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For my beloved. She always supports me.


PROLOGUE
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"The Guild is refusing to cooperate!" Rosalie hissed, rapping the edge of the table with her fan. She didn't quite scowl, but only due to her self-control. She didn't want to risk developing a poor habit. Not that it was likely, given her skills, but she preferred to take better care of herself. Prevention was better than needing a cure, after all.

"Oh? Why not?" Loen asked, his voice mellow and smooth as silk. It almost was enough to soothe Rosalie's temper.

She cleared her throat, speaking as calmly as she was able, quoting the letter she'd received.

"'While your application is appreciated, and the reasons you cited for replacing the current Guildmaster are understood, there have been no incidents which merit removing Castra's Guildmaster from their position, absent their agreement.'" Rosalie’s tone was fit to etch steel. "That's what they told me, after months of delaying! Are they complete fools? Having a Guildmaster of insufficient level is practically asking for one of our rivals to step in and steal our customers!"

Loen paused, obviously as surprised as Rosalie had been. Even if they were in different guilds, they'd always supported one another, and this was unusually foolish, even for Rosalie's superiors. Finally, he let out a soft sigh.

"While I agree with you, that doesn't necessarily mean they're wrong. After all, remember Collet?" Loen asked, arching an eyebrow at Rosalie.

The memory of the man in question caused Rosalie to twitch, and a spike of old anger welled up inside her, only for her to choke it down. That was a name she didn't like remembering, but it was accompanied by a lesson she refused to forget.

"Certainly! That pig—" Rosalie began, then cut herself off as understanding dawned on her. She couldn't help her grimace, but forced herself to relax. "Ah. Of course. If it hadn't been for the rules, I'd have lost my position due to his influence."

"Precisely. Which, my dear, is why we can't simply rush into this," Loen said calmly, lacing his fingers together. "If you decide to take drastic measures, your superiors are likely to take it poorly. Simultaneously, your concerns are valid. Give Guildmaster Quatern time to realize the error of her ways and retire gracefully to another location, while preparing a trip to Castra. I have no doubt many Guildmasters wish to take leave and visit the city. If she doesn’t see the wisdom of your suggestions, we can visit in a few months and see if we find evidence of errors in judgment. Either way, we'll be seen as the more reasonable parties."

Frowning, Rosalie considered the suggestion for a few moments, fanning herself. A smile grew on her face as she nodded.

"That's brilliant, Lo! I just… I must've let myself get too worked up. I'm not sure how quickly we can move, but if problems come up, we can always fix them, right?" Rosalie said, smiling broadly.

"Precisely. Even if one of the other guilds chooses to cause issues, it wouldn't be too difficult to reverse course, so long as nothing too egregious occurred. And if such did happen, the rest of the guild would take measures to rebuild," Loen said, returning her smile. "So cheer up. You look better with that bright smile on your face."

"Yes, of course!" Rosalie said, giving him the brilliant smile he'd asked for.

Even if she didn't have the position she desperately wanted, at least she had a path forward, and a chance to obtain it.

If it took time, so be it. If nothing else, Rosalie had time.
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Lightning hid the world in a flare of light, and Talyn's hair stood on end the instant before thunder enveloped her in a world-ending detonation, deafening her as she reeled on Lilac's back. Only a few strands had escaped her braid, but she was more concerned about being blinded by the incredible flash, and by the sudden loss of hearing. Even with Lilac using magic to shield Talyn from the worst of the wind, rain, and lightning, there was only so much the mist dragon could do.

Talyn fumbled her healing spell twice before managing to cast it, and her ears popped as they recovered. She blinked tiny spots from her eyes as her retinas recovered, allowing her to see again. While Talyn doubted she'd have been permanently blinded, what she'd experienced was quite bad enough, and even with her clothing, she was chilled almost all the way through.

Not that healing her eyes helped much while surrounded by billowing gray and black clouds.

"—okay up there?" Lilac was asking, Talyn only catching the tail end of her sentence.

"I need better rain gear. And flash protection. And sound protection. This is terrible," Talyn replied miserably, grasping the saddle again, thankful she was strapped into it. "I should've insisted on the Guardians teleporting me home afterward. I didn't know they were going to be unleashing a thunderstorm which is expected to last for weeks!"

To Talyn, her voice was almost inaudible, stolen away by the wind and another rumble of thunder, yet Lilac seemed able to hear her anyway.

"I tried to warn you, though it isn't as bad for me. I'm adapted to conditions like this, even if I'm not a storm dragon," Lilac said, arcing to the side for reasons Talyn couldn't understand. She didn't need to know, though, as she just curled into the seat as best she could.

"Just… try to make it quick? Thank the gods I'm not the type to get queasy…" Talyn muttered, shuddering as the world seemed to twist beneath her. Not being able to see the ground didn't help.

"I'll do what I can," Lilac promised, her wings beating steadily as they threaded the gaps between the thunderstorm's towers.

Talyn just nodded, closing her eyes as she thought enviously about how Melody must be so much more comfortable in her extraplanar suite.

There was nothing Talyn could do, though. Nothing but desperately hang on, and wait for the storm to end.

The three day trip was going to be long.


CHAPTER 1
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Mori knew something was wrong when she was called to a staff meeting. An all-hands staff meeting. She'd learned nothing good happened when those were called, especially not with Umrith in charge. The elder Level 568 Dungeon Elf Premier Butler was one of the most capable individuals Mori had worked under since she'd formed, and he would only call them together in the most important situations. More than that, they were summoned to the manor's antechamber, which wouldn't happen if the Lady were the one addressing them. She'd call them into her receiving room for any announcements.

So Mori finished adjusting her uniform and checked all her weapons before proceeding. While the chances of them being ambushed in the middle of the meeting were low, low didn't mean it wouldn't happen. It had occurred multiple times over the years, so she'd taken to making her preparations in advance.

Her heels clicked softly on the immaculately polished floor as she approached the antechamber, and she stepped in without pause to take stock of those present. Fourteen guards, two weren't present. The chef and his three idiot assistants. The stablemaster and her assistant. Nine other maids, including the head maid, who despised Mori for being higher-level than her. Not that she did anything to Mori, she just gave her the scut work, which Mori was fine with. She continued her count.

Four gardeners. The houndmaster. Six footmen. The Lady's three toys, all of which had puffy red eyes. The handsome Concubines were unusually mussed, and not in the artful way they sometimes used to distract the Lady. The head guard was missing as well, along with one of the three coachmen. Mori's bad feeling turned into certainty as she looked at Umrith, whose expression was grave.

"Excellent, everyone is here," Umrith said as Mori took her place with the maids. The black-haired elf's azure gaze was fierce as he looked over the room. Most of the others stiffened, and a few whispers ran through the gathering. "As most of you are likely aware, the Lady went to the Baker's Street Theatre last night. She didn't return before midnight, and due to the Transposition, it wouldn't have been surprising if she found an inn to stay at, rather than attempting to track down the manor. This morning I learned that wasn't the case."

There were gasps, and one of the Concubines began crying again. Mori ran the odds, considering what had likely happened. An accident, poisoning, or assassins were at the top of her list of reasons the Lady hadn't returned. Her bets would be on poisoning, with assassins a close second.

"The Lady and her guards were poisoned while watching the play. When the coachman attempted to fetch a priest to revive her, he was ambushed and killed," Umrith continued, and Mori considered whether she'd won the bet, even as her stomach sank slightly. Not much, since this was far from the first time this had happened. There were gasps of shock, of course, but Mori barely paid attention to them since Umrith wasn't done. This couldn't be good.

"I get the impression the Great Administrator will be replacing the Lady in the near future. However, my Butler's Insight indicates it would be unwise for any of us to remain in the house for their arrival," Umrith said, pausing to meet Mori's gaze wearily. "I will be searching for new employment immediately. As soon as I've packed my bags, I will be departing. I believe the rest of you should make your decisions for yourselves. That's all."

"I'm not going to abandon my post!" one of the guards said immediately. Mori noted he was one of the Nameless. Unsurprising, really.

It took time for people to gain flexibility of thought after forming in the city, and most Nameless didn't last that long. Even those who'd chosen names took time to truly understand. Such as the head maid, Rene. She looked just as stubborn as the guard.

"You can do as you'd like," Umrith replied calmly, unpinning the corsage which indicated his position as butler. He, like Mori, had learned better than to argue with the Nameless. "I'm moving on."

"As am I. I recommend you listen to Umrith. Fare thee well," Mori said at last, prim and proper as she gave a polite her curtsy to all those present. Ignoring Rene’s sneer, she turned and briskly returned to her room, leaving behind the arguments which erupted behind her.

Based on what she heard, she doubted anyone beside Umrith would leave, though perhaps one or two would take the recommendation. She doubted it.

It didn't take long to reach her room, and on entering, Mori barely glanced at her perfectly made bed or the rest of the chamber. She hadn't added any personal touches to make it her own. She'd learned long ago that was pointless.

Opening her wardrobe, she pulled out her spatial bag. Five spare uniforms went into it, each folded perfectly. She'd need to iron them before she could put them to use, but that wasn't much concern. Her personal clothing was already in the bag, as Mori always wanted to be ready to depart. Her spare shoes, stockings, slips, and other items were folded and put away, along with the book she'd been rereading of late. It took barely three minutes to prepare, and Mori finished by removing the bracelet marking her as a member of the house.

Stepping into the hall, Mori found Rene waiting, the steely-eyed Level 562 Dungeon Human Head Guardmaid glowering at her. She immediately snapped. "If you're leaving, hand over⁠—"

Mori cut her off by dropping the bracelet in Rene's hand, meeting her gaze calmly. "I do recommend you leave, Rene. Umrith is a wise man. If you don't… good fortune to you. You'll need it."

Mori walked away as the other woman sputtered.

"You're a traitorous coward!" Rene spat. Mori ignored her, putting Rene out of her mind.

She reached the front door at the same time as Umrith, who was carrying a suitcase. The man had loosened his tie, and he nodded to her as they stepped outside, ignoring the arguments still raging around them.

"Good to see you haven't given up yet," Umrith said. "Any plans?"

"Not as of yet, no," Mori admitted, inclining her head politely. "I intend to find a nearby inn and explore my options. You?"

"Much the same, though I've had more time to consider. I believe there's a high-quality inn whose head butler was killed during an assassination recently. I may be able to replace them," Umrith said, his expression thoughtful. "My main concern is the danger that may involve. Much like what we're leaving behind, such can be dangerous."

"Precisely. I expect the Great Administrator will be replacing the Lady with a necromancer, sacrificer, mad simulacrum crafter, or a simple slaughterer," Mori said briskly, walking down the path. The streetlamps were shining brilliantly, indicating morning, and the street was bustling. She noted the manor was still attached to Reed Street, which connected to… Tollen and Welborne Streets. Welborne hadn't been there the previous night. "I trust your instincts."

"You're likely right. I'd guess a slaughterer based on what I sensed," Umrith said, letting out a sigh. "At least it didn't feel like a hidden malevolent lord. Those are the worst."

"Yes, they are," Mori agreed, keeping her back straight. She paused as they reached the street. "Do you wish to travel together?"

Umrith paused, considering, then shook his head.

"No, I don't think that's safe," Umrith said politely. "If you need recommendations, you know how to contact the other Awakened. I'll inform them of the changes."

"Very well. Travel in enlightenment," Mori said, setting down her bag and giving a polite curtsy.

"May knowledge illuminate your path," Umrith replied with a half-bow.

They split up at that point. Mori walked briskly, scanning her surroundings for threats even as her thoughts whirled, trying to decide what to do and where she might seek employment this time.

The coin she had would last her a few days, perhaps a few weeks if she was careful, but that was dangerous. The Great Administrator, or what the Awakened believed was the intellect of the dungeon itself, didn't like it when they were unemployed. If they allowed themselves to go without jobs for too long, they would find themselves drawn into greater plots. Plots which few of them had the ability to survive. As she hadn't given up on a path to True Awakening yet, she had to find a position which balanced danger and stability.

The gangs were out. Of all the factions, they had the least use for maids, and they tended to war with one another so often they rose and fell regularly. On the other hand, the fall of a gang usually had most of the staff absorbed by the victors, so it wasn't a terrible choice. Mori had done it a couple of times, but she preferred not to deal with that again.

Similarly, a great house would be a terrible choice. Of all the options, they were possibly the most stable of positions, with the least likelihood of being killed by other factions… but when they fell, they fell hard. The closest Mori had ever come to death was when she survived the fall of House Revent. If another Awakened hadn't happened along, she'd have remained pinned by the beam until the flames consumed her.

Mori wished the caravans were an option, as almost no one bothered them, but they didn't hire anyone and didn't need maids. An elf-specific organization might not be a bad choice, but definitely not a predominantly dwarven one. They tended to build ceilings a bit too low, which mostly came into play in staircases.

No, much like she'd recently chosen, a mid-rank noble house or guild would be her best option. None of the common folk could afford a maid of her skill, and going to them would draw plots. Small houses were too likely to get wiped out by middle-tier ones, and large houses tended to draw the anger of either other large factions or ambitious small ones.

She'd just have to avoid the tells which indicated a middle-tier organization was going to cause trouble or be targeted. Joining one just before it was attacked by three or four other groups was an unpleasant experience.

Mori kept her stride brisk and an eye on her surroundings. While the streetlamps illuminated large areas, there were plenty of shadows for thugs, gangsters, or other unpleasant folk to hide in the shadows. Monsters might not be common, but that didn't mean they didn't exist… she supposed that was another type of individual the new Lord might be. The sort who had numerous beasts they fed servants they disliked to. Usually the creatures would escape at some point, causing chaos and destruction.

Either way, she only had to dodge one group of thugs. While Mori gave herself decent odds of fighting them off, as they were poorly equipped and only level five hundred and sixty, she wasn't going to take risks she didn't have to. Besides, paying for repairs would reduce her funds.

Navigating the changes inflicted by the Transposition was always tricky, but she managed with the ease of long practice. Her abilities certainly helped, as they gave nudges in the right direction.

The Red Diamond had ended up nearby, on a different street than usual. Mori hesitated before she decided it was good enough for the time being. Her stint working as a maid in an inn on a street with many bordellos had led to more propositions than she'd cared for, but if she was a client it should be better.

She'd still wear her uniform, of course. She wasn't stupid.

Walking into the inn, Mori fixed the pretty woman behind the polished red counter with a stare and inclined her head. The blonde feline animus met her gaze with a lazy blink and smiled.

"Welcome to the Red Diamond, how may we serve you?" the woman asked, her voice a sultry purr. Based on her intonation and the way she was looking at Mori, despite her being in a maid's uniform, Mori pegged her as Nameless. Typical, really. Mornings were the least busy time in the city, and the Named would want to take the more influential evenings and nights.

"I'd like a room for myself. Expected stay is three days or more," Mori said crisply, pulling out her coin purse. "I'll pay for three days now, and more as needed. Do you have rooms available?"

She already knew the answer. None of the inns in the city filled completely. There were too many rooms, and most Nameless instinctively chose whichever inn had the fewest occupants. Unless there was a scheme which filled the inn, there'd be rooms available.

And if there weren't, Mori would be thankful to vacate the area.

"Of course. That'll be three gold. Three and fifteen silver if you want meals and baths included. Nine if you want me," the animus said, looking Mori over appreciatively.

Definitely Nameless, Mori decided, pulling out the gold and silver to get meals.

"Here you are. I'll take the meals and baths," Mori said politely, dropping the coins into the woman's elegantly manicured hand.

The animus gave a soft pout, but didn't protest further as she dropped the coins in a lockbox, then pulled out a key with a number hanging from the chain.

"Here you are, dear. You have 302… and think of me if you change your mind, hm?" the woman asked, batting her eyelashes at Mori.

"I'll do that," Mori replied, giving a polite curtsy, then took the key.

As she ascended the stairwell, she noted how the woman almost seemed to forget her existence as soon as she was halfway out of sight, falling into the same, lazily hopeful pose she'd possessed when Mori entered.

The furnishings of Mori’s room were attractive on the surface, though their quality was questionable. At least the bed would be excellent, given the Red Diamond's purpose, even if it wasn't entirely a bordello. She locked the door, set down her bag, and began putting together a plan.

"Find the nearest market. Learn who may be hiring. See if any of the other Awakened have found clues on how to change our fates," she murmured to herself, thinking carefully. "Beyond that, I'll have to⁠—"

An aura hit her, and her voice cut off as its weight slammed down, her knees trembling and her vision flickering. Elegance Eternal and Handmaiden's Mind both cracked under it. It was worse than anything she'd encountered, and she knew without a doubt that the aura's owner could end her without thinking.

"You'll listen to my proposal, little elven maid," a woman said, her voice dripping with arrogance and power. She paused, as if waiting, and Mori instinctively knew she wanted Mori to turn around. So she did.

She caught a glimpse of the Level 997 Void Dragon from the corner of her eyes, even with her gaze downcast. The beautiful, human-like woman with raven-black hair left Mori breathless internally, but she didn't allow it to show on her face, no matter how much pressure that aura put on her. She took in clothing beyond anything available at the seamstresses, even the best of them, and the magic radiating off her could crush anything on the floor.

Giving a deep curtsy, Mori spoke as calmly as Eternal Elegance allowed. "I greet the Great One. What may I do for you?"

"Hmph. Not bad, for such a weakling. Fortunately for you, I have a task which may achieve one of your goals, while also solving a problem of mine." The woman with the red mark on her forehead said, giving the faintest of smiles. "Sit. You are honored with the presence of the Void Guardian of the dungeon's ninety-ninth floor."

Mori didn't sit, despite the woman's words, but she knelt on the floor and kept her gaze downcast. She debated, then bowed her head again.

"The honor is mine, Void Guardian. May I ask what this proposal is?" Mori asked, hoping she wasn't about to be annihilated.

"Of course! A certain Scale Polisher of mine is in need of a bodyguard. She lives outside the dungeon, and we're seeking someone to keep her out of excessive trouble while she grows strong enough to free us. I've selected you as a candidate," the Void Guardian said, flashing a dangerous smile.

Hope surged within Mori, but she throttled the sensation before it could grow too much. That was how someone got inducted into a suicidal infiltration of another house. She forced herself to pause and consider, then inclined her head.

"I have three questions, Great One," Mori said softly.

"Ask," the dragon replied with a disdainful sniff.

"May I ask for details, is this a choice, and if it is, may I discuss it with the other Awakened before I make a decision?" Mori asked, picking her words with care.

"The answer to all three questions is the same," the dragon said, flashing a smile which Mori barely caught a glimpse of. With a flick of her hands, she conjured a table and two chairs in the middle of the room.

"Of course you may. Now sit. I'll never hear the end of it from my Scale Polisher if she learns I made you kneel like that," the creature demanded, taking a seat.

Mori obeyed.


CHAPTER 2
[image: ]



"So, what's the deal she offered you?" Rock asked, rubbing the scar on her cheek slowly. The Level 566 Dungeon Human Arcane Scholomancer looked rather suspicious.

The scar was a reminder of betrayal. Another Awakened, if Mori remembered correctly. It was certainly something to keep in mind, though she didn't see the point of the Void Guardian doing so. The dragon could destroy the entire floor without appreciable effort.

Mori was currently meeting five of the other Awoken for dinner so she could inform them of what she'd been offered and had learned. They'd let the other Awoken know as well over the next few weeks, taking care not to do anything which the Great Administrator, would label them a conspiracy for. It was a fine line to walk, and far too many Awoken died when they made a mistake. Everyone at the table spoke with great care.

"It's a simple deal. Meet the person she wants protected, and if we decide we can tolerate one another, see if she's capable of offering me a contract. If so, I should be free of the dungeon in just under twenty-four days," Mori explained, neatly cutting a chunk off her steak and eating it carefully, savoring. She was careful to avoid the clatter of silverware against the plate. "In exchange, she wishes me to provide protection for five years. Specifically, protection from foes which are beneath Her notice and are beyond the client's capabilities."

The others looked at each other speculatively, and Hammer began whispering to Alto. She couldn't blame them, as the offer was far more generous than she'd expected. On the other hand, there were other issues they saw instantly.

"Are you insane? Five years, and you're considering it?" Alden demanded, his eyes widening as he stared at her. "Most of our jobs end within a year! Some last a few weeks, and you think you could protect someone for that long?"

"Alden. Calm down," Jewel interjected, glowering until the Level 567 Dungeon Naga Aquablade Executioner blushed and looked away. The Level 570 Dungeon Stellar Dark Elf Pristine Jewel paused, then continued. "I'm certain Mori is aware of that, and she wouldn't be entertaining the offer if it was likely to lead to her failure or death. Would you mind explaining your thoughts, Mori?"

Mori nodded, hesitating only a moment before picking up her bag. She removed a book from it, and eyebrows around the table rose.

"This book is titled Visiting Castra, Home of the Unconquered Dungeon," Mori said calmly, carefully running her fingers across the bare cover. "It was given to me by the Void Guardian, and she stated it was a copy of a book available in the city above. I spent the last two days going through it, and if it's a trap, it took a great deal of effort to set.

"According to the book, the surface is far safer than our city. While there are the occasional threats, and a few areas of the city which are dangerous to enter, they're no more dangerous than Gold Street," Mori said. Everyone looked astonished, as that was the safest street in the city, but she wasn’t finished. "Furthermore, the city is apparently low-level. The typical level of the well-to-do is only between level one hundred and two hundred, with the highest level individuals listed around level four hundred. However!"

She raised a hand, forestalling Rock's inhalation and any other questions. They paused as she looked at them sharply.

"However, this book was written twelve years ago. According to the Void Guardian, things have changed. Until late last year, the delvers entering the dungeon were limited to the thirty-fifth floor or less. We are on the fifty-sixth floor, for reference. There was a challenge to open the lower levels which had never been completed, so the challenges they could face in the dungeon were no more than level three hundred and sixty. That challenge was completed, and higher-level individuals have swarmed the city. She stated there are around a hundred individuals over level five hundred currently in the city, with more likely to arrive, and they have reached the forty-seventh floor, last she checked," Mori explained quietly. "As such, the book is somewhat out of date, but largely accurate. At the same time, even if I reject the offer, we should be ready for outsiders to disrupt the floor."

They all took a few moments to digest what Mori had said, and she couldn't help a small smile. Finally Hammer spoke.

"Would you mind lending out the book?" the Level 562 Dungeon Deep Dwarf Adamant Forgemaster asked, rubbing his chin nervously. "Not that I disbelieve you, but… I'd like to read about it myself."

"This copy is for all of you. She gave me fourteen new books which I've never seen before, all of which came from the stores on the surface," Mori said, hints of wonder and reverence creeping into her voice. Alto whistled, her eyes wide, and the others looked at Mori enviously. While there were plenty of libraries and bookstores in the city, there were precisely two hundred and seventy-four full books which existed between all of them. The rest of the countless books were perhaps two pages of text, followed by pure nonsense.

"Alright, that? That makes me believe you, more than anything else," Rock said, pointing at Mori with her fork. "Where else would someone get that many new books? Unless they wrote them themselves, like Scribe did."

"I can't disagree," Jewel murmured, her gaze distant. She paused briefly, then focused on Mori. "May I ask why it's 'if the client is capable of freeing you?' It seems like a strange thing to be uncertain of."

"According to the Void Guardian, this is a dual-purpose experiment. The client is only level one hundred and thirty-four at present, but was capable of overriding an indirect contract by an individual over level seven hundred, which was on a level two hundred and twenty. She's broken a level one hundred and one denizen of the dungeon free, but they aren't certain she'll have the magical weight to override my contract. They believe she can, but aren't certain," Mori said, her words exacting, conscious of the fact the Void Guardian could be watching. "From what she said, she wishes to determine what level the client would need to reach to free the Void Guardian from the dungeon, and needs additional reference points."

"Wait… does that mean they might be interested in freeing more of us from this place?" Alden asked, straightening suddenly, his blue eyes sparkling with enthusiasm. "It'd give them more information to work with, right?"

Mori paused. Perfect Poise was the only reason her frown remained internal as she considered… "I don't know. I was so overwhelmed by her presence that I didn't think to ask. It was difficult to think, let alone consider such questions."

The others nodded in understanding, though Alden looked a little disappointed. It was Jewel who pursed her lips, looking at Mori.

"You plan to take the offer," Jewel said, her words more of a statement. Mori nodded.

"Unless I learn of something which dramatically changes my mind, yes. I wish to escape this endless cycle of death and destruction," Mori said, meeting the dark elf's golden gaze. "I am willing to take the risk, if it's a true opportunity."

Jewel nodded slowly, her lips curving into a beautiful smile which managed to shake Mori's mind, even with all her abilities. It was nothing next to the Void Guardian, but it didn't need to be. After a few seconds, she spoke quietly.

"Then there is nothing more to be said. However, when you speak to the Void Guardian about the offer, please pass along our interest in similar bargains. Or at least mine," Jewel said quietly. "I've survived many crises over the years, but I always fear the next will be my last. A chance to escape… I understand your opinion, and agree with it."

As murmurs of agreement rippled around the table, Mori smiled, picking up her utensils again.

"I'll ask when I next see her. It may be a few days, but I'll send a message once I have an answer," Mori said.

With that, the discussion turned to events in the lives of the others, speculation regarding the surface, and other, similar items. Before they even left the table, Hammer was looking through the book, and the others had worked out a schedule to have Scribe copy it.

All in all, Mori considered the meeting to have been a success.


CHAPTER 3
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"Thank the gods, we're home," Talyn said, sprawled out on the bed, her tail slowly flicking back and forth as she luxuriated in the soft mattress.

Melody's laughter and that particular look on her face, caused Talyn's eyes to narrow suspiciously.

"You're welcome," the dark-skinned goddess teased, grinning.

"Oh, shush!" Talyn said, throwing a pillow at her. "Those mattresses were terrible!"

Melody snagged the pillow out of the air effortlessly, smiling in return.

"I'll have to take your word for it, since I was mostly absent," Melody said, shrugging and changing the subject. "How was it with Lilac?"

"Lilac was fine, but like I told you, the flight was… horrid," Talyn said, wrinkling her nose. "If I have any choice in the matter, I'm never flying through a storm again."

"I can't say that I blame you. After seeing how miserable you were the first night, I can only imagine how bad it was. That said, I'm surprised we managed to get even this much privacy," Melody said, glancing at the door as she considered, then smirked. "Bets the others are planning to drag us out for a celebration?"

"No bet," Talyn replied without hesitation, sitting up at last. She barely suppressed a happy groan as several joints of her abused spine popped. "Priscilla isn't here, and she rarely leaves the manor. Plus, there's the way the maids were all vague about where everyone was. If they really wanted to make us believe them, they'd have said Aslith's team had gone delving."

"Precisely. I have to wonder what they have planned?" Melody said, her pale blue eyes twinkling as she considered Talyn.

Looking back at her, Talyn's pulse quickened, and it took sincere effort not to lick her lips.

She stood, her tail's movements turning languid as she met Melody's gaze, and the goddess slowly smiled in return.

"You know… we don't get much time alone, do we?" Talyn asked softly, her breath coming faster as she brushed a lock of Melody's blue-white hair behind an ear.

"We don't," Melody said, smiling in return. "Shall we put it to use?"

Their lips met the next moment as Talyn drew her lover into her embrace, and they took full advantage of no one being around to interrupt.
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"Welcome back, Talyn," Reya said, smiling warmly as she embraced Talyn.

"Thank you," Talyn said, hugging the elf tight. She blushed as Reya took a deeper breath and gave her a knowing look. She quickly continued, rather than allowing the Level 133 Mountain Elf Demonic Scion to tease her. That wouldn't help for long, but she wasn't just going to let Reya do so easily. "How were things here?"

Reya looked stunning, in Talyn's not-so-humble opinion. The tall, golden-blonde elf was wearing her usual white shirt with a ruffle at the neck, but she'd let her hair down and wore the earrings Melody and Talyn had commissioned for her, using gray tourmalines from Green Mountain which matched her eyes. She'd also replaced her slacks with a long, dark green skirt that swirled as she walked, her precise gait almost making it look like the pale-skinned elf was floating.

"Mm, fine. I believe the Duke placed a few guards in the area to ensure nothing too untoward occurred while you were away, and while there have been some rumors going around regarding the war, most of them have been focused on the presence of The Storm," Reya said. "Why, once word of the storm which enveloped Abydon's Blight began spreading, everyone gave him credit."

"Isn't that a good way to end up worm shit?" Priscilla interjected bluntly, her ears twitching back. "The Guardians don't seem like forgiving sorts."

The white-haired Level 102 Cave Elf Mystic Artificer had leveled while Talyn was away, somewhat to her surprise, and her eyes almost looked like solid white orbs, the irises only a slightly different color from the sclera and unnaturally-pale pupils. She also had black lips, white hair, and pale skin, which she offset with dark clothing. She usually wore black, but this time she was wearing a nice gown with a gauzy section over the upper chest, giving a glimpse of her ample cleavage. It was certainly different than her normal clothing after Talyn had freed her from the dungeon. She also hadn't fully internalized the etiquette lessons Reya had given her. Or perhaps she didn't care if people thought she was rude.

"They aren't, but they're also not going to blame him for other people ascribing their actions to him unless he fails to correct them. Or they'd better not," Talyn interjected, her eyes narrowing as she looked downward. "And if they're listening, they'd better understand that I'm not thrilled they failed to warn me I'd be dealing with those storms on the way home. I was miserable the entire time, and I know precisely who's at fault."

There wasn't a response from the Guardians, but everyone paused, looking at her warily. Even Reya seemed a little taken aback by Talyn's vehemence.

"Was it truly that bad?" she asked carefully. "It's unlike you to be so vehement."

"I was deafened bad enough that I had to magically repair my eardrums on at least seven occasions. I was blinded even more often, and was riding a dragon weaving through storm clouds. If she didn't use magic to protect me from the worst of it, I would've been completely soaked through, probably struck directly by lightning, and might've frozen solid," Talyn said, keeping her voice as level as she could manage. "It's taught me a valuable lesson about some of the items I should make, but it was also one of the more unpleasant experiences I've been through in either life."

Reya winced, and Priscilla's ears moved a little farther back as she looked at Talyn in horror, her jaw working. Then she shuddered and shook her head.

"I don't know how you survived it, as bad as it sounds," Priscilla said at last, letting out a sigh as she slumped. "Does this mean the party is a bad idea?"

"No. I was guessing there'd be a celebration, since everyone was out. Getting my mind off that experience is a good idea. I just wanted to make my opinion clear," Talyn said, glaring down again just to make a point. "With that said… what did you have planned?"

There was a brief pause, then Reya spoke, clasping her hands in front of her.

"We've arranged a meal at Remarine's estate, having hired a reputable chef to supply the food. I believed it would help reinforce her position, as well as being a nice change from always eating here. A few others have been invited as well, including Tammy prime and Viridian. I believed you'd appreciate their presence," Reya said, looking slightly embarrassed. "I hadn't taken into account how stressful your return might have been."

Talyn blinked, then blinked again, her mood improving by the second as she straightened. She tilted her head at Melody. "That sounds lovely to me. You?"

"Let's get ready," Melody agreed without hesitation. "There's only one question."

"Oh?" Talyn asked, unable to help a smile.

"How much do we dress up?" Melody asked, glancing at Priscilla and Reya.

Talyn's smile widened, and she couldn't help her amusement as she looked at the two well-dressed elves. Then she shrugged happily.

"Lots," Talyn said firmly, and took Melody's hand to drag her to the bedroom as the goddess laughed.

If there was going to be a party, she was going to enjoy it.
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"Why didn't you warn me?" Zephyr demanded, her hair whipping through the air violently as she wrung her hands. Outside the area of Eldri's interdiction, multiple tornadoes were tearing the countryside apart, reflecting the mood of the Level 997 Sovereign Sylph Skybreaker.

"You know she's fragile! Think about how many sheets of paper you've shredded!" Eldri replied in annoyance, gesturing at her attempts at origami, currently shielded by the enchanted table. "You, Edith, and Psala were the ones who insisted the countryside needed rain! You're the experts, so I trusted you to know what you were doing."

Edith's head was bowed over the edge of a different table, an uncharacteristic look of embarrassment on her face. The Level 995 Lich Eternal was normally calm and poised, so seeing embarrassment on her face would normally entertain Eldri. This wasn't a normal situation, though, since this might be one of the few times Eldri had seen Talyn actually upset with them.

"…I knew it would cause storms, but I'd never considered how such would affect Talyn. Yes, she took three days getting there, but the consequences of flying through it… I cannot believe I made such a blunder," Edith said, her fingers kneading her temples. "I'll have to apologize to Talyn when we next meet. My actions were inexcusable, especially after she spent almost a week traveling on our behalf."

"Ugh… we're doomed, doomed, I tell you!" Zephyr wailed, running her fingers through her hair, and the tornadoes tripled in number, some of them now tearing holes in the bedrock.

"Then you'd best beg my Scale Polisher's forgiveness!" Eldri snapped, rolling her eyes in exasperation. "Really, you'd think neither of you had made mistakes before! Now, I'm going to go work on my projects so I don't end up like you."

In the instant it took for Eldri to turn away, the sylph discorporated and reappeared, grasping Eldri's leg as she looked up at her, the Air Guardian's green eyes pleading.

"Wait, no! Help us!" Zephyr begged. "I don't know what to do, and you've made the most mistakes of any of us! What should I do to make it up to her?"

"I made the most mistakes?" Eldri demanded, her temper flaring as her eyes narrowed.

Eldri almost destroyed her lair. Again.


CHAPTER 4
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There were more people than Talyn had initially expected. Not because there were any unanticipated guests, but simply because she hadn't fully processed how many people were invited. Melody, Priscilla, and Reya were obvious, and there were the other members of Talyn's delving team, Danielle and Emma. She'd been taking stock of them, and how different their outfits were.

Danielle was a Level 77 Star Dark Elf Spellsinger, with skin as black as ink, cerulean-green hair, and luminous green eyes. She had elegant, pointed ears, wore purple lipstick, and was currently wearing a pretty, light blue dress carefully selected to complement her hair, along with silver jewelry.

Emma contrasted heavily with Danielle, as the dark elf looked delicate next to the Level 76 Elf Half-Human Martial Artist. Emma stood taller than almost all Talyn's housemates, a few inches over six feet, and had relatively broad shoulders and a powerful build which didn't detract from her curves. Her tanned skin had paled slightly over the course of winter, but she looked stunning in the deceptively-simple bronze sheath gown she wore. It left her shoulders bare, allowing her pink hair to spill over them, only held back from her face by the points of her ears. Talyn just wished the woman didn't look so self-conscious. Despite how attractive she was, Emma seemed to think otherwise.

Chatting with Emma was Lady Remarine Coppers, a Level 146 Elf Half-Animus Knight Enduring. She wore a pair of slacks and a ruffled shirt which was suspiciously similar to Reya's, making Talyn wonder if they had the same tailor. The animus half was feline, as evidenced by a set of cat ears along with elven ears, pure white hair, feline eyes, and a cat-like tail currently flicking behind her, showing a hint of anxiety. The woman was a knight, and wasn't used to dealing with incredibly powerful people. People like Emma's parents, who were with Melody.

Edimar Rage was a Level 593 Plains Human with blue eyes, brown hair, and tanned skin. The burly human was quite possibly the largest person in the room, though he was more of a mage, from what Talyn understood. He was wearing a nice suit for the occasion.

Next to Edimar was Sifari, his wife. The Level 591 Mountain Elf looked petite and almost frail next to her husband, but Talyn knew that impression was false, since the redhead was apparently much stronger than Edimar. She had dark red hair, pale skin, and bright red eyes, all of which she'd decided to show off with a lovely blue dress. Talyn really didn't want to know how she'd gotten the title 'the Crimson Rain.'

"Hm. Hmm…" Tammy was busy frowning as she pondered Talyn's explanation of her trip, the Level 55 Forest Human Clone Master Alchemist looking particularly contemplative. She was short, with sandy-blonde hair, a cute upturned nose, and freckles, a far cry from the somewhat annoying man Talyn had been attacked by when she'd appeared on Garloth. After a few seconds Tammy nodded sharply, downed the contents of her glass, and spoke firmly. "I still think hydra hatchlings are worse, but I'm removing 'fly on a dragon' from my list of goals. That sounds like no fun. Not one bit."

"To be fair, the flight wasn't bad until we ran into the storm. Though I wouldn't recommend long-distance flights in either case," Talyn replied, suppressing the urge to laugh. "But you really hate hydra hatchlings, don't you?"

"You ever been clawed by a kitten?" Tammy asked, her brown eyes focusing on Talyn as she set down her glass. She was wearing an off-white dress which Talyn suspected was borrowed, since it didn't look like it fit right. Though who Tammy would've borrowed it from was a whole different question, since Talyn didn't think any of her friends had a similar build.

"No, I managed to avoid it, though I know their claws are like needles," Talyn said, thinking back to her previous life. "They went through my pant legs like they weren't even there."

"Right, good enough for me. So, take a ball of muscle about… a foot across. Put legs on it, then give it five snake heads. Nasty, right? But we're not done! Instead of snake fangs, which would at least put you out of your misery with venom, line each mouth with razor-sharp teeth as sharp and fine as a kitten's, capable of ripping out bits of you with every bite. Then remember, hydras lay eggs in clutches of ten or more," Tammy replied seriously, still staring into Talyn's eyes. "If I could wipe out all of them, I would."

Talyn shivered, unable to help herself. She'd heard of hydras, of course, but she didn't think she'd run into one yet, not even a full-size one. Many people considered them either the worst sort of monster you could encounter or the easiest, depending on the environment and team composition. The multi-headed, serpentine creatures weren't usually known for their ranged attacks, but were brutal up close. But they were also usually on their own, not in nests of a dozen or more, which… would be unpleasant.

"Understandably," Viridian Sunrise interjected, looking mildly discomfited as well. The Level 302 Solar Celestial ran Satin & Silk, the brothel Talyn had invested in, and was gorgeous, making it difficult for Talyn to take her eyes off her without concerted effort. "I've heard of hydras, of course, but it's rare to hear of their hatchlings. They sound unpleasant."

The celestial had tanned skin with a metallic gold undertone, waist-length hair which appeared to be forged of green metal, and brilliant green eyes. She was wearing a revealing white gown with green trim, and had been keeping close to Talyn since the beginning of the party, almost constantly smiling. Except after comments like Tammy's, which weren't as pleasant.

"Yes… I think I'd dislike them as well," Talyn said, shaking her head slowly, then she sighed. "I'm sure I'll run into them in the dungeon at some point. Hopefully none which are too nasty, since I prefer being in one piece."

"You'd better survive! I don't want to hear all the wailing from Tammy, Tammy, and Tammy if you manage to get yourself eaten!" Tammy said, her eyes narrowing as she poked Talyn in the side. "And if you do run into them? Bring me some of their blood. It makes for good healing potions, which could be important for later."

Talyn couldn't help a laugh as she nodded, taking a step back to avoid the prodding finger.

"I will, I promise," Talyn assured her, smiling warmly. "In any case, how've things been here? It's only been a week, but…"

"It's been relatively quiet, though I believe a lot of people are nervous regarding the abrupt end to the war. There haven't been any official announcements regarding what happened, so rumors have abounded," Viridian said, her eyes glittering. "As it leads to improved business, I can't say I'm about to complain. My favorite tale is the gods deciding to eliminate the necromancer, though no one truly believes it. Tegrinark gets most of the credit instead."

"If things had been different, he probably would've been the one to shift the tides," Talyn agreed with a shrug. "As for what actually happened… well, I suppose I shouldn't mention what I know. Suffice to say, it's complicated."

"And I'm not asking," Viridian said simply, taking a sip of wine. She pondered, opening her mouth, only to be interrupted by laughter from across the room. Talyn glanced over, then chuckled.

Standing well away from anything they might break, next to a fireplace, were some of her other tenants: Aslith, Elda, Gordon, and Reagan. The four hailed from the same orphanage and had been the first people Talyn met who weren't hostile. She'd ended up rescuing them from cultists who'd captured them, which had included Timmy at the time. Now they lived in her manor and formed their own delving team.

Currently, Aslith, Elda, and Reagan appeared to be having a juggling competition using sand-filled sacks. Talyn believed they were seeing who could hold the most in the air at once, though she wasn't sure Elda was truly trying, as she only had three compared to the other two, who each had seven arcing through the air. The predatory twitch of Elda's tail as she watched Reagan's sacks did have Talyn a little concerned, though. She resolved to keep an eye on the Level 60 Feline Animus Solar Mage just to be safe.

That being said, she was fascinated by how Aslith and Reagan differed in their approaches. For Aslith, the black-haired Level 59 Wood Elf Whisperwind Rogue was moving with a flowing rhythm, adjusting her movements on the fly. Comparatively, the Level 58 Star Dark Elf Acolyte was moving without any flair. Each of Reagan's movements were precisely the same, ensuring that each sack fell at the same speed, in the same place, allowing him to more easily catch and throw them. She was impressed at the skill the purple-skinned man showed, and she got the impression he was using his new spatial skills to keep control.

Gordon, a Level 60 Warlord Human Defender, seemed to be their judge, so Talyn left them alone, at least for the moment.

"Looks like they're having fun, doesn't it?" Remarine said, drifting toward Talyn as the four continued their antics. The lady was smiling warmly, though Talyn caught hints of anxiety and guilt from her.

"It does," Talyn agreed. "I'm just worried Elda is going to pounce at any moment. I hope they don't break anything."

"I doubt they will. Gord looks like he's ready to lunge," Tammy said confidently, picking up her empty glass and making a slight toasting gesture as she grinned at Remarine. "Thanks for letting me attend, Lady Coppers! I was afraid that Timmy might've annoyed you too much."

Remarine laughed brightly, her smile turning real and her tail flicking in amusement.

"Not a worry, Tammy. Yes, your clone is flirtatious, but it was obvious he wasn't serious. ," the noble assured her. "Besides, now that you've improved the safety measures in your lab, the trouble you've caused has diminished significantly."

Tammy blushed and muttered something under her breath, then fled for the punch bowl, prompting Talyn and Viridian to laugh. Talyn paused long enough for Tammy to be out of earshot before speaking.

"Were they really that bad?" she asked. "I mean… I've been present for at least a half-dozen explosions at her shops."

Remarine shook her head, her smile widening. "Not at all. Alchemists often have experiments go awry. I simply wanted to return the favor, since she's usually the one teasing others."

Amusement bubbled up inside Talyn, and she couldn't help a grin.

"I see. Well, I can't say that she doesn't deserve it, or at least one of her doesn't," Talyn agreed, trying to tamp down on the humor in her voice.

"Perhaps, but as she supplies the new cosmetics, I'm certainly going to keep my feelings to myself," Viridian chimed in, clicking her tongue softly. "I can't have my supplier making things difficult, can I?"

"Very true," Talyn agreed, and chuckled as Elda suddenly lunged for Reagan's sacks, causing him to fumble a catch. Gordon managed to grab her before it could go much further, but several sacks hit the ground one after another as laughter filled the parlor.

A few seconds later, Remarine spoke quietly. "I wanted to thank you, Talyn."

Talyn looked back at her, then smiled and shrugged.

"Don't mention it," she said simply. When Remarine opened her mouth, Talyn continued, her tone firming. "I'm serious. Don't mention it. Getting out of the house with the others is enjoyable, and if it happens to help you? So much the better. I'm glad I'm on good terms with the person in charge of the district. It helps me avoid trouble."

Remarine let out a soft breath, then scowled at Talyn, her cat ears flattening.

"You know this is a favor I'll never be able to repay, right?" she asked tartly.

Talyn shrugged and smiled, glancing at Melody across the room, holding her gentle gaze before speaking.

"Then don't. I didn't do this with the expectation of being repaid," Talyn said. "So… was there going to be any dancing at this celebration?"

"Why do you think I've been waiting next to you this entire time?" Viridian asked with a wicked smile. "If I wasn't here to ask for the first dance, I wouldn't get a turn. May I have this dance, Lady Talyn?"

Talyn laughed and nodded, taking Viridian's hand.

"Certainly, I look forward to it," Talyn agreed with a smile.

It was good to be home.


CHAPTER 5
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"…May I ask what this is, Great One?" Mori asked, leaning more heavily on Elegance Eternal than she had in a very long time to keep calm. Excepting when she'd first met the Void Guardian, of course.

Said Void Guardian had conjured a table that currently had an enormous variety of items sitting on it, a table which extended the full length of the large apartment she had insisted Mori rent. It was so large that she half-suspected it'd been chosen specifically because the Void Guardian wanted a room which this table would fit into.

There were dozens of uniforms in varying styles, ranging from modest to revealing. There was clothing which didn't look like it was intended for Mori at all, since it had different proportions. Shoes and underclothes abounded, as did jewelry, several satchels, spools of thread, and other mundane items, but that was only the start. Enough coinage to beggar a Great House rested in a large bowl, glittering with the light of the essence gems at their hearts.

Then there were the weapons. Dozens of Mori's favorite type of needles, each gleaming as black as night. A short sword, garrote, and several daggers, each intended to be easily concealed. A black and gold flute, the presence of which confused Mori when it was located next to a pair of sleek gauntlets. Light armor, dozens of small charms, gleaming gemstones… and everything radiated so much magic she was half-afraid to step close to the table, lest it incinerate her. There were so many items, some of which she didn't know the purpose of.

"Items which you will require if you take my offer. I will not allow my Scale Polisher to be forced to support you indefinitely," the Void Guardian said, sniffing derisively. "While I do not have a full grasp of the value of proper equipment on the surface, I know it is expensive, so I will not have you beggaring her. Similarly, you require sufficient funds to ensure any future needs are met."

The Void Guardian was a poor liar, Mori noted. Or, more likely, she wasn't trying to lie well. She'd explained the limitations the dungeon placed on gifts to non-denizens in detail. It took virtually no effort for Handmaiden's Awareness to pick up the fact some of the items and funds were intended for this Scale Polisher of hers. There were hints of the truth, but so long as she didn't outright direct Mori to gift the items, she'd be able to avoid the consequences.

"Understood, Great One. Your magnanimous nature has no equal," Mori said, giving a deep bow before the Void Guardian. The last thing she wished was to upset the prickly, confusing being. Mori had never been in the presence of any creature of similar power before.

"I know. Luxuriate in my generosity," the Void Guardian said, sniffing, though she seemed quite pleased with the compliment. Then she gestured to the table. "Now look. Examine the items, ensure nothing vital is missing. Some are within the spatial satchels and ring. The latter is soulbound, to ensure you don't lose it."

"I'm unworthy of such gifts," Mori bowed again, keeping her poise perfect despite her inner turmoil.

Smaller spatial satchels were common in the city, but spatial rings were another matter, despite not being too difficult for the artisans to make. The Great Administrator seemed to dislike their creation, and if too many were made, the offending artisans and owners tended to have violent ends which just happened to destroy the rings as well. Conversely, there were no such restrictions on the various porters and laborers who had abilities to expand the capacity of bags and crates they were using. Four of them was enough to make Mori anxious.

Straightening, Mori hesitated, but decided to ask. "If I may pose a question, Great One; is it safe for me to possess so many spatial items? I have seen those who created or possessed too many perish abruptly on multiple occasions."

Snorting, the Void Guardian approached the table, picking up a ring made of silvery material with a large black gem set into the top. She examined it with a critical eye before speaking.

"The dungeon doesn't wish for delvers to receive excessive rewards, and as such it limits the number of items which it considers too valuable for a floor. All of this would be enough to have you destroyed in moments under normal conditions," the dragon said. She returned the ring to the table and her violet eyes gleamed. "However, these are not normal circumstances. I knew of its limitations, and after study, I determined a way around them. So long as you are a denizen of the dungeon, if the items are stolen from you or you are slain, they will cease to exist in short order. As such, you will not be in danger from the dungeon. I tested this by giving excessively powerful weapons to kobolds on the second floor until I found items which wouldn't provoke a violent reaction, then retrieved my creations."

Mori nodded, keeping her expression as serene and tranquil as possible. She didn't wish to know what had happened to the kobolds in question, or what might have happened to her if the dragon hadn't tested through others. She hoped the creatures had been Nameless, at least. It would make their fates more palatable.

"Thank you for your consideration, Great One. I will examine the equipment," Mori said, approaching the table.

Calling the items on display fine quality would be shaming them. Mori had never seen even a leader of the Great Houses in equipment equal to what was being offered. The important thing was just how much there was. There was what she considered camping equipment in the satchels, their interiors expanded tenfold, but the spatial ring was what truly surprised Mori.

The space within the ring was vast, almost the size of the room Mori was in. And the space wasn't empty. It contained furnishings, from a table and chairs, a sofa, divan, wardrobe, and vanity, to two separate beds, each including mattresses, sheets, and more. It was enough to outfit an apartment, and she couldn't help wondering what sort of individual had drawn the Void Guardian's attention.

"This is better than anything I've seen before. I don't believe myself deserving of such," Mori said at last, setting down one of the needles, which she was confident would be able to pierce through most armor in the city, if not all of it.

"This is appropriate for individuals of level six hundred and fifty. Powerful enough to allow you to face those who are stronger than you, but not so valuable that those even stronger would decide to kill you for it," the Void Guardian informed her with a sniff. "And even if they did, I would not allow it. I made these items for you to carry out my desires, not for others to take from your corpse."

"Ah. Thank you, Great One," Mori said, pausing to think. She hesitated, working up her courage, then spoke softly. "If I may, the other Awoken had a question for you."

"Yes."

The dragon's statement was simple, blunt, and so entirely unexpected that Mori hesitated again. She turned to face the woman and bowed her head.

"May I ask what the yes is in regards to?" Mori asked.

"Yes, we're willing to consider showing mercy to the other Awoken, assuming they have the correct attitude," the Void Guardian said, a brief expression of distaste crossing her face. "Personally, I was partially opposed, as I do not wish them to take advantage of my Scale Polisher, but the others added an additional perspective which I hadn't considered. You are trapped in the dungeon as well, and if my Scale Polisher agrees, freeing each will add additional knowledge which will aid us in determining how to free ourselves. She'll almost certainly agree, as she's very softhearted. As such, the answer is yes."

Mori considered the answer, flinching internally. Confirmation that the Void Guardian had been watching when she'd met the other Awoken was somewhat… nerve-wracking. However, she'd taken it into account to begin with, so she couldn't say she was surprised. It wasn't like there was anything she could do about it.

"Very well. Thank you for your consideration, and I will inform them," Mori said with another bow. "May I ask when I will be meeting your Scale Polisher?"

"That depends primarily on her," the Void Guardian said, looking annoyed. "While she was informed I was looking for a bodyguard, she only recently returned from a trip, and I haven't had an opportunity to meet her yet. I expect within the week, assuming she has any sense."

