling cooly. “Now, Scale Polisher… clothing. Don’t tell me that you are embarrassed of having been in my service? The clothing I gave you hasn’t been worn a single time since you returned to the surface.”

      Talyn gave her an exasperated look, debating how to explain herself. Then she shrugged and told the truth.

      “It’s too nice, Eldri,” Talyn said bluntly. “Those are gowns more appropriate for the nicest events I can think of, and also are incredibly valuable. Take a look at what I’m wearing. This is what I consider to be nice clothing for visitors, and it’s not even in the same league as your dresses. Yes, they’re nice, but they aren’t appropriate for my lifestyle.”

      Eldri’s fingers stopped moving as she scowled, obviously debating what to say. Then she snorted, her gaze growing slightly distant. Talyn felt a whisper of void magic again, just enough to know it was there, then Eldri growled softly, and another whisper of magic tore through the room.

      A pile of clothing radiating magic appeared in front of Talyn, causing her eyes to go huge. The magic was potent, and Talyn just stared at what had to be ten outfits worth of clothing, including tunics, underclothes, stockings, and more.

      “There. Consider that recompense for the fragility of your paltry home, Scale Polisher,” Eldri said, waving casually for the door. “Now go change. I desire for you to be perforated less often.”

      Talyn blinked a couple of times, looking at Eldri incredulously, but the expression on the dragon’s face brooked no arguments.

      “Fine, be that way. I’ll be back shortly, and I will be very upset if I’m missing my guests when I get back,” Talyn said, sighing as she stood, picking up the armfuls of clothing. It was ridiculously nice, and part of her wondered if Eldri had made it from an illusion or prepared it ahead of time. She would believe either, given what she knew of the dragon.

      “I’ll let you know if she’s particularly violent,” Melody added, smiling at Talyn. “Go get changed. I’m curious to see what she considers everyday wear, hm?”

      Talyn rolled her eyes and left the room.

      She definitely noticed the worried look on Lilac’s face.
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      Mountain Elder Camrack hadn’t felt like a hatchling in a very, very long time. He was level six hundred and ninety-eight, worthy of respect even amongst the most powerful members of the Aerie of Fangs. Yet the woman in front of him wasn’t a member of the Aerie, and her disapproval hung over the room like a cloud.

      A Level 997 Void Dragon. He’d never heard of a void dragon before the reports had come in, and even the archivists had only found the vaguest of mentions of the subspecies of dragon. They hadn’t thought that the odds of the reported dragon actually being above level six hundred were high to begin with, let alone a member of a rare, progenitor form of dragon, but here she was. And she was annoyed with them. With Camrack in particular.

      He should be able to survive at least a few moments even against someone that powerful, and yet he had no confidence in doing so. There was some part of his hindbrain that was screaming so loudly about the danger he was in, that it was almost catatonic, and Camrack didn’t know what it saw that he didn’t. Of course, the dress she was wearing was terrifying, as it was more a defensive spell of unimaginable complexity than a mere dress. He wasn’t a practitioner of void magic or any of its derivatives, but it was a terrifying display of skill.

      He also had no idea how the Level 124 War Succubus Voidweaver could talk to Eldrikrax so casually. She almost seemed adapted to the weight of the dragon’s presence, which made a certain amount of sense… but it also meant that he’d horribly misjudged the situation he’d walked into.

      The room was quiet as Talyn left the room and for several seconds afterward. Yiskar opened his mouth once, but the pressure of the void dragon’s presence increased abruptly, silencing him before he could speak. A minute later Eldrikrax gave the slightest of nods.

      “I will say this once. Only once. Should you or your Aerie of Fangs deliberately endanger Talyn again or harm a single hair upon her head, I will not merely end your miserable existence. When I break free of the dungeon there will not be an aerie. There will be a flat glass plain known as Camrack’s Folly,” Eldrikrax said, her voice having lost every bit of the pompous arrogance it’d held only moments before. Instead, her expression was like ice, and the whites of her amethyst eyes had been replaced by all-consuming voids. The very light within the room seemed to fade as a weight settled on him along with that glare. “This is not a warning. That is all.”

      “U-understood,” Camrack stammered as the crushing pressure bore down on him. Pressure that didn’t reach the chair he was sitting on, somehow. Lilac let out the softest of squeaks, and Yiskar grunted, his shoulders bowing.

      After a moment the guardian spirit spoke up, her voice slightly amused. “While I understand your reasons, Eldrikrax, I believe that’s enough. I sincerely doubt that Talyn would approve of you intimidating her guests… even if they manipulated events to attempt to give themselves leverage.”

      Between one breath and the next the pressure simply vanished, and Camrack swayed in place, drawing in a deep breath of fresh air. Eldrikrax’s eyes had returned to their previous state, the room was bright, and she had the haughty expression on her face that he’d initially seen. Even more terrifyingly, he could barely feel her magical presence at all, despite being across the table from her.

      “As you say. I am a guest in her home, and will accede to your point in this respect,” Eldrikrax said, her voice impassive as she nodded to Melody, for the second time showing her a degree of respect that Camrack simply didn’t understand. Then that amethyst gaze turned on him. “Why have you sought to inquire about my magnificence?”

      “First of all, my apologies for disturbing you, Your Eminence. When we first heard of you, we did not know your nature. All the information we possessed was that a powerful dragon appeared within the forested section of the dungeon, one which we believed was of a particularly rare species,” Camrack replied, relieved that he’d been adjusting his plans from the moment he’d learned who he might be dealing with. Otherwise, he might have been caught flat-footed by all of this, which could have made this even worse. “With that in mind, I was sent to potentially recruit the dragon to the Aerie and was accompanied by a variety of potential suitors in the approximate level range of the dragon in question.”

      Eldrikrax snorted and shook her head sharply, causing Camrack to tense slightly.

      “I am not accepting courtships at the present time. If you encountered me in the dungeon, I would have been compelled to annihilate you utterly,” Eldrikrax said, her upper lip curling in amusement. “Any such things will have to wait until I am freed of the dungeon’s hold. I doubt that I will be interested in joining such a minor faction at that point.”

      Camrack was momentarily struck speechless by her statement. Minor faction? She considered the Aerie of Fangs a minor faction? They had dozens of members over level seven hundred, and three over level nine hundred! That didn’t even consider the various dragons and other species who were loosely associated with them who were exploring even more dangerous regions. In all truth, he doubted that she could pull off the threat that she’d made earlier. Not that she couldn’t do incredible damage, but there was only so much damage one person could do without being overwhelmed.

      “If… if I may… why would you be compelled to kill us if we were inside the dungeon?” Yiskar asked while Camrack was regaining his composure. “You did not kill Lady Talyn when she encountered you within the dungeon, according to all reports.”

      “My Scale Polisher was level thirteen when she appeared on the ninety-ninth floor. It took rather extreme efforts on my part to keep her from dying outright, and she repaid my grace via her service, polishing my scales to a shining luster,” Eldrikrax said precisely, sniffing softly. “She was harmless. There was not a single creature on the floor that she could slay if it stood there and allowed her to attack it as much as she desired. As such, the dungeon considered her to be less than an insect. Ignoring her was a simple matter. Anything over level… oh, one hundred and fifty would not be that fortunate, as I would not desire to fight the compulsion. You are level five hundred and eighty-eight. I was created with a skill set that was designed to challenge a group of delvers over level nine hundred and ninety. You would not last a moment before my glorious rampage.”

      Camrack barely kept his composure as he adjusted his assumptions again… and he dearly hoped that the Council took his recommendations seriously.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The clothing fit Talyn perfectly, of course. Talyn was almost offended by that fact, but she already knew that it was impossible to keep secrets from the guardians, so there wasn’t much point to it. Of course, the clothing could be enchanted to adjust to fit her as well… it probably was, come to think of it. Assuming it was enchanted, which she thought it was. There was too much magic flowing through the cloth for Talyn to be certain.

      At least the cloth was incredibly smooth and comfortable. Talyn didn’t know what the different types of cloth were, but they felt good against her skin. They were still nicer than what she was used to wearing and the styling was on the fancier side, but that didn’t mean that it was too outside the bounds of reason.

      The trousers were simple tan fabric, while the shirt was a soft red. There was a matching tan jacket, but Talyn decided not to add it. She also endeavored not to draw things out, since otherwise Eldri might do something drastic.

      Brushing her hair back, Talyn adjusted her necklace, then let out a sigh and headed back to the meeting room with a determined stride. One of the maids had given her a confused look when she’d seen her carrying the clothing out of the meeting room earlier, but she’d only offered to help carry the clothing. Talyn had declined, since she doubted that Eldri would approve. The maid’s lack of questions made Talyn more assured that Eldri had concealed her presence quite well.

      Of course, the reason for Eldri’s visit was an entirely different question, and Talyn had been mulling it over ever since leaving the room.

      Eldri had been oddly insistent on Talyn leaving, and the dragon wasn’t as good at concealing her feelings as one might expect for her power and age. Or that might just be Talyn’s point of view, since she’d spent an inordinate amount of time with the dragon.

      There were two options that Talyn could see, considering the situation. One was that it involved things that Eldri didn’t want Talyn to know about. The only point against that was that she hadn’t pushed Melody to leave. It made Talyn lean toward it being a situation where Eldri was planning to threaten the dragons on Talyn’s behalf. That was somewhat amusing, flattering, and exasperating by turn. Yes, Talyn could use the help, but it was still frustrating that Eldri had shown up out of the blue like this.

      At least she should be able to find out which was true in short order. A lot could be determined by people’s reactions.

      Talyn found the exact spot where Eldri’s barrier began, as after a step the damage to the door appeared, and Talyn couldn’t help a soft sigh as she looked at it. It’d probably take a couple of specialized crafters to fix, which wasn’t a huge hurdle, but she wasn’t happy to see the damage that’d been done to the wood. At least it was easier to fix with magic than most of the things she’d had in her previous life. She’d simply had to replace doors in that life, or more likely, lived with the damage.

      Pushing the door open, Talyn took in the room and quickly decided what had happened while she’d been gone.

      Eldri practically radiated a smug aura, much like a cat that’d caught a mouse. Melody looked amused by everything instead of being bored. The dragons… Yiskar looked like he’d sat on a nail or something, Camrack had an expression as if he’d swallowed a lemon or hot pepper, and Lilac looked like she was about to faint.

      “What did you do, Eldri?” Talyn asked mildly, looking at the dragons for a moment, then back at Eldri calmly. “You look happy, and they look like they’re afraid of being erased from existence.”

      “I simply informed them that I’m not accepting suitors at present, and that if we encountered one another in the dungeon that I’d be compelled to destroy them utterly,” Eldri said casually. Talyn could easily tell that wasn’t the full story. The dragon looked Talyn over, then nodded firmly. “Much better, Scale Polisher. That clothing will take advantage of your Light Armor Expertise, which should keep you from having too many holes punched into you by arrogant upstarts. I’m the only one who should be allowed arrogance around you.”

      “You would think that… though that’s good to know,” Talyn said, sighing and looking herself over again. Then she walked over and took a seat. “So. What do we need to discuss now?”

      There was a moment of silence, but just as Lilac opened her mouth, Camrack spoke heavily.

      “We have achieved what we came here for, Lady Talyn. It isn’t how I imagined that this would occur, but I must thank you for your assistance,” Camrack said, bowing his head politely to her. “Considering that, is there anything that we of the Aerie of Fangs can offer which you need or desire?”

      Talyn blinked once, then her lips curved upward as amusement washed through her. Eldri had definitely intimidated the dragons, which was incredibly amusing in some ways. On the other hand, she didn’t know what she could ask for, which made being put on the spot like this a little disconcerting. She thought for a moment, then shook her head.

      “Not at present, no. I appreciate the offer, but the situation is so unusual that I haven’t had time to consider what I could use assistance with,” Talyn said, hoping she was being diplomatic enough. At least she was honest with them.

      “That is quite understandable. The Aerie owes you a debt, and we always pay our debts,” Camrack said, rising to his feet and giving a deep bow. Much deeper than she’d expected from the dragon.

      Yiskar and Lilac followed his example, each bowing more deeply than their leader, which was only appropriate. Talyn, of course, stood and bowed return, though hers was shallower. It was only fair in her mind.

      “Thank you for your hospitality. I’ll ensure that a method of communicating with us is sent before today’s light fades,” Camrack said, straightening after Talyn had done the same. “May the wind always carry you forward.”

      “You are welcome. Please travel safely, though I’m certain that you’re in less danger than me,” Talyn said, smiling wryly.

      They chuckled politely, and after a moment headed for the doors. Talyn gave Melody a curious look, and the goddess nodded, standing so she could escort them out. Not that Talyn expected them to do anything, but not escorting them could be viewed as disrespectful. As powerful as Eldri was, Talyn also didn’t want to rely on the goodwill of the guardians.

      She waited until she was certain that the dragons were outside of Eldri’s barrier, then Talyn looked at Eldri and tilted her head.

      “Well?” Talyn asked calmly.

      “You will have to elaborate, Scale Polisher. I am not Laodice, I cannot read your mind. And even if I could, your brain would melt, then catch fire. A poor use of it, if you ask me. It’s used to determine the best way to polish my scales, after all,” Eldri said, obviously avoiding the subject.

      Talyn just rolled her eyes, sighed, and spoke patiently. “How badly did you threaten them?”

      “Threaten? A proper dragon doesn’t make threats! She only makes promises,” Eldri blustered, straightening in her chair. A nail piercing the top of one arm somewhat ruined the effect, of course.

      “And what sort of promise did you make?” Talyn asked, allowing a hint of exasperation to creep into her voice.

      “I simply informed them that should they choose to allow you to come to harm again, or harmed you, that I would destroy their Aerie utterly,” Eldri said, looking away and raising her nose. “A promise that befits my station.”

      Talyn reached up and pinched the bridge of her nose, thinking hard. She wasn’t precisely practiced in politics, but she had the distinct impression that making threats like that could end extremely poorly for everyone. So she inhaled slowly, then let her breath out again.

      “You aren’t capable of doing that. You said that you could only get a certain distance from the dungeon, and I know that the Aerie is quite far away,” Talyn stated, glowering at Eldri. “Not to mention that from everything I’ve heard, they’re a powerful civilization. I’m not sure you have the power to do that.”

      Melody reappeared in the room with a pop of air, causing Talyn to start slightly. That was an unexpected use of her teleportation ability.

      “I expect I don’t. Which is why, once I found a way free of the dungeon, I would recruit the others to assist me,” Eldri replied in a smug tone, her lips curving as a malicious gleam shone in her eyes. “I’m certain that with the twelve of us working together, it wouldn’t take more than a handful of minutes to finish the job.”

      Talyn stared at her for a moment, then looked at Melody and gestured at Eldri.

      “See what I had to deal with when I was gone?” Talyn asked plaintively. “How am I supposed to react?”

      “With dignity and grace, of course,” Melody said calmly, taking a sip of her tea, which appeared to have cooled by this point. “There isn’t anything else you can do, so simply roll with it, Talyn. I’m not going to share the details of the meeting, but I’m sure Eldri covered the essentials. I’m amused at your ability to inspire loyalty.”

      Slumping, Talyn couldn’t help the grumpiness that welled up inside her.

      “Loyalty has nothing to do with it. I’m their ticket out of the dungeon,” Talyn muttered, then paused for a moment and cringed as she added. “And the favored breeding partner of a couple of them, for that matter. It could be anyone, not just me.”

      Eldri’s nails punched through the arm of her chair with a sound not unlike metal shearing through metal, causing Talyn to flinch in surprise. When her gaze snapped to Eldri, Talyn flinched again at the thunderous expression on her face, as well as the dragon’s scowl. Magical pressure hammered into Talyn for a moment before the Guardian managed to control herself, though the intensity merely receded slightly.

      “You are incorrect, Scale Polisher,” Eldri said flatly, anger filling her voice. “It couldn’t be just anyone. You are not disposable. You are not replaceable. If you perish, I will drag you back from the abyss of death so that I can lecture you for your mistakes, and my fury will be such that they will sing dirges about it for ten thousand years. The devastation will be so extensive that sages will wonder about the scars ripped through reality. You are my Scale Polisher, and you must represent me with proper dignity, or I will know the reason why.”

      Then the storm of power came under control, allowing Talyn to breathe more easily… and somewhat to Talyn’s surprise, the strength of Eldri’s reaction was somewhat reassuring rather than terrifying. Though what did that say about her, that Talyn was relieved that someone who could erase her from existence effortlessly almost lost her temper because Talyn depreciated herself?

      “I suppose I’ll have to take your word for it,” Talyn replied, smiling ever so slightly. “In any case, if you came to visit me, what was it for?”

      “I’m afraid that my mood has been ruined by your previous guests, and I have more practice to do,” Eldri said, scowling at the handle resting on the table. “I believed that I had learned enough to not destroy everything on contact. I was incorrect.”

      Talyn blinked, then smiled as she came up with an idea. It might be a little evil, but it would probably work.

      “Have you considered origami?” Talyn asked curiously.

      Eldri blinked and frowned, her head cocking to the side. “Origami? I’ve never heard of that, Scale Polisher. Illuminate me.”

      “It’s the art of folding paper into pretty shapes. I’m not good at it, but I can create an origami crane…” Talyn paused, creating a sheet of paper, then a finished origami crane. It didn’t take long, and she quickly admitted. “I didn’t make it quite right, but I’m sure there are books about it in the city. The idea I had is that you would start with paper from your floor, then once you’ve successfully made ten in a row from that paper, you switch to paper from the ninety-eighth floor, doing the same, and slowly work your way up to the surface. It’d allow you to gradually learn to control your strength.”

      Eldri examined the crane and paper dubiously for a moment, then slowly nodded as her unhappy expression eased. “Yes… I believe that idea is an excellent one. Though I believe that Deidamia, Merilla, and Pyra will be most vexed with it, as their natures do not agree with paper. Serves them right. I will take your most graceful of suggestions, thank you. I have located a text which I will copy. I will ensure to leave proper remuneration in the shopkeeper’s payment box for the copy I make. Now, there is one thing I need to discuss with you before I leave, Scale Polisher.”

      “Oh?” Talyn asked, her eyebrows rising as Eldri stood. Her chair evaporated behind her. The rug was in poor condition where the chair had been and would need to be replaced. No… maybe Talyn could repair it with her creation magic? It’d be good practice to try.

      “No dragons,” Eldri stated, her eyes narrowing.

      Talyn blinked. Then she tilted her head. Eldri obviously had extremely strong opinions about this, but reading her precise intentions was more than Talyn could manage at the moment.

      “You’re going to have to elaborate, Eldri,” Talyn said in exasperation. “I can’t read your mind either.”

      “No adding other dragons to your hoard,” Eldri said, folding her arms in front of her. “I don’t trust them, and that little wyrmling was flirting with you. No dragons.”

      Talyn just stared at Eldri for a moment, her amusement and exasperation hitting a peak… and she decided that it was time to draw some boundaries. Firm boundaries.

      “No,” Talyn replied, folding her arms and stiffening her resolve as she glared at Eldri.

      Eldri tensed, her fingers twitching and curving, almost like a dragon’s claws as she began to speak angrily. “What? You cannot allow—”

      “I said no, Eldri,” Talyn interrupted, taking a step closer to the dragon as she stared into her amethyst eyes. “You do not get to dictate who I form a relationship with. You do not get to tell me what I can or cannot do. You don’t have that right, Eldri. My life is my own, and if you attempt to control it, I will destroy myself first. So back. Off.”

      With her last words echoing through the air, Talyn just… stood there, wondering what was about to happen. Eldri had a look of shock on her face, and she opened her mouth once, then closed it again.

      The next moment the air simply… popped, and Eldri was gone. Talyn blinked at the empty space, then looked at Melody with wide eyes.

      “I… what just happened?” Talyn asked, disbelief welling up inside her.

      “Mm…” Melody mulled it over for a moment, then shrugged and smiled. “I’d say that you won. Congratulations.”

      Talyn just stared at her more, then sighed and shook her head.

      What a day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “She hates me now!” Eldri wailed to herself, smothering herself in the pillows that covered her bed, curling up into the smallest ball she could manage as she panicked. “I went all superior and controlling, and now she hates me! What do I do? How can I make it up to her? Maybe I should kill an elder forest dragon from the Weeds and give it to her? Or dig up some gems from the depths of the Rocks? Maybe some better construction materials? I have to do something…”
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      Talyn could hardly believe how much progress she’d made during her meeting with the dragons, though she suspected most of it was due to the encounter with Eldri. Immaculate Perfection had been progressing slowly, partially because it was also a defensive skill, but it’d jumped a good ten percent, and was a third of the way to a new tier. Sense Motives had jumped significantly, and was most of the way to tier three, and she wasn’t surprised at all that Iron Will had gotten a decent amount of progress. She wasn’t entirely sure why Abyssal Sight had gained more in an afternoon than she normally got in weeks, but it was probably due to looking at Eldri’s dress. Which led to the ridiculous gains.

      Looking at Eldri’s dress had added twenty-three percent to Void Magic and a jaw-dropping eighty-nine percent to Weaving Expertise. Then there was a full seventeen percent to her class. It was ridiculous, and she only knew the amounts because she hadn’t had a chance to increase them before the meeting. Talyn wasn’t sure what to do about it, as she was flummoxed by the entire encounter.

      Fortunately, repairing the tiles was well within the capabilities of Creation Control, so Talyn hadn’t needed to call on the services of anyone to repair the floor. It’d also been relatively easy for her to use it and her new affinity for weaving to repair the rug as well, which made Talyn much happier.

      As for the door, that was a different matter. The maids had been in shock, but they’d accepted Talyn’s explanation that one of her guests had neglected to control their strength by accident. She didn’t like misleading them, but it was mostly the truth.

      Of course, the fact that she was exhausted well before noon didn’t mean that the rest of Talyn’s day was calm. There was no chance of that after the attempted kidnapping or assassination attempt the previous night. Talyn had been visited by guards to get her statement again, followed by a flurry of messages from nobles, powerful merchants, Guildmasters, and particularly Lord Stone inviting her to a meeting to apologize for the incident, as it had occurred within his territory. It was enough to make Talyn assign one of the maids to receive all the messages and sort them into different piles. Talyn was going to take pleasure in dumping the pile that she considered worthless into a fireplace. Particularly all the proposals.

      It was about halfway through the day that Talyn got a hesitant question from that maid, wondering if Talyn had been expecting a shipment to teleport onto the front steps. Which she obviously hadn’t.

      On the other hand, the sheer amount of void magic radiating off the sheet of paper which accompanied the crates made it obvious who’d sent it. As did the simple message.

      
        
        I apologize. I made a mistake and will cede the point.

      

      

      The message brought a smile to Talyn’s face. As did opening the crates to find a variety of items that made Talyn even more exasperated in some ways. There was a painting of the beach on the ninety-ninth floor, another of Talyn carefully polishing scales at the table in her ninety-ninth floor quarters with Laodice in the chair across from her, and a carved stone tablet that showed Edith’s fortress rising from the swamp below an enormous moon. Each was absolutely exquisite, and there was some other artwork, each piece likely more valuable than Talyn wanted to consider.

      Beyond that were a few books, as well as disassembled furniture. In particular there was a locking display cabinet which Talyn was absolutely certain was enchanted heavily, a long table of that purple-hued wood Eldri favored, and no less than fourteen chairs for the table. Talyn took one look at the interior of the crate, followed by the exterior, and sighed, a headache forming due to the spatial shenanigans at work. She could even pick it up easily.

      After moving everything inside, Talyn set up the display cabinet in the art gallery, at which point she found a note explaining that the only people who could open it were her, Melody, or any of the guardians. Additionally, no one other than them, or someone who could overpower the enchantments, could move the cabinet once she used a particular command word. Talyn promptly used the command word, then put the artwork inside the display cabinet. She added a few of her other items, like the enormous shark tooth, the dishes from Vivian, the deepwater pearls, and the copper-colored metal from Deidamia.

      By the time she was halfway done, Talyn received an unexpected personal visitor. She looked up from working on the chair she was assembling as Remarine, also known as Lady Copper, looked around the room in bemusement. Her white, cat-like ears twitched as she looked over the room, and her green feline eyes settled on Talyn a moment later.

      “Of all the ways that I expected to find you after an attempted abduction, this is not one of them,” Remarine said, the Level 137 Elf Half-Animus giving a small smile as she tilted her head. “I wouldn’t have expected to find you assembling furniture at all, as you have servants.”

      “Maybe so, but it’s a good distraction,” Talyn replied, flashing a slightly embarrassed smile as she looked at Melody, who’d just finished putting together her own chair. “Plus, this is a gift from someone important. I want to make sure it’s put together properly.”

      “And if all else fails, Talyn can use it as a weapon,” Melody chimed in helpfully, grinning broadly. “If I’m not mistaken, this is tougher than the walls.”

      “Truly? Well, that’s certainly a princely gift,” Remarine said, her smile growing a little more natural. “With that out of the way, are you well? I heard that some draconic individuals paid you a visit earlier today, and with all the rumors swirling about, I was concerned about you. Even if you have rather powerful individuals lodging with you, dragons can be difficult to deal with.”

      Talyn couldn’t help it as she blushed and climbed to her feet, shrugging and waving down at herself. “Well, as you can see, I’m in perfect condition. There were a few tense moments this morning, but things worked out. In any case, might I introduce you to Emma Rage? Emma, this is Lady Remarine Copper. She’s in charge of the Coppers.”

      Emma had already stood up, and she smiled, bowing her head in respect as she spoke. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Copper. As Talyn said, I’m Emma Rage, and I’m currently part of Talyn’s delving group.”

      “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Rage,” Remarine said, smiling confidently as she offered a hand to Emma. “Please, call me Remarine, rather than focusing on formality.”

      “Only if you call me Emma. Calling me Miss Rage feels weird,” Emma replied, smiling a little more as she took Remarine’s hand and shook it.

      “I have no objections to that,” Remarine said, nodding in approval. “So, did you meet the dragons?”

      “Ah… no. My parents said that it would be a poor decision. Even they couldn’t intervene safely,” Emma said, flushing in embarrassment. “I’m surprised that Talyn could interact with them without being overwhelmed. Or I would be, if I didn’t know that she’d encountered even more impressive individuals.”

      “Impressive enough that I developed Mental Resistance as a bonus skill, which then evolved into Iron Will. I think that’s rather telling,” Talyn chimed in, taking a moment to stretch with her hands pressing against her lower back. Which led to some very odd sensations when she had a tail. One of the joints popped, which just felt weird.

      “It certainly is. You’re the only person I’ve met, that I’m aware of, who gained a bonus skill in that manner,” Remarine said, her smile fading as she looked at Talyn, hesitating for a moment, then sighed and continued more softly. “While I may envy the skill, I do not envy what you had to do to acquire it. I would not want to go through that myself.”

      “Good. That means you’re sane,” Talyn replied, flashing her a smile, which prompted a laugh from Emma while Melody chuckled softly.

      “It’s also good to hear that you were concerned about Talyn. A lot of people are trying to manipulate or use her these days,” Melody said after a few seconds, smiling warmly at Remarine. “Having someone in a position of authority be concerned about her is a relief, hm?”

      That brought a blush from Remarine, and she stepped into the room more fully, taking a moment to run her hand over the gleaming wood of the table as she shrugged.

      “Perhaps, but I’m not certain how much of that is true, if I’m being forthright,” Remarine said, admiring the wood. “You would not believe how many people have been searching for reasons to petition for my removal over the last few weeks. Some have already made the petitions, and if you had not warned me of what might be coming, I might not be Lady Copper by this point. There are plenty of other people with more impressive accolades who want my title. Conversely, I have a good relationship with you, I’m established, and I made preparations when you warned me. That’s been enough for now. Why, I even managed to negotiate with both the Duke and Lord Bazaar to have a connection built between the Bazaar and the Coppers. Even so, my position is more precarious than I prefer.”

      Talyn’s eyebrows rose throughout the explanation, and she blinked a few times before tilting her head, her tail lashing slowly as she frowned in concern. “That… is surprising. If you’re in that sort of situation, how did you gain the title? I think I remember Lady Copper being a life title, not one that’s inherited.”

      Remarine cleared her throat, considering for a few moments, then shrugged and sighed. “I saved the life of one of the Duke’s nephews, as well as his sister. The Duke’s sister, to be clear. There was an unexpected horde from a minor, undiscovered dungeon, though I didn’t know they were in in Eastbrook at the time. If I hadn’t done so, the town likely would’ve been sacked by the shadow dwarves. As for the lordship… how much do you know about the duties of a lord or lady in Castra?”

      “Essentially nothing, aside from the fact you manage the land inside the district,” Talyn replied immediately, considering for a moment, then gestured to the chairs. “Why don’t we sit? There are enough assembled for all of us.”

      “Thank you,” Remarine said, smiling and taking a seat, visibly relaxing as she did so.

      Melody chuckled, turning over the chair she’d just finished assembling and settling into it comfortably. Talyn took one of the ones from earlier, her tail sliding into the slot that’d been left for it, then relaxed. The cushions on them were rather comfortable. Emma brought a chair from the other side of the table, making it so that none of them were across the table from one another.

      “You also organize the guard in the district,” Melody added after everyone had gotten comfortable.

      “While both true, that’s only part of the job,” Remarine said, nodding to the goddess. “I’m responsible for collecting taxes and passing along the majority to the Duke. The remainder is used for district upkeep such as cleaning and repairing the streets, public projects such as the schoolhouses, paying the guard, funding festivals, and everything else involved in keeping the district running smoothly. The major thoroughfares are maintained by the Duke, but due to the relatively low level of those who’ve historically lived in the Coppers, funding is often extremely tight. My personal stipend has truthfully been lower than what I receive as a knight of the kingdom, and thus no one higher-level has wanted my position until now.”

      Talyn’s mouth opened, then she shut it again as she considered for a moment, realization dawning on her as she murmured. “The taxes I’ve paid.”

      “That’s not enough to cause this change,” Remarine immediately corrected, shaking her head firmly as her cat-like ears twitched. “No, do you know how many businesses have changed hands for much higher sums over the last few weeks? The associated taxes have been impressive. I wouldn’t be surprised to see the average level of the Coppers increase rapidly over the coming months, especially come spring. No one is sure how things will change, but high-level people are trickling into the city, much like your current guests. The number of people over level three hundred is going to increase dramatically, and I expect many of them will end up displacing those who are lower-level, and those people may come here. Or those individuals will come to the Coppers, which will dramatically change the district dynamics. I expect the Knots to rapidly change from a slum to something more livable, that or another district to form south of the city as well as the population expands.”

      Talyn’s head was beginning to hurt as she considered what she was being told. It was almost enough to give her a headache. She wasn’t well-versed in politics by any stretch of the imagination, but this was understandable, if not terribly pleasant to consider.

      “That’s… not good, is it?” Talyn said, frowning deeply. “I mean, it means that a lot of locals will be displaced.”

      “That’s likely true, but if they are, they’ll likely be well-paid first,” Remarine said, a steely expression flashing across her face. “That’s likely part of why some of the outsiders want me removed from my position. I’m doing my best to ensure that the locals aren’t pushed into selling for too little. All sales have to come through my office, and I’ve used some of the taxes you’ve paid to hire one of the best Advocates in the city to ensure that no one uses social skills or intimidation to force locals into selling for a pittance.”

      Talyn blinked, then gave a small smile, relaxing slightly as she murmured. “You really do care for your people, don’t you?”

      “I do my best,” Remarine said, returning a lopsided smile. “There’s a reason that I’m a Knight Enduring, after all. I’m the stubborn sort, which means that I’ve made a few enemies along the way. I don’t know how the Duke feels about all of this, but I expect he’s waiting to see how I do. If I screw up, I’ll likely lose my position. Possibly my knighthood as well, but I doubt he’d go that far.”

      Talyn winced, and Emma let out a soft whistle, shaking her head slowly.

      “That sounds unpleasant,” Melody observed, settling back in her chair.

      “Definitely… so, is there anything I can do to help?” Talyn asked, smiling at Remarine as the lady’s eyebrows shot upward.

      “I wasn’t explaining in the hopes of gaining assistance. You asked, so I answered. It’s my problem, not yours,” Remarine stated. Talyn got the distinct impression that she wasn’t lying, either.

      “Perhaps not, but you’ve been pleasant to work with. There isn’t any guarantee that if someone replaces you, that they’ll be even half as skilled,” Talyn countered, wrinkling her nose unhappily. “I’ve run into a few nobles over the last few weeks, and most of them have been… problematic. The only ones I think I’ve liked are the Brightmane family, and I’m not that fond of them. Or sure that they’re nobles, for that matter.”

      Remarine’s laughed suddenly, then she nodded, visibly considering as she smiled.

      “Some of them are, but not all. As I recall, the family has multiple knights. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Duke chose one of them to head the new district… though perhaps not, now that I think about it. They focus more on delving than on the army,” Remarine replied, shaking her head once. “As for assistance, if you wish to offer it, I’ll have to consider what would be best. I’m not certain what would help, presently.”

      “Maybe you could ask her to introduce you to some of the local guild leaders?” Emma suggested with a smile, leaning on the table. “I’d offer to introduce you to my parents, since they are rather high level, but since the house is being built in the new northern district, that probably wouldn’t help much.”

      “Mm, that might help more than you think. If I’m on good terms with individuals over level five hundred, it would likely give my position additional weight, even if they were unlikely to intervene directly,” Remarine said, her ears perking up.

      Talyn smiled and nodded, chuckling softly before she spoke. “That’s an excellent point. I’ve benefited from it myself, just having them live here, and I have gotten a frankly ridiculous number of letters this morning from different groups. If I can help you without too much difficulty, I don’t see any reason not to. I haven’t properly thanked you for your assistance in finding a few good gardeners, either, so…”

      The conversation with someone friendly did more to unwind Talyn’s stress than she’d expected. Now hopefully Reya didn’t have a stroke when she examined Talyn’s most recent acquisitions.
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        * * *

      

      Catherine swore under her breath as she read the broadsheet, then tossed it aside, scowling as she considered how to gather more information.

      The article was obviously sensationalized to some extent. There was no way that over a hundred criminals had ambushed Talyn, or that she’d managed to defeat half of them with the assistance of her friends before being rescued by a group of dragons. Not unless the criminals were completely incompetent, but if they were they wouldn’t have managed to get to Talyn. No, there had to be more to the situation, and Catherine needed more information.

      Part of her had been tempted to adjust the enchanted items that Talyn had commissioned to allow her to eavesdrop on or track her. Adding another item to the set wouldn’t be too hard, either. However, some cursory investigation had led her to learn that Talyn was dating one of the Delver’s Guild secretaries and analysts. More importantly, the individual was quite skilled at appraising items, which meant that Catherine couldn’t be confident of hiding any additional links or secondary effects.

      In some ways she was relieved, since it meant that she had an excuse to take a more roundabout way of investigating Talyn. She didn’t know why her superiors wanted so much information regarding the Worldwalker, but Catherine wouldn’t ask. Inquiring too deeply might lead them to think she was disloyal, and that never ended well, especially when she was certain that there were multiple teams of agents in the city.

      She didn’t know who the others were, but there was no doubt in Catherine’s mind that they were present.

      Regardless, it was remarkable how much information she’d already been able to pick up since coming to the city. People didn’t watch their words closely enough when they were around artisans or servants.

      Catherine wished that she had more options, but she’d do what she had to.
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      Talyn was certain, absolutely certain, that if she didn’t have Iron Will, her brain would be dribbling out her ears right now. There were simply too many courtesans staring at her hungrily.

      She’d delayed visiting Satin & Silk, the brothel she’d invested in, for quite a while. Talyn had just been… distracted. Distracted was a good word for it. Regardless, she hadn’t expected to draw so much attention when she did visit.

      It seemed like every courtesan in the brothel had decided to get up early to greet her, which meant that courtesans ranging from below level one hundred to level three hundred and six were arrayed around the room, and every one of them had their seduction skills active and focused on Talyn. She was having trouble figuring out exactly how many courtesans there were… at least thirty, less than fifty. Talyn was a little distracted.

      “Mm… what a lovely buffet, don’t you think?” Melody purred, very carefully not moving her lips as she teased Talyn. “We’ll have to try several of them. Or they’ll have to try you.”

      Talyn did her best to ignore the ribbing. She was having enough trouble not staring at any of the women in the room. Staring at them for more than a couple of seconds, anyway, as she walked into the room… and realized that there was more of a sway to her hips, and a rhythmic lash to her tail, than she’d expected. Part of Talyn was positively thriving under the attention.

      However, most of her attention was stolen by the mistress of the house, Viridian Sunrise. The Level 300 Solar Celestial had gained a level since they’d last signed the papers, and the woman positively glowed from within, illuminating her surroundings with soft light. She was gorgeous, with toned muscles, tanned skin that had a metallic gold undertone, metallic green hair that fell to her waist in a wave, and brilliant green eyes. She was wearing a white and gold corset with green embroidery, as well as thigh-high white leather boots and white trousers that laced up the side. Talyn tried to ignore the riding crop tucked into her belt.

      “Hello, Talyn! It’s lovely to see you again,” Viridian said warmly, smiling as she stepped forward and embraced her, hugging Talyn tightly. Then she kissed her on each cheek before pulling away and giving Melody the same treatment. “And you as well, Melody! There aren’t nearly enough celestials in the city, so it’s always nice to see another. At least when the celestial isn’t an ass of the highest order like the former Baron Thorn. You should visit more often!”

      Melody laughed, clasping Viridian’s hand for a moment as she shrugged. “Perhaps so, but neither of us want to abuse your hospitality. Did you wake everyone up early so that they could prepare for our visit, Viri?”

      “Of course not. Only the women,” Viridian replied without blinking, humor dancing in her eyes as she smiled more. “Not that we have many men working here. As for my hospitality, I’ll have you know that business has improved immensely over the last few weeks. You could visit much more often without worrying me. And if you think that I’m not going to inform you if you’re wearing out your welcome, you’d best think again.”

      “I appreciate that, Viridian,” Talyn said, smiling at the attractive woman in return. The woman’s skills completely overwhelmed her Sense Motives skill, so she had to take her word for it. “Though I’d prefer that the visits weren’t quite so eventful. I’m not comfortable with treatment like this.”

      Viridian just smiled more broadly as she chuckled, then leaned in to speak softly. “Perhaps not, but you likely underestimate your own magnetism, Talyn. You obviously possess an excellent charisma skill variant, and word has gotten around that your company assisted a young courtesan in gaining almost two levels, and that was when you were only level ten. Those of us with experience know that assisting someone as unique as yourself will do wonders for our levels or class quality. Thus, your company is considered exceedingly valuable. They simply want to put their best feet forward, and show that they’re interested, Talyn. In fact…”

      The attractive celestial leaned in close and murmured into Talyn’s ear. “I believe some of them would be likely to pay you for your company. Something to keep in mind, hm?”

      Talyn barely managed to keep the blush off her face as she nodded.

      “That’s a fair point, and not something which I was aware of. Thank you for the information, Viridian,” Talyn said, smiling more as she asked. “With that said… may we speak privately? I’d like to take care of business first.”

      “But of course! We can’t leave unable to take care of business afterward, can we?” Viridian said, grinning broadly. Then she looked at the ladies and clapped her hands firmly, an aura of command infusing her voice. “Ladies, I suggest you go rest and relax. If Talyn decides to ask for your company, I’ll send a message to inform you. You are permitted to say farewell first.”

      The following was an oddly coordinated farewell, as women bowed or curtseyed to Talyn, leaving her slightly taken aback. That wasn’t what she’d been expecting. Despite the reluctance she saw on some of their faces, none of them disobeyed, and in moments the front hall of the building was half-empty, with the rest of the ladies making their way out as well.

      “Please, follow me. We can speak in my office,” Viridian said, her eyes twinkling as she offered a hand to Talyn.

      Talyn took it, a wry smile on her face as she nodded. She’d already known about Viridian’s attitude, as Veeranna had made that clear before they’d met, but it was still a little disconcerting.

      “Do you think that they’ll follow your advice? Also, congratulations on reaching level three hundred,” Talyn said, allowing Viridian to pull her hand into the crook of her elbow and to guide her down the hallways.

      “Thank you! The additional business, and higher-level patrons, has made leveling much faster than it was before,” Viridian said with a smile. A dark look flickered across her face as she added. “There have been a few incidents elsewhere, where individuals decided to attempt to push for more than they’d bargained for, but those incidents have been dealt with harshly. Guildmaster Veeranna takes her duties seriously, and her contacts have ensured that visitors understand that the rules apply to all of them.”

      “As she should,” Talyn said, her voice harsh as anger welled up inside her. She knew exactly what sort of behavior Viridian was talking about, and she didn’t pity anyone who decided that they could ignore the rules. “Nothing here, then?”

      “One attempt, but the individual got more than they’d bargained for,” Viridian said, smiling broadly as she shrugged. “I insist that every courtesan that works here have at least one combat skill, preferably more, and that they go to the assistance of others if an alarm is raised. In this instance, several other guests also assisted. The offender was fortunate that they survived to face the magistrate.”

      “Excellent, I’m glad to hear that,” Talyn said, her anger subsiding.

      “Agreed. We knew that there was a reason that Veeranna recommended you,” Melody said confidently, her own smile practically frigid. “I’ve known far too many people like that. They rarely get what they deserve soon enough.”

      Viridian nodded, but rather than continuing to discuss the unpleasant incident, she pushed open the door to her office, which was a work of art in its own right, with polished floorboards and rich blue wall hangings, as well as a lovely desk and other items around them, and a closed cabinet behind the desk. There was a tea set already prepared for them, and Talyn’s eyebrows rose marginally at the sight of it. Either it’d been pre-prepared, which was possible with the magic she sensed from the set, or a servant had come through the side door and set it up as soon as they’d started this direction. She could believe both options.

      “Please be seated,” Viridian said, smiling broadly as she gestured to a pair of comfortable chairs. She circled the desk to her own chair and waited for Talyn and Melody to sit before sinking into her own seat. Then she poured tea as her expression grew more serious.

      “I should inform you that due to your investment, we have had numerous courtesans apply to join us,” Viridian said calmly. “There has been some jealousy from other brothels, but no hard feelings as of yet. I may have to adjust my approach that changes, and if so, I will contact you to see if we can’t soothe the ruffled feathers.”

      “Understandable,” Talyn said, resisting the urge to grimace. She’d been warned about guild politics, after all. “If I can help, let me know. I’m not going to guarantee anything, but I’ll at least consider what you ask.”

      “Wonderful! Now, on a lighter subject, business has been excellent for this time of year, and I believe it’s going to pick up further. There’s been some discussion of setting up a sister house in the new northern district, or even in the Coppers, but I don’t believe the latter is a good idea. Besides, I work best with a single establishment. It’s associated with my class,” Viridian said warmly. “However, one of the ladies has been considering taking a class evolution which would allow her to function as a madam. Are you interested in funding such?”

      “I might, depending on the terms,” Talyn allowed after a moment, raising an eyebrow at Melody. “What do you think?”

      “It’s always worth looking into, but isn’t the main purpose of our visit,” Melody said with a smile. “We were going to look at the reports for the investment so far, then ask her advice on who to request the company of, hm? It would be shortsighted to invest in another business before we’re certain how effective the current investment is.”

      Before Talyn replied, Viridian was already nodding.

      “That’s very true, and I’m not going to argue. I believe that you’ll find that the investment was worth it, but I’m not the one who needs to judge,” Viridian said, tapping her lips with a finger. It was somewhat distracting. “However… I do have a question for you, Talyn, concerning a prospective hire.”

      “Oh?” Talyn asked in surprise, her eyebrows rising. “I suppose I’ll answer, but I’m not certain that I’ll be much help. I don’t know much about how courtesans work in this world.”

      “Don’t worry about that, this is due to the individual mentioning that she’d met you,” Viridian quickly assured Talyn. “A level eighty-two elven courtesan named Felicia recently applied here. She works at White Manor and informed me that your stake was a major reason why she applied, despite being on the low end of levels for someone I’d accept. Do you know her?”

      Talyn paused, thinking back to her visit to White Manor, and as she did so, she felt heat rising in her cheeks. She’d enjoyed the visit, and it’d been extremely memorable. If she was being honest, she didn’t remember the names of everyone she’d met there, but she remembered Drellith, the dracoling she’d spent the night with. On the other hand, Felicia… she was probably the brunette with smoldering eyes.

      “I believe I remember her… a brunette, I think? With brown eyes as well,” Talyn said after a few seconds.

      “That would be her, yes,” Viridian said, her smile widening slightly more.

      “I don’t remember much, I’m afraid, but I vaguely recall her,” Talyn confirmed, relaxing slightly. “What did you want to know?”

      “The primary question is whether she’s on poor terms with you or not. I didn’t see any signs of that on her part, but that doesn’t mean you feel the same,” Viridian explained calmly. “The fact that she admitted that your patronage was part of the reason she approached me is a point in her favor, as most of the others pretended they had other reasons.”

      “Oh, no. I considered going back and hiring her or the animus who was there at the time, but then things got complicated,” Talyn said, blushing as she reached over and squeezed Melody’s hand. “I won’t go into the details, but I’m sure the rumor mill has spread the essentials. I have no issue if you choose to hire Felicia.”

      “Wonderful! I’m curious if she might make a decent protégé, but we’ll see how things progress,” Viridian said, clapping her hands as she grinned. “It’d be lovely to have someone I can shape from a relatively low level. Now, moving onward, is there anything else you’d like to address immediately?”

      Talyn shook her head, having covered the immediate concerns.

      “I don’t believe so. Now, if possible, I’d like your recommendation on who would be the best courtesan or courtesans for our visit,” Melody said, smiling warmly as she continued to hold Talyn’s hand.

      “But of course! Are you intending to stay together, or enjoy yourselves separately?” Viridian asked, her gaze brightening as she looked them over. Her smile was broad, and Talyn felt herself relaxing despite the close examination.

      “Together,” Talyn said, blushing, and Melody nodded in agreement.

      “Very well… what sort of companionship are you looking for?” Viridian asked, pursing her lips thoughtfully, no judgement in her tone. “Obviously female, but beyond that…?”

      “I have no particular preferences,” Melody said, tapping her chin as she looked at Talyn, then smirked. “Talyn, on the other hand… let me think about how to put this as simply as possible…”

      “Oh no…” Talyn said, a hint of dread washing over her, to Viridian’s obvious amusement.

      Melody’s smile widened, then she shrugged and spoke calmly. “She has a slight preference for elves, as well as not excessively muscular individuals. Brashness is not something she cares for, as she tends to bristle and push back against those who are too overbearing.”

      “That does match some of my impressions, though I obviously don’t have your experience with her,” Viridian said, inclining her head slightly as she focused on Talyn, then asked, “Would you prefer one, two, or more courtesans?”

      “Ah… one, I think?” Talyn said, a little surprised that Viridian had asked. She considered further before nodding firmly. “Yes, one is best, I think. I’m not quite comfortable with more than that yet.”

      “Drat, no orgies this visit,” Melody teased, causing Talyn to flush and swat her gently. Viridian just grinned.

      “In that case, I believe that I know who to recommend,” Viridian said, and with a flourish she flicked her hand, leaving it palm-up as magic pulsed and an image appeared above her hand.

      The illusion was a flawlessly detailed image of a pale-skinned elven woman with blue hair and large blue eyes who was wearing a light green dress that clung to her curves. She was smiling warmly as she twirled and sashayed in Viridian’s hand, treating it almost like a stage.

      “This is Skye. She’s a level one hundred and eighty-three city elf Courtesan Puppeteer,” Viridian said, smiling a little wider as the illusion curtseyed deeply. “Despite the name of her class, it’s primarily focused on telekinesis and water manipulation, which gives her some extremely pleasant tricks. Would you like to meet her?”

      Talyn blinked at the image, then looked at Melody curiously. “I… think I’m interested. You?”

      “Of course, love,” Melody said, leaning in and giving Talyn a brief kiss. Talyn relaxed into it happily.

      Then she blushed at the smirk on Viridian’s face and cleared her throat before answering the question. “I do believe we’d like to meet her.”

      The illusion winked out as Viridian replied warmly. “Wonderful! I’ll send her a message immediately. I think the three of you will get along quite well!”

      Talyn couldn’t help a grin, her anticipation growing. She was determined to enjoy her visit… and with any luck it’d help her species and skills.
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      “You two are far too happy today,” Emma said, sounding a little annoyed.

      Talyn just rolled her eyes.

      “It isn’t our fault that your parents think going to a brothel is a bad idea. You’re a grown woman. You can decide what you want to do for yourself,” Talyn said, pausing for a moment before admitting. “Though they may be more concerned with you getting ensnared with someone or spending too much money on them. There’s a lot of possibilities.”

      “True… I could see that. I know for a fact my mother will never give me money if she thinks I’m going to use it in a brothel,” Emma said, grimacing slightly as she adjusted her gauntlets. “I’m just jealous. You two aren’t even trying to taunt me, but it’s frustrating.”

      “Then you should make up your mind whether you want to flirt with us or not,” Melody said, cracking her neck as she waited for the carriage to stop. “I don’t mind either way, so it’s up to you and Talyn.”

      “Are you sure that you were aligned with death, not lust?” Talyn asked, shaking her head in disbelief.

      Melody turned her head and winked, smiling broadly.

      “I’m very certain. However, being aligned with death doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy yourself,” Melody said wickedly. “I’d say more, but I’d prefer that Emma not pass out. Besides, we’re here.”

      Emma’s cheeks were very red, Talyn noticed, but she chose not to point that out. Instead, she nodded as they got out of the carriage, once again ignoring the people who took note of them. Particularly her.

      The previous day had gone well. Talyn’s skills and species hadn’t advanced far, but that wasn’t surprising. Her species was at third tier, which meant things were going to slow down, and Immaculate Perfection was a higher rank skill. Sense Motives and Iron Will had gained a bit, though, and every percentage was welcome. If she got even two percent with every visit, she’d have to visit Silk & Satin more often. Or was it Satin & Silk? Anyway, she’d gotten more than that, and Skye’s company had been excellent.

      Regardless, it was time to delve into the fifth floor, and based on Sense Motives, Talyn suspected that Emma’s jealousy was at least partly prompted by general anxiety where the fifth floor was concerned. It was the appropriate level for her, and that meant that she’d be in more danger once they started moving into it seriously. Besides which, according to the folios it wasn’t unknown for there to be the occasional siege engine inside the walls, such as a ballista. Talyn was going to be keeping a close eye out for that sort of thing.

      Though come to think of it, Emma also might be worried that they planned to abandon her. Talyn hadn’t considered that until now, but she could see it worrying the Martial Artist.

      They dodged some of the inevitable people approaching them, got tangled with one group for a minute… and then Talyn saw someone she actually wanted to talk to, and stepped away in relief, waving at Fredrica Brightmane and her group.

      The blonde Level 28 Divine Human Underpriestess had leveled eight or nine times since the last time Talyn had seen her. She’d also evolved her class from Acolyte, which was impressive if you asked Talyn. She was with the rest of her team, who were all of similar levels, and they paused, seemingly startled when Talyn approached them.

      “Fredrica! Congratulations on the new class and the levels!” Talyn said, smiling at her. “How has delving gone for you?”

      Fredrica blinked her surprise away, then smiled as she nodded politely to Talyn, though she seemed slightly nervous about something. “It’s been going well! I’m lucky my family has suggestions for the most efficient ways to level, as well as for how to evolve my class. I’m glad to see that you’re back! I’ve thought about contacting you, but you’re rather important these days, and I didn’t want to intrude.”

      “It’s not a concern, Fredrica. You probably can guess at the number of people who’ve contacted me at this point, at least better than most people. Now I understand why you didn’t advertise your family name during the class,” Talyn said wryly, shaking her head. “In any case, you can contact me if you want. I’m not going to guarantee a quick response, but I’ll try to reply as long as life isn’t interfering.”

      Emma and Melody had reached them by this point, and Talyn nodded to them, smiling as she added. “Emma, this is Fredrica Brightmane, a classmate from an orientation class I attended, and I daresay a friend. Fredrica, this is Emma Rage, currently a delving teammate, and daughter of a pair of high-level delvers who’re staying with me.”

      “A pleasure to meet you, Emma,” Fredrica said, smiling warmly as she offered a hand. Emma gave it a firm shake.

      “And yours, Fredrica. I was beginning to wonder if Talyn had any friends, other than the team currently staying with her,” Emma said, shooting Talyn an amused look.

      Talyn flushed in response, but when she thought about it, she came up blank. Melody laughed as well.

      “Not many of them, that’s for certain,” Melody said, smirking at Talyn. “She tends to be fairly suspicious of the motives of others. It’s good to see you again, Fredrica. Might we get introductions to the rest of your team?”

      “Certainly!” Fredrica said, brightening a little as she quickly introduced the other three.

      She didn’t have her mother’s apprentice with her anymore, but the others had all kept up with her, and all but the Apprentice Wizard had upgraded their classes. There was a heavily armored Guardian and a Dungeon Delver, which made for an excellent range of abilities. Even if the name of the Dungeon Delver class amused Talyn to no end.

      “Do you mind if we keep moving? It’s a hair cold out here for my tastes,” Emma suggested after the introductions. “I assume you’re all working on the second or third floor?”

      “The second for now. We’re trying to build up to face the boss before moving on to the third,” Fredrica confirmed, nodding to her team as they began moving. “You?”

      “We reached the fifth floor, and intend to do a scouting expedition today,” Talyn said, shrugging once as her tail lashed unhappily. “I expect it to be unpleasant. So you know, when you get to the fourth floor? Be careful of any clearings with lots of topiary animals that aren’t creatures, particularly if it has a treasure chest. That almost ended poorly for us.”

      “Thank you for the warning. I seem to recall something written regarding setups like that, but I can’t be certain,” Fredrica said, nodding to Talyn and smiling. “Also, I’m glad that you’re doing well, after everything that happened in the dungeon. I feared you wouldn’t come back.”

      Despite her words, Fredrica seemed slightly uneasy, maybe guilty. That made Talyn a little more curious, since she hadn’t been expecting that sort of reaction.

      “Of course,” Talyn said warmly, stifling her curiosity. “In any case, good luck with the boss.”

      “Thank you,” Fredrica said, bowing her head a little more than normal. “I hope your scouting expedition goes well.”

      Talyn laughed and waved her off as they entered the dungeon and were quickly drowned out by the various merchants in the room that made up most of the entryway. She split off from Fredrica’s team with Emma and Melody, heading for the teleporter. None of them tried to speak before getting there, and Talyn quickly teleported to the fifth floor once the other delvers using the room were out of the way.

      The pop and resulting quiet was relieving, and the others joined her a moment later. There were some other delvers present, but Talyn didn’t pay them much attention. Instead, she was already preparing her shield and drawing her mace. There were more undead on the fifth floor, which would make a mace more effective than her sword in most situations.

      “Fredrica was nervous about something when she talked to me. I’m not sure what, but I thought it was worth mentioning,” Talyn said conversationally, rolling her shoulders to unlimber them.

      “I’m not surprised,” Melody said dryly. “While you were on the ninety-ninth floor, she tried to convince me to let them use an item to transfer me, including your unique skill to summon me, to her or a member of their family.”

      “She what?” Talyn demanded, her voice rising momentarily and drawing the attention of the other people on the floor. A dracoling nudged one of his teammates and nodded in her direction, causing Talyn to flush. She breathed in slowly, then let her breath out again, trying to control her shock. “That… is that even possible?”

      “Ah… there are items that can do so, yes, but they normally require the consent of the skill holder,” Emma said, looking visibly taken aback. “How could she… oh, of course. She thought that you’d be able to give permission since you’re sapient.”

      “Precisely, and she was likely correct. However, I told her no, and she accepted it, so I wouldn’t get too annoyed with her, Talyn,” Melody said gently. “I just let you know since you asked about it. I imagine that she feels guilty about the entire thing. She thought you wouldn’t return, since no one else ever had, and didn’t want me to vanish. Obviously for selfish reasons.”

      “That’s… true. It doesn’t help that the curse made people like me less,” Talyn admitted reluctantly. The idea of Fredrica trying to steal Melody rankled. She paused for a few seconds, then let out a heavy breath. “You know, if you’d accepted, I probably wouldn’t have made it back. I’d probably have given up.”

      “Then it’s just as well that I refused,” Melody said, jerking her head toward the room’s exit. “Shall we, though? We’ve got a conquered fortress to explore.”

      “I think so. Talyn needs a distraction,” Emma said, tapping her fists together as if to hype herself up. “Let’s re-deadify some undead, shall we?”

      Talyn couldn’t help a laugh, and she nodded grudgingly.

      “Alright, let’s go take out some frustration on the monsters,” Talyn said, taking a deep breath and letting it out. She shoved her annoyance with Fredrica aside to focus on not dying.

      That was the nice thing about delving. The threat of death tended to focus one’s thoughts nicely.
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      After getting out of the entrance area of the fifth floor, Talyn’s team quickly left behind the other teams, though it took a little work. One of the other teams had been following them, but after a brief confrontation, the other team had decided to go elsewhere. Talyn hadn’t even had to threaten them, and she was pretty sure they’d just been hoping that Talyn’s team would make the delve safer for them. Considering that leveling was based on how difficult things were, Talyn had to wonder about them. On the other hand, they were close to Emma’s level.

      The floor was much as the folio had described, with significant amounts of damage that looked like it came from an invasion to the otherwise beautiful castle. No palace she could think of would have hallways that were so wide, but Talyn wasn’t about to object to having room to maneuver. They also ran into one fiery barricade in front of a pair of doors, and wisely left it alone, instead cutting through a kitchen, where they smashed a Level 48 Skeletal Cook and his assistants before moving into another hallway. There they encountered what Talyn assumed were supposed to be the invaders.

      Down the hallway she saw five skeletons in front of a larger door, along with the shattered remains of three armored skeletons, their plate twisted and ruined. Three of them were Level 50 Skeleton Death Knights in heavy black plate armor and armed with swords and shields. One was a Level 50 Skeleton Death Priest in a breastplate and wielding a flail. Last was a Level 50 Skeleton Pyromancer in tattered red robes which was leaning on a gnarled staff.

      The scene looked like they’d fought defenders of some sort, and they hadn’t taken note of Talyn’s group yet. She slipped back from the corner and turned to the others, clearing her throat quietly.

      “Five skeletons I could see; three death knights, one death priest, and a pyromancer,” Talyn said softly. “A fair amount of debris on the ground, but the room is on the large side. Suggestions?”

      “I might be able to shatter one or two of the knights before they can close the distance,” Melody said softly. “Of the casters, I’d suggest taking out the death priest first, since it likely can heal the others.”

      “Skeletons like this also tend to be brittle. Was pyromancer a prefix or suffix?” Emma asked, frowning.

      “Suffix. It was a descriptor, not an elemental affinity,” Talyn clarified. “All level fifty, I should add. They’re also pretty close to the entrance, so I don’t think they’ll be the worst the floor has to offer.”

      “Ranged weapons?” Melody asked, her eyes narrowing thoughtfully.

      “None. Only the casters should be able to hit us at range. I’d say to lure them around the corner, but I’d rather not take a fireball to the face if the pyromancer can use them,” Talyn said, grimacing internally.

      “Mm, true,” Melody murmured, frowning.

      “Don’t forget the level difference. That’s going to allow the two of you to hit a lot harder than they can,” Emma said, glancing between them. “What about your void magic? Could you teleport in to hit them suddenly?”

      “That’d be hard. I can only teleport about ten paces consistently. They’re at least three times that far away,” Talyn said, her thoughts racing. “I could put up a weave of void magic to weaken spells that come at us, but I’m not sure that’s a good approach. Maybe I should just try to counter any spells they throw at us while we charge them?”

      “That seems like a good idea. The biggest question is whether the priest will try to attack us or boost the knights,” Melody said, considering for a moment, then suggested. “I could hold back slightly to try to counter any attacks on you, since it’ll probably involve necromancy. Or I could try to lay them to rest. Your choice there.”

      Talyn looked at Emma and tilted her head curiously. “What do you think? You’re the one who’s in more danger than we are.”

      Emma considered for a moment, then nodded decisively as she spoke. “Please keep any magical attacks off me. I’d like to push myself a little, so if you can leave a couple of the knights for me to deal with, I’d appreciate it.”

      Talyn nodded and smiled, glancing at Melody. “Alright, we can do that. Remember, the vertebrae at the bottom of the neck. Those bones are usually what holds their bodies together, so even if it doesn’t destroy them, it’ll slow them down a lot.”

      “Too bad that area is wrapped in armor,” Emma said, flashing a smile. “Let’s do this.”

      Talyn chuckled, looking at Melody to make sure she was ready. Preparing the spell to counter a spell, Talyn couldn’t help her fascination with void magic. This spell worked by literally ripping apart the connections between the various parts of other spells, and from what Eldri had said, Talyn suspected that when she improved, she’d be cutting them apart. That fit with what a Voidweaver was, she thought. Regardless, she wasn’t that good yet. For now, she was fumbling about at a basic level, relatively speaking.

      Without considering further, she turned the corner and rushed forward with Emma at her side. Both of them were moving quickly, and they certainly weren’t quiet, but the skeletons didn’t react. At least, not until Melody’s voice rose and one of the skeletal knights outright disintegrated.

      As flakes of bone went flying in every direction at that piercing note, the skeletons spun to face them, the two knights taking a pair of steps forward and raising their shields into a shield wall as they began to advance. Then they were enveloped by a roiling crimson-black aura as the death priest hissed something, a similar glow enveloping the flail as it raised it into the air.

      The pyromancer raised its staff and an orb of fire formed in front of it, pointed directly at Talyn. Her pulse accelerated at the obvious threat, and she began to cast her spell, her mace flicking as she went through the gestures quickly, her words a soft murmur.

      Their spells went off almost simultaneously. A spear of fire lashed out from the pyromancer at her, and Talyn flicked her mace, sending a blade of semi-translucent darkness right back at it.

      The blade ripped through the fire lance violently, sending jets of fire in every direction around it, jets that snuffed out in moments due to the lack of fuel to sustain them. Her spell didn’t last beyond cutting through the jet, and it didn’t faze the pyromancer. It simply began casting another spell.

      Unfortunately for it, that had bought Emma and Talyn more than enough time, and Talyn began casting. Just as the pyromancer threw a dozen burning coals at her, Talyn felt the world lurch around her as her perspective shot forward, then she was abruptly right next to the death priest. She was still facing the same direction, which showed a flaw in her spell that Talyn hadn’t been aware of, but she didn’t stop to chastise herself.

      Spinning, Talyn ducked downward and hit the skeleton with her mace, sweeping its legs out from under it.

      A major weakness of skeletons was that they didn’t weigh much, especially since their bones had dried out. That meant that the skeleton’s armor weighed significantly more than the skeleton itself, and that it didn’t take nearly as much force to move them.

      The death priest hit the ground with a clatter, though that same lack of weight meant that the impact didn’t hurt it much. On the other hand, Talyn dropping the hardened edge of her shield like a piledriver shattered its skull, causing the glowing blue lights in its eye sockets to wink out, along with the spell that’d been empowering the knights. She was pleased that destroying the skull of this one had eliminated it.

      Emma let out a yell as she launched herself through the air, moving even more quickly as she did so, and hit one of the knights in the shield with a flying kick.

      Despite it bracing itself, the skeleton went flying backward, and with her movement arrested, Emma landed a few paces from the other knight. Talyn didn’t have time to watch her, not when she didn’t want to get a face full of fire.

      Speaking of which, she spun just in time to block the fire orb the pyromancer flung at her. It splashed off her shield harmlessly, and Talyn lashed out at it with her mace.

      To her surprise, the pyromancer parried with its staff, though it skidded backward slightly, stumbling due to the poor footing. Talyn’s boots crunched in the debris, but she managed to retain her balance as she pursued, not willing to let it stabilize. As she attacked the pyromancer, she heard the sound of crumpling metal behind her.

      It managed to block another strike with its staff, but the wood cracked even as Talyn cornered it. Another stroke shattered the staff, and it dropped the broken weapon, fire beginning to glow in its hands… then crumbled as Talyn crushed its neck, including the vertebra she’d mentioned to Emma.

      Then she turned to watch the fight between Emma and the knights, only to smile in wry amusement. Melody had already stepped out to watch, and was moving forward calmly, a spell obviously ready in case it was needed. Not that it seemed like Emma needed the help.

      Emma had crushed the hip of one of the skeletons, then grabbed the other by the gorget from behind, dragging it out of the first’s reach. It also gave her a convenient handhold to keep the skeleton from simply bouncing away when punched instead of taking damage and kept it from reaching her. It took Talyn a moment to realize that she was holding the skeleton off the ground as well, so it had no leverage.

      It only took a few seconds of pummeling for Emma to shatter the skeleton’s neck, which caused its body to fall apart. Then she turned on the other one, and Talyn frowned as she saw a few marks on her armor where a sword had cut into the leather. It wasn’t deep, but it was a reminder that the skeletons were dangerous.

      Fortunately, the reduced mobility of the other knight meant that it wasn’t much of a threat… and to Talyn’s amusement, Emma didn’t even try to take it out in melee. Instead, she grabbed rocks and began throwing them with impressive accuracy and speed. After a few more seconds the skeleton crumbled, leaving them victorious. Talyn paused for several seconds, looking for further danger, then let out a soft breath.

      “Looks like that’s it. You okay? I see marks on your armor,” Talyn said, frowning at Emma.

      “Yeah, I got slightly overconfident after kicking the one back, and forgot that they were faster and stronger than I expected. I might have a slight bruise, but that should be it,” Emma said, looking a little sheepish as she breathed deeply. “I’d rather keep it for a little while as a reminder, so no healing just yet, please.”

      “Sure. So… do you think the equipment is what we want on these ones?” Melody asked toeing a stray sword, then paused and frowned as the weapon crumbled into rust. “I’ll take that as a no.”

      “Not a subtle answer, is it?” Talyn asked rhetorically, amusement bubbling up inside her as she saw the armor rapidly rusting away, and the wood of the staff decaying. Then she smiled more as she added. “On the other hand, it makes it easier to spot the pieces which we want.”

      She slung her mace and reached into the ribcage of the former pyromancer, then pulled out a small essence stone. She poked around the remains a little more before shaking her head and looking at the others.

      Neither of them found an essence stone, but Emma retrieved a silver bracelet from one of them that she examined, then shrugged and slipped into her belt.

      “Not bad. Not great, but not terrible,” Melody said, smiling. “On the other hand… far more rewarding than the first floor. Remember selling all those ebon claws and fangs for coppers?”

      Talyn couldn’t help a shudder, and she shook her head firmly.

      “I’d rather not go back to that ever again, thank you very much,” Talyn said primly, wrinkling her nose in distaste. “That wasn’t much fun.”

      “Agreed,” Melody said, grinning more. “It just serves to put everything into perspective. Let’s keep moving.”

      “I’ll have to talk to you about that when we get back home. We’ve talked about a lot of your experiences, but not that part,” Emma said, nodding in agreement. “Alright, I’m ready to dust a few more undead.”

      Talyn rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t help a laugh. She hadn’t expected that sort of question, but she could understand Emma’s curiosity. She was very much like a noble who didn’t know what it was like to be poor. Talyn didn’t tease her, though. Perspective helped.

      They continued through the floor like that, and quickly encountered some of the other opponents she’d read about. In front of a gate blocking the way to a puzzle were a pair of broad, squat Level 52 Fortress Guardians, one of the constructs capable of emitting beams of fire from a gem on its chest, the other launching sprays of stone. They were stronger than the skeletons, as evidenced by nearly a dozen destroyed skeletons that surrounded them, but it didn’t take too long to defeat them.