Mori inclined her head. While she couldn't say she was entirely pleased the woman who was supposed to be her employer didn't even know about her, it would give her more time to speak with the others. That was good, so she forced herself to relax.

"I understand, Great One. If you would inform me once you have the encounter arranged, I would appreciate it," Mori said politely, folding her hands in front of her.

"Of course! I'm not a birdbrain, unlike Pyra and Zephyr," the Void Guardian said with a dismissive wave. "Organize your items and send your messages. I will inform you soon."

Without waiting for a response, the dragon vanished, leaving everything behind. Mori assumed she was still watching, though, and bowed deeply.

"As you say, Great One," Mori said, holding the bow for several seconds.

Then she turned to the table, examining the items carefully before smiling.

She was going to have to completely replace what she was wearing, but based on what she saw, it would be an immense improvement. The others were likely to be jealous, but the offer being open to them would help.

"I look forward to meeting the one who could draw the attention of such beings…"


CHAPTER 6
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"I hope I'm not killed for this," Lilac said, reaching up to brush an elegantly styled curl back from her face.

The purple curls were a different look for the dragon, even in her human-like form, but Talyn thought they suited the woman well. Her eyes were a slightly lighter purple, with the vertical slit pupil common to dragons, while her skin was pale and smooth. Her dress was white with elaborate gold patterns across its surface, much like fronds of plants, with smaller stars in other sections. Talyn thought it was a type of kaftan, which seemed to be the typical clothing for dragons. Combined with tasteful makeup, the Level 603 Mist Dragon looked gorgeous, with a figure which seemed to have shifted since the first time Talyn had seen her to be more curvaceous.

The carriage ride was smooth, as the carriages used by the Aerie of Fangs were luxurious beyond reason. None of them had wheels, instead floating above the ground, and while they had drivers, they were purely to ensure the carriage didn't hit people as they moved under their own power. Talyn wanted something similar, though she didn't want to think about what they must cost. Yes, she had one which was similar, but it had an open top.

"You won't. Because if you do die due to this, I'll never speak to whichever of them is responsible again, or all of them if they refuse to admit who did it," Talyn replied, smiling at Lilac. She felt a little guilty about the threat, but some things were intolerable. She wouldn't put it past one or two of the Guardians to try disappearing Lilac.

Lilac seemed to consider the statement, nodded in agreement, and took a slow breath to calm herself. When she finished, there was more color in her cheeks, and she smiled.

"Thank you. While it wouldn't help me if they did decide to remove me from the land of the living, I believe it'll give them pause," the dragon said graciously, smiling at Talyn in return. "Changing the subject, I'm surprised you chose to come alone, as you're usually with Melody."

Talyn laughed, though she couldn't say that Lilac was wrong. She tended to travel with Melody most of the time, partially because she loved the goddess, but also because Melody was concerned about Talyn being attacked while she was away. The latter wasn't a concern for the date, though. Especially not when the date had been promised as part of the bargain for transport to and from Abydon's Blight.

"While I often travel with Melody, we don't always accompany one another," Talyn said, smiling as she reached over and patted Lilac's hand. "For one, she wasn't part of the bargain. I promised you a date, not her, and having her intrude would've been disrespectful. On the other, she's not going to guard me because the chances of you allowing me to come to harm are minimal."

Lilac didn't quite blush, though even that much color was enough to surprise Talyn. She might've missed it without the benefit of Sense Motives, but she caught it. The ambassador usually had better control over her reactions. That was the only reason it startled Talyn.

"I'll have to thank her for the trust. Though it only stands to reason, after traveling for several days together," Lilac said, straightening. "Thank you for the opportunity to get to know you personally."

"The trip didn't allow that?" Talyn asked, her eyebrows rising.

"Different environments lead to different actions. You were tense and worried on the trip down, while coming back was… not ideal," Lilac picked her words carefully.

Talyn laughed. She couldn't help it, but the way Lilac described the trip was entertaining.

"You aren't wrong," Talyn admitted, tapping her upper lip thoughtfully. She studied Lilac for a few seconds, then decided it was best to ask the question which had been bothering her. "Do you mind if I ask a question, Lilac? I believe this is an important one."

The dragon looked at Talyn momentarily, then smiled and inclined her head. "Of course. I can't guarantee I'll have an answer, but I'm happy to try."

Talyn's nerves eased, and she forced herself to relax, formulating the question carefully in her head. She didn't want to offend Lilac, and the question could be viewed poorly.

"I simply wondered what your intentions were, regarding me," Talyn said. "You always seemed more interested in me than your fellow dragons, especially Camrack, but asking me on a date was unexpected. I thought the Aerie was more interested in Eldri."

Lilac was nodding along halfway through Talyn's explanation, her lips curved into a smile.

"Yes, it must be somewhat strange to you. You aren't wrong, my attention was originally looked upon… poorly by many of my kin," Lilac said, her voice calm and smooth. "Your existence as a World Walker, your strange species… it was enough to almost entirely counter your relationship with the Void Guardian. The Aerie has had poor experiences with your predecessors, even ignoring Abydon the Black. I believe one of them took a class which they hoped would allow them to control dragons, a specialized mentalist class, and only our dracoling allies prevented her from succeeding."

Talyn winced. That sounded incredibly offensive to a species which was proud and powerful, and dragons had long memories.

"That would explain some of the reactions, I suppose," Talyn admitted unhappily.

"Yes, then there are the species purists, but I won't get into those," Lilac said, waving her concerns away. "I've studied non-dragon cultures; it's why I have my position. I find them fascinating, even pleasant. There are different artisans, different tools, and different lives which could improve our own, so I enjoyed looking into them. And you? You're a new species entirely, so when I saw you, I grew curious. Your charisma ability barely needed to affect me."

Talyn nodded in understanding, but didn't speak. She was sure Lilac wasn't done yet.

"Now, I don't mind bedding non-dragons. I've an enchantment to ensure I don't become unexpectedly fertile, and I've already participated in several mating flights, so no one can claim I didn't do my duty to the Aerie. I was curious, but allow me to state that the Void Guardian was moderately terrifying, slowing my thoughts. So, here are my intentions, such as they are," Lilac paused to draw a deep breath. She met Talyn's gaze and held it. "You're effectively the link to the Guardians, individuals of incredible power the Aerie wishes to treat with, so I'd like to retain a good relationship. I'm curious about you and your species, and would like to get to know you. Perhaps bed you, perhaps not. And, while I'm not certain I'll get this from you, I'd like something I'm never going to receive in the Aerie. I wish to fall in love."

Talyn couldn't help her blush. The outright statement that a dragon who was over four times her level longed to fall in love was… it was terribly embarrassing, somehow. Yet it was also something she could understand. Especially given her previous life.

"I… see. Why couldn't you fall in love in the Aerie?" Talyn asked, her cheeks warm. "And you're a mother?"

"No, I participated in mating flights which produced eggs. They went to some dragons who wished to raise a clutch of their own, and clan servants care for the others as family clutches," Lilac corrected carefully. "Even for dragons, it's risky to level, so to ensure our numbers don't dwindle we're expected to leave offspring early on."

Talyn's eyes widened, her stomach twisting at the way Lilac had spoken. It was so impersonal, so uncaring for Lilac's feelings. Certainly, it might make a certain logical sense, but it was unpleasant to consider. If someone tried to force Talyn to leave behind lots of children simply because she was a succubus… she shuddered to think about it.

"As for love, where would I find it? As I said, our numbers are few, and I know all the others near my age well. There's nothing between us, no spark to be had, save during mating seasons. Add the other citizens often idolizing us almost as gods, and it grows difficult. Some might enjoy mindless worship, but I want feelings," Lilac said, sighing heavily. "With all of that being the case, there was only one true choice, to wing my way beyond our borders. Someone has to do it, so why not me?"

"Oh. Well… that's certainly something I'd never considered," Talyn admitted, her blush intensifying. "And you think I may be able to help you?"

"Possibly. Possibly not. But you gained the affection of a dragon like none I've ever seen, and keep multiple lovers happy. Perhaps something more will come of it, but I expect we'll be like two dragons in the night, flying our own directions when dawn comes," Lilac told her, smiling gently.

Talyn barely suppressed her laughter at the draconic variation of the quote about two ships passing in the night. Perhaps it wouldn't be that humorous to most people, but for some reason it amused her. Lilac’s explanation also helped Talyn set her expectations in order, and honestly… she felt relieved that Lilac wasn't expecting a long-term romance. Though at least part of that could be due to not being aware of two critical details regarding Talyn's species.

"Alright. I think I can deal with that," Talyn agreed, looking into Lilac's eyes as she smiled in return. "However, if we end up in bed, there are two things which you should be aware of."

"Oh? Do tell." Lilac said curiously.

"First, my species is naturally immortal. Unless someone or something kills me, I'm going to be around for a long time, which could alter your expectations," Talyn explained, starting with the simpler subject. "I'm only aware of this due to Eldri."

The dragon blinked, her eyebrows rising marginally. Then she nodded.

"That's unusual, yes. I don't think it's as startling as you might expect, however. While dragons, elves, and many other species have extended lives to begin with, as you level, your lifespan naturally increases. Those above level six hundred commonly live in excess of a millennium. Assuming they aren't killed, of course. With your allies, I fully expect you to reach that point, so I don't see how it would impact my choices," Lilac said, nodding casually. "What's the other?"

"It's more and less complicated at the same time. Simply put, I'd require you to ensure your magical item is functional during any… encounter. I'm more than capable of procreating with both men and women," Talyn said, smirking as her tail flicked in a way she considered suggestive.

The look on Lilac's face was priceless, and she didn't recover before they reached Fragrant Treasures.

[image: ]


Dinner at Fragrant Treasures was wonderful. While Lilac didn't spring for a private room, they did get a booth with a reasonable amount of privacy, and the restaurant lived up to its name as the best restaurant in the Gold District. From what their waiter said, the mysterious uncle of the proprietor, possibly her great-great-uncle, had returned to the city to ensure they didn't fall behind their competitors, and he was supposedly over level six hundred.

The food was incredible, with complimentary scents to stimulate the appetite, and every plate was a work of art. The food was focused primarily on rice and breaded meat, but that hadn't prevented the chef from making every dish gorgeous.

Talyn relished the combination of foods, as well as conversation with Lilac, who'd recovered from the revelation rapidly. That relieved Talyn, as she'd been concerned the dragon might have more issues. But no, apparently such wasn't that uncommon. There were magical items which allowed it, even if few species had similar traits.

They tried to learn about each other while dinner progressed, and Talyn was mildly amused to learn one of Lilac's hobbies was sculpting, with a minor interest in painting. Apparently, sculpting was popular among dragons due to their talons, especially when they were younger and weren't able to shapeshift.

Pottery was also favored, but the number of dragons who didn't allow their pottery to dry properly before attempting to fire it was unfortunately high, even with how few dragons had fiery breath. Lilac, on the other hand, had an advantage, as her mist magic could keep the clay the perfect consistency until she was done. Over time she'd learned to gradually draw the water out without cracking the clay. It was a talent which Talyn admired, and she wondered if Emma could do the same.

There were the obvious hobbies as well, between jewelry, general collecting, and the like, while apparently some dragons took sculpting to a whole different level, adjusting the entire environment of a mountainside or valley to their liking. The descriptions of the tiered water gardens one of Lilac's parents had created were stunning, and Talyn wished she could see them.

Eventually, they ended up back at the Meadow Estate, and Talyn bade Lilac farewell. While she'd pondered whether or not to invite her in, Talyn had decided against it. There wasn't quite enough of a spark between them for her to make that sort of invitation. Perhaps another time.

Yet she accepted a gentle kiss on the hand, and was smiling as she stepped inside… to find Vanya waiting for her, the blue-tressed Level 53 City Elf Head Maid stiff with anxiety.

"Vanya? Is something wrong?" Talyn asked, her relaxation vanishing.

"A guest arrived for you a short time ago, milady. One of your powerful acquaintances," Vanya said, bowing deeply. "Lady Melody is currently accompanying her in the parlor. She requested your presence as soon as reasonable."

Talyn expanded her senses as much as she could. The moment she did, she felt the all-consuming weight of void magic in the parlor, and she couldn't help a smile. It seemed she had a jealous dragon to contend with.

"Understood, I'll head there immediately. Thank you for letting me know, Vanya. If you'd ensure I have a bathrobe ready for afterward?" Talyn asked, hoping the maid would take the offered escape route.

Vanya's appreciation and relief was instant.

"Of course, milady. I'll take care of it immediately," she said, giving a deep curtsy and thankful smile.

Talyn watched the head maid go before turning to the room in question, drawing a slow breath to prepare herself for an encounter which could go many different ways. If Eldri was here because she was upset about Talyn's date with Lilac, it could go very badly. She didn't think the Guardian would make waves after Talyn's previous warning and Eldri's subsequent apology, but anything was possible.

Once her emotions were as steady as she could manage, Talyn approached the parlor and opened the door. She was relieved there weren't any fingermarks in the lever, indicating Eldri must have learned to control her strength enough not to maul doorknobs.

The door opened, and a familiar aura hit Talyn, one which would've brought her maids to their knees instantly. Talyn's Iron Will managed to shrug it off with barely a thought.

Sitting on a sofa was Melody, the goddess wearing the leathers she often did when delving, and tea rested on the table between her and Eldri. The dragon was just setting down her teacup, having taken a sip, and her piercing amethyst gaze shifted to Talyn without hesitation or surprise.

To be fair, Talyn suspected the dragon could keep track of everything in the city at once if she truly wanted to.

Eldri's lips curved in a slight smile as she looked Talyn over, rising to her feet smoothly. It drew Talyn's gaze to her beautiful, exotic dress. It was a long, green dress with a gold waistband, maroon underskirt, and flower-themed accessories, including flower-like sleeves. It was breathtaking, despite being simpler than Lilac's. Her words were as arrogant as normal, of course.

"Scale Polisher, I'm glad to see you've returned unmolested by the hands of that softscaled wyrm. You deserve better," Eldri sniffed, turning her head to the side. "While I'm certain you require time to gather yourself properly, I had something I needed to discuss, so I graced you with my presence."

"Hello, Eldri. I see you're the very soul of confidence, as always," Talyn said, unable to help her teasing tone. She closed the door, sensing a bubble of void magic enclosing them, effectively severing the room from the world around them. Still, Eldri wasn't upset, which reduced Talyn’s tension. "I hope you weren't waiting long?"

"Certainly not! I chose my time of arrival with care. I departed when you were only a few minutes away, and Melody provided acceptable company while I waited," Eldri said, her confidence wavering as she looked at Melody. She admitted, "For what's available on the surface, the tea is more than adequate."

"Which is to say, I didn't completely ruin the pot," Melody said, smiling wryly as she nodded to Talyn. "Have a good date?"

"Fairly good, yes. It was interesting to learn more about dragons. I don't know where things are going to go, but… we'll see." Talyn looked at Eldri curiously, a smile playing across her lips. "In any case, may I ask what required you to meet me?"

"Of course! I wouldn't have come for no reason. Not even to make up the ground Edith stole," Eldri said, crossing her arms and sniffing. "Though yes, I'm confident I would not injure you if I were to embrace you. I wish you weren't so fragile, which is part of why I'm here. I wish to arrange your encounter with a prospective bodyguard. They're curious to meet you."

Talyn blinked. She'd… almost forgotten about that. It'd been a busy couple of weeks.

"I see. Well, let's discuss it," Talyn said, smiling as she walked over to give the ridiculously powerful dragon a hug.

Eldri stiffened, then very, very carefully extended her arms to hug Talyn, moving like she was made of thin glass. It took all her self-control for Talyn to keep the grin off her face as Eldri's cheeks colored ever so slightly.

The dragon could be adorable.


CHAPTER 7
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Eldri had held the hug for a surprisingly long time. It was almost like the dragon was afraid Talyn would flee or disappear the moment she let go, and her touch was feather-light. It was an enormous improvement from when she'd gripped a doorknob so tightly the metal had partially melted, leaving a perfect casting of her fingers.

The dragon also smelled faintly of… Talyn wasn't sure exactly what it was. She couldn't place the scent, but it smelled like something from her spice cabinet rather than a flower. Not cinnamon, not cumin, not ginger… nutmeg, that was it. It was incredibly faint, but Talyn found it relaxing.

Eventually she'd broken the hug, and Talyn sat down, studiously ignoring Eldri's blush as she settled beside Melody. Eldri sat as well, and the sofa didn't creak at all. That was a promising sign.

"You found a bodyguard candidate already?" Melody asked, leaning into Talyn.

"Of course! It was a simple task for one of my magnificence!" Eldri replied, straightening pridefully. "There are not many places in the dungeon which hold those with the potential, and it was easy to eliminate the majority of them. While some of those with minds of their own are enlightened, many learn to take pleasure in our purpose, or become even more sadistic. Examples which you've encountered would be that foolish Lord of the Dance and the pitiful, annoying Joker. Pathetic fools."

"Considering what you've said about many of the previous Guardians, I can't say I'm surprised," Talyn admitted, trying to decide how to feel about everything. "If I may… how many of those like you are there? In the dungeon as a whole."

Eldri paused, frowning at Talyn. When she spoke, her voice was disapproving.

"I'd thank you not to compare me to those insects," Eldri said, scorn dripping from her words. "However, of those like your cave elf… perhaps four dozen across the first fifty floors. Only five of which I'd consider enlightened. Most of those get themselves killed in short order. Among the upper floors, I wouldn't bother counting. Perhaps a thousand in total, most of them malevolent."

"Makes me wonder how you ended up with twelve enlightened on the ninety-ninth floor," Melody said, exchanging a surprised look with Talyn.

"Simple. Pyra kept killing the others until some of them gained a semblance of caution and sanity, who then allied with her and continued eliminating those who didn't cooperate until the problem was solved," Eldri said, smiling coldly. "Some of them were distinctly uncooperative, but having twelve of us gave certain advantages."

"I'll take your word for it," Talyn said, shrugging. She didn't know enough to have any opinion on the matter.

While she felt bad for the sapients which arose inside the dungeon, there wasn't much Talyn could do about them, and she trusted the Celestial Bureaucracy would treat them appropriately for their circumstances. She dealt with the problems in front of her, no more and no less. Which right now included the offer Eldri was making.

"So. Who, and how would this work?" Talyn asked.

"Her name is Mori. A level five hundred and sixty-nine Handmaiden of Blood and Thorns," Eldri said without hesitation. It seemed like she'd been waiting for Talyn to ask. "She was created as an attendant to an individual who was assassinated despite Mori's protection, and her class is a bodyguard assassin, with practical skills to back it up. I consider her halfway decent for her level, and she managed to withstand my presence without collapsing. She likes books, and desires to escape the dungeon before the nature of her floor ends in her death. I will not explain the nature of her floor."

"Interesting. Somewhat worrying name for the class, however," Melody observed.

"Yes, but no worse than some I've unlocked," Talyn said, frowning to herself. Mentally, she adjusted Eldri's evaluation to indicate Mori was excellent for her level. "How would it work, though?"

"You'll go into the dungeon, and I'll teleport her into your presence, effectively arranging an encounter. It's up to the two of you to come to an agreement, as such narrowly avoids running afoul of the dungeon's rules," Eldri said, scowling. "Annoying thing. It's always difficult. If you do not come to an agreement, run from her. Once it's decided that combat has been completed, I will return her from whence she came."

Talyn nodded slowly, frowning. "Could I even escape from her if she decided to attack?"

"Likely not. However, she knows that should she do so, I will make the remainder of her existence a living hell," Eldri said without hesitation. Talyn couldn't help a smile.

"Fair… that seems reasonable enough, though I'll have to discuss it with the others," Talyn said.

"For myself, I'm all for it. Someone who can ward off the majority of mid-level individuals who could cause us issues would be nice," Melody interjected. "Though I must ask, what are her duties?"

"That is, by its necessity, up to you to negotiate. However, my recommendation is that, should you come to an agreement, she only protect you from threats which you cannot handle and otherwise allow you to struggle," Eldri replied, sniffing and raising her nose. "You level slowly, Scale Polisher. You need every scrap of progress she can grant you."

"If you had your way, you'd have made me take that class, then forced me to polish your scales from nose to tail over and over again until I was level eight hundred," Talyn said, grinning to herself. Her smile faltered when Eldri's eyes narrowed.

"Don't tempt me, Scale Polisher. It would likely be far more efficient than your current, flailing attempts at leveling. I could even convince Danu to create more scaled creatures to expand your experience, providing a wide range of options," Eldri said, her voice oozing sincerity. A shiver ran down Talyn's spine, and her tail flicked nervously.

"I'll keep that in mind, promise," Talyn said, inhaling slowly. "So, um… if this doesn't work out… what then?"

"If it doesn't work, we check with one of the other candidates of the appropriate level. There are numerous others on her floor who would love the opportunity to escape, which I may be willing to arrange an encounter with, if given sufficient motivation. If none are ideal, then we'll have to take more… extreme measures," Eldri said, her eyes narrowing. "While it would be difficult to create a being sufficiently weak, I'm certain Danu and Psalacantha could create an appropriate body, Laodice could craft a soul, and Edith and I are capable of anchoring it in the body. It would make for an excellent bodyguard, but is far more likely to run afoul of the dungeon's rules. We might have to make your life difficult to ensure you can afford us gifting it to you."

The shiver was much more pronounced this time, and Talyn quickly swallowed.

"Right. I'll speak to the others as soon as I can, so we can meet with Mori. I'm sure we can come to an arrangement," Talyn said, her pulse quickening. She didn't need her life to become more dangerous.

"Excellent. There's one last thing before I go," Eldri said, sniffing again. "Edith gave you a worthless flower. Pretty, but worthless. I find this… offensive, so I decided to give you a proper flower. It requires sun and water, nothing more. I leave it to you to determine what the petals are used for."

With a flick of Eldri's finger, a potted plant appeared on the table. It wasn't large, but the pot was eerily perfect, with a clear glaze which Talyn instinctively associated with Vivian, and within was a gorgeous flower.

The stem and leaves were perfectly symmetrical, with every leaf seemingly carefully placed, and it was a bright green Talyn associated with newly-sprouted grass. A single flower was atop the stem, with an enormous bloom almost as big as both Talyn's palms side by side. The rose-like petals were vivid red, transitioning to maroon in its depths, and the stamen were delicate silver and gold within its heart. Void magic wafted off it, causing Talyn's eyes to water before the aura settled.

"It's… beautiful," Talyn said, admiring the flower with trepidation. "Thank you, Eldri. May I ask what it's called?"

"Figure it out, Scale Polisher. Your elf needs to improve her ability further, if she's to aid you properly. I'll be watching, so prepare for the encounter. The sooner the better," Eldri said, and vanished the next moment, along with the barrier which had been protecting the parlor from observation.

Talyn was amused Eldri’s teacup vanished with her.

She waited for a few seconds, then turned her attention to Melody.

"So… have a good evening?" Talyn asked softly. Melody smiled lazily in return.

"Of course, though that's not really what you want to ask, is it?" Melody said, leaning in to give Talyn a slow, gentle kiss.

Relaxing into the kiss, Talyn enjoyed its silken warmth, as well as the affection it contained. She couldn't remember anything like it from her previous life, so she allowed herself to indulge until she needed to breathe again.

Inhaling, Talyn closed her eyes, trying to decide how she felt… then shrugged and smiled. "Not really, no. Suffice to say, I don't think Lilac is interested in me for me. She's nice, but… never mind. What do you think? The bodyguard, the flower… everything."

Talyn trembled as the goddess' fingers gently trailed down her spine. It was a light touch, but that almost made the sensation more potent.

"I think the bodyguard could be good for you. I think the flower is a sincere gift from someone desperate not to lose your affection, and that you may end up with a flower from each of the Guardians… save possibly for Deidamia, based on what you've said. I think you feel guilty that sapients, good sapients, are trapped in the dungeon, and would like to help them. It reminds you too much of Marie's time under the boot of the corporations. So I'm going to support you. Think, feel, and decide what you think is right, my lovely, talented Talyn," Melody said softly, brushing Talyn's hair back from her face.

Talyn blinked. Then she blinked again, her happiness at most of the statement shoved aside by the last sentence. It was replaced by incredulity as she protested. "Talented? Did you really just turn my name into a pun in a situation like this?"

"You chose your name," Melody replied, her eyes gleaming with mischief.

Talyn hit her with a pillow.

She also lost the resulting pillow fight. Melody's ability shouldn't consider pillows to be weapons was just unfair.
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"I… can't say that I'm entirely comfortable with meeting a denizen over level five hundred and fifty, when I'm level seventy-six," Emma said, nervously frowning at Talyn. "Even if she's not supposed to be hostile, that's a hell of a risk."

"It is. It absolutely is," Talyn agreed, sitting forward in her chair. "On the other hand, it's an actual encounter, so it's possible that we'll advance somewhat if we succeed at negotiations. I doubt the system will reward us as fully as it would if we were to naturally encounter and negotiate with someone of her level, but I expect we'll earn something from it. But I'm not going to say it's safe. Going into the dungeon is never safe."

It was the next morning, and she'd pulled her team, Priscilla, and Reya aside to discuss the topic of the bodyguard, along with the flower. A flower which Reya was currently examining intensely.

Danielle was tapping her upper lip nervously, her brow furrowed in thought. She hadn't said much so far, simply asking a few clarifying questions. Talyn was fine with that.

"While true, it's still more dangerous than I'm necessarily comfortable with," Emma said, shifting uneasily.

"I don't think it's any more dangerous than the city at present," Reya said absently, still staring at the flower. "Talyn is cultivating ultramarine trumpets. There are many who would go to extreme lengths to get ones capable of being grown in low-magic regions, and to have the only source of them. Talyn, Eye of Truth increased to tier four off examining this flower, and I can't see all of its description. Its use is veiled."

"Of course it is! Why would one of the Guardians make it easy on you, let alone that guardian?" Priscilla said, scoffing as she folded her arms under her breasts. "I feel like I'm on the edge of being cut from here by the petals."

Talyn nodded, though she didn't feel quite the same as Priscilla. The void magic wafting off the flower had moderated over the course of the night, until it was at least tolerable for others to be around, but the flower still exuded a distinct aura of magic, and she could feel the intricate fabric of void threads which composed every petal. It was mildly terrifying to consider, and she hadn't looked too closely, lest her Void Magic or Weaving Expertise gain insights she couldn't handle.

"What does its description say?" Talyn asked curiously, changing the subject for now.

"It's named Void's Promise, and is unique. I presume Guardian Eldrikrax created it, as it states it was created by the pinnacle of void magic. It says the flower gathers and refines void energies to create petals, and that the petals may be used for something veiled," Reya said quietly. She stared in fascination before tearing her gaze away from the flower, rubbing her eyes. "Simply looking at it is… difficult."

Talyn pinched the bridge of her nose, looking up at the ceiling as she simply breathed. Of course the flower was impressive. Eldri was… Eldri.

"Of course it's unique. She refused to be outdone by Edith," Talyn said at last, letting out an annoyed sigh. "I think we should put it in the sunroom. It's more private than the atrium."

"Agreed. I doubt anyone will be able to take it without retaliation, but that wouldn't stop some from trying," Reya said. "Back to the primary subject, however. Where would you encounter the individual, if you had your choice?"

"Fifth floor," Danielle said promptly, her hands clasped in front of her.

"Oh?" Talyn asked curiously, arching an eyebrow. "Why there?"

"It'd take too long to reach most other floors, and the tenth floor is filled with illusions. I don't wish to risk encountering the individual and mistaking her for one," Danielle said calmly, looking at Talyn.

"That's… alright, fair. But why aren't you concerned about meeting her?" Emma asked, frowning. "I'd think you'd be worried, too!"

The Spellsinger laughed and flashed a smile. "Am I concerned? Yes. However, there's one thing which has helped me come to my decision. Priscilla," Danielle said, waving at the cave elf.

"Ah, I see you've come to respect my elegance, diplomacy, and kind nature," Priscilla replied sarcastically. Everyone chuckled or cracked a smile.

"Not at all. I was mostly taking note of the fact that, despite having multiple, excellent reasons to distrust and hate delvers, your desire to escape the dungeon was stronger," Danielle said. "Now, what if we alter this point of view further, taking it to a floor which has never seen a delver before, save possibly one sent there by the Joker? One where the deaths have been entirely due to the dungeon's manipulations? I believe those present would have far greater reasons to escape, and avoid killing us, than Priscilla had."

Talyn nodded along. While she hadn't thought about it in so many words, Danielle's assessment almost perfectly matched what she'd been thinking. Though Priscilla was giving Danielle an unusually respectful look, at least for the cave elf.

"Huh, I didn't think you'd thought about it that much. You're not wrong, though I think a good part of my willingness to talk was due to it being Talyn. She had a lot more weight to her presence, which helped me accept it more easily," Priscilla said, then frowned. "Though… with both the Guardian and Talyn being involved… well. If I wanted to go into the dungeon, and I don't, I'd be willing to meet this other denizen. I'm pretty sure they won't murder you outright."

Emma frowned, and Talyn settled back in her chair, letting her come to her own decision. While Talyn had no doubts they'd be fine, she wasn't going to push Emma to accompany them if she didn't want to. She was more than willing to go to the dungeon with just Melody if she had to.

"I'll come with," Emma finally said, drawing a deep breath. "Danielle, and Priscilla, have a point about it, and if it gives more progress… yeah, I'm willing to give it a shot. Even if I'll be hanging back."

"Which makes you sane, at least after a fashion," Talyn said, smiling. "Don't feel pressured to come with if you don't want to. It's a risk, no matter what assurances I've been given, and I'm not going to think worse of you if you don't come."

"Right. I'll… think about it more. I could always invite my parents?" Emma offered, her expression brightening.

Melody immediately shook her head, her pale hair catching the light.

"No, they're too close to the level of the floor she's from. From what's been said, the closer someone is to a denizen's level, the more likely they are to be forced to fight. I'd rather not end up in a fight which could be avoided," the goddess said seriously. "I could easily see it happening."

Talyn shuddered and nodded quickly. She'd experienced being on the wrong end of a high-level individual more times than she cared to think about, and she'd rather not have it happen again, especially not on the fifth floor. That could end with blood everywhere.

Emma's face paled, and she nodded quickly.

"R-right. I'll not… do that. I'll ask if they have anything I can take as a precaution, then. Any idea when you want to do this?" Emma asked nervously, coiling a lock of hair around a finger. Talyn thought it was cute.

"Unless you have serious objections, I was thinking tomorrow. Get it out of the way sooner, as better security would be nice," Talyn said.

Reya nodded, straightening with a slight smile. "Excellent. Plenty of time to prepare another room. However… you realize you're making it more difficult to decide where to place people, yes? A bodyguard or handmaiden should have an adjacent room, and the current layout isn't ideal. The hallways take up an excessive portion of the manor."

Talyn considered, then grinned as she asked. "Would you like me to hire Danu and Vivian to renovate the building? I suspect I could afford their rates."

The others stopped, simply staring at her. Then Reya sighed and shook her head, smiling even more.

"Please check. It isn't like anyone else can do it at this point," Reya said, stepping up to Talyn and cupping her cheek. "You know you could have offered similar things sooner, no?"

Talyn shrugged sheepishly, resolving to tell the truth.

"I didn't know the layout was a problem, and you didn't ask," she said.

As Melody began laughing, Reya glared at Talyn.


CHAPTER 9
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The world flashed and Talyn and her friends appeared on the fifth floor, away from the frankly countless number of delvers who kept trying to ingratiate themselves with Talyn. If so many hadn't been higher-level than her, she'd have been tempted to throttle them. Alas, she was reduced to just grinning and bearing it. Or ignoring them, as the case may be.

Alas, the fifth floor of the dungeon didn't improve her mood much. While the gleaming teleportation room didn't seem much different from the last time she'd been here, with lots of white marble, the intricate blue teleportation circle on the floor, and gilding, it wasn't the most pleasant of settings. The scent of smoke was heavy in the air, as befitting the floor theme of a castle which had been under siege.

A set of lights flickered as a different group teleported in, but Talyn was already moving for the exit, executing the plan of putting as much distance between them and other delvers as they could in short order. She ignored their surprise in favor of her surroundings.

To her right was the way to the fourth floor, while to the left was a large antechamber to the palace. An incredibly oversized antechamber, with five hallways branching off and two collapsed paths, including what she thought was supposed to lead to the throne room.

"Which path?" Talyn asked the others, unlimbering her shield to go with the bone sword in her right hand. Her armor was a comfortable, reassuring weight around her, more than enough to deal with almost any creature on the fifth floor, which should top out at about level fifty. Which wasn't to say she was going to let her guard down; that was a good way to end up dead. Again.

"That one," Danielle said, pointing at the second one from the left. "There aren't as many sounds of people from it."

"Good enough for me," Talyn said, smiling and glancing at Emma, who was wearing her reinforced leather armor and helmet. The martial artist gave a nervous smile in return, and they moved forward.

Talyn wasn't surprised when the other team tried to follow them. It happened a lot, where delvers tried to tag along on the coattails of people more powerful than them, but they just had to outrun them. The other team would give up soon.

That, or they'd end up overextending and die to a patrol. That'd make Talyn feel terrible, but it was the other team's choice.

They quickly encountered a quartet of Level 41 Dungeon Skeleton Knights, which turned toward them with malevolently-glowing red eye sockets. It wasn't even a fight.

Emma pulverized the skull of one, Melody ripped the unlife out of two with a series of sharp notes, and Danielle just barely beat Talyn to disintegrating the last with a pulse of sonic energy. Talyn chuckled at Danielle's smug smile, and they took the minimal loot the monsters dropped before continuing, leaving the other team in their dust.

There were a few more fights along their path, though none were notable. There was a construct which was marginally harder to deal with, but only slightly. Void magic did wonders for cutting it to pieces, and even absent that, sonic blasts or Emma's fists would've done the job eventually.

As they came to a side room, Talyn paused by the door, hearing something… different. It wasn't the scraping of bone, clank of armor, whisper of robes, moans of zombies, or even one of the incredibly rare 'survivors' breathing hard. It almost sounded like a broom, and her eyebrows knit briefly, hesitating.

"I can hear you. Come in," a woman called out, her words crisp, clear, and not sounding like a yell at all. They sounded like they'd come from about as far away as Melody, and Talyn glanced at her friends.

Danielle looked… concerned, while Emma's face was almost impassive. Melody was smiling, which wasn't surprising.

"Well, we have an invitation," Talyn murmured, carefully opened the door. Then she blinked.

The room looked a lot like many of the others in the palace, except it was different. The shelves had been re-hung, along with the curtain poles. The curtains had almost certainly been damaged, but they'd been trimmed, cleaned, and properly placed to frame the window. Talyn could tell, because there was a neat pile of threads below them.

In the center of the room, the rug looked like it'd been freshly laundered and re-dyed, with vivid colors showing off excellent craftsmanship. Atop it was a round table with a tea set, the faintest lines of fracture points betraying the fact the cups and saucers had been in fragments a short time before. Three repaired chairs were set around the table, and nearby, a maid was sweeping threads into a pile.

A Level 569 Shadow Elf maid, though that certainly wasn't her class. She was too high-level for Talyn to tell what class she had, though she was dressed as a maid.

The woman had long, glistening black hair, currently pulled up in a bun and secured by knitting needles, and pale skin which didn't seem to have seen the sun in decades. She was beautiful, with glossy red lips, elegantly-shaped eyebrows, and gleaming green eyes. Beneath her black and white uniform was a shapely but slim figure, and at her side was a single dagger. Talyn didn't think she was so poorly equipped, however.

"Most unfortunate. I did not prepare enough chairs," the woman said, tilting her head as she studied Talyn's group. Her voice had an odd lilt, different from anything Talyn had encountered before. Her broom, a fine tool nothing like Talyn had seen inside or outside the dungeon, vanished with a flicker of light, and she folded her hands in front of her. "May I ask if you're who the Great One arranged for me to encounter? If not, I must ask you to leave."

Talyn opened her mouth, paused for a moment, then spoke slowly. "I… believe we are? We were sent by Eldrikrax, the Void Guardian of the ninety-ninth floor. Are you Mori?"

The woman barely reacted to Talyn's statement, simply inclining her head and giving the slightest of smiles. It was one of the eeriest things Talyn had seen in a long time, the maid-like woman standing in the middle of what seemed like a besieged castle without a care in the world.

"That is my chosen name, yes. My apologies for the state of the room, and lack of furnishings, but I only had a few minutes to make the room presentable," Mori said, and curtsied slightly. "Would you care for tea while we discuss our futures?"

Talyn's eyebrows rose in incredulity, and she glanced at the others before clearing her throat. "As it happens, I can provide a couple more seats, so all of us can sit. As for tea… well, I was initially going to refuse, but that would be inconsiderate, given your preparations."

Talyn hesitated, then decided to ask anyway. "That said… minutes? You completed this in minutes?"

"Approximately, yes. If I am not mistaken, I was given approximately twelve minutes prior to your arrival to make the room somewhat presentable. About one minute was spent studying the view through the window, as I've never seen the sky like this before," Mori said, stepping up to the table and touching the pot. Threads of water magic formed within it, followed by steam as she produced tea leaves from nowhere. "The majority of that time was spent on the table, tea set, and chairs."

"Gods…" Danielle breathed, her eyes wide as she looked at the woman in disbelief. Then she shook herself and bit her lip before continuing. "I'll take some tea, I suppose. Just… please make certain it isn't too strong? The last time the Guardians made a soothing tea for Talyn, it almost put her to sleep permanently."

Two-thirds of the leaves vanished from Mori's hand, and she nodded, looking up as she gave a slight, appreciative smile. That smile made her look stunning, in Talyn's opinion.

"Thank you for the information. I hadn't considered the difference in levels in that regard," Mori said, tapping the table, and another teacup appeared, making five cups, followed by a plate of perfectly-plated finger sandwiches and crackers. The dissonance from their surroundings only grew in Talyn's mind.

Shaking herself, Talyn cleared her throat and stepped forward, stowing her weapons and pulling a pair of camp stools out of her storage bracelet. She spoke after a moment.

"You're welcome. For your information, I'm Talyn, and I spent several months on the ninety-ninth floor of the dungeon with the Guardians after being flung there by a malevolent monster," Talyn explained, studying Mori as she efficiently brewed the tea, exhibiting incredible control of water magic in the process.

"Melody, Talyn's Guardian Spirit. I'd love some tea, it smells good already," Melody added, closing the door behind them. "A pleasure to meet you, Mori."

"Danielle Starborn," the dark elf volunteered softly, hesitating while she picked her seat.

Melody casually took one stool, and Talyn firmly sat on the other before Danielle could reach it. Because the stool didn't have a back to crimp her tail, of course.

"Emma Rage…" the martial artist said at last, her voice quiet as she studied Mori nervously. "I'll… is it safe? I've heard that most dungeon denizens wish to kill delvers."

"Thank you for introducing yourselves. I wasn't certain how to ask, as most inhabitants of my section of the dungeon are Nameless, so there are not standard introductions there," Mori said, raising her gaze to meet Emma's. Her eerie countenance didn't change. "As for if it's safe, it is. I do understand that most areas of the dungeon are inherently hostile to outsiders, but mine is an exception. I read a book recently, a guide to Castra provided by the Void Guardian, and none of the floors listed were similar to the one I hail from. So far as I can tell, the floor I am from is considered to be more of a social challenge to those who would pass through it. As such, the instincts which would make us hostile to outsiders are… muted. I note an impulse to distrust all of you which I have never felt previously, nothing more."

"Oh. Oh… gods, Da is going to have a field day when he gets there," Emma breathed, her eyes slowly widening. "Mom may kill him."

By this point, everyone was seated, and Talyn took a breath, enjoying the different fragrance of the tea Mori poured into each of the cups and place them precisely. Only then did the woman take a seat, every movement elegant, perfect.

"I'm certain I have no idea what you're speaking of. However, this meeting has a purpose, and I wish to address it," Mori said, looking around the table before her gaze settled on Talyn. She took a sip of tea. "I was informed you have an ability which might be able to free me from the dungeon. Is that correct?"

"It is," Talyn agreed cautiously, studying Mori. "I freed a cave elf who was about level one hundred a few weeks back. If it works the same, you'd have to accept the contract, leave the dungeon, and stay far enough from it for the link to the dungeon to break. For her, that took one hour per level she possessed. So for you it'd take slightly less than twenty-four days. Assuming it's the same."

"Ah. Simpler than I believed. However, for setting up this meeting, the Great One gave a few requirements. If I accept the contract, I was to be your bodyguard for a minimum of five years, though the specifics needed to be settled between us. As such, be aware that I am currently assessing whether you are someone I would be willing to assist for such a period. I wish to be freed of the dungeon, but I will not commit suicide or serve an unsuitable master or mistress to do so," Mori said, her polite, serene tone at odds with the verbal gauntlet she'd tossed.

Talyn inhaled sharply, then stopped and forced herself to breathe evenly… and took a sip of the tea. Flavor exploded across her tongue, distracting her with a soothing, gentle fragrance. Mori spoke a moment later.

"I am not presently in your employ, yet you drank without checking for poisons. Not that you would be able to detect poisons which I would utilize, but the point remains," Mori said calmly. Talyn blushed.

"I have an item from one of the Guardians which cleanses my body of potent toxins, and has previously. Beyond which, if you wanted me dead, there's nothing I could do," Talyn countered. "I'm more cautious in other circumstances."

"You're more cautious sometimes," Melody countered. Talyn raised her gaze to the ceiling in exasperation.

"Hm. May I see this item?" Mori asked, ignoring the byplay as she watched Talyn. "You are very fragile, which causes me some concern."

"Yes, of course," Talyn said, trying to decide why she felt like she was the one being interviewed, rather than the reverse. She pulled out her amulet, then opened it, revealing the ultramarine trumpet seed, which allowed the life energy it contained to be properly sensed. "An ultramarine trumpet seed."

Mori looked at the seed for a few seconds, her gaze focused and analytical. Then she nodded.

"Very well. Such would prevent your demise from the poisons which I would expect at my level. I'll withdraw that objection," Mori said, her lips quirking upward. "In any case, do you have any questions for me? I don't believe I can answer all of them, but a contract is between multiple people. Both must be satisfied for a balanced relationship."

Some of Talyn's building unease dissipated, and she considered for a few seconds.

"Why do you want to leave?" Talyn asked curiously. "If the floor you're from is safer than most of the others, it doesn't make much sense to me."

"I said it appears to be geared more toward social encounters, not that it is safe," Mori corrected. "I have almost died more times than I care to count. I was created as the bodyguard of a newcomer noblewoman to the city, a foolish woman who I'm now aware was intended to be the object of an 'escort quest' by you delvers. She was killed by a gang, and I barely survived my injuries. Eventually I gained awareness, but I have been moving between the innumerable factions in the city for close to fifteen years since then, and I barely survived several conflicts. Dancing on the edge of being drawn into the Great Administrator's storylines without being labeled a piece to be discarded is dangerous. Eventually I will fail, and will die. I wish to avoid that fate, and the descriptions of the world outside are intriguing."

Talyn almost recoiled, bile instinctively rising in her throat. She swallowed it, but she couldn't help her horror.

A person had been created to be escorted, then was murdered by other people in the dungeon. Yes, it sounded like they weren't sapient at the time, but it was still horrible, and if Mori had almost died that often… well. It was mildly terrifying.

"May I ask your goals?" Mori asked, filling the conversational gap Talyn had left.

"Um. Gain personal power and wealth so I don't want for anything, and am relatively safe. Have nice things, friends, and several, possibly many, lovers?" Talyn said, turning her attention to Melody, who nodded.

"That seems accurate. You've attained most of them, save for the personal power part," the goddess agreed.

"Ah. Excellent, such avoids several of the paths which most often lead to death in my experience. Completing all your goals is a near-certain way to ensure you perish," Mori said without hesitation. "Regarding your ascent to power, what methods do you intend to use?"

"…Hard work?" Talyn replied, mildly taken aback. What kind of assumptions were those?

"Mm. Moderate chance of death in an unexpected encounter. Acceptable, I suppose," Mori murmured thoughtfully. "I believe it is your turn."

"Do you want to guard me? There are all sorts of conditions around removing denizens of the dungeon, and one is that I have to support you for at least a year, and that you need a profession. One you already have," Talyn said, gesturing to the room and taking a sip of tea. "I mean… I don't think I have many powerful enemies. Not anymore. The Guardians sort of blew up the last one. And the core of his country."

That caused Mori to pause, examining Talyn. Then she nodded, setting down her teacup.

"That must be why the Great One said she wanted someone who could deal with threats beneath her notice," Mori said. She considered them for a handful of seconds before she spoke. "I believe you'd be acceptable, yes. However, we need to come to terms. What would I be protecting you from? What would my duties be? How long would I serve? What payment would I receive? All of this is assuming you can break me free of my contract, and wish to."

Talyn couldn't help a smile, and she nodded slowly.

"I… well, when I heard Eldri tell me she wanted me to have a bodyguard, I was hesitant. I think freeing you would make me happy, though. So, here's my offer. I'd like you to protect me from threats which neither I nor Melody can deal with, as well as the staff and residents of my manor, within reason. If it's suicide for you, do what you can, no more. Duties… I think we can negotiate that later, but if you're alright functioning as a handmaiden, which I was told was your class, I'd be fine with it. Since I don't want Eldri breathing down my neck, or the Duke, let's go with five years, with the option to renew the contract. For the payment, Reya started looking into a fair price, which you can negotiate with her. She's effectively my seneschal. If we can't come to an agreement outside, we can always return you here. Is that acceptable?"

Mori considered for a few seconds, then turned to Danielle and Emma.

"Would the two of you take a similar offer from Talyn?" she asked calmly.

"In your situation? Without hesitation," Danielle said, meeting Mori’s gaze nervously. "Talyn saved me and others from having our souls slowly fade inside statues on this very floor, without a single promise of reward. She's not perfect, but I trust her implicitly."

Mori's gaze turned to Emma, whose fear had faded somewhat. Her expression betrayed confusion more than anything else, and she drew a deep breath before speaking.

"I wouldn't, but that's because my parents are even stronger than you. I have other options, but can you trust Talyn? Yeah, I think you can. She's a flirt, but she doesn't push people to do things they aren't comfortable with," Emma said, turning her gaze away. "I… I like her, though. I'm not the best person to ask."

"Mm. The best judge of a person's character is in those they surround themselves with," Mori said, turning to Talyn to study her. "If you would have me, I would enter your service on a probationary basis, Talyn."

Talyn smiled and stood, clasping a hand to her chest as she gave a small bow, speaking formally in return.

"I humbly accept your offer, Mori."
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Mori was nervous. Elegance Eternal kept it from her face, but she was nervous. Nervous and confused, as Talyn made absolutely no sense.

Mori had never seen a succubus before, so she ignored that aspect of the Level 134 War Succubus Voidweaver. Someone of such low level that Mori would have to handle her like delicate lace, or the paper which the Void Guardian had given her in preparation for meeting Talyn. Why she'd looked annoyed when Mori had managed to handle it without damaging the fragile substance was an entirely different question, and beside the point.

The woman possessed a potent charisma skill, one which provided protection as well as influence. Most of the nobles would've wanted such a skill, yet she didn't use it to anywhere near its full strength, unless that was to show her sincerity and openness. She didn't try to sway Mori, though it wouldn't have done much good against Handmaiden's Mind. The orange-eyed, tanned woman had simply talked to Mori normally.

Then there were her actions with the others. She hadn't betrayed a hint of annoyance at there not being enough seats for her group. She'd taken the worst seat available. The failure to extract either a pact of nonviolence or check the tea for poison had almost left her exasperated. Yes, Mori would die if she harmed Talyn, but that didn't mean the woman should ignore her safety.

If they were going to be in the city, Mori would never risk guarding Talyn. She wouldn't last two weeks with that personality. Yet they wouldn't be in the city, they'd be in Castra, which would be different… and there were the others to consider.

Danielle and Emma had added points in Talyn's favor, despite outwardly contributing little. Both were protective of her, though lower level, and the trust they held was important. It wasn't blind trust, either… and Emma hadn't managed to hide the fact she'd checked her tea for poison, and had been ready to lunge across the table at Talyn's if she'd needed to. Danielle, conversely, had been trying to read Mori's emotions the entire time, searching for falsehoods. It was adorable, since she was completely out of her depth. But then there was the Guardian Spirit. Melody.

Mori wasn't sure what it was about Melody that gave her chills, but the Guardian Spirit felt like something far more dangerous than a mere level one hundred and thirty-four. Her emotions weren't unreadable, but only because she didn't care to hide those she'd shown. That smile on her face as she watched Mori, blatantly revealing that if she dared attack Talyn, Melody would do everything possible to kill her… well, it was impressive. And unnerving.

But the thing which made no sense was how the succubus had somehow drawn the attention of beings like the Void Guardian. How she was on good enough terms to not just call the Great One by name, but to call her by a nickname. Mori expected that should she do the same, the dragon would destroy her utterly. It was baffling, but it wasn't like Mori needed to understand why they valued Talyn. They did, and that was the end of the matter.

She'd seen stranger things, like the noble she'd served who believed his pet ferret was the most important thing in all the city, who had launched every resource the house had at another when the pet was accidentally killed by a rival. She'd decided to resign quietly before the house was annihilated in the aftermath.

Assuming she chose to remain in Talyn's service after meeting the other staff, perhaps Mori would come to understand why they felt that way. All of which was assuming she could be freed. Something which they'd learn soon enough.

Talyn's gaze was slightly distant as she formulated the contract, her lips moving as if talking it out. That was a habit she'd need to fix, as Mori thought she could read the specifics of the contract just from her lip movements. Yes, much of that was from Handmaiden's Awareness, but a simple Read Lips ability would allow many others to do the same.

Then her eyes focused again, moments before a message appeared in front of Mori.

You have been offered a Companions contract by an individual which is not a member of the dungeon you are bound to. If you accept this contract, for the duration you will be treated as a non-dungeon creature and the influences of the dungeon on your mind will be removed. This does not prevent you from being further influenced by non-dungeon creatures or dungeon inhabitants.

The Companions contract provides minor benefits to you based on the level of the creature granting it, you grant benefits based on your level, and you level faster if you are lower level than the provider. The contract details are as follows.

Until the agreement is finalized, either party may cancel the contract freely. If you are canceling it, you must re-enter the dungeon before canceling the contract.

You will guard Talyn and those in her service from threats they cannot handle for a period of Five Years. Talyn's safety takes priority, and you may decline to engage foes if you believe facing them would be suicidal.

You will perform the duties of a handmaiden or maid, dependent on your final agreement.

Pay will be provided monthly, at a rate to be negotiated. Failure to pay you for two months, absent extenuating circumstances, is grounds for you to be released from your contract.

You will not attempt to harm Talyn directly or indirectly, or in the course of training which both parties have agreed to, absent extenuating circumstances.

Mori read through the entire contract in moments, her mental abilities making it easy to manage. She had to say, she liked the fact Talyn had added the last condition, even if they hadn't discussed it. It was implicit to the task she was given, though she felt it needed another provision. Some would need minor wording changes as well, which she considered carefully.

"While the contract is largely acceptable, you need to adjust three items. First, you should add a provision that I will carry out my duties in good faith, and do what I reasonably can to ensure your safety even against threats which I cannot handle. Second, add a provision to the item which states I cannot harm you, of 'unless the harm is to prevent greater harm.' Finally, you didn't include a clause stipulating that I'll do my best to keep secrets I've learned to myself even after I've left your employ. Otherwise, I believe the contract is acceptable," Mori said, focusing on Talyn again.

Talyn blinked a couple of times, opening her mouth to protest, then stopped, staring. Melody laughed, her grin widening as she murmured. "Evidence she's working in good faith already, it seems. Though enforcement of the secret-keeping aspect would go away with the broken contract, no?"

"Yes, it would. However, it's always best to have such things in writing," Mori agreed, her internal caution growing at the way the Guardian Spirit was looking at her. Judging and weighing her… and while yes, the judgment seemed favorable, it still made her uncomfortable. "I would like this bargain to succeed."

"Yeah, and those are good points to add," Talyn admitted. "Though honestly, I don't expect you to keep the contract for the entire period. I tend to juggle my contracts around a lot, so… yeah. We'll probably need a paper one to make sure we remember all the details. One moment, I'll send a new one with the revisions…"

Mori smiled and nodded, waiting patiently as she sipped her tea. Emma chuckled, shaking her head. When Danielle gave her a curious look, she shrugged.

"It's just… getting contract advice to remove loopholes from the person planning to sign it. It amuses me, somehow, and everything about this is ridiculous," Emma said, looking at Mori nervously. "You've really never seen the sky?"

"I have. I just haven't seen the daytime sky," Mori corrected, inclining her head. "While I read descriptions, it was eternal night above the city. My apologies for giving the wrong impression previously."

"Oh. That'd be better than always being underground… if you were, I'd be concerned about the possibility of the open spaces causing you problems," Emma said, taking another drink. She hesitated, during which Talyn sent a new contract.

"There we go!" Talyn said, smiling. Mori took one look and clicked her tongue, pulling a sheet of paper and a pen from her storage ring.

"This time you forgot the clause about extenuating circumstances in the payment section. Allow me to draft the agreement on paper, so you don't forget important elements again," Mori scolded. Talyn's cheeks turned bright red, and Emma laughed.

It took a minute for Mori to complete the draft contract, underlining vital terms as she went. When she was done, she rejected the contract and handed the sheet over to Danielle, speaking calmly.

"I suggest each of you examine the contract for potential pitfalls or loopholes, as it will be the basis for the contract going forward. More eyes are likely to note problematic items," Mori said, returning the pen to her storage.

"You aren't wrong," Talyn said with a sigh, running a hand over her helmet.

"I'll do what I can," Danielle agreed hesitantly, and began to read.

It took about a quarter-hour to complete their review, adding a few tiny changes to wordings and clauses, before Mori was satisfied with the contract. Contracts were important, in her experience. They protected both parties when they were in place. Finally, Talyn sent Mori an acceptable contract, and she studied, then accepted it.

The moment Mori did so, she was surrounded by a framework of red light, and she stiffened as threads of pitch black approached. The black threads weren't threatening, not exactly, but she felt the faintest sense of alarm.

She barely noticed as she jerked back. The next instant, there was a deafening boom as the chair she'd been sitting in hit the wall and erupted in a cloud of splinters. She was standing near it, so many of them deflected off the aura of inviolability which surrounded her. Talyn yelped, but managed to raise a thin wall of stone between them, blocking the shrapnel, even as the others had jerked to their feet. Mostly, Mori felt pain.

Something had her on a hook. A hook it'd buried deep within her, so deep she hadn't noticed its presence previously, and it didn't want to let her go. The black threads were trying to tug her away from the owner of the hook, and the results were… unpleasant.

"What the hell?" Emma demanded, her voice distant. Distant and unimportant.

Part of Mori wanted nothing more than to make that searing pain go away. It wanted to break the contract and make it end. Yet that voice was a small, small part of who she was.

Mori knew pain. She knew suffering. She'd been through worse pain on several occasions. A ghost had once nearly stolen her soul from her body, which had been painful beyond measure. Only Jewel's assistance had kept Mori from burning to death by inches when she'd been pinned by a timber during the fall of the Great House. One of her Mistresses had been a sadist who'd enjoyed torturing the staff. She'd been caught in the attacks of a powerful Mentalist who was trying to kill all of them. Pain was an old acquaintance, and Mori would not bow to it.

"Let. Go. Of. Me!" Mori snarled, and mentally reached down to where the hook was embedded in her psyche. The tendrils were trying to cut the hook off from its source, not to remove it entirely. However, that was something which she couldn't abide. The only chains she'd wear were those she chose for herself, not ones imposed on her.

Her mind grasped the hook, getting a good, firm grip. She thought of the hook of the gang which captured her when she was Nameless had hung her from, solidifying her determination. She had escaped then too. If a mere Nameless could escape that, she could as well. So she grasped it, and pulled.

Pain ripped through Mori, as intense as anything she'd experienced before, but she continued, even as a message appeared in front of her.

Warning! Your actions may result in severe psychic and/or soul damage if they persist.

Mori ignored the message, smiling coldly as the hook shifted within her. One of them would break, yes. But she was determined that it wouldn't be her.
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"Laodice! What's she doing?" Eldri demanded, staring into the scrying pool.

Mori was practically vibrating in place, her hands clenched by her sides with fingernails digging into her palms. Blood dripped from them, as well as her eyes, ears, and the corner of her mouth. The elf's green eyes were dilated, but had no give in them.

"Between her own abilities and the difficulty Talyn's had combating the dungeon's grip, it appears Mori located the dungeon's hold on her. She reacted to it much like you when someone attacks Talyn, and is attempting to forcefully rip it out," Laodice said, an uncharacteristic note of respect in her voice. "She doesn't even have essence magic, or a specific will ability which would normally apply."

"You've got to be kidding me," Zephyr said, her eyes wide. "Is that even possible? Will she succeed?"

Laodice's hesitation was so short it would be unnoticeable to anyone lower-level. It was glaringly obvious to Eldri, whose concern shot to new heights as she prepared to intervene on Talyn's behalf.

"Yes. With the contract in place, if she continues like this, she will succeed," Laodice said at last, her voice hushed. "However, I do not believe she'll survive the experience. Her soul vessel will rupture, and her psyche will be pulled asunder."

"Then help her," Edith said calmly, her hands clasped in front of her. "You're the one renowned for such things."

"I… cannot. The dungeon will not allow it," Laodice said after an instant, her mental voice filled with frustration. "I tried. It blocked me. I cannot move so much as a mote of essence toward her with the intent to assist."

Eldri's eyes widened, and she turned her full attention to Mori, who was still standing there, vibrating under her efforts. With the tiniest flex of will, Eldri could see the threads of magic around Mori, including the faint link to the dungeon illuminated against the strands of Talyn's contract. With a thought, she formed a severing⁠—

The dungeon came down on Eldri. It was an incomprehensible weight, absolutely controlling the laws around her. It refused to brook her directly helping another denizen escape its grasp, and the sheer weight of its presence almost caused Eldri's mind to buckle.

The pressure only eased when she ceased trying to assist Mori, but when she considered Talyn… Eldri's eyes narrowed, her anger at the dungeon combining with the desire to see a denizen escape its grasp.

"Tell Talyn!" Eldri snapped. "We can't interfere, but she can!"

Laodice didn't hesitate before acting, even as Eldri glowered at the image, hoping for the elf's victory.
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"By the gods, what just happened?" Danielle demanded, cowering behind the wall Talyn had raised to protect them from the chair-turned-weapon.

Talyn's heart was still hammering, despite the fact Mori hadn't done anything untoward. She could feel the incredible strain of her contract attempting to settle, but this was nothing like her experience with Catherine.

One second she'd offered the finalized contract to the elf. Then Mori had turned into a blur, backing away so swiftly Talyn hadn't even seen the movement. It had been so fast her chair was launched into the wall and turned into shrapnel. Talyn was more surprised she'd managed to raise the wall before they hit than anything else.

"I don't know! It has something to do with the contract, it's still trying to take effect, but—" Talyn began, but was interrupted by a familiar mental voice.

"Mori found her link to the dungeon, and hates it. She's tearing her mind and soul apart to escape its grasp. It will kill her unless she's given assistance, and I cannot help. The dungeon will not allow it. You can, you and Melody. I can say nothing more," Laodice said, her mental voice tight and controlled… and conveying the vaguest outline of mind and soul healing spells. Spells which Talyn had just touched on previously, so they weren't completely new.

Talyn's thoughts snapped into overdrive, flitting through various options before settling on one.

"Guardian told me the basics. She's trying to break free of the dungeon by force, it might kill her mind or soul. Melody and I can help, maybe," Talyn snapped, looking at Melody. "Opinion?"

"I like her, let's help," Melody said without hesitation, and Talyn nodded, rushing forward as she dispelled the wall.

The sight of Mori was… not ideal. Blood trailing down from a person's eyes, ears, and palms wasn't a good thing. Not at all. Yet there wasn't an ounce of give or hesitation in Mori's expression, sending a shiver down Talyn's spine as her tail flicked nervously. Absolute conviction was scary.

"We're helping!" Talyn said quickly before casting a spell to attempt to analyze what was happening. The results made her flinch.

Talyn didn't know how to describe souls to others. They were complicated beyond any reasonable measure, and despite her abilities, it wasn't like she had Soul Sight or anything of that nature. Similarly, the mind was difficult to describe. If she had to attempt a description, she'd call the mind an intricate galaxy of stars linked together by countless threads of light, while the soul was, well… an amorphous blob of shimmering liquid with dozens of tiny gemstones and liquid blobs clustered inside it. The soul was sort of like an egg from her perspective, come to think of it. Just with a thick membrane instead of a shell.

Mori's mind looked like something was trying to yank several thousand core stars out of the framework, which might not destroy it, but could isolate large parts of the constellations within from each other, assuming it didn't break into numerous fragments. Her soul was in similar condition, though instead it looked like someone had harpooned several of the important sacks of liquid, and now one was hemorrhaging as it tore. Talyn could tell others would follow suit in short order.

"I can't handle both," Melody said after a brief moment, meeting Talyn's gaze. "Which?"

Talyn's mind fastened on a single item which could help her, a gift she'd taken to occasionally examining when resting in a private section of the dungeon. One which she hadn't been able to make use of before.

"Take the mind," Talyn said, reaching for her bracelet, and she pulled out a spool of glistening, translucent thread, the leftover soul thread from one of Laodice's projects, with essence energy flowing around it. The Essence Guardian had given it to Talyn just before she left the ninety-ninth floor, and Talyn had never been more grateful for it. She grinned nervously. "Let's see how well I remember the suturing lessons."

"Agreed," Melody said, a smile flashing across her lips before she began singing, her gaze and voice focused on Mori.

Talyn followed her example, focusing on Mori's soul as she found the secured end of the soul thread and freed it, hoping what she had in mind would work.

Brilliant, bright red fluid was spilling into the clear liquid as a smaller soul vessel deflated through a jagged rupture. It'd take time to fully deflate, but that didn't mean Talyn could take her time, so her lips began moving, words spilling from them as she focused on saving what she could.

It was almost a shock when the soul thread showed up in the vision, shining more brightly than anything around it, and Talyn hesitated, visualizing… no. She adjusted her approach, adding just a hint of void magic to the mix. A black needle formed within the soul-space, simultaneously thick enough to string the thread yet taking up no space at all.

The needle danced, sliding through the membrane of the crimson bubble effortlessly, not leaving holes in its wake. Fortunately for Talyn, part of her visualization for healing spells was imagining suturing, at least when it came to cuts. The needle flew back and forth, sealing the gaps bit by bit, even as she tried to shovel the red liquid back into its vessel. The fluid had so much weight that it was a little like trying to stop the tide with a bucket, but she did what she could. At least the thread seemed to be stronger than Mori's soul, which made her task feasible.

Glowing lines gradually stitched the bubble shut. Talyn wasn't sure if it was huge, or if it was just that her perspective was small. Unfortunately for her, she didn't have time to think about it, because just as she finished stitching the crimson orb shut, leaving it a quarter of the way deflated and leaking slowly even as the seams were beginning to heal, she had to deal with other vessels.

The green one behind Talyn was gushing from one side, while spikes were tugging against the other, forcing her to think quickly.

She stitched along a couple of tear marks on that side, quickly circling the exit point with the thread to keep this rupture from growing as large as the first, and Talyn felt her mind strain under the weight even as she threw herself into the fray.

It was a constant race against time, as the injuries were incurred faster than Talyn could repair them. Her perspective was clouded by a haze of multi-colored liquid accompanied by foreign emotions and snippets of memory which Talyn knew didn't belong to her, but which were a constant distraction from her task.

Moments of unfiltered but repressed rage at someone she'd trusted. A deep melancholy and resignation toward life. Grief for the loss of old friends, even as she grew numb from it happening over and over. Pain as she tried to shift the burning support beam crushing her hips, followed by relief as a golden gaze met her own and the owner moved to help. Moments of pleasure as she took part in activities which she enjoyed… and an unwavering determination to live life on her own terms, no matter the cost.

Talyn almost drowned in Mori’s emotions they were so potent, but she managed to focus. It was so, so hard, though.

She almost wept in relief as the harpoon-like intrusion tore all the way free, and she rushed outside, rapidly using the last remnants of silvery soul thread to stitch the hole shut, her mind wavering with every movement. Talyn wanted nothing more than to stop, but… but she refused to fail. Even if she was flagging by the end.

Yet she succeeded. The formerly clear fluid was polluted with other colors as Talyn retreated, her psychic hands shaking as she retracted the last, scant few feet of soul thread, and the void needle evaporated. The vessels almost all glittered with silvery stitching, most of them healing at a visible rate, though she doubted they'd fully heal in the short term.

Some of the colored liquid was beginning to swirl back toward their original homes as well, Talyn noted absently, and she took a deep breath, then slowly withdrew from Mori's soulscape.

Talyn staggered, almost falling over. Before she could, an arm wrapped around her, supporting her boneless legs as notifications rang out in the back of her mind.

"Thanks, Mel—oh," Talyn stopped mid-sentence, blinking into Mori's gaze from inches away, the elf's arm perfectly supporting her. She was still bleeding from her injuries, or the blood was still there, but she was also smiling at Talyn. "Um… thank you?"

Mori shook her head, speaking calmly. "I should be thanking you. Melody managed to convey that you were assisting, and I believe I owe you thanks. I'm not certain how bad it would have been, but⁠—"

"You nearly destroyed yourself for nothing, you elven imbecile!" Eldri interrupted, her voice thunderous as she appeared from a tear in the fabric of reality which looked like she'd just clawed a portal through space. A wave of ninety-ninth floor magic rippled into the room after her, and Talyn caught a brief glimpse of Eldri’s lair. "Do you have a single, solitary thought in that sorry excuse for a brain? Do you know what you did?"

"I freed myself from the dungeon's control, Great One. I couldn't abide it having a hook so deep in my being," Mori said, releasing Talyn now that she was stable, then turned and curtsied before Eldri. The dragon didn't look pleased, as gashes in reality tore and healed around her with every movement.

"You have the brain of a rat! No, a slime! You nearly ripped your mind and soul apart, when all you had to do was wait a single month and the link would've dissolved harmlessly on its own!" Eldri snarled, her voice echoing loudly. Talyn saw Danielle and Emma stagger, the spellsinger trying to shield them from the dragon's voice, and even Talyn was being battered by it. "Instead, Talyn had to use a priceless gift to save your sorry excuse for⁠—"

"Eldri! Volume control!" Talyn snapped, cutting the dragon's tirade short.

Eldri's mouth snapped shut with only a minor thunderclap. Mori glanced at Talyn, and Sense Motives almost got the impression Eldri was shocked by Talyn's interruption. Or maybe her tone of voice, but Talyn didn't much care. She waited for a moment, then spoke calmly.

"First, you were hurting Danielle and Emma. Even I wasn't comfortable with it, so that was a mistake, Eldri," Talyn said, folding her arms as she looked at the dragon warily, wishing her legs didn't feel like jelly. "Second, I had no idea what to do with the soul thread, and I'm fairly confident it did excellent things for my Weaving Expertise. I'm not thrilled with the situation, don't get me wrong, but you should calm down."

Eldri stood perfectly still for a few seconds, then inclined her head, the tears in space fading slowly.

"Fine. You have a point, Scale Polisher. I was simply upset about her attempt to make the effort I put into finding and recruiting her meaningless. I overreacted, in part because it was also a risk to you," Eldri said, turning back to Mori as she scowled. "Even so, the decision to break the link in that manner was foolish, elf. As I said, it would've dissolved naturally. I'm quite disappointed."

Mori, still holding her curtsy, spoke respectfully. Her blood, Talyn noted, was flowing smoothly off the fabric of her dress, leaving it clean.

"I fully accept your chastisement, Great One. I wasn't aware the link would dissolve. I simply sensed it, like a meat hook stabbed into me, and I couldn't abide having it continue to control me. I reacted on instinct, and made a significant mistake. My apologies, I have no excuse for my actions," Mori said humbly, her head bowed. "If given the opportunity, I will inform the others so they do not make the same mistake."

"You'd better. While you gave us some useful information, it didn't give us what we were looking for, even if Talyn gets a bodyguard out of it. Keep your part of the bargain, or I'll annihilate you utterly," Eldri snapped, her amethyst eyes narrowing. "Now. Before I do something I regret, I will go. Travel safely, Scale Polisher. Inform me if she is unsuitable."

"I—" Talyn began, and Eldri vanished mid-sentence. "…will. You could've waited for me to finish."

She just stared at the spot where Eldri had been, then looked at Mori, who slowly straightened, tiny droplets of water running across her skin, removing the blood.

"…May I ask what item she said you used on me?" Mori asked respectfully.

Talyn held up the last remnants of the soul thread, little more than two feet of glistening silver hanging from the spool.

"Leftover soul thread from one of Laodice's projects. That's the Essence Guardian," Talyn explained. Mori flinched. "I used it to stitch the holes in your soul. Without it, I wouldn't have been able to do anything."

"Ah. That would explain her frustration, at least in part. The energies which permeate it are so far beyond what I've encountered before that I cannot properly judge it. I would hesitate to use such an item, even at my level and with abilities specialized in thread. I'll have to take your item into account when negotiating," Mori said, then gave a deep curtsy as she continued. "However, I am now free of the dungeon, Lady Talyn, and am at your service."

"Good, after all the work we put into you," Melody said, the irritated note in her voice making Talyn wince internally. It seemed Melody wasn't thrilled either, though she doubted that would last if Mori proved competent.

Talyn looked at Danielle and Emma as they cautiously rose. "You're welcome, Mori. What about you two? Are you alright?"

"Um, yeah? I think so," Emma said with a nervous chuckle. "Life isn't easy around you, you know?"

"It isn't," Danielle said, smiling slightly. "Thank you for stopping her. I'm not sure how much more I could've blocked."

"You're welcome," Talyn said. She hesitated before. "Anyway, let's address this outside the dungeon. I've got some notifications waiting for me, but I'd rather take a look after we're home. I suspect they're going to be… extensive, since I was on the verge of tiering up my species before this, and I used essence magic."

"Ooh, that should be fun," Melody murmured, her eyes gleaming.

"And we have paperwork to fill out," Danielle said, sighing heavily. "Though Mori isn't exactly a dungeon creature anymore. That's going to complicate it."

"I sent a letter to warn Sadja. It shouldn't be too bad," Talyn said hopefully.

Everyone except Mori gave her dubious looks. Talyn ignored them as she turned to leave.


CHAPTER 12
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"How did you break her free of the dungeon before leaving?" Sadja Hawkes asked with disbelief, staring at Mori.

"I'm afraid that was entirely my fault, Guildmaster Hawkes," Mori said primly, her hands folded in front of her. "When Talyn offered me the contract, I was able to sense the link to the dungeon, and I took offense to it. I removed it forcefully, and it took extreme efforts by Milady to keep me from destroying myself in the process."

Talyn nodded, jerking a thumb at Mori.

"What she said. I'm still exhausted from it, and I'm pretty sure the spell I used is going to be on cooldown for days, if not weeks. Why else would I have gained six and a half levels?" Talyn asked rhetorically, unable to help her smile.

She'd gone from the beginning of level one hundred and thirty-four to almost sixty percent of the way through level one hundred and forty, which made the exhaustion entirely worth it from Talyn's perspective. Even if she was thankful not to have to do it again.

While she'd peeked at her options, Talyn had promptly shut the interface for the time being, wanting to be able to take her time and properly savor her options. Aside from unlocking the class Soul Surgeon, of course. That'd actually been an offered evolution, though Talyn had no interest in it. It was a specialist path which wouldn't work well in the dungeon.

Sadja closed her eyes for a moment, the Level 226 Human Half-Elf taking a deep breath. The black-haired woman looked a little frazzled, much as she had most of the times Talyn had visited the Delver's Guild, which Talyn supposed was fair. She kept dumping complicated problems in Sadja's lap. Then she looked at Talyn, wearily.

"How did you even encounter a level five hundred and sixty-nine maid?" Sadja asked at last. "No one has gotten below the fifty-second floor, last I heard. You haven't gotten past the eleventh floor, either! The Joker didn't throw you deep into the dungeon again, did it?"

"No, of course not," Talyn said, unable to help a grin as she spoke. "I'm afraid it's the fault of the Guardians. They decided⁠—"

"Stop!" Sadja interrupted, her blue eyes widening.

Talyn paused, blinking in surprise. When she was sure Talyn wasn't going to say anything more, Sadja continued.

"If it has something to do with the Guardians, I don't want to know. That's beyond my authority, as directed by Duke Castra himself. If he wants to know, he'll send a messenger," Sadja said flatly. "I can't share what I don't know."

Talyn blinked, then laughed. She couldn't help it, since that was just… it was a huge change from Sadja's old attitude. Before, Talyn thought Sadja was trying to use her. Now, it seemed like the Guildmaster was just trying to get Talyn out of her hair as quickly as possible.

"Alright, if you say so. Is there anything you do need to know?" Talyn asked. "Melody is filling out the paperwork properly, and we have a job for her."

Sadja paused to think. Then she turned to Mori. "Specifically regarding you, no. However… it's the dungeon. Are you just a maid, or are you combat focused? If you're just a maid, is there any information you can give us regarding the floor you're from?"

"While I would be capable of giving information regarding my floor, doing so without compensation would be a poor decision, especially without my employer's agreement," Mori replied, her voice calm and collected as she stood near Talyn. "I am fully capable of combat, however. As for the floor, I will tell you two things which will become quickly self-evident when anyone reaches it, and one warning. It is a city, and most inhabitants will not be immediately hostile. As for the warning, staying outdoors near midnight is a poor choice. That is all."

Sadja looked at her, then at Talyn hopefully. Talyn shook her head.

"No," Talyn said.

"I didn't even ask!" Sadja protested.

"You didn't have to. It was obvious you wanted me to instruct her to tell you," Talyn's voice was as dry as the second floor when it wasn't flooding. "No, I'm going to recommend she goes over what she's willing to share with Reya, who can decide how much it's worth. If Mori wants to sell the information, that's entirely her prerogative. I'm not going to take the payment or force her to sell it."

"As you say, Milady. I will consult Reya regarding it at an appropriate opportunity," Mori agreed, inclining her head.

"I'm not a lady, you know. You can call me Talyn," the succubus said, turning her attention to the elf in exasperation.

"No, I may not. Such would be disrespectful. However, if it is liable to cause issues, I'm willing to settle for calling you Mistress," Mori informed her. "Is that acceptable?"

Talyn stared at the shadow elf for a moment. Mori stared back placidly, without the slightest hint of give in her expression.

This wasn't a fight Talyn was going to win, she decided. So she sighed and nodded.

"Very well, if you insist," Talyn said, turning her attention to Sadja, who looked about ready to snap her pen in half.

"If you'd please offer the information to the Guild first, I'd deeply appreciate it," Sadja said, closing her eyes briefly. "Aside from that, once the paperwork is complete you're free to go."

"Thank you for your time, Guildmaster," Talyn said with a smile, and before she even managed to turn Mori was opening the door for her.

It was kind of eerie how she did that.

The trip through the Delver's Guild was quiet, much as it usually was in the administrative section. There was some sound, often employees talking to each other, but nothing of particular note to Talyn. A few gazes settled on her, but Talyn found it interesting how most of them seemed to only glance at Mori before focusing on Talyn. She desperately wanted to ask about it, since Talyn had only seen one person over level five hundred on their staff recently, a Level 632 Adamant Lithicar who'd taken charge of the secretaries, so they should be paying more attention to Mori. Yet they mostly overlooked her.

Soon they reached the room where Talyn had left Melody prior to being called to Sadja's office. Melody and the others were finishing the vast amounts of paperwork. Talyn was thankful they'd known this was coming in advance, so she'd gone ahead and filled out most of the pages beforehand. The only exceptions had been things which they hadn't known, such as Mori's species.

"Done here?" Talyn asked, arching an eyebrow curiously.

"We are! I'm glad we didn't have to do everything when we got here," Danielle said, rolling her wrist slowly. "I'm not used to that much writing."

"It isn't that bad, but then, I worked in a place called the Celestial Bureaucracy. We had more paperwork than I care to think about," Melody said, smiling at Talyn. Her mood seemed to have improved significantly since the incident, to Talyn's relief. "Did the meeting with the Guildmaster go well?"

"I think so. As soon as she heard the Guardians were involved, she decided she didn't need to know more. Apparently, the Duke told her that's beyond her authority, or something of that nature," Talyn explained, shrugging. "There was some other conversation, but nothing incredibly important. She wanted information about Mori's home floor, but I shut it down until Mori can talk to Reya."

Melody nodded, her smile widening as she studied Mori briefly.

"Fair… but why's she registering as our level? And as a simple maid?" the goddess asked curiously.

Talyn blinked, then turned to look at Mori properly. And blinked again as she saw Mori was a Level 140 City Elf Maidservant, which Talyn was certain wasn't the case.

"Um, I'm guessing it's a spy ability?" Talyn half-asked, staring at Mori.

"It's a concealment ability, not a spy ability, though it could be used in that fashion, Mistress," Mori corrected gently. "Just a Servant is an ability intended to ensure a servant doesn't garner undue attention when performing their duties, but at higher tiers it also allows the user to hide or shift details which others might find distracting. Such as my precise subspecies or class. Other variants I'm aware of are Unobtrusive Presence, Wallflower, and Nobody Important."

"Huh. And sometimes I thought I was being inconsiderate when I lost track of the servers at restaurants…" Danielle murmured, staring at Mori like she'd grown another head. "But we can pay attention to you now?"

"Of course. It doesn't erase my presence, particularly not when someone has reason to pay attention to me. It simply makes me blend in more easily, or prevents drawing attention to begin with," Mori said, not appearing concerned that she was sharing information which Talyn thought some people would want to know. "I only used it because it seemed counterproductive to draw excessive attention before my position was settled. I hope you do not mind, Mistress."

Talyn shrugged, some of her concern easing. Not drawing additional attention was appreciated, and she smiled.

"I think that's fine, yes. Thank you for the explanation," Talyn told her, relief washing over her as she thought, then suggested. "Why don't we file the paperwork, then head for the carriage? It should be ready by this point, and I'd like to get out of my armor."

"Sounds like a plan to me. I got a message from Da, and he'd like to come visit in the next few days, if you don't mind. I think he's hoping to have a chat with Mori," Emma said, jerking a thumb at the elf.

"Makes sense to me. Maybe for lunch or dinner the day after tomorrow? I want to make sure everything is arranged first," Talyn said, stepping forward to help collect the papers.

Before she even reached the table, Mori was already there, her hands a blur as she collected, sorted, and neatly arranged the pages into as perfect of a stack as Talyn had ever seen. She barely caught a glimpse of Mori's finger flicking, trimming the edges of the stack so every page had identical dimensions, then tiny scraps fluttered into the nearby wastebasket.

"…Was that really necessary?" Talyn asked, staring at Mori.

"Not particularly, Mistress," the elf said primly.

Melody laughed, shaking her head.

"I see this is going to be an interesting experience. You're going to have trouble beating her to your luggage, Talyn," the goddess teased, grinning.

Talyn couldn't really argue, not as she sighed and headed for the door.


CHAPTER 13
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"If you don't mind me asking, what did you think of the city?" Reya said, the blonde watching in fascination as Mori efficiently brewed a pot of tea.

Talyn's maids had been slightly put out when she insisted on allowing Mori to handle the tea, but they'd been mollified when she informed them she needed privacy. Not happy, but they at least understood. Korith had still looked crestfallen.

"It's quaint," Mori said without hesitation, causing Talyn's eyebrows to rise. "Crowded, but quaint."

There was a moment of silence as everyone in the sunroom stared at the elf. Talyn could hardly believe what she was hearing. Not as much as Emma, though.

"Quaint? It's one of the biggest cities I've heard of!" the martial artist protested. "Sure, there are some bigger cities, but not that many!"

"That may be true. However, I have two separate reasons inspiring my opinion," Mori said, continuing to brew the tea. "For one, the buildings aren't as large as I'm used to. Three or four floors above ground are common in the city I'm from, so Castra appears to be rather short from my perspective. Secondarily, based on what I've seen, Castra is approximately one-tenth of the size of the city I lived in. The only aspects which I find intriguing are the way similar estates cluster together, the varied architecture on the way to the manor, and the number of people present, including large numbers of children."

"You had children on your floor? How common were they?" Priscilla interjected, leaning forward. "I only saw a few in my time, and they didn't survive very long."

Mori looked at Priscilla, then shook her head gently. "Aside from a single orphanage in one section of the city, not common. They were usually the heirs of a house, and were moved to the orphanage if it fell. Aside from those which were the children of a baker, locksmith, or similar professions. I saw perhaps as many as fifty in fifteen years, and their minds were… simplistic. I never saw any become Named, let alone Awoken."

Talyn opened her mouth, then shut it firmly, shaking her head. Children being created by the dungeon, or born inside it, just gave her chills. She didn't want to think about it, and she supposed she should be thankful the dungeon didn't throw child soldiers at them. That would be… unpleasant. So she shifted her attention to other things.

"Alright, changing the subject. I was offered multiple ability evolutions, my species tiered up, I was offered multiple species evolutions, and several abilities improved," Talyn announced. "I also declined the offer to take the Soul Surgeon class evolution."

"Gods!" Danielle blurted, her eyes widening. "I thought you gaining six levels was impressive, but you got those as well?"

"She saved someone over four times her level from shattering her mind and soul, and from what we saw, that wasn't easy," Emma countered. "Not to mention how Melody's actions count for Talyn when it comes to leveling."

Emma paused to glare at Talyn before continuing. "That being said, I'm absolutely jealous. Gods damn it, Talyn, can't we get some of that progress on our abilities?"

Talyn couldn't help a blush.

"I'm sure you would, if you had an essence magic ability when it occurred," Melody replied, shaking her head slowly. "It was a difficult task, and additional help would've been appreciated."

"I can only imagine," Reya murmured, studying them before turning to Talyn. "So, what options are you willing to tell us about?"

"Yeah, spill it," Priscilla agreed, leaning around Melody. "I want to hear what other insanity you've been offered."

Talyn held up her hands to forestall them, speaking quickly. "I will, I will! But what should I start with? Advancements, ability choices, or evolutions?"

"I'd recommend evolutions, except regarding your species. When I evolved from a city elf to shadow elf, it shifted some of the offered abilities, but the species tier reset to first, meaning it will take a significant amount of time to gain new abilities," Mori interjected calmly. "Your ability evolutions may inform what you might choose via your species or class in the future, however."

"Yes, that's excellent advice," Reya agreed, her smile widening. "As I haven't been through an evolution, I can't speak from personal experience, but I've read similar recommendations."

Talyn nodded, relieved someone had bothered to figure out the best way to approach upgrades like this. While she could muddle through it on her own, she preferred having guidance. She decided to start with the ability she thought was least likely to have controversial options, Weaving Expertise. After the experience with Mori, it'd reached tier four, making it one of her highest-tier abilities. Of course, the second she looked at the options, it grew complicated again.

Due to your inspiration, you may merge Essence Control, Void Magic, and Weaving Expertise into Loom of Psyche and Soul. This will reset the ability to Tier 1.

Due to your inspiration, you may merge Essence Control and Weaving Expertise into Soul Weaving. This will reset the ability to Tier 1.

Due to your inspiration, you may evolve Weaving Expertise; choose from among the following: Advanced Suturing, Intangible Threadweaver, Read the Weave, Soul Thread, or Weaving Mastery. Only Weaving Mastery will not reset this ability to Tier 1.

"…Crap. This is complicated," Talyn said, rubbing her forehead. "So… Weaving Expertise. I can merge it with Essence Control and Void Magic to get Loom of Psyche and Soul, merge it and Essence Control for Soul Weaving, or straight evolve it into Advanced Suturing, Intangible Threadweaver, Read the Weave, Soul Thread, or Weaving Mastery. The last wouldn't reset it to tier one."

Melody whistled, and Danielle inhaled sharply. Reya's eyebrows shot upward.

"That is… an impressive number of options. What are the merged ones like?" Reya ventured.

Talyn took a look at the first, and flinched.

Loom of Psyche and Soul: You've delved into the mind and soul of others to learn how they fit together in a perfect, or imperfect, fabric. With a touch, you can adjust the weave of others, shaping them to your will. With a thought, you may craft a new, artificial weave to overlay the spirit. With a word, you may heal mental or soul injuries. This is a specialized essence and void magic ability.

"Is it that bad?" Priscilla asked, her eyebrows rising.

"No, not if you're fine with doing things like what the dungeon does," Talyn said, shivering and denying that evolution firmly. "Sure, it could be used to help people, but it can also create artificial weaves to overlay a spirit. I… don't like it. I'm not looking at Soul Weaving, as I suspect it's similar, if more specialized."

"Right, in that case, mind telling us what the others do?" Danielle asked, frowning thoughtfully. "I'm mostly curious, so if something is unpleasant, well… no need to say."

"Let me look…" Talyn murmured, holding back a faint sense of dread as she looked at the options.

Advanced Suturing: You've practiced stitching injuries extensively, so much that it's become second nature to you, and now you've learned to suture almost anything you can sense. You're able to suture even intangible injuries, so long as you're able to sense them and have relevant abilities, and you instinctively know the best approach to maximize the chances of success. All things have their limits, as you're unable to suture broken relationships.

Intangible Threadweaver: Having witnessed threads of air, soul, and even minds, you've expanded the breadth of that which you can weave. Things which normally defy being spun into thread or fabric are now your domain. With practice, you're capable of weaving the immaterial into physical form. This ability does not grant the capacity to see or touch the materials which you wish to weave.

Read the Weave: Through experience across multiple lives and <veiled>, you're able to read the weave of fabric, life, and fate in others. You can easily find flaws in a weave of fabric, bodies, or souls to determine what ails them. This does not grant you the ability to repair the flaws you find.

Soul Thread: You've witnessed and handled soul thread created by a true master of the art, and through this you've learned to mimic it. You're able to create and manifest thread from your soul, even forcing it into a physical replacement for thread if necessary. This thread can be used to add enchantments to items or yourself, if properly used. Overuse of this ability may cause soul damage.

Weaving Mastery: You've become an experienced weaver, and can weave anything able to be woven into a stronger whole, whether fiber, wire, or magic. You weave faster and more skillfully than normal.

Relief washed over Talyn, and she couldn't help a smile as she relaxed into the chair, a knot of tension she hadn't realized was there vanishing. She'd been afraid some would be objectionable, but this was much better than she'd feared. Soul Thread also sounded better than Soul Weaving to her. Talyn was afraid Soul Weaving would've allowed her to turn other souls into thread, she supposed, which… well, that was why she hadn't looked at it. Ignorance could be bliss.

"All of them are good, but I don't think Advanced Suturing or Read the Weave are good fits for me. The first focuses on suturing better, even on non-physical injuries, and the second is a sort of divination ability. Useful, it can be used to figure out how to heal someone, but not really attractive," Talyn explained, her gaze fixed on the other options. "Weaving Mastery is as expected; better, faster weaving. Intangible Threadweaver is… well, I could potentially weave fabric from air or raw magic. Soul thread lets me make thread from my soul, and potentially use it to craft enchantments even inside myself. All of them are good. My first instinct is toward Intangible Threadweaver, since it's interesting and doesn't risk soul damage."

"As an aside, Soul Enchanting is a field I've heard of. Not particularly popular in many places, since it's dangerous to open your soul to another, but known," Reya said, her eyebrows rising. "While theoretically possible to perform with just essence magic abilities, such is difficult and usually quite expensive. If Soul Thread bypasses that, it's worth considering. I wouldn't say I'd recommend it, I simply wish to give you more information."

"Mm, mine says it only works for enchanting items or myself, so it isn't quite the same… but thank you. It'll help," Talyn agreed, drawing a deep breath. "Any other thoughts?"

No one replied for a few seconds. Then Emma cleared her throat.

"If it were me, I'd go with Intangible Threadweaver. You like weaving, and having more options seems like a good approach to me," Emma said, shrugging. "I think all of them are good choices, though. It's mostly a question of what fits your goals."

"Yeah. Don't take something if you won't enjoy it," Priscilla said, rubbing the side of her head as her ears moved up and down slowly. "I'd probably go with the mastery one, but I don't… wait, could you make cloth out of shadows? Maybe I would…"

Talyn laughed, amusement bubbling up inside her. She smiled, preparing to select Intangible Threadweaver, only to stop herself. She turned her attention to Danielle and Mori. "What about you two? Any thoughts?"

"Not particularly. Though I have to wonder, if you had the skills, could you weave music into a cloak? It'd be fascinating," Danielle murmured, her gaze thoughtful as she stared into her cup of tea. She took a sip and let out a soft sigh. "The tea is incredible, Mori."

"Thank you for the compliment. As for your options, I don't know enough about you to make a recommendation, Mistress," Mori replied, turning her gaze to Talyn. "Your path is your own to walk. I do not wish to interfere thoughtlessly, as I did earlier."

Talyn took a sip of the tea which had been silently delivered to her and relaxed at the perfect brew. How Mori managed it with the same leaves the other maids used was an entirely different question, but not one she was going to voice. She savored the flavor, then selected the new ability.

Weaving Expertise has evolved into Intangible Threadweaver. Intangible Threadweaver reset to Tier 1.

"We all make mistakes. We just try to learn from them," Talyn told her. "I chose Intangible Threadweaver, so let's move on. Essence Control is the next on the list…"

She glanced at the options, and Talyn couldn't help a soft laugh, since ironically, it was much simpler than Weaving Expertise.

Due to your inspiration, you may evolve Essence Control; choose from among the following: Essence Healing, Essence Savant, or Soul Control. Only Essence Savant will not reset this ability to Tier 1.

Talyn checked the abilities, and found Essence Savant was worded almost identically to Essence Control.

Essence Healing: You've healed many wounds with essence magic, soothing the body, mind, and soul. Now you can heal wounds more easily, even raising the dead to life, at the price of difficulties with other forms of essence magic.

Essence Savant: Casting spells of the Essence school comes naturally to you. 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.

Soul Control: You've learned spells which involve one of the most ephemeral aspects of existence, the soul. These spells can curse, harm others in immaterial ways, and even anchor the dead in the realm for later resurrection. This is a combined essence and necromancy magical path.

"Simple ones, this time. Essence Healing, Essence Savant, or Soul Control," Talyn said, quickly checking them, then shook her head with a wry smile. "The first specializes essence magic for healing, the second has minor wording changes, and the third specializes toward soul magic. I'm just going to take Essence Savant and be done with it."

"Understandable," Reya said with a nod. "You seem to prefer not to overspecialize in anything."

Talyn shrugged, blushing as she opened her mouth to reply, only to be unable to retort. Reya was right, after all.

She didn't feel anything different when she took Essence Savant, but Talyn wasn't concerned by it. Instead she moved to the next ability being offered an evolution, Companions, and Talyn whistled softly.

Due to repeated actions and inspiration, you may choose to evolve Companions into Chainbreaker.

Chainbreaker: You cannot abide seeing others bound by contracts, curses, or mystic geas', and are both willing and able to aid them. You may make a contract with up to four others which is specialized in suppressing and slowly breaking bindings, contracts, or curses.

"I… was offered an evolution to Companions. It's… damn," Talyn paused, her thoughts racing, then said. "Let me read it off for you. It's called Chainbreaker."

She recited the description verbatim, but as she did, her opinion of the ability cooled somewhat, in large part because of what it didn't do. Or more accurately, what the ability lost. Something she used a lot.

Companions was an excellent ability. Not only did it allow her eight companions at a given time, currently Aslith's team, Mori, and her current team, but it increased all their strength based on relative levels. Beyond that, any of them who were lower-level than Talyn leveled at a faster rate, which was damned useful. If Talyn took Chainbreaker, she'd lose all those benefits.

"It's an exceptionally potent option," Reya said after a few seconds, her voice quiet. "I've read about a few cursebreaking abilities with similar styles, but as what… a second upgrade? It would be very powerful. However, it's also quite specialized."

"Yeah, and it'd be hard to progress, unless you dealt with lots of people like us," Priscilla said unhappily, frowning. "Not that I wouldn't want to see others freed, but it's limiting you in a lot of ways."

Mori spoke as Talyn opened her mouth, her voice calm and measured as always. "As an aside, several of the other Awoken from the city hoped you would be willing to free them as well in coming days. However, do not take this as an opinion on whether you should take the ability in question or not. I don't know what Companions does, or how you utilize it."

"Long story short, it's a mentorship ability. She can boost the leveling rate of other people who're lower-level than her, and it makes them stronger. Similarly, you having a contract with Talyn makes her stronger, since you're higher-level than her," Emma explained, shrugging. "What're the Awoken you're talking about?"

Talyn perked up curiously, and Mori glanced at her before speaking.

"All those like myself in the dungeon are created as Nameless. Those who play a role without considering it, their very thoughts and nature dictated by the Great Administrator. Those who survive long enough eventually gain a greater sense of identity, and choose a name for themselves, joining the ranks of the Named. Only when they break free of the Great Administrator's dictates do they awake to the truth, becoming the Awoken. There are not many of us, now them, and surviving as an Awoken is difficult. I would compare it to dancing on a knife's edge. One slip, and you perish," Mori explained calmly, sending a chill down Talyn's spine. And her tail curled inward sympathetically.

"Oh. That's… unfortunate," Talyn said, wincing. "Back to the ability, I'm also not seeing anything about it resetting to tier one, which indicates the numbers are based on it being tier three. I'm guessing it started at two targets, and increased by one per rank. While I think it could be useful⁠—"

"Scale Polisher. If you're considering the ability because you believe it would be helpful in breaking us free of the dungeon, we're in accord. Don't," Eldri's voice came from just in front of Talyn, her voice calmer than Talyn had heard it in some time. "Crippling the advancement of you and your allies in the hopes of freeing us marginally faster would be foolish, and as it stands, Laodice believes you have better paths for evolving the ability than that. Prove you have more brains than an ant."

The room went silent, and Talyn blinked owlishly at the air. That wasn't the response she'd expected, not when she knew the Guardians desperately wanted to escape the dungeon. Yet… well, who was she to argue with them? It certainly made the decision easier.

"Thank you for the advice. I'll keep Companions," Talyn said, smiling wryly as she dismissed the evolution, even as relief flooded through her. She hadn't realized how reluctant she was beforehand, but now that she'd made the decision, it stood out.

"Any other evolution options before your species?" Melody asked curiously, barely reacting to Eldri's interjection, unlike most of the others.

"One, which I won't be taking," Talyn said firmly, glancing at the notification. "Sense Motives can evolve to Empath. I don't need to feel the emotions of everyone in my vicinity, thank you."

Due to your actions and resulting inspiration, you may evolve Sense Motives into Empath. This will reset the ability to Tier 1.

Empath: Your familiarity with the minds and souls of others has opened your mind to the emotions which radiate from them. You sense the emotions of others in your immediate area. With practice, you can filter out emotions you do not wish to sense.

"It doesn't let you turn it on or off?" Danielle asked, frowning.

"You can filter out emotions with practice," Talyn corrected, wrinkling her nose. "I don't want to deal with something like that, so I'm leaving it alone."

"I'd do the same," Reya murmured, leaning into Talyn. "So. Species evolution? I'm curious."

"I'm sure you are," Talyn said, checking the list.

Due to your actions and background, you may evolve your subspecies or species; choose from among the following: Entrancer, Familiar, Greater, Icon, Lilitu's Child, or Paragon. This may replace your available ability options. Warning: Depending on your choice, selecting an evolution may lead to several hours of unconsciousness. Ensure you are in a safe location before evolving.

Talyn decided she needed to look closer before saying a word regarding her options.


CHAPTER 14
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Talyn was suspicious. Particularly since the notification said one was a species option, but that wasn't the one which had her worried. No, that status belonged to the option called Familiar. If it was what she thought it was… well. There was no time like the present to find out.

Succubus, Familiar: In other realms, succubi are renowned for being among the weaker fiends, and as such are almost always servants or companions of greater beings. It's truly remarkable what an individual can survive when all their abilities focus on survival. A familiar focuses on this aspect of succubi, providing support and social abilities meant to assist, please, and survive those who exceed their strength. The abilities of a familiar advance more rapidly the weaker they are in comparison to their chosen master or mistress.

No. That was the only thought which ran through Talyn's mind. Not just no, but hells no. In fact, she decided to expunge the option from her memory, to pretend it'd never existed. She leaned on Immaculate Perfection hard to ensure she didn't react visibly, instead speaking calmly to the others, as if she was contemplating the choices.

"I have five options listed. It says it's a mix of subspecies evolutions and species evolutions, so I'm going to have to figure out which is which. They're listed as Entrancer, Greater, Icon, Lilitu's Child, or Paragon," Talyn said, allowing her eyebrows to knit. "I'm guessing Lilitu's Child is the species, but… it's a bit odd."

Melody stilled. Talyn almost missed it, since the goddess returned to normal the next moment, but she caught the change. Barely, before she was distracted.

"It sounds like the weird one," Priscilla said, her hand slipping across Melody's lap toward Talyn's tail.

Talyn shifted her position, moving her vulnerable tail so it was next to Reya, which caused the cave elf to glare at her. Reya just smirked, laying a possessive hand on the appendage, but thankfully didn't do anything more. Talyn didn't need the distraction when examining important options.

Succubus, Entrancer: All succubi have the potential to touch the mind and souls of others, but some among their kind can reach greater heights than their kin. These succubi sacrifice a great deal of their fiendish resilience and physical power in exchange for abilities which focus on essence and life energies, allowing them to mold thought and spirit to their whims, possess their foes, and turn enemies into allies. The greatest entrancers are said to be able to take a form composed of pure thought and spirit which never truly dies unless every strand of their essence is destroyed.

Succubus, Greater: As succubi progress in strength, some choose to specialize further, while others wish to continue down the path they first walked. A greater succubus maintains the same abilities which they possessed, but the abilities they unlock have greater potency, and almost all abilities they possess will evolve along with this evolution.

Succubus, Icon: Succubi are renowned for their beauty, poise, and seductive nature, but some succubi epitomize this nature to a degree unmatched by others, the icon. A succubus icon possesses weaker abilities when it comes to physical or magical combat, but what need do they have for these when they can call forth countless admirers and allies with a word? Such is their beauty that the world itself may warp around them to protect an icon, and some are capable of manifesting protectors from the field of magic itself.

Succubus, Paragon: Few succubi reach the heights of power by being brave or foolhardy. They are too fragile to survive it, except when they aren't. Some succubi are brave or lucky beyond any reasonable measure, and have survived experiences which should have slain them outright. No path is closed to these surviving paragons of their species. While their abilities may not begin with the same strength as more specialized succubi, they will advance more swiftly, and with fewer limits to how high the paragon can fly. However, the higher they soar, the farther they can fall. Your survival has been noted.

Lilitu's Child: You've drawn the attention of the originator of all succubi across the myriad worlds to a realm which she has never looked upon. Lilitu has offered you a single, diluted drop of her blood, filtered through the System for your safety, to propel your species to new heights. As one of Lilitu's children, you have exceptional abilities, many of which are focused on the propagation of succubi. This species is veiled by Divine Decree as a Succubus Progenitor.

"Um. Crap," Talyn gulped loudly at the last two options, staring at them like they were glowing hot iron. Or poisonous fruit, or maybe one of Tammy's penalty game drinks. Her stomach did an excellent impression of turning itself into a pretzel.

"Talyn? What is it?" Danielle asked, focusing on Talyn with a frown.

"Uh… one moment. Melody? Am… am I going to be smote for giving the name of the one species? And will I survive if I decline to take it?" Talyn asked, staring at the name in trepidation. "It… it says it's veiled as something else in its description."

Melody let out a breath of relief, relaxing as she replied. "No, and yes. As she doesn't have a presence on Garloth, it limits what she can do significantly, and if she decided to be a bitch about things, I'd need to have words with her later. Assuming she survived that long. You'll be fine, and can tell other people if you want. I just wouldn't, if I were you. She's the origin, after all."

"Origin of… actually, never mind. I should keep my mouth shut," Emma said, looking at Melody and Talyn with growing concern.

"Origin of succubi. If she's anything like the legends of succubi from my old world… not a person I want to be involved with," Talyn said decisively, shivering. She looked at Mori and Priscilla. "Though I guess neither of you have a clue what I'm talking about, do you?"

"You told me about being reborn here, but aside from that, no," Priscilla replied warily.

"As for me, I do not. However, I am able to determine much via context," Mori said agreeably, examining Melody thoughtfully. "I will not pry. I'm certain more will become apparent over time."

"Perhaps we should discuss less… fraught subjects, then?" Reya suggested.

Talyn nodded rapidly, not wanting to risk pissing off a goddess, assuming Lilitu was one.

"Right. Four options, not five. Let's see, how to summarize them?" Talyn hesitated briefly, then plunged in. "Greater succubus is succubus plus. It'd keep me on the same ability path, but causes all the abilities I have to evolve and makes them more potent baseline. Entrancer is the mind and soul mage of succubi, losing some of the physical abilities. Icon is the social version of the species, and sounds frankly terrifying, since they're so charming it says the world will warp itself to protect them. Paragon… starts out lower-power than the others, but opens every evolution path, and has higher end-points, from what I gather. It also makes a point of the fact I unlocked the class through doing some stupid things and surviving. Like asking a goddess to introduce herself several months back, which apparently sent ripples of power across the world."