      They successfully opened the puzzle, mostly finding coins. Fortunately, the floor didn’t have many traps, though they had to be careful of the fiery barricades, as those could collapse.

      Another chamber had them encounter a bestial Level 55 Terran Scorpion the size of a horse fighting a squad of skeletons. They’d waited until both sides were weakened before helping destroy the skeletons. The scorpion turning on them wasn’t a surprise, so they’d destroyed it, finding a larger essence stone as well as a poison sac that Talyn had carefully placed in a larger glass jar. She wasn’t sure what it would be used for, but the poison radiated a large amount of magic.

      Not long after that they entered a larger hall… and Talyn paused, blinking as she saw that opposite them, perpendicular to another hallway, was a set of impressive double doors that glittered with inlaid gold patterns and was framed by a pair of marble pillars. She tilted her head to the side, considering it carefully, since they hadn’t run into any doors that large before.

      “Do you think it’s the boss?” Emma asked, frowning at the doors.

      “I… don’t think so. While nice, those don’t look fancy enough to be the doors of the throne room,” Talyn said, eyeing the doors skeptically. “There are usually guards for that, too. This doesn’t feel right for the boss.”

      Melody nodded in agreement, considering for a few seconds, then said. “It could be another… what would you call it… interesting encounter? Like the topiary animals in that clearing.”

      “True. Do we want to risk it?” Talyn asked, glancing at Emma curiously.

      “You’re asking me?” Emma asked skeptically.

      “Of course. You’re the one who’d be in the most danger,” Talyn explained, smiling at the Martial Artist. “If you say we don’t, then we don’t. Simple as that. There are other places we could go.”

      Emma’s face brightened a little, and she visibly considered, her head tilting back and forth. After a few seconds she shrugged, grinning.

      “Let’s do it,” Emma said, a note of eagerness in her voice. “Sure, it could be dangerous, but the two of you are powerful enough to mitigate that. If it’s too dangerous, I’ll just cover your backs.”

      Talyn grinned and nodded, glancing at Melody as she murmured. “Right. Let’s see what’s behind those doors.”

      With that she cautiously moved to the doors, looking for traps as she did so. When she didn’t see any, Talyn took a deep breath, then pushed the doors open.

      They swung open with a loud creak, causing Talyn to wince, but she readied her shield and mace as she took a step forward.
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      The room before her was filled with mist, swirling ahead of them and obstructing their vision. There might be light in the room, but Talyn could barely see a dozen feet. More than that, she could sense the magic in the mist, telling her that it was a spell.

      The ground was polished marble, and nearby were a pair of banisters that emerged from the walls, then circled forward and inward to reach a staircase leading downward. The broad floor she could barely see took a few moments to register, then the music started, and everything became clear to her as strains of a waltz echoed through the broad ballroom.

      “The mist is a spell. Not an illusion,” Talyn said, trying to decipher the magic as she bent her legs slightly to lower her center of gravity, raising her shield cautiously. “I… don’t think I can dispel it. It’s an anchored enchantment.”

      “That it is, fair guests!” a man’s voice called out, the words unnaturally clear as they echoed from the far end of the chamber. “Please, come in! I’m always up for a dance… but if you lose, then the dance will be your last!”

      Talyn swallowed a curse, glancing over at Melody, whose eyes had narrowed slightly. Her voice was ever-so-soft as she murmured. “One undead, far end. Something… odd in between. Not hearing breathing.”

      Glancing back at Emma, Talyn cocked her head curiously. The Martial Artist hesitated, then set her jaw, jerking it forward slightly.

      With a nod, Talyn moved toward the steps, and as she did so, she used her essence magic to see if she could pick out creatures with souls nearby… and almost froze as she sensed at least a dozen in the room ahead of them, many of them scattered across the ballroom. There was something strange about the souls, as some of them felt incredibly weak, but she couldn’t tell what.

      “There’s more of them ahead, at least… seventeen,” Talyn hissed, her thoughts racing.

      The doors closed behind them at that moment, cutting the light level. Fortunately, all of them could see well enough, even in the half-light, so Talyn didn’t bother asking for a light spell. Especially not as figures emerged from the mist.

      At first she tensed, expecting the shapes to attack, before her tension turned to curiosity. Then horror.

      The first she saw was a male human in light armor, wielding two daggers and posed as though he was trying to dodge some sort of attack. More important was that he identified as a Petrified Human, which was the source of her horror.

      There was a young human woman in armored robes, one of her arms dangling as if dislocated, and a wand in the other hand. An armored man trying to hide behind a shield. A lithicar whose arm had been broken clean off after being petrified. It only took an instant for Talyn to realize that they were the souls she was sensing, and rage began building inside her as she also noticed that some of them no longer possessed souls.

      More importantly, she could sense that her Creation Magic could turn them back. Not quickly, but it could. Which told her everything she needed to know.

      “Those are people, and some of them are gone,” Talyn said, her anger spiking harder as she glared through the mist. “What have you done to them?”

      “What have I done? Why, I just told you! They came to dance, and they lost. As you can see, they’re never going to dance again!” the man replied… and the next moment he emerged from the mist.

      The Level 59 Elf Zombie Lord of the Dance almost looked like he was alive, if it weren’t for the way his jaw had been stitched on and his unnaturally gray skin. His hair was dark, and he wore a suit, including a black tailcoat and a slate-gray button-up shirt. His shoes began to click against the floor despite the lack of previous sound, and his red eyes were gleaming. His smile faded slightly at the sight of Talyn, though.

      His tone was cross as he spoke again. “Oh, that’s not right! You’re much too powerful for my dance floor, young miss. What are you doing—”

      He cut off as Talyn took a swing, a step and twirl taking him behind one of the statues as he clicked his tongue chidingly.

      “How rude! I think you should dance, young lady!” the zombie said, power accompanying his words… only for the compulsion to bounce off Talyn’s Iron Will.

      Talyn was startled that he managed to dodge, but she didn’t let it, or the mental attack, break her focus.

      “Melody!” Talyn exclaimed, not elaborating further as she swung again, trying to anticipate the zombie’s movements. She didn’t quite manage it, as he twirled out of the way, a strange mist of greenish-brown light drifting in his wake. Talyn pulled up short to avoid plunging into the mist. She might be higher level, but she wasn’t stupid. The people had been petrified somehow.

      Then an arrow of light lanced through the swirling mist, slamming into the shoulder of the dancing zombie, causing him to stagger and disrupting his movements. Talyn grinned, pointing her mace at him and chanting the words of another spell, her thoughts racing through its intricacies.

      Another blade of void magic lashed out from Talyn’s mace, this time seeming like a shadow given definition. The zombie snarled, jerking himself aside, but he wasn’t quite fast enough, as the spell caught his right wrist. Shredded fabric fluttered through the air, and there was a plopping sound as his hand hit the ground, leaving the undead staring at his stump for an instant before his face twisted into a rictus of anger.

      “How rude! You don’t even have the good grace to dance in the ballroom. I’ll just have to give you a hand!” the zombie snarled… and kicked his severed hand through the air at Talyn’s face, purple strings flickering into existence to connect the stump to his hand. A hand that twitched, then extended its fingers as if to grab her.

      Talyn yelped in surprise, instinctively raising her shield to block the hand. It hit with a dull thump but didn’t do much more than that.

      A sudden impact in her side showed that it had caused her to blind herself, though, as the zombie hit her with a roundhouse kick. No, not a roundhouse kick. The zombie was spinning like a top, and kick after kick hammered into her, battering her relentlessly as he pursued her. If it weren’t for the level difference, Talyn might be in serious trouble, rather than simply bruised.

      She managed to block a couple of kicks with her shield, but they were coming at a variety of unpredictable angles, which meant that she had a difficult time of it. Worse, she also had to keep from being driven into the statues. Still, she should be—

      The hand suddenly appeared over the top of her shield, its fingers clinging to the upper edge, and Talyn let out an embarrassing shriek as a couple of fingers reached for her, recoiling slightly. The zombie Lord of the Dance cackled, about to take advantage of her opening… and a piercing note shook the air, disrupting the music all at once, and the zombie’s movements faltered.

      Emma appeared behind him at that moment, her face grim, and her fist glowed with light as she unleashed a powerful punch directly into his lower spine. There was a loud cracking sound, and his lower body went limp, spilling him to the floor even as the hand froze, then fell off Talyn’s shield.

      “Yuck,” Emma said, her nose wrinkling in distaste as she shook her hand to remove some of the zombie bits.

      “What have you done? The dance must never end!” the zombie shouted, trying to climb to his feet and failing. “Players, music! I command you, play for me!”

      The music didn’t respond, nor did the musicians. Instead, Melody walked out of the mist, her bow of light shifting into a sword as she smiled coldly at him.

      “Your musicians have been laid to rest. Permanently, or as permanently as anything in the dungeon,” Melody said calmly, her voice steady. “Just as you shall be, momentarily. Talyn?”

      “Thank you,” Talyn said, her heartbeat slowing as she regained her poise, or at least a semblance of it. Taking a breath, she walked toward the zombie steadily, her eyes narrowing. “You shouldn’t have collected them. You should have given them clean deaths, you bastard.”

      The zombie snarled at her in response, not a hint of fear or regret on his face as a green-brown mist began forming around him. “Fools, you think that simply because I die, the dance will end? Another will come to take my place, and another after that! One day, one of them will dance the world into ruin, and—”

      Talyn didn’t let him finish his spell. Instead, she cut him off with a mace to the skull, which ended his existence rather disgustingly.

      With the zombie’s destruction, the mist around them swirled, then began fading away. The room came into definition, sunlight illuminating it properly, and Talyn blinked several times as she saw the room fully for the first time. She flicked off her mace absently, looking around curiously.

      A small stage held instruments, accompanied by some bones that had obviously been undead before Melody had destroyed them. There was another exit at the far end of the chamber, but the doors were currently closed. The walls held the tattered remains of tapestries, and gilding ascended the vaulted ceiling. Moreover, there were the statues in the room, almost thirty of them in all. Talyn’s blood was like ice as she looked at them, with several shattered into numerous pieces.

      “Why did you kill the players, rather than going after it immediately?” Talyn asked, wincing as she slung her mace and rubbed her side. “That kind of hurt.”

      “He was too fast,” Emma said simply, shrugging. “I noticed that when he was dancing, he was nearly twice as fast, and was moving to the tempo of the song. Since it was Fillian’s Fifth Waltz, that helped a little, and let me figure out some details. Melody suggested that I could wait for her to cut it off and hit him while he was off-balance.”

      “And you can heal yourself, so do it. We’ve got bigger problems to deal with,” Melody said, smiling in grim amusement, though that faded as she gestured at the statues. “How many still live?”

      “Um… about seventeen? Maybe more,” Talyn said, examining the statues in concern. “It’s hard to judge. I think I can turn them back, but… it’s going to take time. I also think I can repair the damaged ones. I’d like to get them all back to the surface if I can, and…”

      Talyn’s voice trailed off as she caught a glimpse one statue from the corner of her eye. Turning, she blinked, then blinked again, her mouth hanging open.

      The statue was a Petrified Dark Elf, and she was a woman. She looked pretty enough, with her hair pulled back in a braid, and she wore a long dress with armored sections over her stomach and parts of her chest. More importantly, to Talyn, was the flute held to her lips, and an odd flute-sheath that hung from her belt. The sight stirred a memory, and Talyn just gaped for a few seconds.

      “Um… Melody? I’m trying to remember… didn’t Reya talk about her?” Talyn asked at last, her eyes wide. Melody followed her gaze, then the goddess’s eyebrows shot upward as she blinked, then nodded.

      “That she did. Well. That’s certainly an unexpected coincidence,” Melody said in amusement. “I don’t remember her name, off-hand, but I remember her description. Is she one of the living?”

      Talyn blinked, then cast her detection spell again, this time focusing it entirely on the statue in question. There was a clear return, and it wasn’t one of the weaker souls, so she just nodded.

      “Who is this?” Emma asked, looking between them curiously, then at the woman. “You seem to recognize her.”

      “Not… exactly, but sort of,” Talyn said, shifting in place as she looked over the statue. It looked like it was entirely intact, at least. “When we rented the apartment on first coming to Castra, Aslith helped me find a secret compartment with a box in it. It had a pair of earrings, which made me feel bad for whoever had the apartment before me. We kept them even when we moved out.”

      “A few weeks ago we asked Reya about them, since she has Perfect Memory, and she described the person who wore them, and that she’d gone missing while scouting this floor,” Melody picked up, nodding to the statue. “That’s obviously her, and we’ve discussed Talyn’s bleeding heart tendencies a few times.”

      “Oh, shush!” Talyn said, flushing bright red at the teasing statement. “I just like helping people who everyone else has given up on. Hells, if I can I’d like to get all of the people here back, even the ones whose souls have departed. No one deserves to be left wondering if their family is alive or dead.”

      Emma’s smile faded for a moment as she considered, thinking for a minute, then nodded slowly. When she spoke her voice was soft. “That’s a good point. I’d hate to have that happen, and if we can get them back to the surface to help… well, it’s worth doing. How much time do you think it’ll take to turn them back?”

      “I’m… not entirely sure. It’s a complicated spell. Five to ten minutes, at a guess,” Talyn said, grimacing at the thought. “I’ll likely need a lot of water.”

      “Right. In that case, we’d best get started. Just be sure not to stand in front of anyone who’s attacking, we don’t know if their minds were frozen too,” Melody said briskly, a smile on her face as she put her weapons away. “I can figure out who is still around, so we’ll move them all into the same area, okay?”

      Talyn nodded, looking around the room as she grimaced again.

      This was going to take a while.
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      It was a shock when Danielle regained her awareness. Her ability to think slowly trickled back to her, and she felt the unnatural stiffness of her thoughts slowly fading, much as they’d suddenly calcified when the spell of the insane zombie had gripped her. She’d tried to fight, and tried to run, and finally had challenged him, hoping she could outplay him, but even that had failed, and she’d paid the price. It was just her luck that she’d run into an elite enemy on the fifth floor when solo. Now she could feel different magic touching her, and she hoped that it was healing her.

      Her thoughts were the first thing to return to normal, but she couldn’t see or hear anything, not even her pulse. Everything was solid and dark, but the stiff sensation began to fade elsewhere. Danielle would have gasped at the first shuddering heartbeat if she could have, but she couldn’t breathe yet. The tingling spread through her body as the calcification retreated, accompanied by the rush of blood through her veins. She couldn’t hear anything, not yet, but she could feel the sensations as more and more of her body returned to normal.

      Danielle’s ears popped when they returned to flesh, and she heard a woman chanting. She had a pretty voice, and there was also the sound of scraping stone and… other things in the background. Not enough for Danielle to tell much, but there was at least one other person present. More importantly, it didn’t sound like they were in combat, which helped Danielle to relax internally. Her body still wasn’t moving, after all.

      It would take a little longer before the reversal finished, but Danielle tried to meditate during that time, listening and trying to piece the situation together. She thought she heard a woman with an enchantingly musical voice speaking in the background, just loud enough that Danielle could pick out some of her words.

      “…their souls slowly fade the longer they’re petrified, that’s why so many of them are gone. The zombie must have been undefeated for years to have this many people who’ve faded, and…” the woman was explaining quietly, but Danielle was distracted as the chant cut off and she was suddenly blinded.

      Light shining through a huge room slammed into her, and Danielle’s eyes had always been on the more sensitive side. She jerked backward, coughing as dusty air abruptly rushed into her lungs, and Danielle blinked rapidly, tears welling up as she stumbled, one hand clutching her flute desperately as her other reached for something to grab onto, but nothing was nearby.

      “Careful!” a woman exclaimed, and a pair of arms caught Danielle before she hit the ground. It was the same voice as had been chanting, and the arms were armored, but it was softer than the floor. Steadying her, the woman asked. “Are you alright?”

      Danielle blinked as she coughed out the dusty air, then took a deeper breath as she regained her sight… and froze as she saw the bright orange eyes only a few inches from her own, and the concern on that lovely, heart-shaped face. The woman had red hair as well, currently pulled back in a braid, and she was just stunning. Danielle forgot how to breathe for a moment, still blinking back the tears as she stared at the Level 124 War Succubus, whatever that was.

      “Um, y-yes. I’m alright…” Danielle stammered, then turned her head so that she didn’t cough in the woman’s face, relieved she could blame the stammer on her lungs feeling like they were full of dust. Considering what had happened to her, they very well might be.

      On the other hand, turning her gaze away meant that she managed to look right at the corpse of a zombie that she remembered. It’d lost a hand, and its head had been crushed, which was a distinct improvement in her opinion. It also had been looted from the looks of things.

      “Great! I was hoping you would be,” the woman said, helping Danielle stand back up, then gestured to herself. “I’m Talyn, and it’s good to meet you. May I ask your name?”

      “I’m… I’m Danielle, Danielle Starborn,” Danielle replied, feeling heat rise into her cheeks. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Talyn. Thank you for the rescue as well.”

      “You’re most welcome, though I couldn’t have done it without the help of the others,” Talyn said demurely, gesturing to the side with a smile. “These are Melody, my Guardian Spirit, and Emma Rage. They dealt with the performers and hit the zombie while I was playing the part of a punching bag.”

      The two that Danielle hadn’t registered before that point set down the female Petrified Dwarf they’d been moving and smiled at her. One was a broad-shouldered, muscular pink-haired Level 55 Elf Half-Human Martial Artist with blue eyes, while the other was a Level 124 Celestial Guardian Spirit with dark skin, silver-blue hair, matching eyes, and white armor. They were both beautiful, but they paled next to Talyn.

      “To be fair, you made a much better punching bag than I would have. I almost started dancing when he hit you with the first spell, and I wasn’t even the primary target,” the Martial Artist said, and due to context Danielle assumed that she was Emma.

      “Oh, shush,” Talyn said, flushing slightly as she straightened and glared at the pink-haired woman. “I’m the one who got bruised, thank you, and I got out better than Danielle did. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get a drink and start reversing the petrification on the next person. De-petrifying? Anyway, this will take the better part of three hours to finish.”

      “At least you can heal your throat if your voice starts giving out,” Melody said brightly, offering Danielle a hand as she spoke. Her speech identified her as the first speaker Danielle heard as well.

      Danielle took the hand and shook it, hesitantly slipping her flute back into its sheath.

      Talyn pulled out a flask and took a sip of water, waiting for a moment, then moved next to a Petrified Human in heavy armor and began to cast a spell on the man. Danielle belatedly noticed the tail swaying behind her.

      “You were something of a surprise, you know,” Melody said conversationally, causing Danielle’s gaze to jerk away from the gorgeous succubus.

      “Um, what do you mean?” Danielle said, still grappling with what had happened.

      “You. When we came to Castra, we rented your old apartment from Annabelle,” Melody explained, smiling sadly. “We found your lockbox and the copper earrings in them. They’re back home. We never expected to run into you down here.”

      Danielle jerked back slightly as if she’d been struck, her eyes widening as panic set in. Of course, she’d known that she’d been petrified for a while, but she hadn’t really processed that, and that someone had found her lockbox and savings… how long had it been? More than that, how did they recognize her?

      “How… no, um…” Danielle sputtered, flustered by the entire situation, but she paused and took a breath as Emma chuckled, then spoke a little more clearly, her cheeks burning and her heart racing. “How do you know who I am? And how long has it been?”

      “We asked one of the guild secretaries with the Perfect Memory skill, Reya Alvorn, if she happened to remember who the earrings belonged to, and she named and described you, as well as the circumstances of your disappearance,” Melody replied calmly, giving a sympathetic smile. “As for how long, I don’t remember that part. No more than a year, likely less than nine months.”

      “Oh. That’s… not good, but not as bad as it could be,” Danielle said, taking a deep breath, then changed the subject. “How come you’re here, anyway? Aren’t the two of you high-level for this floor? Or did you just stumble into us? For that matter, why would you be renting from Anna at your level? You should be making enough money for a much better home.”

      That prompted laughter from both Melody and Emma, who grinned at each other as Danielle looked at them in confusion.

      “So… we’d best finish moving the people who can be helped, but after that we can regale you with the tales of Talyn’s adventures, or more accurately, her terrible luck,” Emma said, chortling under her breath as she finished. “Terrible and incredible, depending on how you look at it. Probably the latter, given that we did run into you here. Otherwise you might still be petrified.”

      Danielle nodded in fascination and agreement, considering the other statues for a moment. She followed as the two approached a Petrified Dracoling in leather armor, but she didn’t interrupt when Melody began speaking.

      “The first thing you have to understand is that Talyn’s a World Traveler. That’s why she has me around,” Melody began, examining the man critically, then found a couple of good handholds. Danielle flushed, since if they’d moved her like that, she would’ve found it slightly mortifying. Still, she was more interested in the story. “We’d probably still be below level twenty if things hadn’t gotten a bit unpleasant for a time…”

      Danielle did her best to help as the two wove a seemingly impossible tale.
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      By the time two hours had passed, the ballroom was significantly louder, and Talyn had been forced to ask for help keeping her surroundings quiet so she could concentrate on the spellcasting. Her throat had become scratchy despite the water she’d drunk and the healing she’d performed, but she’d been determined to finish.

      Though she’d also been interrupted when Melody had noticed that one of the statues still had a remnant of a soul inside it, and that meant they might be retrievable if Talyn used her essence magic to assist it. Talyn had honestly been shocked when it worked, and when the statue of the male wolf animus turned into a Petrified Animus, she’d been quite pleased. She also had to pause to repair a few of the petrified individuals. Fortunately, all of the pieces, or almost all of them, were present.

      Which wasn’t to say that those who’d been petrified for the longest had gotten out unscathed. Their souls had been weakened by the erosion of time, and all of them were weaker than they had been or were acting like their minds were shrouded in fog. They seemed to be recovering relatively quickly, but it’d likely take weeks before they were back to normal.

      Some of them had also taken rather severe injuries before being petrified, and after one man had nearly died of internal injuries when she finished returning him to flesh and blood, Talyn had taken to being ready to cast a healing spell immediately after finishing. Some people had lost pieces permanently and would need better treatment than Talyn was capable of, but it didn’t immobilize or cripple any of them.

      Talyn also knew that Emma and Melody had thoroughly scoured the room for treasure, and they’d gathered items as well, but she didn’t have the presence of mind to pay attention. Not with the amount of time it took to reverse each petrification.

      The delvers were almost universally thankful, except for one unpleasant Level 52 Feline Animus Acolyte who blamed Talyn for not saving her party members. Unfortunately for her, the others had already passed on, and there was nothing Talyn could do for them. At least the other delvers had ensured that Talyn didn’t have to deal with her much. She didn’t enjoy being hissed at.

      With each spell taking about eight minutes, as well as the time it took to ensure they weren’t about to die, get a drink, and start on the next one, it was a little over three hours before Talyn finished, and when she did, she was mentally exhausted. Unfortunately, that still left ten statues that she was determined to drag out of the dungeon to give their families closure. Not to mention all the delvers that they needed to get out of the dungeon safely, though a group of… twenty-one people should be able to manage, even if they were largely from disparate groups. There were three full groups other than hers, and there’d barely been any arguments about hauling the statues out of the dungeon, no matter how unpleasant of a task it might be.

      First, she needed a moment to sit down, and after creating a chair with her magic, Talyn did just that, a slight headache throbbing with each heartbeat. She took another sip of water, then grimaced as she noticed that it was getting low.

      While Talyn was able to conjure more water with her magic, it just didn’t taste quite as good. It was something to do with the composition of the water, which was why most delvers preferred to get enchanted flasks that slowly refilled themselves over time. Talyn seemed to remember that those were based on water that was put into the flasks initially, which was why they didn’t have the same problems as water conjured by spells.

      “This will help,” a woman said, her voice soft and melodious, startling Talyn slightly as an almost delicate-looking hand with ink-black skin offered her a small, paper-wrapped object.

      “What?” Talyn asked, blinking as she followed the hand back to its owner.

      It was Danielle, the Level 54 Star Dark Elf Spellsinger, and the woman looked elegant, particularly since they were in the ballroom. Odd, but elegant. She was slightly shorter than Talyn was, with cerulean hair that was braided and wrapped around her head and had luminous green eyes. Her skin was mostly ink-black, but her lips were either purple or painted purple.

      Danielle wore some jewelry, but she obviously wasn’t wealthy, even if she wore a beautiful blue gown with a white corset that had hexagonal plates of white metal set into it over her vital organs. The oddest part of her appearance was the flute sheath by her left side, but Talyn wasn’t going to critique it. Danielle must have a reason for it. She also had a sheathed dagger, and Talyn could sense magic from the flute. More magic than she’d expected, even if most of it seemed to be suppressed, somehow.

      “It’s a honey throat lozenge. I find they help when I’ve had to sing or play for a long time,” Danielle said, smiling at Talyn gently. Her attraction to Talyn was obvious, especially with Sense Motives, and she seemed to be honest. On the other hand, a lot of the people she’d helped seemed to feel that way, but… Talyn wasn’t going to object.

      “Thank you,” Talyn said, taking the lozenge and unwrapping it. It wasn’t anything unexpected, just a dark gold lozenge that smelled faintly of honey. Talyn considered it for a moment, then shrugged and put it in her mouth. It definitely tasted like honey. It didn’t work instantly, but it felt and tasted good.

      “I should be the one thanking you. If you hadn’t come along, I might never have gotten out of here,” Danielle said, giving Talyn a sad look. “As it is, I’m sure my family is going to be worried sick. They’ll have wondered why my letters stopped.”

      Talyn couldn’t help a sympathetic wince. That didn’t sound pleasant, and it made her wonder a little about Marie’s family. She knew that those memories were deliberately absent, and her feelings regarding them were missing as well. It was something she avoided dwelling on. Talyn wasn’t entirely sure how she should feel about that, but she had little choice but to accept it.

      “Hopefully you can reassure them soon,” Talyn said, taking a breath, then shrugged and smiled. “I think I heard Melody talking to you earlier about us finding your lockbox?”

      “That’s right. I… don’t suppose that I could get the contents back, if you still have them?” Danielle asked hopefully. “It held most of my savings at the time, after I bought my dress, and obviously had my earrings. They were a gift from my mother when I reached level ten. She was teasing me about my class, but I liked them.”

      “Of course!” Talyn said, not even hesitating before she spoke. “We’ll have to get out of here first, but it’s entirely possible.”

      Danielle’s face lit up as she nodded, smiling brightly in return.

      Talyn felt like her throat wasn’t as uncomfortable at this point, which made her hopeful. Shifting the lozenge about, she looked at the room and sighed after a moment, standing up.

      “Speaking of which, we’d best get moving. I’d rather get out before it gets too dark,” Talyn said, stretching.

      “I agree. Thank you,” Danielle said.

      She really did have a lovely smile.
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        * * *

      

      At first Kerlin didn’t pay much attention to the swarm of delvers coming out of the dungeon’s doors. It was an unusually large group, but it wouldn’t be the first time several groups had come outside together after they ran into some friends, or that a few teams had tried to exit at the same time. They weren’t causing trouble or screaming about a beast horde, so it wasn’t his problem.

      That changed slightly when he saw the succubus, though. Kerlin had seen Talyn a few times, and even spoke to her on occasion, but she didn’t usually get involved with large groups of delvers. The word around the barracks was that she was the suspicious sort, particularly now that she was a prime catch. Kerlin thought she was smarter than she looked if that was the case, but the fact she was with a larger group? That was something to pay attention to.

      Then he saw that the group was hauling out what looked like astoundingly realistic statues, most of them in poses like they’d been in combat, and Kerlin’s thoughts sprang fully into motion. He’d been a guard at the dungeon for long enough to know what that likely meant, and he suppressed a groan as he looked over the group and saw some of the telltale signs of soul strain. Couple that with the statues not showing as petrified creatures, and he knew what was going on.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Vriena asked softly. The elf sounded somewhat shocked, which amused Kerlin.

      He didn’t respond directly, instead activating his communication bracelet to contact the current coordinator, then spoke calmly. “Control, this is the West Interior Gate. Request for two petrification wagons be sent to the Delver’s Guild. The succubus was involved.”

      It took a moment before the coordinator replied, and when he did, the dwarf’s voice was heavy. “Of course she was. Sending a team to assist, your message is acknowledged.”

      With that Kerlin chuckled, glad this wasn’t his problem, and he’d likely have a good story to tell over drinks later.
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      “By the gods, how do you keep getting yourself involved in situations like this, Talyn?” Guildmaster Sadja demanded, looking at the statues that had been placed in the medical room. One that Talyn had noticed had a sign dubbing it the Statuary Room, which she felt fit the morbid humor of many delvers.

      “I think that whoever is the god of fate or luck has decided to make my life interesting,” Talyn said dryly, giving a helpless shrug. “How else can I explain all of the recent events? Most of them can be explained at least somewhat by coincidence, but Danielle? Not a chance.”

      “Danielle? That’s the Spellsinger, right?” Sadja asked, frowning thoughtfully. When Talyn nodded, she continued. “What does she have to do with this?”

      “I apparently rented the apartment she’d previously occupied, and found a stash of hers, including some earrings. Furthermore, only a couple of weeks ago I asked Reya about them, and she told me who’d owned them,” Talyn explained, gesturing at Reya, who was going through the room, examining each of the statues and making notes. “I don’t know about you, but the odds of that, combined with everything else? Pardon me if I think it’s unbelievable.”

      Sadja’s lips pursed, and she nodded slowly as she examined Reya curiously, then looked back at Talyn. There was that same appraising gleam in her eyes that Talyn was becoming used to, and she resisted the urge to sigh.

      “I can see why you’d think that,” Sadja said.

      Talyn decided to change the subject, since she’d rather not be subject to too many uncomfortable questions, and she nodded at the statues in the room.

      “Do you mind if I ask what you’re going to do with them?” Talyn asked nervously. “Or the other survivors, for that matter. It seems like you have processes in place for this.”

      “Of course you may. I wish there wasn’t a need for us to have procedures in place for this, but there are occasional enemies that petrify, freeze, or otherwise trap individuals in the dungeon for long periods,” Sadja said, changing the subject gracefully as she looked over the room. “Admittedly, this is the largest group that’s been recovered since I became Guildmaster, but larger ones have been known to occur. A medusa once had over ninety delvers in his collection, gathered over the course of only a year. Most were recoverable, though a few were in poor condition and needed extensive healing after they were recovered.”

      Talyn couldn’t help a flinch, and inwardly she was thankful that most of the statues she’d found had been intact. It had seemed like the damage they’d taken had mostly been side effects in subsequent battles, not deliberate on the part of the zombie.

      Unaware of Talyn’s thoughts, Sadja continued calmly, walking around the edge of the table. “The dead will be identified if possible, and if they have last wishes on file with the Guild we will follow those. If not, we’ll see if they have kin in the city or nation, and release their bodies, and equipment, into their hands if they are found. We’ll wait to turn them back until we know one way or another. Those who we can’t identify will be held for a month to see if anyone comes forward, then will be stripped of their equipment and their bodies will be handed over to the churches for final rites. Their equipment will be sold, both to pay for their last rites, the costs to the guild, and to fund the training and gear for one of our new delver scholarships.”

      “All sensible… though I wasn’t aware there was a scholarship like that,” Talyn said, blinking in surprise. Sadja flashed her a smile, obviously amused.

      “Unsurprising. It’s chronically under-funded and only occasionally active. Most people in the city consider it to be somewhat like a World Traveler, talked about but almost never seen,” Sadja said humorously, pausing and taking a step toward Talyn, making her personal interest obvious.

      Talyn did her best to ignore the interest, leaning into her Immaculate Perfection as hard as she could as she watched Reya lean down to look at a statue more closely. Part of Talyn dearly wished she was outside with the others, helping the various rescued delvers… but then again, Egan had arrived. The head investigator scared Talyn, while she just didn’t like Sadja. Either way it would have been an unpleasant experience.

      “What about the living people? Some of them had been missing for five years, I’m not sure that they’ll have much to come back to,” Talyn said, frowning.

      “The guild is going to house them for a couple of weeks, and has a fund for situations like this,” Sadja assured Talyn, not seeming to mind Talyn ignoring her advances. “It isn’t likely to give them much, but it should be enough for them to determine what they wish to do after they’ve had time to recover.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Talyn said, a hint of relief washing over her. At the same time, she was considering dropping a couple of gold on helping them. It wasn’t much to her, but that could make all the difference in the world for the victims. Not that she was going to say anything to Sadja about it. It wasn’t the Guildmaster’s business.

      Before Sadja could continue, Reya cleared her throat, then spoke calmly.

      “Guildmaster, I have identified three of the ten with high to very high confidence. I met one of them, and the other two had requests for information regarding them in the guild records. Two more were identified by one of the other rescued delvers,” Reya said, straightening and meeting the Guildmaster’s gaze. “With the remaining five, it is possible that I would be able to identify them if they were turned back, but without being able to determine their subspecies or the color of their hair, eyes, or skin, it is difficult. Furthermore, based on what I have learned it is likely that some of these individuals vanished before I became a Guild Secretary or upgraded to Perfect Memory.”

      Some of Talyn’s good humor evaporated, but she couldn’t help a reluctant nod as she considered the information. Not that the explanation was directed to her. Honestly, she shouldn’t have expected the guild to identify all of them this quickly. Talyn was getting ahead of herself.

      “That’s unfortunate. I’ll have to see if any of the other secretaries from before your time recognize them,” Sadja said, seeming a little annoyed as she glanced at Talyn and raised an eyebrow. “Did you really have to steal one of my most promising secretaries, Talyn?”

      “I didn’t steal anyone,” Talyn said, fighting off the urge to flush as she folded her arms in front of her. “I’ll also have you know that if it weren’t for Melody, I wouldn’t have dared flirt with Reya. I hated it when a customer flirted with me back when I was in that type of job, after all.”