"Oh," Danielle said, her eyes widening slightly. She made a stumped sound. "Hm. They all sound good. Improving you outright, potent magic, almost a social class in your species, and unlocking potential… I think the weakest for you would be Entrancer, since it loses some physical abilities, and you've been a spellsword."

"Actually, Icon also loses some, but it just says they're weaker, it doesn't replace them," Talyn quickly corrected. "I should've mentioned that."

"Plus, remember that evolving your species doesn't remove abilities you already have, it simply locks them until you reach the same tier again," Reya added, nodding to Mori.

"Really? I… wait, Mori said something about that, didn't she?" Danielle said, turning her attention to the high-level elf.

Mori paused before speaking.

"That is correct. I was a tier three city elf when I was offered an evolution into a shadow elf. When I selected it, I reset to tier one, and I selected Enhanced Agility and Elven Senses as the two abilities which would not progress or evolve until I reached rank three again. Both were absorbed into other abilities shortly thereafter, so I did not experience what it was like to tier up with them lock," Mori told them, refilling Danielle's tea smoothly. "My options changed marginally afterward, most notably including various stealth abilities and shadow control."

"Okay, that helps. So, what're you thinking, Talyn?" Danielle asked, turning back to Talyn, her eyes gleaming.

"I'm… leaning toward Paragon. If it weren't for its breadth, I'd be tempted by Icon, if I'm being honest," Talyn admitted, mulling the options over internally. "I had no idea how powerful social skills could be when choosing my species initially, and it could seriously boost Companions and other skills, if I had to guess. But if Paragon opens any path to me, I don't see any reason not to take it. I'd just want to select another ability first, since I unlocked it."

"And we don't know what it'll do to my abilities," Melody agreed, inclining her head. "My instinct is that I'll keep whatever I unlock."

"Yeah, a good point," Emma murmured, nodding slowly. "If that's the case, what options do you have?"

Talyn glanced at the new skills and snorted, smiling.

"Well, one would likely require a new wardrobe," Talyn told her, reading the list. "Other than that… these ones are pretty good. I can take Aura of Terror, Enhanced Dexterity, Flexible Anatomy, Melee Weapon Expertise, Persuasive, Resilient Flesh, Lesser Shapeshifting, Soul Sight, War Form, and Winged Succubus. Most of them are new."

As she spoke, Talyn was looking at the descriptions of the new options, which excluded Enhanced Dexterity, Melee Weapon Expertise, and Persuasive. Not that she'd have taken the weapon one, since she'd gotten it from her class.

Aura of Terror: You're capable of shifting your aura into one which imbues fear in your foes. Enemies near you are subject to a constant psychic fear attack, and spells you cast which impose fear are more effective when targeting those in the aura. The aura strength and size scales with your level and tier.

Flexible Anatomy: Your body considers joints to be more of suggestions than anything else. Your flesh is elastic and malleable, allowing you to shift the location of your internal organs and to bend farther than normally possible without injuring yourself.

Resilient Flesh: Your body resists that which would damage it without reducing your mobility. When it would suffer a significantly damaging attack, your flesh, bones, and internal organs change consistency to reduce the damage you would otherwise take.

Shapeshifting, Lesser: You can slowly shift the form of your body to change appearances, or even into other species similar to your own. Your overall size must remain the same.

Soul Sight: Your eyes have adapted to see beyond the material form, allowing you to witness the soul directly. You're able to see the soul of others at short distances, including seeing immaterial beings which possess souls. Distance and clarity increase with this ability's tier.

War Form: Most succubi are not intended for the heat of battle. You're the exception. When battle calls, your blood answers, allowing you to shapeshift into a powerful combat form, increasing in size while absorbing most equipment. This enhances all physical abilities you possess, including healing or flight, amplifies aura abilities, and grants you an energy aura. You're afflicted with lust for battle in this form, and on reverting will be extremely fatigued. Your clarity of mind, maximum duration of this ability, and strength while transformed are linked to your level and the ability's tier.

Winged Succubus: Most succubi in other realms are born with wings, and you've joined their ranks. You grow a pair of wings based on your favored aesthetics, and are capable of flight.

Talyn's eyes slowly widened as she read through the abilities, her lips pursing in surprise. Her thoughts raced, and after a few seconds she turned to Reya.

"Do you know if the abilities you choose to freeze automatically take up slots if your other abilities merge?" Talyn asked hopefully, her eyes shining. "Because several of these seem like they'd merge together really well."

Reya tapped her lower lip thoughtfully, her gaze distant. It took a few seconds before she spoke slowly. "That's an excellent question. None of the books I've read directly addressed it, but a few passages gave the impression that you have to choose to unlock the abilities, unless you reach higher tiers. So, you're currently tier three, going into tier four. Assuming I'm correct, you would select three abilities to lock. If one of your abilities merged into another, it would leave an empty slot you could use, but if you tier up, one of the three abilities would automatically unlock, filling a slot."

Talyn grinned.

"Right, then… it seems like I have some really good options. So, explanations. Aura of Terror is out, it's an ability to perform a psychic fear attack on enemies when I activate it. Neat, but not something I want. Flexible Anatomy makes me more flexible, and I can shift where my organs are, which is… interesting? I'll have to try it out to see how flexible it makes me. Resilient Flesh helps reduce the damage attacks would deal to me, and I note it doesn't specify physical attacks, it just changes the consistency of my body," Talyn said, pausing to draw a breath. "Lesser Shapeshifting allows me to change my appearance slowly, but I have to maintain the same approximate size. Soul Sight would let me see souls at short ranges. War Form is a powerful, short-duration combat form which leaves me fatigued, and Winged Succubus would make me grow wings. Those would be hard to take care of and make sleeping uncomfortable, so no."

It took a bit for the others to mull over her options, and Talyn saw envy in Emma's expression. Not anger, fortunately, but she obviously wanted some of the options for herself.

"Damn. Your options make mine feel like worm leavings," Priscilla said, her nose wrinkling. "Though I had more magic abilities offered, I guess. What're you liking the most?"

"I don't want to have to redo my entire wardrobe, or armor, so no wings. I don't bother disguising myself, and it isn't like I'd be able to hide my species, so I don't think Shapeshifting is worthwhile. War Form is… intimidating, but I don't care for abilities with consequences like that. So really, that leaves Flexible Anatomy, Resilient Flesh, and Soul Sight," Talyn summarized, scrutinizing each of the three options. "Soul Sight is the least interesting to me, even after my experience with Mori. Resilient Flesh is the most practical for my role in the dungeon, while Flexible Anatomy is just neat. I've always envied gymnasts, even if I gave the Contortionist skill tome to Aslith."

"You gave it to her because you didn't want to be stuck with it at the base level," Melody corrected, her tone teasing.

"While War Form could be useful for emergencies, the limits would be annoying," Danielle agreed, frowning. "Oddly, I think Flexible Anatomy or the shapeshifting one would be more useful for me. They'd help with my spellsinging, or playing the flute."

That was an approach Talyn hadn't considered, and she paused to consider it briefly. She wasn't entirely sure what Danielle was thinking, but if she remembered right, she might be able to change the pitch of her voice, lung capacity, or even shift her fingers to reach fingerings more easily between the two abilities. It wasn't something as useful for Talyn, but it was more evidence the abilities had a variety of uses.

"Yeah… I like Resilient Flesh. It's simple and practical," Emma said, sighing. "Though I'd probably take it or Aura. Those would suit me well."

"Mm. You have useful options," Reya agreed, one of her fingers stroking down Talyn's tail, sending a shiver up her spine. "I assume you'll test the ones you're interested in?"

Talyn nodded, and quickly stood, taking the excuse to get her tail away from the people intent on molesting it.

"Yeah, of course. Let's see… Flexible Anatomy first," Talyn said, moving into the middle of the room as she selected the ability. "I've always wanted to do this, but couldn't."

Tingling ran through Talyn's body, and she could feel her joints loosening, her muscles twitching inside her. It was a strange, strange feeling, but she reveled in it, drawing a deep breath before raising a leg in a single smooth motion.

Normally, Talyn couldn't raise her leg much above the waist. This time her leg kept going with only the faintest resistance, her trousers tugging oddly as they were pulled farther than normal. Talyn grinned as her leg reached all the way to her shoulder… then her smile faltered as she tilted to the right, making her intimately aware of her mistake.

Her tail lashed frantically as it attempted to help, and Talyn tried to shift her foot or lower her leg, but they were all too late as she toppled.

Mori gracefully caught her halfway to the floor, the elf's movement little more than a blur. Talyn blinked at Mori and finished lowering her leg.

"Mistress, I'm afraid increasing your flexibility doesn't improve your sense of balance. I recommend taking that into account in the future," Mori said as she helped Talyn stand, and she couldn't help a blush as laughter rippled through the room.

"Um, right. Something I'll need to think about, going forward. Thank you, Mori," Talyn said in embarrassment. At the same time, she was astounded at how easily Mori had made herself at home among Talyn's friends and lovers.

"You're welcome, Mistress," Mori said, slipping into the background again.

"I take it you aren't going to test Resilient Flesh, too?" Melody asked, sounding amused. "I'm sure Emma would be happy to help."

Talyn shook her head quickly, clearing her throat. "Absolutely not. It mentions it only activates when I'd take injuries, and I don't fancy being beaten up just to see how well it works. I'll test out Soul Sight quickly, then decide. I can see all three being absorbed by abilities I have."

"If you say so," Emma sounded disappointed to Talyn, which wasn't comforting.

Talyn willed Flexible Anatomy to be replaced by Soul Sight, and grimaced as it felt like she'd swum too far down in a pool, as if she was under pressure across her body, and all her muscles had knotted. That on its own was almost enough to make her change her mind, but she forced herself not to make a knee-jerk decision as her vision shimmered and shifted.

Gradually, it seemed like each of the others was illuminated by an inner radiance. The light didn't seem to vary much based on strength, but more on species, if Talyn wasn't mistaken. Though there were three notable exceptions: Melody, Mori, and Priscilla.

Melody was the most obvious of the three. Unlike everyone else, who seemed to have a slight illumination, Melody outright glowed with pure energy, almost enough to make Talyn wince. It might not hurt her eyes, but it wasn't comfortable.

Conversely, Mori and Priscilla's light was dimmer than the others, though Priscilla's seemed to be brighter, healthier. Talyn focused on her, and an instinct she'd never felt before kicked in, causing the pale-skinned elf to fade out of existence, replaced by a hollow framework within.

It wasn't like Talyn's visualization of Mori's soul, confusingly enough, though it had some similarities. There was no skeletal structure, just a vaguely Priscilla-shaped membrane filled with a variety of what she perceived as liquids. They were varying colors, but most glowed, filling different sections of the larger membrane, but large areas felt… hollow. Empty, for lack of a better term.

Just for reference, Talyn shifted to Reya, and the differences stood out starkly, because unlike Priscilla, Reya didn't have hollow areas, and her soul wasn't separated in the same way. Rather, different parts of her soul had mixed together, and the entire membrane was filled with the various colors. It was fascinating, and⁠—

"Talyn? Is something the matter?" Reya interrupted. She sounded amused.

Talyn shook herself, blushing, then deactivated her Soul Sight as she cleared her throat. Well, mostly deactivated. Everyone was still glowing, after all.

"Sorry, this skill… no, this ability is weird," Talyn said, correcting herself. She really shouldn't use ability and skill as synonyms, when the system showed all of her options as abilities. "You all glow. Melody more than anyone else, and when I look close, I can see souls… and whatever the dungeon does to people is creepy. You look like person-shaped pools of liquid, with different colors inside, but Mori and Priscilla look… hollow, maybe? The colors are all separated, and there's lots of clear spots, while Reya has it all swirled together, filling the entire pool. I don't understand it, but I'm also not wanting to keep it."

"Why not?" Reya asked, her eyebrows rising. Talyn's reply was simple.

"Looking at Melody is mildly uncomfortable."

Noises of comprehension filled the room, and Talyn hesitated, considering her options before selecting Resilient Flesh as a replacement. As much as she liked how Flexible Anatomy made her feel, she should at least check what it was like to have the other option.

The glow faded from the others, causing Talyn to relax as she walked over to the sofa, behind it this time, leaning on the back while Melody looked up at her curiously. Talyn couldn't resist, and gave her a gentle kiss, stroking the goddess' long, silky hair.

Yet she didn't feel any different. Her body felt the same as a few moments prior, and Talyn waited a couple more seconds before nodding.

"I don't feel any different with Resilient Flesh, while Flexible Anatomy makes me feel better. It's a minor thing, but I think I'd prefer feeling more relaxed," Talyn said at last, replacing the ability yet again. It sent tingling throughout her body as she relaxed, almost like she'd had a full-body massage.

Danielle laughed, and Reya smiled, nodding.

"While practicalities are important, comfort isn't something to discount. I assume you're going to keep it, then?"

Talyn nodded happily.

"Yeah, I think it's the most comfortable, and if I can merge it into Demonic Physique, well, that'd help a lot," Talyn explained, glancing at the ability. "And with that said, I probably should go lay down before evolving. It won't ruin anything I'm in, will it? I remember stories in my old world where evolutions would lead to your body expelling all sorts of horrible substances."

"Mm, I can negotiate with Mori regarding her employment while you evolve. And no, nothing untoward should happen, though I'd recommend not wearing anything, in case your stature changes. I wouldn't want you to suffocate because your bust expanded further," Reya teased, a smile playing across her lips.

Talyn blushed, clearing her throat as she straightened.

"I'll see you later. Don't destroy anything," Talyn said, fleeing the room. Melody followed her, but that was fine with Talyn.

And, as it happened, her body didn't change after the evolution. She ended up locking Abyssal Sight, Essence Savant, and Sense Motives, since the rest of the abilities were ones she wanted to progress more.

At least Mori and Reya had come to an accord by the time Talyn woke up, allowing Talyn to relax. Slightly.


CHAPTER 15
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Several weeks passed as Talyn settled into her new circumstances, testing her abilities and studiously avoiding the new list she knew she'd have for her species. She didn't need temptation to switch out her existing abilities, and she had other things to worry about, like a group trying to strong-arm Tammy into selling her store in the Coppers. There was also the bed Mori had brought with her, which had the second most comfortable mattress she'd ever experienced.

The first shipment of items for the Guardians arrived, part of their payment. Talyn had been… concerned when an armored wagon, complete with an escort of high-level soldiers, had arrived at the estate to deliver a load of boxes enchanted to conceal their contents, but once she learned why they'd come, well… she had the boxes moved into the basement room she privately thought of as her vault. And she'd very, very firmly informed everyone who had access not to lay a finger on the boxes.

While Talyn was quite curious what Sylland had offered the Guardians for their help in Abydon's Blight, she wasn't going to risk upsetting them, the kingdom, or both. The fact she was expecting two or three more shipments made her even more nervous, but there wasn't much Talyn could do about it. She just hoped no one tried to steal anything. The Guardians were certain to be irritated if they did.

Talyn had managed to negotiate with Danu and Vivian for assistance remodeling the manor, and the price had been far less than she'd feared, largely because they were only changing the layout of the building, not adding enchantments or anything magical. Danu's request of architecture books from foreign countries was easy to fulfill with a local merchant, and Talyn had been assured they'd arrive any day now.

And today, Talyn was going over the final plans for the remodeling with Danu… at least, after a fashion.

[image: ]


A one-fiftieth scale model of the Meadow Estate rested on the floor of the workshop, and it was all Talyn could do to keep from staring at it. Or, more accurately, staring at Danu.

The Creation Guardian was present in the form of a doll-like version of herself, one which was at the same scale as the model. That made her barely over an inch and a half tall, but the doll was as perfectly proportioned as the original, with a curvaceous, muscular frame and long, black hair. And despite being tiny, her voice was not.

"As you can see, the exterior of the manor will receive only minor adjustments. Vivian already fixed most of the pitting and inconsistencies in materials, so the primary changes are to alter the roof tiles so they're all the same hue, adjust the coloration of the walls, and to tweak the windows of the second floor. Some have warped, and the glass is not even or clear enough," Danu said, her voice as loud as if she were her full size. Her tiny form circled the manor. "Are you certain you don't wish for Eldrikrax to shrink you to my height, that you may examine the changes properly?"

Reya looked bemused by the entire situation and Melody was smiling. Talyn glanced at them, arching an eyebrow at the two who'd decided to accompany her.

"I wasn't expecting you to have a model this large, or accurate. What do you two think?" Talyn asked, jerking her chin at the model. "If we're inside, I don't think I need to worry about being stepped on."

"Mm, I wouldn't mind, but I'm mostly here to ensure you have company, and to chime in if I spot anything egregiously out of bounds," Melody said casually, her smile unwavering.

Reya hesitated, visibly debating as she looked at the model. Eventually she gave in, nodding.

"While being shrunk isn't something I'd normally consider, in this case… well, when I was told you'd have a model, I wasn't expecting something like this. The exterior alone is impressive," Reya said softly.

"Thank you. I believe that if one is to build something, it should be done to the best of their abilities," Danu said, turning her attention to Talyn. "What of you, Talyn?"

"Sure, I'm willing," Talyn replied, managing a small smile. "As long as it isn't permanent."

"Excellent. Eldrikrax, please shrink them and move them to my location," Danu said, satisfaction creeping into her voice.

Talyn's vision wavered as void magic descended on her, and the next instant she was located by Danu. She looked up, amazed at how cavernous the workshop looked and her heart clenched. Then her attention turned to Danu and the manor.

The Creation Guardian had white orbs in the place of eyes that mimicked carved marble, and she was wearing an attractively-styled blue shirt with geometric silver embroidery around the edges. Her brown trousers appeared to be made of leather, but Talyn couldn't be certain. As Danu was six and a half feet in height normally, she towered over them.

"I'd never wondered how a mouse would see the workshop, but now that I have, no wonder they stay close to the walls," Reya said, wide-eyed.

"This isn't how a mouse would see the world. They don't possess binocular vision, as you do," Danu corrected calmly, inclining her head. "Now, I will note that due to the smaller scale, I was unable to faithfully recreate all the manor's details. Some of the stone grains were too large to provide an accurate depiction, but I did as much as I could with what was available. I considered creating a one-to-one model of your home and having Eldrikrax shrink it to ensure its accuracy, but her price was excessive. Also, the plants in the gardens are stone and metal to give an approximation of how it would appear when the renovations are completed. Though I would prefer to redesign your home from the bedrock up, paying for such would be difficult. We shall begin by examining the exterior of the manor."

Danu moved abruptly, almost startling Talyn as she went from still to mobile in an instant. Talyn followed, and quickly found the ground was… odd. It was like walking over a field of gravel, and she looked down to see sand below her, but at her size the grains were comparatively large. Regardless, she followed Danu, picking her footing carefully as she tried to keep up with the Guardian.

Melody moved with her typical, fluid grace, while Reya was keeping up reasonably well. Talyn might be having the most difficulties of them, but she wasn't about to complain. Not as Danu began speaking.

"You'll note the spacing of the windows along both floors has been adjusted, as previously they were irregularly spaced, and the clarity of the transparent stone has been adjusted to enhance visibility from the interior, and careful refraction prevents those outside from seeing inside without specialized abilities. The surface of the material will impede soiling and the penetration of moisture," Danu said, gesturing at the wall of the model, which… Talyn couldn't pick out any of the changes, if she was being honest. She did notice the colors weren't as faded, but that was about it.

"Right. I can't see any of those, so I'll take your word for it," Talyn admitted. "Melody, Reya?"

"I see a few things which feel different, but nothing certain beside colors," Melody said, pausing to look at the side of the model more closely.

"I can, but only due to my memory ability," Reya said, clicking her tongue softly as she looked over the building. "I'm comparing the two, and the changes are subtle, but absolutely present. You're a perfectionist, Creation Guardian."

"I am. One should take pride in their work, and I refuse to do anything less with the materials available to me," Danu said gravely, inclining her head in acknowledgment. "This request has been a true challenge. How can I leave the exterior of the building visually the same, using the preexisting materials and basic design, and still make the most of it without additional enchantments? Fortunately, where the enchantments are inscribed are in out-of-the-way sections, so lifting them for long enough to renovate before re-imprinting them will be a simple task."

"If you say so," Talyn said, smiling wryly. "What do you consider a complex task?"

"Creating one of the 'angels' you told me about. A being of living wheels of flame with numerous eyes and wings was a significant challenge," Danu said immediately. Talyn's eyes widened. "I've successfully created several prototypes, but as I haven't determined an ideal way for them to propagate without becoming a destabilizing influence, I have not finalized their design."

Talyn stared at Danu, opening her mouth as she hesitated, then slumped as she realized she had no one to blame but herself. She really, really shouldn't have told Danu about the weirdest angel she vaguely recalled from her previous life. At least she hadn't remembered anything more.

"I thought the statue in the art gallery was of an angel?" Reya questioned, looking between them in confusion.

"That's the classic form of angel, which was used in lots of mythology in my previous life," Talyn corrected, tiredly rubbing her eyes. "Some of the mythology regarding other angels was just weird. The wheels and eyes of flame are the weirdest ones I remembered. I seem to recall something about a cone with others, but nothing more than that. Probably for the best, if Danu planned on creating them."

"New projects are interesting. Ilys, Laodice, and I have been tweaking the design of the humanoid angels as well, and believe we've almost settled on a design you would find of interest. I would have said final, if we had not learned of your comments about difficulties with wings," Danu stated. Melody's sidelong look brought a blush to Talyn's face.

Fortunately for her, they continued around the model to the hallway linking the manor to the bathhouse. Talyn took note of a door into the back of the manor next to the hallway. Danu opened it, revealing a small room with benches and cubbies along the wall, as well as hooks for hanging clothing.

"For gardeners and others who were outside to change before bathing," Danu explained, gesturing to the second door. "I'll show the bathhouse next. Be aware, I could not properly fill it with water. The results would be sub-par at this scale."

Talyn nodded in bemusement, following Danu down the hallway into the bathhouse, and the moment she passed through the changing room, she stopped and stared.

The current bathhouse had one large pool in the center of the room, as well as several smaller tubs around the perimeter, each with their own temperatures. Danu's design almost completely changed that.

The ceiling was now made of translucent stone, and instead of being a mostly-bare room, there were planters built along the walls, with carefully sculpted metal plants filling them. The main pool had been expanded, with a deeper section along one side, and the other tubs had been relocated and expanded in descending tiers which would drain from one to the next in a sort of river, with a small waterfall spilling from the last into the deep section of the pool. Around the small pools were additional planters for flowers, and the entire room was frankly beautiful.

"Psalacantha was disappointed by how bare the room was. Merilla believed the flowing water would improve the surroundings, and suggested I adjust the heating so the temperature would reduce with each pool the water passed through, with the main pool being the coldest. Each pool automatically cleanses water once it is more than three inches from the skin of a living sapient, ensuring it doesn't preemptively remove soap or other cleansing agents," Danu said, gesturing toward an open section of the ground to their left and right, where Talyn noticed a series of holes in the ceiling and drains in the floor. "I took your tale of showers and created an artificial rainfall in those locations. The temperature can be controlled via the crystal in the wall. The anti-fungal enchantments will be expanded and tweaked for efficacy. I hope it suits your desires."

"Oh, wow. This is… wow," Talyn said, drawing a deep breath, her eyes wide. "I know I went for a cheaper design for the bathhouse, but none of the designs I saw looked anything like this. I love it."

"Agreed," Reya said, her eyes wide as she looked around. "More plants for the gardeners to care for, but they won't object. We may wish to set a specific time where bathing is discouraged for their comfort, but otherwise this is impressive."

"Mm, I agree. Though… is there anything to help with drying off?" Melody asked, turning to Danu. "Elda has often complained about how long it takes for her tail to dry."

"While there is not, I've built a room which I believe would be ideal for a thermal vortex enchantment to dry the hair and fur of those who enter," Danu said, inclining her head toward the changing room. "Next to it is a room for a sauna. Both require enchantments which I believe others would be capable of handling."

"That's… more than fair. I'm going to enjoy this," Talyn said, staring at the room for a few more seconds before shaking herself. "Could I purchase the enchantments you had in mind? Simplified ones, obviously."

"Certainly, such would be inexpensive, as they have no combat applications," Danu said, leading them back toward the manor itself, and Talyn's sense of anticipation slowly rose as they walked. "Now, as we discussed, I've moved the primary walkway into the atrium. This has eliminated the balcony which led to your room, but simplifies the design significantly."

A solid door separated them from the bathhouse, but in mere moments they stepped into the atrium.

The design had shifted significantly, as the hallway which had gone down the center of the manor had been moved to border the atrium, now separated by a narrow railing and a pair of ramps smoothly spiraling up to the second-floor walkway. Talyn smiled at the sight, since she'd suggested those in the place of stairs, having seen some naga use staircases awkwardly before. She wanted to be kind to any naga guests, if possible.

The atrium didn't appear any different from Talyn's, though the plants were still simplified and made of metal or stone. The one exception was the fountain, as the elf pouring water from a vase now had wings. Talyn couldn't help but smirk.

Across was the main foyer, which was reasonably large with a broad staircase leading to the upper floor. Talyn could see a couple of hallways disappearing deeper into the manor to either side.

"Beautiful," Talyn murmured, drinking in the sight, just savoring the redesign. It felt more open, despite everything taking the same amount of space.

"Thank you. Shall I show you more?" Danu asked.

"Please," Reya said, smiling warmly at Talyn. She looked uncommonly excited.
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In the end, the renovations were completed more quickly than Talyn had expected once details were finalized. Only a few minor changes had been requested, all of which had been simple.

She'd had the staff and other residents select their new rooms, marking them appropriately, and had been delighted at how they buzzed about the tiny east wing which was now a common room and small but well-designed series of bedrooms for them to use, with spares for future servants.

With that done, on the day of the renovations she gathered everyone in the driveway to make room for the Guardians to work. First came void magic, as Eldri pulled all the items and furniture into the void at once. Then came an overwhelming wave of earth and creation magic as the manor shimmered and Eldri put everything where it belonged.

All told, the house renovation took less than thirty seconds to complete, both delighting and terrifying their staff. Mori certainly seemed pleased to have a room next to Talyn's, though Priscilla was a bit miffed the other woman had a connecting room and she didn’t. It took a fair amount of pampering to soothe her.

Talyn’s last step was hiring Niella Shieldgard to enchant the drying room and sauna. Niella was delighted with the design, which in turn delighted Talyn, and in the end, it was Niella herself who did the work and paid for the designs, as she wanted them for her own use.

Yet time rolled on.


CHAPTER 16
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"Thank you for agreeing to meet with me, Lady Coppers, Lieutenant Santos," the Level 569 Shadow Elf said, giving a respectful curtsy. Remarine couldn't help herself from staring like she was in front of a venomous snake. Not that she expected Mori to attack her, but anyone that level who'd been a dungeon creature was dangerous.

Rather than the maid-like clothing she'd originally been seen in, Mori had switched to gowns more appropriate for the handmaiden of a high-ranking noblewoman, and today she was wearing a lovely maroon dress which covered everything from the neck down, with flowing skirts and just a splash of white fabric. She was even wearing gloves, and her black hair was drawn back in a clasp. Despite the lack of weapons, Remarine knew Mori wouldn't need them if it came to a fight. It took a great deal of effort to keep her upper ears and tail under control.

"It isn't any trouble, Miss Mori. I'm mostly surprised you wished to meet us," Remarine said, gesturing to a nearby chair. She saw Santos watching the elf with poorly concealed anxiety. "Please, sit."

"Thank you. In all truth, I wished to meet you starting my first week in Talyn's employ, but I was unable to find a convenient time to do so," Mori said, sinking into the chair gracefully. "I was most fortunate we received word in advance that Mister Rage and his wife would be visiting, allowing me a few hours where a visit was possible."

Remarine paused, trying to decide how to parse the explanation. Santos wasn't quite as reserved.

"What do you mean? Why couldn't you arrange a visit earlier?" the Level 145 Plains Celestial Guard Captain asked bluntly. "It isn't like we haven't had Talyn visit before."

"That is true. However, discussing such things in front of my mistress would be in poor taste," Mori replied evenly, inclining her head a hair. "My preference is to keep such matters away from her. As to why, my role is to protect Mistress Talyn from dangers which she is unable to handle. I assessed the Rage couple during a previous meeting to see if they were suitable substitutes, with a positive result, so I chose to meet the two of you when the opportunity arose."

Nodding, Remarine found her uneasiness wasn't subsiding, not fully. No, that calm green gaze was anything but reassuring.

"Very well, that makes enough sense to me," Remarine said cautiously, flicking an ear. "In that case, may I ask why you wished to meet?"

"There are two matters to address. First is the official one, which Mistress Talyn is aware of. In the near future, she will be acquiring the service of one of my former acquaintances from the dungeon. You would consider Jewel to be a social specialist, if a rather more combat-focused one compared to residents of Castra," Mori said. "As she will likely be addressing the training and etiquette of the Meadow Estate, and is a similar level, Mistress Talyn wished for me to inform you in advance."

Santos flinched, and sympathy welled up inside Remarine. A social specialist who was nearly level five hundred and seventy would be… impressive. Santos was going to have difficulties with scheduling in that case, as she had no doubt there'd be plenty of volunteers for the route near Talyn's estate. Coupled with the new gate into the Bazaar district, and Santos would have his work cut out for him.

"Understood. That's going to have an impact on the area, certainly," Remarine said, wondering if there was anything she could do to help. She doubted it, but she'd have to consider further.

Mental resistance charms were expensive, but they might be required in the near future. She'd wanted them before, but they hadn't crossed the threshold into being required.

"And the other item?" Santos asked, frowning heavily.

"It's a private matter, regarding the fulfillment of my duties," Mori said calmly, turning her head to Santos. "Assuming it is safe for me to do so, I've been instructed not to kill assassins, intruders, or thieves in my vicinity. I'm here to inquire what I should do with them, what is an acceptable level of harm for a given crime, and what each is. For instance, I saw a dozen pickpockets during my walk to your estate, which I would personally classify as thievery, yet on prior trips Mistress Talyn kept me from doing more than capturing those who attempted to steal from her. I am in need of guidance."

Remarine stopped breathing for a moment as a mental image ran through her mind. One of a few dozen street urchins and petty thieves splattered across a back alley with Mori in the center, only curiosity on her face as she wiped the blood from her gloves. It was… far too vivid of a mental image, and something she had no desire to see in reality.

"That… is certainly something which could lead to problems," Remarine said, drawing a slow, nervous breath, then smiled as best she could. "Expected norms when comparing the dungeon to Castra are very different. Why don't you ask questions, and we answer them as best we can?"

"Thank you, that would assist me significantly," Mori said, smiling gently. "First, could you explain how I should react to pickpockets?"

Remarine looked at Santos, who took a deep breath before he began attempting to explain how Castra's society worked.
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"Gods damn it, it had to be aerial cavalry!" Emma cursed, diving for cover as arrows and several lightning bolts hailed down on them.

Talyn's hastily raised wall grounded the lightning, but she flinched as one glowing arrow punched through the stone before glancing off her shield, rocking back on her feet.

A sharp note from Danielle's flute sent a pair of Level 123 Aural Dungeon Harpies spinning out of the sky, blood dripping from their mouths and ears. Melody followed up with a deadly dirge, decaying the feathers of a Level 120 Giant Hawk in moments, causing the mount to plunge from the air as the Level 126 Dungeon Mountain Elf Ranger riding it panicked.

"I wouldn't call winged elves cavalry!" Talyn retorted, words spilling from her lips as she tensed, then was abruptly elsewhere as she cut through space, falling directly onto the back of a winged Level 125 Dungeon Skyborn Elf Storm Mage, her sword shimmering with Void Strike just before it punched through her target.

Falling also gave her an excellent view of their surroundings, as the thirteenth floor wasn't called the Fields of War without reason.

They were in the middle of hills which separated the forested mountains to the north from the central plains, and Talyn caught a glimpse of the bestial, minotaur-dominated faction facing the faction Talyn's team had allied with, a heavily-armored human regiment. Their allies could hold their own against the minotaurs and their beasts, but they'd been asked to deal with interlopers.

Five separate factions constantly warred here, though periodically they were replaced by new ones, especially since all it took was the destruction of their command post, each of which functioned as a floor boss. Which meant things could be chaotic, like when your allies failed to tell you the cavalry they worried would hit their city was composed of flying creatures.

But Talyn had other things to worry about than that pitched battle. Namely, not hitting the ground at speed. Yes, she'd survive, but that didn't mean it'd be pleasant.

Another spell sent Talyn a good thirty feet to the left, and a hawk rider swore in strange dungeon speech as Talyn landed on his mount. The elf desperately tried to draw his short sword but was far too slow.

As his head went spinning into the distance, Talyn saw a geyser erupt behind the pitted wall she'd erected, launching Emma into the air. Then there was a second jet from her feet which propelled the pink-haired martial artist directly toward a flying archer. They hadn't been expecting a gauntlet to the face.

"Gods, finally!" Emma exulted, and Talyn blinked as the Level 130 Elf Half-Human Martial Artist suddenly became a Disciple of Crashing Waves.

"Congratulations!" Talyn called out, deflecting an arrow with her shield, then launched a void blade at a nearby opponent. They'd almost finished the fight, but she doubted they'd get a chance to rest. Not with how the floor had shifted into a period of all-out war.

At least if push came to shove, Mori would come out of hiding and help them escape.

Mostly, Talyn was thankful the last few months had been relatively calm. At least for her.
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Noelle hummed softly to herself as she slipped through the travelers thronging to Castra, wondering how many of them had ensured they had lodging available. Her Divine Senses warned Noelle that it'd be a harsh winter, and those who were lower-level would likely find it difficult to leave Castra. If they didn't have somewhere to stay, it could end poorly.

"I may have to establish a garden for a time. Shared hardship can often bloom into something more," Noelle murmured, her lips curving into a smile as she moved, thankful for the cloak which kept most attention off her. She always drew too much attention without it, which tended to be counterproductive.

She'd politely lowered the ward enough for the gate guards to examine her, of course, which had nearly caused a furor before she managed to calm the guard who'd examined her. It wouldn't do to disrupt the city more than necessary, not when they were only performing their duty. The guards had their purpose, and Noelle had hers. If they seemed inclined to work against her purpose… well. Noelle would do what she must, but she doubted she'd have to. Few truly objected to the creed of Her Lady, even among those who found it distasteful.

Speaking of which, from Noelle's perspective, Castra positively brimmed with potential. A large city with residents both old and new. Hope charged the air, from the young and ambitious to those who'd given up on advancing, yet now moved with new purpose. Merchants and innkeepers, tailors and smiths… the changes to the city were enormous, and with them came potential. New experiences and meetings could blossom into so much more, and such seeds were glorious. Noelle looked forward to seeing what came of those seeds, even if some would fall into barren ground, or sprout into hatred and strife.

She was only one person, though. Noelle knew there was a limit to her abilities, and she'd accept them even as she pushed for the best.

Following her instincts, Noelle navigated Castra as if she'd been born there, slipping between people easily. When she bumped into others, it was deliberate. A woman stumbled into a middle-aged man looking at bread, and she apologized, looking into the man's eyes as the tiniest of embers sparked between them. Allowing a flicker of Noelle's dress to peek out from under her cloak drew the eye of a waiting coachman just as she passed behind a tired woman who didn't know where to go. An orphan boy hesitated to help an older man with his packages, but the tiniest of nudges caused him to step forward. The man looked on the boy, and saw the image of his lost son in the boy's kindness and face, softening his heart. In Noelle's wake came chance encounters and fortune for those who needed it. Some found the first sparks of love, but others simply received friendship and help when they most needed it.

It didn't take long before Noelle reached the Temple district, her steps swifter and surer with every passing moment. A few of the priests in the area paused, looking around in her wake, and a smile crossed Noelle's lips as one pair from a set of rival temples locked gazes and found something they didn't expect. She'd have to keep an eye on that pair to ensure tragedy didn't occur.

Then she reached her destination. A beautiful set of gardens surrounded a large church, with an attached greenhouse growing flowers of every color beside it, an acolyte tending to them and helping visitors find the flowers they desired. Trellises and paths wound across the grounds, providing plenty of nooks for people to sit and chat, while arbors entwined with vines formed the entrances to each section.

Noelle entered without hesitation, slipping past the couple speaking to an acolyte in yellow and pink about arranging a wedding as she continued toward the back. Noelle instinctively knew there was a ceremony occurring in the chapel and avoided interrupting. None of the acolytes saw where she was going, preventing anything untoward from happening.

In mere moments Noelle was at the door to the head priest's office, and she knocked politely.

"Come in," the man said, his voice warm. The swarthy, brown-haired, brown-eyed Level 262 City Elf Minister of Life looked up, and his expression turned to confusion as he saw her. "Who are⁠—"

His words cut off as Noelle pulled back her hood, smiling warmly.

"Your superiors are most pleased with your work, Corvan," Noelle said, inclining her head to him. "I must say, I'm also pleased with the conduct I sense of those in your care, and have no intentions of displacing you. Our Lady has sent me to Castra on a quest."

"Your Excellency!" Corvan exclaimed, springing to his feet quickly as his eyes lit up. "I didn't realize you were coming! I'll have quarters prepared for you immediately. Is there anything I can do to help?"

Noelle laughed, shaking her head and brushing off the offer.

"No need to arrange anything extravagant, I usually stay at common inns, hm?" Noelle said, flashing a smile as she circled the desk to give him a hug. He seemed slightly discomfited by it, but she knew it was less that he disliked it, and more that he felt it was beneath Noelle's dignity. She released him after a moment, her smile widening. "As for the quest… I'm afraid I don't have full details yet. All I know is that Our Lady is watching eagerly. You know how she is when it comes to watching love bloom."

Corvan's eyebrows rose, but he smiled as he spoke. "I'm glad to hear that, and I won't put anyone out of their chambers, I promise. If there is something I can do to assist, please ask."

"I will. In the meantime, may I ask if you need my assistance with anything? I'll be here for the foreseeable future," Noelle said, gesturing at the window. "I saw the crowds on my way here, and I fear some might be lost this coming winter. I'd rather avoid that if possible."

Corvan nodded and his smile warmed. "I don't believe there's anything I need immediately. Once word about you spreads, I expect there will be many who wish for you to officiate over their promises, or who would like to consult you. As for the influx of travelers, it's certainly a concern. I have some of the evaluations and plans from recent district meetings, and…"

Noelle listened closely as he talked, smiling. When it came down to it, she felt that almost everything had something to do with love. She couldn't wait to find out why her goddess wanted her in Castra. Why, maybe she'd find a new love of her own.


CHAPTER 17
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Talyn laid back on the sofa, watching the fire as she played cat's cradle with a set of partially immaterial strings. She wouldn't say she was good at it, but she wasn't bad. Her abilities ensured she learned quickly, though she was nowhere near the skill of a true specialist.

The room was quiet, and Talyn was a bit bored, as Melody had gone out with Aslith for… something. She wasn't entirely sure why, but as Talyn suspected it involved midwinter gifts, she was keeping her nose out of it. Gods knew what would happen if Talyn ruined one of Melody's surprises.

That didn't prevent her boredom, though. It was getting cold out, and while Talyn had gotten items which would help her stay warm, particularly her tail, it just wasn't as enjoyable to go out right now. Not to mention that people had noticed Talyn's mentorship skill, as all the people who'd benefited from it had surpassed level one hundred in about a year.

The door opening drew her attention, though, and Talyn looked over, knowing it wasn't Mori or Jewel. Both moved with uncommon silence and would've announced themselves if they were bringing someone else.

The sight of Priscilla caused her eyebrows to rise as she took in the cave elf. The Level 134 Cave Elf Mystic Artificer, to be specific, as Priscilla had made quite a bit of progress.

The pale-skinned, white-haired elf was wearing a black dress sheer enough to almost be immodest even in the privacy of the manor, along with silver jewelry and a diamond pendant Talyn had given her. She also seemed… nervous, from what Sense Motives told Talyn, and her eyebrows rose.

"Good afternoon. I thought you were working on something?" Talyn asked, glancing at the clock, which indicated it was the middle of Priscilla's usual work hours. The woman was driven when it came to artificing, more than Talyn for sure.

"Usually, yes, but not today. I needed to talk to you, Talyn," Priscilla said, her audible anxiety causing Talyn's concerns to grow, particularly given how blunt the cave elf usually was. "Is this a good time?"

Talyn banished the threads without hesitation.

"Of course. If it's something which has you this nervous, it must be important," Talyn said, sitting up to clear space for Priscilla. Her tail was trying to flick nervously, but Talyn kept it firmly under control.

"Important to me, yes. To anyone else? Possibly," Priscilla replied, wringing her hands as she approached. She hesitated before sinking into the sofa beside Talyn, her back straight. "…What do you think of me?"

Talyn swallowed the curse she wanted to utter, since questions like that never led good places, at least in her experience. Even with someone coming from a dungeon, it was like… like handling one of Tammy's explosive flasks or stink bombs. She'd have to handle this carefully.

"I like you. I think you're important, and you're so straightforward that it's a breath of fresh air compared to people telling me what I want to hear," Talyn replied after a few seconds. "You're a good teacher. Harsh, but you push me to be better… and I enjoy your company. Why do you ask?"

Priscilla didn't reply immediately, instead looking into the fire. Then slowly, very slowly, she leaned into Talyn. Taking the hint, Talyn wrapped an arm around the elf's shoulders, wondering what had her in this mood. The fact she'd waited until Melody was gone was slightly nerve-wracking.

"I… like you as well. I don't want to be apart from you. I want to drown in the scent of your hair. The touch of your lips, to look into your eyes endlessly. I want every part of you, Talyn. Part of me fears it's your abilities. That I've been ensnared like I was by the dungeon," Priscilla said quietly, turning her gaze to Talyn's, her cheeks pink and ears trembling. "Yet I don't care about that. I want you. I want your children. Please?"

Talyn's brain short-circuited. Blood rushed into parts of her anatomy which were hardly conducive to thought or measured responses. Yet despite her instinct to just… well. Give Priscilla what she wanted, Talyn didn't do that. Instead, she pushed herself down a different path.

Talyn slowly stroked a finger along Priscilla's cheek, luxuriating in the warmth of her skin and how dilated her strange white eyes were. She leaned in to kiss her, and Priscilla shuddered as her fingers trailed over the elf's right ear.

Priscilla leaned into the kiss, her mouth opening to allow Talyn to kiss her thoroughly. She was doing exactly as she'd said, drowning in the kiss, and Talyn almost had to support Priscilla to keep her from collapsing. It was… intense, and Talyn eventually forced herself to break the kiss, breathing hard. One of Priscilla's hands was stroking down toward Talyn's tail, sending a shiver down her spine.

"Not yet," Talyn breathed, causing Priscilla to freeze in disappointment, stiffening. Talyn continued quickly, before she could take the statement wrong. "Not yet. I need to talk to Melody about it. You need to talk to Reya. I don't know what you know about bearing children, and I'm… she's important to me. I can't not discuss it with her, them. I'm willing, but… we need to talk to them."

Priscilla's tension faded, and she swallowed hard, closing her eyes as she inhaled slowly. When she spoke, her voice was breathless.

"I talked to Melody, but… you're right. I should've… yes, you're right. Reya can tell me more, maybe… but… kiss me again? Please?" Priscilla asked, looking up at Talyn beseechingly.

"Of course," Talyn murmured, unable to resist that heartfelt invitation, her heart beating like a drum.

And while she wasn't willing to give Priscilla what she'd asked for on impulse, that didn't mean she didn't want to give her the affection she desired.
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"Mm. I've been expecting this for a while, so I'm not surprised. She asked me my opinion a while back," Melody said, her smile broader than it had any right to be. "My question is simple. Do you want to? Children are a big step."

Talyn bit her tongue before replying, as her anxiety levels were… high. And she couldn't help how much she was blushing. Though she hadn't been in any state to think about it when she'd first mentioned it, the fact Priscilla had asked Melody first almost made her feel like dying.

Worse was that she… well, was she ready for children? Talyn honestly couldn't say. The very thought was enough to make her anxiety levels spike, and yet… at the same time, she was excited by the thought. It was a weird, swirling morass of emotions.

"I don't not want children, if that makes any sense?" Talyn said nervously, excitement and terror rushing through her in a way which made her tail flick nervously. "I'm not entirely sure I'm ready for one, but at the same time, well, it isn't like they'd be born instantly. Reya said elven pregnancies are just a bit under two years long, so… yeah. I'd have time to prepare myself."

"As long as you're sure once you make a decision, that's good enough for me," Melody said, taking Talyn's hand in her own. "And no, I'm not disappointed you're considering someone else first. While I don't object to having children, I'm not in a particular rush, either."

"Alright. Um… thank you," Talyn said, blushing furiously. She raised Melody's hand and gave it a soft kiss.

"Thank you for waiting. For asking," Melody said, smirking at Talyn as she teased. "After all, you did seem rather excited about the entire thing, hm?"

Talyn briefly considered starting another pillow fight, but was distracted by Melody pulling her into a kiss. She decided to leave her revenge for later.


CHAPTER 18
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"She's arrived, Guildmistress," Dallavine said respectfully as she stepped into Veeranna's office.

Veeranna went still for an instant, tensing internally before she calmed herself. It was an enormous lapse for her, but considering who Dallavine was speaking of, she wasn't surprised. She dreaded what was likely to occur over the next few weeks, given the whispers she'd been hearing.

"Oh? And how did my colleague arrive?" Veeranna asked, glancing up at Dallavine.

The Level 299 Plains Elf Guardian Confidante was as beautiful as always, with pale skin, golden-blonde hair, and silver-blue eyes, but there was an underlying note of tension in her posture, as there should be. While the two of them were leveling at a ridiculous rate compared to even a year prior, they were nowhere near the strength of those who'd been arriving in Castra.

"Guildmistress Glass arrived by skyship, the Silver Swan. She accompanied the new head of the Enchanters Guild, Guildmaster Loen Kars, and indications are that they're… involved. They were accompanied by twenty high-level individuals, ones which could easily form the core of a guild's staff," Dallavine reported quietly. "The lowest-level of them was four hundred and fifty. Officially, she's here on a vacation, but she's sent several messages to other guilds, including the Merchants Guild."

Veeranna felt a moment of regret for the loss of Cassan. The former guildmaster of the Enchanters Guild, he hadn't left the city just yet, but Veeranna knew it was only a matter of time. The man had tired of fighting the threats to his position, and had taken an offer to transfer elsewhere. While Veeranna hadn't been on exceptional terms with Cassan, he'd at least been a familiar rival on the Guild Council. Now there would be a new face, and from everything she'd heard, Guildmaster Kars was close to level six hundred and twenty.

Then there were the other complications straining Castra's established order. Dozens of tiny guilds, little more than loose associations of high-level mercenaries, had established presences in the city while waiting for the lower floors to be explored. Several of the city's smaller guilds had gained new backers and were making inroads, eroding the power of existing guilds. The Swords Guild officially had a slightly different purpose than the Guardians Guild, but the former had long been weak and barely worth mentioning. Now it was different.

Other upstarts were the Artificers Guild and Dungeon Guild, which were respectively challenging the Enchanters Guild and Delvers Guild. Veeranna's feelings were mixed where they were concerned. While she preferred working with people she knew, she wasn't so invested in the established order that she wanted to stomp out any rivals. If she was confident Rosalie Glass would treat Castra properly, Veeranna wouldn't be opposed to handing her position to the woman. The last year had been hard, and it was only growing more difficult for her to handle.

"Unsurprising. Keep me informed of her status, and please prepare a messenger. It'd be remiss of me to not to send a meeting invitation to a colleague," Veeranna said after a few moments, her tails swaying as she pulled a fine sheet of paper out, the type she preferred using for official correspondence.

"Yes, Guildmistress," Dallavine said, giving a deep bow before departing, allowing Veeranna to focus on the letter.

"How I wish life could be simpler… that I could trust others to treat the city well. Alas, such is not to be. I can only do so much," Veeranna murmured to herself after a minute, finishing the invitation and studying it. Amusement bubbled up inside her. "Perhaps I should send Talyn another invitation as well. If she has a brain, Glass should know better than to upset her."

Veeranna would try to warn her. She didn't want to end up on the wrong side of one of these Guardians, especially if Veeranna hoped to meet one at some point.

For now, she would do what she had to. She had a job, and she was going to do it right.
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Tegrinark glanced down at Castra as they circled the city, ignoring the countless fingers and stares directed his way. None of the defenses were pointed at him, which was just as well. It wasn't as if they'd do any good, and he'd sent word ahead that he'd be performing a flyby on the way back to the Aerie of Fangs.

Not that he expected the locals were pleased about his visit. He'd yet to see a nation which was happy when someone significantly more powerful visited.

Being entirely fair, Tegrinark would rather not visit. Dealing with the remnants of the Tarruk Kingdom had taken far longer than he would've preferred, and the only thing keeping the four neighbors civil in the aftermath had been the combined presence of the Order of Valkyries and Tegrinark himself. The last thing he wanted was a war on the Aerie's border, so he'd assisted in keeping things restrained.

With how few of the nation's original population were left, it'd ended up being split between their neighbors, though he was certain it'd be decades before the region was properly populated. The land had been devastated, and countless threats would need to be slowly weeded out of the region, but that was for them to deal with. Now he was dealing with some of his curiosity. Curiosity and a hint of fear, given the power the Necromantic Guardian had displayed.

One look at Castra was enough for Tegrinark to confirm that Maerna hadn't been trying to mislead him with her comments about the worldwalker's home. There were precisely two locations in the city which he wouldn't be able to damage easily.

One was the dungeon itself, as what looked like a small hill was surrounded by wards and magic of unbelievable strength. The magic was subtle, hidden in the field of magic itself, but more powerful than even the magic which the Necromantic Guardian had wielded. Tegrinark had looked at it once, before the rise of Sylland's current monarchy, but even then he'd been too high-level to benefit from the dungeon. He simply hadn't been able to sense the power pulsing through it at the time, and he decided to make notes when they rested for the night.

Right now, his attention turned to the other location.

The manor was simple. One might even call it ugly, when compared to many of the other manors dotting the city, as it'd been originally built in simpler times. The wards over the home were adequate for Castra as it was, but worthless before one of his strength. Even his apprentices would be able to crack the wards in minutes, if not less. Yet that didn't tell the whole story. While they might be able to crack the wards, his apprentices wouldn't be able to so much as scratch a pane of glass on the atrium.

Earth magic had reinforced the manor to an unimaginable degree. Not even the greatest specialists in stone magic Tegrinark knew could have transformed materials in such a way, not while leaving it fundamentally the same material. Yet the manor was still constructed of ceramic, stone, glass, and steel. It was simple, yet so much more than it should be.