      “Ah, much is explained,” Reya said, her lips quirking upward for a moment, then she continued more briskly. “And as to that, I must protest, Guildmaster. I have simply agreed to take a position where I believe I can leverage my skills more effectively. I have given notice unusually far in advance so that the guild can adjust the schedules and staffing to compensate, which is far easier than normal due to recent events and the influx of higher-level staff transferring to Castra.”

      “That may be true, but it doesn’t change the fact that you’ve been at the top of the list for the most efficient, effective secretaries in the quest department,” Sadja said, arching an eyebrow at Reya. “I didn’t protest, no matter how much I would like you to stay with the guild. If it was allowed by our charter, I’d offer a significant raise for you to stay.”

      “While that would have been appreciated, I’m afraid that it would not have been sufficient for me to remain,” Reya demurred, smiling slightly more, and her eyes were gleaming.

      While both women were perfectly poised, Talyn could practically feel the sparks flying between them due to Sense Motives. She decided that it was best for her to flee while she could.

      “Since it seems like my part is done, I’ll be going. Thank you for taking the time to speak to me, Guildmaster,” Talyn said, bowing her head politely. She added a smile as she looked at Reya and said, “I look forward to seeing you later, Reya. I assure you that I’ll try not to get ambushed on the way home.”

      “You’d best do that. I’m becoming concerned with your tendency to get in trouble,” Reya said, her attention turning to Talyn as the corners of her lips twitched upward. “If you are ambushed, we will have to review your security arrangements once I’m fully in your employ.”

      “I think we’ll need to do that anyway,” Talyn said dryly, and quickly headed for the door before Sadja chose to delay her. She didn’t trust the woman’s friendly smiles.

      Stepping out of the room, Talyn quickly made her way down the hall to the small cafeteria where she’d last seen the others. While Talyn had done her best to help them, she wasn’t a dedicated healer, let alone a specialist when it came to the issues which accompanied petrification.

      Talyn didn’t know exactly what soul strain was, but she could guess, based on what she’d sensed of different people’s souls. The staff had been carefully examining each of the victims earlier, which probably made everyone happier. Well, everyone except for the people who wanted to go home immediately, but better safe than dead.

      When she reached the cafeteria, Talyn noticed that all of the delvers with the weakest souls weren’t there, along with a wolf animus, which left only ten of them. She also saw Danielle sitting with Emma and Melody, and the dark elf looked slightly spooked by something. Danielle brightened on seeing Talyn and waved at her. Considering the situation, Talyn resisted the urge to smile as she walked over.

      “So, what did you think of Egan?” Talyn asked curiously. “The first time I met him, I wanted to do whatever I could to get as far away as possible.”

      “That is… you know, that’s about how I feel, yes,” Danielle said, shuddering as she glanced at the door nervously. “He wasn’t mean, impolite, or anything like that. He was just strange, and gathered every piece of information he could along the way. I didn’t even realize I remembered that much.”

      “That sounds about right,” Talyn said, then looked at Emma curiously. “What about you?”

      “I’d rather keep as far away from him as possible, thank you,” Emma said promptly, wrinkling her nose. “I’ve run into a few people like that before, but I don’t care for them. How did your meeting go?”

      “About how I expected. Lots of flattery, some comments about how much trouble I was causing, and indirect attempts to pressure me into helping the guild without saying so,” Talyn said, shrugging. “I fled when I thought that Reya and the Guildmaster were clashing. Do we want to vacate the premises? I’d like to get something better to eat than rations. And if you’re good to leave, we can get you your earrings and replace your savings, Danielle.”

      “Ooh, inviting her home after the first meeting?” Melody exclaimed, her eyes dancing with mischief. “How forward of you, Talyn! I’m right here!”

      Danielle’s eyes went huge, and she sputtered, trying to protest. Talyn ignored the protests, glowering at Melody instead.

      “Oh, don’t give me any of that. You’re the one who insisted that if we were going to visit the brothel that we needed to go together,” Talyn retorted, her tail lashing dangerously as she leaned on the table. “Or would you rather be banished for the night?”

      “You’re threatening to make me sleep on the couch? I’m shocked, shocked, I tell you!” Melody said, placing a hand on her chest dramatically. Talyn sighed.

      “I… I didn’t mean to cause any issues…” Danielle stammered but cut off when Emma laid a hand on her shoulder and shook her head firmly.

      “It’s not you, Danielle. They’re just like this sometimes. You’ll get used to it,” Emma assured her.

      As the dark elf gave Emma a dubious look, Talyn couldn’t help but notice that Emma had all but stated that she expected Danielle to be around more. Did they really think that she was so shallow as to…

      Pausing, Talyn considered for a moment more as she looked Danielle over. The dark elf really was quite pretty, even when she’d been delving. More than that, Talyn somehow felt closer to her than she should, considering how little they knew about each other. Still, there was a strange sort of kinship that Talyn felt, and… well, she wouldn’t mind something more.

      She barely kept her tail from taking on a more predatory sway, and Talyn smiled as she shrugged.

      “Don’t listen to Emma. She just hasn’t figured out what she wants yet,” Talyn said brightly, standing up fully. She offered her arm as she asked. “Care to join me in my quest for food, Miss Starborn?”

      Emma froze, her cheeks reddening in response to the implications of Talyn’s words. Melody began giggling, and other people in the room were staring in their direction, obviously confused. Talyn thought she saw jealousy on a few faces, but she didn’t much care.

      “I… think I’d like that, yes,” Danielle said after a moment of slack-jawed surprise, and she carefully climbed to her feet. Then her voice took on a more confident, amused note as she slipped her hand into the crook of Talyn’s elbow. “I feel like I haven’t had a proper meal in months, after all.”

      Talyn chuckled, grinning more. She thought she’d get along well with Danielle.
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      Mable pulled her coat closer as her breath created a visible mist in the cold air. The chill was cutting through her clothing more than she liked, and once again she cursed the distance between the Knots and the dungeon.

      Yes, she’d been able to get a slightly nicer apartment in the district which cost less than her previous one, but the ramshackle design of the district made her nervous, and it was much farther from anywhere important. Not to mention the fact that the lord didn’t even try to control the gangs which dominated sections of the slums.

      If she had much of a choice, Mable wouldn’t be living in the Knots at all, but she hadn’t wanted to stay in the Coppers after her encounter with the chief inspector of the Delver’s Guild. Egan had absolutely terrified her, and she wanted to put as much distance between her and Talyn as possible. That was part of the reason she took a roundabout path to the dungeon, going up through the Sunset and Winter Quarter districts before cutting through the Bazaar to get there. It probably doubled her commute, which meant that the coat she’d worn the previous year wasn’t doing as well for her.

      It didn’t matter, though. She only had to make it until spring. Once the roads had cleared, she’d head south. There were some decent areas to level in that direction, and more than anything else they were far from Castra. She just had to survive that long, and make sure she had the money for the trip. That was the main reason she hadn’t left yet. She didn’t want to hand over everything she had to a merchant and be left broke.

      Though even if she was cold, it didn’t stop her from keeping an eye on her surroundings. The area she was in should be relatively safe, she’d carefully avoided taking the streets that formed the borders between the territory of different gangs, but that didn’t mean she was perfectly safe. Especially not since some of the buildings looked like they could fall on her at a moment’s notice. Only the buildings nearest the entrance of the Knots were nicer.

      The Knots were unfortunately well-named. Most of the buildings were wood, but they were built on top of one another almost haphazardly, with some of them extending over the streets, and frequent bridges crossing back and forth. There were three, sometimes even four, layers to the district, and that meant there were far too many places for people to hide if they wanted to ambush someone. Worse, the gang clashes meant that people generally averaged a higher level than Mable was.

      Speaking of which, Mable saw a couple of members of the Razors wandering down the street, wearing their usual black clothing with silver trim. The gang members had cocky attitudes and didn’t take disrespect well. One was level seventy-three, and the other was level sixty-eight, so she did her best to look harmless. Not that it was hard… Mable was only level twenty. Hopefully they’d leave her alone. She’d already paid her protection fee for the month.

      She tried not to tense as they walked past, anticipation boiling inside her. Yet when they didn’t even give Mable a sidelong glance, she couldn’t help a sour sensation from boiling up inside her. Mable hated being an absolute nobody. She hated not being someone of import. Yet while other delvers were progressing quickly, she’d stagnated. Like the team Talyn associated with, they’d reached level thirty-six, by all the gods. She was only level twenty, when she’d barely been four or five levels behind them when they’d arrived in Castra.

      It wasn’t entirely her fault, either. Every group she’d managed to join or put together had done poorly. Two people had died to kobolds in one delve, mostly due to them being overconfident and not cooperating with the rest of the group. Another group had been overly relaxed, only going on a single delve every other week. A third had imploded when a pair who were dating split up, then the mage had started dating the guardian and flaunting it in their healer’s face. It was just one thing after another.

      The last few weeks had initially fueled Mable’s resentment of the world, but after her anger burned off, she’d become more introspective, and she had to admit that she’d made a fair number of mistakes.

      She was too fond of getting drunk, which sometimes led to her opening her big mouth when she should keep it shut. She was jealous of Talyn for… reasons that were admittedly rather petty. Melody was incredibly attractive and intelligent, but that hadn’t been a good reason to be such a bitch to Talyn. Of course, the jealousy had just gotten worse when Talyn had gone from poorer than Mable and low-level to one of the wealthiest people in the city. So, when someone had asked her to eavesdrop on Talyn, she’d done so, and made everything worse in the process. Mable wondered what would have happened if she’d just offered to go on delves with Talyn instead of trying to lure Melody away from her. What would have happened if she hadn’t embarrassed herself in front of everyone at the Silver Mug that night.

      The thought of the Silver Mug, and drinking, caused Mable to start salivating, and she was very, very tempted to go to the Copper Mug instead of home. Some ale sounded wonderful right now… but Mable shook off the urge through pure force of will. She was trying to be better, and if she went right now, she’d end up completely drunk. No, she was just going to go home, make dinner, and go over the options for her destination come spring.

      Her boots crunched in some of the snow as she approached the stairs leading to her new apartment. The streets weren’t kept completely clear of snow, unlike the Coppers, which seemed to make the cold worse. Trudging up the steps, Mable let out a soft breath of frustration as she fumbled for her key.

      It took a few moments to unlock the door to her small, drafty apartment, and Mable opened it, then quickly stepped inside. It was dark, and unlike her previous lodging, there weren’t convenient light crystals to provide illumination. Closing the door, Mable reached over to pick up the lantern she kept there, murmuring the words to light the lantern’s wick.

      The lantern flickered to life, illuminating the apartment… and the large figure cloaked in darkness standing only a foot away. A figure whose level and species she couldn’t read, and whose hand was wreathed in magic.

      In the instant before she fell unconscious, Mable reached for the hilt of her sword, reflecting that maybe she should have gone for that ale after all.

      Then there was nothing.
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      When Talyn had suggested throwing a party, in part because she remembered having parties during winter in her previous life, Emma had thought it sounded like fun, but hadn’t expected much more than that. Apparently, she’d underestimated the lengths that Talyn would go to for a good party.

      Who bothered buying garlands of fake flowers that had dozens of tiny light crystals in them to hang up in the atrium and dining room? Talyn, apparently. She also had gone to extensive lengths to acquire fresh fruit, vegetables, and meat from the dungeon for a variety of dishes, including numerous desserts. She got Tammy to make several dozen batches of a fizzy drink before choosing one that she’d mixed with rum and fruit juice. That had also just been the start, though Emma had to admit that the honey-glazed ham looked incredible. She’d heard of it, but never had it previously, and was looking forward to taste testing it.

      Then there’d been the guest list. Emma had expected Aslith, Elda, Gordon, Reagan, and Reya. She’d also expected her parents, since they were in the same house. Danielle had obviously shown up, since she and Talyn had hit it off quite well. Emma wasn’t even surprised when twelve of Tammy and two of Timmy showed up. They’d helped with the drinks, after all. All of those had been expected.

      Lady Remarine and the head of the Copper Guard, Lieutenant Santos, were a bit more of a surprise. As had been the invitation to Talyn’s former landlady, a plump Level 50 City Elf Landlord named Annabelle Dakren, who’d shown up with her husband. She’d also apparently been Danielle’s landlord, once upon a time.

      She had not expected Talyn to extend an invitation to the head of the Entertainment Guild, a mesmerizing kitsune named Veeranna, who’d shown up with her elven handmaiden Dallavine. Both had shrouded themselves in veils, as otherwise several people might have died of shock. Probably not literally, though Emma had to resist the urge to stare at them.

      There was a Level 203 Human Half-Lithicar who refused to give his name, but who Talyn had mentioned was a priest from the temple of the God of Protection and Revelations who’d helped her. He seemed amused every time someone asked his name, changing the subject rather than answering, and was chatting calmly with Reagan near the fireplace.

      A Level 325 Cait Sith named Adrigos had shown up, immaculately groomed and wearing a dapper tie. Niella Shieldgard, the brunette six-tailed kitsune who’d warded Talyn’s mansion, had arrived not long ago, and was currently talking to Adrigos and Veeranna. A jeweler and enchanting specialist, Catherine Silversmith, was sampling the punch near one wall as she chatted with Annabelle. Elgan Fireblood, Kaldorin the Wanderer, Nethaya Wolfwood, and Tserikla, the delvers who’d opened the thirty-sixth floor, had arrived just a few minutes ago, and had struck up a conversation with Emma’s parents. Then there was Fredrica, who’d come with her father, George Brightmane, who was currently examining the table in apparent confusion.

      Three interesting guests were Viridian Sunrise, the madam of the brothel Talyn had invested in, Crystal Seasong, a naga architect, and Lilac, one of the dragons who’d apparently visited Talyn previously. Emma wondered why Lilac kept looking around nervously.  Most shocking of all of the guests, however, was Maerna, the Valkyrie warmaster herself arriving with a couple of other members of her order. Emma didn’t know what to say when Maerna walked into the room.

      “So… is this moment of being drop-jawed because you admire her, or like her?” Melody teased.

      Emma flushed, her mouth snapping shut, and she glared at Melody as the celestial took a drink. Melody was wearing a lovely black dress, as well as a silver choker set with a beautiful blue gem that matched her eyes. She looked far too at ease in these surroundings, considering her level. It had to be her somewhat mysterious background as a member of the Celestial Bureaucracy, though she refused to answer most questions regarding her time or duties there.

      “Admire, thank you. She’s probably older than my parents,” Emma replied, flushing brightly. “Once you hit level one hundred or so, your lifespan begins increasing regardless of species. By seven hundred, she probably could live for a few thousand years as long as she isn’t killed by something. I don’t know the exact limits, or the progression.”

      Melody chortled softly, shaking her head as she grinned, murmuring. “I don’t think that’s going to slow Talyn down much, if she realizes. Not with some of the individuals that are courting her.”

      The mention of Talyn caused Emma’s gaze to seek out the succubus, who was wearing a shimmering black dress that had intricate patterns in gold embroidered into it, her tail poking through a near-invisible slit in the dress. Her hair had been done up nicely by one of the maids, pulled into intricate braids, and she was wearing several tasteful pieces of jewelry. Talyn was talking to Reya and Viridian, though as Emma watched Talyn laid a hand on Reya’s shoulder and turned away, her smile bright as she looked over the room, then her gaze settled on Emma and Melody.

      Emma felt her mood brighten at Talyn’s approach, at which point she chided herself internally. She had it bad and couldn’t decide what to do. She was just… jealous. Jealous of all the people who found it easy to approach the people they liked.

      “I shouldn’t have invited all these people,” Talyn said as soon as she was close, her voice soft. “I wasn’t thinking about it when I sent the invitations. I was just thinking about who other guests might want to talk to, who I had good relations with, and all of that. I didn’t stop to think about the sheer power they represented.”

      Emma burst out laughing. She simply couldn’t help it. Her laughter drew the attention of several other people, and it was also infectious, since Melody began to laugh after a moment as well, though not quite as loudly as Emma.

      Talyn glared at Emma for a moment, her tail lashing, then huffed, folding her arms in front of her. It framed her bust quite nicely, which just made the entire ensemble better, in Emma’s opinion.

      “What’s so funny?” Talyn demanded, her eyes narrowing.

      “You are,” Emma said, grinning broadly at her. “It’s like Remarine said. You don’t really think about how influential you are, at least after recent events. Think about it, you have what, around six thousand levels worth of guests who’re over level two hundred and fifty, split across less than fifteen people? That’s just who’s present, not the other ones who you might know who can’t make it, or you forgot to invite.”

      “I… wait a second…” Talyn turned and looked around the room, her lips moving as she began going through all the people present. As she did so, her eyes slowly widened more and more. Eventually she slumped ever so slightly, looking back at Emma. “I really did, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, you did,” Melody said, grinning broadly. “Now, I’m sure that the Duke could get a much better slate if he needed to, but I’ll bet you that some of the nobles wouldn’t be able to convince most of your guests to show up. What do you think, Fredrica?”

      The human paused, considering for a couple of seconds before nodding. She’d barely been within earshot, but she hadn’t been hiding the fact she’d been listening to them. She’d also smiled when Emma had teased Talyn.

      “That sounds accurate to me. While I’m sure that there are many who might be able to invite several people over level three hundred to a party, maybe even a couple dozen, the sheer number of people here who are over level four hundred is remarkable,” Fredrica said, nodding toward the Valkyries in particular. They’d converged on the punch bowl. “The fact that they all came to what amounts to a casual, private party? That’s even more surprising than anything else. You’re likely to be the envy of the upper class for weeks, Talyn.”

      “Ugh,” Talyn said, wrinkling her nose, then stared at the sky. “Why does this all have to be so complicated? I just wanted to throw a party! A nice one!”

      Emma chuckled as she glanced at Melody in amusement. “I think you need to accept that people are going to pay attention to you, Talyn. You have your charisma skills, after all, and you’ve changed not only the city, but the country as a whole. If you could actually lay low you’d probably be able to let things calm down and people might forget about you, but you’ve done multiple noticeable things over the last few weeks. Surviving, helping open the lower floors, the assassins, the dragons, and now the petrification incident. I don’t think you can avoid attention at this point.”

      Multiple emotions flickered across Talyn’s face. Realization, despair, triumph, and finally resignation. Her tail drooped, and Emma chuckled, patting her on the shoulder reassuringly.

      “I’m sure that you’ll find a way to adapt,” Emma assured Talyn, grinning more. “Now, why don’t you introduce me to some of these people? You’ve mentioned who they are, but I haven’t met several of them.”

      Talyn brightened, taking a breath, then nodded firmly, smiling at her. “Sure! I’m sure that you’ll like most of them, even if they can be embarrassing at times. Let’s start with Viridian… she isn’t nearly as overwhelming as Veeranna can be.”

      Emma smiled more as Talyn led the way, pleased that she’d managed to distract the succubus from her anxiety.

      She carefully avoided acknowledging Melody’s knowing smirk.
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        * * *

      

      Coming to Talyn’s party had seemed like an innocent enough thing to do and dovetailed nicely with her job in Castra. Catherine had accepted readily, since it seemed like a promising avenue to gather information.

      That had been a mistake. It was such a mistake. If it weren’t for her skills assisting her in keeping her cover in place, Catherine would have already exposed herself, she was so nervous about the people who were present.

      There were four people in the room over level five hundred. One of them was a warmaster from the Order of Valkyries who was level seven hundred and thirteen. That was higher level than all but the Arclord, last she’d heard. That meant that there was one person in Abydon’s Blight who was definitely more powerful than the warmaster, and even that wasn’t certain when you got to those kind of levels. Maerna might have a more ideal set of skills and be able to hit far above her apparent weight class. This party was a nightmare given form, at least for Catherine.

      That was why Catherine was doing everything she could do to remain as unassuming as possible, playing into her role and revealing her awe of the others. There was no chance that she was going to do as she’d originally planned and ‘accidentally’ end up in private sections of the manor. That seemed like a good way to draw more attention.

      “I heard that you’re working on some custom items for Talyn?” Elgan said, the dark-skinned delver swirling his cup of punch, then taking a sip. “She said something about ones that allowed the wearers to sense the direction to the other bearers, let them sense their physical health, and which granted better range to beneficial spells.”

      Catherine blinked, then smiled as she nodded, inwardly grateful for the distraction.

      “That’s correct. It’s quite an interesting project,” Catherine acknowledged graciously. “There were hopes to add a communication function as well, but that was too difficult to fold into the same item, at least for me. I could likely replace the spell benefit with communication, but Talyn preferred the ability to cast healing spells from a longer range.”

      “Hm. It sounds a little like the soul crystals which the guild uses… did you use that as an inspiration?” Elgan asked, reaching up to rub his chin thoughtfully.

      Catherine couldn’t help a smile, her worries fading a little more as she nodded to the human.

      “That’s right. This is obviously much more complex, since it doesn’t soul-bond, and links to multiple other items, but it has certain fascinating aspects. I found some references of similar items being made elsewhere, but nothing quite as low-level as what I’m working on,” Catherine said, enjoying the chance to discuss something she was truly passionate about. “I doubt it will have the range of some of the ones I read about, but it’s been stretching my crafting skills a great deal, and…”

      She continued speaking to him, hopeful that perhaps she could get a few commissions from the man’s group. She had a reputation to build, and at least maintaining her cover was higher priority than spying on Talyn.

      For now.
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        * * *

      

      Reya leaned over and gently kissed Talyn on the cheek, murmuring. “I’m going to work on one of my skills for a bit, hm?”

      “Alright, sounds good to me,” Talyn said, smiling brightly back at Reya, her tail swaying much more naturally at this point. “Just make sure you don’t miss the cake. I’ve been looking forward to it for a while.”

      “Of course, I wouldn’t miss it,” Reya said, resisting the urge to grin back. Then she glanced at Melody curiously, while the celestial just gave her an enigmatic smile.

      Reya had been startled when she’d realized that Melody’s class and class skills were veiled by divine power, as well as one species skill. That was incredibly unusual, as she’d never seen someone with that descriptor in their class before. Heard about it, but not seen it. Given the skills Melody had revealed, though… Reya had suspicions on which deity was veiling her skills. Not that she was going to breathe a word of that to others. If Melody wanted to tell them, she would.

      Turning away, Reya couldn’t help a smile. She’d made the mildly difficult choice to replace her Light Armor Expertise skill with the Minions (Contract) skill that Talyn had mentioned, and she’d also formed contracts with two of Talyn’s maids to help it advance. It wasn’t as effective as making contracts with higher-level individuals, but Reya was taking careful notes regarding how to advance it most effectively.

      More importantly, the room was the perfect opportunity to advance her Eye of Truth skill. She took a moment to glance at the description, still slightly in awe of the skill. Even if the description was slightly misleading, considering Melody’s ability to hide her skills.

      
        
        Eye of Truth: Your gaze can reveal the truth of all things. Your senses can pierce almost any illusion or concealment if given enough time. You can analyze both creatures and objects, gaining more details than before.

      

      

      While the skill wasn’t in any of the skill encyclopedias which Reya had read, and she’d made certain to read several when she picked up Eidetic Memory, it was close enough to several for Reya to place Eye of Truth as a high-rank analysis skill. Probably just barely below the highest ranks, given its ability to pierce illusions. Yet that wasn’t everything.

      One of the major changes for her was the ability to analyze creatures. Previously, Unerring Appraisal had only allowed her to determine the name and properties of objects, not creatures, which meant that the upgrade had enormously expanded her capabilities. More importantly, it meant that she could analyze all of the incredibly high-level individuals who were attending the party, which improved her progress by leaps and bounds. Why, Maerna had granted almost ten percent of a skill tier on her own, though the details were obscured by a ring that cloaked her precise skills. The woman had looked amused at the analysis, to Reya’s private embarrassment.

      Despite that, the Warmaster hadn’t indicated that she objected. It wasn’t like analysis skills were that uncommon, and most people were examined dozens of times a day by guards or other inspectors. It wouldn’t make sense for high-level individuals to be offended by someone analyzing them, so Reya continued moving through the party, analyzing different people to progress her skill. She was particularly pleased when she hit tier two in the skill after analyzing Guildmaster Veeranna and her assistant. Reya suspected that without this event, it would’ve taken a few months to reach the tier, and it was the easiest tier to advance.

      Then she analyzed the enchanter next to Elgan Fireblood, and only Perfect Poise kept Reya from betraying her shock and concern. She… needed to speak to Talyn. Once they were in private and she was certain they wouldn’t be eavesdropped on, that was. She looked at Catherine Silversmith’s status, concern flowing through her.

      
        
        Level: 220; Species: Human (Shadow Tier 3); Species Skills: Adaptive Skill (Fine Dexterity, Tier 3), Armor of Shadow (Tier 2), Charming (Tier 2), Crafting Specialist (Tier 2), Darkness Magic (Tier 3) Enhanced Intuition, Overflowing Vitality (Tier 3); False Class: Magical Artisan; True Class: Artisan Spy (Tier 3); Class Skills: Conceal Status (Tier 3, veiled as Artisan’s Instincts), Engrave Enchantments (Tier 4), Essence Magic (Tier 4), Exacting Perception (Tier 3), Jewelry Artisan (Tier 4), Liar Liar (Tier 4, veiled as Composure), Metal Control (Tier 3), Void Magic (Tier 2); Status: Soul-Bound Contract of Servitude

      

      

      Thinking about it, Reya would probably want to ensure that Lady Copper and a couple of the higher-level individuals were there as well. This could be problematic. Reya had only wanted to improve her skill, not to reveal a spy in their midst.
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      Most of the party had gone wonderfully, in Talyn’s opinion. She’d given out a few minor gifts, mostly simple treats, since Talyn didn’t want to try to come up with something that each her guests would find valuable or useful. She’d also made certain to make a set for each of the Guardians, putting them on a side table in private, each labeled with who they were for. Talyn hoped that the fire- and water-resistant fabrics were enough to deal with what Pyra and Merilla would put them through.

      There’d been a few bits of silliness during the party, of course. Mostly from the Tammy and Timmy horde. One of the Tammy’s had gotten drunk enough that she’d insisted that if you put enough pepper seeds into the punch and added a few other ingredients, it was possible to breathe fire like a dragon.

      To Talyn’s surprise, the clone had been correct. She simply hadn’t taken into account that the concoction would make her mouth feel like it’d been set on fire. They’d been forced to sedate her afterward, and at least she’d aimed the spray at the fireplace.

      The horde had also flirted outrageously with everyone. One Timmy even flirted with Maerna, which had left her assistants aghast, and prompted the warmaster to laugh loudly. She’d declined politely… and offered to introduce him to a great-granddaughter. He’d looked incredibly embarrassed and had been the butt of jokes from Tammy and her clones for most of the evening.

      Eventually things had begun to wrap up… and Talyn noticed at last that Reya’s attitude was subtly more focused than normal. She’d expected the elf to be flirting more by the time the night was halfway over, yet she’d continued to act about the same through most of the night. That was… odd. Perhaps most people wouldn’t take note of it, but if Talyn had picked it up, she was certain that a few other people had, like Veeranna.

      Only when just over half the guests had left did Reya finally straighten and let out a breath of relief, looking at Talyn with uncharacteristic worry.

      “Talyn, I’m sorry to interrupt like this, but I believe that we need to speak with some of your guests in a secure location. I believe that the most important individuals are Lady Copper, the Warmaster, the Guildmaster, and Sir Brightmane,” Reya said, her voice calm and precise despite the worry in her eyes.

      Her voice was soft, but the individuals named all looked their way, even though Maerna was on the other side of the room. A few other people noticed as well, but they mostly looked curious and concerned.

      “I… can do that. How secure are you talking?” Talyn asked, frowning slightly.

      “As secure as you can find on short notice. Likely the armory would be best,” Reya said, inclining her head as she spoke.

      Talyn nodded, glancing at Melody as she considered, then asked gently. “Would you mind staying out here and playing host? I hate to do it, since this may be important, but—”

      “Go on,” Melody interrupted, shooing Talyn off with a brighter smile. “I’m sure you’ll catch me up later. I’m glad to see you don’t need me at all times.”

      Talyn flushed in embarrassment but couldn’t help a glow of pleasure inside. Melody trusted her, which was a huge relief. She took a breath, then looked at Remarine and the others. “Would you mind?”

      “Not at all, though I’m amused to be invited into such august company,” Remarine said, her ears twitching curiously. “I’m surprised that you asked me along at all, Miss Alvorn.”

      “You’ll understand, I believe, and you’re likely to have useful input,” Reya replied, inclining her head courteously.

      While she was speaking, the others were making their way over, and Talyn just sighed internally, then led the way to the armory, going down a few hallways. It wasn’t like there was anything in the armory that other people would care about, not when her clothing was probably more valuable than anything in it.

      In short order she reached the armory doors and unlocked them, ushering her guests into the room. No longer was it completely filled with equipment, as Talyn had sold off most of the items she considered useless, and the rest had been put away. Even so, Talyn flushed as George Brightmane looked around approvingly. Maerna didn’t give it more than a once-over, and Talyn couldn’t say what she thought of the room.

      As soon as the door shut, Veeranna spoke in her melodious voice, her tails swaying behind her in a strangely soothing pattern.

      “Based on your behavior during the party, I assume that this has something to do with Miss Silversmith?” Veeranna asked calmly, tilting her head curiously.

      Reya went still for a moment, then spoke softly. “I sincerely hope that she isn’t as perceptive as you are, Guildmaster. I attempted to keep my poise, so as not to alert her that I knew anything was amiss.”

      “I do not believe she noticed,” Veeranna said, a pleased note in her voice as she nodded in satisfaction. “I could not tell what put you on edge, but I am very skilled at reading body language. I know that she was deeply uncomfortable in the presence of so many high-level individuals, but I’m not certain what it was which you noticed.”

      “Nor I. Tonight was the first time I met her,” George Brightmane said, frowning.

      “I’m unsurprised and will not keep you in suspense. I should first specify, I recently had one of my skills evolve. Unerring Appraisal evolved into Eye of Truth, a skill which allows me to pierce illusions or concealments, and which also now allows me to analyze creatures in addition to objects,” Reya said, leaning on the table as she paused, then continued. “I took advantage of the presence of so many high-level individuals, as well as their items, to attempt to advance it. In so doing, I analyzed Catherine Silversmith, and learned that her true class is Artisan Spy, that she has several spy skills, and that she is under the effect of a soul-bound contract of servitude. One which I examined further, and found that if she violates it, the contract necromantically extracts her soul and turns her body into an undead.”

      The room went utterly silent at Reya’s announcement, and Talyn’s thoughts came to an abrupt halt. She could hardly believe that Catherine, who she’d been mildly wary of just because… well, for no specific reason, but that the woman was a spy. It brought to mind Talyn’s comments about the number of coincidences she’d been involved in and gave her a headache.

      Before Talyn could marshal her thoughts, Maerna made a soft noise of understanding, nodding slowly.

      “That explains a great deal. That is one of the standard hallmarks of the agents of Abydon’s Blight, is it not?” Maerna asked, looking at George, Remarine, and Veeranna in particular.

      “That’s correct,” George rumbled, frowning and tapping his upper arm. “We’d have to get independent confirmation, of course, but this wouldn’t be much of a surprise. The problem is that when captured the contract usually triggers. The subsequent removal of the soul makes it difficult to interrogate their spirit, and the undead created is based on the power of the contract holder, which usually means that it’s a zombie over level six hundred. I’ve heard that the Royal Knights have lost several members to spies due to this sort of thing.”

      Talyn blanched, since that was not what she’d needed to hear. She looked at the others, gritted her teeth… and asked the question she really didn’t want to admit not knowing the answer to.

      “Um… I hate to say this, but I have no idea what… Abydon’s Blight is. Care to tell me?” Talyn asked, flushing in embarrassment as everyone looked at her.

      Fortunately, their surprise only seemed to last for a moment before being replaced by realization, and Remarine smiled, though there was a harsh edge to the smile. Not one targeted at Talyn, though.

      “I should have realized that you wouldn’t know. You haven’t had a need to learn about Sylland’s neighbors, aside from the Aerie of Fangs,” the knight said, taking a deep breath, then let it out heavily. “Our southeastern neighbor used to be the Tarruk Kingdom. It was an older kingdom, pompous due to their long line of kings, and they were moderately powerful. Probably more powerful than Sylland, if I’m being honest, though saying that to the nobility would get you in trouble. Then came Abydon, another World Traveler.”

      Pieces were quickly falling into place in Talyn’s mind, and her eyes narrowed slightly as she considered, then asked. “Is this the necromancer that I’ve heard some bits and pieces about?”

      Remarine smiled darkly and nodded, her voice soft. “Most likely, yes. This all occurred before I was born, almost seventy years ago at this point. Tarruk recruited him to deal with some of their enemies rather than killing him outright. The laws regarding necromancers weren’t as strict back then. Eventually he turned on them, slaughtering the government and turning many of their most powerful members into his undead servants. The majority of the population was turned into undead, and now he rules the nation’s corpse. Most call the region Abydon’s Blight. I’ve heard that he’s over level seven hundred at this point, but he’s been relatively quiet for a couple of decades.”

      “Ah. At least that explains a lot of what’s going on. Not everything, but it gives me context,” Talyn said, nodding slowly as she frowned, uneasiness welling up inside her. “The question is, what do we do? The fact that she’s associating with me doesn’t necessarily mean she’s after me. Not that I’m going to rely on that, of course.”

      “Nothing. At the very least, you shouldn’t do anything,” Veeranna said, her voice calm and unruffled as her tails swished behind her. “We don’t want to alert her that we know anything. I believe the most important item is to confirm she’s a spy. If so, the fact that you are a world traveler as well has me moderately concerned. I would not be surprised if he intends to suborn or eliminate you. I believe that informing the duke would be the best choice, after which the response can be determined from there. You shouldn’t have to be involved.”

      Talyn couldn’t help a flinch at the idea she might be targeted. If Abydon was level seven hundred or higher… that didn’t bode well for her chances against his forces. Fortunately, some of the others seemed to read her mind. That, or she was lucky they were considering things aloud.