"Can you see inside?" Tegrinark rumbled, an eye flicking over to Asverik, whose body glittered in the sunlight like the glass ornament the Level 690 Glass Dragon Lightwing resembled.

"I… yes, with effort," she replied reluctantly. "There's something strange about the glass. It's designed to disrupt light from the inside, making it difficult to see anything within. Light isn't supposed to fight me!"

Tegrinark chuckled, amused by how offended she sounded. Asverik was rightfully proud of her skills, but he felt she needed to learn to accept that sometimes she would be up against peers. Peers or superiors.

"Would you feel the same about a light elemental? A sapient one which exceeded your level?" Tegrinark asked gently.

Asverik looked away, her jaw tensing, and he chuckled again.

"The building is… impressive, Teacher," Gokmur interjected, the Level 704 Living Metal Dragon Bladewing's burnished green scales radiant. "I could learn much from whoever built it. I can sense the order and precision in its construction from here. Nothing is out of place."

"Mm. While true, I doubt they'd teach you, if my encounter with the Necromantic Guardian is a representative example," Tegrinark said thoughtfully. "However, perhaps a message wouldn't be out of the question? Nothing prevents a polite⁠—"

A pair of eyes snapped into existence between Tegrinark and the manor. Draconic eyes like perfectly-faceted amethysts with black sclera, each of them twice the size of Tegrinark's own when he was his full size. And that gaze showed displeasure.

"You will cease spying on my Scale Polisher immediately, or I will take offense," a powerful female voice stated directly into their minds, the sheer weight of its presence making it momentarily difficult for Tegrinark to breathe. The arrogance and power radiating from her was absurd, and his apprentices had difficulty beating their wings briefly. "Danu doesn't have time for you. Go. Away."

Then the eyes snapped shut and the aura vanished as though it hadn't existed. As if their very existence hadn't been threatened by a being whose power was unimaginable.

"T-teacher?" Makall managed at last, the Level 682 Inferno Dragon Spellscale's voice trembling.

Tegrinark considered for a moment, steadying his heart after the sudden spike of adrenaline. He hadn't been able to see the source of the magic, which meant it was a projection, not even a portal linking the two locations. So he made the obvious decision.

"I believe it's time to continue our journey home," Tegrinark said, gathering his magic. "Brace yourselves for high-altitude flight. I will be speeding our journey with a localized atmospheric river."

"Yes, Teacher!" his students chorused, their relief palpable.

And in moments, the four of them soared higher, leaving the deceptively peaceful city behind them.
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"Report," Tanil demanded, not bothering to look up from the papers he was examining. Papers which had been extracted from one of the safehouses of one of Castra's previous gangs. He found it ironic the papers hadn't been uncovered by Sylland's inquisitors the previous year, but those who'd known the location of the building had all died. That would've made finding it a more time-consuming activity.

Tanil couldn't say he was displeased by evidence of how stretched said inquisitors must be. It'd make his job easier if they missed things.

"We've finished incorporating most of the gangs in the Knots, with only a couple of minor holdouts. It took some negotiating, but we managed. Only had to knock a few heads together to convince them we weren't taking no for an answer," Zoran said, his fingers tucked into his belt near his daggers. The dark-haired, brown-eyed Level 523 City Human Knife in the Dark was casual, but Tanil trusted him to tell the truth. "Don't worry, we healed them afterward. I'm not sure I trust all of them as far as my girl could throw them, but… you know."

Tanil couldn't help a snort, but he nodded in agreement, knowing exactly what Zoran was saying.

"Yes, of course. We can't punish them without reason, not if we want to build any trust," Tanil said, looking up from his desk. "We need loyal recruits. We need to ensure the Duke doesn't decide to crack down on crime because idiots are going overboard. It's a fine line, but we need to walk it. Assign someone to keep an eye on them, and once they're under control, bring in the last few gangs. Or get rid of them, if they aren't cooperative."

"I can't imagine why they'd refuse. You're giving damned good terms," Zoran scoffed, shaking his head.

Tanil paused and sighed, rubbing his eyes as he felt a headache try to form. Something which he banished firmly with his magic. He didn't like headaches, and had the power to ensure he didn't get them. Then the dwarf looked at Zoran wearily.

"There are plenty of reasons, the biggest of which are the ones who hate answering to anyone else. The ones with a chip on their shoulder, or who want nothing more than anarchy," he said patiently. "You know they exist as well as I do. I wouldn't be surprised if we have a rash of independents in coming days as they gain power and decide to flaunt it, assuming they can get away unscathed."

"Isn't that why the kingdom stationed inquisitors here?" Zoran asked, frowning more. Tanil snorted, waving dismissively.

"Yes, they did, but you think they have the people to keep track of everything? There have to be a hundred and twenty thousand people in Castra, with more arriving daily, and that doesn't even consider all the travelers. Last I heard, there are six full inquisitors in the city. Six," Tanil stressed, tapping a finger on the papers. "They're going to focus on bigger groups, like us. Right up until some idiot burns down a playhouse full of people. I want to make sure we're not the ones getting hammered when someone does it. We need to build a foundation, and we can't do that while the city is burning."

"Of course, sir," Zoran said without hesitation, betraying a hint of embarrassment as he rubbed his cheek. "I should've known better than to try analyzing. I've never been good at that sort of thing."

"There isn't anything wrong with improving yourself," Tanil said, amusement bubbling up inside as he smiled. "If you'd like, I could prepare a training course to help with⁠—"

"No need, sir! I'll get back to my duties!" Zoran blurted, his eyes widening in poorly-hidden panic before he bolted for the door.

Tanil chuckled as the door slammed shut. He shook his head, mildly aggrieved by the lack of trust. One might think he would be torturing the man, not opening his mind to new opportunities. After all, how many people could help someone develop a bonus ability?

It just took a lot of frustration, effort, and heartache.

"Ah, well. His daughter is a lovely girl, and developing well. How many people thank me for my training?" Tanil murmured, turning his attention back to the documents as he looked for all the mistakes previous organizations had made. He was intent on not repeating them. Though that wouldn't be hard, considering everything he'd learned. Foremost among those mistakes? Attacking the Jumper known as Talyn. Those would prove lethal.

He'd given specific orders to avoid her known associates, and for information regarding threats to them to be passed to him as quickly as possible. He'd nip them in the bud if he had the chance, or pass the information to someone who could. Whatever the case, he wasn't going to be held at fault.

He had important things to do, which didn't include making powerful enemies. The Adamant Fangs intended to use Castra's dungeon as a whetstone, and he wouldn't fail them.
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Koth's barrier intercepted the fireball perfectly, wrapping around the blast and quenching it with the full weight of his Magic Suppression as he spoke. "Due to your illicit actions, I declare you under arrest by my authority as Royal Inquisitor of Sylland. Now be still!"

A conjured stone hit the Level 320 Plains Human Pyrochemist, knocking the flask she'd grabbed from her hand as three holes opened in the floor, one to smother the explosive and two to encase her legs.

The redhead managed to dodge one of the holes, but yelped as one leg was grasped firmly. She snarled, glaring at him as the ground where her flask had been cracked, glowing. "You'll never stop us all, hound! We'll burn eternal, a torch you can't stop!"

Elsewhere, a detonation rocked the warehouse, and Koth cursed under his breath, resisting the urge to grind his teeth. The sound of his men battling the other cultists and infiltrators echoed through the building.

"I don't have time for this," he said flatly, pulling out a potion fit to knock out a level four hundred. "You'll be in a cell when you wake."

Her eyes widened, and her hand snapped to her belt. "Never, you won't⁠—"

The fumes alone were enough to knock her out before she could grasp whatever she was after. Koth caught her, quickly cuffing her hands, then turned to help his men, cursing softly.

He really wished he hadn't been assigned to Castra's new office, but such was the price of being considered the current expert on the city.


CHAPTER 19
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"I'd forgotten what larger cities were like," Rosalie murmured, looking over Castra from the balcony. If nothing else, it gave an excellent view.

"Agreed. While I remember visiting cities this size when I was younger, it's been a long time since I last visited one personally. They normally don't possess the materials I require for my work," Loen said, looking up from the documents he'd been reviewing. Not that he needed to go over them again, as Rosalie knew he'd memorized them the first time. "Castra is going to grow precipitously. I'll have to give lessons on the proper enchantments for spatial expansion, structural reinforcement fit for larger structures, and short range teleportation hubs."

Rosalie glanced at him, her brow furrowing as she thought, not entirely understanding the reason for the last item. Not that short-range teleportation wasn't useful, but she wasn't placing why Loen thought it would be important. After a few seconds she sighed and gestured for him to continue.

"Why teleportation?" she asked. "I understand the rest, but that?"

"Simple. Transportation through downtown Castra will become one of the major bottlenecks to the dungeon in the near future," Loen said, standing smoothly and moving beside her as he gestured at the city's expanse. The uppermost floor of the Enchanters Guild wasn't the tallest structure in the city, but it was a near thing. Only a couple of the mage towers were taller. He pointed at the dungeon, and the air warped before his magic, lensing to allow them to see the dungeon clearly. "There are three entrances, and while they're large, there's a limit to their capacity, and the wagons transporting resources impede the flow of traffic to both the north and east. A teleportation hub, even limited to non-living materials, would simplify the transport immensely, and could deliver it to other districts instantly, reducing the amount of traffic on the streets. Expensive in the short term, but beneficial eventually. The nobility will likely appreciate it as well, or the wealthier delvers who'd appreciate being able to live on the edge of the city."

"Ah," Rosalie said, ideas falling into place. Thinking about it, the same advantages could be used for the Beladonna district. Some people would pay well to be able to teleport from the opposite side of the city to their entertainment and back again. Maintaining teleportation hubs would cost a decent amount, but she expected only the poorest wouldn't be able to afford a trip on occasion.

She paused, watching the dirty, boring hill which was the source of all this wealth, then shook her head in disbelief.

"What size does your guild believe Castra will reach?" Rosalie asked, relaxing marginally as he gently rubbed her back. "Also, I'd add sanitation enchantments to your list. What we saw of the Knots was unpleasant."

"Noted and added. They're relatively skilled at those, but ensuring they're good enough is important," Loen agreed with a smile. "Thank you for keeping an eye on practicalities. As to the other… they aren't certain. The population has already grown by almost twenty percent in a single year, so they're projecting up to a threefold increase in a decade. I wonder if they aren't underestimating how many people desire a location where there isn't a limit to leveling potential. Not everyone wants to move between towns every few decades."

Rosalie nodded, resisting the urge to grimace at the thought of the large, noisy city growing even more. It was bad enough as it was, but if it continued to grow like this… well, managing something like the Entertainment Guild would become difficult.

Which, of course, was the entire point. She wouldn't level if she didn't challenge herself. That meant either dealing with high-level, difficult subordinates, or complicated organizations which stressed her abilities. Or both, in a city like Castra was shaping up to be. The only other option was to shift away from the leadership class she'd been working on for half a century.

"How have your investigations into the current guildmaster gone?" Loen asked, the lens fading as he let its magic end. He sounded surprisingly relaxed about it, which was to be expected. He had his position, so he didn't need to worry about anything except keeping it, unlike Rosalie.

While they were currently lovers, Rosalie had no illusions that would remain the case for more than a few years. She and Loen had been friends and occasional lovers for decades, and before that they'd been enemies. Life changed, especially at higher levels. Not many couples stayed together. They weren't going to be one of them.

"Well enough," Rosalie said at last, keeping her annoyance off her face. "For all the rumors around her, Veeranna is good at her job. Everything not done according to regulations has been specifically logged and legitimate reasons were given for her actions, making it exceptionally difficult to challenge her on those grounds. She's also leveling at an excellent pace, and hired numerous people who exceeded her level as soon as she realized what was happening. While she's significantly lower-level, that isn't grounds for her removal. It's going to make my plan difficult."

"Mm. And you don't want to become her assistant," he said. Rosalie scoffed and glared at him.

"As if you'd have taken that position, if the Guildmaster here hadn't chosen to retire," she retorted, shaking her head in disgust. "It'd slow my leveling speed to a crawl and you know it."

"But it'd be more than you get now or in your previous post," Loen said, smirking.

"I will force you to throw yourself off the building," Rosalie said.

"I'll drag you with me. You'd make an excellent cushion," he retorted.

Rosalie kissed him, then dragged him back into the room.
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"Brr, it's cold out there!" a clone exclaimed, stomping her boots as she stepped inside, her fluffy blue scarf wrapped close around her neck and face.

Tammy and three more clones instantly responded by throwing erasers, pebbles, and a half-eaten apple at her.

"Hey!" she protested, ducking the apple. "What was that for?"

"Tammy, you're cleaning up the apple. That was uncalled for," Tammy said, glowering at the clone who'd thrown it. She turned her attention back to the first as the others heckled the offender. "And you. There's no snow, no rain, nothing which needs you to stomp your boots. You're just flaunting the fact you got one of Talyn's scarves, and we didn't."

"I must be cuter than you," the clone replied, raising her nose slightly. "Why else would I earn one of her most prized creations?"

"Sympathy! You're the most pathetic member, after the lab explosion," another clone interjected, going for the jugular. "Besides, you probably stole it, and she felt awkward taking it back!"

"Did not! She gave it to me with her own two hands!" the clone retorted, stepping out of the way to let the clone on cleanup duty get to work. "It isn't my fault you're ugly, Ms. Mustard! Besides, she has that maid. Would you steal with her around?"

Every Tammy, and Tammy, froze at the mention of Mori. A shiver ran down her spine remembering the way Mori had looked at her a few times. The woman had once audibly wondered if killing a clone would count as murder. Tammy was about ninety-nine percent certain it'd been a warning. Only ninety-nine percent, but that one percent possibility… well.

That didn't include the rest of Talyn's Dungeon Rescuees. The most important of which was Jewel, the one who was in charge of Talyn's etiquette lessons. Jewel had once been annoyed by Timmy, and had decided to use her charisma abilities on him. He'd regained his senses a week later. Seeing him acting with such respect had been creepy.

"Alright, fine… that's fair. She's scary," the clone admitted at last, though she still looked annoyed. "And for the last time, the mustard seed was Tammy's fault!"

"Yeah, yeah… anyway, your mail, Tammy! All from the Guild," the first clone said, pulling out a sheaf of letters. "I brought back the packages which I didn't think would get me robbed, the rest will be delivered tomorrow morning."

"Oh, good! One of these is supposed to be regarding the trumpets! Not the musical ones," Tammy said with a grin, taking the letters.

She glanced at them, just to be sure they were all in official envelopes from the Alchemists Guild. While she knew none of the clones would damage official correspondence, that didn't stop them from pranking her in non-destructive ways by slipping other mail into the stack. It'd happened before.

"Clean up the mess," Tammy added, heading to her office with the letters.

She wasn't entirely sure she deserved to earn a percentage of the funds off the ultramarine trumpets, but Tammy wasn't going to argue with Talyn. The succubus was getting good at delegating things to other people, and sharing the wealth in situations like this. Sure, it was probably just an excuse to avoid the work, but Tammy was happy to pocket a percentage to play middlewoman. Not that she objected to being the one in the middle on other occasions… though she was pondering switching back to being Timmy in the near future. She'd found male clones were useful on occasion.

Settling down at her desk, Tammy started going through the letters, and oh, was she glad she'd let Talyn convince her to improve her chair. The first letter was a welcome one, acknowledging her advancement past level one hundred and approving her for a rank increase. She was invited to visit to test her alchemical skills, and if she passed, she'd be allowed to take supply requests from the Guild for higher payments than average. Tammy made a note and continued through the pile.

Three were official requests for the ultramarine trumpets by other Alchemists Guild branches. They really wanted them, apparently, as each was willing to pay above the market price for them, based on her research. None of which mattered until she had approval to trade them. One letter confirmed her order for a set of alchemy books, expensive ones known to help evolve alchemy abilities. Tammy wasn't looking forward to working through them… she'd probably spawn new clones to go through each, then absorb them to get the overview. It wouldn't work for fully understanding the contents, but it'd reduce the amount of effort she had to put in significantly. Then she reached the letter she'd been waiting for.

"Gods, yes!" Tammy cheered, pumping a fist as she looked at the letter which held two certificates authorizing her as an agent allowed to supply ultramarine trumpets, one from the Guild and the other from the Kingdom. While she could sell them without the certificates, these confirmed her as legitimate. Considering how many people had taken one look at Tammy and assumed she was too low-level to have real products, it was an incredible boon. Even if she'd have to pay some taxes on each transaction, it was worth it.

Setting the certificates aside, Tammy took a few seconds to admire them. One of the clones poked her head in, saw them, and cheered before darting off to spread the word. Tammy basked in happiness, opening the second to last letter while humming.

"Wait, what?" Tammy frowned as she read it. She blinked a few times, trying to interpret the jargon, then read it again, panic and incredulity building inside her.

"They want me to pay what?"


CHAPTER 20
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"Talyn, you've gotta help me! They're planning to kill me off by inches!" Tammy Prime wailed, clinging to Talyn desperately.

"Um, what?" Talyn asked, glancing at Melody in confusion, then at Mori. Both looked as puzzled as she was.

Talyn hadn't been expecting a meeting with Tammy today. She'd been working on her weaving practice, trying to make a bolt of cloth from smoke, when she'd been interrupted by one of the maids. No one knew why Tammy was in tears, as far as she knew. She'd just come out of nowhere, which was… well, Talyn was the one she wanted to talk to, so she'd come to meet her. She might currently show as a Level 110 Forest Human Master Alchemist, but Talyn knew the woman had fifty clones, each of which reduced her effective level by one while they existed.

Tammy had rushed over the instant Talyn stepped into the room, her eyes full of tears as she embraced Talyn fiercely. It was an enormous change from her usual enthusiasm.

"What are you talking about?" Melody asked, since Tammy didn't seem to register Talyn's question.

"The Guild! They're evil, evil, I tell you! They're going to suck me dry, drain me until there's nothing left!" Tammy exclaimed, pulling her face away from Talyn's chest to stare at her beseechingly. "You've got to help, please!"

"I can't help with anything if I don't know what you're talking about," Talyn replied, her heart clenching slightly at the mention of the guild. It was obviously the Alchemists Guild, but beyond that, she didn't have a clue what was going on.

"But… but…" Tammy gasped, only for Melody to sigh in exasperation and pry the blonde loose, leading her toward the sofa. Talyn was so thankful for her pin which cleaned her clothing at times like this.

She followed, sitting across the table and speaking quietly. "Alright, so please explain what's going on?"

"They're evil, sadistic jerks. I'd call them vampires, but vampires have more mercy than they do!" Tammy exclaimed, tears welling up in her eyes as she pulled out a letter and slapped it down on the table. "Here, read it!"

Talyn's eyebrows rose as she picked up the sheet of paper. It was finely made, she noted, better than the common paper in the city. Not quite as good as what she preferred to use, but good enough. She focused on the contents, though, and promptly found her eyebrows furrowing.

There was a lot of jargon she wasn't familiar with, and the letter was roundabout at best, so she had to pause to determine the context. But it was a couple of specific lines which stood out to her.

"'Your actions have led to a dearth of positions for the countless prospective apprentices in Castra, causing hardship for your fellows'?" Talyn quoted questioningly, her brow pinched. "And… wait, 'To account for the losses you've caused among others, and the excessive advantages provided by your previously mentioned abilities, all those filling the positions of apprentices or journeymen in your employ are to pay appropriate dues to compensate for your actions.' Are they telling you to pay guild dues for every clone?"

Her tone was so incredulous that Melody leaned over her shoulder to read the letter herself.

"Exactly! They want to bleed me dry! There's no other reason for it!" Tammy exclaimed, tears welling up again as she threw her hands in the air. "I asked about it when I joined the Guild! I checked, and they confirmed that clones created by class or species abilities are excluded from any rules, and unless they're fully independent, even magical constructs are fine, since they're just tools! Now they're changing it on me, which is complete hydra dung!"

"Did you get it in writing?" Talyn asked immediately, causing Tammy to give her a wide-eyed stare.

"…No?" the alchemist said hesitantly, visibly wilting. "I didn't think I needed to…"

"Bad idea. Always get things like that in writing," Talyn told her firmly, reaching up to rub her forehead. She hated paperwork, or dealing with things like this. "I don't suppose you have a manual or anything like that from the Alchemists Guild? It might have information on what's allowed or not in it."

Melody drew their attention as she cleared her throat, looking at Tammy seriously.

"First of all, are you certain this is from the Guild?" Melody asked, gesturing at the letter. "While it has a seal, I'm not familiar with the Alchemists Guild’s, so I don't know if it's theirs. It also isn't signed by a specific individual, which makes me rather suspicious. I believe asking Reya for her input would be advised, as she's dealt with guilds more than any of us."

"Wait, um, right. I… think the seal is accurate? And no, I don't have a handbook or anything like that. I had a packet, but it was boring, and I think it was a casualty of the Great Mold Incident," Tammy said, her eyes wider than before, though at least she wasn't crying. "I… do you think it's fake?"

Melody shrugged, sitting back to think, and Talyn let her, setting the letter down. After casting a spell, a message from what Talyn could tell, the goddess spoke.

"I don't know. However, the lack of a signature could indicate this didn't go through proper channels. It could be official, though, with the Guild trying to avoid painting a target on any of their members. I really can't say for certain," Melody said seriously, leaning forward to look into Tammy's eyes. "While I've dealt with a lot of bureaucracy, there are so many types that it's difficult to say what's going on, and nothing stops someone from simply doing something stupid in pursuit of wealth or power. I doubt Talyn is going to go along with this, after all."

"Absolutely not," Talyn said, anger boiling inside her. "I've invested a significant amount in your business, and we'd already agreed you'd be the primary agent selling the ultramarine trumpets. This is effectively trying to change a deal we agreed to. If you have to pay significantly more dues, that'll decrease your profits, which means my income will be reduced. Perhaps you should change guilds."

Both of them looked at Talyn like she'd spoken in a different language.

"…What?" Tammy asked, her brow furrowing. "How could I join another guild? Without the Alchemists Guild backing me, I'd be in a lot more danger."

"An explanation would be appreciated," Melody agreed.

Talyn’s tail flicked happily, pleased she'd confused the goddess for once, and she leaned forward eagerly. She thought she sensed Reya just outside the door, come to think of it.

"Most guilds don't have rules preventing you from being members of other guilds unless they're direct rivals. For instance, you're a member of the Merchants Guild, since you run a storefront, but that doesn't interfere with your position in the Alchemists Guild," Talyn explained, pleased she'd looked into the subject ages ago and that she'd remembered it. "In your case, I give damned high odds you could join the Herbalists Guild, Delver's Guild, Entertainment Guild, or Healers Guild."

"Why would I… wait. Those guilds… oh," Tammy's eyes slowly widened, and an evil grin formed. Melody laughed, her eyes glittering.

"Of course. Rather than remaining a member of the Alchemists Guild, you could sell and trade herbs under the purview of the Herbalists Guild, effectively be an in-house vendor for the Delvers, provide cosmetics to the Entertainment Guild as a support member, and healing items via the last. There might be conditions on how Tammy could do it, and she'd lose access to their trade network and training, but it would be effective," Melody said, looking at Talyn with a smile so warm she blushed. "If it works, that is."

Reya interjected the next moment, stepping fully into the room.

"While I believe I need full context, Talyn is likely correct. Most guilds, particularly the smaller ones, are more than willing to allow multiple memberships, so long as it wouldn't hurt them," the blonde said, her gaze drifting across the room. It lingered on Tammy's tear-streaked face before she said, "May I ask what you needed my evaluation of?"

"Tammy received a letter which is demanding she pay guild dues for every clone. Since it isn't signed, we aren't certain it's legitimate, or if we're interpreting it properly," Talyn explained, gesturing at the letter in question. "She's understandably upset, and as you're the only person in the manor who's had much contact with the local guilds, Melody suggested getting your feedback."

"Talyn thinks they're trying to rob her via me!" Tammy interjected.

"I thought I heard something of that nature. While it isn't fully my area of expertise, I've seen a few documents of a similar nature. Please, allow me to review the letter before I say anything further," Reya said, approaching the table.

Talyn just nodded, trying not to interrupt. Reya didn't sit, unlike the rest of them, and her gaze focused on the letter. It took a minute, and Reya's lips pursed briefly before she spoke.

"The seal matches what I've seen on previous documents from the Alchemists Guild, so at the very least, whoever sent it had access to their seal or a convincing copy. However, the reasons given are… puzzling. In the vast majority of cases, the abilities granted by your species or class are considered exempt from any dues or duties, which makes this unusual," Reya said, frowning thoughtfully. "Beyond that, something such as this, which would affect a major business partner like Talyn, should have been subject to additional scrutiny. I would've expected the Guild to send a courier to Tammy with the message at the very least, or for it to be signed by a high-ranking member. It could be real, but another may have gone behind the Guild's back to send this."

"Hm. What approaches do we have?" Talyn asked, cutting Tammy off as she inhaled sharply to speak.

"Four come to mind. I don't recommend ignoring it, but it's an option. I also would lean against simply switching guilds without speaking to them, as it could lead to further conflict," Reya said, looking at Talyn thoughtfully. "Instead, my recommendation would be to either arrange a meeting with the Guildmaster or major agent of the Alchemists Guild to get an explanation, or to inquire of other guilds to ensure you have everything arranged before a similar meeting. I'm not certain whether embroiling yourself directly in such a meeting would be for the best, but it would certainly give Tammy additional support, and you're highly resistant to abilities which might otherwise influence her."

Melody nodded, and Talyn sat back, thinking about her options. She knew she didn't want to embroil herself in the politics of a guild. Yet when they were indirectly coming after her, and directly interfering with someone she was associated with, well… that changed things.

Which wasn't to say she was going to shove her nose into the middle of it without invitation. In the end, the choice was Tammy's, though she'd likely shut down the sale of the blossoms to the Alchemists Guild until this was sorted out. She didn't need the income in the short term.

"What do you want to do, Tammy?" Talyn asked, turning her attention to the alchemist. "I could arrange a meeting with Veeranna. I don't know about any of the other guilds, but Veeranna for sure. If you want me involved, I'll help. If you want to handle it alone, I'll stay out of it."

"Of course I want help! That's why I'm here!" Tammy replied, standing suddenly. "Besides, every time I think about trying to handle it alone, my Survival Instincts tell me it's a terrible idea! Do you know what it's like to feel like this? I'm afraid I'll get fed to hydras! Who knows what would happen to me?"

Talyn rolled her eyes. The odds of someone having hydras in the city for Tammy to be fed to were terrible.

"Dogs, or wolves, are far more likely," Talyn said dryly. "For now, put all ultramarine trumpet deals on hold, and I'd suggest sending an official message requesting a meeting, preferably with the Guildmaster. Make sure it gets to them directly and isn't intercepted. Do you want to meet with Veeranna?"

"Please? I'd like to have options arranged before going into the meeting," Tammy said, eyes shining with determination.

"In that case, I'll send her a message requesting a business meeting," Reya said, inclining her head to Talyn. "I'll ensure she knows we'd prefer a meeting as soon as possible. Would you like assistance writing your request, Tammy?"

"Please!" Tammy said, springing to her feet.

"Thank you, Reya," Talyn said, relief washing through her. "What would I do without you?"

"Drown in paperwork before inflicting the Guardians on the city to solve your problems," Reya said without hesitation, a smile tugging at her lips. "I sometimes wonder if it might be amusing to watch."

Talyn blushed, and Melody laughed, standing and hugging Talyn gently.

"While it might, Talyn wouldn't do so deliberately. The biggest difference is, she'd probably have gotten someone skilled with paperwork from the dungeon before this," Melody teased.

"Oh, shush," Talyn said, the heat in her cheeks rising as she shook her head. "As if I'd do that. I'd have asked Remarine for recommendations for a trustworthy clerk and been done with it."

Everyone laughed, and Talyn followed Reya and Tammy out of the room.
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The headquarters of the Entertainment Guild was a lovely building. Talyn's gaze was drawn along elegant marble pillars to artistic buttressing which supported the porch and roof above. The steps had been carefully textured to ensure visitors wouldn't slip except in the worst conditions. There was also magic imbued in them which Talyn thought repelled water and snow, but she couldn't be certain.

The windows were similarly works of art, with a significant number of brass and bronze sculptures adorning the balcony above, each different but with a similar theme. It was Talyn's first visit, but she was impressed.

The foyer of the guild was large, with numerous booths along the back wall with receptionists handling inquiries from guild members and applicants. There was an upper floor, and elegantly-garbed staff were moving about with smooth efficiency. Yet stepping inside was like stepping into a tsunami, and Tammy almost fainted on the spot, leaving Talyn thankful she'd borrowed a mental defense ring from Emma that morning. If she hadn't, Tammy might not recover. As it was, the blonde's gaze grew slightly vacant, almost passing out from dozens of people having focused their charisma abilities on Talyn before she’d even stepped into the room.

Talyn didn't think many of those present were courtesans. The majority didn't have the style she associated with them, even if some were beautiful, or handsome. She'd had enough artists and performers approach her over the last year hoping for her patronage that Talyn had learned to differentiate them somewhat.

At a rough guess, the majority of those focusing their abilities on Talyn were actors or playwrights, with a few courtesans among them. She also recognized a painter she'd employed recently to make portraits of several people in her home, and gave the man a nod of acknowledgment. While Talyn wouldn't mind speaking to, say, a seamstress or jeweler, she didn't want to risk being pulled into an unexpected entanglement.

Fortunately for her, Mori was present and in full intimidation mode.

Garbed in an eye-catching, flowing red dress, the handmaiden was displaying her full level, and with only one other person in the foyer displaying a level over four hundred, such was intimidating. Talyn thought the gold headdress of thorny vines was going a little far, but Reya had insisted it'd make a point, especially to those who knew what class Mori had. Which was likely to be everyone important in the city by now.

"Handmaiden of Blood and Thorns indeed," Talyn murmured, holding Tammy's arm to ensure she wasn't lost as they followed in Mori's wake.

The elf gave her an amused look, but continued forging a path directly to the important-looking Level 226 Sky Dwarf Persuasive Adjutant. The blonde woman hid her discomfort well as Mori approached, but Talyn noticed.

"We're here for a meeting," Mori told the pretty blonde dwarf, her voice courteous as always.

"Of course, ma'am. I was informed your party would be arriving," the woman said, giving a respectful curtsy. Gesturing, she called a starry-eyed Level 128 City Human Shimmering Attendant forward. And the bit about starry eyes was quite literal; her pupils were star-shaped and glowing within irises resembling the night sky. Talyn suspected an ability was involved. "Amanda will guide you to a reception room."

"Thank you," Talyn said, continuing to ignore the light pressure of various presences, even as some of them turned almost desperate to draw her attention.

"Careful, Tammy. Don't swallow your tongue," Melody murmured, her amusement bubbling into her voice as she guided Tammy from the other side.

"Please follow me, honored guests," Amanda said, her black hair hanging straight as she bowed deeply, then gestured to a side door.

That eliminated the majority of watching eyes as they moved through back hallways, though these were nice enough Talyn expected guests saw them often.

Soon they reached a lovely receiving room with furnishings both sturdy and beautiful, perfect for important guests. Despite everything Talyn had been through over the last year, she felt out of place, but she hid it as best she could. It wasn't as though Tammy was appropriately dressed, even when wearing her nicest clothing, so Talyn should feel more at ease than her, but she didn't.

"Would you care for any refreshments?" Amanda asked, smiling warmly at them. Talyn got a distinct sense of ulterior motives from her, as the woman's attention was focused entirely on Talyn.

"Thank you, but that's unnecessary," Talyn said, shaking her head gently. The attendant's smile dimmed just a hair. She turned her attention to Tammy. "Are you alright? That was intense."

"Mm… if it was intense… why don't you look like you're about to melt into a puddle…?" Tammy breathed, blinking rapidly. "I… I think I need a cold bath. Or at least a glass of water."

Talyn chuckled, shaking her head. She couldn't argue, not since she only vaguely remembered the first time she'd seen a cluster of courtesans in Castra. The experience had been incredible. Incredible and terrifying.

"I could use some water as well," Melody said, looking at Amanda. The woman's face lit up, and she bowed.

"I'll bring it at once!" she said eagerly, and departed.

Talyn spoke mildly. "Mori has water in her storage ring, you know."

"Yes, but now we aren't rejecting their hospitality," Melody countered.

Talyn had to admit it was a good point, so she just nodded.

Mori had taken a position in the corner, waiting patiently for her services to be required. Talyn had no idea how she could do it, but Mori had told her she enjoyed her work. Mori was more than willing to interact in private, giving her opinions and such, but in public she was always the perfect servant as far as Talyn was concerned. Her primary hobby seemed to be devouring the library's contents, as well as any new books which arrived.

Amanda quickly returned with a tray of glasses and a pitcher of water, and served each of them except Mori with unfailing grace. Talyn allowed Melody to check the water for drugs or poisons before drinking. At least that didn't dismay the woman.

Tammy slowly recovered, which Talyn thought was just as well. She didn't need to alienate the staff of the Entertainment Guild, after all.

Then the door opened, and Veeranna stepped in. Tammy whined softly, her hand clenching around Talyn's.

The Level 388 Four-Tailed Sky Kitsune had purple eyes this time, and her hair was black, save for the white tips of her four fluffy tails. She was wearing a black dress with silver patterns of cranes across it, with a white underdress beneath it, and her hair was held up by a warm red hair stick which radiated a decent amount of magic. She was also beautiful beyond words, with pale skin which practically glowed from within and a curvy figure. As Talyn watched, her eyes shifted to bright blue, and her hair shimmered, turning golden.

Behind Veeranna was her usual assistant, whose name Talyn couldn't seem to recall, to her private annoyance. The blonde was a Level 299 Plains Elf, and wore a subdued ivory gown as she followed Veeranna into the room, her silver-blue eyes fixing on Mori briefly.

"Talyn, it's wonderful to see you again!" Veeranna exclaimed warmly, moving forward with a smile fit to make Talyn's stomach do flip-flops. She was gorgeous, and knew exactly how to act around Talyn. She offered a hand, and Talyn found herself standing without thinking. She leaned over to kiss the back of the kitsune's hand.

"Veeranna. You're as beautiful as always, and I see you've made significant progress. I didn't see your subtype before, either. An evolution?" Talyn asked, straightening again.

"It is! I wasn't expecting it, but I certainly wasn't about to object when given the opportunity," Veeranna said, smiling broadly. "Amanda, thank you for taking care of my guests. Please, return to your duties."

"Yes, Guildmistress," Amanda said, bowing deeply. She quickly departed, and Talyn felt privacy wards settle into place around them. Not necessarily as good as she'd prefer for a truly private conversation, but close.

"There. Now, may I be introduced to your companions? It's lovely to see you again, Melody, but I'm afraid I don't know any of the others," Veeranna said, giving Melody a respectful nod.

"Of course. I'm certain you're interested in meeting Mori after information about her got around," Melody said teasingly. "I don't think poaching her from Talyn is going to happen, though."

"That would be correct. I was hired to serve Talyn for a minimum of five years. I intend to follow through with my task," Mori said, inclining her head. Despite how calm and polite she was, Talyn could tell she was… firm on the subject. Far firmer than Talyn had expected her to be.

"Regardless, we have Tammy Tenebres, or Timmy if you meet one of her male clones, and Mori, my personal attendant and sometimes weaving trainer," Talyn interjected, gesturing to each of them. "This is Guildmaster Veeranna Quatern. She's helped me a few times in the past. My apologies, but I don't remember the name of your attendant, though I recall she was at one of my parties last year."

The elf betrayed a hint of surprise as she looked at Talyn, and Veeranna laughed, smiling brightly as she nodded.

"Ah, Talyn! You're always full of surprises. Most people don't pay much attention to Dallavine, but you remembered her. Very good! She's my personal attendant and prior to the sharp spike in power here in Castra, my bodyguard. She likely will be in the future as well," Veeranna said, settling onto a sofa, her tails framing her elegantly. "Now, it's a pleasure to meet you, Mori, Tammy. And I had no intention of attempting to poach you from Talyn's service in the short term. The laws are quite clear in that regard, and if anyone, reports of this 'Jewel' are far more intriguing to me."

The mention of Jewel sent a shiver down Talyn's spine, and she couldn't suppress her blush, as the woman was… calling her intense would be putting it mildly. Talyn might have Iron Will, tempered by the Guardians, but that didn't mean the dark elf hadn't determined exactly how to handle Talyn within moments of meeting her. She didn't even need abilities, as the brown-skinned, golden-eyed woman was just that skilled.

Talyn had no doubts Jewel would be fully capable of founding her own noble house in a matter of months if she wanted to, and was mystified by why the alluring woman remained in her employ, rather than taking a position elsewhere. Not that Talyn was complaining, as between Jewel and Mori, their guidance had been working wonders for Talyn's maids.

"Yeah… good luck with that. I don't know why she's even working for me, rather than taking me up on an offer to let her start a business or work elsewhere. I'm pretty sure she could make enormous sums teaching social types how to use their abilities, rather than smiling prettily at the people trying to take my money before turning the tables," Talyn said with another shiver. She suspected it'd take Jewel a couple of days to get Talyn to sign over everything she had, if even that.

"It'll be another nine months before I can even attempt to hire her. I have time," Veeranna said, her smile widening slightly. "Speaking of which, I wish to reiterate my offer. If you ever wish for a night together, please contact me. With that being said, perhaps we should get down to business? It appears Miss Tenebres has almost recovered her wits."

"Find another Tammy, the Tammy you're looking for is drooling…" Tammy muttered, though Talyn was pretty sure her eyes were coming back into focus.

Talyn cast a spell to stabilize the mind and dropped it on Tammy, causing her gaze to fully recover even as she yelped.

"Gah! What was… wait, why didn't you do that earlier?" Tammy protested, blushing furiously as she tore her gaze away from Veeranna, looking at Talyn in betrayal.

"You'll never acclimate to their presences if you don't experience it properly," Talyn said, not regretting her choice. "It's time to discuss business."

"Agreed, you have the letter from the Alchemists Guild," Melody said with a gentle nudge.

"Fine, fine, you're all picking on me! I should've sent Tammy, she'd deserve it… wait. No she doesn't. She'd have met Veeranna, and she's a boastful jerk," Tammy said, glowering as she shook her head. She pulled out the letter she'd received and set it on the table. "I got this the other day, and Talyn thinks it's suspicious. I set up a meeting at the Alchemists Guild about it, but, um…"

Veeranna picked up the letter delicately, and Talyn continued the explanation.

"The situation seems strange to me. I think they're trying to get a larger cut from the ultramarine trumpets indirectly, and I'm not happy about it. We were considering the option of having Tammy join multiple other guilds as a backup plan, directly supplying the cosmetics she's been making to the Entertainment Guild as one example, healing items to the Healer's Guild, and so on," Talyn said, shrugging. "You're the only person I know in any position of authority in this guild, and I don't know any others, so I thought to approach you."

"One moment, if you would?" Veeranna said, raising a finger as she read the letter.

Talyn fell silent, waiting patiently as the kitsune read. Her face didn't betray her emotions, and Tammy fidgeted beside Talyn, obviously nervous. She kept giving Talyn sidelong looks, which Talyn ignored.

"This is strange. I doubt Drayma would authorize such a controversial move… it could be an effort by one of his competitors, or an act by those with higher authority than him," Veeranna said at last, looking at Tammy thoughtfully. "So. How serious are you, regarding joining the Guild? This is merely a backup, should the worst come about?"

"Yeah, that's right. I mean, I wouldn't mind selling the cosmetics directly to you, but that'd eat into my profits some, I suspect. I just don't want to be paying the dues for all of me! Timmy, Tim, and Tammy aren't worth that much!" Tammy said earnestly, leaning forward. "I'm not sure how bad it's going to be, but I'd like to have other options."

"Very well. The details will need to be worked out by some of my subordinates, but I'm certainly willing to add a supplier to the Guild, particularly for such high-quality cosmetics," Veeranna said, her smile widening. "I'm not going to object if another guild drives such a talented individual into our arms."

From the way Tammy perked up at Veeranna's welcoming body language, Talyn reflected that keeping the alchemist from taking a bad deal might be more difficult than she'd hoped.
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"I'm afraid you need to smooth your movements, Talyn. Let's start from the beginning," Jewel said gently, glancing at Mori, who started the music from the beginning.

"I'm… not entirely sure you're the best partner for this," Talyn said, blushing furiously as she stepped back anyway, getting into position.

Jewel was a Level 570 Stellar Dark Elf, from her perspective, and Talyn couldn't get enough of looking at her, between the woman's appearance and what Talyn suspected were multiple charisma abilities.

Jewel was a little taller than Talyn, with rich, flawless brown skin and elegant pointed ears. She had glowing golden irises, long black hair, and a curvy figure which pushed all of Talyn's buttons. More than that was her attitude, though. Jewel exuded an aura of calm maturity, with a constant smile on her face and gentle mannerisms leaving those she spoke to feeling like they were the sole focus of her attention. Those eyes looking into your own, full of what seemed like absolute understanding and compassion… it was mesmerizing.

The dark elf was currently wearing a revealing ivory gown which showed off her stomach, shoulders, and back, which made it difficult to concentrate on the steps. At least Talyn didn't have to worry about stepping on her feet. Jewel was much faster than her.

"Of course I'm the best partner. If you can dance properly with me, you won't have difficulties handling the presence of anyone below level six hundred. Beyond which, you enjoy being able to touch me," Jewel said, her voice warm and gentle. From anyone else, Talyn would've felt like she was being criticized, but from Jewel? It wasn't accusatory, just a simple statement of fact with just a hint of welcome.

"…Yes… I do," Talyn admitted, blushing as she tried to focus on the music. Tried and failed, but Jewel was a good teacher and her movement prompted Talyn to start dancing again.

Jewel didn't teach by explaining the steps, though. She taught first by showing the dance several times, partly because the first time Talyn couldn't think about much of anything except trying not to swallow her tongue. Then she'd gently guide her partner into making the correct steps, or simply mirror them when teaching dances which didn't have partners. It worked well, when Talyn was able to pay proper attention. It just took a lot of effort, even with Iron Will.

The problem with Iron Will, Talyn found, was the ability had a much more limited effect when it was something she actually wanted to do. Something which Melody teased her incessantly about when they'd discovered it.

As the music played, Talyn tried to focus on her steps, rather than the woman opposite her. All as Melody and Mori watched them dance.
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Mori watched as her newest Mistress danced with Jewel, astounded despite herself.

They'd worked at a few places together, ever since Jewel had rescued Mori while escaping the fall of House Revent. Jewel had been of exceptionally high rank there as the head concubine, second only to the Lord's wife. She was the one tasked with organizing the staff. As such, Mori had seen Jewel work many, many times.

Jewel could easily have become the leader of her own house, if she'd wanted to, or even overthrown a house if she'd tried. From what she'd said, the woman had indicated she'd done so once, but the results had been near-lethal. Instead, she always aimed for a position which was important but not too important, which often led to her training others.

None of the students Mori had seen had improved at the rate Talyn had, despite being far higher-level. Not a single one of them. The Named or Awoken who met Jewel also often fell in love in a matter of days, yet even three months later, Talyn hadn't asked to bed Jewel, woo her, or anything else. She obviously wanted to, but she didn't. It was just as well, since Jewel was refraining due to… doubts that most surfacers who were lower-level would survive until she had proper control of her abilities.

Watching the two sway through the dance, Mori's thoughts wandered to the past few months, and how… strange they'd been.

She'd never anticipated the reality of seeing the sun. The sky. Everything had been so bright, and it'd taken months before her eyes truly adapted to the experience. Even then, Mori suspected her abilities were the only reason her eyes didn't hurt. Some of the others Talyn freed had immediately chosen to become nocturnal as much as possible.

The population was weak. Fragile. Even children back in the city had been stronger than most of the supposed adults which filled the streets and buildings, and there were so very many of them. It was hard to adapt, but at the same time, it was so restful.

Mori had only been forced to fight three people in seven months. Three! It was ridiculous, and one of those was due to Talyn deciding to help someone being mugged, and a level four hundred had decided to rob her, not having seen Mori in the background. She hadn't killed any of them, since it wasn't necessary. She'd killed in the dungeon a few times, but that was just to stay in practice. She was Talyn's bodyguard, after all.

Which wasn't to say there weren't legitimate threats around. Emma's parents, Edimar and Sifari, were both dangerous. With her current equipment, Mori would give herself modestly good odds of fighting off one of them. Both would kill her in short order if she was trying to defend Talyn, but Mori was confident of her ability to escape. Then there was the woman who'd returned to Castra from somewhere to the south a few weeks back, Maerna Steelwall. The Level 717 Warlord Human exuded an aura of danger which instantly put Mori on guard. She doubted she'd even be able to flee from the woman.

There'd been a few others over the last several weeks as well. None which Mori had been forced to confront, but the flyby of dragons had been notable, as had several others who were somewhat stronger than Edimar and his wife. But with Jewel around, she felt significantly more secure, and anything truly threatening would likely be dealt with by the Void Guardian.

So she'd been able to do many things. She learned about fabrics which were weaker than anything she'd imagined, and privately learned to weave them so she could teach Talyn a few things she'd learned about threadwork over the years. Mori had indulged in reading an enormous number of books, not one of which was filled with nonsense, though she'd been informed it was possible for books to be written in other languages. Mori had spent some of her pay ordering additional books, and primers on their languages.

She enjoyed it. Mori was astounded to realize that, but she enjoyed her life as Talyn's handmaiden… and having a Mistress she considered worthy of her service was satisfying in a way Mori couldn't fully express. She enjoyed Talyn's company, though she'd drawn a firm line when Talyn had gotten a bit drunk and flirted with her. Mori wasn't going to be responsible for accidentally maiming the succubus. She didn't think Talyn was durable enough for that yet.

Mori might be willing, but she hadn't decided yet. Some of her employers hadn't been terrible partners, and considering the number of lovers Talyn had, she was probably skilled.

"You never look bored during things like this," Melody said conversationally.

"Neither do you," Mori replied, glancing at the Guardian Spirit. Mori's unease with her was significantly reduced, but that didn't mean she was entirely comfortable in her presence. Mori had been told about the woman coming to this world with Talyn, but she was deliberately mysterious when it came to her exact role in the Celestial Bureaucracy. It made her wary, even if she liked Melody.

"I've had to wait a lot over the course of my existence. Though there's also many times when the work seems endless, so… this is a nice vacation," Melody said, glancing at Talyn again.

The two were doing well this time, Mori thought. At which point Talyn stepped slightly out of position, and Jewel had them start over. Mori reset the music without prompting.

"I'm in a similar position. This has been quite restful, and I enjoy reading," Mori agreed, inclining her head ever so slightly. "When I was offered the position, I was expecting significantly more violence and attempts on Mistress Talyn's life. Do you believe that's likely to change?"

Melody didn't reply initially, simply watching the movements of Jewel and Talyn. They stood there, waiting patiently, until Melody spoke softly.

"Probably." Her voice was quiet enough that even Mori struggled to hear her. "Her life tends to flow between cycles of peace and danger, and she's from another world. It's inevitable that something will change, and when it does… well. Death is ultimately the fate of everything. It's simply a question of how and when."

Mori looked at Melody, surprised by the way she'd spoken. While she didn't seem happy about the thought, she also sounded accepting of death. Mori wasn't certain how to express her thoughts.

"Thank you for informing me," Mori said at last, focusing past her surprise to the answer itself. If danger was coming, she was going to be prepared. She was surprised to find she almost looked forward to it.

Now, if only she could figure out what to do with the money she'd been given by the Void Guardian. It'd taken her far too long to determine how much it was worth, mostly because no one in the city used coins which were that valuable. Mori wasn't certain even those two hundred levels above her would have so much on hand.

Then the door burst open, allowing Danielle to rush in. The Level 138 Star Dark Elf Spellsinger's eyes were wide, and she spoke quickly, her voice filled with excitement.

"Talyn, I got them, I got them! Tickets to Ellian's Dance of the Lotus Blossoms!" she exclaimed, her eyes shining, though her gaze was simultaneously drawn to Jewel. It was only to be expected.

Talyn's face lit up as she smiled, turning to Danielle with her tail swaying while Mori stopped the music. Even Jewel smiled compassionately as Melody laughed.

As Mori recalled, Danielle was speaking about a famous play which was going to be performed by a high-level group in the coming weeks. They were almost at Mori's level, which was impressive for a group visiting such a low-level region, though they'd only be performing for a few nights. Even Mori was interested, since the plays she'd seen on the surface were much better than the ones she'd seen before. Mori suspected the Great Administrator didn't have much experience with plays.

"Oh? How many were you able to get?" Talyn asked hopefully. "I know they were going quickly."

Danielle's cheeks changed color marginally, their already dark tone growing a little darker, and she looked away guiltily.

"Um, I may have used your name to help me get into the queue for one of the boxes… but I got it! Six seats in total!" she said, smiling brightly. "It cost a bunch, but Reya approved the expense!"

There was a brief pause as Talyn looked at the dark elf. Mori could easily pick up the fond exasperation hidden beneath the surface, though Talyn did a reasonably good job concealing it. Handmaiden's Awareness allowed her to keep excellent tabs on Talyn's state of mind and desires. Talyn wasn't upset, she was just amused the dark elf had been forced to draw on Talyn's entertainment fund rather than getting the tickets on her own.

"Really. I thought you were planning to get them yourself?" Talyn asked at last, arching an eyebrow as she put on a facade of disappointment.

Danielle's blush intensified, and she looked down, studying her shoes intensely.

"I could've gotten one seat with my own funds, maybe two… and Reya suggested I use your name if I needed to. And gave me the budget," Danielle said guiltily, toeing the floor. "Did… did I mess up?"

Talyn's expression cracked as she grinned, shaking her head firmly.

"Of course not! I just thought you were planning to get everything on your own. Good job getting the box, as I'm sure we'll enjoy the play," Talyn said, taking the spellsinger's hands. "The biggest problem will be deciding who gets to go, hm?"

Danielle's face lit up and she smiled, her shoulders loosening with both relief and fond irritation. "You could've said that sooner! I was afraid I'd upset you! As for who, obviously Melody and Reya. Melody is curious about the music, and Reya wants to see it herself. That leaves two spots."

"What about Emma?" Talyn asked, her brow furrowing. "It has lots of dancing, based on the name alone. It could help advance her abilities."

"Her parents got tickets before I could, and invited her," Danielle said without hesitation. "She's disappointed she can't come with us, but doesn't want to leave a seat empty. I expect Mori is on your list."

"Absolutely," Talyn said, glancing at Mori curiously. "Unless you feel otherwise?"