      “Fortunately, the chances of them sending anyone particularly high level are minimal. A sufficiently skilled void mage or spy might be able to circumvent the wards, but the city has spells that allow it to detect when anyone over level five hundred comes within a few miles of the city. I’ve heard they may be adjusting that, given recent events,” George Brightmane said, frowning thoughtfully. “It wouldn’t stop someone from teleporting into the city, but that would be quite obvious, and would provoke an investigation in force. No, anyone they send would likely be lower than that level, which means you’ll be safe so long as you’re in close proximity to Mister Rage and his wife.”

      Remarine visibly relaxed as she nodded, tilting her head as her ears twitched nervously, then spoke. “I believe I can arrange a meeting with the duke tomorrow. I had a meeting with his seneschal for the day after tomorrow with Lord Bazaar, but I can use some potential updates to my requests to meet with him early, which I can shift into a meeting with the duke easily enough. With any luck he’ll understand once I explain the situation.”

      “I can assist with that,” Maerna said calmly, holding her wrist with her other hand as her eyes gleamed harshly, making Talyn’s heartbeat quicken with anxiety. “While I do not have a convenient excuse, I’m also not well-known locally. If I arrive at his palace and request a meeting, I believe that the duke will readily agree to a meeting. It will also lend your words additional weight.”

      Talyn had to wonder if the Order of Valkyries had particular issues with Abydon’s Blight, considering the woman’s angry glare, but she didn’t dare ask. Based on her knowledge of the mythology of Valkyries, it would make a lot of sense to her if the order did.

      “That would be appreciated,” Remarine said, letting out an obvious breath of relief, then she smiled a little as she continued. “While I’m relatively confident that he’d believe me, I can’t guarantee that he wouldn’t consider it a gambit to boost my position considering recent political pressures.”

      “If you wish for a letter of support as well, I’d be willing to pen one,” George Brightmane said, glancing at Reya as he continued. “I trust your words, Miss Reya, even if it does require independent confirmation.”

      “I entirely understand. I wouldn’t want someone to operate solely off my word. Such would be… a disservice to someone who might be innocent,” Reya assured him, her back straight as she nodded. “I know what I saw, but do not expect others to take my word for it.”

      “We are taking your word for it. We’re simply starting an investigation,” Veeranna said, pausing for a couple of moments as she tapped the table, her head tilted to the side. There was something about her mannerisms that Talyn thought was odd, so she waited for the kitsune to speak. The others did as well, apparently picking up the same thing.

      “For the benefit of Lady Copper and Talyn, my class is Fated Guildmaster,” Veeranna said at last, her voice calm as could be. “As such, to some extent I can pick out the lines of fate. I sense those who have a destiny which may intersect with each other in important ways. Unfortunately, it does not tell me how they intersect, and it doesn’t function well in regard to world travelers like yourself. However, that does not mean that it is useless. It tells me that Ms. Silversmith has connections to many people in this region.”

      Pausing again, Veeranna smiled, looking at Reya directly. “Also, as you were able to see through her concealment where I could not, I would like to hire you to accompany me for a short time if possible, Ms. Alvorn. It would be quite useful if I could ensure that all of the major members of the guild in my district, as well as their assistants, are not spies.”

      Reya’s eyebrows rose, and she tilted her head slightly, considering the kitsune for a moment.

      “While I wouldn’t object, what justification would you have for it? It’s fairly well-known that I’m leaving the Delver’s Guild to enter Talyn’s employ,” Reya said calmly, her eyebrows furrowing. “I don’t want to draw too much attention.”

      “Simple enough. We’ll use the truth. I saw your new skills and class and am trying to lure you into my employment instead,” Veeranna said, a hint of a smile appearing through her veil, which caused Talyn’s mind to tremble. Not just hers, either, as both Reya and Remarine’s poise cracked at the sight. “I’d simply explain that I’m giving you a chance to see what the duties are like before you make a decision. Simple and straightforward, and if you do decide to take the offer, I’ll be quite pleased. I get the impression that your class would do quite well working in the Entertainment Guild.”

      “I’d be somewhat miffed, though,” Talyn said, giving the Guildmaster an exasperated look. “Though as long as you didn’t have any issues with me dating her, I don’t think I’d be too upset.”

      “Why would I object to something which would draw you closer to my guild?” Veeranna replied, leaving Talyn speechless at how direct the kitsune was.

      Maerna was the one who broke the silence, looking more amused by the whole situation than anything else.

      “Regardless, I believe that is everything we needed to discuss privately?” the woman asked, looking around the table. When no one objected, she nodded and knocked on it twice. “This was good information to share. I will lend my assistance in dealing with the spy if necessary and will endeavor to keep all of you informed as to how things progress. Particularly you, Talyn, as I do not wish for Abydon to make further progress with his schemes if at all possible. If you will excuse me, I need to go over my files to refresh my memory regarding his servants.”

      “Of course,” Talyn said, smiling at the woman as she added. “Thank you for accepting the invitation. I wasn’t sure if you’d come.”

      “Thank you for the invitation. It isn’t often that I receive them from a host who doesn’t have ulterior motives,” Maerna said, smiling slightly. “I half-expected you to approach me regarding something else at some point during the party, yet you didn’t. Which wasn’t entirely the case with your other guests, but at least they were polite enough to not push.”

      Talyn just shrugged and smiled, giving a sheepish smile as she looked around the table, hesitating for a moment, then made an admission. “That’s… well, I’m going to be honest. I had to have Emma explain who the Order of Valkyries were before meeting you for the first time. Even now, I’m not sure that I fully understand, but… I also don’t care that much? You were polite, kind, and offered more than a fair price for the land. That’s more than enough for me to think well of you.”

      George stared for a moment, then chuckled, shaking his head in disbelief, while Remarine did an excellent impression of a landed fish. Only Reya and Veeranna seemed to take it in stride, which didn’t surprise Talyn in the slightest.

      Maerna looked at Talyn, then the edges of her lips quirked upward, and she murmured. “You are certainly odd. I’m far more willing to believe that you’ve dealt with the rulers of the ninety-ninth floor now. Were they truly as strange as you’ve implicated?”

      Talyn couldn’t help a laugh, and she shrugged, smiling more.

      “You have no idea,” Talyn said, nodding toward the door as she added. “One of them gave me the banquet table and chairs as an apology gift. I’m fairly certain that you could throw it through the city wall without scratching the finish, and some of the other things… I have no idea what I’m ever going to do with a bottled cloud.”

      The looks of shock on their faces were priceless.
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      “Welcome back, Warmaster Steelhall,” Malcom said, doing his best to avoid grimacing. It was harder than it normally was, especially since despite her rather terrifying reputation, Maerna Steelhall was normally one of the most polite, respectful high-level guests he’d ever received.

      The problem wasn’t her, it was the information she and Remarine Copper had brought the other day, and the subsequent results, that was giving him a headache.

      That Abydon the Black had spies in the city wasn’t surprising. Malcom would be more surprised if the nation didn’t have spies in Castra, particularly not after the changes to the dungeon. The problem was who the spy was, and what he’d learned.

      “Duke Castra,” Maerna said respectfully, bowing her head in return. “Thank you for your invitation.”

      Malcom grimaced slightly, but pressed a rune on his desk, bringing up the newly improved privacy wards over his office. Only then did he say. “Please, be seated. Also, I’m sorry to say that your information was accurate. I’d dearly hoped that you were wrong, and I’ve had my spymaster digging into our records regarding Miss Silversmith.”

      “I wish that I could say I was surprised. I would far rather that Miss Alvorn was mistaken in her examination, but I did not expect her to be,” Maerna said, taking a seat. Her expression grew complicated for a moment, then she asked. “How difficult was it for your agent to pierce the spy’s concealment?”

      “Very. It took him several minutes to pierce her protections, even with a skill specialized in piercing shrouds and veils,” Malcom said grimly, shaking his head slowly. “Unless someone was suspicious, she’d pass cursory checks by people over level five hundred, let alone most of the guards at the gates. I’m astounded that someone who is… what, level one hundred and twenty, managed to see through her skill.”

      “One hundred and twenty-five when I last saw her,” Maerna corrected calmly, her eyes narrowing slightly as she thought, then sighed. “I believe her services will be in demand in the coming days. If I’m not mistaken, her analysis skill is rank five or even six. That someone of her level managed to gain such is remarkable. It’s a shame that I doubt I’ll be able to sway her into joining the Order as an auxiliary member.”

      Malcom’s eyebrows rose at the estimate, but he didn’t ask for clarification or if she was certain. If anyone in the city would know, it was Maerna. Even most high-level individuals rarely got beyond third rank skills, and he wasn’t talking about the level three hundred to four hundred people who’d been high-level for Castra before this. Malcom had one fourth rank skill to his name, and he was rather proud of it. A rank five or six analysis skill, though… he’d have to try to hire Reya Alvorn as well. Though if the Order of Valkyries couldn’t manage it, he didn’t have much hope for himself.

      “I can’t imagine what she did to earn a skill like that,” Malcom murmured, his eyes narrowing slightly.

      “Likely analyzed items given to Miss Talyn by her acquaintances from the bottom of the dungeon, the ones many suspect she’s kept hidden,” Maerna said blandly. Without allowing Malcom to ask questions, she asked. “May I ask what you’ve learned about Miss Silversmith?”

      “Ah… before that, do you know if it’d be possible for more people to gain the same amount of progress if we asked Talyn for assistance?” Malcom said, his thoughts racing.

      “Unlikely in the extreme,” Maerna said bluntly, a faint expression of exasperation crossing her face. “The system is quite aware of our intentions and attempts to use situations like that to gain high-rank skills, and there’s a secondary question of… dilution, perhaps. The more people examine something, the less likely it is to grant particular benefits to the person who examines it. Additionally, if an item is hidden or otherwise unlikely to be analyzed, it’s more valuable to those who gain that opportunity. There’s no way to fully understand the system’s variables in that regard, but generally speaking, if you or someone granting you the opportunity expect to gain something with little effort, you won’t.”

      “Ah. Of course… that does make sense. I just hoped otherwise,” Malcom said in disappointment, though he’d honestly expected that it wouldn’t be that easy. “As for the spy. Her name is Catherine Silversmith. She’s forty-seven years old, and is descended of the old Tarruk Kingdom, but her family escaped shortly after the fall. She followed the family tradition to become a jeweler but added enchanting to her repertoire. Twelve years ago, Catherine purchased a jewelry shop in the capital from another jeweler when they wished to move to a higher-level city, and steadily built her business through a combination of skill and a reputation for keeping quiet about anything she heard.”

      Maerna’s soft snort brought a momentary smile to Malcom’s face, though it faded just as quickly. He continued the next moment. “When news spread about the thirty-sixth floor opening, she quickly decided to move, startling many people in the capital, since she’d never given any indications she intended to move on. However, that wasn’t enough to make people suspicious, as there are plenty of other artisans who did the same. She sold her shop and traveled here, where she hasn’t done anything obviously untoward. All in all, she appears to have created an excellent cover for herself.”

      “Fascinating. That’s quite unexpected. Is she a sleeper agent, then?” Maerna asked, frowning. “If she hasn’t done anything on Abydon’s behalf, dealing with her is much less urgent.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s not the case. According to the seer my spymaster sent after confirming she’s a spy, she’s been reporting in regularly via a magical item that was provided to her,” Malcom said with a grimace, unhappy with the entire situation. “We don’t know how they recruited her, of course, but the seer eavesdropped on her thoughts to glean some useful information. She was specifically ordered to gather information about Talyn, as well as possible weaknesses that saboteurs could take advantage of, or disagreements between us and foreign nations. We aren’t sure what information she passed along previously, but we learned something particularly useful in the process.”

      Malcom took a deep breath, considering his words carefully, then spoke quietly. “Catherine never wanted to be a spy. She feels she was lied to and coerced into her actions, but has no choice but to obey, given the contract. If we can find a way to remove the contract without it triggering, we might be able to gain significant information from her. The problem is that I’m not certain that’s possible, considering how paranoid Abydon’s contracts are.”

      Maerna frowned, tilting her head slightly and sitting back in her chair. Malcom sat back and let her consider, since he knew that not only did the warmaster have better contacts than him, but she was more familiar with contracts of the type they were discussing.

      “The chances of removing the contract without it activating are slim,” the Valkyrie said at last, tapping her fingers together thoughtfully. “Those who can remove the contract are powerful enough that she would be suspicious, as doing so would take time and effort unless they were exceptionally powerful. Much depends on the level of whoever placed the contracts, but I’m assuming they are above level six hundred and fifty, the same as Abydon’s council.”

      Malcom grimaced, trying to determine how to get around that. Before he could speak, Maerna continued.

      “However, there is another possibility that could change the equation,” Maerna said, smiling. “It doesn’t have high odds of success, but it might work.”

      “What would that be?” Malcom said, feeling hopeful despite her qualifier.

      “When I was at Talyn’s party, I overheard a group of delvers talking about how they met her. A group who she rescued from cultists,” Maerna explained, her gaze sharp. “Most of it was approximately what you would expect from a group below level fifteen, and even ten in most cases. However, the cultists inflicted a curse on the two spellcasters which kept them from casting spells.”

      Malcom nodded in understanding. Curses like that weren’t easy to cast, and were nearly exclusive to the darker gods, but they weren’t unheard of. He’d run into similar issues over the years, so he wasn’t surprised. The more important question was what she was leading up to.

      “Talyn offered each of them a contract via one of her skills. I believe it was previously called Minions, but is now a fascinating mentorship variant skill called Companions,” Maerna explained, smiling. “It boosted their abilities marginally, but more importantly, it suppressed the curse. Admittedly, she was only level one, and the cultist who cast the ability was no more than level fifteen at most, but it suppressed a curse from someone who was significantly higher level than her. I believe that Talyn is one of the few people who could offer Miss Silversmith a contract of that nature without rousing suspicions, and we would be able to determine whether it was successful or not before choosing to act.”

      Considering for a moment, Malcom nodded slowly, a smile tugging at his lips as he thought. He recalled hearing about Talyn’s skill, as some of his staff had been incredibly interested in mentorship skills that took species slots. Not requiring a specific class would grant a great deal more flexibility than many of the current mentorship classes, after all. The problem was that it was a species skill. However, the information about it having suppressed a curse was new and could change things. His eagerness faded as another thought occurred to him.

      “While that is a very promising possibility, there’s no guarantee that her contract will overrule a contract by a far higher-level individual,” Malcom said as concern rushed through him. “While contracts can be considered a form of curse, that doesn’t guarantee that it’d react the same. More specifically, what if it triggers the contract? That could place Talyn in extreme danger.”

      “Which is why I would insist on explaining everything, including the risks, to her and seeing if she is willing to assist us,” Maerna said, nodding in agreement. “This is not something to be taken lightly. If she agrees, we would also want others in position to assist her should anything go awry. Fortunately, Melody has an ability which allows her to switch positions with Talyn, which should allow her to evacuate her if the worst should happen.”

      Malcom nodded, weighing his options carefully.

      Considering the things which Catherine had been ordered to investigate, Malcom couldn’t afford to let her keep reporting. He was particularly worried about the potential of sabotage. Fortunately, his spymaster was already looking into it, but it made him uneasy. There were too many new elements to the city for him to keep an eye on all of them.

      “I think that’s the best idea I’ve heard so far. If all else fails, we’ll just have to eliminate her. At least the contracts can’t turn them into undead if they’re killed,” Malcom said, letting out a soft sigh.

      “Indeed. Would you like me to broach the subject with Talyn? I believe that it will be less suspicious than if one of your agents does, and she is more likely to cooperate if I ask her,” Maerna said, shaking her head slightly, her lips curved in amusement. “Worldwalkers are peculiar, even when they aren’t murderous pests who need to be eliminated.”

      Malcom startled himself by laughing. The wave of amusement washed away some of his worries, and he couldn’t help a grin as he shook his head.

      “You certainly have that right, Warmaster. I don’t think she understands how important she is, either,” Malcom said, pausing to chortle under his breath, then continued. “Still, thank you for your offer. I’d appreciate it if you’d speak with Talyn, as it would make my life much easier.”

      “Certainly. With any luck, we can excise this issue sooner rather than later,” Maerna said, smiling more as she added. “And if we can convince Miss Alvorn to wander by most of the other recent immigrants, so much the better.”

      Malcom nodded, completely agreeing with her.
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      “Well, if you were ever planning to become a secret agent or spy, I think we can cross that possibility off the list,” Aslith said dryly, causing Talyn to pause mid-pace and glare at her.

      The elf was sitting at the table, her new armor spread across it as she examined each part closely. It wasn’t the armor which Talyn had seen her admire all those months ago at the Mirage Emporium, but the armor was similar. It looked like it was leather crafted from leaves, but the enchantments on it were significantly better. For one thing, it could shift colors to match the wearer’s surroundings, despite having fall colors most of the time.

      “Would you enjoy being the focus of a spy ring?” Talyn demanded, one eye twitching involuntarily, while her tail lashed nervously behind her. She double-checked that no servants were in the room belatedly, though it was a little late for that. None of them were, to her relief.

      “Gods no,” Aslith said, giving an exaggerated shudder. “Why do you think that we’re all going on that expedition into the Weeds for a few days? It’ll let us stay far away while all of this is going on.”

      “Exactly,” Gordon agreed, nodding firmly as he looked over the contents of his backpack, which were also spread across the table. “It gets us out of the way and makes us less likely to be targeted.”

      “Hopefully. It’s possible that the people you’ve mentioned will try to use us as leverage, but I deeply hope that doesn’t occur,” Reagan said, shaking his head firmly as he looked at Talyn, giving her a wry smile. “This is inordinately complicated, and I’m hopeful that the situation subsides in short order, but… if I’ve learned anything, the only way to protect my friends is to grow stronger.”

      “Mmhm,” Elda murmured, nodding firmly as she ran a cloth along the black wood of her staff, her gaze intense as she stared at it, her tail lashing almost as much as Talyn’s was.

      Talyn just looked at them, then walked over to the fireplace and stared into it, considering everything that had happened for a few seconds.

      She was just… overwhelmed. Ever since she’d been dragged into the dungeon, she’d been going from one crisis to another, and it was starting to get to her. She hadn’t intended to become someone so important, yet other people treated it as if that was just natural. As if this was what she’d been intending to do all along. It was just… hard for her.

      Talyn was used to being unnoticed. To being unimportant. Now she had someone who was over level seven hundred essentially operating as a messenger for a duke to ask her for her assistance. It was almost too much, and her attempts to explain kept being interrupted. Melody might understand, but Talyn had her doubts.

      “I don’t blame you for wanting to grow stronger,” Talyn said at last, letting out a soft sigh. “I’m just… I want to be stronger as well, yet I haven’t been able to. I haven’t been able to go on a delve since reaching the fifth floor, and that doesn’t improve my capabilities much. I’m the appropriate level for the twelfth floor, not the fifth, and I’m nowhere near powerful enough to deal with all this.”

      Talyn heard someone inhale to reply, likely Aslith, when someone she hadn’t expected to speak interjected.

      “That won’t change appreciably as you level,” Sifari said calmly, causing Talyn to jump and spin. She hadn’t been aware that Sifari was in the room, and she quickly spotted Emma’s mother near the doorway, even as Talyn’s heart raced. The elf smiled at Talyn’s reaction, but she continued speaking. “The more you level, the more complex of problems you’ll encounter. Though if I’m being fair, you’ve managed to get yourself embroiled in the schemes of some incredibly powerful individuals. I appreciate that you’re trying to leave my family out of it.”

      “I… it’s not your problem to deal with,” Talyn said, flushing. “Yes, you agreed to help protect the house, but this doesn’t involve protecting my home. Not directly. I’m also trying not to give details to everyone, since that could lead to information leaking.”

      “Which is appreciated,” Reagan said, humor creeping into his voice. “While I’m terribly curious, I don’t want to know until things have calmed down.”

      Talyn shot him an annoyed look. It didn’t seem to do much, sadly.

      “Regardless, I don’t believe that there was a way to avoid this, not considering the circumstances,” Melody chimed in at last, leaning on the table calmly. “The removal of your curse would be one thing all on its own, but unless you left the dungeon alone, this was inevitable. I wasn’t aware that there was another world traveler so close, or that he was of that particular nature, but now that I do, this was always going to happen at some point. You have opposite natures, and that will cause sparks. He’s going to attempt to snuff you out once he realizes you aren’t going to join him.”

      “Great. And I’m only a fraction of his level,” Talyn said, letting out a soft sigh as she reached up to rub her eyes. She considered for a few moments, then let a smile creep onto her face as she said. “At least we’re going shopping with Danielle and Emma in a bit, right? A distraction would be nice.”

      “Of course. The only question is, will you be willing to spend anything while you’re out there?” Melody asked wickedly.

      Talyn stuck out her tongue at the goddess even as everyone in the room laughed.

      She had every intention of spending money… and making a decision on whether or not to help the duke with Catherine.
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      “You really don’t have to do all this for me!” Danielle protested weakly, and Talyn resisted the urge to smile more as she shook her head, standing up.

      “I want to, so just accept it,” Talyn said, glancing at the coins she’d left on the table. It was enough to cover the meal and leave a generous tip for their server, which was what she’d intended. “You don’t have that much money, and you’re joining our delving party. It’s the least I can do to help out.”

      “Agreed, even if I think Talyn just likes flirting,” Emma said, grinning broadly as Talyn flushed.

      “Indeed, I’d just thank her,” Melody advised, offering Danielle a hand.

      “I… well, thanks,” Danielle said, taking Melody’s hand and standing. Talyn thought she was blushing, but it was hard to tell with her skin tone.

      “You’re welcome,” Talyn said, weaving her way out of the Temple of Community.

      When she’d heard that one of the better restaurants in the Bazaar district was a temple, Talyn had almost thought she was being pranked. She might have understood if the deity was a god of cooking, but it wasn’t. She also wasn’t being pranked, and she deeply appreciated the recommendation.

      The temple looked more like an enormous tavern on the interior, with different rooms that felt cozy and comfortable. The borders of each section had enchantments that kept noise from becoming overwhelming, though some areas looked like they encouraged a degree of rowdiness to Talyn. There was also an altar in the back, but it wasn’t overly obtrusive.

      More interesting, at least to Talyn, was the sheer variety of food available. The temple had numerous cooks on staff, and they specialized in the food of different cultures, allowing customers to easily try foods from all over. Talyn had quickly noticed some people who appeared to be foreigners digging into unusual meals with relish, which she thought was an excellent sign. For herself, she managed to find something that tasted similar to what she’d eaten in her previous life, a battered chicken with a spicy sauce, and seasoned rice and vegetables that’d been fried together. She’d made certain to find out where the recipe hailed from and intended to purchase a cookbook with similar recipes.

      Talyn only narrowly managed to avoid a man squishing her tail when he scooted out his chair at an inopportune time, and she flushed as he froze, staring at her. Talyn didn’t stop to let him finish his stammering apology, she just kept her tail out of the way as she swept out of the temple, the others following in her wake.

      Emerging onto the main thoroughfare of the Bazaar district, Talyn was once again startled by how nice it was on the street. She couldn’t imagine what it cost to create an enchantment that kept the street warm and clear of snow through the winter, yet they’d done it, which allowed the street stalls to keep operating throughout the winter. Which didn’t make it any less strange to look down side streets and see snow on the ground.

      “So. Where to next?” Talyn asked, glancing at Danielle curiously. “You have good weapons and armor, we’ve picked up the consumables and most of the mundane gear you might need, and some enchanted items…”

      Danielle opened her mouth, but before she could speak, Melody interjected.

      “Clothing,” Melody said firmly, a finger tapping one of her thighs. “Not just mundane clothing, either. Socks and underclothes enchanted to avoid rashes or other untoward side effects of wearing them too long. Everyone else has boots that are enchanted to deal with mud and sand as well. A scarf enchanted to filter out fumes and give the wearer clean, temperate air, which is something I believe that all of us need, Talyn. Additionally, we should look into enchanted camping gear, but that isn’t an immediate need.”

      Talyn blinked at the suggestions, tilting her head as she stared at Melody for a few seconds. Danielle and Emma looked almost as startled as she felt, and after a few seconds she couldn’t help her curiosity.

      “Where did you get those ideas?” Talyn asked at last, both confused and impressed. Many of the suggestions were ones that she probably should have thought of, but Melody hadn’t suggested them previously.

      “Edimar joined a discussion between Aslith and Elgan’s teams during the party, and they were debating the best gear for a given level,” Melody said, shrugging and grinning. “One of the things they mentioned is that when you go down enough floors, or aren’t in a dungeon where you can return to a city easily, things slow down, and having items that make your life more comfortable become much more useful. Some of the items they suggest are ones that help conceal your campsite as well, but again, that isn’t vital for us right now.”

      “I think I’ve heard my parents talk about that a little… they’ve learned some skills that allow them to travel much more quickly, but sometimes they have to stay out for longer, and they like having gear that makes it nicer,” Emma said thoughtfully, staring at Melody as she considered, then smiled. “It also explains some of their recent comments. I think they’ve forgotten what sort of gear is needed at our level.”

      Talyn couldn’t help a chuckle, while Danielle laughed more loudly, grinning as she nodded.

      “I’d believe that! I’ve always heard that it takes a long time to reach that level, so it’d be easy to forget,” Danielle said. She paused, then added. “Clothing doesn’t sound bad, even if I’m reluctant for you to spend so much.”

      Talyn just rolled her eyes and looked down the street, considering their options for a moment, then shrugged.

      “I’m not sure where would be good, so let’s go exploring. Maybe we’ll find something along the way,” Talyn suggested.

      When no one objected, she headed down the street, browsing shops curiously. They stopped at a few stalls to look at different items, but nothing was good enough to convince any of them to purchase something. Not for a lack of trying on the part of the merchants, of course.

      Talyn was also the focus of quite a bit of attention, which Talyn suspected was the only reason that thieves didn’t try to pickpocket her. There was always a guard in sight, but their presence didn’t dissuade people who tried to convince her to help them with one thing or another.

      Eventually Danielle pointed out a larger building down a side street that seemed to carry clothing, and they quickly approached it, leaving the enchantment protecting the street as they did so. The sudden transition to cold air was uncomfortable, but they had warm clothing for a reason, and the interior of the shop was a comfortable temperature.

      More than that, they took a single step inside, and Talyn heard the clacking of shuttles and the thump of beaters as looms worked, sending faint vibrations through the air and ground. She looked to the right, following the sound, and saw a single Level 193 City Dracoling woman surrounded by magic standing among a half-dozen looms, each of which were glowing as they worked with brisk efficiency. The area was sequestered by only a simple wooden banister.

      Some of the cloth was being woven from pre-dyed yarn, while other pieces were undyed, but that wasn’t what caught Talyn’s attention. No, it was the threads of magic which the woman was manipulating to operate all the looms.

      Intricate threads of magic surrounded her in an incredible weave. A single pluck of a thread vibrated through the entire array, causing each of the looms to act in slightly different ways, while their actions sent back another vibration, feedback the woman seemed to understand instinctively. One, two, or even dozens of threads of magic connected to every part of each loom, which themselves were far more complicated devices than Talyn had expected.

      Despite their complexity, their movements were astoundingly fast, as the fabric took form and was rolled up neatly by yet more magic. The sight of every individual thread, though… it sent a thrum through Talyn’s mind as something snapped into place. She felt the moment that her Weaving Expertise increased a tier, staring not just at the fabric, but at the woman who was weaving it.

      She saw the intricacy, and no matter how crude it was in comparison to Eldri’s work, Talyn learned more from it. Eldri was so far beyond Talyn that she couldn’t even conceive of the difference between the two of them. This woman wasn’t. Epiphanies washed over her, at how every thread of mana she wove connected from one to the next. That Talyn shouldn’t be focusing on single thread at a time, or the whole, but how each thread related to one another… and more than anything, she remembered the thrum of the thread which Laodice had given to her. That spool of shimmering thread which struck her as being made from essence magic itself. It gave Talyn so many ideas… and she came to a decision. Every thread mattered, after all.

      After a few seconds the epiphany began to fade, and Talyn took a deep, shaky breath as she tore her gaze away from the dracoling, a woman who likely had no idea what effect she’d had on Talyn. The others were looking at her curiously, and Talyn smiled at them.

      “I think that just helped my Weaving Expertise… and some other things,” Talyn said simply, resisting the urge to shiver. “I think we should add a small loom to the list.”

      “We can do that,” Melody said, her smile widening as she reached over and hugged Talyn gently. “Another hobby will do you good, hm? I think we’ll have to go somewhere else for that, though, and find someone to teach you the basics.”

      “Reasonable enough,” Talyn admitted, looking at the other side of the room, and a hint of avarice rose inside her. Not for everything she saw, so much as what she could learn from it.

      The rest of the front room had bolts of cloth, tables for measuring and cutting fabric, spools of thread, needles, and more in the front half, while the back held racks of finished pieces, and seamstresses and tailors were working with customers behind them.

      “You look like you learned a lot in only a moment,” Danielle murmured softly, her lips curved into a soft smile.

      “That I did,” Talyn replied with a grin, unable to keep the broad smile from her face. She barely even tried.

      Talyn wasn’t sure if they were going to find what they wanted in the store, but she was going to take full advantage of what it could do for her class. She could worry about Catherine a bit later… and she even had an idea on how to approach the woman.

      Her steps had a definite bounce to them afterwards.
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      “Spatial expansion?” Catherine asked, her eyebrows rising.

      “That’s right,” Talyn confirmed, her hands cupping the teacup to let the warmth radiate into her fingers. “When I was on the ninety-ninth floor, I saw some items that allowed storage in dimensional spaces, but when I came back I didn’t hear about anyone being able to make them. I remembered a skyship in a bottle I saw and thought that maybe it would be easier to simply expand the space inside something instead.”

      It’d been a week since Talyn’s party, during which she’d done a fair amount of quiet preparation for today, including research into something which would be just outside Catherine’s current limits. If she could convince her to take the Companion contract, it was entirely possible that Talyn could free Catherine… at least, that was Talyn’s hope. Most of the delay had been deciding on a time and ensuring that there would be allies in place to assist her if it went wrong.

      Talyn was tense, yet she kept that from her face and mannerisms. She didn’t want Catherine to know how tense she was and was leaning on Immaculate Perfection hard. It wasn’t the ideal way to use the skill, but it was still a charisma skill. When she’d tested it with others, they said that it helped her seem completely calm and interested during conversations, even when she was anxious or worried. She could only hope it’d be enough.

      Catherine frowned thoughtfully, obviously gathering her thoughts, then nodded slowly.

      “I don’t blame you for considering it. Spatial storage is one of the most desired types of equipment among mercenaries, delvers, and anyone else who travels frequently. The problem is that they require expensive materials to craft, as well as an incredible mastery of void magic,” Catherine explained, shrugging helplessly. “I’ve heard that people who’re at level five hundred can only craft items that hold up to a six-inch cube. They can create larger spaces for themselves using spells that they maintain, but even then it isn’t simple, and often takes weeks of work.”

      Talyn barely kept herself from twitching, and she carefully didn’t look at her bracelet. A bracelet that could hold sixty-four cubic yards of material, and which Eldri had considered a trinket. Catherine continued in that same, pensive tone.

      “Spatial expansion is far more common, but it still isn’t an easy enchantment, though that depends on the nature of the desired effect. The easiest form doesn’t reduce the weight of the contents and is most often used in sturdy or underground structures, much like the dungeon,” Catherine said, waving around them as she warmed to the subject. “I took Void Magic as one of my skills precisely because it’s one of the skills which allows spatial expansion most easily, though I’ve heard that some aspects of darkness or light magic can do similar things. Different degrees of the enchantment allows some degree of weight reduction, but it quickly becomes much more difficult, particularly if not anchored in place.”

      “I do understand,” Talyn assured Catherine when the woman took a sip of her tea. “I was mostly hoping for an expansion of a tent, if that’s possible. It would be nice to take only one tent into the dungeon with us. Even having the additional space for bedrolls would be a godsend, as they’re rather bulky.”

      For a few seconds Catherine was silent. Then she let out a soft sigh and shook her head.

      “As much as I hate to say it, there are two problems with that, Talyn,” Catherine said, sitting back in her chair and folding her hands in front of her. “The first is the simpler of the two. I’m more skilled at crafting jewelry, not cloth. While it is possible to overcome that issue, it isn’t something which I would want to promise casually. Second, I’m not capable of crafting that type of item yet. I’ve tried a few times, but I’m just a hair away from being able to make them. It’s frustrating, but frustration hasn’t helped me succeed.”

      Talyn nodded slowly, frowning as if she were mulling the explanation over. Truthfully, she already knew that, but it was best to make it seem like what she was considering was a spontaneous thing. Besides, the first part was new, though she could think of a couple of ways that she might be able to work some form of jewelry into a tent.

      “Hm. You say that you’re just a little short of being able to do it?” Talyn asked, cocking her head to the side.

      “That’s right,” Catherine said, her eyes narrowing as she looked at Talyn curiously.

      Rather than replying immediately, Talyn looked at Melody, who was standing near the door.

      “What do you think?” Talyn asked the goddess. “You know the ability I’m thinking of.”

      “I think it’s entirely your decision,” Melody replied dryly. “You only have a limited number of spots, after all.”

      “May I ask what you’re talking about?” Catherine asked, looking between the two of them.

      “Of course. I’m just debating on whether or not to offer you a temporary contract through one of my skills,” Talyn explained, sitting back in her chair. “It’s called Companions, and what it does is improve the leveling speed of people lower level than me, which obviously wouldn’t apply to you. More importantly, it somewhat increases the capabilities of the person I have the contract with. It obviously wouldn’t have as much of an effect on you since you’re a higher level than me, but if you can almost succeed at creating a spatial expansion item as it is, it could make up the difference.”

      Catherine’s lips pursed, and the pale-skinned woman sat back, visibly considering the idea. It took a few seconds before she spoke, her voice calm. “That is an interesting ability, and quite useful. However, you said it’s a contract. What does it cost, and how long does it last?”

      “I entirely agree, all the more because it’s a species skill, not a class skill,” Talyn said, smiling at Catherine in seeming amusement. “As to that, it depends on the contract. We could set it to run out at the end of the day, when you finished the item, or even just to be indefinite until one of us decided to break it. I’ve usually used the latter for my contracts. It also doesn’t have a cost that I’m aware of. I only have a limited number of people I can give a spot, which is the main limitation.”

      “Fascinating,” Catherine murmured, clasping her hands in front of her as she leaned on the table. She visibly considered for a moment, then tilted her head to the side. “Are you making the offer?”

      “I think I am. The question is what limits to put on the contract. I don’t want to make it too difficult to use, but I also don’t want to make it completely open-ended,” Talyn said, raising an eyebrow as she asked. “What do you think? A term of three months or until one of us chooses to break it?”

      “You’re assuming that I’d take the contract,” Catherine said, her tone faintly teasing, then turned more serious as she continued. “Though let’s be honest, I am interested to see if it’d push me over the edge to being able to expand the interior of something, or to shrink items. I believe I’m interested, but how is this contract determined? Is it a written contract which the skill refers to? That’s the form that I’m most familiar with.”

      Talyn shook her head, not even having to hide her grin this time as she prepared a contract.

      “No, nothing like that. It’s all in the skill itself, and according to other people, it gives the terms in the offer I make. Here, let me show you,” Talyn said, and sent the basic offer to Catherine. It wasn’t complex and making it so that either of them could break it meant that she didn’t have to be too concerned if things went wrong.

      Catherine’s gaze focused on something Talyn couldn’t see, much like most people when they received notice from the system. Talyn just sat back, waiting to see what she’d do in anticipation. She was nervous, but there wasn’t much else she could do. Either this would work, or it wouldn’t.

      “That’s much easier to read than most of the contracts I’ve seen,” Catherine said, sounding amused. “That’s likely due to the benefits and penalties being purely provided by the skill. Most of the ones I’ve seen have payments attached to them, which might be why the system doesn’t assist them. This seems acceptable to me, I’ll accept, at least for now.”

      Catherine’s gaze focused on Talyn again, and she opened her mouth, then froze, her eyes going wide as she was suddenly surrounded by a strange purple aura, and Talyn tensed as she felt magic swelling in front of her.

      This could be bad.
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      Tingling ran down Catherine’s spine, paralyzing her. It was like ants were parading up and down her arms and legs, and along her spine, unsettling as could be. Yet that wasn’t as terrifying as the words which the system was projecting to her.

      
        
        Conflicting contracts detected. Calculating resolution.

      

      

      That wasn’t a good sign. The only other contract that Catherine was under was the one to Lady Varian, and that was terrifying. She knew what would happen if that contract was judged to be breached, and she didn’t want to think about what would happen to her in that case. Worse still, Talyn was too low level for Catherine to hope the succubus’s contract would be the victor.

      Talyn was staring at Catherine in obvious concern, her back tense, and her tail mostly still as it quivered behind her. Catherine couldn’t see Melody with her head unable to move, but she heard movement from the celestial’s direction.

      “Catherine? Are you alright?” Talyn asked cautiously. “What’s happening?”

      Catherine couldn’t reply, and even if she could have, she wouldn’t have told the truth. She didn’t want to have her soul ripped out, and her fear intensified along with the sensations running through her veins. It was less like ants, now, unless the ants were of the stinging variety, and if Catherine could speak, she might very well be screaming in pain. She hadn’t been able to breathe in several seconds, and her lungs were starting to protest. Her muscles were practically vibrating at this point… and then the notice changed.

      
        
        Unable to resolve contract conflict, contracts possess an equal priority.

        Please select which contract will suppress the other.

        1) Soul-Bound Contract of Servitude

        2) Companion Contract

      

      

      If Catherine could have breathed, she’d probably have choked for a moment at the notice. Talyn was only level one hundred and twenty-four, she shouldn’t be able to equal the priority of Lady Varian! It was ridiculous, and even considering accepting the contract should have been enough to activate the soul-bound contract, yet it hadn’t done so. She could sense it trying to activate, though, and that made her decision for her.

      A wave of cool energy rushed through Catherine’s body, and the tension vanished all at once, along with the uncomfortable sensations. The aura around her vanished as well, leaving her muscles almost flaccid in its wake. She sucked in a deep, shuddering breath, blinking rapidly as she felt something she hadn’t in decades.

      Freedom. Not complete freedom, perhaps, but a sense that for once she didn’t have the contract looming over her, ready to harvest her soul if she said a single wrong word.

      “Talyn… do you have any idea what you’ve done?” Catherine whispered, marveling at the sensations.

      The succubus had relaxed marginally, and she gave Catherine a strained smile as she nodded slowly.

      “As it happens… yes. Yes I do,” Talyn said, causing Catherine to jerk upright, her mouth opening, but Talyn raised a hand to stop her before she continued. “One of the people at my party saw through your veils. There was an investigation of you, then we settled on this option, since it might help you. I’m glad it worked, as otherwise they said that you’d be killed.”

      Ice washed through Catherine’s veins at the explanation, shock roiling her, but before she could say anything, someone else spoke.

      “That is correct,” a man said calmly, his voice echoing unexpectedly through the room as he appeared a few paces behind Talyn in a swirl of wind, causing the icy sensation to grow stronger.

      The human standing behind Talyn was immune to her identification skills, but that didn’t mean she didn’t know who he represented. He was wearing a deep blue and black uniform with silver trim, and the gold signet ring he wore had the seal of Sylland on it, accompanied by an eye below a crown. It marked the otherwise average, brown-haired man as one of Sylland’s Royal Inquisitors.

      Despite the icy sensation that Catherine felt, she felt perspiration beginning to bead on her forehead, and she swallowed hard. “Ah… this is quite a surprise, I—”

      “Calm yourself, Miss Silversmith. As Talyn told you, we investigated you before any decisions were made. As part of that, we learned that you were not pleased with serving those in charge of Abydon’s Blight, and you wished that you were free of their contract. If it were not for that, we would likely have simply watched you and used the information we gleaned rather than taking a risk like this,” the man said, his pleasant, oddly normal voice calm as could be. “I am called Agent Koth, and I have been seconded to Duke Castra to investigate the current affairs in Castra. If you are willing to assist us to the best of your abilities, I have been empowered to offer you amnesty and refuge in Sylland.”

      “I… one moment please, this all comes as… as quite a shock, as you may understand,” Catherine said, her ability to think finally returning to her as she took a shaky breath.

      “Of course. Take your time,” Agent Koth said, a smug smile on his face as he circled around to stand beside Talyn. The succubus looked a bit uncomfortable at his presence.

      For a few seconds Catherine thought, then she sighed and looked at Talyn, a hint of exasperation washing over her.

      “So… you just decided to help the local government?” Catherine asked. “I thought that you didn’t like the attention you were getting.”

      Talyn chuckled softly, while Melody laughed, revealing she was still in the corner. Talyn shrugged, considering her words before she spoke.

      “I don’t, that’s for sure. However, during the investigation I learned that your employer was targeting me, which made it a bit more personal,” Talyn said, and raised her hand to stop Catherine from speaking as she hastily added. “I don’t blame you for that! I got a description of your contract, and it’s nasty. I probably wouldn’t have been involved at all if there wasn’t a chance of saving you. When I learned there was, well… it was a simple decision to make.”

      “Dangerous,” Melody chimed in, walking closer at a casual rate. “Definitely a dangerous decision, but Talyn can be one hell of a bleeding heart when she decides something isn’t fair.”

      The succubus’s cheeks colored, and it was all Catherine could do to keep from laughing incredulously. Only the presence of the inquisitor, one of Sylland’s spy hunters, kept her from laughing as it was.

      “So… how did you know this would work?” Catherine demanded, gesturing at herself, a tiny part giddy at even being able to talk this forthrightly. “You’re lower level than I am, and you didn’t know how powerful the person on the other end of the contract was.”

      “Well… we didn’t?” Talyn said, blinking at Catherine owlishly, seemingly surprised. “That’s why I was so careful to have a good alibi. I’d still like the tent, mind you, but if it didn’t work, we were hoping it wouldn’t activate your contract, and if it somehow did, there’s a reason we waited a week. I prefer not dying again, thank you very much. Once was more than enough for me.”

      That left Catherine speechless, and she turned her gaze to Agent Koth. He sighed.

      “To explain properly, we believed that the odds of you being freed from your contract at no more than one in three. However, since there was no apparent attempt to suborn you, we believed that there was a minimal chance that you would be considered in breach of your contract if the attempt failed,” Agent Koth said, giving Talyn a mildly annoyed look. “As for how she succeeded… I believe it’s a matter of her skill being specialized, and the other contract-holder not being specialized, and you not being dedicated to their service. Unless you were entirely willing, I could see her skill overpowering up to a level five hundred individual without too much difficulty.”

      Catherine took a deep breath, closing her eyes for a moment, then let her breath out again as she considered… then spoke as calmly as she could, bracing herself for pain.

      “The one who forced me into my contract was Lady Varian. She was level six hundred and seventy-four at the time,” Catherine said as calmly as she could manage. To her shock, there wasn’t any pain in response to her statement. Nothing but abrupt silence from the room.

      When she looked, Agent Koth looked shocked and just a bit nervous. As he should. Talyn… well, the succubus looked mostly concerned, and not in the anxious, fearful way that she should be. Had she really been that desensitized by her time on the ninety-ninth floor?

      …She probably had, come to think of it.

      “Well. I’m even more surprised that it worked. I assume the aura around you was the contracts conflicting with one another… I wonder what variables allowed her to succeed?” Agent Koth murmured, rubbing his chin for a moment, then shrugged. “Regardless, the main focus remains on whether or not you are willing to assist us. I should also add that we are willing to help you break your contract with Abydon’s Blight if you help Sylland.”

      Catherine considered that for a moment, debating how to reply. On the one hand, she wasn’t enamored of Lady Varian and the others, but she also didn’t exactly want to go from serving one side to the other. Especially not without more assurances.

      “How much help do you want?” Catherine asked at last, looking him in the eyes. “I have no love for Lady Varian or her ilk, but at the same time, I don’t want to agree and find out I’ve signed myself up for a lifetime of servitude again. I may not have had much of a choice last time, but that doesn’t change my current feelings. Beyond which, if I help you, it’ll put my brother and parents in danger. Threatening them was how they got me to begin with.”

      “Hm. I can’t say that I’m surprised that they used that method. With the contracts, they can afford to blackmail people more easily,” Agent Koth said, looking particularly unhappy as he looked at Catherine. “As for the amount of time, we would request your assistance for no more than one year and are willing to help you and your family move to a new location and take new identities if that is necessary. This is assuming you give your full cooperation, of course. Though we promise not to deliberately put you in danger if at all possible. Obviously, your situation is likely to put you in danger regardless of our desires.”

      Catherine frowned at him, not terribly happy about the way this had been dropped on her. Not that there was any way she could have been warned without her contract activating, but she didn’t appreciate it. Simultaneously, it wasn’t like she had any other options.

      “Alright, I’ll cooperate with you,” Catherine said after a moment, sighing and sitting back. “Though I’ll warn that I’m not directly in contact with any other agents. Lady Varian insists on keeping spies ignorant of one another’s identities.”

      “We expected that,” Agent Koth said, smiling broadly. “I look forward to working with you. Why don’t we move to a more secure place to speak, and allow Talyn to go about her day?”

      “That’s probably for the best. We don’t want to drag you any farther into all of this, hm?” Catherine said, smiling at Talyn. No matter how mixed up her feelings were at the moment, she appreciated being freed of the contract chaining her to Lady Varian. If Agent Koth was right about being able to break the contract, it would even free her permanently.

      “I’ll admit that I’d prefer not to be mixed up in all of this. Still, let me know if I can help?” Talyn asked, giving Catherine a worried smile as she stood up. “And, well… I hope life treats you better in the coming days.”

      “Thank you,” Catherine said simply.

      It almost surprised her that her thanks were honest for the first time in longer than she could remember.

      She watched Talyn walk to the door, then slip out with Melody by her side. The door closed, and the sound of their footsteps descending the staircase could be heard. Then they were gone, and Catherine let out a soft sigh as her gaze returned to Agent Koth’s.

      He hadn’t moved since Talyn had gotten up, but he was smiling at her. Catherine let out another soft breath as she stood and nodded to him. “Allow me to get my coat, and we can go.”

      “But of course,” Agent Koth said, his voice courteous as could be.

      As she walked over to her coatrack, Catherine heard soft tapping from the windows, and a glance showed that sleet had started coming down outside, making an already dreary day still darker.

      It just figured. Hopefully it wasn’t an ill omen.
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      Talyn half-expected the city to be in flames within the week. Or maybe for there to be public arrests of spies, or for any number of other things to occur.

      Instead, things quieted down, and at least for the time being things returned to normal, or as normal as they ever were for Talyn. Catherine stayed in business, and Talyn had been politely requested to maintain the contract with her. They didn’t tell Talyn what was going on, but that was honestly something of a relief. Talyn didn’t want to get involved in politics more than she had to.

      Aslith, Elda, Gordon, and Reagan returned from their trip, having gained a couple more levels each, bringing them up to level thirty-nine, a rate that was frankly astounding. Talyn went on a couple of delves with her team as well, with Danielle joining them. Talyn had arranged things with the other team so that she could switch contracts around, allowing Danielle and Emma to have contracts on their delves to help them level more quickly, while still maintaining Catherine and Tammy’s contracts. Something which helped a surprising amount, as Emma reached level fifty-nine from her original fifty-five, and Danielle jumped four levels to fifty-eight. Talyn could hardly wait to tier up Companions so she didn’t have to do so much contract juggling.

      Emma’s parents moved into their new house the following week as well, and invited Talyn for a tour, showing her that as nice as her mansion was, it was nothing compared to what people who were much higher level than her could get. The materials were incredible, they had exquisite art pieces, and the magic which thrummed through the building was impressive, not to mention the overall layout just being better. Talyn still preferred her bathhouse to their bathing rooms.

      She was also amused that Emma asked to stay with Talyn, making the excuse that they were on the same team. The Martial Artist had even managed to flirt a few times. Danielle had moved in reluctantly, mostly due to the fact that rents had shot up over the past couple of months. She wanted to be independent, and only after Talyn agreed to take rent did she give in. It amused Talyn to no end, considering their mutual attraction.

      There were some jokes made about the group, though, mostly that no sooner had Melody taken up spellsinging, they’d picked up an actual Spellsinger, and one who was skilled with a variety of instruments at that.

      Reya spent a bit more time working for Veeranna than expected once her time with the Delver’s Guild came to an end, mostly because including her in enough meetings without rousing suspicion took some work. Reya got a simply astounding number of additional job offers in the process, including from other major guilds in the city. She’d written down every job offer, including the associated compensation for those who’d mentioned it, and teased Talyn about needing to beat those.

      Talyn hadn’t been able to beat the salary of all of them, but she’d done reasonably well. Reya’s teasing had been just that, teasing. Besides, Reya wasn’t against doing occasional contract work for some of the crafting guilds, which helped convince them to back off.

      Yet for the most part, life rolled on, and things settled down slightly for Talyn as she managed to gently, or not-so-gently in a few cases, convince people that she wasn’t going to be easy to push around. Talyn only had to injure two overly aggressive individuals; one noblewoman, and one merchant pushing his moderately interested daughter at her.

      Talyn just appreciated the chance to relax, even if she wasn’t as fond of the snow outside. Yet despite that, it didn’t mean she wasn’t taking precautions against future problems.
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      “Are you sure you want to buy this?” Tammy asked worriedly, frowning at Talyn.

      The Clone Master Alchemist was all the way up to level thirty-six, and she’d been doing good business from everything Talyn had heard. Some of it was from riding Talyn’s coattails, but Talyn wasn’t going to object, not as one of Tammy’s investors.

      Tammy was currently holding a vial carefully, and it was all Talyn could do not to raise an eyebrow at her. She couldn’t see much of the liquid inside, but she definitely noticed that the stopper had been sealed in place with lead.

      “I assume there’s a reason you’re asking?” Talyn asked, her brow furrowing in confusion.

      “The recipe that you gave me is horrifying,” Tammy said bluntly. “One of my clones dropped a vial not long after we got the first batch right. We had to air out the entire building. The stink was so bad, and adhered to her so thoroughly that she asked me to put her out of her misery rather than inflicting the stink on the rest of us even via memories. I refused and absorbed her again, but even trying to mitigate the memories, it’s the worst thing I’ve ever encountered. If you put that on a pig, even a nest of hydra hatchlings would flee, all while the pig was begging for death.”

      Talyn blinked a couple of times, looking at the vial again as she considered the alchemical concoction with newfound respect. It’d been among the various recipes she’d gotten in her reward from the Delver’s Guild, and it had only been listed as a stink bomb. She’d been hoping for something which would prove a suitable distraction if she was attacked, and it sounded like it’d do the job… just in a horrific way.

      “That sounds like it’d be unpleasant, yes. Does it fade?” Talyn asked, giving it a respectful look. “I know of some charms that can protect from foul smells, and, well… higher-level people have enhanced senses, right?”

      “That’s… oh. Oh. That’s a good point! As long as you could counter it for yourself, you could get away while they were puking their brains out and wishing that they couldn’t smell anything at all!” Tammy said, her eyes widening in realization, then she grinned. “You’re planning to hit assassins with this, aren’t you?”

      “Approximately, yes,” Talyn admitted sheepishly. “I figure it’s a good thing to have on hand, as long as I can ensure it won’t break until I need it.”

      “I don’t object as long as I have one of these charms for myself, or if I have warning,” Melody said, frowning uneasily. “I should be able to keep it away by controlling the air, but that sounds incredibly unpleasant.”

      “It is. Believe me, none of my neighbors were happy, even with the cold deadening the smell,” Tammy said, wrinkling her cute little nose in distaste as she carefully put the vial back in its case. “It’s really bad. Especially for something I can make, and the recipe had instructions on how to adapt it to higher levels, including adding magical ingredients to help pierce protections. I think someone was vindictive against the whole world, considering some of their plans. And before you ask, I will not make the more potent versions of this. Never ever.”

      “Ever!” three Tammy’s chorused from outside the room, their voices so fervent that it was startling.

      “That’s fine. I’m hoping that I don’t need this one. If I need something more potent, I’m probably dead anyway,” Talyn said, shaking her head and chuckling softly. She considered for a moment, then asked. “So… how’re you doing? The lot of you.”

      “There’s lots of me to go around!” Tammy said, winking at Talyn flirtatiously, then broke down giggling. “Oh, that was terrible, wasn’t it?”

      “It was!” a Tammy clone said, coming into the room cautiously, giving the box of vials a wary look. That alone was enough for Talyn to believe just how bad the stink must be, if the clones weren’t considering pranking each other with them. “But I think we’re doing well! We’re getting lots of business, which levels her faster, which levels us up too. It’s too bad that our skills don’t really improve, but that’s how it goes.”

      “While true, it isn’t everything. We’ve been running ourselves ragged and have been forced to admit that we can’t do it all ourselves,” the original Tammy said, glaring at the clone but not ordering her about. “We’ve hired a pair of shopkeepers, one for each store, and I have that accountant you recommended. There’s been a bit of trouble with a couple of people trying to convince us to sell or move so they can get our shops, but we’ve told them to shove off. I might hold onto a couple of stink bombs for if they get too aggressive.”

      “Probably not a bad idea. I like having non-lethal options available if I need them,” Talyn said, smiling at Tammy, though her gaze was hard. “Though if we need to get you security, let me know. No one too high-level should be harassing you, so it shouldn’t be too expensive, and if all else fails, I’ll have an easier time going to Lady Copper or Lord Bazaar.”

      “True! We’ll definitely do that,” Tammy said, grinning and putting the lid back on the box. “Anyway, I’ve also worked on some of your other projects, and made some progress! Tammy, the box!”

      “You make it sound so impressive,” the clone said, rolling her eyes as she walked over to a box on the other side of the room and picked it up. This box was nicer than the one holding the stink bombs. Talyn didn’t know enough about wood to identify it, but it was darker than she was used to.

      The clone set the box on the table and opened it, revealing numerous tins with various notes on them, most indicating a color, while the others had scents. Talyn looked them over but didn’t touch them.

      “These are the cosmetics! Mostly the powders and eyeliner, of course, but also the lotions that you wanted,” Tammy said brightly, grinning. “I think we’ve almost got the recipe for the skin cleanser right, but it isn’t quite there. It removed Tammy’s freckles, which we considered a failure, though we made note of that recipe for people who want to remove them. That’s not what it’s supposed to do, according to the formula.”

      Talyn blinked, then smiled as she shrugged and murmured. “Well, the freckles do look good on you, so I agree it’s not quite right, yet. What about the rest of these?”

      Tammy and her clone blushed. The clone elbowed Tammy, grinning, but the original ignored her, clearing her throat and staring pointedly at the box as she ignored Melody’s chuckle.

      “They’re more vibrant and longer lasting than most of the colors you can get from alchemists in the city, though some of the Cosmeticians can use their skills to enhance lesser ones to be of similar quality. I’m guessing these were the personal recipes of some alchemist who was reasonably high-level, based on the quality,” Tammy said, nodding to the box. “I’m also working on the nail polish and lip paint as well. Due to how good they are, I think I need to enter discussions with the Alchemist’s Guild and Entertainment Guild before I try to sell any of this. It’s too dangerous otherwise, and I think they’re going to want to ensure we’re not putting other alchemists out of business. That would go badly.”

      Talyn flinched at the thought of Veeranna getting upset with her. That wouldn’t end well, not with all of the kitsune’s contacts.

      “Ah… no, that would be a bad idea,” Talyn said, an icy sensation running down her spine. “Since it’s my recipe, I think that it would be good for me to be involved. I’ll send a letter to Guildmaster Veeranna on our behalf, and you can contact the alchemists. I’ll let her know that we’re contacting both of them, and what it’s regarding.”

      “That sounds like an excellent idea to me,” Tammy said, obviously relieved. “I didn’t want to get involved in a guild war, let alone set one off.”

      “We can discuss the situation when we learn more. One thing, I don’t intend to give up the recipe without exceptional compensation, so we might have to charge a lot for these,” Talyn warned, looking the items over carefully. “I assume they’re safe? No dangerous metals or anything like that?”

      “Of course!” Tammy exclaimed, looking slightly insulted by the implication. “It’s alchemy, not chemistry! I mean, I know how to do chemistry too, but I prefer the magical side of things. I make sure all of these are safe. The only time something is dangerous is when it’s meant to be dangerous.”

      “I’m sure Talyn didn’t mean it that way,” Melody assured Tammy in a soothing tone. “We just wanted to be sure.”

      That seemed to mollify both the clone and Tammy herself, their expressions easing a little. Then the clone spoke up.

      “See, Tammy? You’re far too sensitive about these things! You’re never going to get a date, unlike Timmy, Timmy, or any Tammy I could name,” the clone said wickedly. She barely managed to dodge Tammy’s subsequent swipe, cackling as she danced back. “Too slow!”

      “Never, is it?” Tammy asked, a malevolent gleam in her eyes. Talyn was having a hard time suppressing her grin. “If I get my hands on you, you’re never going to get a chance, you hear me, Tammy?”

      Then she paused and grinned, then turned to Talyn. “That said, maybe I just needed a kick in the pants. Fair ladies, would you care to join me for dinner tonight? I’ll have you know that being an alchemist makes me a surprisingly good cook, and I’ve been practicing.”

      Talyn blinked at Tammy, even as the clone goggled for a moment, her mouth hanging open like a landed fish. The request was… unexpected.

      Her first instinct was to just tell Tammy no. After all, Timmy had nearly killed her less than an hour after she’d appeared in this world, so the thought of going on a date with him after he’d become a woman she should have been laughable. Despite that, Talyn had to take a few seconds to consider the request seriously.

      “Wait, waitwaitwait, you’re seriously considering it?” the clone demanded, her eyes widening still more as she caught Talyn’s expression. “I thought you didn’t like us!”

      “If I didn’t like you, why would I have offered to invest in your business?” Talyn asked, smirking at the shock on both women’s faces as she reached up and tapped her upper lip, tilting her head back and forth. Then she murmured. “The question is… do I feel like going on a date with you? Melody, your thoughts?”

      “Told you that I’m more likeable than Timmy,” Tammy said smugly, giving her clone a superior look. Talyn almost burst out laughing at the ridiculousness of someone making fun of themselves like that.

      “I think that despite our extremely poor first meeting, most of our interactions since then have made up for it,” Melody said, her voice bubbling with amusement as she smiled, glancing at Talyn. “I think it’s worth giving her a chance, as long as you’re not planning on doing this just to secure a personal alchemist.”

      “Pfft. If I wanted that, I know of at least three alchemists who’d love to be my personal alchemist,” Talyn said, rolling her eyes. “I don’t trust them, though. I don’t trust most people who only gained an interest in me after I earned all those rewards.”

      “Totally. They aren’t trustworthy at all. Not one bit,” Tammy said with a serious expression, nodding firmly. Her grin vanished when the clone spoke.

      “Just like people who used to be cultists, yup,” the clone said cheekily.

      “I’ll stink bomb you, see if I don’t!” Tammy said, straightening abruptly and turning toward the clone.

      The clone bolted for the door, cackling all the way out of the room. Talyn couldn’t help herself, she just broke down laughing.

      “Why? Why am I such a snarky arse to myself?” Tammy asked, glaring at the door with narrowed eyes.

      “It’s a gift, obviously,” Melody said, chuckling softly.

      Talyn managed to stop laughing, at least enough to speak breathlessly, the occasional giggle interrupting her words. “I… yeah, what she said… and I’ll accept, Tammy. Just keep yourselves under… under control.”

      Tammy’s face lit up with a broad smile for a moment. Then her expression turned to concern, then worry.

      “Easier said than done,” Tammy said, and her words grew muffled as she chewed on her lower lip. “This could be interesting.”

      Talyn broke down laughing again.
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      Talyn couldn’t say she was too surprised when her days of relative peace and quiet came to an end. Or at least, that she was being roped into helping deal with a problem involving another Jumper. She just wished that it’d taken longer before it occurred. At least the date with Tammy had gone pretty well, aside from the pudding incident. And the sudden flood of date requests from the clones, including an unrepentant Timmy.

      “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me, Talyn,” Agent Koth said, nodding politely to her.

      Somehow, Talyn sensed that his thanks weren’t that sincere. It wasn’t like she’d much choice in the matter, not when he’d shown up at her door that morning. She hadn’t even finished her bath, for that matter.

      Talyn hadn’t cut her preparations too short, but she had sped up a little. Maybe she should have hurried, but she was stubborn and had no intention of letting people push her around unless she had no other choice.

      Though come to think of it, with Edimar and Sifari having moved out, her security wasn’t as impressive as it had been previously.

      “It isn’t a concern, though I wish that I’d had a little prior notice,” Talyn said mildly, waving him over to the desk she’d recently had installed.

      She had to do enough paperwork these days that a desk was necessary, and Reya had insisted on a proper office. Complete with extremely heavy security on her filing cabinets just to be safe.

      “Perhaps so, but anyone who was trusted enough to let you know I’d be coming and had sufficient protections to remain unseen would also be capable of bringing the message themselves. As such, this was considered far more efficient,” Agent Koth said, taking a seat just after Talyn. “Regardless, you have my apologies for the surprise visit.”

      He didn’t look sorry at all, and Talyn’s frown deepened.

      “It would likely help if you actually bothered to sound sorry,” Melody said skeptically, giving him an exasperated look as she leaned against the wall next to the desk, folding her arms in front of her. “Not that it matters at this point.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Talyn said, looking at the agent as she asked. “Why are you here, then? If it’s vital to keep secret, given our last meeting, I assume it has to do with the spies from Abydon’s Blight.”

      “That’s correct. I won’t discuss our measures regarding the saboteurs, but rest assured that our efforts are ongoing, and we currently have the situation under control,” Agent Koth said, unfazed by their comments. Instead, he nodded to Talyn. “However, the bigger issue is that we don’t have an easy way to deal with the agents who are targeting you. We’ve been attempting to find them by shadowing your movements but have not been able to do so as of yet. There has been a great deal of discussion, but it was mentioned that perhaps the best way to draw them out is with both Miss Silversmith’s and your assistance.”

      Talyn took a few moments to mull that over, sitting back in her chair and steepling her fingers in front of her while her tail swished back and forth methodically. It didn’t take her much work to figure out what it was that they had in mind. She couldn’t even say that she was surprised… a little disappointed, but not surprised. Still, she needed to make sure she was right before she said anything harsh.

      “Let me see. You want to have her pass on information about an opportunity for them to kidnap me and have your forces in place to ambush their agents. Is that right?” Talyn asked. She thought she saw just a hint of surprise on Agent Koth’s face, but she couldn’t be certain.

      “That’s correct. You’re a quick study,” Agent Koth complimented, nodding as he smiled warmly. “It would be somewhat more difficult to achieve, but we believe that we’ve come up with a way which would hurt Abydon’s Blight even more than normal. If there’s a type of item that you particularly want, you could mention it to her, and she could pass it along to her former superiors with the explanation that it could be used as bait. There’s an underworld auction below the Bazaar district that we’re aware of, and traveling to such an auction would—”

      “One moment,” Talyn interrupted, taking a tiny amount of satisfaction out of the way he came to a sudden stop, then smiled as he looked at her curiously.

      “Yes, Talyn?” Agent Koth asked politely.

      “I understand why you’re here and what the Duke, as well as the country, gets out of it, but what do I get out of this?” Talyn asked, cocking her head curiously.

      Inwardly, she was resisting the urge to giggle at him. Did he really think that she’d put herself in danger for them for nothing? She’d helped them quite a bit already.

      “They’re targeting you. By assisting us, you’re removing personal danger,” Agent Koth said, frowning. “Isn’t that worthwhile on its own?”

      “Sure, they’re targeting me. However, I know they’re out there, and can try to stay safe while leveling up. You’re asking me to step into a trap, one which I can’t be sure that we could predict, for you and your goals,” Talyn said, her eyes narrowing and her tone growing colder. “You’re not offering me anything for it. You’re not giving me a reason to go along with it, either.”

      Agent Koth stared contemplatively at Talyn for a few seconds. Then he spoke calmly. “It would be reasonable for you to take the item which is used for bait. Furthermore, it would contribute to the security of Sylland—”

      “Excuse me. Are you truly saying that you think Talyn might deserve to be paid for putting herself at risk? Are you also risking your life without compensation?” Melody interrupted this time, her tone frosty as she glared at the man, unfolding her arms. “You followed it with an appeal to patriotism, which I find very odd. The two of us have been in this world for perhaps eight months at most, and the nation has done nothing to earn our goodwill. The duke has gained a small amount of my respect, as has Lady Remarine, but not Sylland as a whole. I believe you should rethink your arguments.”

      Talyn’s face relaxed as Melody spoke, relaxing a little herself. Perhaps it was a mistake to antagonize an agent of the country they lived in, but at the same time, this wasn’t something that they should need to deal with.

      She could see Agent Koth’s frustration for a moment, but there was a strange tinge to it. Almost as if he’d expected a response like this and had just hoped he wouldn’t have to give them anything extra. That sounded exactly like some of the corporate agents she’d had to deal with in her previous life, and she settled in to haggle if she had to. He’d probably try to lowball her to begin with.

      “As you say. The question is, what are you looking for? I am empowered to negotiate on behalf of my superiors,” Agent Koth said, straightening in his chair as he looked at her.

      Talyn had already decided what she wanted to ask for where the bait was concerned. She’d daydreamed about what skill books she really wanted, and that meant it wasn’t too difficult for her to think of what she truly desired. Which led to the obvious request for Agent Koth, and it wasn’t even something that should be too hard for them.

      “Books,” Talyn said bluntly. He blinked, and she smiled at his surprise. “Of course, not just any books. As wide of a variety of books on enchanting as you can find. As high level as you can manage for formulae, but I’ll settle for an extremely broad selection below level three hundred as a primer.”

      “That… should be possible. I’ll have to discuss with others exactly how much we can gather, as that isn’t a subject which I’m well-versed in. However, you are not planning to recruit Miss Silversmith, are you?” Agent Koth asked, frowning at her.

      “Oh, gods no,” Talyn said, blanching at the thought. “I know what groups do to snitches, and that’s just with gangs. I expect that they’re going to stop at nothing to kill her, and that she’s going to be given a new identity elsewhere when this is done. Somewhere far from here.”

      “That’s… accurate, yes,” Agent Koth said, visibly relaxing as he smiled. “An odd request in that case, but I believe quite reasonable.”

      “I thought so, especially since I intend to mention to her that the item I desperately want to acquire, is a mid-grade skill book that grants the ability to enchant items. Preferably one of the more advanced skills, but even the most basic type would be acceptable, assuming it can increase in tier,” Talyn said, amusement bubbling through her as she thought about what that might do when combined with her weaving skill. She liked the idea of imbuing magic into cloth, and perhaps she could eventually make clothing that was better than her armor. Or maybe just weave magic into the armor… it really didn’t matter. She was enjoying her experiments with the loom and was planning to try using a full-size loom soon.

      “Very well, in that case, let us discuss the options for how to go about this,” Agent Koth said, and on seeing Melody’s scowl he quickly added. “All of it being conditional on the payment being agreeable, of course. I’m certain that merely copying a large portion of the books that the government’s enchanters already possess will be simple, but there may be details that I’m unaware of.”

      Talyn nodded and leaned forward to listen as he continued.

      “Unfortunately, though she wishes she could intervene, Warmaster Maerna is unlikely to be able to assist directly in any trap. She is watched too closely, and it’s unlikely that any encounter will last long enough for her to reach the location. However, we do have numerous other potent individuals who can assist in the task, and…” Agent Koth said, a cold smile on his face and a bright light in his eyes.