"I can't protect you if I'm not present, Mistress," Mori said without hesitation, giving a respectful bow as relief washed over her. She'd been half-afraid she'd have to interject and request one of the spots. That, or infiltrate the play, which would likely be more difficult than she liked. Security in Castra was odd. It was weaker than in the dungeon when it came to absolute strength, but there were far fewer points to infiltrate, comparatively.

"Good. I'd have to swat her if she'd considered leaving you behind," Melody said with a playful grin. "Besides, you're interested in the play as well, aren't you?"

Mori nodded, noting the smile on Jewel's face with a tiny amount of annoyance. She didn't see a reason to deny it, though.

"Of course. The plays I've seen have ranged from modest to excellent so far," Mori agreed.

"I'm glad to hear it. In that case, you're the one who got the tickets, Danielle. Do you have anyone you want to invite, or should I?" Talyn asked, turning her attention back to Danielle.

The dark elf frowned, her brow knitting as she gave the question serious consideration, more than Mori thought was strictly necessary. She would've expected the woman to have decided who she wanted to invite as soon as she got the tickets; why would she have gotten so many otherwise? Though it was possible she'd expected Talyn to take all of them.

"I… don't know. I wanted to go with you, but didn't have any ideas beyond that," Danielle admitted. "I don't know a lot of other people, and some of those I've met since you rescued me have been sketchy. I think they mostly want to meet you."

Talyn let out a soft snort, glancing at Jewel, her eyes glittering.

"Either Fredrica, Jewel, or Priscilla, I think. There aren't enough spots for Aslith and Reagan, who're the ones I think would want to go, and I'm not inviting only one of them. Are you interested in going, Jewel?" Talyn asked, arching an eyebrow curiously.

"Yes, but decide whether you want to invite someone else before me," Jewel said without hesitation, warmly inclining her head to Talyn. "I'm certain I'll have opportunities in the future, and my presence would be distracting for all of you. I'd rather you were able to fully enjoy the play."

Talyn smiled, her cheeks coloring as she nodded, clearing her throat. She was obviously struggling to avoid staring at Jewel, and Danielle had no chance. Mori hoped the young woman got some sort of mental resistance ability soon, as it would help immensely in her future. Especially if she kept delving into the dungeon.

Mori would hate to see the spellsinger cut down by a Psychic Slayer, after all. But she kept her thoughts to herself as Jewel clapped her hands.

"Time to expand the lesson! Danielle, please accompany the music, using your magic to add additional instruments while watching us. If you can make performing unconscious, it'll improve your reaction time," Jewel said, assessing the two low-level women. They suddenly looked quite concerned, and Mori hid her smile.

Jewel might be a wonderful woman, and mesmerizing beyond belief, but appearances could be deceiving. She had survived to become one of the Awoken.


CHAPTER 23
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Tammy didn't enjoy visiting the Alchemists Guild even at the best times. No, that wasn't true. She liked visiting the storefronts which contained tomes of recipes and techniques, equipment, and ingredients. Even browsing the concoctions and pills on offer was interesting. Some things she hadn't known existed, and knowing expanded Tammy's horizons. Outside the shops, though? Tammy would prefer to stay away.

The fragrant corridors of the Guildhall belied the rot she sensed within. Politicking and scheming abounded, and Tammy had very nearly been mentally dominated by another member who was after the ultramarine trumpets. That had been a bad day indeed, and she'd spent a hefty sum purchasing an item to prevent there being a repeat incident. The fact it happened after giving back Emma's item had just been salt in the wound. At least the other party would have to be much higher than level three hundred, now.

And yes, the person who'd made the attempt had not only been booted from the Guild, but she'd been arrested by the district guard and handed over to the Ducal Guard for investigation and judgment. People did not like mind control in Castra. Or in Sylland, for that matter. Tammy was just lucky Tammy had been around and noticed, plus that she'd had one of the low-potency stink bombs to disrupt the offender's concentration. Anyway!

There were also countless ambitious or resentful apprentices who looked at Tammy hungrily, obviously wanting what she had. Some of them were Apprentice Alchemists even when they were over level one hundred and fifty, which left Tammy flabbergasted. If they had real ambition, they'd set out on their own and build their skills with their own hands.

But there wasn't anything she could do about that. Tammy was low-level, and currently the Guild was trying to extort her for far more money than she dared calculate. Dues were at least partially based on an alchemist's level, so Tammy's dues had gradually risen, though they'd been easy to handle as her skill and income increased, but adding fifty level fifty-five clones to the expenses would be… unpleasant. And Tammy wouldn't have a chance of keeping up if she simply absorbed a bunch of her clones to save money. She was damned either way, so she had no intention of allowing the Guild to get away with it.

Which was why she was currently sitting in a chair, waiting for the chance to meet with Guildmaster Drayma after her meeting with the vice-guildmaster had gone… poorly. She'd thrown down the letter she'd been sent and asked why she was being targeted, as well as stating that Talyn wasn't going to be selling any of the flowers through the Guild until it was resolved. Things had escalated quickly from there.

Tammy wasn't the best judge of character, but even she'd noticed a hint of bloodlust from the man when he'd read the document, and he'd seemed sincerely shocked by the contents. The loss of the ultramarine trumpets just accentuated their concerns, if you asked her. Either way, Tammy had declined to simply leave while the man investigated. That might give whoever was after her time to cover their track, or build support in the Guild. Tammy was either going to deal with this from the roots, or take refuge elsewhere.

So here she was, in a waiting room that, while it smelled good from incense, was suspiciously bare of anything which would easily burn or corrode if alchemical substances escaped. While Tammy had brought a few items for self-defense, she couldn't imagine bringing most corrosive substances to the Guildmaster's office. Not unless she was planning to melt the lock so she could infiltrate, anyway, at which point the risk of staining carpets was slightly less relevant.

Though based on the metal composition of the lock, it might be far easier to use a solution to consume plant fibers on the wood, then kick it off its hinges. The components would be a quarter of the price, if she remembered right, and it was amazing how many people failed to protect wood against rot.

Maybe if she used⁠—

"Miss Tenebres? The Guildmaster is ready for you," the Level 202 City Elf interrupted.

"Right, thanks!" Tammy said, standing up quickly as she flashed the blonde a smile. The woman was pretty, with nice half-moon glasses partially obscuring green eyes… not as pretty as Reya, in Tammy's opinion, but pretty enough, and less likely to be able to fold Tammy in half and shove her into the closet.

Which had never happened before. Absolutely not.

Putting the incident out of her mind, Tammy approached the door, took a breath, and entered.

The office on the other side was nice. Several windows showed the Gold District beyond, with the wall surrounding the dungeon in the distance, and a door led to a balcony. A large desk dominated the room, with several chairs along the walls, as well as one on Tammy's side of the desk. There was a small alchemy lab set up along one wall, only sufficient for minor experiments. A carefully pruned miniature tree rested on the desk, along with one of the carnivorous flytraps Tammy had seen in the swamps.

On the other side of the desk, which had been scarred by acid, fire, and other substances, was Guildmaster Drayma, and next to him was the vice-guildmaster. Drayma was a Level 294 Sea Dwarf with aquamarine eyes and blue-black hair, and he was clean shaven, though Tammy expected that was mostly due to his alchemy work. She'd rarely met alchemists who managed to keep beards, mustaches, or eyebrows, though he appeared to have managed the last. He was frowning, which shouldn't surprise her. She'd made an impressive threat, after all.

The vice-guildmaster, whose name Tammy had forgotten as soon as she heard it, was a tall, thin Level 277 Warlord Human. He had mid-length brown hair, tired brown eyes, and a narrow face. Both wore trousers, tunics, and bracers like most alchemists favored, if of nicer fabric than what she was used to seeing, as well as other equipment.

"Miss Tenebres, please take a seat. I've heard you have unsettling news for me. An unauthorized document, if I understand correctly," Drayma said, gesturing to the empty chair. He didn't sound happy.

Tammy didn't need a second invitation and immediately sat, relieved the meeting didn't seem to be going the wrong way, not yet. She wasn't going to hold her breath, though. There were so many ways it could go awry.

"If that means I'm not going to have to pay dues for all my clones, I'll be happy," Tammy said, smiling brightly at him. "I assume you've been informed about why I'm here?"

"Approximately, but I'd like to ensure I get the full details from you rather than relying on hearsay," Drayma said, his brow knitting.

"Alright. I received this letter the same day I got my certifications to sell ultramarine trumpets on Talyn's behalf," Tammy said, scowling as her anger bubbled up again. She pulled out the letter and set it on the desk, since there was no way she could reach Drayma from where she was sitting. "Also, Talyn is refusing to sell any of them through the Alchemists Guild until this is resolved. I'm really mad, and I've checked with other guilds. If this goes through, I intend to leave. I was told my clones were exempt when I joined, and wouldn't have become a member if they weren't!"

She cut off her tirade, practically biting her tongue. Reya had whacked her with a ruler multiple times while practicing to help Tammy learn not to go overboard. She thought the elf had taken far too much pleasure in it.

"One moment, let's see what this says," Drayma said, taking the letter. As he read, his expression darkened until it was a full scowl. His gaze lingered on the spot where the seal was. Tammy fidgeted, wondering why.

"I recognize this variant of the seal. You as well, Richard?" Drayma asked darkly.

"It took me a few minutes to pick out the details, but yes, I do. There are only three people with access to it. I'm not certain which was responsible, but…" the vice-guildmaster shrugged as his voice trailed off.

"I see. Well, this is a problem," Drayma said, slapping down the letter unhappily. "So. This letter absolutely goes against current Guild policy, and to my knowledge there aren't any rules on the books which justify it. If you're willing to stay in the guild, I'll write up a document specifically calling this out, which you can use to deal with anyone who tries to claim otherwise."

Relief flooded through Tammy, as despite how much she'd love working under Guildmistress Veeranna, emphasis on under, she'd rather not go through the changes switching guilds required. Yet she couldn't help some of her curiosity. And residual suspicion.

"Wonderful! But how'd this happen, anyway? And you seem to know where the seal is from?" Tammy asked, eyeing the Guildmaster. The exchange between them could have been planned ahead of time, as she wasn't the best at seeing through falsehoods. It was part of the reason her clones listened in a lot, because the more of her which were listening, the better chance one of them would catch something suspicious. She didn't like being suspicious, but it came with her job.

"I couldn't say on the first. Obviously, someone decided to cause you difficulties, but as I said, I don't know which person with access to the seal is responsible," Drayma said, pulling out a sheet of paper. "As for the seals, I'm obviously not going to explain exactly what we were looking for, but each of the guild seals is subtly different, with details designed to allow us to tell which one was used. In cases where they've been copied, it also allows us to⁠—"

Danger blared in Tammy's mind. She wasn't sure what set it off, but whatever it was came far too late. A window pane behind Drayma exploded inward, magical runes flaring and shattering in the same instant. There was the faintest hint of a blur, and purple light flashed around Drayma as his amulet flared with power, causing the blur to vanish… but there was another blur right behind it. She'd only begun to duck when Drayma's head exploded and a projectile ripped a furrow through his desk.

"Eeek!" Tammy yelped, ducking with the practiced skill of an alchemist who'd seen too many concoctions explode in her face. Pain still tore through her as splinters punched into her left arm and shoulder.

"Guildmaster!" Richard exclaimed, lunging toward the thoroughly deceased Guildmaster. Tammy's Survival Instincts were still blaring, and she acted instantly.

"Down, idjet!" Tammy snapped, her foot lashing out as she reached for her belt.

Her foot hit the man's ankle with all the force she could muster. It wasn't much, due to her angle, but it was enough to knock him off-balance. Richard swayed, which was just enough to save his life.

Another blur tore through the opening, and instead of punching through Richard's chest, it only took his right arm just below the shoulder, sending him spinning to the floor as blood fountained through the room.

Tammy decided that preserving the life of the other witness who knew she wasn't involved was a good idea. Instead of quaffing her healing elixir, she rapidly crawled across the room to the screaming vice-guildmaster to pour it over the stump, among other things. Hopefully it would save his life. There were bloody rocks embedded in the walls, and Tammy grimaced.

Of course, that was when one of the blurs shot through the hole and curved, aiming directly for the alchemy lab… and particularly the reagents on the shelf behind it.

The sound of shattering glass filled the room, and Tammy cursed as she ducked, thankful the desk was between her and the reagents.

That didn't make the small detonation any less painful. A few moments later, building security burst into the room, and Tammy groaned, her shoulder, ears, and head aching.

She probably wasn't getting that letter, she reflected. At least the vice-guildmaster seemed to be alive… now she just hoped he wasn't in on the scam targeting her.


CHAPTER 24
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"Gods above. I thought the Alchemists Guild had improved their wards to prevent this sort of thing!" Duke Malcom Castra exclaimed, running his fingers through his hair nervously.

James grimaced, the Level 368 City Human Chief of Staff standing fully at attention, his expression masking his emotions. Unfortunately for both of them, it didn't help hide his opinion.

"They did. They hired a level five hundred runemaster to reinforce the wards early on. However, the attack used was… unfortunately, it seems they knew what they were dealing with. The initial investigation indicates the attacker used shards of stone taken from the building's foundation, and sympathetically tied them to the building so the wards didn't register them as attacks or threats. While the enchanted window deflected the first before breaking, the attacker used multiple projectiles, and the Guildmaster's protections were insufficient," James explained, his voice tight. "We believe he had the funds set aside for a resurrection, but I'm uncertain whether a caster capable of it will get to him in time. Reports indicate the vice-guildmaster narrowly avoided death as well, and only due to the actions of the alchemist Talyn sponsors. She was meeting with them at the time."

"…Gods damnit. Any other victims? Leads on who was responsible?" Malcom asked, closing his eyes as he inhaled slowly. "If there's more bad news, I'd like it all at once. I don't want to think about how Talyn is going to react. Or her associates."

"Good news, last I heard we still have a city," James said dryly. A slight smile appeared on his face briefly. "As for who's responsible, we don't know. The assassin could be anywhere from level four hundred up, depending on how specialized their abilities are, and the method used means initial divinations didn't detect any magical traces beyond the wards themselves. There are nine powerful alchemists in the city who I believe have both the motive and means to hire a person of that strength, possibly more. Muddying the waters, the attack caused the District Guard to concentrate, and robbers hit three major stores, stealing valuable enchanted goods from each. Enough to make an assassination like that worthwhile."

"…Shadefire, we're in trouble," Malcom said unhappily, sitting back in his chair. "If it happened last year, I wouldn't be as worried, but this could lead to a full-scale guild war, if the wrong group blows up. We don't have enough high-level people to shut one down, either. Chances that Talyn's alchemist is involved?"

"Unlikely, but distantly possible. I'm informed something went awry, and she was looking at potentially leaving the Alchemists Guild due to them trying to charge dues for all her clones," James said, internally incredulous at how shortsighted that threat was. "Vice-guildmaster Richard said Drayma was planning to give her a document confirming that wasn't authorized before the assassination, though. I doubt she'd do something so foolish."

"Thank the gods for small favors," Malcom breathed, closing his eyes again. He was quiet for a moment, then nodded slowly. "Inform the Inquisitors, just to be sure they know. I want all the district leaders informed, as well as the guild leaders. Put in a word with those capable of resurrections, if possible I want Drayma near the front of the queue. If someone wanted him dead, I'd prefer he didn't stay that way. Get our best investigator on the case. Most importantly, let the princess' guard know."

James stiffened, and Malcom smiled coldly. Neither of them were happy, as they'd rather the princess wasn't in the city, but it wasn't like their opinions mattered to her. She'd traveled elsewhere on a few tasks for Her Majesty over the last half-year, but Adeline kept returning to Castra, haunting the area like a ghost. If something happened to her, even if she wasn't the heir, it would be bad.

"Of course, Your Grace," James said, bowing deeply before Malcom. "It shall be done."

As he left the room, James felt his dread grow, and he prayed to the gods for this to remain peaceful.
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Talyn was out the carriage's door before it came to a stop. Yet even as she bolted for the building, Mori was already ahead of her. Talyn couldn't even see the elf move, Mori was simply there as she rushed for the Gold District's guard headquarters, Melody hot on her heels.

"Talyn, slow down!" Melody said, sounding exasperated. "She's not in danger of dying!"

"I know! That doesn't mean I don't want to see her quickly!" Talyn snapped, refusing to slow down. It was astounding how Mori could clear her path without seeming to do anything, and never before had Talyn been so thankful for it.

They rushed into the building, where people were milling about the antechamber, and Talyn's gaze fixed on the secretary who appeared the least busy. She approached without pause, people scattering from her path. Her tail was lashing, and frustration bubbled up inside her. Frustration and self-recrimination.

The secretary looked up, and the dracoling's eyes widened at the sight of Talyn as he paled. Yet Talyn didn't stop, simply moving forward.

"Talyn. I'm here to pick up Tammy Tenebres," she said, meeting the man's gaze.

"Ah, yes, you're expected. I'm afraid she was injured, and is currently in the medical ward," the man replied hesitantly, staring back at Talyn. "If you'll wait a moment, I'll get someone to show you back."

"Good, I'll do so," Talyn said tersely, taking a few steps to the side and crossing her arms, her frustration building.

Melody stepped up beside her, while Mori… well, she wasn't hiding her presence the way she often did. Instead, she was projecting a palpable aura of danger which kept others from drawing too close. That suited Talyn's mood just fine, and she slowly drew a breath, trying to keep her emotions under control. It was hard, so hard.

Then Melody hummed a few notes, and a barrier of magic surrounded the three of them, masking their voices from bystanders. Talyn doubted it'd stop most people from overhearing if they had abilities focused on that, but it gave the illusion of privacy.

"Talyn, what's wrong?" Melody asked, worry filling her voice. "You've been growing more and more out of sorts as we approached, and now you're just… what is it?"

Talyn inhaled sharply, opening her mouth to snap at Melody, but stopped herself. It took… more effort to do so than she liked to admit, but she held herself back as she paused and counted internally. Once she felt she was able to speak calmly, Talyn answered Melody.

"I'm… upset with myself. I know it isn't my fault, so don't bother telling me it isn't, but I can't help myself. Tammy went to meet the guildmaster partly due to my advice, so I feel… I feel frustrated and angry with myself. Even if it wasn't my fault, she almost got killed. She was almost murdered because she was there. I'm just…" Talyn inhaled slowly, her fists clenched so tight that she felt pain from her nails digging into her palms. Oddly, it helped keep her emotions under control.

Melody froze, taking Talyn in. Then she sighed softly.

"Of course it'd be that. Talyn… for coming from such a terrible world, you're strangely pure," Melody said gently, taking one of Talyn's hands with a concerned look. "You asked me not to tell you it isn't your fault, so I won't. But would it hurt you to be less harsh on yourself?"

Talyn relaxed her hand to hold Melody's, trying to enjoy the comforting warmth even as she focused on getting past her fear and frustration. She squeezed Melody's hand and gave her a taut smile.

"Maybe? I don't know, though," Talyn admitted, inhaling slowly. "I just… it's a problem. I know it isn't my fault, but that doesn't change how I feel right now. With any luck, it'll pass soon."

She paused for a few more seconds, breathing slowly until she felt her pulse and tail slow.

"I just need to make sure she's okay. Once I have, I think I'll rest a little easier," Talyn said at last.

Melody nodded, returning the squeeze and smiling at Talyn, the worry on her face easing. Talyn felt a little bad she'd worried the goddess, but there was only so much she could do. The hubbub filling the room from other people certainly didn't help.

A few seconds later, a door into the back opened. A man in the local guard uniform exited, and Talyn barely gave the Level 244 Mountain Human a glance before he approached them, nodding respectfully even as Melody's barrier melted away.

"Hello, ma'am. I'm informed you're here to pick up Miss Tenebres?" He was so polite Talyn couldn’t help a small smile.

"That's right. Is she well?" Talyn asked, focusing on the blond man properly. He looked worried, for some strange reason, but he let out a short, barking laugh.

"As well as she can be. She's got a sharp tongue, and wanted to leave already," he said, gesturing to the back. "Her injuries have been treated, and the Captain wanted her to have an escort back to her residence, but she insisted on waiting for you instead. Said she trusted you more than them."

Talyn laughed, incredulity and relief rushing through her.

"That's good. Please, show me in," Talyn said, glancing at Melody happily. If Tammy was able to argue like that, it was a good sign.

"Follow me, please," the man said, leading them into the back. Talyn was first in line, Melody by her side and Mori guarding their backs as they moved into the bustling guard post.

Fortunately for them, their destination wasn't far. Their guide led them into a room which smelled of distilled alcohol and traces Talyn associated with salves or medicine. The various alcoves were curtained off from each other, though most were open, revealing empty beds. Talyn got the impression they weren't intended for long-term use, but her attention snapped to one of the alcoves with a drawn curtain as she heard muttering from the other side, all while a physician stood outside, appearing to be mildly disturbed. He obviously hadn't been around Tammy for long enough to either become truly inured or terrified.

"…ironwood extract with vinelash sap and… no, that would cause skin to lash out at attackers, not provide reactive defense," Tammy was muttering, her voice barely audible even in the quiet room. "It also wouldn't protect against⁠—"

"Tammy! I heard you got hurt," Talyn interrupted, not willing to let the woman continue plotting whatever she was. She also wanted to ensure the blonde was safe.

There was the sound of shoes hitting the floor, then the curtain flew out of the way as Tammy erupted from the bed, scampering rapidly toward Talyn.

She saw enough of the alchemist before she reached her. Tammy was wearing her nicest trousers, though Talyn saw a few dark red spots on the left leg, and her shirt was incongruous, a simple, soft shirt in a neutral beige. Tammy's hair was also slightly shorter than it'd been last time she'd seen her. The next moment Tammy was on Talyn, launching herself forward in a flying tackle.

Talyn braced herself just in time, catching Tammy as tears welled up in her eyes. "Talyn, you're here! I almost died!"

Hugging Tammy, Talyn steadied her, ignoring how tightly the human was embracing her. She wondered how she'd gotten to this point. Timmy had tried to kill her, after all, and now here she was, playing the role of Tammy's handkerchief.

"Was it that close?" Talyn asked, her eyebrows rising as her concern spiked.

"A rock blew up his head, tore a hole through the desk, and another took the other guy's arm off at the shoulder. Then one hit the alchemy lab, which exploded," Tammy said, her words muffled as she buried her head in Talyn's shoulder. "They murdered my best shirt, too!"

"Miss Tenebres, it would be greatly appreciated if you didn't spread details of the incident. It'll make doing our job more difficult," their guide said, the man's expression tightening.

"Oops… I'll worry about it later," Tammy replied, waving a hand dismissively. "I almost died for good, I'm scrambled. Can I go home with you, Talyn? I want ice cream, and I'm sure Tammy cleaned me out."

"We can solve the shirt issue, but you're alright?" Melody asked in concern.

Tammy reluctantly pulled away from Talyn, nodding slowly as she wiped at her eyes, which were still watering.

"Yeah, now. I got a bunch of splinters in my shoulder, but the doctor got all of them out and healed me. I've lost more blood to alchemy explosions, so it wasn't a huge deal, it just hurt," Tammy said, drawing a breath and smiling at Talyn, panic barely hidden behind her usual silly facade. "But ice cream? Maybe we can build me a little fortress to hide in for a few days and make Tammy do all the work?"

Talyn laughed, unable to help herself. The alchemist could be so strange.

"While ice cream is certainly possible, I think a fort is going a little far," Talyn said, shaking her head. "Besides, are you saying my manor isn't a fort? It was certainly built as one."

Tammy's eyes lit up as she nodded vigorously. "That sounds amazing, and the perfect place to hide out. Just don't tell Tammy, I'm sure she'll give up my location without hesitation."

Talyn laughed, some of her self-recrimination fading with the confirmation Tammy would be alright.

It didn't cause her anger to fade, not really, but it helped.
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"I'm not telling her," Eldri said firmly, focusing on the elaborate void framework she'd been working on of late.

Ingredients and reagents floated at the heart of the framework, including a void diamond the size of Talyn, void-infused metal she'd spent the last several years creating, branches from an ephemeral soul-devouring mangrove, and dozens of gems infused with each of the other elements.

"But they're going to attack her allies, aren't they?" Edith asked, tilting her head in confusion as she watched the constantly shifting layers of reality within Eldri's most recent creation. Eldri smugly doubted the lich could perceive even a tenth of their nature, which was only fair. The two who might have a chance were Faith and Laodice, neither of which were present.

"Yes, they are. But they're not attacking her, so I'm not intervening," Eldri said, shaking her head firmly. "If they were going to attack her, I'd do so. But I'm not spending some of the precious slack I've been given on others who're attempting to seduce my Scale Polisher. It might drive her to greater heights as well, which suits our purposes."

Edith arched an eyebrow skeptically, tilting her head as she studied Eldri. When she spoke, her tone was measured.

"And you aren't worried about her reaction if she learns you had the opportunity to inform her, and didn't?" the cerulean-haired lich asked, circling the framework warily, as she should. It was nothing if not dangerous. Eldri twitched, a hint of anxiety trying to well up inside her, but she firmly stomped on it.

"No. I have given my Scale Polisher enough advantages, and none of the threats are focused on her," Eldri stated, projecting more confidence than she truly felt. Despite her feelings, she was standing firm about being more claws-off than she had in previous months. Eldri was working on her self-control and jealousy issues, and no, they weren't why she wasn't getting involved. "Besides, most of them aren't a threat to Mori or her other allies. She'll be fine."

Edith gave Eldri a skeptical look. Eldri looked back fearlessly.

"When are you going to give that to Talyn?" Edith asked, changing the subject as she gestured at an object on a nearby table.

The item in question was a mask. It was a simple white mask, with holes in the place of eyes, but unlike the last time Talyn had seen it, the mask was twisted into an expression of absolute terror, reflecting the Joker's final moments. Glancing at it gave Eldri mixed feelings.

"I haven't decided whether I should," Eldri replied after a moment, frowning. "While it would reassure her that previous events won't repeat themselves, perhaps I should have ensured the Joker didn't know what was coming before I ended it. Also, she has essence magic, which includes reading residual soul energies. I might need Laodice to cleanse it of the remnants, lest she read its past. That could lead to difficulties."

Edith nodded, her expression tight. "I could change the expression for you. It's part of the Joker's body."

The dragon took a few seconds to consider the offer. She was tempted. She was so very tempted to simply… hide the evidence of what she'd done. But at the same time, Eldri didn't want to.

What she'd done to the Joker was her choice. Her decision, and simply hiding the parts of her which Talyn might find objectionable would be a disservice. Eldri might not be proud of her temper, but she wasn't going to hide who she was. Even if it might lead to her being pushed aside by Talyn.

"No," Eldri said. She didn't elaborate, didn't justify it to Edith. She'd made her decision. She'd live with the consequences.

Instead, she looked at her framework, studying it… and flicked a finger, activating the enchantment with a word. "Be."

The framework ceased rotating, and reality warped under Eldrikrax's will. The first thousand layers activated within a breath, each in precise sequence as space folded inward on itself. The void diamond vanished without a trace as the branches twisted into an intricate lattice sphere around the absence in the middle of the formation, reinforced by the metal she'd created, each barely surviving the suction by supporting each other. The gemstones slotted into the lattice precisely, forming additional patterns.

Eldrikrax continued to focus her will on the framework, ready to shift it out of their reality entirely if it went awry, like the last three attempts had. What she was doing was difficult, and the dungeon didn't like it. It didn't stop it, but it didn't like it. Which, of course, made it even more worthwhile.

The second set of enchantments activated, and the lattice creaked loudly, compressed from all sides, even as magic twisted the laws which were flowing through wood and metal to support them. Thousands upon thousands of circles and layers activated, one after another, until her very lair groaned around her, the stone trembling under her magic's weight.

For a few seconds Eldrikrax feared she was about to fail again. The framework trembled on the edge of collapse, even as it compressed smaller and smaller, the void devouring it… but then there was a ripple of void from within, and the first node completed and locked into place, followed by a second, third, fourth… until tens of thousands of them were completing one after another, stabilizing the entire array. Her stony expression turned into a smile as the tiny object swirled, its exterior darkening as the layers of magic settled into place.

As the spell completed and her will relaxed, Eldrikrax reached out to what looked like nothing more than a black pearl hanging in midair. She plucked the pea-sized object from the air and smiled at it, feeling how it seemed like a mundane pearl to almost all senses. Then she examined it closer.

Self-Sustaining Void Dungeon (veiled as black pearl): This extradimensional dungeon has been crafted by a pinnacle master of void magic and infused with all known forms of magical energy, creating a variable dungeon which can manifest creatures and structures according to its creator's design. The dungeon has been concealed by void magic, and takes the form of a seemingly mundane black pearl.

"Excellent. One step closer," Eldri said, grinning broadly as she held up the pearl.

Edith stared at it, then Eldri, looking more confused than before.

"What did you create?" the lich asked, her eyebrows furrowing.

"A pearl. Obviously," Eldri said, giving a toothy smile.

Based on Edith's glare, Eldri didn't think the Necromantic Guardian believed her.
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A few days later, Talyn was certain the only reason Tammy had left the pillow fort she'd built, with Talyn's help, mind you, was that Talyn insisted the alchemist bathe. And Reya flatly refused to deliver meals to the fort, ignoring Tammy's promise that Tammy would clean up after her. Everyone knew that promise was unlikely to be kept.

But eventually, even Tammy had no choice but to leave her fortress, no matter how reluctant she was. If nothing else, her clones would have begun refusing to work if she'd stayed away, which would've been disastrous for her income. So Tammy had reluctantly emerged from hiding, though she seemed a lot better than she'd been a few days earlier.

It also seemed that Guildmaster Drayma had been resurrected, though from what Talyn heard, he was shaken by the experience. Enough that he was discussing his retirement. She really couldn't blame him. Dying had been bad enough for Marie, and the man had been assassinated. She wasn't sure who'd replace him, but it wasn't her business.

At least he'd sent the document to Tammy confirming she wouldn't have to pay dues for all her clones, and Talyn allowed Tammy to trade the ultramarine trumpets again. She was going to be cautious about whether she continued the trade, though. If the replacement guildmaster was unpleasant, Talyn was more than willing to cut them off again.

None of which applied to Talyn's current outing, of course. She'd received an invitation to visit a new teahouse with Fredrica Brightmane, and after some deliberation, she'd agreed. What Talyn hadn't been expecting was for Fredrica to be accompanied by another person, which was… well, Talyn wasn't going to argue too much. Especially not after Fredrica gave her an apologetic, almost desperate smile.

"Hello, I'm Talyn," she said at last, cautiously looking at the woman beside Fredrica as she offered a hand.

At a guess, the young woman was in her mid-twenties, though Talyn wasn't entirely confident of that, given how leveling could slow aging. The Level 201 Jungle Naga was slightly too strong for Talyn to identify her class, to her mild annoyance, and the woman was… intense. She had tanned skin, long, dark green hair, bright green eyes, and her lower body was that of a serpent with primarily red scales and black diamond shapes here and there along its length. The pretty naga was currently wearing a tight-fitting dress which showed off an impressive bust, and a side-slung sword behind her.

Fredrica had leveled quite a bit over the past several months, showing her family's methods were impressive in their own right. The blonde was a Level 122 Divine Human Priestess, much better than she'd been before, and she was wearing a light blue dress which looked warmer than what her companion wore. Which made Talyn wonder something she hadn't thought about. Snakes were cold-blooded in her previous world, dragons were warm-blooded… so which were naga? Talyn had no idea.

"Esmerelda Taras, Arcane Knight," the woman replied with a broad smile, taking Talyn's hand and leaning over to kiss the back. "Fredrica and I are friends, and when I heard she was meeting you, I simply couldn't stay away."

"Aunt Taras took care—eep!" Fredrica interjected, but yelped as the naga's tail flicked, whacking her across the backside. Esmerelda's smile didn't waver, and Talyn's eyebrows rose.

"Aunt?" Talyn asked, glancing between them. They looked nothing alike, in her opinion.

"I'm not her aunt. I'm from the same generation as her, we just share an ancestor four generations back. I'm her cousin. Third cousin, as it happens," Esmerelda said, glowering at Fredrica as she released Talyn's hand. "Just because I'm a few years older than her is no reason to call me her aunt."

"Deal with it! You're the one who wriggled into my meeting without an invitation," Fredrica retorted, rubbing her bum surreptitiously.

Talyn suppressed her laughter, but couldn't help a smile as she inclined her head to the two. She boggled at the thought of them being related, but she wasn't going to pry. After Priscilla's request, she'd done a little research, and it wasn't hard for ancestry to diverge wildly in only a few generations. Yes, their child would be an elf half-succubus, but if they had a child with an elf, they'd lose the succubus part, even if a few traits were passed down visibly. If Fredrica wasn't saying they weren't cousins, Talyn wasn't going to gainsay them. Even if she was mystified.

"Alright… a pleasure to meet you, Esmerelda, even if this was unexpected," Talyn said, a smile flickering across her lips. "Why don't we get our room? I'd rather not draw more attention."

They were being watched by other patrons, though fortunately there weren't too many around. More than Talyn liked, but there wasn't much she could do about that.

"I don't think you're going to achieve that," Fredrica said, glancing to the side. "You're in public."

Talyn sighed and nodded, unable to argue the point. At least she had Mori with her, which was reassuring. If she'd known Fredrica was bringing someone else, Talyn would've asked Melody along, but… such was the way of things, she supposed. She'd thought this was an extension of Fredrica's attempts to learn about each other, so she'd decided to come alone. Melody hadn't voiced any objections, either.

"As I said, much more attention," Talyn said dryly. "While I could use magic to reduce the attention we draw, I'd rather not do so in public. It feels rude."

Esmerelda's gaze focused on Talyn, her curiosity obviously roused, but Fredrica spoke first, nodding.

"We can do that," she said with a smile, turning to the staff who were standing nearby. Talyn hoped they hadn't been kept waiting too long.

"If you don't mind me asking, what sort of spells are you speaking of?" Esmerelda asked, her eyes gleaming.

Talyn hesitated, debating whether she should say. After a few seconds she shrugged, since it wasn't that big of a deal. Everyone important in the city probably knew which magic abilities she possessed. She'd been informed about people keeping watch on her often enough.

"I could use essence magic to convince people to not pay us much attention, but that's the one I have more issues with, even if it's effective. The other option uses void magic, either granting selective invisibility with false appearances to keep others from bumping into me, altered appearances, or similar options. None of which I'm comfortable with keeping active while having a conversation in public," Talyn said, deliberately fibbing on the latter point.

She wasn't about to explain her true capabilities around people who might be considering whether to rob her. Or kill her, but those people were unlikely to have much luck, considering both Mori's presence and a certain overprotective dragon.

Esmerelda nodded thoughtfully, slithering forward as a hostess showed them to their room.

"I see. I don't have either of those types of magic, but I know the basics about each," the naga said, flashing a smile as she continued. "For myself, I focus on metal and nature magic, since they're the most relevant to my position."

Talyn nodded, though she decided to ask for clarification.

"Just to be sure I understand, what sort of position do you have? I know the Brightmane family has a lot of delvers and knights, but are you in a similar role?" Talyn asked curiously.

Esmerelda smiled, laughing softly. "Yes, I am. I spent several years as a squire, and was knighted last year. I was deployed to the border during the unpleasantness with Abydon's Blight, and primarily tasked with clearing the toxins along the border. I dealt with my fair share of undead as well, since it's almost impossible to go into the region without encountering them."

Talyn winced, since she couldn't imagine having to go through those lands the hard way. She'd seen enough when flying over them, and wouldn't have wanted to descend if she had a choice. But she was also a city girl.

"I saw it when I flew over… I hope the rain didn't make things worse?" Talyn asked nervously, feeling slightly guilty about the storms which had lasted for more than a month.

They didn't get a private room, unlike what Talyn had been hoping for, but they were on the second floor, and the table they were shown to was separated from others by a thin railing which, if she wasn't mistaken, was enchanted to render sound into an unintelligible murmur. Talyn took note of how Esmerelda handled the stairs, and while slightly awkward, she didn't seem to have difficulties. It made Talyn happy she'd insisted on ramps for her manor, though.

They settled around the table, with Esmerelda's tail coiling around her seat comfortably. Talyn ordered the tea their server recommended, which wasn't their most expensive, as well as snacks. Once the others had done the same, with Mori hovering behind them, her presence almost invisible, Esmerelda replied.

"No, the rain helped dilute some toxins, though the spores they'd spread in one area were pretty nasty. They were horrid. Not something I had to deal with, since I wasn't able to handle them. I'm told some places were in bad shape due to erosion and the like, though. So many plants were dead or dying that they couldn't hold riverbanks or hills together, and with that much rain all at once, well… it wasn't my problem. Mostly," Esmerelda said, shrugging. "It could've been worse. It might've been in the middle of winter instead of summer, or we could've been fighting his army at the same time."

"Based on what my parents said, dealing with overflowing rivers was much better than fighting," Fredrica volunteered while leaning forward. "No one was looking forward to fighting Abydon in his capital, even with the support of the Aerie. Getting rid of him, the shades, his most heavily fortified city, plus clearing all the undead from a third of the country? It was a huge relief. Plus, the central areas had the most necromantic corruption, so that's gone, too. I think almost everyone is happy about it."

Relief rushed through Talyn, and she smiled, relaxing in her chair as her tail drooped. She'd been somewhat worried, given everything she'd heard. Admittedly, she didn't know a lot about what was happening in the region, but she hated to think her decisions had made the situation worse. Even if she hadn't asked Edith and the rest to intervene.

"I'm glad to hear that. It was impressive to watch, but hearing about what happened… well, it was worrying," Talyn admitted, drawing a deep breath. "Anyway, how've things been, Fredrica?"

"Well. As you can see, I've received a priestess class evolution, and I've been leveling with my team, though things are liable to slow down in the near future," the blonde said, frowning as she hesitated. "Though at this point I need to decide what to do going forward. I have a few paths ahead of me, but I don't know which to take."

"Oh?" Talyn asked, tilting her head curiously. "How do you mean?"

"She's trying to decide whether to go for knighthood, keep delving, become a church priestess, or get involved in one of the family businesses," Esmerelda interjected, leaning forward. "Those are the common paths in the family, anyway. I don't think she's going to switch to a purely social class, so that isn't on my list."

"While I wish she'd have let me explain for myself, Auntie is right," Fredrica said, earning a death glare from her cousin. She was unfazed by it, though. "I'm just trying to decide which future is the most interesting, and I am outgrowing most of my team, no matter what we do for them. My mother's mentorship ability doesn't help the progress of anyone else. Even if the bonus is larger, I don't like the idea of switching teams frequently."

"That's… unfortunate, yes," Talyn agreed, thinking about Companions. She'd been informed it was particularly good, but she hadn't considered how a single-person mentorship ability would make keeping teams together more difficult. "Any idea which you prefer?"

Fredrica opened her mouth, but paused as the server returned pushing a cart loaded with their orders. Well, mostly, as she began brewing the tea on the spot. The conversation shifted to less consequential things for a few minutes, like how Fredrica's favorite seamstress had moved after a wealthy tailor had bought out her lease, and other similar events.

Talyn had noticed some businesses had been changing hands over the past year, but the number had been significantly smaller in the Coppers, as Remarine was doing what she could to protect the district's residents. That hadn't kept some of the newcomers from blatantly overpaying to convince locals to move, but at least they were properly cared for.

Once the servant finished brewing their tea, Talyn took a sip and nodded appreciatively. While it wasn't as good as Mori's, it was better than what her servants made, with some interesting notes which stimulated her appetite. That was why she'd ordered the snacks, though.

"Anyway, as to your question before… I'm not sure," Fredrica admitted, nibbling on a cracker. "I don't really want to take a position in the church, as that can get messy if the family goals and church don't mesh properly. Knighthood… yes, I could attempt it, and it's a good way to become a paladin, but it isn't something I've dreamed about, and it usually requires service to a lord for a period. Businesses are easy and boring, usually, but of late that hasn't been as true, which makes me nervous. It's a difficult decision."

Talyn couldn't help a frown as something Fredrica said bothered her. Not the parts about joining a church, becoming a knight, or that, but the part regarding businesses. Just the tidbits Talyn had caught from Melody about her church in Castra had almost given her a headache. Talyn did not want to get involved in theological debates about architecture, unlike the goddess. But her primary focus was on the businesses.

"What do you mean, regarding businesses lately?" Talyn asked, leaning forward slightly. "The only person I know who directly deals with them is Tammy, who was present during the incident at the Alchemists Guild, so she hasn't been focusing on sales or things like that. Assuming she'd even notice what you're talking about."

"Oh, right. I suppose you wouldn't have much interaction, would you?" Fredrica said, her eyebrows rising. "I've heard people have been told to leave businesses directly associated with you alone, which probably includes Tammy's. I'd hope so, anyway."

"Which isn't regarding the difficulties," Esmerelda cut in, cradling her cup with both hands as she sipped it. "Based on what I've heard, there's been a lot of sabotage, thefts, and other incidents like that lately. It's mostly targeting businesses run by people below level three hundred, and there are rumors that a couple of crime rings have moved into Castra, and it’s their doing. Unless there are higher-level people around, the businesses get hit, which is… problematic."

Talyn flinched. Based on what she knew, only the best of the best in Castra were over level three hundred prior to the lower floors opening. That meant the majority of the city's shopkeepers were vulnerable to whatever was happening.

"That's not good," Talyn said, frowning. "Do you have any ideas why?"

Fredrica's expression tightened as she shook her head, inhaling slowly.

"I'm afraid not. Lots of theories, but we aren't sure. Could be they're trying to shake them down for protection money, simple get-rich-quick schemes, or even them being hired to destroy the businesses so others can take over. I don't know, but since I'm not over level three hundred, taking over a business feels risky. Sure, the incidents are hitting a tiny percentage of shops in the city, but every day would be a roll of the dice," Fredrica said unhappily, running a finger up and down the side of her cup. "It's worrying."

"I agree. I'm going to have to talk to the others… but do you think the attack on the Alchemists Guild was part of the same?" Talyn asked.

"Possibly. It's a little much for them, considering they've avoided targeting high-level owners, but possible," Esmerelda said, frowning. "If it is, that could have unpleasant implications."

Talyn nodded, making a mental note of things, but decided to change subjects.

"Well, enough of the depressing stuff. Did you get your hands on the scepter you wanted, Fredrica?" Talyn asked, trying to push the subject into the back of her mind.

The blonde's face lit up, and she nodded eagerly. "I did! It's even better than I was hoping, as it seems to amplify most of my light spells, and…"

Talyn listened as she gushed about the scepter she'd been hoping to purchase, privately amused by the reaction. Priscilla was the one who'd made it, after all.
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Mori waited patiently on the trip back to the manor, not interrupting Talyn's thoughts. It was obvious that Talyn wanted something from her, or had some order, it was simply a matter of waiting until she was ready. What, precisely, Talyn had in mind was another question. It wasn't so simple she could anticipate it well in advance, but considering the conversation when Talyn's desires had blossomed, Mori guessed it had something to do with the attacks on businesses.

Yet Talyn kept her thoughts to herself for a surprisingly long time. Likely because they were being eavesdropped on, though Mori wasn't sure Talyn was capable of detecting those responsible.

It was only when they'd crossed onto the manor grounds, and the last of those listening had ceased being able to, that Talyn spoke quietly.

"I have a request for you, Mori," Talyn said, looking at the manor.

"Mistress?" Mori asked, inclining her head respectfully.

"I'd like to know what's going on. The attacks on shops, on Tammy… I'm not comfortable with it. I'm not sure there's anything I can or should do, but I'm worried," Talyn said, turning her attention fully to Mori. "You're familiar with similar activities, from what you've said."

"Similar, yes. They are not the same, Mistress, as the surface is more complex than the city we were in, but similar enough," Mori agreed, growing slightly concerned.

"Good enough. If you're willing, I'd like you to disguise yourself and investigate when I'm safely at the manor with Jewel or others who can protect me," Talyn said, her words easing Mori's fears. "I'd provide clothing, funds, whatever you need for the task. If the others from the dungeon are willing to help, so much the better. I'm not sure what pay would be appropriate, so I'm willing to negotiate… but they almost killed a friend. I'm not about to let that pass."

Mori considered the request for a few moments. It was, frankly speaking, beyond the bounds of her duties. It might be loosely associated with her job, but only in the most tenuous sense, as those she'd be investigating might come after Talyn at some point, but that was it.

Yet she'd seen too many groups who didn't care about servants. About friends, or their supposed family. So when Talyn made the request, which was an actual request… Mori had a choice.

A choice which made her smile.

"Yes, Mistress," Mori said, bowing her head marginally.

It wouldn't do to let her skills atrophy, after all.
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The volume dropped abruptly as Talyn appeared on the fifteenth floor, and she let out a breath of relief. Even with spells to reduce noise to tolerable levels, the entrance of the dungeon was nothing if not clamorous. It made the abrupt shift to a forest glade all the more jarring.

Sunlight filtered through a lush green canopy. A gentle breeze brushed against Talyn, just cool enough to be refreshing rather than biting, carrying faint, beautiful music with it. The sounds of insects and birds could be heard, and the scents of flowers and earth dominated. But there was the barest scent of blood, disrupting the idyllic scene. It was just as well, as otherwise Talyn expected delvers would be likely to relax and put themselves in serious danger.

The ground was strange as well. The teleportation platform was located in a broad glade below the canopy above, most of it filled with grass, but with what appeared to be an ancient stone ruin at its heart, the glittering blue of the teleportation circle covering most of it. Talyn glanced back, arching an eyebrow at Emma, who'd appeared a couple of seconds after Danielle and Melody.

"Did something happen?" Talyn asked, even as there was the faintest sound of hysterical laughter in the distance, followed by an explosion. She didn't mind it, though. The forest 'walls' of the floor weren't easy to traverse, but the dungeon also didn't forbid it. They only muffled sound, so there was no telling how far away it'd been.

"Someone shoved me to get my attention, breaking my concentration. I told them off, then joined you," Emma said, scowling as she rolled her shoulders. "Could the three of you check my back and left shoulder? I don't want to risk the jerk having planted a scrying beacon on me. Again."

"Sure," Talyn said, glancing at the others, who nodded in agreement. Danielle sighed.

"You'd think they'd know better by this point," she murmured, focusing her attention on Emma as she hummed a spell. Melody began checking each piece and seam of Emma's hardened leather armor, while Talyn murmured the words of a spell to check for magical connections.

Countless threads of magic appeared in Talyn's vision, and she focused on them, eliminating the magic of Emma's equipment one piece at a time. She'd familiarized herself with the enchantments after a delver had planted a tracking spell on Emma a few weeks back, and they hadn't noticed until the group started tailing them. At least that group hadn't been actively malevolent, more lustful than anything else. But it'd still been concerning she hadn't been able to pick out the enchantment easily. It'd also led to Priscilla drilling Talyn on identifying magic extensively over a week, which had been rough.

After a minute, Talyn shook her head in relief.

"Nothing out of place on my end. You two?" Talyn asked, glancing at Danielle and Melody.

"Nothing I can detect," Danielle confirmed, smiling.

"I wouldn't put it past a beastmaster to use an animal they could track in place of more easily-detected elements, but I don't see or smell anything this time. Looks like we're fortunate, or they're higher-level than us," Melody added, then looked at Mori. "With that said, your evaluation?"

The elf was standing nearby, and her presence was so faint that if Talyn hadn't known she was with them, she wouldn't have noticed Mori standing there. This was despite the fact she was wearing an immaculate maid outfit, though one appropriate to less affluent parts of Castra. Talyn wondered where she was hiding her weapons this time. The garrote seemed to come out of nowhere the last time she'd used it to choke an assailant unconscious.

Mori just inclined her head marginally with a small smile. "I see no signs of any method of tracking or listening in. You should be safe."

Emma let out a heavy breath, her tension easing as she smiled.

"Oh, good. I'm getting sick of it, and talking my Da out of making examples of them," the martial artist said. "Anyway, if that's the case we should go. I'd rather not have people follow us the mundane way, either."

Talyn nodded, moving away from the teleportation platform as she drew her sword and shield. As they followed one of the wide dirt paths which passed for hallways on this floor, she heard the faint popping sound of other delvers appearing at the platform, but she ignored them, her eyes flitting back and forth for danger.

Emma was functioning as their rear-guard along with Mori, though the woman wouldn't intervene unless they were in serious danger. And that was absolutely true, as she'd barely blinked when Melody had lost an arm to a scything blade trap a few months back, and certainly hadn't interfered. It was enough to give Talyn chills at times.

In the middle were Danielle, then Melody backing up Emma, who was still the lowest-level of them even if she'd upgraded her gear. Danielle was the most fragile, which was something they had to keep in mind, especially on the fifteenth floor.

The forest here was beautiful but eerie, as if locked in late spring to early summer year-round. There were vibrant flowers on stems and bushes, giving a peaceful impression belying the danger. Like when a group of vines lashed out at Talyn, their leaves curling into fang-like maws which hissed.

Intercepting the Level 150 Chameleon Vine Snake Ball with her shield, Talyn barely blinked, her lips automatically forming the words of a chant she didn't voice. A blade of shadows ripped through the air directly in front of her shield, shearing through the creature with barely any resistance. The one head which survived let out a keening wail, recoiling as the main body emerged, looking a great deal like a writhing mass of snakes.

"Danielle, Emma!" Talyn called, forcing herself not to take the kill.

A piercing note came from Danielle's flute, accompanied by a wind blade slashing into the creature. Emma launched herself forward, water swirling along her limbs as she punched, shooting a spear of water directly into her target.

The attack pierced deep, sending blood spraying across the ground behind the snake ball even as its head fell, writhing in its death throes. They stepped back, watching the creature to ensure it was dead. When it stopped thrashing, Talyn nodded.

"Did any of you see it before it attacked?" Talyn asked, frowning at the corpse for a moment, then turned her attention to their surroundings. A spell sent a pulse of essence magic out as Talyn searched for significant creatures, but she relaxed when there wasn’t anything sentient nearby.

"I didn't," Melody said, accompanied by murmurs of agreement.

"Yeah, I didn't see a thing before it struck. It went down incredibly fast for a level one hundred and fifty, though," Emma said, peering at the body suspiciously.

"It was probably specialized in stealth and ambush attacks, making it more vulnerable when its attacks fail," Danielle offered, focusing her magic on the body as she hummed, then shook her head. "I don't sense an essence crystal in its body. Anything we need from a snake ball?"

Talyn took a moment to mentally go over their list, trying to remember if the creature had come up in any of the meetings they'd had. Though she was thankful Danielle had found a way to detect essence crystals using her sound magic. From what she'd said, the composition was distinct from bones or other gems, allowing her to pick them out without being forced to dissect creatures.

"Not on the list, as I recall," Talyn said, shaking her head. Then she smiled. "In which case, shall we continue onward? I'd like to explore more of the floor. Maybe we'll find the entrance to the sixteenth floor today."

Danielle laughed, cracking a smile as the Level 141 Star Dark Elf Spellsinger teased. "I think that might be a bit too difficult for Emma and I, but it'd be nice to find it, even if it moves later."

Talyn blushed, but nodded quickly, chagrined by her minor mistake.

"Yeah, you're right. I mostly meant it'd be nice to find, not that we should go down. The Crackling Maze is supposed to be nasty, anyway… lots of lightning traps," Talyn said, clearing her throat sheepishly. "That said, everyone knows what to do if we run into the boss here, right?"

"Run!" Danielle and Emma chorused.

"Let Mori kill it!" Melody said, grinning broadly. Talyn gave her an annoyed look.

"No. Not unless we can't get away and it doesn't look like we can beat it. I'm not eliminating a boss which other delvers might actually want to beat," Talyn said firmly. "It's usually a fey, which means it can drop gear people actually use. Unlike that giant the other day."

"Yeah, not many people can use a bow the size of a tree," Emma agreed.

"Fair, fair," Melody said, shrugging. "Anyway, shall we? I hear one of the other groups approaching."

Talyn paused, trying to focus past the forest's ever-present music to hear anything more. It was difficult, but she thought she heard the sound of heavy boots somewhere behind them, and she nodded.

"Right, let's go. Left?" Talyn asked, gesturing to a path on their left.

When no one objected, she took the path, enjoying the environment despite the danger. The dungeon was so simple compared to many other places… though she had to admit, she was more in danger of getting lost on this floor than most of the others. As Talyn had said on several occasions, she was used to cities, not the wilderness.

They bypassed several traps. Some were incredibly simplistic, just tripwires or pitfalls, but others were much worse, magical runes which could rob them of their awareness until they walked into a predatory plant with countless snapping maws. Talyn didn't appreciate this world's take on snapdragons.

Then there were their opponents. Most were animals, like the snakes, shadow leopards, and green-furred fey hounds, but not all. Like the three dryads dancing around a bonfire with a goat-legged satyr, their wooden spears bloodstained and a suspiciously humanoid chunk of meat roasting over the flames.

One spotted them, and the Level 141 Primal Dryad screamed something in the unintelligible dungeon-speech most denizens favored as their native language, though Talyn got the distinct impression she was excited based on her delighted tone and way she licked her lips as her amber gaze roved over Emma, the largest of them. The other three immediately turned, and one dryad's grin revealed the fangs of a carnivore. That was terribly disturbing, but Talyn didn't let it slow her reactions.

Talyn flicker-charged, using void magic to rip through the intervening space to the first dryad, Void Strike wreathing her sword in a blade of pure shadow. The dryad shrieked and raised her gnarled spear to block.

It was to little avail, as the blade only slowed as it sheared through the wooden haft, cut through the silver-gray wooden armor covering the woman's body, and left a gash in her green flesh. The armor exploded reactively, and Talyn barely managed to raise her shield to keep the razor-sharp shards from her face.

The Level 145 Enchanting Satyr played his pipes vigorously, but even as he formed magic into spells, they were disrupted by precise, alternating notes from Danielle and Melody, the two teaming up to render his magic useless. An arrow of light lanced out from Melody's bow at one of the dryads, while Emma launched herself at the last, water swirling around her body in streams.

Talyn didn't have time to worry about them, not with an opponent in her face. The dryad hissed in pain, but tiny roots extended from the sides of the wound, pulling it closed to stem the flow of her sap-like, greenish-gold blood. She didn't bother dropping her spear, instead using it like a club and short spear as she attacked, chanting a spell which caused the grass beneath them to stir.

Snapping out a counterspell, Talyn severed the threads keeping the dryad's spell intact as she engaged in a furious, brief melee. She was stronger, faster, and tougher than the dryad, especially with more than twenty levels on the fey, and the outcome was never in doubt.

Which was why she almost took an arrow to the back of her head. She heard creaking behind her at the last moment and angled her head, causing the arrow to glance off her helmet, and Melody cursed furiously as Talyn rolled, shifting to look for the attack's source.

There, in the bushes, was a Level 142 Cervitaur Manhunter, a creature with the lower body of a deer and upper body of a human, save for the deer-like horns he possessed. The leather-clad figure was wielding a bow, but the next moment one of Melody's arrows slammed into him from the side, causing him to stagger.

With barely a thought, Talyn shield bashed the dryad she was fighting while an incantation spilled from her lips, focusing her magic into the edge of her sword. She wove a crescent-shaped spell, then swung her sword.

A black blade ripped through the air toward the cervitaur, and his eyes widened. He tensed his rear legs, then blurred, launching into a different position the instant before her attack struck, his legs trembling afterward.

Talyn barely considered his survival, as she'd turned her attention back to the dryad, her lips continuing into a different incantation as her tail whipped around, the armored length wrapping around the woman's leg firmly as she proceeded to yank. Even with Demonic Transcendence, the evolved version of Demonic Physique, she wasn't able to trip the dryad, but she successfully threw her off-balance. That was enough.

Her essence spell completed and the bolt of mind-shredding magic slammed into the dryad's skull with all the power Talyn could muster. There was no time for the woman to dodge.

The dryad let out an abortive shriek of agony, then collapsed in a twitching heap, bleeding from her eyes, nose, and ears. The sound was enough to distract the others, which was foolish in a fight to the death.

Water whips extended from Emma's limbs to immobilize her opponent, and the following flurry of punches devastated the dryad, though some shrapnel from the fey's exploding armor left her with a few injuries. Melody was harrying the cervitaur with arrows, preventing it from being able to line up a shot, so Talyn rushed at the injured dryad she'd been dealing with, before the woman could lunge for Emma or Danielle.

When the satyr fell to Danielle and Emma's assault, the tides fully turned, and in short order it was over, with each of them having taken a few minor injuries.

"That was… harder than I expected," Talyn said, drawing a deep breath, then shook her head. "The cervitaur was a nasty surprise."

"It's unlikely it would have pierced your helmet, but such was an unfortunate addition, as it was a wandering creature, not part of the group," Mori chimed in politely, drawing their attention as she seemed to melt out of the nearby shadows. Talyn didn't know what stealth ability she possessed, but it was absurdly potent, even hiding Mori from Talyn's soul detection.

"That's unfortunate, but we survived," Talyn said, running her fingers along the side of her helmet nervously. She didn't feel a scratch in it, which was reassuring. If it'd scratched her helmet, it might've been able to punch through. "Anyone in bad shape?"

"I took a bunch of splinters, but nothing some healing won't fix," Emma volunteered. "I'll take care of that while you deal with the bodies."

"Nothing big here," Danielle added as Melody was casting a spell to close a cut across her forearm. "It was definitely worse than last time. Without the ambusher, I don't think it would've been bad. Though I'll never get used to the shrieks when you kill enemies with essence magic."

Talyn blushed, but didn't have a chance to reply as Melody spoke.

"Nope, but that's how these things go. We have to be careful," Melody said, finishing her spell and pulling back. She glanced at the bodies. "Though these have some useful items, I think. The pipes look like they'll break if we touch them, but the satyr had a nice dagger, and the quiver on the cervitaur looks good."

"True… maybe one of the spears will survive?" Talyn suggested, bumping one spear with a foot, only for it to crumble into ashes. She sighed in annoyance. "Maybe not. Back to work."

Sheathing her sword, she proceeded to check the bodies for treasure, and they retrieved two essence crystals from the dryads.

They continued onward, but quickly shifted course when their path led to a cozy cottage right on the edge of an elven village, since that was a trap if there ever was one. Besides, based on everything they'd learned over the last few weeks, the communities on the fifteenth floor were all exceptionally violent, and tended to act much like the group earlier.

Talyn had no desire to end up roasted on a spit, even if the conflicts down here were more straightforward than those of the surface.


CHAPTER 28
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"It's a pleasure to meet you at last, Miss Glass," Veeranna said, smiling warmly despite knowing what the Level 629 City Human was in Castra for.

Veeranna may be cautious of Rosalie Glass, but she wasn't going to underestimate someone who'd reached her level. Even outside Castra, level six hundred was considered the peak most people could reach, and only exceptional individuals could push much past it. Which meant Rosalie was driven and skilled, quite possibly more skilled than Veeranna.

She was also gorgeous, as was appropriate for anyone who worked in one of the various entertainment guilds which dotted the continent.

Rosalie was a little shorter than average for a human, with a delicate, petite stature almost perfectly designed to make others think she was fragile. Her figure was neither too boyish nor too voluptuous. She had large, light-brown eyes which gave her an innocent air, long brown hair, and a heart-shaped face with perfect lips. She was also currently wearing a light yellow dress which many people would have trouble making look good, but perfectly suited her. It was a completely different approach than Veeranna took, which brought a smile to her face.

"Guildmistress Quatern, thank you for the invitation. I know you have so very many demands on your time, which made it difficult to meet," Rosalie replied with a smile, her charisma abilities obviously focused on Veeranna as she felt her focus waver briefly, but she steeled herself. She wasn't going to fall victim that easily. Not if she had anything to say about it.

"I hoped to meet with you sooner, but my duties have been rather extensive of late," Veeranna said, returning the smile with all the strength she could muster. She was fortunate she'd spent a lot of time ensuring no one would be able to influence her in her office, at least not easily.

Rosalie barely seemed to notice Veeranna's abilities, of course. The woman was the better part of twice Veeranna's level. She just slid into the other chair with a smile, tilting her head as she examined Veeranna.

"So I've heard. Especially after what happened with some of the other guilds, I'm honestly surprised you've chosen to remain in your position for this long," Rosalie said, taking Veeranna by surprise with how blunt she was. "I know you've been offered positions elsewhere, so… may I ask why?"

Veeranna studied her guest, debating how to reply. Then she shrugged.

"Perhaps, but I'm not certain I trust what you'd do with the answer. Would you care for tea, Miss Glass?" Veeranna asked mildly. "I'm certain it won't be up to your standards, but it's among the best I've been able to acquire."

Rosalie smiled, seemingly unfazed by the refusal to answer, and she nodded.

"Of course! I'm always willing to try new teas, and someone of your skill won't make something unpalatable," the woman said, her words feeling sincere to Veeranna despite their arrogance.

Veeranna nodded, and proceeded to brew the tea. She wasn't lying about the tea she'd received, though she was slightly misleading Rosalie regarding its source. It took everything she had to keep from smiling to herself as she wondered how Rosalie would react to it. She hadn't tried tea brewed with ultramarine trumpet leaves before Talyn offered her some, but it was incredibly refreshing and revitalizing. Talyn didn't offer much, as the leaves had alchemical uses and she didn't want to harm the growth of the plants, but Veeranna prized the tea.

Privately, she was happy that Talyn promised she had no intention of selling the tea to anyone but close associates.

As the aroma of the tea spread, Rosalie sat up straighter. When she inhaled slowly, even her poise broke at the scent. Veeranna didn't say anything as she worked, letting the woman work herself up to her questions.

"May I ask what type of tea it is? The scent alone is refreshing," Rosalie finally asked, her gaze fixed on the pot.

"Certainly. The leaves were acquired from Talyn. They're from the ultramarine trumpets she's growing," Veeranna said pleasantly, ignoring how Rosalie’s breath caught. "Unfortunately, they lose most alchemical uses when drying, but they retain a hint of the life energies which make them so refreshing. When my days have been particularly long and difficult, this perks me up in moments."

"That's… does she sell it?" Rosalie asked, her gaze hungry.

"I'm afraid there isn't much of a supply. I only received it due to our personal connection," Veeranna demurred, shaking her head gently. "From what she's said, there's no plan to sell to anyone but her close associates."

Rosalie's lips pressed together briefly, but she relaxed a moment later, maintaining a pleasant smile. While Veeranna couldn't be certain what the woman was feeling, she suspected she was annoyed, though showing off her relationship with Talyn hadn't entirely been Veeranna's aim. One of her aims, but a secondary one at best. Her main goal was to ensure Rosalie couldn't criticize her hospitality.

In short order she'd completed the brew and Veeranna served the tea, taking a moment to enjoy the aroma before sipping it.

The tea was like nothing Veeranna had tasted before. Her tongue tingled pleasantly, and a mint-like flavor was softened just enough by other flavors to make it a perfect medley in her mouth. More to the point, even tasting it was enough to sharpen her mind and chase her weariness away, no matter that she hadn't been very tired to start. It was a rush, and Veeranna knew that if she indulged too often, it'd become addictive. That was why she carefully rationed the leaves she possessed.

Rosalie had no visible reaction to the tea aside from a slight smile. Her control was admirable, though it also caused Veeranna to wonder if she'd been deliberately sharing the emotions she'd spotted earlier. It was difficult to say when someone was that powerful.

Regardless of what Veeranna might prefer, the moment passed soon enough, and Rosalie nodded gracefully.

"Truly excellent tea. I never would've expected the leaves of such a powerful ingredient to taste so wonderful. A shame she doesn't have the supplies to make more," the human said, setting her cup down.

"My concern would be growing addicted to it. While it doesn't appear to have addictive properties natively, the feeling from drinking it is quite dangerous," Veeranna said, examining her cup with mixed feelings. Mostly positive ones, but she was trying to keep her guard up. "Regardless, may I ask how you've found Castra, Miss Glass?"

Rosalie's lips pursed as she seemed to consider the question. Then she gave an artful shrug.

"It's quite different from Tenal. It's been some time since I visited a city with such a large population," Rosalie said at last, smiling. "While I can't say I enjoy everything, not being able to recognize every patron or resident is quite pleasant."

Veeranna nodded in understanding. As much as she loved Castra, she had visited a few other higher-level communities over the years when considering whether she should move on, and the experience had been illuminating. One might think that higher-level communities would be larger, but the reverse was usually true.

Without low-level challenges available, the only people who could truly grow in powerful regions were those who were already strong, which meant they tended to be small, with magic and enchantments handling most of the jobs which would go to low-level individuals. As such, the ones she'd visited tended to have ten thousand residents or less, which was less than a tenth of Castra's population even before the recent boom.

"Mm, it's certainly larger, and I have a hard time imagining being able to identify everyone who visits," Veeranna admitted, taking another sip of tea, her tails swaying behind her slowly. "While I know many of the important clients in Castra, I don't know everyone. I find it quite refreshing, and enjoy improving the Guild."

"Is that so? Quite an admirable aim, but can you?" Rosalie asked, looking into Veeranna's eyes challengingly. "Two of the other guildmasters in the city have been forced out, one of them assassinated, and the number of high-level individuals is only going to grow as the dungeon proves its worth. How long will you be able to resist those who're stronger than you? How will you handle those in your guild who're over level six or seven hundred when they disagree with your decisions?"

Her statement fell heavily between them, and Veeranna looked at Rosalie, only outwardly calm. She didn't feel as calm inwardly, but she refused to let it show. After a moment she set down her teacup and smiled at Rosalie.

"Recent events have been distressing, yes, but that's the precise reason I've chosen to remain in my position. I love Castra. It's my home, and the place where I wish to live out my days, however long they may be. Even when the city hadn't unlocked the deeper reaches, I'd chosen such, and my determination will not waver now," Veeranna said calmly, looking into Rosalie's beautiful brown eyes. "As for how I'll handle those stronger than I? We'll see when we come to it. I won't allow myself to be intimidated into inaction, even in the face of the powerful. Besides, knowing beings of true strength have their attention on the city, why would I fear those of level six or seven hundred?"

Her gaze flicked to the tea meaningfully, knowing Rosalie would understand.

There was a moment of tense silence. Then Rosalie smiled, inclining her head and speaking warmly.

"True. I'll have to see how you do," she said sweetly, barely hiding the thorns in her words.

Veeranna returned the smile, immensely glad she kept her tails from puffing up.
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"How'd the meeting go, ma'am?" Kiera asked, closing the door behind Rosalie.

"Poorly. The bitch didn't give a single inch," Rosalie snapped, glowering as she spun to face Kiera. She immediately flushed, annoyed with herself at the loss of control. "My apologies, Kiera. You didn't deserve that."

The Level 514 Divine Naga Lapradine Seer looked unperturbed despite Rosalie's words, which wasn't a surprise. Kiera had been Rosalie's attendant for years.

"I understand, ma'am. You've had a lot of difficulties of late," the blue-haired naga replied, her voice soothing as she reached out to take Rosalie's coat. Her aquamarine eyes sparkled in the dim light as she continued. "Would you like me to prepare a bath for you?"

"Please. I need something to help me forget her taunts. Damnable fox," Rosalie growled under her breath, though she couldn't fully suppress her grudging respect for Veeranna.

The fact the kitsune hadn't crumbled under the weight of Rosalie's abilities was impressive. Rosalie knew there'd been plenty of other powerful visitors over the last year, too, yet somehow she'd stood firm, and while there were always complaints about those in power, Veeranna had fewer than most. The majority of her guild members trusted her, even as they complained about guild dues or her decisions. It'd be so much easier if the kitsune were incompetent.

Kiera slithered toward the bath, and Rosalie let out another breath of relief as she put the thought out of her mind. Dwelling on the meeting wouldn't help, and the one hint Veeranna had given toward the end of the meeting was simply intolerable.

There was no way in all existence Rosalie was about to play second in command to Veeranna in order to work her way up to being Guildmaster.


CHAPTER 29
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Mori haunted the back streets of Castra, leaving virtually no one aware of her passage. The Duke's agents tried to keep tabs on her, but between Embrace the Darkness and Just a Servant, they were unable to for long, and her other abilities allowed her to slip free of their magic. It was easy when she had two different abilities reinforcing her will, and her focus on water magic largely involved washing things clean. It was startling how well that applied to slipping a magical tether.

A few of the locals were able to pierce her stealth ability, but they were rare, and Mori wasn't certain how local they actually were. Only one had been foolish enough to accost Mori. She'd left him alive afterward, though she doubted he'd fully recover from the mental shock.

Now she explored Castra like a specter, searing the alleys, streets, and buildings into her mind. It was so much easier than the city she'd lived in. The streets didn't change, or changed slowly at best. Buildings didn't move. It was predictable, even the underground passages. It was crude, cramped, and crowded, allowing her to move with more ease than she could remember since her creation.

She paused, watching as a group of thugs threatened a young couple in the back streets of Woolgate. The human and naga looked so afraid, neither of them over level thirty, compared to the level seventy thugs. If it were before, she likely wouldn't have done anything. She didn't have the strength or reason to cause the Great Administrator to pull her into a larger plotline.

This wasn't part of the dungeon, though. So Mori raised a finger and cast a spell quietly, using some knowledge she'd gained from reading books in Talyn's library. She'd have to be careful to avoid killing anyone with it, but it was safer than most of her other options.

The blood flowing through the veins of the thugs ceased carrying air to their heads. It was a surprisingly subtle spell, though Mori knew it only worked because the thugs were so weak.

A handful of seconds later, the first thug looming over the male naga swayed, then collapsed. She was quickly followed by the others, as all six of them fell to the ground in rapid succession. One bashed his nose against the paving stones when he fell, but Mori didn't care. She maintained the spell for a few seconds, watching the couple expectantly.

The two froze, then proved they weren't completely foolish as they fled. Mori banished her spell, allowing air to flow once more. She was impressed she could pull it off with water magic, but since blood was a liquid, it stood to reason.

She drifted down the alley as the first thug began stirring, listening in as she flitted from shadow to shadow, unseen by anyone.

Another group of thugs was quietly complaining about demands which had been placed on them by a stronger organization. They didn't say what the demands were, or who the other group was, but to Mori it sounded like a larger gang controlling smaller ones. She doubted they'd be quite as prone to collapse as the gangs she knew, though.

Some merchants were talking worriedly amongst themselves, discussing the growing tension between their Guild and several new merchants who belonged to larger guilds in other cities, as well as the uneasiness around the assassination of the head of the Alchemists Guild. Supposedly, there'd been an attempt on the life of the head of the Guardians Guild, but from everything Mori had learned, that was nothing more than a rumor.

Some delvers were speaking excitedly of the Dungeon Guild. The organization was a surprisingly old one, from Mori's perspective, but served a role she at least understood. It was an old, failed competitor of the Delver's Guild which hadn't quite collapsed when the other guild ascended. It'd mostly drawn malcontents and rebels, but had never been able to grow into a significant competitor before. As was typical of such organizations, they'd been seized by a larger group from behind the scenes as a competitor to the Delver's Guild.

Mori didn't fully grasp the details of what the Dungeon Guild was doing to compete, but the basic idea seemed to be that they were selling equipment to members at a lower price, and giving greater rewards than the Delver's Guild did. With fewer rules than their rival, the Dungeon Guild had drawn a significant number of people, even from the membership of the Delver's Guild.

She got the impression more of their members went missing in the dungeon, but Mori wasn't able to determine whether it was simply bad luck or neglect. Either way, it was something she noted for her report.

Then there was the rising tension between the Entertainers Guild leader and some of the outsiders. It was more relevant to Talyn, so Mori paid more attention, as it seemed a foreign guild leader had come to Castra in the hopes of replacing Veeranna. She had a significant amount of money, and was associating with several of the influential guild members as she slowly built support in the city. It was moderately concerning.

Of the major incidents in the city which she cared about, one was regarding an individual which Mori was carefully avoiding. Some people were talking about a traveling priestess of love who'd arrived in the city a few weeks back. She was supposed to be over level eight hundred, and on seeing the lack of lodging, she'd acquired permission to set up a temporary camp. Mori had peered outside the gates, where a garden had sprung up from bare, cold soil.

It was a vast hedge garden a half mile across, with arches formed of vines and flourishing leaves and flowers. According to those who'd visited it, the temperature within was that of late spring, and it was an incomparably pleasant place with only a single problem. The atmosphere of the garden seemed perfectly suited to inspire romance, with an aura affecting the minds of those within.

Mori was powerful, but she didn't want to come near a level eight hundred. It would be much like encountering the thugs she'd dealt with, but on the other side of the scales.

Yet as she wrapped up her exploration for the day, it happened.

Mori was halfway back to Talyn's manor when several people blocked her path through the alley she'd chosen, two of them teleporting into position behind her while the others appeared ahead. Mori's eyes narrowed as she recognized one of them as an individual who'd spotted her previously, a Level 554 Feline Animus Skyrunner. The woman had black hair, amber eyes, and an avaricious expression. Mori absently noted that Talyn would likely find the leather-clad woman attractive, but she was more concerned about the daggers she wielded.

The daggers, and the other four accompanying her. A male Level 527 Earth Dracoling Spatial Sorcerer with a staff was behind Mori, alongside a Level 534 Deep Orc Stonebreaker in nice-looking leather. Ahead of her was the animus, a blond male Level 544 City Human Silencer in normal-looking clothing, and a female Level 551 Plains Human Blademaster with brown hair and a sword in both hands. Based on the way sound had vanished from beyond the alley, the silencer was ensuring they weren't heard. How useful.

"Give us what you're—" the animus began, her tone harsh, but she was far too late. Mori had already begun.
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Mori was willing to accede to Talyn's desires in most respects. She was willing to go along with the laws and rules of Castra for the most part. But the moment someone close to her level attempted to ambush her? That was the moment all restraint vanished.

Needles erupted from Mori's sleeves under the command of Mistress of Needle, Thread, and Thorn, each carrying near-invisible thread with it. She willed a simple spell she was heavily practiced with into existence, causing the quantity of blood in her veins to surge the instant before a significant amount of it vanished.

Blood exploded outward from a single point behind Mori, directly behind the dracoling as it formed into a perfect copy of Mori created by Blood Clone. Even with his enhanced senses, he was too busy trying to dodge the needles like the rest of his companions to realize it was behind him until too late.

Mori's blood continued to return to normal as she triggered All For My Mistress, leaning on the fact she was carrying out one of Talyn's direct orders, to ensure she returned safely. The world slowed, power rushing through Mori's body in an unrelenting tide. A short sword appeared in her hand, and she sidestepped a thrown dagger, deflecting an energy blade from the swordmaster with a uniform sleeve as she decided how to handle them. None of the needles had struck home, but they weren't her targets. No, thread crafted by the Void Guardian was woven in a vast cage around the alley, and a gurgle was the only sound from the spatial sorcerer as her clone's stiletto pierced his neck from behind.

"One," Mori said simply, a smile flickering across her face as the first began to fall.

"Get her!" the animus screamed, her eyes widening as fear replaced her prior hunger and greed. Unfortunately for the skyrunner, she was number two on Mori's list.

The silencer came at Mori with a brutal-looking handaxe, the blade black and sharp as could be. Inviolable Raiment combined with the quality of her uniform meant it wouldn't do anything appreciable, but she dodged anyway, sliding past the attack as she shook her head. The silencer was number five on the list, though her clone might deal with three before she eliminated two. She preferred to keep the silencing field up until the fight was over.

Four, the swordmaster, lunged forward, moving with admirable speed and strength, but her equipment was too low-quality for Mori to fear. Yet she was partially blocking the route to two, so Mori made the obvious decision.

Her right hand intercepted the sword tip, impaling her hand on the blade as she took control of the thrust. The pain was barely noticeable as she shifted her hand, forcing the blade aside so it narrowly missed Mori's torso, and the control helped her immobilize the woman's wrists for the perfect amount of time. Two more needles shot out of her sleeve, angling perfectly beneath the woman's gloves to lance into her wrists and paralyze critical tendons.

Mori's hand tore the sword from the woman's weakened grasp, and as fast as the skyrunner was, she wasn't fast enough, not when Mori was on the hunt. Mori wondered if her class was for show, since she was slower than the swordmaster.

"No—!"

Two's scream was cut short as Mori planted her sword in her throat, ripping it free in a way which sent blood fountaining across the alley. Mori felt a blade slam into her back with bruising force and spun, snapping her hand in a way which tore the blade free as her lips formed the words of a healing spell.

With two supporting abilities amplifying her healing, the flesh knit at a ridiculous rate, but Mori's attention was on the swordmaster. Light erupted through the alley as one of the woman's arms glowed, her forearm turning into a sword of pure light which was an actual threat. If the woman had led with that, Mori would've made her two instead. She was also moving faster than before.

But not fast enough.

Mori deflected the glowing blade with her short sword, causing the swordmaster's eyes to widen when the immaterial weapon failed to go through Mori’s blade. It left her eye an excellent target for the knitting needle which Mori drove into it with her still-injured right hand. A jerk of her hand caused it to render the woman a non-threat, though it was possible she'd survive, briefly.

Three was still engaged with Mori's clone, though the fragile creature had taken more injuries than she would've, and the orc had taken several gashes. With a flex of will, the clone exploded into a spray of red thorns which riddled his body. The orc let out a strangled scream as he staggered, bleeding from countless wounds.

Mori flicked her injured hand, drawing and throwing another knitting needle at the easy target. He gurgled as he went down, the needle through his throat.

Five began retreating, the human's eyes widening as he raised his hands. "Wait, I give up! I surr⁠—"

Mori didn't hesitate, driving her short sword through his stomach, followed with an uppercut which might or might not kill him. As his neck didn't snap and there wasn’t the distinctive sound of something vital breaking, she suspected he wasn't dead just yet, even if he'd lost consciousness.

Sounds from outside the alley returned with the silencer's fall, and Mori paused, studying her erstwhile opponents for a moment to ensure they weren't going to be getting up. Three were alive at present, though she doubted they'd remain that way if left alone for long: the blademaster, the silencer, and the stonebreaker. Technically, the skyrunner was alive as well, but with the blood she'd lost that wasn't going to be a problem for more than another minute.

Allowing All For My Mistress to fade, pain shot through Mori's body as the strain it imposed hit her, along with the damage it always dealt to her body. She immediately cast a better healing spell, looking at her hand to ensure it healed properly. It took a matter of moments to seal the damaged flesh and muscles, but the ache would take longer. She set a longer-lasting healing spell in place and turned her attention to the more important matter of collecting her weaponry.

Thread and needles retracted from the walls smoothly, coiling within her sleeves neatly, and the knitting needles pulled free easily. A simple spell washed her hand and weapons clean, her clothing still pristine due to Inviolable Raiment. She absently noted she'd leveled up due to the battle, which was a pleasant surprise. She'd caught up with Jewel for now.

With that complete, Mori turned to leave the alley, her destination already set. The nearest constabulary in the Stone District was only a few hundred feet away, and getting them to deal with her attackers would be simple.

She hoped they'd be reasonable.


CHAPTER 31
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"Gods save us," Garmil said, his stomach churning as he looked at the alley. "How many of them survived?"

The alley in question was one he'd already had a few issues with since transferring from the capital. It was just far enough out of the way to be inconvenient to patrol properly, as it practically required his people to be in it for proper line of sight, yet it was also close to streets people used reasonably often, making it unfortunately popular with criminals. Though after what'd just happened, he had his doubts the thugs who favored it would be back anytime soon. For that matter, Garmil was unsure transferring from the capital so he could head a department of constables was a good idea after this.

The alley wasn't that narrow. It wasn't even in particular disrepair. In his experience, when high-level individuals fought, there was a significant amount of property damage. This time there wasn't, unless you considered all the blood.

And there was so much blood. Some had adhered to a wall about seven feet up, there was a bloody blast shadow outlining what he assumed was one of the thugs, and bloody boot prints covered the alley from the people who'd come in. It was a horrific mess, almost equal to the worst crime scenes he'd seen in the capital.

"Three. A feline animus and dracoling were dead when Alice arrived, and of the remainder, a blonde level five hundred and fifty-one human had taken severe brain damage which she couldn't heal, but she stabilized the orc and male human, both over level five hundred," Sivvan replied, staring at the alley with a haunted expression. "You likely remember the memo to keep an eye out for the group."

"Gods blood. Of course I do! The Inquisitors were after these… these… gods blood," Garmil's exclamation cut off as his anger deflated again, unable to build up a full head of steam. He just stared at the alley for a few seconds, processing the fact one of the most dangerous crime teams in Sylland had just been destroyed there.

"W-what about the suspect, sir?" Sivvan asked after a moment, his voice subdued.

"She was cooperating, last I heard. Sent a message to her employer, submitted to a truthteller's magic, and was going through questioning," Garmil said, drawing a slow breath as he thought back to the woman in the interview room. He never would've guessed what the scene looked like from her appearance.

She'd been sitting in the chair with a prim, proper poise, not a hint of anxiety or annoyance on her face. The elf was beautiful, enough so for him to stop and take a second look despite her high level. She'd been wearing a beige and brown servant's uniform, her black hair tied up neatly. There hadn't been a drop of blood to be seen on her, from head to foot. The level five hundred and seventy woman now scared him more than the damned inquisitors.

Sivvan didn't say anything, just stared at the scene while the investigation team did their work. Varah looked sick as the Level 196 Mountain Human Psychometric Investigator held a single finger against a clean section of the wall. She probably needed a raise.

"I'm never going to look at knitting needles the same way after this," Varah said at last, pulling her finger away from the wall carefully. "I've finished reconstructing the scene, Captain. It's… short. They confronted her, and she dealt with them ruthlessly."

"Well, good news. The attackers were wanted by the Inquisition for crimes elsewhere, so we're going to be handing everything we found over to them as soon as they get here," Garmil said, giving the best smile he could manage.

"…Yay?" Varah replied questioningly, glancing at the alley. "But I don't think they're going to be able to keep this quiet. Too many people have already seen it."

Garmil sighed and nodded grimly.

"I know, but there isn't anything we can do about it. Just keep the details to yourself," he said, rubbing his chin restlessly.

He couldn't wait for the inquisitors to take this mess off his hands. And the terrifying maid. Garmil didn't want to deal with her if he had anything to say about it.
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"Of course it involves Talyn. Why wouldn't it involve Talyn?" Koth asked himself wearily, keeping his voice quiet enough almost no one could hear him. It might not be enough for the high-level people, but there wasn't anything he could do about that.

When he'd heard the Lucky Leopards had been captured or killed when they attacked someone in the city, Koth had been delighted, wondering which high-level individual had done it. It was startling they'd been foolish enough to do so, as they'd carefully avoided attacking anyone over level six hundred in the two decades they'd been active, and had even managed to raid several noble estates.

Then he'd heard they'd attacked a maid, of all things. That led to uneasiness welling up, but he hadn't been too concerned. Only on arriving had he learned the full situation, and now he was swearing internally, wondering how the hells so many things involving powerful individuals circled around the world walker.

Yes, he'd dealt with plenty of investigations, arrests, and eliminated threats in the city over the past six months which didn't involve her, but that didn't mean her shadow didn't loom large over him. She had the backing of beings which had promised to annihilate the city if he dared use her as bait. He hoped they wouldn't hold him at fault for this.

Taking a deep breath outside the interview room, he knocked and entered.

The room was different from what Koth was used to, simple masonry with a rough table bolted to the floor and a couple of chairs. It had none of the enchantments he preferred for helping spot falsehoods or weakening those not attuned to the wards, which would make life difficult if he were using it on his usual suspects. It was likely adequate for the sort of people the local guard dealt with, though.

Regardless of his thoughts, Koth's attention was on the woman who'd absolutely destroyed the Lucky Leopards, whose luck had finally run out.

Mori didn't look like the sort of woman who could leave a bloodbath like that in her wake. She looked poised, calm, and professional, but not the sort of person who could annihilate a notorious criminal team. She was also a Level 570 Shadow Elf Handmaiden of Blood and Thorns, which was a chilling class name if he'd ever seen one, and her green eyes calmly met his as she inclined her head. He was startled he could even see her class, given she had obfuscation abilities.

"Inquisitor Koth, I presume. I've heard of you from my Mistress," Mori said politely, inclining her head. How easily she identified him was unsettling as well.

"Yes, I am. The group you decimated was one the Inquisition has been hunting for years, and once they were identified, the case was turned over to me," Agent Koth said, moving to the chair opposite Mori. "Mori, correct? In the employ of Talyn, the world walker?"

"I did not decimate them. I killed a minimum of two, and decimation indicates one in ten was slain," Mori corrected, causing Koth to flinch internally. "However, aside from that, you are correct, Agent Koth."

He drew a slow breath to calm himself as he sat across the table from the woman. She was over a hundred and seventy levels stronger than him, which meant he couldn't threaten her, save with the weight of the kingdom's edicts, which wasn't comforting. At least she hadn't given them difficulties about being kept here for this long. Too many people grew impatient and caused trouble, particularly when they served someone powerful.

"As you say, but many people use the word to indicate harming a large portion of a group, not just killing a tenth of them," Koth said at last.

Mori nodded, a hint of interest sparking in her eyes, and she smiled. "Understood, I shall keep that in mind for the future. In that case, yes, I decimated them. I assume you have questions for me."

The statement of fact was uncomfortable for Koth, since he was used to controlling a conversation. He rolled with it, though.

"I do. The previous interviews covered most of the details, so I'm going to be focusing on a few specific elements. First, may I ask why you attacked the Lucky Leopards so suddenly? And dealt so much damage to them?" Koth asked, his brow furrowing as his unease grew. They were fortunate the local guard had people who could use water magic, or fully cleaning the blood from the alley would be nigh-impossible. "While you've been involved in a few attacks over previous months, you've been quite restrained before."

Mori inclined her head again, her lips curving into a tiny smile.

"Certainly. The key to previous conflicts to keep in mind is that my overriding goal is Talyn's safety, and none of the individuals involved were strong enough that I needed to use all my strength. Incapacitating them without excessive bloodshed was simple. In this case, that was not true," the elf said, her body eerily still in her chair. "The group which confronted me was strong enough they could prove a threat if I allowed them to take the initiative. My Mistress commanded me to return home safely, so I did what was required to ensure my safety. I did not finish off my foes as my sole concession to the social expectations of Castra. In most situations I would not leave potential threats behind."

It felt like ice trailed down Koth's spine. He'd met bodyguards before, and few of them acted the way Mori did. Most bodyguards he knew focused on defending their charge, with eliminating threats being a secondary concern. Mori sounded more like an assassin who protected her charge through the expedience of overwhelming violence. He chose not to say anything about it, moving on to the next question.

"Next, we interviewed one of the survivors, and the man said they targeted you because their leader's ability indicated you carried incredible wealth. If this is the case, is there a particular reason you're carrying enough wealth outside the Meadow Estate to draw their attention?" Koth asked, frowning internally. "While there is a great deal of leeway for individuals, there are laws regarding transactions, particularly when high sums are involved."

Mori didn't respond immediately, simply studying Koth for a few moments, her gaze unreadable despite all his abilities. The only hint he could determine was that she seemed… puzzled, perhaps. Then realization dawned in her gaze.

"Ah. Do you believe I was performing illicit transactions on my Mistress' behalf?" Mori asked, smiling again.

"It is a suspicion," Koth confirmed cautiously.

"In that case, allow me to lay your suspicions to rest. My Mistress has done nothing of the sort. The wealth which the attackers sensed must be that which I was given when I accepted the duty to protect my Mistress," Mori said precisely. She paused before continuing. "I must admit I'm uncertain what to do with it, so I've continued storing it in my dimensional space. I am willing to show it to you, if you so desire."

Koth took a moment to process the response, and debated what he should do. Was he curious? Yes. And it might be important, if it came down to it. Yet if he knew, he'd know. He weighed the options but ultimately sighed in the privacy of his mind. He'd be required to report the interview, and if he admitted to declining to see what had caused this, he'd likely be reprimanded. So Koth nodded reluctantly.

"I would, if you're willing," Koth said, bracing himself.

"Certainly," Mori said, and waved a finger over the table without hesitating. A bowl appeared.

Koth's stomach threatened to implode as he looked at its contents.

Adamant coins were rare. Koth had only seen a few dozen of them in his life, as they were too high-value for any but the most impressive transactions in Sylland. One adamant coin was worth ten thousand gold, or close to two years of Koth's pay.

Hundreds, maybe thousands, of adamant coins filled the mythril bowl, the potent essence gems at their hearts pulsing with multicolored light. Koth didn't dare try to estimate how many of them there were, he only knew one thing. That was likely enough to buy and rebuild half of Castra's districts.

Closing his eyes, Koth inhaled shakily, trying to steady his mind and cursing the insanity which surrounded Talyn. He should've known better than to ask.

"Please put the coins away. And please, please find someplace safe to store those, rather than carrying them with you. I'm not certain anyone in Sylland has that much money in one place, except possibly the Royal Treasury. You'll set off every wealth detection ability thieves have," Koth said, his voice trembling.

The sound of Mori's hand waving through the air again felt loud.

"Very well. I was aware it was a significant sum, but not how impressive it was," Mori said with a calm he couldn't imagine possessing. "I will see what is possible regarding its storage."

Koth opened his eyes to find the bowl was once again gone.

"Good. Very good, in fact," Koth said, taking a deep, relieved breath. "That would explain why they chose to attack you. In any case, moving on…"

Koth looked forward to the interview being over. He needed a drink.


CHAPTER 32
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"My apologies for the late return, Mistress. It seems the books I reviewed did not accurately describe the amount of time which a proper interrogation by constables would require," Mori said, curtsying deeply before Talyn. "I regret disrupting this evening's planned outing."

Mori heard and sensed Talyn coming before she reached her, and straightened enough to catch her before the succubus hit, wrapping Mori in a tight hug.

"Don't be ridiculous!" Talyn exclaimed, looking up at Mori even as she chastised her. "Your safety is far more important than a silly shopping trip! I wasn't even the one who wanted it, so it doesn't matter to me. But do you have any idea how worried I was when I got your message, and you asked me not to come to pick you up?"

Warmth began radiating through Mori as she took in the honest concern, even fear, for Mori's safety. That was a change she never could've imagined when she'd lived in the dungeon, yet it seemed so natural coming from Talyn. It was… so strange, so precious. She met Jewel's golden gaze, taking in the amusement in her friend's eyes before she spoke.

"Departing the manor without me would've left you more vulnerable to attackers, even if Jewel accompanied you," Mori replied calmly, not allowing her feelings to color her words. "I was fine, and able to deal with the situation. Though it appears an oversight of mine led to the attack."

"Oh? May I ask what oversight?" Reya asked, her eyebrows arching. "I can hardly believe you'd make a mistake of that nature."

"Unfortunately, it appears my lack of understanding of what wealth means in Castra led to the attack," Mori explained, growing embarrassed again. "When I was equipped by the Void Guardian, she gave me a significant amount of coin. While I was aware it was enough to beggar even a Great House of the floor, I was not aware of its true worth. It's been in my spatial ring, and apparently there are abilities which allow others to gauge how lucrative robbing someone may be. This led to the attack on me, and Agent Koth recommended I find someplace safe to store the coins."

Talyn looked up, blinking at Mori in confusion. Jewel frowned, and Reya's brow knit. Melody was the first to speak.

"May I ask what sort of coins you're speaking of?" she asked softly.

"I believe the material they're compose of is called adamant. I have not counted them, but estimate there are over a thousand coins," Mori replied without hesitation.
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Talyn choked slightly, forgetting how to breathe. Melody just stared, while Reya's jaw dropped, her poise thoroughly thrown off. Talyn… wasn't sure how much wealth she'd gathered compared to that, but she was fairly certain a thousand adamant coins was worth more than all the bounties and auctions which had formed her seed money. Possibly worth more than everything she owned save for the gifts from the Guardians.

"That… is an enormous amount of money, Mori. I wouldn't be surprised if you could build a city half the size of Castra with it," Reya managed at last, her eyes closing as she inhaled slowly. "I'm astounded we weren't accosted sooner."

"If the abilities they possess are similar to those I am familiar with, some simply gauge the wealth of the individual, while others allow you to understand the risk versus reward, and others would allow you to understand how much wealth you would receive on success. As my ring is soul-bound, those with the latter two types of abilities would understand they wouldn't get much from robbing me," Mori said, her eyebrows rising slightly. "However, as I said, I was not aware of how much the coin was worth. Is there someplace safe where I can store it?"

Reya visibly considered before turning to Talyn.

"I wouldn't trust any bank to be able to handle a sum like that. Do you have any ideas, Talyn?" Reya asked, tilting her head.

Talyn opened her mouth to reply, then paused as an idea occurred to her. It took a couple of seconds, but amusement bubbled up inside, and she couldn't help a grin. She shrugged.

"I was going to suggest the vault in the basement, but I'm not sure the wards are good enough to stop anyone who comes after it. On the other hand, the display cabinet Eldri gave me is probably the most secure place I have. We could put the coins inside a vase or something to keep anyone from realizing what's there. I'd rather no one tried to break in, or had heart failure from seeing it," Talyn suggested, smiling broadly.

There was a brief moment of hesitation before Reya smiled as well, amusement creeping into her gaze.

"Placing the funds in a nigh-indestructible, unmovable cabinet which only you can open? I suppose that would make it far safer than in any of the banks," Reya said, glancing at Mori. "The only question is whether that's acceptable to you."

The elf immediately nodded, smiling. "That works well for me. I haven't had a need for anything more than what I'm being paid, as the Void Guardian equipped me appropriately for my role. Should we store it immediately?"

"Likely for the best," Talyn agreed, shivering as she thought about what could happen if someone was sufficiently foolish. She didn't want the city to be erased by the Guardians. There were too many people she liked in it.

She headed for the stairs, as the art gallery was still on the second floor. She'd thought about moving it to the first, since adding anything of significant size would take more effort, but she hadn't bothered. She liked being able to look across the city while visiting the gallery, in the rare moments when she did.

The gallery was kept unlocked, and Mori managed to slip by Talyn to open the door for her. Talyn slowed as she entered.

The gallery wasn't as bare as it'd once been. Melody had insisted on getting a painting of Talyn and herself, which was hung in a prominent position, with Melody clinging to Talyn in an almost embarrassing manner. Talyn was amazed at how skilled painters could be on Garloth, with the images looking almost real. Alongside it were paintings of Danielle, Emma, and Reya, as well as a group painting of Aslith, Elda, Gordon, and Reagan, the latter group in their delving gear. Talyn found it amusing how Elda didn't look sleepy and Gordon looked stern, but she wasn't arguing with them about their poses.

There were other paintings on display, as well as a few sculptures Talyn had taken a liking to, but the focal point of the gallery were the gifts from the Guardians.

A small sculpture of an angel rested on a pedestal next to the display case, a book in one hand and sword in the other. It'd been created by Danu while Talyn was on the ninety-ninth floor, and Talyn had suspicions it was a guardian construct. She had no proof, but no one knew how a group of three assassins had been bisected by a flaming blade in the gallery the previous year.

The display case was of polished, lacquered wood with clear glass on the front, though Talyn knew it was as sturdy as the manor, if not sturdier. Within were other gifts she'd received from Eldri and the others. A bottle glowed as if the sun had been contained within, alongside a shimmering chunk of a copper-like metal, a blazing phoenix feather ranging from white to blues, purples, reds, and oranges, a folded sheet of pure shadow, and Zephyr's bottled cloud bookending them. Two paintings from Eldri somehow fit inside the display case, despite each being large enough to take up a sizable chunk of the wall. There was a small bowl holding pearls containing potent water magic, pitch-black scales from Eldri, a titanic shark tooth… and perhaps ironically, the simple ring of magical resistance which had allowed Talyn to survive long enough for Eldri to save her. It rested on a small cushion.

Talyn didn't have to speak the command word to open the case, she just touched the doors and willed it open.

"Here we are," Talyn said, smiling wryly. "To be honest, I doubt your money would attract more attention compared to some of the items already present, but it's best not to tempt people."

"Understood, Mistress. I'll place it, and should we choose to alter the container at a later point, we may do so," Mori said, waving her hand once. A bowl appeared inside the display case. Talyn's hand spasmed at the sight of it.

Countless adamant coins filled the bowl, but what truly caught her attention was the artistry of the bowl itself. Money was one thing, but she'd almost grown numb to it.

The bowl was gorgeous. Crafted of mythril, it was a broad, reasonably deep bowl, with the metal folded and patterned, almost like… oh, what was it called? Pattern welding, or something like that? Regular patterns crossed the mythril in black, white, and gray, elegant and precise, while the sides otherwise appeared to be perfectly smooth. The interior was a simple, round bowl, but the exterior was a smoothed, hexagonal shape with a few narrow flutes. The unnatural precision of its construction made her think it was Danu's work.

Reya inhaled sharply, her gaze fixed on the contents, but like Talyn, Melody only had eyes for the bowl. The goddess immediately reached down and ran a finger along one of the external seams, nodding in satisfaction.

"Smoothed, so it's unlikely to hurt anyone who touches it. I felt I needed to check," she said, glancing up with a smile. "The bowl is beautiful."

"Agreed," Talyn said, closing the case firmly before she could give in to the urge to follow Melody's example. She willed the case to lock, and felt the doors solidify. "Not to say the amount of money isn't impressive, but it just… doesn't feel real."

"Money is only good for what you can do with it. When it's locked away, it's worthless," Melody said simply. "The bowl is beautiful, which gives it worth of its own."

Mori stopped, taking a moment to examine the bowl more closely, and Talyn saw how her gaze sharpened, then drifted across the room. It took her a few moments before she nodded slowly.

"That is an interesting perspective. I hadn't considered such before, and will have to explore it further. Thank you for sharing," Mori said, respectfully inclining her head to Melody.

"You're welcome," Melody said, giving Talyn an amused look.

"You're all biased. As one who grew up hearing coins like that whispered of, it's ridiculous to see a bowl of them," Reya interjected, giving them exasperated glares. "If we're not careful, we'll have thieves breaking in weekly just to try to get into the case!"

"True…" Talyn admitted with a wince, glancing at Mori guiltily.

"It would add some difficulties to building a routine," the elf said thoughtfully.

"I'll figure something out," Talyn said, letting out a soft sigh as she stared at the coins for a few seconds. Then a hint of amusement bubbled through her as she had an idea. "Perhaps an illusion? If I inscribe a fake coin which makes them look like artistic silver pieces with images of the Guardians, and it alters the appearance of the other coins, wouldn't that work? I can't sense the essence stones while the case is sealed."

Reya's eyebrows rose as she looked at Talyn, then the bowl. Her lips curved into a smile, and she nodded slowly.

"That's an excellent idea. My ability doesn't allow me to analyze items through the glass either, so it's unlikely others will be able to do so. And if they can, it's unlikely we'd be able to stop them either way, even with Jewel and Mori's aid," she said approvingly.

"Good enough. I'll discuss it with Priscilla to see if she has any advice," Talyn said, her smile widening. "Mind telling us what happened more fully after dinner, Mori?"

"Certainly, Mistress. While I can go without food for a significant length of time, skipping lunch was mildly distressing," the elf said, bowing slightly. "Thank you for your concern."

Talyn laughed and smiled, turning away from the display case. She was relieved Mori was fine, and as for those who'd attacked her… well.

She'd seen enough of groups like that as Marie. They deserved exactly what they'd received.
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Crowds swirled along the streets of the Gold District like always, though they were sparser now that winter had descended in force. The street sweepers had been kept busy by the snow, some of them using magic to melt it so it'd flow into the sewers while others cleared the streets for them to melt later. Some stores had hired dedicated fire magi to keep the area in front of their businesses warm to attract customers, while others continued business like usual. It was a day like any other, until it wasn't.

Fire erupted from an alley like a volcano, slamming into the side of a carriage with incredible force. The heat caused bricks to explode in adjacent buildings behind it. Wards flared to life around the carriage, but they were insufficient to protect it.

The carriage was launched across the street into a building as they broke, the flames incinerating numerous bystanders instantly. The storefront caved in under the impact, half-collapsed and burning.

The buildings near the source of the attack began collapsing a moment later, even as those present froze in shock. Then the screaming began.

Most of the crowds bolted for cover. Dozens of defensive spells activated as people ran, while a handful with healing magic tried to treat those caught in the blast, with limited success. Only one or two began moving toward the carriage and its screaming mounts before shadowy figures launched out of the alley, each of their statuses concealed.

Kiera, the Level 514 Divine Naga Lapradine Seer personal attendant of Rosalie Glass, was just starting to drag herself out of the wreckage when one of the black-clothed figures landed atop the carriage, ignoring the flames as a spear appeared in their hand, the shaft carved from dungeon ironwood, and thrust it down. Bloody red light wreathed the spearhead in the instant before it struck the disoriented, bloodied woman, who almost managed to dodge. She let out an anguished cry as it pierced her shoulder, her lips beginning to form the words of a spell as her serpentine lower body writhed, but it was too late.

Another of the figures appeared behind her and plunged a dagger into the base of her skull, cutting off her scream ruthlessly, while the other two tore items from the wreckage.

The first guards and a few passing delvers responded only moments later, rushing at the attackers fearlessly. Or foolishly, depending on the point of view, since most were significantly lower level than Kiera had been. A focused bolt of lightning lashed out at the spear-wielder, only to be deflected with a wave of his hand, while stone barriers shot up from the guards to protect bystanders.

An arrow tore through the rock effortlessly, plunging into the chest of an attacking delver. A heartbeat later, it exploded, sending bloody shrapnel across the street.