      Talyn got the impression that he didn’t like Abydon’s Blight at all.
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      Varian frowned as she looked at the report again, debating what to do with it.

      Catherine Silversmith’s report was interesting, and as it gave her ideas on how to bait the Worldwalker named Talyn, but at the same time she was a little uneasy. Worldwalkers like Abydon were unpredictable, and in her experience any plans involving them had a tendency to go sideways when you least expected it.

      It didn’t help that the other operatives in the city had mixed success thus far. She was getting plenty of information from different quarters, and one agent had taken the place of the previous head of the city’s underworld when Ashborne had made such an open attempt to kidnap the succubus. If they’d succeeded, Varian would have paid the price to acquire Talyn outright, but they hadn’t, and Varian wasn’t about to give up such an excellent opportunity.

      Conversely, Duke Castra was obviously well-aware that the changes in his city had made it a target and had excellent security in place at most of the locations she’d target for sabotage or infiltration. He couldn’t have his people everywhere, though, and she’d ordered a number of operations.

      Some had been successful, and others had ended with the agents not reporting in again, with their contracts snapping without activating. That meant they’d been killed, which was unfortunate. It would have been amusing to hear about the chaos that a level six hundred undead in a sensitive area would cause, as well as thinning the numbers of Duke Castra’s guards. It was a higher percentage of losses than Varian preferred as well, but it wasn’t completely out of the ordinary, particularly when she’d been forced to send lower-level agents.

      Those very losses were what had her concerned. If she was to live up to Abydon’s expectations, she couldn’t fail at this. Which was why she was so focused on this trap. The bait would be easy to provide, as it wasn’t that valuable. Varian thought that they had several appropriate skill books which met the requirements gathering dust in the vaults, items that had been inherited from the old kingdom. However, the failures explained why she’d called for Taleetha.

      Varian went over the information in depth while she waited, considering the various options she had available. The most difficult part would be convincing Talyn to go somewhere which would allow the abduction to occur more easily, since the item she wanted wasn’t banned in Castra. If Varian added some dubious items and claimed it was from a dark mage’s cache, though, that might make it believable.

      The door opening drew Varian’s attention, and she looked up at Taleetha. The Level 712 Corrupted Elf Lich Shadow Archmage didn’t look much different than she usually did, with skin drawn taut and blonde hair. Her deep blue robes accentuated her features, as much as anything did. She’d been beautiful once, but now she was merely pretty, as her preservation enchantments weren’t as effective as simply being a vampire like Varian. That had led to some difficulties between them, particularly since Varian received the majority of Abydon’s attention these days. The fact that Varian had come along later just made things tenser between them.

      “Spymistress,” Taleetha said in a clipped tone, staring at Varian with her piercing blue eyes.

      “Magister,” Varian replied, inclining her head ever so slightly. She needed Taleetha’s help, so a modicum of respect was required. Why, this was almost a peace offering of sorts.

      “You asked for my assistance, why?” Taleetha asked, not bothering with small talk. It was just as well.

      “I’m concerned about the task of acquiring the Worldwalker in Castra. The agents are lower level than I’d prefer considering the potential opposition. The Bloody Rage have moved to their own home, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t surrounded by potent individuals more often than I’d like. I believe Abydon would be willing to forgive burning many of our agents if it allows us to succeed, however,” Varian said, looking Taleetha in the eyes, steepling her hands in front of her. “If you look at this report, you’ll see the bait which can be used to lure out the target. I believe adding a few items would be simple, and having one of our agents carry a second teleportation beacon for us to join them would allow additional options. Being able to travel there, acquire her, and retreat before anyone could intervene would increase the odds of success significantly.”

      Taleetha didn’t reply immediately, instead picking up the report delicately and reading it slowly and methodically. It took her some time, and Varian strangled her impatience. It was likely an attempt to get a rise out of her, and she refused to take the bait.

      “Who are you suggesting we send? Just myself?” Taleetha asked at last, looking up from the report.

      “Of course not,” Varian said, scoffing at the thought. “Both of us, of course. I considered Talgos as well, but taking the entire inner council would be far too dangerous, and Abydon might decide he wished to join us. I’d rather not split the credit three ways or lose the opportunity entirely.”

      “Instead, you wish to potentially lose his affections, as I did?” Taleetha asked skeptically, her eyes narrowing. “You’ve seen the way he examined the images captured of this Talyn. It’s much the same as he looked when he first saw you.”

      Varian couldn’t resist the urge to bare her fangs at the suggestion, frustration bubbling up inside her, but she forced her anger down after a moment. She wasn’t happy about the situation, and her jealousy was making itself known… but she didn’t see any other options.

      “I’m perfectly aware of that,” Varian said in a sharp tone, and pressed her lips together tight as Taleetha smirked. That smirk died as she continued. “However, the choice is to fail his trust or to acquire her. Allowing an ‘accident’ to eliminate her along the way would simply disappoint him, and I refuse to do that. Do you disagree?”

      The lich took a few moments to think, then shook her head reluctantly, her words coming out tersely. “No. That would be a poor decision, and I cannot betray him in such a way.”

      “Precisely. That is why I’m asking you for your aid,” Varian said, gesturing toward the documents. “Will you assist me?”

      Taleetha nodded reluctantly, letting out a raspy breath before she spoke. “I will do so. Perhaps if we do this, he will realize that we’re the better option, rather than setting his sights on an unpredictable creature like one of his fellow Worldwalkers. She’s likely to be more dangerous to him than any other resident of Sylland.”

      “Precisely,” Varian said, nodding in agreement.

      Varian never even considered that before she’d been turned into a vampire, she’d been the spymaster of the Tarruk Kingdom, and one of Abydon’s enemies.
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      Catherine read the message she’d been sent through the message book once more, worry coiling within her stomach, but at this point there wasn’t anything she could do. The die, such as it was, was cast, and if she tried to break things off at this point, all that would happen was that she’d ruin the trap being set, anger Sylland’s Royal Intelligence, and drive the attacks further underground.

      “I hope their preparations are good enough…” Catherine said softly, shivering once as she considered, then let out a sigh and moved a red pot into the front window of her apartment to signal that she’d received instructions to move forward.

      Next, she needed to manufacture a chance to tell Talyn that a skill book she was interested in was being auctioned in the Shadow Bazaar, among some other items that had belonged to a notorious dark mage.

      One way or another, this was going to be her last job for Lady Varian. Catherine just hoped it turned out well.
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      “Edith, how has your practice with this ‘origami’ nonsense progressed…” Eldri began, only for her voice to trail off as she spotted the necromancer’s table.

      Two dozen origami trees surrounded a blue paper pond, which had three origami cranes and numerous origami reeds on it. As she watched, the dark-haired lich was finishing another crane, her fingers moving with surprising speed.

      More importantly, and the reason Eldri’s voice had trailed off, was that the paper was no tougher than what could be found on the fiftieth floor of the dungeon, meaning that the Necromantic Guardian was progressing at a truly blistering pace, at least compared to the rest of them.

      “Tolerably well, in my opinion. I’ve only had to turn a few tons of paper into compost,” Edith replied calmly, setting the crane next to the others as she considered it thoughtfully. Then she continued in a musing tone. “I do believe the practice has also improved my precision with magic significantly. I could adapt the flower seeds I gave Talyn in half the time at this point.”

      “…I hate you so very much right now,” Eldri said, her nostrils flaring as she struggled to keep her jealousy and rage under control.

      Edith chuckled and turned in her chair, smiling as she examined Eldri, then shrugged. “Perhaps, but if you want to see someone who’s filled with abject despair, you should visit Pyra. She’s the one who this is second most unfair to. Deidamia is surprisingly upbeat about it, as the project has helped her control her power more than any of her other exercises in the last few decades.”

      “When you’re as destructive as she is, there isn’t anywhere to go but up,” Eldri said, waving off the comment as if it were meaningless, though she did feel her anger ease as she thought about Pyra. If the phoenix hadn’t torched at least fifty tons of paper by this point, Eldri would eat her lair.

      “Quite. Now, what’s the reason for your visit? I doubt it was to discuss our progress, or lack thereof, in learning delicacy,” Edith said, sitting back in her chair and gesturing to one resting nearby.

      Eldri walked over and took a seat, her mind focusing on the actual subject of her visit, rather than her personal failures, and Edith obviously upstaging her. At least she had a distinct advantage in that Talyn wore clothing Eldri had given her … even if it had taken some needling to get Talyn to wear it. Eldri could also teleport to the surface.

      She also wished she was the only one who’d gotten treats from Talyn during her little party, but since it was a gift Talyn had given to everyone, she hadn’t begrudged it. Much. Not even when she’d been asked to protect the cookies and sweetmeats from the powers of the other guardians for long enough that they could taste them. It simply proved Eldri’s superiority.

      “I told you about the ill-conceived plot which the surfacers came up with to get Talyn killed, as well as her foolishness in agreeing to it,” Eldri stated bluntly. Edith nodded but didn’t reply.

      “They’ve decided to go through with it. I’m of half a mind to make certain every spy in Castra goes missing in the next few hours… the eighty-fourth floor would dispose of them quite nicely. Unfortunately, they breed like rats, and I don’t think they’d take the correct message from it,” Eldri said, wrinkling her nose unhappily. “As much as I hate to do it, I believe that we need to allow them to carry out their sorry excuse for a plan.”

      “I hear a qualifier in your tone,” Edith observed, looking at Eldri patiently, the edges of her lips curving upwards. Just a hair, but easily visible.

      Eldri huffed, folding her arms in front of her and looking away pointedly.

      “You heard nothing, Edith. I was getting to it,” Eldri snapped, glaring at one of the origami trees so hard that it withered into dust. Edith didn’t comment. “The problem is that I noticed a second heavily veiled teleportation beacon from an individual that’s appropriate for the seventy-first floor or so among the items that are being used to lure Talyn, not just one designed to teleport her away when they’ve succeeded. If it’s just a group of individuals below level three hundred, I don’t give Zephyr’s ass about them. If someone that powerful arrives, Talyn isn’t going to be able to stop them, not with the support she’s going to have. I could disrupt the beacon, but they’d likely try again.”

      “Pardon me, but Zephyr has an amazing ass. Otherwise you wouldn’t stare at it,” Edith said. Three more origami trees and a crane perished.

      “The point is, the country that they’re dealing with specializes in necromantic magic, and their most powerful members are all undead,” Eldri said flatly, giving Edith a death glare. “I could vaporize them, but such would cause complaints to arise about me trying to get ahead of everyone else, and not letting them contribute. I would like you to be with me when this… plan occurs, and if individuals more powerful than what Talyn’s ‘allies’ can handle appear, we deal with them.”

      “Hm. You’re also asking me due to the fact I’m one of the few who would not simply destroy everything in the surroundings,” Edith said, her eyes narrowing in thought. “Myself, Faith, and Laodice are the only ones with that degree of control, and I will be able to counter undead nearly perfectly. Ilys would be a better choice, but due to her combat style, she would annihilate anything within several hundred paces of the battlefield. Based on the maps you’ve shown me, that would be a large portion of a district.”

      Eldri nodded, grimacing internally as she went over the options again, then admitted. “You’re correct. I did consider the other two, but… I believe you’re the best choice. I don’t want Laodice to scare off Talyn.”

      Edith chuckled softly, nodding gently as she murmured. “When in combat Laodice is truly frightening, isn’t she? Regardless, yes, I will assist you. There’s no chance of me allowing another group to abduct her. We’re at a delicate stage in our efforts, after all.”

      Snorting, Eldri shook her head in disgust.

      “We’ve never been this close before. So what if it takes Talyn a century or two to reach the power level to free us? Compared to how long we’ve lived, that’s nothing,” Eldri said, anger coiling within her as she straightened. “Even if I didn’t like her, that would be enough to protect her from pests like this.”

      Edith just laughed. At least it wasn’t mocking laughter.

      Eldri decided to join Edith in her origami practice after that. Maybe she could learn something from the lich.
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        * * *

      

      “So, you’re sure this is the incident you’ve warned us about?” Danielle asked, biting her lower lip nervously as she looked at Talyn, then at Melody and Emma. There was an anxious note to her voice as well, which was almost a surprise. It wasn’t like they’d known each other for that long, but Talyn appreciated her concern.

      “If it isn’t, I’ll be shocked. That’s a large part of why I’m not taking either of you with me, even if you asked to come,” Talyn said, smiling back in what she hoped was a reassuring way. “I know I haven’t been able to tell you everything, but with any luck it’ll be resolved today.”

      “I wouldn’t ask. My parents said that there’s always a place like this Shadow Bazaar around, but I shouldn’t go anywhere like that until I’m at least level two hundred,” Emma said, swirling her mug of ale thoughtfully as they sat around the small dinner table. “They said that protecting what you find is as important as winning the auction. The other people who wanted it are often willing to save the money and rob you instead.”

      Talyn pointed at her and grinned, nodding firmly. “Exactly! You wouldn’t catch me going there if it weren’t for the fact I need to. I’ve seen this sort of thing in my previous life, and as far as I’m concerned, it’s never worth the risks.”

      “Mmhm. Which explains why you’re risking life and limb by going there when you know someone is targeting you, doesn’t it?” Melody said, smirking broadly.

      Talyn glared at her for a moment, then sighed and shook her head, her tail lashing once before she managed to control it. Danielle and Emma laughed as heat rose in Talyn’s cheeks.

      “Fine, it’s not necessarily the best idea in the world, but I don’t see any other options,” Talyn muttered, looking away from them pointedly. “If the abductors aren’t dealt with, they’re likely to try again when I don’t have people helping me.”

      “Which would be most unfortunate,” Melody admitted, shrugging. “On the other hand, you could make yourself even more of a target. I don’t expect that you will be, but it’s possible.”

      “I’d prefer to avoid that,” Talyn said, shivering at the thought. “Still, we can’t control other people. I’m going to live my life, or do my best to, and they’re interfering. I think it’s only fair to put a thumb in their eyes in response.”

      “Alright, just… be careful?” Danielle said, chasing a piece of potato across her plate with her fork. She still looked worried, but not quite as worried as she had before.

      “I will,” Talyn said, exchanging a glance with Melody, who just inclined her head.

      Despite the goddess’s teasing, they were in agreement. If the other World Traveler wanted to interfere in Talyn’s new life, they were determined to make certain that Abydon felt like he’d kicked a steel plate instead. He had decades of experience on Talyn, but that didn’t matter. She’d figure out a way to stop him.

      Besides, if you asked her, anyone who decided to slaughter most of a country’s population in order to rule it wasn’t someone she wanted to be on the good side of.

      With that thought in mind, Talyn took another bite of the fried fish that was for dinner. It was delicious.
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      “Do you think the fact we’re wearing armor will make people suspicious?” Talyn asked as she adjusted a strap.

      She was wearing some of Eldri’s clothing below the armor, hoping that it would help block anything that got past the bone plates. The main question would be how much of a level difference they were looking at. According to the enchanter, her armor should be able to stand up to level two hundred creatures in a pinch, though it would be wrecked in short order. Talyn wasn’t sure how much the outfit would help, but it was better than nothing.

      “I think they’d be far more suspicious if we showed up at an underworld auction without weapons or armor,” Melody said, tying her hair back in her usual high ponytail. “We’re too low-level to be able to make a show of being confident in going into a dangerous area. I think some of them will be suspicious that we don’t have any obvious bodyguards, but it isn’t like we know who to hire, at least not publicly.”

      “True, true… I’m sure that Veeranna could help if we asked her, but… we’ll see,” Talyn said, her anxiety fading surprisingly quickly as she continued. “So, do you think they’ll attack us on the way there, or when we’re on the way out?”

      “Hm… I’m going to guess on our way there,” Melody said thoughtfully, shaking her head a couple of times to test her hair clasp before nodding and turning to Talyn. “After all, why sell off the item if they don’t have to? I might be wrong. There’ll be a lot of people leaving at the same time. That would make it easy for someone trying to kidnap you to blend in.”

      “I wish I could go with you,” Reya said, a hint of regret in her voice as she offered Talyn her sword belt. The elf looked calm, but even that note of regret told Talyn she was feeling quite frustrated. “I might be able to pick out the agents if I did, but I don’t have your combat abilities, and having more people the authorities need to protect won’t help.”

      “Believe me, you aren’t the only one,” Talyn replied, letting out a soft sigh, even though she had to admit she was relieved that Agent Koth had insisted Reya not go with them. Risking Melody and herself was more than enough for her. As she buckled on her sword belt she continued. “The problem is… you know what, never mind, I didn’t think that through. I’d rather not go through with this, but I think it’s our best bet of dealing with these foreign agents.”

      “It probably is, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it,” Reya said, smiling at Talyn as she reached up and tapped the tip of Talyn’s nose. “Also, if you get yourself killed today, I’m going to seriously consider Veeranna’s offer of employment. I’m not going to work for someone who gets herself killed, hm?”

      Talyn mock gasped, giving the elf an artificially outraged look and placing a hand on her chest.

      “You would do that?” Talyn asked outrageously, barely suppressing her giggles as she looked at Melody. “I think I may need to remove her from my will!”

      “You put her in your will? Maybe that’s why she teamed up with the government for all this,” Melody said, grinning wickedly. “She just wants her inheritance sooner rather than later.”

      “Mm… being rich does sound good…” Reya said, smiling more naturally. Her voice was far more serious as she continued. “Still, I’d prefer for you to come back safely. Don’t get yourself killed. I’ll be upset with you.”

      “I’ll do my best. I have something to look forward to,” Talyn promised. Then she leaned forward and gave the elf a gentle kiss, one that Reya returned insistently.

      It was going to be a crazy, terrifying evening, and Talyn was going to grasp onto every reason to live that she could.

      Even if Melody split them up for a kiss with Reya of her own. At least she made it up by kissing Talyn afterward.
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      The Shadow Bazaar was bizarre, and part of Talyn was amused with herself at the similarity of the words in her head, even if she was mostly focused on their surroundings.

      They were below the Bazaar district, and Talyn had been somewhat amused to learn that the government was fully aware of the seedy underworld and tolerated it as long as nothing too egregious happened. The attack on her in the streets, as well as the upcoming event, had raised their ire somewhat, though Talyn doubted they’d shut the Shadow Bazaar down. It was a known quantity, and an easy way for them to keep an eye on criminal enterprises.

      A network of finely built tunnels wove their way under the city. They were wide enough for five people to walk abreast, and they actually had to step out of the way as a magic-propelled carriage drove by. Talyn wasn’t sure how that got down here, since the hidden staircase they’d found in a rodent animus’s shop hadn’t been more than five feet wide.

      That wasn’t to say that the hallways were very clean or well-lit, though, and there were plenty of side corridors that looked like they’d been constructed by far less-skilled individuals. Why, in one section they even found a spot where part of the sewer network was leaking into the hallway, and Talyn was grateful for the scarf she’d purchased to filtering out smells. So was Melody, based on how quickly she’d pulled out her own as they circumnavigated the puddle.

      There were also shops along the way. Not many of them, and they varied between literal holes in the walls, men or women with a canvas laid down with items of dubious provenance for sale, and heavily fortified shops that had obviously been there for years. Even a glance inside told Talyn that some of these places were where thieves came to fence their goods. Talyn didn’t stop, continuing through the tunnels toward the core of the Shadow Bazaar.

      The people she saw were almost as varied as those on the surface, but Talyn didn’t see any she thought might be average citizens of Castra. There were some who might be wealthy merchants or nobles, others who might be delvers, and still others who heavily concealed themselves behind masks and cloaks. Melody and Talyn were on the receiving end of both suspicious and lustful gazes, but no one moved toward them. The closest anything came were the invitations to examine wares by several shopkeepers. Talyn declined to answer any of them.

      With every turn they came closer to their destination, and Talyn saw water running down the gutter in the center of the room in the same direction, at least until it was shunted off through a gap in the wall to the right. There were more shops along the way, and she could see the center of the underground market ahead of them, where the auction house was supposed to be.

      Talyn’s tension grew as she saw the large underground space, a domed roof supported by pillars overhead, with a couple of lower terraces barely visible. Then they passed through a barrier, and the sound of combat could be heard. It must be from the fighting ring she’d been informed was located here as well.

      Even so, she was more surprised they’d gotten this far without any abductors striking. The crowd ahead roared their approval following a thunderclap, and Talyn flinched slightly. As they approached the large room, she felt her eyes begin adjusting to the light, and took in the columns that showed the entrances to the businesses at the heart of the Shadow Bazaar.

      There was the Thieves Guild, which she was astounded was allowed to have a guild house at all, the Darkest Night tavern, the Blood Pit, two brothels which weren’t named, at least three fences… and the Shadow Bazaar Casino, which also held the auction house. Talyn had been told they even paid their taxes. Which was probably why it was allowed to keep running.

      The glimpses she saw of the casino’s interior looked surprisingly nice, and Talyn started toward the building after a moment’s pause. Despite the danger she was in, Talyn felt her tension ease slightly.

      It seemed that she was going to be attending the auction after all. Talyn wasn’t sure whether she should be happy or anxious.
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        * * *

      

      Caspiath watched their target enter the square and smiled internally as he saw the tip of her tail droop ever so slightly, betraying that she’d relaxed more than she had along the trip to the square. The Swordbearer had been right, the succubus’s tail was extremely expressive, and while she was good at controlling her reactions, that wasn’t enough when facing someone who was higher level than her who also possessed a skill like Sense Weak Points.

      His target was truly a surprise to Caspiath, for that matter. He was used to looking at lower-level individuals and seeing so many weak points that it was hard to choose which he’d use. With her that wasn’t the case. It was like she was wearing armor over her entire body whenever she was in public, with only her neck, tail, and head being particularly weak. Yes, he could likely punch through her armor with relative ease, having over two hundred levels on her, but it was a surprise. Today she was well-armored, which reduced the weak points to just her throat and face, though there was a gap along the back of her helmet he could take advantage of if needed.

      Her Guardian Spirit was an easier target in some ways, but from the way she moved, he thought she had a high-rank movement skill, which could make her slightly more difficult than expected. On the other hand, he’d learned more than just the succubus’s habits from the redhead they’d abducted. He might just keep the Swordbearer alive to let his superiors make her an offer she couldn’t refuse. She’d been useful.

      From her, Caspiath had learned that his target doted on her Guardian Spirit, which gave plenty of options if they wanted to manipulate her. She’d almost certainly freeze if the spirit died right in front of her. That, or go berserk.

      But since she’d lowered her guard, it was time. He signaled the others with a thought, and shot forward, his sword coming out of its sheath like lightning as he aimed to behead the Guardian Spirit in a single strike.
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      Sparks flew and Talyn flinched, instantly using her magic to defend herself, even as shockwaves hit her and Melody, staggering them. A wall of light snapped into existence around them at the same time as three figures seemed to appear from nowhere in front of her, and a sound like a blade hitting stone echoed behind her.

      Glowing golden ropes bounced off the barrier in front of her from the Level 263 Unknown Elf, a green gas from the Level 245 Unknown Human rolled up and down its surface, and a Level 293 Unknown Animus canine ancestry hit the barrier and recoiled, the canine man’s tackle aborted. It was all startling enough, but Talyn spun in place, drawing her sword automatically.

      Her eyes widened more as she saw Agent Koth behind her, though he was wearing armor and a helmet this time, and stone-like gauntlets covered his hands. One of which was gripping a katana currently held by a Level 329 Unknown Elf, the blade of which had punched through the glowing barrier, almost reaching the back of Melody’s neck, at least before she’d dodged out of the way.

      More people arrived at that moment, all of them in the same blue and black with silver trim that Agent Koth wore, their levels ranging from the lower three hundreds up to three hundred and sixty, and there were twenty of them compared to the four abductors Talyn could see.

      “Due to your illicit actions, I declare you under arrest by my authority as Royal Inquisitor of Sylland,” Agent Koth boomed icily, his voice silencing the crowds within earshot who were just beginning to react. “Resist and suffer the consequences.”

      The elf visibly sneered, even through the black mask covering his lower face.

      “Ah, the government dogs. Perhaps you should cease your own futile resistance,” the man replied, jerking his sword out of Agent Koth’s grasp in another shower of sparks.

      Before the agent could respond, Talyn saw the inquisitors tense as still more people in black appeared around them, these ones similar to her current attackers, though their levels generally were between the high one hundreds and nearly level three hundred. More importantly, they changed the odds immensely, as they brought the total number of abductors to about eighty.

      “Crap,” Talyn said softly, her voice barely audible over the rising cries of panic from the patrons of the Shadow Bazaar. This was worse than she’d expected. Much worse.

      “You said—” Melody began, but was drowned out as combat erupted around them, and most of the bystanders began to flee.

      Talyn finished a defensive spell at that moment, and a shadowy aura surrounded her as void magic took effect. Melody was the opposite, her armor shimmered with light that covered many of the gaps in her defenses. Useful as the spells were, their efforts paled beside what occurred around them.

      Purple fire erupted from one of the royal agents, clashing with a red fog which formed into needle-like lances of deadly energy, each of them cutting through stone like it was soft cheese. Stone cratered as a hammer-wielding abductor teamed up with a martial artist against an agent with a sword and shield. Lightning ripped through several attackers, but didn’t quite drop them, as the agent who unleashed it was fighting for her life against four opponents.

      Clouds of noxious fumes engulfed several people, only to be ripped apart by a tornado-like storm of wind and water, water that turned into deadly icicles which slammed into everything in the area. An abductor was thrown backward by a powerful blow, the armor protecting his right arm mangled but still intact and was thrown clean through a support pillar. He looked like he’d barely noticed the impact, as he spun in the air and skidded across the ground, regaining his footing in moments.

      The ground rumbled beneath their feet as the fight progressed, and Agent Koth… Talyn was shaken as she saw him effortlessly deflecting the attacks of the man who’d nearly killed Melody. Wind was swirling around him like a tornado, and razor-sharp stones appeared in vortex. Almost more importantly, for the first time Talyn got a response when she looked at Agent Koth. She blanched at the sight of the Level 488 Sky Human. He was over a hundred levels above the next most powerful combatant.

      Unfortunately for them, their reprieve from the fight raging around them was brief. The light barrier either couldn’t take the aftershocks, or more likely, the mage who’d cast it had other things to worry about. Like a knife in the kidney.

      The barrier shattered, and Talyn felt like she’d been plunged into a raging storm as wind whipped around them. The moment that they were vulnerable, several of the lower-level abductors struck as well, letting their more powerful allies occupy the inquisitors.

      A blue spray of energy hit Talyn and bounced off her mind uselessly, while a burly dracoling charged her as if he were going for a tackle. Talyn barely managed to dodge to the side, a second spell spilling from her lips, and the already black edge of her sword grew still darker as a layer of void magic overlaid it, making it unnaturally sharp.

      It wasn’t enough to cut through the man’s armor, but it cut deep into the metal along his arm before tearing a gash in his elbow as it hit a weak point. The man yelped in shock, obviously not having expected her to be capable of hurting him. Foolish, but that was people for you.

      Any satisfaction Talyn might have felt vanished the next instant, as while the abductors might want her alive, that wasn’t true for Melody.

      A crackling arrow of fire punched clean through Melody’s left forearm, her armor barely slowing it down, and she’d been lucky to dodge that much. The goddess sang a piercing note, causing one of her opponents to stagger, but she didn’t have a chance to maintain the spell, as she was forced to narrowly dodge a dozen dancing daggers of purple-black shadow which were chasing her.

      Talyn’s distraction was nearly her undoing, as the dracoling recovered from his shock and almost got his hands around her, only failing when a razor-edged obsidian blade hit him square in the throat, obviously launched by Agent Koth. The dracoling fell back, clutching his throat and gurgling on blood.

      Shaking off her distraction, Talyn fought back fiercely, giving a good accounting of herself even though the human woman who stepped in was ninety levels higher than her. Talyn thought the woman said something, but she couldn’t hear over the chaos. She tried to ignore an entire wall being reduced to dust, and the entire chamber shaking.

      The blonde woman was good. Better than Talyn, for certain, and only hampered by the fact she wasn’t trying to kill Talyn. But it only took a few exchanges before Talyn made a mistake.

      It wasn’t much of a mistake, and no one would have blamed her for not noticing that a brick had been half-destroyed by an earlier attack. Her Enhanced Agility allowed her to compensate almost instantly as well, but only almost instantly.

      In that moment the woman hit Talyn’s wrist with her club, loosening her grip on her sword, then tore it out of her hand. Talyn tried to get away, but the woman grabbed her arm, using it as a lever as she drove the club into Talyn’s stomach like a piledriver. Her armor cracked and gave way before the attack, yet the blow only hit with bruising force, rather than driving the air entirely from Talyn’s lungs.

      Talyn started casting a spell, hoping to shift her armor enough to get away, but only barely managed to get her chin out of the club’s way in time. That disrupted her spell, and her thoughts were racing, trying to come up with a way—

      Melody appeared next to Talyn in a flash of light, her left hand hanging by a thread, and her eyes blazing with a brilliant light. The magical hilt flashed as her short sword changed to a stiletto, and Melody plunged the weapon of light into the woman’s armpit without hesitation, her voice piercing the clamor of battle like that of a banshee. Talyn saw the sudden pain in the woman’s gaze, as well as her rage. She let go of Talyn, spinning… and her club glowed with bloody gold light, accelerating far faster than Talyn could follow as it whipped around and hit Melody like a meteor.

      Time seemed to slow in that moment. Talyn saw the club hit. She saw the impact, no matter how much her mind refused to acknowledge it. She saw Melody’s neck… no, she wasn’t going to think about that. She saw the goddess’s body shimmer, glowing golden for a moment, before it broke apart into thousands of motes of light. Melody vanished in that moment, and as the woman turned back to Talyn, something bubbled up inside Talyn. Pure, incandescent rage.

      Without even thinking, Talyn shot forward, heedless of the consequences as she yanked something out of her storage bracelet. The woman seemed taken aback, and the injuries slowed her down just enough.

      Just long enough for Talyn to cram the stink bomb into her mouth, shattering it in the process.
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      The sound of the vial shattering was almost inaudible in the midst of the battle. Talyn already had her scarf up, so she didn’t smell it. She simply saw the woman’s eyes begin to widen, then practically bulge out of her skull as she dropped her club, shoving Talyn backward as foul green vapor billowed out of her mouth, and she clawed at her throat, spitting out shards and the liquid within as her stomach visibly heaved.

      The battle faltered as the vapor rapidly spread, and almost no one appeared to be prepared for it, aside from Talyn. A couple of the abductors were protected by wind shields, and one seemed to be entirely immune, while the rest of them almost immediately began to gag and retch, disrupting the battlefield in moments. Agent Koth and his people had at least been warned that Talyn had purchased it, so aside from one of the agents who was a little too slow, they managed to protect themselves, though it caused the briefest of lulls on the battlefield.

      Talyn scrabbled for her sword, yanking it off the ground even as the sight disrupted her rage, cooling it slightly. She didn’t hesitate, though, holding her sword in both hands as she brought it around at the woman’s neck.

      She wasn’t strong enough to behead the woman in a single blow, not without getting lucky enough to hit between vertebrae, but two blows was enough to put her out of her misery, and the battle continued, though the agents now had a distinct advantage. Talyn found herself facing three nauseous abductors, and she bared her teeth through her scarf, flicking her wrist and causing another stink bomb to appear in her left hand.

      “Want more, assholes?” Talyn snarled, her eyes narrowing as her rage burned brighter. They hesitated, obviously able to see that their side was losing. Talyn felt her hopes rise, her grin widening still more.

      Then a thunderclap split the air, darkness engulfing the entire chamber for a moment, and the tides shifted. A mental pressure slammed into them, and even Talyn staggered for a moment before it. Shadows reached upward, wrapping around every person Talyn could see. All but Talyn, who suddenly had other things to worry about.

      Her sword went flying across the floor, torn from her grasp between blinks of an eye, and the stink bomb disappeared from her other hand. Worse, she’d been grabbed by the throat and was being held in the air, as she found herself staring into a pair of dangerous red eyes.

      “Pathetic. All that training for this result? I’ll have to rethink my methods,” the black-haired human vampire said, clicking her tongue disdainfully. She was gorgeous, and wearing black and crimson leather that… yes, that was a red hourglass on the bodice, giving her the black widow motif. Unsurprisingly, she also had a pair of dainty fangs. She also didn’t seem happy to see Talyn. “The Arclord is right. If you want something done right, do it yourself.”

      “Of course he’s right. He’s always right,” another woman replied, an elven woman in dark blue robes and with a staff seemingly made of black bone with a glowing purple stone grasped in a skeletal hand at the top. She might have been a pretty blonde at one point, but there was a ghastly air to her, along with her overly taut skin. Having looked at records, Talyn identified her as a lich or revenant. Probably a lich. “Should we take any of them with us? He may wish to gain information from some of these creatures. Perhaps we can learn how you blundered so much.”

      Talyn tried to struggle, but for some reason her body refused to obey her. It was like ice was spreading from the hand around her neck, stopping every movement she tried to make. Worse, she couldn’t identify either of the women.

      “Perhaps, but we can’t take long, as we have what we need,” the vampire said, her gaze flitting to the right, then nodded toward Agent Koth. “That one is the most likely to be useful. Dispose of the rest.”

      The lich laughed darkly, eagerness in her voice as she spoke. “Excellent. Their bodies will make—”

      Three things happened at the same time. First, a powerful, familiar aura struck Talyn, and this time it was far stronger than before, though it flowed around the succubus like water. Second, she felt void magic blanket the entire region, forming an impassable blockade, simultaneously ripping apart the spell immobilizing everyone else. Not that it mattered, since that aura forced everyone to their knees, save for the lich and vampire.

      Third, Talyn fell to the ground and the paralysis ended as the vampire’s arm simply… vanished, as if cut off mid-bicep. Dark blood dribbled out of the stump for a moment before it congealed into a broad scab and the vampire staggered, but far more important was the voice.

      “I would have said to unhand my Scale Polisher, but I took care of it myself,” Eldri boomed, her rage causing the stones beneath Talyn’s feet to develop hairline fractures. Fractures that vanished a moment later. Talyn turned, disbelief coursing through her. Standing in the middle of the passage were three women, and Talyn still couldn’t see their levels.

      Eldri was in her human-like form, but this time her fingernails were long and sharp, and every move they made tore thin rifts through the fabric of reality, exposing the void for a few moments. Her blazing amethyst eyes were like stars, and her rage was terrifying, causing Talyn’s heart to shudder.

      Next to her was Edith. The lich looked just as human as she had the last time they’d met, with her blue hair in its bun, pale skin, blue eyes, and a curvy figure that was currently shrouded in a white and silver dress. She had a bracelet set with black stones around her right wrist, but otherwise was unarmed and seemingly unconcerned.

      Last was Vivian, the Earth Guardian. Her skin was like polished alabaster, her eyes like brown tourmalines, and the tall, elf-like nymph looked vaguely bored in her brown leather clothing. As Talyn stared, she poked a brick with a toe, putting a perfectly toe-shaped impression into it, and frowned at the brick, which then returned to normal. Probably normal.

      “Eldri?” Talyn breathed, shock and relief flowing through her, along with the first tinge of grief.

      The void dragon blurred, and the next instant she was next to Talyn, her hand wrapped around the vampire’s throat and holding her at full extension. She clicked her tongue, then waved a finger. “No.”

      Talyn belatedly felt a spell being cast by the lich just… fizzle out. The vampire froze in Eldri’s grasp as the dragon stared at her, almost like Talyn had before.

      “You don’t stop paying attention to higher-level opponents when they’re next to you, even if disarmed, Scale Polisher,” Eldri chided, her stare unceasing. She flicked her fingers twice more as the lich tried to cast a couple more spells, backing away with each one that was negated. Vivian put up a couple of stone walls to box her in, sealing off their section of the Shadow Bazaar from bystanders, while Edith casually strolled toward the lich. “Interesting. This one was mentally corrupted by the one who turned her into a vampire. Care to help me unravel the effect later, Edith, or shall I end her?”

      “I’ll assist you with it. What about this one?” Edith asked curiously. Eldri let a spell through, and a blast of shadow fire erupted from the lich’s staff and slammed into Edith’s chest. The Necromantic Guardian didn’t bother dodging. The fire obscured her from view for a moment, then cleared to show Edith was unmarked, without even a hair out of place.

      “The lich is corrupted, but not in the same way. She was fully willing to undergo the procedure, unlike this one,” Eldri said dismissively, glancing at the vampire.

      The void dragon squeezed her hand, and the vampire… Talyn wasn’t sure how to describe it. She froze even more rigidly than she had been, then seemed to flatten. Like she’d been reduced from a three-dimensional object to a flat object with only two dimensions. At which point Eldri casually folded her up like a napkin and shoved her through a hole in the world.

      “What are you monsters doing here? When my beloved finds out what you’ve done, he’ll destroy everything you hold dear!” the elven lich snarled, but the panic on her face was clear as she threw a beam of sickly yellow energy at Edith which had no effect.

      Eldri chuckled. Vivian walked up next to Talyn and looked her over critically. Edith… sighed.

      “I believe that answers all the questions I had. Though I do wonder why so many necromancers only focus on half of their true potential,” Edith murmured thoughtfully, and raised a hand, causing a pulsing red gem the size of Talyn’s fist to appear in her grasp via a powerful spell that rang strangely to Talyn’s senses. “The soul is part of the cycle.”

      The elven lich staggered, her eyes widening in fear. “That… how? That’s my soul stone! It was hidden!”

      Edith didn’t answer her, continuing to speak as she examined the gem sadly.

      “Death becomes life,” Edith said calmly, magic pulsing from her as the gemstone dimmed, crumpling to dust. Red light rushed into the elven woman, and health returned to her body, her skin filling out and her eyes gaining a gleam of life. For a moment Talyn could see her beauty… then Edith continued just as calmly. “Life becomes death.”

      The light in the elf’s eyes went out and she crumpled. Her body sagged, then dissolved into dust on the floor as the staff clattered on the ground. Edith gave the staff a look, then glanced at Eldri.

      “Of course,” Eldri said, waving a hand. The staff twisted, then imploded on itself, accompanied by the screams of damned souls.

      Talyn just stared, stunned by… everything. The walls Vivian had raised vanished like smoke in the wind, and she blinked, then blinked again as Vivian stepped closer, looking Talyn in the eyes. The faintest hint of concern appeared on the antisocial nymph’s face, and she spoke softly. “Alright?”

      That was too much for Talyn. The shock she’d been feeling fractured, allowing everything to catch up with her. The suddenness of the attack. The terror, the fight for her life… and Melody’s sacrifice. It didn’t matter that she could come back. Melody had died for Talyn, and grief ripped through her.

      Talyn threw her arms around Vivian and broke down in tears, sobbing into the guardian’s neck. It took a few moments before the woman’s arms, which were surprisingly soft, wrapped around Talyn and held her gently, rocking her in place as the nymph began to hum, sending soothing vibrations through her body.
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        * * *

      

      Agent Koth almost felt like he was suffocating as the three women crowded around Talyn, not paying attention to anyone else in the room. Not that any of the Blight’s agents could run, with that pressure keeping them on the floor. The triple layer of auras was enough to cause some of them to pass out, and Koth was certain some of the bystanders had passed out already.

      He also saw the ground and floor repairing itself before his eyes, the magic so subtle and powerful that it was breathtaking. He’d seen powerful earth mages before, but the magic flowing out of the woman Talyn was hugging was beyond anything he’d even conceived of. A wall that had been reduced to dust was being remade before his eyes, and the woman wasn’t even looking at it.

      Worse still was how the other two had dealt with the attackers. He’d recognized them, of course. Lady Varian Bloodfallow was the Level 696 Corrupted Human Vampire, and Lady Taleetha was the Level 712 Corrupted Elf Lich. They’d been dealt with as if they were no more than children, which told Agent Koth that he was so far out of his depth that it was ridiculous.

      The one good aspect of being paralyzed by their auras was that he didn’t have to determine how to address them. It was out of his hands, though trying to figure out how to report what had happened would be difficult.

      Almost as if in response to the thoughts going through his head, the black-haired woman with claws turned to look at Agent Koth, and he shuddered as that gaze speared into him. He could tell that the woman was holding back even now, as that was the sort of gaze he’d felt from people who could quite literally kill with a look. Yet she walked toward him casually, her claws leaving those miniscule tears in space behind her.

      He wanted to hide from her so badly, but he couldn’t do anything but stare at her feet once she was close enough, his body paralyzed. Koth shuddered internally as the woman stood over him imperiously.

      “I am irritated with you, your superiors, and your sorry excuse of a nation,” the woman said after a moment, her voice rumbling and cracking the stones around him. “I knew that you were going to be using my Scale Polisher as bait for your little trap. However, I believed that you would actually carry out your part of it with a modicum of competence. That you would provide proper protection for her and her spirit. Instead, you acted to protect yourselves over her, relying on the fact they wanted her alive instead of protecting her.”

      Anger oozed from the woman, even as those stones cracked and repaired themselves over and over again, the power of the woman’s presence and the earth magic warring with one another. Fear gripped Koth’s heart as the woman reached down and oh-so-carefully turned his head so he met her gaze. He didn’t even feel the claws pierce his skin, though the blood trickling from the injuries was almost as noticeable as the sweat going down his back.

      “I delayed our arrival to acquire Vivian, lest I collapse this entire section of the city in my fury. My Scale Polisher would not have approved,” the woman stated, her nostrils flaring. “However, my restraint has reached its limit. Should you, yours, or your superiors ever put her at risk like this again, or cause her this sort of distress, I will not come to her assistance alone, or with individuals as restrained as this group. I will bring the Fire Guardian. I will bring the Essence Guardian. I will bring the Light Guardian. I will bring the Destruction Guardian. And when this pathetic city has been removed from the face of the world, I will bring forth the Creation and Nature guardians, that they might build a city and inhabitants that will not be so foolish.”

      Koth shuddered in terror at the naked threat in that voice. The woman just stared at him for a few moments more, then smiled cruelly as she continued. “Your superiors had best properly compensate my Scale Polisher for your actions, mortal. Now, we will take her home, and attempt to undo some of the damage that you have inflicted upon her. Deal with those who attacked her appropriately and remember. I am watching.”

      With those final words echoing through the chamber, she vanished along with Talyn and the other two women, allowing everyone in the room to collapse at last. Koth took deep heaving breaths, trying to suppress the terror in the back of his mind and failing.

      What, by all the gods, had Talyn done to gain the regard of more than one creature like that?

      Fortunately for him, not one of the foreign agents dared try to run. They were probably more afraid of the dragon than they were of incarceration.

      It was only belatedly that Koth thought to wonder why not one of them had turned into zombies… and that just made him fear more.
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      “What in all the hells happened?” Abydon demanded, stalking through his throne room angrily. No one dared answer him, which just made his already foul mood even worse.

      Taleetha and Varian had told him that they’d be overseeing the acquisition of the succubus in Castra, which had assured him it would be successful. Then they’d vanished and all hell had broken loose.

      Varian had personally controlled the vast majority of the soul-bound contracts which ensured the loyalty of Abydon’s spy network. He hadn’t considered the fact that if she died, that meant that the contracts would dissolve in short order. It shouldn’t have mattered, not with Varian having potent survival skills as a vampire.

      It certainly mattered now, as he was receiving word from the handful of still-loyal spies that the rest had turned coat or were fleeing from his service in droves. Worse, all the information that the turncoats had handed over to the other nations meant that the already precarious relationships with his neighbors had taken a sudden, dangerous plunge to new icy depths.

      Abydon still couldn’t believe the information which was trickling out of Castra. He only had two agents who hadn’t turned tail and run, and they weren’t in any position to verify the rumors that were swirling about the city’s underworld.

      The idea that a handful of women had appeared and simply paralyzed everyone in the combat zone with their presence was ridiculous. Certainly, Abydon would be able to do that to opponents below level four hundred, but someone doing it to Taleetha and Varian was a laughable thought.

      Yet supposedly that was what had happened, and while none of the rumors directly described the destruction of his subordinates’ due to walls being raised, they’d seen Taleetha’s dress filled with a pile of dust, and Abydon couldn’t deny that her soulstone was missing from his vault. Moreover, when he searched for the necromantic links that connected them to him, Abydon couldn’t sense anything.

      Abydon was enraged by what had happened. The women had never failed him before, but now they had, and their deaths had left him in the most precarious situation he’d been in since before he overthrew the Tarruk Kingdom. There was going to be a war, and he’d lost two of his most powerful assets.

      That was the only reason he was allowing the insult to pass and abandoning his plans to abduct Talyn. That was what Abydon was telling himself, anyway.

      He certainly wasn’t just trying to ignore the way his stomach clenched in fear at the thought of visiting Castra.
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      It took Talyn quite a bit of time to calm down after she got home. Danielle and Emma nearly died outright before Eldri and the others managed to restrain their auras, and Edith was quick to fix the damage. Talyn wasn’t even sure if the others remembered it happening, if she was honest with herself. She was a bit distracted at the time, and it was almost like they’d been waking from unconsciousness afterward.

      While Edith made basic introductions, and tried to explain the situation, Eldri had conjured a tea set and water from nowhere, then argued with Edith about what tea to get before brewing it. Vivian had been a friendly shoulder to cry on, though when Talyn looked at her, she thought the nymph looked vaguely helpless.

      The tea had been soothing. Incredibly so, to the point that the guardians had to rush to get a counteragent so that Talyn didn’t just fall asleep with her face on the table. They argued over whose fault it was at the time, of course, while Talyn just held Vivian’s hand.

      Eventually Emma stole the hand, and Vivian gave her a grateful smile before wandering around the room, trailing her hand over the walls. Talyn thought she felt the nymph doing something, but she wasn’t in any state to pay much attention to her. Not while Danielle and Emma slowly coaxed the story out of her.

      Reya arrived halfway through and damn near fainted at the sight of the Guardians, which had necessitated getting her some of the now heavily diluted tea and restarting the explanation. None of the maids were allowed anywhere near, since Talyn wasn’t sure they’d survive if they managed to annoy Eldri.

      The others were as shocked as Talyn at the description of what had happened, and especially horrified by what happened to Melody. Only the fact that she’d be able to come back in a week helped keep Talyn from breaking down, even with the tea.

      Eventually the Guardians had bade her farewell, though Vivian did so by very gently patting Talyn on the shoulder, and they left her with her friends. She’d unlocked a few classes, such as Executioner, Mad Bomber, Rage Mage, and Toxic Avenger, but Talyn didn’t pay them much attention, nor the fact that she’d leveled up three times and that her armor and weapon skills had tiered up. It just didn’t matter much.

      The following days were a blur for Talyn. Rumors started spreading pretty much immediately, and Talyn received multiple visitors. Maerna extended her apologies for not being there, as she’d made it mere minutes after Eldri had swept Talyn away, and no one had expected two of Abydon’s generals and inner council members to teleport in.

      Agent Koth had arrived not long afterward, accompanied by Duke Castra himself. Perhaps Talyn should have been impressed, but mostly she felt utterly disinterested in them. Their profuse apologies had been… acceptable, though she got the impression they’d been unnerved by the way she’d just stared at them. They informed her that they’d retrieved a heavily tortured Mable from the hideout of the abductors. Talyn… hadn’t responded. She’d think about it later, when she wasn’t grief-stricken and enraged.

      They’d given her the skill book that was used as bait, assured her that the books she’d requested would be delivered as soon as possible, and that they were looking into other options to help compensate her for the danger she’d been put in. Talyn had accepted the book but threw it into her vault once they left. She wasn’t in the mood to worry about an enchanting skill right now. They also informed her that Catherine had been whisked away, but not before finishing the last of Talyn’s commissions, and leaving her a letter of thanks. The soul contract had been removed, so Catherine had broken the one with Talyn.

      It was only belatedly that Talyn realized what Vivian had been doing when she’d been examining the walls of the house, as when she looked at the stone and glass, she found that it’d been… altered. Talyn wasn’t sure how, but the foundation, walls, glass, and even the metal framing over the atrium had all been reinforced subtly but firmly, to the point Talyn wasn’t sure that there was anyone currently living in Castra that could damage it.

      Reya and the others helped Talyn keep from falling too far into her despair over being unable to save Melody. They also kept Talyn from beating herself up over dragging the goddess into the fight to begin with. When Talyn threw herself into training in the salle, they were the ones who kept her from pushing herself too hard. Talyn was determined to improve and grow stronger so this couldn’t happen again. Talyn kept checking the skill, hoping she could summon Melody sooner, only to have her hopes dashed over and over again.

      Remarine had also come to check on Talyn, since the lady had heard just enough to be worried. When she heard what had happened, she’d been particularly distraught, and offered to do anything that she could to help. Talyn hadn’t been able to think of anything, but the offer had been appreciated. Before too long the lady had to go back to her duties, leaving Talyn and the others to their own devices.

      Veeranna was the only visitor who actually managed to pull Talyn out of her training and self-recrimination. The kitsune had quickly decided that extreme measures were required. Talyn didn’t necessarily want to go shopping, but Veeranna had been insistent, and her argument that Talyn should look the best she could when she managed to summon Melody again had been a decisive blow. It’d also taken most of a day, during which Talyn had visited some of the highest-end jewelers and clothiers in the city. Her weaving skill even tiered up again.

      Eventually the time came. Talyn dressed up as best she could, and every few minutes she tried to summon Melody. The clock kept ticking onward, as her skill kept telling her internally that she couldn’t use it again and again… until finally it was useable.

      Talyn didn’t pay attention to the concerned gazes of the others as worry and elation warred within her, and she spoke the words that she’d once found so embarrassing. “Summon Melody! May your song rejoice across the heavens!”

      Her breath caught in her throat as light swirled in front of her, coalescing into a tiny point that swiftly grew into the seven-foot-tall, egg-like shape she remembered.

      Talyn was lunging before the egg even finished breaking.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dying was an odd experience, and not one which Melody particularly enjoyed, now that she’d had the chance to experience it from the mortal perspective. It hadn’t taken too long for her, not with someone hitting her with a club hard enough to kill her instantly, but that didn’t mean it was enjoyable.

      Appearing in the strange half-world where summoned spirits resided when unsummoned, Melody flexed her left hand, looking at it thoughtfully. Almost losing her hand had been worse than the club to the head, if she was being honest, but there was a strange… thinness to her ‘self’ after the death. Like she was stretched a little too thin.

      “At least I know Talyn is alive. If she wasn’t, I wouldn’t be here,” Melody murmured to herself, and she found a chair to sit in. She grabbed a book, settling down to read.

      She tried to read, anyway. As much as Melody was trying to pretend she wasn’t worried… she was. Worried, that was. She was terrified that something might happen to Talyn, that she might be captured and something horrible would happen to her.

      If it did… Melody was going to have to make a choice, and not one she liked.

      If, if the other Worldwalker had captured Talyn, and planned to do something to her that Melody didn’t like, Melody would have to act. She wasn’t going to allow that to happen, even if it meant breaking their bond. Even if it meant breaking the rules, and potentially making the deity in charge of Garloth irate.

      It would likely mean being separated from Talyn until she died again, but if that was what it took to keep her out of the clutches of someone who sounded like a raging jackass of the highest order, Melody would do it.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look that concerned, Melody. Is the text really that riveting?” a woman asked lazily, her voice almost causing Melody to jump.

      Her head snapped around to see a goddess standing in the entrance of her room. The goddess had long, straight hair the color of fresh blood, matching eyes, and pale skin, as well as long, dangerous-looking fingernails. She also wore black, though it looked incredible on her. Melody’s eyebrows rose and she tilted her head, not having expected a visit from the Goddess of Spite.

      “Hella. It’s been quite some time,” Melody said politely, giving the other goddess a subdued smile. “You look lovely.”

      “Why, thank you. I do try,” Hella said, smiling broadly as she asked. “May I come in?”

      “You may. I’m simply… grappling with what occurred, I’m afraid. Not being able to tell exactly what’s going on outside is distracting me. I know some impressions will eventually trickle in, but…” Melody let her voice trail off as she closed the book and set it aside. She stood and gestured to the other chair politely. There was no reason not to be polite, and she knew Hella. She might not remember details, but she remembered enough.

      “I believe I understand,” Hella said, entering the room and taking the seat across from Melody. “And I could lean into my domain and be spiteful with you, but… I don’t think I will. Even though you helped destroy a minor cult dedicated to me.”

      Melody paused halfway into her chair, blinking. After a moment, things fell into place, and her eyes widened in understanding. She finished sitting down a moment later.

      “You’re the Lord of Blood?” Melody asked, her eyebrows rising. “I wasn’t aware of that.”

      “It’s a splinter cult,” Hella said with a shrug, smirking. “To be honest, they were minor enough that even if I wanted to hold it against you and your girlfriend, I wouldn’t have much power to throw at you. They wouldn’t have gotten far in the end, and there’s a certain poetic justice to Darla being spited by you. You know me. Everyone has hurt others, and thus is deserving to be targeted in turn.”

      Melody nodded, relaxing slowly as other memories trickled back to her, and she sighed, shaking her head.

      “That makes far too much sense. Thank you for not targeting us,” Melody said simply.

      “Of course. Though I won’t protect either of you if one of my followers takes offense,” Hella said, grinning broadly. “Like I said. Everyone deserves it.”

      “As you say,” Melody murmured, hesitating for a moment, then asked. “Would you mind telling me what happened after I left?”

      “Oh, it was lovely!” Hella said, her eyes lighting up as she clapped her hands together. “You certainly know how to choose your girlfriends, darling! Talyn was so upset she shoved a stink bomb down the throat of the woman who killed you, then executed her in front of all her puking friends! She was threatening another three with a bomb after that, despite them outleveling her nearly five times over, when a pair of undead from Abydon’s Blight showed up! One lich over level seven hundred, one vampire just under, and they were going to grab her when that lovely tsundere dragon of Talyn’s showed up with her friends! The lich is dust, and the vampire has been folded up and put away for later. Talyn’s crying her heart out over your death right now. It’s such lovely drama!”

      “Oh. Oh, good,” Melody said, relief washing over her as she settled back in her chair and sighed. “Not the crying part, but… I’m not going to have to break the link to Talyn and get myself in trouble.”

      “Ooh… interesting. This isn’t a fling, hm?” Hella said, her eyes gleaming more. “You just have to elaborate, dear. You’ve got a week of time off, after all. You don’t have any excuses.”

      Melody considered the other goddess for a moment, then gave up. It wasn’t worth trying to keep the information from Hella, not when all it’d do was upset her.

      “Alright, if you insist,” Melody said, smiling wryly. “I’m not sure when it turned from vague interest into something more, but…”

      Her explanation continued for some time, with Hella delving into every detail she could. It was more than a day before Hella departed.

      Hella wasn’t the only visitor, for that matter. Estavan came by to chat, as did a few others, but most of Melody’s time was spent alone. More worryingly, she was able to get a sense of what was happening, and her concern for Talyn grew with every passing hour.

      Talyn hadn’t taken Melody’s death well, and was in a near-fugue state, though she could sense that others were trying to help Talyn recover. That meant that as the time when Melody could be summoned approached, she was growing increasingly impatient.

      The strange sense of being stretched thin faded with each passing day, and Melody quickly realized that it was a manifestation of the amount of time it took to recover. She had to wonder if there was some way she could reduce it if she died in the future. A thought that was left by the wayside as she finally reached the point where she could be summoned once more.

      Talyn wasted no time, and the washed-out world around Melody vanished as she accepted the summons. Light wrapped around her like a warm cocoon, and she felt herself phase between planes. Melody felt herself become solid once more, taking a deep breath of air, and the light shattered, splintering and allowing her to see Talyn just in time to catch her.

      The succubus was wearing a rich blue dress patterned off the one Melody had bought her, but one which was far better tailored, and made of the finest satin. Earrings dangled from her ears, and she looked breathtaking.

      Melody spun her through the air for a moment to cancel Talyn’s momentum, accepting the deep kiss and returning it fervently as happiness and relief washed over her. She barely caught the presence of Danielle, Emma, and Reya in the sitting room, she was so distracted.

      After a minute she managed to break free, and Melody took a deep breath before smiling and asking wickedly. “I take it you missed me?”

      “Shut up!” Talyn exclaimed, flushing brightly as she punched Melody in the shoulder, blinking back tears. “Don’t you ever do that again, you hear me? I was terrified!”

      “Oh, I entirely agree. Dying is no fun at all,” Melody said, nodding firmly. “On the other hand, if it’s a choice between you and me, you know what I’m going to do.”

      Talyn’s arms tightened around her, and her voice was soft as she laid her head against Melody’s chest listening to her heartbeat. “We need to get stronger. Much, much stronger.”

      “All of us,” Danielle said quietly. “We have the attention of people with lots of power. If we want to survive in the long term, we have to grow.”

      Emma laughed, smiling brightly. “Which means we know what we need to do.”

      “Yes… but that’s something for tomorrow. For today, why don’t you take a bit to catch up?” Reya asked, smiling warmly at Melody. “Welcome back, Melody. It’s good to see you again.”

      “Thank you. It’s good to be back,” Melody said with a smile.

      Then she leaned in to give Talyn a deep kiss.
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      “Extraction of mental conditioning complete. I estimate a successful reversion of her mind as ninety-three percent of her previous state,” the translucent three-eyed woman said, her mental voice echoing through Varian’s head like thunder.

      If Varian could shudder, she would have, but she couldn’t. Not with the magic suppressing her utterly, or the beings which surrounded her. The three-eyed woman was a Level 993 Soma, whatever that was supposed to be, and she was far from the only creature present. There was the Level 997 Void Dragon who’d evaporated her arm and captured her, and others had come through from time to time.

      That included a Level 994 Created that looked like a strange, statue-like woman. That one had patted Varian on the shoulder, nearly crushing her bones in the process, and regrew Varian’s missing arm between blinks of an eye before departing.

      Almost more terrifying was how clear her thoughts were, and Varian wished nothing more than to crawl into a hole and die as she thought about the last sixty years or so. The thought of how… how intimate she’d been with the man who’d murdered her and brought her back as a vampire would’ve brought bile to her mouth if she still had bile. She’d helped him stamp out the rebellions of people who wanted to fight against him, and some of the other things she’d done… Varian deserved death, but her hatred of Abydon burned even hotter.

      “Thank you, Laodice. While I was able to remove the ongoing effects, restoring what should have been there was not as easy,” the void dragon said, now in a more terrifying draconic form. The dragon was looking down at Varian coldly, and she couldn’t help how tiny she felt. “Now, to deal with this little… pest.”

      “W-what do you want from me?” Varian gasped, surprising herself by being able to speak at all.

      “It speaks,” the one called Laodice said, sounding slightly amused. “Based on her thoughts, I believed her incapable of doing so anymore. So much self-loathing and fear. Talyn was far more resilient.”

      “Comparing her to my Scale Polisher is foolish. Finding such a jewel among the dross is rare beyond measure,” the dragon said, waving the comment off as she stared at Varian. “Now, what do we want, pest? We are willing to give you an opportunity. You will take the position of Edith’s familiar for a time, so that we are not constantly resisting the urge to annihilate you. In that position, you will teach us.”

      “Teach you? What could I possibly teach you?” Varian protested incredulously.

      Her response prompted laughter, and the Level 995 Lich named Edith strolled into view, looking far too amused. Even more terrifying was how normal she looked, aside from being breathtakingly beautiful.

      “You are a Spymaster, are you not?” the lich asked, looking at Varian calmly.

      “I… I am,” Varian admitted. She also wondered why Edith didn’t have a species descriptor.

      “That means that you know more than we do about the outside world,” Edith said, nodding to the dragon. “We are powerful, yes. Eldrikrax has brought many books that allow us to learn of the outside world, but there is only so much that we can learn from books and practicing on our own. You are just barely powerful enough for us to not accidentally break you, and you have knowledge that we desire. You can assist us in learning to be delicate enough not to shatter the outside world.”

      Varian opened her mouth, but Eldrikrax spoke first. “Should you do this, it will not be without recompense. Once we have learned enough, we will return you to the surface. Either in your current vampiric state, or alive once more.”

      “And perhaps even with a… gift for Abydon the Black,” Laodice added casually, a faint smile crossing her lips. “I doubt he would appreciate it. The teleportation beacon may prove useful in that regard.”

      For a moment Varian just stared at them, then she smiled weakly. There was only one real response she could give, and honestly?

      If they were being straight with her, she might just be able to kill that bastard with her own two hands. That would be worth it on its own.

      “Where do I start?” Varian asked, a sense of purpose overwhelming her fear.

      The dragon’s smile was moderately terrifying, but her response left Varian too confused to even react.

      “Origami,” the dragon growled intensely.
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      In this appendix is the status and descriptions of the classes and abilities which Melody and Talyn possess as of the end of Talyn: Unyielding. It will not contain current progress on skills.

      
        
        Name: Talyn

        Level: 127

        Species: Succubus Tier 3 (War, Contract)

        Class: Voidweaver – You have seen the power of the void in its many facets, as an apex existence bent reality itself to her will. You have chosen to follow in her footsteps, shattering the facets of reality into shards so that you may choose the reality which best suits you, fooling the universe into believing that your illusions are the true reality, and erasing that which displeases you. One day, reality itself will bend in the palm of your hand. This is a combined warrior and mage path, focusing on void magic and martial abilities.

      

      

      
        
        Species Skills:

      

      

      
        
        Abyssal Sight – You have stared into the Abyss. It stared back. Your sight pierces the darkness, and even some darkness spells. Colors are muted.

      

      

      
        
        Companions Tier 2 – Others may rely on minions, but not you. You believe in having elite companions you can trust to aid you. You may have up to six companions. This is a contract which may be broken by either party at any time, or if the conditions are violated. You gain increased strength based on the power of your companions, and your companions gain increased strength based on your power. Additionally, companions level at a scaling rate if lower level than you.

      

      

      
        
        Creation Control – You gain greater control of spells from the Creation school. These spells are those applying to creation, healing, and physical alteration. These magics can allow you to create items from nothing, heal injuries, shapeshift, and even to resurrect creatures.

      

      

      
        
        Demonic Physique, Lesser – You are physically stronger and have greater endurance than normal. This also causes you to heal faster.

      

      

      
        
        Essence Control – You possess the ability to cast spells of the Essence school. These spells are those which affect the mind and soul, whether magics which can soothe or charm others, or spells which can resurrect the fallen.

      

      

      
        
        Immaculate Perfection – Your perfection defies attempts to mar it. You are more beautiful and find it easier to convince others of your words, as well as improving their attitude toward you. Additionally, attacks find it difficult to leave lasting damage on your body.

      

      

      
        
        Sense Motives Tier 2 – You can more easily read others, both their intentions, their reactions to the actions of others, and what they are going to do in battle.

      

      

      
        
        Special Skills:

      

      

      
        
        Summon Guardian (MAX) – You may summon a special guardian, a Celestial named Melody. This spirit can disobey you, but cannot directly hurt you. If destroyed, you can summon Melody after one week has passed. Melody's level is equal to your own.

      

      

      

      
        
        Class Skills:

      

      

      
        
        Enhanced Agility Tier 3 – You move faster and have greater control of your body. This does not impact your ability to hit targets with ranged attacks.

      

      

      
        
        Light Armor Expertise Tier 2 – When wearing light armor or small shields, they provide greater flexibility and protection, while also being more resilient to attacks which would damage it. You can rapidly learn to utilize light armor and small shields as if you had a skilled trainer.

      

      

      
        
        Melee Weapon Expertise Tier 2 – Your non-ranged weapons strike harder and are more resilient, and you can rapidly learn to wield non-ranged weapons more effectively as if you had a skilled trainer.

      

      

      
        
        Void Magic – You gain the ability to cast spells of the Void school. These spells are those of nonexistence and the space between, allowing magics which can hide from or shatter other spells, teleportation, dimensional travel, and obscuring locations.

      

      

      
        
        Weaving Expertise Tier 3 – You have the eye of a weaver, and are capable of learning to weave anything which can be woven into a stronger whole, whether that is fiber, wire, or magic. You can learn to weave more effectively as if you had a skilled trainer.

      

      

      
        
        Bonus Skills:

      

      

      
        
        Iron Will Tier 3 – You have endured that which would break the minds of many, and have survived intact. You are much more resistant to negative effects which affect the mind or soul.

      

      

      
        
        Name: Melody

        Level: 127

        Species: Unique Celestial Guardian Spirit Tier 3

        Class: Avatar of Music & Endings – You embody the power and will of the Goddess of Music and Endings. None know her will better than you, and you can unleash her power on those who stand against you. This is a combined specialist and mage path, granting access to several types of magic, martial skills, and musical skills. The name of this class is veiled via divine decree, and may only be shared by the bearer’s will.

      

      

      
        
        Species Skills:

      

      

      
        
        Armor of Light Tier 3 – Your body exudes an inner light that protects you from harm. If wearing armor, this improves the protection the armor provides against all forms of attacks.

      

      

      
        
        Celestial Eyes Tier 3 – Your inner light illuminates all. You can shed light with a thought, and are able to see in non-magical darkness, though the lack of light reduces the world to shades of gray. You may also now see shades of red and blue.

      

      

      
        
        Divine Grace Tier 2 – You move with the grace and dexterity of a fallen goddess. You are faster, your movements are utterly in tune with your body, and you have greatly enhanced reflexes and accuracy.

      

      

      
        
        Guardian’s Teleportation Tier 3 – You are able to protect your charge at any time. So long as you are within two hundred feet of your summoner, you may either teleport to their side or trade places with them.

      

      

      
        
        Rapid Movement Tier 3 – At times you simply need to be elsewhere, quickly. You move at a greatly accelerated rate for a few moments, and can phase through non-magical objects.

      

      

      
        
        Renewing Barrier Tier 3 – A moment’s respite can make all the difference in the world. You create a protective bubble of light around a nearby target which blocks all attacks and can sustain a minor amount of damage. While the shield lasts only a short while, it heals the creature within it.

      

      

      
        
        Weapons of Light Tier 3 – When your soul shines so bright, you are never unarmed. You may conjure weapons and ammunition made of solidified light. These items vanish if they leave your grasp, though ammunition or thrown weapons last long enough to hit their targets. You also imbue weapons you wield with the essence of light, making them more powerful than normal.

      

      

      
        
        Special Skills:

      

      

      
        
        Guardian’s Renewal – As a guardian spirit, few things have lasting effects on you. You rapidly recover from curses, diseases, poisons, or any other ability which would normally linger for more than a day. If slain, you reform quickly, and your summoner can call you forth after one week has passed.

      

      

      
        
        Class Skills:

      

      

      
        
        Defy the End Tier 2 – You have seen The End, and it will not stop you. You are resistant to all forms of damage. Spells of death, decay, and non-existence have difficulty affecting you.

      

      

      
        
        Life’s Breath Control Tier 2 – You control the powers of life and death, wielding the very air you breathe. This is a combination of air, necromantic, and void magic.

      

      

      
        
        Light Armor Expertise Tier 3 – When wearing light armor or small shields, they provide greater flexibility and protection, while also being more resilient to attacks which would damage it. You can rapidly learn to utilize light armor and small shields as if you had a skilled trainer.

      

      

      
        
        Voice of Finality Tier 2 – Your voice contains magic which cannot be denied. When focusing your magic via your voice, it can target any creature which your song can reach, and few barriers can block you. You may more easily affect groups with magic when using this ability, but the effects will be greatly reduced.

      

      

      
        
        Weapon Savant – You can wield any weapon you hold naturally, and they are both more resilient and strike harder. You also can easily train others in different weapon styles.

      

      

    

  

OceanofPDF.com

cover2.jpg
Talyn Uny leldmg

Talyn's Saga 3 \
Benjamin Mledrano





images/svgimg0002.png





images/svgimg0004.png