Then, as quickly as they'd struck, the criminals vanished from the scene in wisps of shadow, retreating to the city's underworld.
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"What?" Rosalie shrieked, water sluicing off her as she stood from the tub, her good mood shattered beyond repair.

"I don't have the full story yet, but Kiera was killed on the way to the Merchant Guild. The funds she was going to deposit were stolen as well, and dozens of others were caught in the attack. It was brazen," Loen said grimly, his expression dark. "Only initial reports have come in, but it sounds like some form of soul-lock might have been used. The necromancer who checked her body couldn't get so much as a wisp of soul to respond."

Rosalie bit back the curses trying to escape her, anger and disbelief tearing through her.

Kiera had been there that morning. She'd performed her daily readings and indicated today would be the source of a life-changing event. Since Rosalie had been planning to pay the Merchants Guild for a house she could renovate, she'd assumed it'd be associated with that. Instead, this happened.

"Gods. Heavens weep, and I thought the change would be good!" Rosalie hissed, stepping out of the tub quickly, so fast only her abilities allowed her to not slip.

A wave of her fingers surrounded Rosalie in a swirl of warm air, steam wafting off her. She took a breath, closing her eyes and steadying herself. She wanted nothing more than to murder whoever was responsible for this, but she had to take a more measured response. She needed to consider what she should do before making a decision, and she wrapped a towel around herself.

"Do you trust the locals to perform a proper investigation?" Rosalie asked while she seethed.

"Not a chance. They haven't found whoever attacked the old head of the Alchemists Guild, so how would they manage this one?" Loen said grimly, shaking his head. "No, if you want to find who did this, you're going to have to find out yourself."

Rosalie nodded, his opinion settling hers as well.

"That's what I thought," Rosalie said, ensuring she was dry so she could slip into a bathrobe. She'd need to attire herself properly, but that would happen soon enough. The loss of funds would hurt, but she had plenty to spare. Which was just as well, considering what she was about to do. "Do you know any investigators in the city you'd trust? Or should I call one from somewhere civilized?"

Loen gave a taut smile and shrugged.

"I thought you'd ask, so I made inquiries. I'll know more soon," Loen assured Rosalie, easing her mind.

"Good," she said, her gaze darkening. "Good. Whoever did this will pay."

"They will," Loen agreed, his hands shaking.

Kiera had been a close friend and assistant, and there was nothing anyone could do to stop Rosalie from avenging her, assuming she couldn't be returned from the grave.
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"I need answers," Duke Malcom snapped, leaning on the table as he looked at his cabinet, anxiety coiling in his gut. "Who was responsible? There's no way people that powerful could've gone completely unnoticed."

"They were veiled, sir. No one knows much more than the fact there were four of them, they blew away a carriage with protections suited for level five hundreds effortlessly, and one of them appeared to be female," Captain Lin said, his expression taut. "That means they're likely at least level five hundred and fifty or higher, and we've had a lot of those enter the city. Not to mention they could've teleported in."

"Despite the wards we placed to detect long-range teleportation?" Edaine asked, the elven woman looking at Lin skeptically.

"Yes, despite them!" he retorted, slapping the table. "We had a team enchant the walls to detect them, but there's always ways around that! For all we know, they teleported to a location beyond the horizon and waltzed in through one of the countless tunnels we all know lead in and out of the city."

"Are you saying we can't find whoever's responsible?" Malcom asked, barely suppressing his anger.

Lin shook his head, though he looked uncertain.

"No, I'm not saying that. You're right, it's possible people have seen the assassins. The problem is, since they were veiled, we don't know who they are. For all I know, they could be delvers who came through the gates openly," Lin said, gesturing to the south in obvious frustration. "While we've improved the number of staff who have analysis abilities in the Ducal Guard and assigned them to the gates, most of them are low-level and unable to pierce high-level veils. We've found at least four who slipped past the gates, and I'm certain there're dozens more. I just can't guarantee much."

"Not to mention all the other unrest," Woden added, the spymaster's voice a low rumble as the lithicar rubbed a thumb across his dagger's pommel slowly. "I've been hearing unsettling rumbles, and it's been growing worse since the assassination. The guilds aren't in balance."

"Hells. Any progress on that front?" Malcom asked, focusing on Woden fully.

The man shook his head unhappily.

"No. I've heard a few rumbles about the organization taking over the underworld, but they've heavily compartmentalized, and we haven't been able to determine who's behind it. Even the lesser enforcers seem to be stronger than my investigators. I'm not sure the Inquisition would have better luck," Woden said, his expression grim. "We're doing what we can, but the assassin covered their tracks well."

"Damn," Malcom said, inhaling slowly. He nodded, looking around the table. "I want word sent to all district Lords to increase security as much as they can. James, I want a meeting with the guild leaders arranged as soon as possible to nip this in the bud. Lin, Woden? Contact the Inquisition for assistance, we need to request a royal troubleshooter or the equivalent. Things are moving in directions I don't like, and we need to get them under control."

"Yes, Your Grace," James agreed with a bow, and murmurs of assent filled the room.
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"Hm. This could cause my Scale Polisher some irritation," Eldri murmured, folding an origami crane carefully as she kept watch over Castra. There were so many things occurring at once, but it was relatively easy for her to keep track of.

Ever since Talyn had decided to send Mori out on investigations, Eldri had expanded her surveillance of the city, to account for potential threats to both Talyn and herself. Fortunately, it didn't seem any delvers over level seven hundred had reached the city, though a few higher-level individuals had quietly slipped in. One not so quietly: the priestess whose presence caused Eldri distinct unease. The priestess was quietly keeping watch on Talyn, which was concerning.

More to the point, there were plans proceeding in the background, schemes and dangers which were going to make Eldri's life difficult. Or more to the point, Talyn's.

"Are we going to intervene?" Edith asked, glancing at Eldri. "If we don't, they may succeed in killing the clone master."

Eldri harrumphed irritably, almost destroying the crane. She smoothed over her annoyance by reminding herself that Tammy and Timmy were more like an ant colony than anything else. Being jealous of an insect was beneath her dignity.

"I haven't decided yet," Eldri said, finishing the crane and looking it over critically. Her eyes narrowed at a seam which was slightly out of place, and she scoffed. It was erased from existence the next moment, as she refused to accept anything less than perfection. "We could tell her, but there is a great deal of violence creeping from back rooms above. And they consider dungeon dwellers vicious."

"They do," the lich agreed, letting out a soft sigh. She was studying the game board Vivian had recently gifted Eldri, with metal miniatures of each of the Guardians on it. It contained far too much magic to be a gift for Talyn, sadly, but Eldri had to admire the detail Vivian had managed.

They continued what they were doing for a short time, only the rustling of Eldri's paper breaking the silence.

"What's Zephyr doing?" Edith asked at last. "I haven't seen her in weeks."

Eldri chuckled darkly, amusement breaking through her brooding. "Trying to come up with a gift for Talyn to apologize, of course. Something which the dungeon will allow and which won't dismember or explode Talyn. Or be promptly placed in the display case and abandoned."

Edith's eyebrows shot upward, and she blinked at Eldri in astonishment.

"Still?" she asked incredulously. "It's been seven months!"

"I know," Eldri said, her smile widening.

Edith rubbed her forehead.

"No wonder you call her an airhead. By the time she comes up with something, Talyn's opinion will either be set, or she'll have completely forgotten her anger," Edith said, sighing. "Regardless, you'll have to make a decision soon."

Eldri eliminated another crane, having made a mistake. After several seconds she spoke grudgingly.

"I know, but we have another problem," Eldri said.

Edith arched an eyebrow, and the dragon replied by opening a new scrying image.

The image wasn't an unusual one, being the garden at the heart of Talyn's manor. One of the gardeners was currently tending to the flowers, and the ultramarine trumpets were flourishing. But that wasn't the focal point of the image. No, that position belonged to a plant both were very familiar with.

It was an incredibly large, thick stemmed plant with a truly massive bud atop it, and fronds extending to either side, swaying in an unseen breeze. The bud was on the verge of blooming, and Edith nodded slowly.

"Ah. Yes. Psalacantha's gift is on the verge of blooming," she said at last, voice laced with both concern and hope. "She has gotten a lot better at controlling her strength."

"I'm certain," Eldri replied, leaning onto her table and cocking her head to stare at the lich. "Now, how many mortal-durability dolls has she pulped in the last year?"

Edith didn't answer, but the worry in her eyes was answer enough.


CHAPTER 34
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Reya frowned as she examined the letter carefully, her brow furrowing. Then she read it again, her concern increasing, going through her memory to see if she'd authorized anything like it suggested she had. She had a perfect memory, so she knew she hadn't explicitly agreed to any deals like this, but that didn't mean someone couldn't have taken a comment out of context. She quickly came to the determination she hadn't, and unless Talyn hadn't told her about a meeting, this was… problematic.

"I'd best speak to her," Reya murmured, glancing at the clock to double-check the time. It was mid-afternoon, in the middle of Talyn's usual enchanting practice. That meant Priscilla would be displeased with an interruption, but this was important.

She slipped out of her office quietly, walking with care. Reya hoped her agility and dexterity abilities would merge soon, but they'd been stubbornly refusing for years, so she wasn't expecting much. Unlike Talyn, Reya's abilities rarely merged quickly. It was something she envied. She sometimes wondered if it was an odd aspect of world walkers.

Regardless, she pushed the thought from her mind as she headed downstairs, taking in the aromas of flowers and the faintest scent of fresh bread. It was certainly a better environment than working at the Delver's Guild, where blood, sweat, and similar stenches had been far more common. Reya didn't require her scent-blocking charm here, which was a pleasant change.

The workshop the two favored was in the basement, so she headed down again, amused at how normal-looking the walls were. Many of the basements she'd seen weren't as nice as surface floors, but Danu had refused to do anything of the sort. More to the point, she'd also ensured the rooms would have proper ventilation and contain any explosions properly, an important consideration if anyone was ever allowed to use the alchemy lab. Particularly Tammy.

After circling most of the manor, Reya reached the workshop in question and knocked. She knew better than to simply enter, as causing someone to make a mistake when enchanting could be almost as dangerous as alchemy, if not worse. While it was unlikely for Reya to be caught in any explosive dissolution, she also didn't want Talyn to have something explode in her face.

"Come in!" Priscilla called, a hint of impatience in her voice.

Opening the door, Reya found a scene much like she'd expected. Talyn was stretching, a black smudge on her left cheek and her hands dirty, while a metal plate rested on the workbench in front of her. Her tail twitched, as if it'd gotten a kink in it, causing a hint of amusement to bubble up inside Reya despite her concerns. The sight of Talyn in an artisan's outfit was also amusing, as was the thick leather apron.

Priscilla was standing closer to the door, wearing one of her usual dark outfits, though she'd at least shifted from solely favoring black over the past months. Now she was wearing a dark red and black gown, boots, and gloves, all of which caused her pale eyes, hair, and skin to stand out. The sight of Reya caused Priscilla’s ears to shift slightly farther from her head as some of the elf's annoyance eased. Reya was beginning to be able to interpret the woman's mood from her ear movements, but it was still tricky. Priscilla had relaxed considerably in the last couple of months, which Reya attributed to Talyn.

"Ah, Reya. I assume you need my student for something?" Priscilla asked, tilting her head.

"I'm afraid so. My apologies for interrupting, but the matter is somewhat concerning," Reya said, turning her attention to Talyn, who was already frowning.

"What this time? An invitation to a ball I can't fob off like the others?" Talyn asked, turning to Reya.

"No, fortunately. I know how you feel about them, and have done my best to insulate you from such things," Reya said, closing the door and approaching with the letter in hand. "This letter is giving acceptable dates to meet regarding negotiations to sell ultramarine trumpets to one Anella Renfell, a merchant from the Centhar Expanse. The letter indicates this is a follow-up to a previous agreement, yet I haven't seen anything of the sort. Did you agree to meet with anyone?"

Talyn's eyebrows ascended almost to her hairline, making it obvious she had not heard anything of the sort. Which was quite concerning.

"What're they talking about? We agreed to make Tammy the sole distributor because I don't want to have to deal with sales like that!" Talyn exclaimed, straightening. "I've been careful to direct any inquiries to her because of it, so there's no way I agreed! Unless someone else set it up."

Frowning, Reya considered for a moment, then shook her head. "I don't believe any of the others would do so, but I'll check with them to be certain. This is mildly disturbing, particularly with recent events. If it turns out this is the work of someone posing as us, how would you like me to handle it?"

Talyn frowned and folded her arms. She tapped her arm nervously, her gaze distant.

"I'm not certain. My personal leaning is to treat them politely, and explain this didn't go through proper channels, directing them to Tammy for any negotiations. I'd also like to know how this happened, but it's a secondary concern," Talyn said at last, looking troubled. "However, if that would be unwise, I leave the response to you. I wouldn't want to offend them. Regardless, I'm not willing to bypass my agreement with Tammy. If we make an exception for one group, others will expect the same."

"Except for the kingdom, yes?" Reya asked in amusement, arching an eyebrow. They had an agreement to sell the blossoms directly to the government, after all.

"Well, yes. I might negotiate with the leaders of the Aerie of Fangs or the like as well, but I'd really rather not. Slippery ground and all that," Talyn quickly agreed, blushing.

"We can't have them stepping all over you," Priscilla agreed, her eyes narrowing. "If they did, those people might intervene."

The elf's wave at the ground was all the explanation any of them needed, and Reya nodded. A ghostly hint of concern rippled through her, though not as much as she would've felt even a few months prior.

The Guardians had visited several times over the last few months. Their visits were always brief, and always focused on Talyn. They barely paid attention to anyone else, though Reya had learned a little about them regardless. The one who transported them was Eldrikrax, or Eldri, and the dragon was… odd. Reya had met those like her before, the ones who put on a cold front in an attempt to hide their feelings, and the dragon was unskilled at it. Reya had met five of the others: Danu, Edith, Faith, Laodice, and Vivian, all strange in different ways. The only one Reya couldn't get a read on was Danu, who was so impassive it was hard to tell if she possessed emotions.

Yet they wouldn't intervene unless something targeted Talyn. That much Reya was certain of, so she drew a breath and nodded.

"Regardless, I'll leave you to your practice while I look into it. My apologies for the interruption," Reya said, inclining her head politely.

"Thank you for asking," Talyn said. "Now to get back to it. I want to get the inscription down so I can hide those coins."

Reya smiled in amusement, but simply nodded before turning to leave.

"I'd better see progress this time, Talyn. If you're going to make the coins look like appropriate art pieces, you need to do better," Priscilla said sharply, and Reya smiled more.

She was glad she wasn't the one learning from the cave elf, even if Priscilla was pleasant in the evenings.
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It took hours for Reya to track down everyone to double-check that no one had authorized a meeting they shouldn't have. Reagan's team had been in the dungeon, so they were the last ones she checked with, but no one knew anything about the offer. At most they seemed bewildered, a few of them not even knowing Talyn had outsourced the alchemical materials to Tammy.

All of which was to say, Reya didn't know how the supposed meeting had been suggested, or who was responsible. Regardless, she needed to reply at this point.

Her letter was as polite as someone important from another nation would expect, carefully inoffensive as she gave the information they'd need to contact Tammy for their inquiries. Yet at the same time, she was firm about the requirement, even as she requested to know how they were misdirected. She could only hope the other party would be reasonable.

Reya certainly didn't expect the response when she received it. And when she did, anger exploded through her.

[image: ]


"Reya? Is something wrong?"

Talyn tried to keep her concern out of her voice, but she couldn't manage it. Reya hadn't come to lunch, which was unusual for her, and the maids reported that she'd been rather curt. So Talyn had come to Reya's door personally.

Her worry grew more pronounced at the lack of reply. So she stood there, unwilling to intrude, yet unable to leave, either. After another minute she knocked again.

"Reya? Are you okay?" Talyn asked nervously.

Fortunately, Reya responded a few moments later, though her weary voice was muffled by the door.

"No. You can come in."

Talyn hesitated before slowly opening the door.

Reya's room was different from what Talyn had originally expected of her. . When she'd first moved in, Talyn had expected the room to be incredibly organized and professional, yet that wasn’t the case. Not completely.

The room was full. Several clothing racks held a variety of outfits, a desk held beads and thread for jewelry, a set of practice weapons rested on a rack in the corner near Reya's old delving gear, bookcases filled a chunk of the room, and more. Yes, Reya knew where everything was, but it was full, and more colorful than Talyn expected. But mostly, Talyn was concerned about Reya, who was sitting in front of her writing desk, several half-complete letters in front of her and crumpled sheets of paper filling the wastebasket beside her.

That, and the obvious stress in her expression as she slumped back in her chair.

Melody mumbled a curse behind Talyn, following her in, and Talyn… she didn't hesitate. She approached quickly despite her growing anxiety. She'd never seen Reya look so tired before.

"Reya?" Talyn asked softly. She didn't want to do anything which would make her mood worse. Yet the moment she spoke, Reya tensed, then visibly forced herself to relax.

"It's my fault," Reya said, gesturing at a letter on the desk. There was just a hint of self-loathing in her voice.

"How do you mean?" Melody asked, stepping forward. She seemed more confident than Talyn was.

Reya looked over and smiled, though there wasn't much mirth or happiness in it. She didn't reply immediately, as if grappling for words.

"I've told you about my family. Do you remember?" Reya asked at last.

Talyn took a moment to think, since it'd been a while. She couldn't remember much more than a vague overview, though.

"Only a little. You said you were disowned because you became a delver instead of an assistant for a sibling, I think?" Talyn said hesitantly. Reya nodded, rubbing her eyes. "What does that have to do with this?"

"It's my parents and sister. They're the ones who were behind the meeting attempt, and the misinformation," Reya said, sighing as she closed her eyes. "They've been using our relationship in their deals with at least a few people, and I have no idea how many others. For all I know, they've been using your name to make additional bargains, no matter that they're lying. I'm infuriated and ashamed."

Talyn winced as understanding washed over her. She'd encountered similar things a few times in her previous life, usually with people making counterfeits, but she hadn't thought it might happen here. Worse, that someone was using her like this. For all she knew, they'd charged the foreign merchant for their supposed help. But that didn't help Reya.

"It isn't your fault," Talyn said firmly, approaching quickly now that she knew what was going on.

Reya looked at her tiredly, arching her eyebrows. She looked better than she had a moment before, but she still didn't look good.

"How isn't it? If I weren't here⁠—"

"They might've done it anyway," Melody interrupted gently, massaging Reya’s shoulders. "Greedy people will do all sorts of things."

"Yeah, and without you I'd be in a much worse position," Talyn said, hoping her sincerity would reach Reya as she leaned over, meeting her gaze. "Do you know if this is allowed? By law or by their guild rules?"

Reya paused, her gaze growing distant, then frowned thoughtfully.

"Nothing legal applies to it. You aren't nobility, who have protections from people using their names for deals. The Merchants Guild, though…" Reya paused before nodding slowly. "It likely runs afoul of some of their rules regarding making deals in good faith."

Talyn nodded, smiling encouragingly. "Good. Now, the question is what you want to do. How do you want to handle this?"

Reya didn't respond immediately, though as Melody loosened her shoulders, her tension eased. The elf seemed to consider, and as she did, she reached for Talyn's hand. Talyn took it, not saying anything as Reya held on tighter than normal. It didn't hurt, which was the important thing.

"I'm infuriated. Angry beyond all reason. How dare they?" Reya said at last, her voice a low, seething hiss. "They expelled me, cut off all contact, and demanded I pay for the things I took with me, then they do this? They use my name, your name for their own benefit? I rejected their overtures when they decided I was beneficial after all, but they decided to act anyway. I want to cut all ties and punish them for what they've done."

Talyn blinked, startled by the venom in Reya's voice, at the abrupt release of anger from the normally calm, composed woman. A fire kindled behind her eyes, but Talyn didn't find it unpleasant. It was just another facet of Reya, much like the sadness she'd expressed when describing how so many delvers never returned.

"Alright," Talyn said.

Melody chuckled, and Reya's gaze fixed on Talyn's.

"What?" Reya asked in surprise.

"Alright. If you want to punish them, I'll support you. As long as it's within the confines of the law and propriety, I'll help you. I don't care if you go so far as to cut off the Merchants Guild from any of our products," Talyn said patiently, brushing Reya's cheek. "They may have done more damage than we know, so I'm willing to let you act appropriately. If you want to ensure you're removed from the family legally, I'll help. If you need to hire a solicitor or barrister to solve things, so be it. It isn't like we don't have the funds available, and they've left you in this state. They've hurt you, and I can't abide it."

There was a moment of silence until Melody broke it.

"I agree with her. You didn't do this, they did. If you want to deal with them, we'll do so like anyone else who dared act this way. So far as I'm concerned, your relatives are simply strangers who've chosen to attempt things which they shouldn't. We're here for you, Reya."

Some of the light was returning to Reya's eyes, and her lips quirked into a small, fierce smile as she looked between them. That continued for a few seconds, and when she spoke, it was almost in her usual, teasing tones.

"Oh? Is this a proposal, then?" Reya asked.

Talyn flushed, her thoughts tumbling to a halt at the question. She froze, paralyzed by indecision. Her gaze flicked up to Melody's, and was met by a gentle, patient smile. It was obvious the goddess was willing to let Talyn make the decision. So she looked into Reya's eyes, she inhaling slowly.

"Do you want it to be?" Talyn asked nervously, brushing Reya's cheek again as her heart threatened to explode out of her chest.

Reya's eyebrows rose, and she stared at Talyn in naked astonishment. Then her expression changed as she laughed.

It was disbelieving, relieved laughter, without the mocking edge Talyn had been afraid of. Reya shook her head, her smile brilliant as more of the exhaustion faded from her gaze, leaving fondness in its wake.

"No. Not now, anyway… maybe after this mess is resolved, but I don't want to give my family any credit for something I might want," Reya said, practically spitting the word 'family' in her loathing. The elf drew a slow breath, then continued. "Either way, I think I need a brief distraction before I can properly focus. Perhaps the two of you would be willing to assist me?"

Talyn blushed and nodded, glancing up at Melody as the goddess slipped downward, embracing Reya from behind.

"Of course," Melody purred, smiling wickedly as she kissed the side of Reya's neck.

Talyn simply leaned in for a kiss of her own. She was more than happy to be a distraction.


CHAPTER 35
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"I really don't like having to do this, Olman. If you'd just done as you were told, it wouldn't be necessary," Tanil said quietly, disappointment coursing through him as he stared into the blue-green eyes of the Level 522 Tundra Human Nightfire Wanderer. "You do remember your orders, yes? To not draw too much attention until we were fully established. You agreed. That's why we brought your group with us, and what did you do?"

"G-go s-screw your…" the man began shakily, trying to retort despite the trickle of blood coming from his eyes as Tanil's magic slowly cracked his mind.

"I only want two things. Give them to me, and I'll allow an easy death," Tanil replied, ignoring Olman's anger. "The location of your compatriots, and the identity of your employer."

The runed manacles flared with light as Olman tried to use his magic and abilities to escape or attack, only to have the energy drained first. Not that they were infallible; nothing was. They simply disabled most abilities of the type, and had been incredibly difficult to commission.

With his magic incapacitated, Olman spat at Tanil, only to have the spittle bounce off the barrier between them. Tanil didn't care, continuing to test the man’s mental shields. Each probe was like the tap of a hammer, searching for flaws in the barrier. Each time he found one, he took note of it, preparing for a stronger blow. Striking just one weakness was unlikely to give him what he wanted, so Tanil would hit several at once.

"F-f…"

Ignoring the sorry attempt at an insult, Tanil carefully adjusted his spells, setting up for a third blow, though he was having to limit his output. It wouldn't do to kill Olman before learning what he needed. He'd also given fair warnings, and opportunities for the man to confess, so he was ready to finish.

He carefully adjusted the power of his spells to account for the man's resistance, prepared himself, and struck without mercy.

Four psychic hammers slammed into the weak points of the man's mental shields simultaneously, shattering them. An anguished shriek erupted from Olman’s throat, but Tanil ignored it as his spells plunged into Olman's mind, skimming over what he didn't need and focusing on what he did.

The fact Olman was something of a sadist was to be expected. There'd been no reason to catch so many civilians in the attack, or to attack so publicly. Bypassing that, and the recent flurry of movements the man had made after the attack, Tanil quickly determined several things which annoyed him, but he accepted them as he delved farther into the memories. It took some time before he found what he was looking for, as well as the motivations the man had when he'd chosen to make Tanil his enemy, then withdrew, knocking Olman unconscious in the process.

As the dark-haired man slumped in the chair, Tanil stepped away, frowning. He snapped his fingers, drawing the attention of the guards outside.

"Dispose of him properly. A full psychometric cleansing is required," Tanil said evenly, causing the first guard, a woman, clasped a hand to her chest.

"Of course, Smith," she said.

Departing, he walked down the hallways, mulling over what he'd learned. About halfway to the office, Zoran appeared beside him as if he'd been there all along. He didn't say anything, didn't ask questions, but he didn't need to. They both knew Tanil was going to need his services.

"He was irritated about being limited by us, despite our patronage," Tanil said at last, his tone conversational. "You'll also have to search for the rest of his team properly. They deliberately avoided letting each other know about their safe houses or cover identities. He suspected Nala was going to flee Castra afterward, but didn't know if she did."

"Very well, Sir," Zoran said, his head bobbing slightly. "What of his employer?"

"Complex, and not a subject for in the hallway, not even with barriers," Tanil said, smiling coldly. He didn't like what he'd learned, but if it could redirect attention from his operations, so much the better.

Zoran didn't press, simply moving to the next subject without hesitation.

"Mm. Are they behind the attack on the Alchemists Guild? We've had trouble getting elixirs," he asked.

Tanil couldn't help a scowl, but shook his head sharply.

"Not to his knowledge. If it was, it was one of the others, but he was wondering who else was operating in the city. It helped convince him to go behind our backs, the fool," Tanil explained, nodding to a couple of promising subordinates as they passed. He didn't want to check their minds to ensure they weren't going to betray him, but after this he might not have much choice.

"Damn. That's unfortunate, but we're making progress finding an alchemist to employ," Zoran said as they reached Tanil's office.

Entering, Tanil beckoned Zoran after him, and the moment the door closed he activated the wards to protect from eavesdroppers. Tanil felt the vaguest unease, as if someone was watching anyway, but he shrugged it off. If they could pierce the wards without him noticing, there wasn't anything he could do.

"According to Olman's memories, the man who hired them was disguised, but he was able to identify him anyway. One Seth Alviran, a courier in the personal employ of Guildmaster Quatern. The funds were untraceable, but his team tracked him back to his house and acquired insurance, a copy of his orders to eliminate the woman killed," Tanil said, meeting Zoran's gaze. "I need you to acquire the document from where he hid it, then ensure it ends up in the hands of either Miss Glass or the Duke. Preferably Miss Glass, but I leave it to your prerogative. Either should distract them from us."

"Yes, sir," Zoran said grimly. He hesitated. "This is going to be messy, isn't it?"

"Most likely. I'd like to ensure we aren't the primary targets," Tanil said, pulling out a mythril coin and flipping it to Zoran. "Make sure your family has enough food for a few weeks, and whatever's necessary for your daughter to distract herself at home. I don't want them engulfed in what's coming."

Zoran pocketed the coin easily, smiling.

"I'll do that, and tell the others to batten down the hatches. A storm's coming, and I don't want to be in it," he confirmed.

Tanil smiled as he left, stretching out in his chair.

"Glad I'm not in one of those guilds right now…" he murmured to himself, trying to relax. With any luck, the storm would pass them by.
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Maxine wasn't sure she should be here.

It'd been a rocky few weeks in Castra for the district guards, after the assassination of a major guild leader and the casualties in the Gold District the other day. Her superiors were on edge, and so was she. Maxine wasn't strong compared to many people, as she was only a little over level two hundred, yet she had to put food on the table somehow, so she kept going. Being able to help people was just a bonus as far as she was concerned.

Still, her class meant she was one of the better members at noticing things out of the ordinary, and as such she was tasked with anything unusual. In this case, she'd caught a few glimpses of suspicious figures in the southern sections of the district, near the new gate to the Coppers, and after investigating further she'd heard concerning whispers.

She wasn't sure how to feel about Timmy and Tammy's Terrific Tinctures and Tonics. The products were largely too low-level for Maxine to make use of, though she thought her children were going there on occasion, and every interaction with the proprietor's clones had been bizarre. They were confusing, performed strange antics, and any business which rose so quickly was one for a guard to watch, worried there might be some dark organization behind it.

Yet the business' backer was also well known, the Jumper known as Talyn. Maxine had seen the woman twice, both times from a distance, and didn't know what to think of her. Everything she'd heard indicated the woman wasn't one to throw her weight around, but she was wealthy, and Maxine's superiors had stressed they weren't to offend Talyn without good reason. Her being an investor of the alchemist was known well enough, and as Tammy was selling valuable herbs on her behalf? It meant the rumors she'd heard worried not just Maxine, but her superiors as well.

Maxine didn't have anything solid to work off, of course. Just some whispers regarding the new moon and supply shipments. Which was why she, and a full team of guards, had been tasked to watch the store over the days of the new moon.

The previous day had been quiet, though Maxine had spotted a shadow which she suspected was a scout. She hoped the veil the Captain provided had hidden them from any miscreants, but there wasn't any way for her to be certain. She just hoped any criminals wouldn't be too high-level, as the alchemist wasn't that powerful. If they were, it was unlikely the guards would survive, though at least most gangs were unlikely to kill guards.

Unlikely wasn't impossible, though. There were always accidents, and if someone over level two hundred and fifty showed up, Maxine might not even have a chance to call a retreat.

"Corporal? I think I see something," Edwin murmured, interrupting Maxine's swirling thoughts.

The window of the apartment they were in was clear save for the faintest rime of frost around the edges, allowing them a clear view of the street and the front of the alchemy shop, which was dark save for a light on the second floor. There was a tiny amount of snow around the base of the building, but the pavement was otherwise clear, with only the debris from people returning home left behind. Watcher's Perception allowed Maxine to see clearly despite the night being overcast, and also helped her pick out what Edwin had seen.

Several shadows were hidden in a nearby alley, at least four of them, and Maxine's eyes narrowed, willing Basic Analysis to activate. Unfortunately, three of those she could see resisted the ability, indicating their veil abilities were more potent than it was. The one which didn't was a Level 144 City Human Nightwalker (True Class: Con Artist), which told her about everything she needed to know.

"I see them, rouse the others," Maxine said quietly, jerking her head toward the room where the rest of their team was either playing cards or napping. Raising a ring to her lips, she activated it and murmured. "Bat, this is Owl. Eyes on rats. Any movement?"

There wasn't an immediate response from her counterpart, but after a few seconds a voice came from the ring, air magic carrying the man's voice directly to her ear.

"I see them now, Owl. Eyes on three mice. Orders?" Camrin asked in his pleasant tenor.

"Get your people into position, and follow the plan," Maxine replied, relaxing ever so slightly. 'Mice' indicated he saw raiders which were lower-level than her people, relatively speaking. That was good.

"Affirmative, Owl. Bat, out," Camrin said.

Lowering the ring, Maxine began preparing as the shadows gathered outside.
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Eldri watched the scene from her lair, annoyed with how difficult everything was.

She didn't like intervening on behalf of insects like the Tenebres colony. They were annoying, far too close to Talyn, and everything else… but they brought Talyn income, which was the one admirable aspect they possessed. Now they were under attack, and she'd been forced to intervene, however indirectly.

It'd been tricky, and a tiny part of her admitted that she'd enjoyed just how delicate a touch she'd managed. Creating an illusionary shadow which only the watchful officer could see at the right time to draw her attention to one of the miscreants as they slipped away had been difficult, especially as it required the barest wisp of magic. If she'd used more, it would've created too potent of an effect, which would've made it obvious.

Instead, the action had barely counted as an intervention, and she'd watched as the human followed the vermin to their meeting and overheard just enough to become suspicious. It was all so slow and boring, and the guards were pathetic, only possessing inklings of the gang's plans. It was all so boring, but unless she was willing to bet on this Maxine's competence, Eldri had to watch personally, lest this Tammy get herself murdered.

"Maybe I dislike her because she reminds me of Zephyr. But even more annoying…" Eldri grumbled as she worked on an enchantment. She might not possess crafting abilities like Danu, but that didn't mean she couldn't create enchantments.

Many people forgot that the abilities which their classes and species granted often simply unlocked potential they already possessed, or made them better. Yes, someone without a physical enhancement ability would find it nigh-impossible to match the ability of someone with one, but that didn't mean the ones which granted skill were impossible to replicate. She simply wouldn't be as skilled as true specialists.

Which was why she was experimenting with void magic, enchantments, and the concepts origami had taught her. She'd compressed plenty of creatures into two-dimensional planes before, so why couldn't she compress space the same way? It was an interesting experiment, and if they failed, she could always throw the results into Deidamia's domain. It wasn't like there was anything important there.

So she watched and experimented casually, musing about how easy it would be to just… erase the objectionable parts of Castra.
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Tammy had planned extensively for the night's raid.

Timmy's peach strudel had been laced with a tasteless, harmless sleeping drug which she knew they weren't resistant to. Tammy Prime was ignorant because Tammy had filched Tammy's silencing charm and slipped it over her doorknob. Tammy was the one keeping an eye on the alchemy labs and trumpet shipment, but was absolutely susceptible to bribery. While Tammy was an annoying twit, Tammy had found blackmail she couldn't simply ignore. If she didn't want to lose her prized mattress, Tammy would keep her mouth shut when Tammy slipped out. Getting the stethoscope without being spotted had been difficult, but Tammy was nothing if not determined.

Add several elixirs, drugs, and tools, and Tammy was ready for anything. The dessert locker wouldn't stand a chance.

The spider elixir allowed her to climb the walls down the stairwell, avoiding three creaky steps, a pair of traps, and an alarm. Tammy was almost caught by one which must be Tammy's work, since it was halfway up the wall, forcing her onto the ceiling. It was good Tammy had kept the possibility in mind, as otherwise her pouch might have dumped its contents on the floor, which would've been bad.

A silent steps elixir also helped, as it kept her from causing too much noise, and in short order Tammy reached the kitchen. She inhaled slowly, bracing herself, then opened the door.

Even the knowledge it was there didn't completely help when the fanged maw of a hydra hatchling lunged forward. Tammy nearly shrieked, jumping back, her heart pounding as she instinctively reached for a bomb, then relaxed again, cursing Tammy and Talyn for their evil ways.

The rubber mask was far too realistic, and Tammy had no idea where Tammy stored the trap when it wasn't in use, but it appeared seemingly from nowhere every night to lunge at anyone who entered the kitchen. It might be a fake head atop a broom handle, but that didn't help.

"I should burn you," Tammy muttered, carefully releasing the stink bomb she'd surreptitiously brewed a few months back as she edged around the fake hydra head, her heart refusing to calm.

She wouldn't burn the trap, of course. It'd make a horrible stink, and it wasn't like the materials it was made from were expensive, so they'd just create a new one. Or, horror of horrors, they'd come up with one even more realistic. That would send all of them screaming into the night.

Bypassing the trap, Tammy approached the preservation cabinets in the back of the kitchen, eyeing them warily. The one for regular food was unlocked, though she'd have to unlatch it either way, but that wasn't the one she was here for. She was here for dessert, and that one was an entirely different story.

A subtle set of wards around it was temporarily disabled with an oil ensuring it couldn't detect anything for an hour. The locking runes were easy to bypass, since all of them knew the password for those, but it was the physical lock which was the problem. Tammy pulled out her lockpicks and stethoscope, quaffing a hearing-enhancement elixir.

Her hearing sharpened dramatically, allowing her to hear Tammy grumbling downstairs, as well as the wind blowing outside and the faint gurgle of water in the pipes. Tammy was glad she'd found a recipe for one which only applied to hearing, as the more universal enhancements weren't the most pleasant, and she glanced at her stink bomb nervously. Enhanced smell and it would be… a bad combination.

Shaking off the unpleasant idea, Tammy set the picks aside to prepare the stethoscope, only to pause as she heard something she didn't expect.

The scrape of feet against the pavers outside. The faintest voices, none of them Timmy or any Tammy. There were sounds from three directions at the same time: both ground floor entrances and the tiniest click of a lockpick on the second floor.

That was more than enough for her to come to a conclusion, and Tammy cursed internally as she shoved the stethoscope back into her belt pouch. Why was it that thieves were showing up now, of all times? Yet she didn't have much choice, so she did the one thing which she was certain would rouse the others.

"Dessert thieves! Tammys, to arms!" Tammy exclaimed, pulling her mask more securely around her mouth as she prepared the stink bomb, cursing her lack of more lethal concoctions.

There was the barest moment of hesitation, but Tammy cursed downstairs, followed by the sound of blankets being thrown back, feet hitting the floor… and breaking wood and glass as the attackers ceased being subtle.

Tammy rushed for the door, but shouts rang out from the entryway faster than she expected, indicating the attackers were fast. They'd have to move up the security upgrade they'd been planning, but as footsteps approached, Tammy crouched behind the hydra trap, stink bomb in hand. The door burst open, and a figure in black jerked back as the hydra puppet lunged at him, obviously startled. Tammy chucked her bomb directly at him, grinning⁠—

A flash of silver lashed out from the man's empty hand. Something hit Tammy in the chest, throwing her backward as sensation vanished below it, and suddenly she found it hard to breathe. She bounced across the kitchen floor, feebly reaching for her chest as her vision flashed. The sound of the vial exploding against the man's chest was loud, and Tammy blearily glanced down as her hand found a warm, wet hole in her chest, only to see there was a fist-sized pit punched through her, and a trail of viscera in her wake.

Her lips formed a silent curse as she realized she wasn't getting that slice of pie, but as the man started clutching his throat and gagging? That brought a smile to her face.

At least Timmy wouldn't find her secret stash after all.
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"Gods, get it off, get it off me!" a criminal gasped desperately, and it was all Maxine could do to keep from recoiling at the stench surrounding the man. While she'd heard rumors of the stink bombs the alchemists made here, she hadn't believed the stories. Yet now her eyes were watering even with a spell protecting her from the worst of it.

Everything had come apart at once. They'd seen the criminals preparing to break into the building and had been about to move when there'd been a cry of alarm from inside, at which point she'd learned there'd been another team on the second floor which none of her people had noticed. The criminals had forced their way in immediately, leaving her teams playing catch-up.

Past the writhing man was a kitchen, which held the dissolving body of a short blonde woman with a hole in her chest on the floor, as well as a strange model of a reptilian creature's head on a stick just inside, its maw filled with needle-like fangs.

Maxine took several steps forward, bringing down her enchanted nightstick in a single, precise blow which struck the man in the side of the head. The nightstick pulsed with blue light as the enchantment converted the impact into an essence pulse designed to knock out sentient creatures.

The criminal staggered drunkenly after being hit, but didn't go down. Silver magic began gathering around one hand as he pulled it away from the clothing he'd been tearing off.

Maxine heard several explosions elsewhere in the building, as well as screaming, but she focused on dealing with her target, as there were more criminals than she'd expected. Her knee slammed into the man's gut, and she followed it with a sharp downward blow from the nightstick, this time knocking the man out. She glanced into the kitchen, but not seeing anyone alive, she moved on.

The stairwell heading down had two of her subordinates taking on a pair of weaker criminals, as well as the dissolving corpse of another blonde woman, this one not in black and without a mask. Maxine left it to them, as there were more people coming to support them. She rushed for the stairs going up, where more combat could be heard.

She passed Edwin subduing a criminal at the base of the stairs, the woman's face and clothing covered in a thick coat of paint which had dried incredibly quickly from the looks of it. A bucket was swaying in the air halfway up the stairs, which she ducked on her way up, hopping over another tripwire as she rushed forward. Fire flashed down the hallway just before she reached the upper floor, and Maxine emerged to a scene of pure chaos.

Nearly a dozen identical Level 55 Human Alchemists were scattered about the hall, with several more of their corpses strewn about. Most were in various states of undress or underwear, while one was crouched behind a gelatinous barrier of liquid in front of a doorway as others viciously fought the criminals who'd broken in with a complete lack of self-preservation.

As Maxine set foot on the upper floor, one of the alchemists grabbed the arm of the criminal who'd stabbed her, grinning broadly as she cried out, "For Tammy!"

Two others threw bombs, and the man desperately tried to pull away. He didn't succeed, and the vials detonated in compact, violent blasts of fire and caustic acid which enveloped both clone and criminal. The intruder survived, reeling in a way which indicated it was a near thing, but the clone didn't. Maxine had her doubts the man would survive longer-term without healing, as fire and acid were nasty, but when one of the others dropped the man with a blow from her nightstick, Maxine focused on the immediate problem, the criminals.

She took one of them from behind, knocking the man out with a vicious blow faster than he could dodge. A different man emerged from a side room with blood dissolving on the blade of his sword, his shoulder scorched by flames, and he did a double take.

"What the—Guards! Retreat, damn you!" he called out, bolting back where he came from.

Maxine swallowed a curse as her opponents went for the window, giving chase. Yes, she'd set up a cordon to catch escapees, but she'd rather get a clean sweep, and there'd been enough bloodshed already.

Only a few of the gang members managed to escape the building. One was able to slip pursuit, based on what she heard later, but Maxine was occupied getting a count of captives, guards, and number of fallen on the part of the alchemist. A number which was much higher than she wanted to think about.

The guarded door opened cautiously, revealing a woman much like the others, though this one was in armor and properly armed. She was a Level 111 Forest Human Clone Master Alchemist, and had a grim expression on her face as she glanced around.

"Role call!" she said.

"Tammy," one of the others exclaimed, quickly followed by others.

"Tammy!"

"Tam!"

"Timmy and Tammy!" another woman said, opening a door as she gestured to the side. "I vote we revoke his dessert privileges, he didn't wake up!"

"Nah, Tammy laced his food with a sleeping drug, it isn't his fault," a different one disagreed, causing a ripple of realization through them. The high-level one tapped her fingers, then grimaced.

"That's fifteen Tammys missing. I felt fourteen die, so one could've been abducted, but may be unconscious. Go look for them," she said, and turned to Maxine after a moment, her gaze uncomfortably perceptive, and lacking any grief that Maxine could identify.

"Miss Tenebres, my apologies for your losses," Maxine began. The alchemist cut her off with a wave of her hand.

"None of that. You got here damned fast, yet they got inside and killed a bunch of me. How did this happen?" Tammy Tenebres demanded, and Maxine felt her stomach sink.

She straightened and forced herself to nod at Tammy.

"There were suspicions a group of criminals might be targeting your business, so I was assigned to keep watch over the area with others, but…" Maxine began, and suppressed the instinct to flinch at the way Tammy's eyes narrowed.

This wasn't going to go well. So much for her hopes of a commendation.


CHAPTER 36
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"Gods, are you alright, Tammy?" Talyn asked, pulling the smaller woman into a hug. There were dark circles under her eyes, which was to be expected after what had happened.

Talyn had only heard a few whispers before breakfast, but it'd been enough for her to ask questions, ones which Reya hadn't been able to answer. There just wasn't enough information, not until Tammy had shown up. Talyn knew there'd been an attack, a bunch of clones had perished, and not much else.

"Nope! I'll get over it, though… I always do," Tammy said, hugging Talyn tight. The lack of humor in her voice was the largest clue that something was wrong. "Lost fourteen of me last night. It's gonna take a while for me to recover from that… and it won't be the same. Damn it. Lots of memories I won't get."

Talyn hugged her tighter, her mouth opening and closing uselessly.

She didn't know what to say to make things better. She didn't understand how to help. So she didn't object as a second Tammy hugged both of them. A minute later, Tammy spoke again.

"Thanks for hosting me. I don't feel safe at the shop right now, not until we have better security," Tammy said softly.

"You're welcome. I'm sorry you had to go through that," Talyn said.

"So're we!" the clone chimed in, releasing them as she stepped back and gave an awkward smile. "Clones dissolve over a little while, so we found a bunch of empty outfits and things like that around the building. You wouldn't want to see it. Timmy sure didn't."

"I believe you," Talyn said quietly, a shudder running down her spine as she trailed her fingers through Tammy's hair. "You're penalized, right? How long will it take you to recover?"

"A week, then another to make all the clones," Tammy said, her voice muffled from the crook of Talyn's neck. Talyn ignored how wet it was, now. "It takes time to split them off, and I don't like losing effective levels all at once. It's unpleasant."

"I believe you," Melody murmured, rubbing her back. "Do you have any idea what happened?"

There was a snort from the clone, who nodded even as Tammy's shoulders shook. Talyn was relieved the clone was the one who explained.

"Yeah, it seems some gang figured out when the trumpet delivery was, and aimed to hit last night. Plus, one of them was paid well to try to kill us off for good. No idea who, yet, but I'm guessing the Guard are going to figure it out now," she said scathingly. "The authorities heard something, but rather than tell us we might be in danger, they decided to send a group to keep watch and intercept the gang members. A fat lot of good it did, since they acted after someone, probably Tammy, set off the raid early."

Talyn winced sympathetically, since that sounded… painful. And didn't paint the Bazaar Guard in a good light, cooling her emotions. It reminded her of some of the corporate security in her previous life, and the cops had been mostly useless then. Not completely, but many had been corrupt.

"I see. That's certainly bad," Talyn said calmly, glancing at Mori. She opened her mouth, but before she could say anything, the elf was already giving a deep curtsy.

"I'll take care of it, Mistress. Please get Miss Tenebres settled," Mori said softly. Then she was gone.

"Thank you," Talyn said belatedly. Yet it was a moment later that it occurred to her that she hadn't told Mori who to investigate, the gang or the guards.

She decided to let Mori handle it. She wasn't feeling charitable right now.

[image: ]


Mori changed. The handmaid outfit? Put away. The one for blending in? Also gone. She was going to be Talyn's agent, Talyn's hand. She was going to be the Handmaiden of Blood and Thorns, and she would play her part.

A dress emerged from her ring with a wave of her hand, already on its stand. A dress crafted by the Void Guardian. A dress of ivory, red, and gold. It was the one she required for her task.

She dressed ritualistically, taking the time to do it right. It fit her perfectly, and unlike the others, this one didn't attempt to hide its power. It empowered her, strengthening her body and fortifying her soul. She twisted her hair into an elaborate headdress, pulling out the stylized headpiece of golden thorns to hold it in place, which closed with soft clicks. A gesture produced two gilded, ruby-tipped hairpins which were among her deadliest weapons and slid them through the gaps in the headdress.

Dozens of needles and associated threads slipped into hidden spots across her dress. Protective bracelets clasped shut around her wrists, and earrings clicked with an appropriate finality. Last, Mori sheathed a dagger at her waist.

She stepped out of her room to find Jewel, yet whatever Jewel had been about to say froze in her friend's throat. The woman's eyes widened marginally.

"You're taking this seriously, aren't you?" Jewel said, looking Mori over. Mori smiled coldly, a smile hiding blazing heat within.

"I was tasked with protecting Talyn from that which she cannot handle. They hurt her. I'm taking care of the problem," Mori said, her tone perfectly even and polite. "Please. Protect her in my absence."

"Of course. Good hunting," Jewel said, stepping aside.

No one blocked Mori's way as she left, and she began humming the Song of the Hunt.
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Syd raced down the alley, taking every shortcut he knew as he tried to avoid the specter of death. A single glance back was enough to ensure he kept running, as the crowds were scattering from the path of the woman hunting him.

And he knew she was hunting. The hummed song was so quiet, so simple, yet the wind seemed to carry it far and wide, and the notes sent prickles of fear down his spine, leaving no doubt that whoever was humming was targeting him.

Yet no matter how fast Syd ran, the song drew closer. The invisible noose tightened, strangling him as he raced up a shaking wooden staircase, pushed his way past a woman carrying groceries, and dropped into an alley which hadn't been connected to the last one. He bolted toward the exit, knowing he was close to the entrance of the underworld, and⁠—

Syd hit the building hard enough to blast the air from his lungs, a spike of pain tearing through his left shoulder. The song cut off, and he found himself staring into a pair of beautiful green eyes which examined him much like one would a worm. It belonged to a woman with a hairpin driven clean through his shoulder and into the wall behind him. His bowels loosened, and he froze in place at the sight of the Level 570 Shadow Elf in his face.

She looked into his eyes, then produced a vial from nowhere, holding it up as blood flowed down his arm and streamed through the air to fill the vial and seal itself. His eyes widened as his name, Syd Isaac, was inscribed on the inside of the vial by his own blood. Only then did the woman speak, her voice cold and collected.

"Syd. You will immediately turn yourself in to the authorities and cooperate with them. If you do not, I will find you again, and I will not be so gentle. Do you understand?" the specter of death asked.

"Y-yes! Don't kill me, please don't kill me!" he begged, fear ripping through him as he gave up all hope of escape.

"Good. This is your only chance," she said, the vial vanishing the same way it'd appeared, and she pulled the needle out of his shoulder faster than he could see it move, pain lancing through him before the wound sealed itself, mostly healing in an instant. Only a dull ache, the blood soaking his tunic, and a hole in the fabric showed he'd been injured. Not a drop adorned the needle, which she slid into her hair as she turned away.

She was gone as quickly as she'd arrived, and Syd fell to his knees, shaking in fear. When her humming returned, he shuddered.

Syd would obey. He thought he'd be safer in prison.
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Tanil froze as the first notes of the song echoed in his ears, and it was everything he could do to keep from cursing.

Word of the attack on Timmy and Tammy's Terrific Tinctures and Tonics had reached him before dawn, which had left him angry beyond belief. The gang who'd done it had apparently decided to 'take initiative', no matter that he'd sent specific orders to avoid anyone associated with Talyn. He'd immediately begun planning for the inevitable moment some of the idiots revealed the involvement of the Adamant Fangs to the authorities, but he'd expected it to take more time.

It was ironic that it wasn't the Guard he'd needed to be worried about. Instead, the gates of the Meadow Estate had opened and unleashed Talyn's dungeon-forged maid.

Word of the woman had spread like wildfire. The elf was dressed like she was bound for a royal ball, yet she walked down the middle of the streets in plain view, humming something which had been described as a song of the hunt with a two hundred yard range, even penetrating walls. Now that he'd heard it, Tanil couldn't disagree regarding the statement; it was a hunter's song. For one who'd sighted their prey.

She moved fast, too. Each step seemed to cover dozens of strides, and she'd hunted down the Baker's Street Wolves with the unerring skill of a seasoned investigator, making Tanil wonder how the hells she'd managed it. He knew she didn't have abilities of that nature, but she acted like it was the simplest thing in the world. She hadn't killed a single one of them, yet in her wake all the members he'd heard of had proceeded to turn themselves in to the nearest guards.

Tanil hadn't known she was coming for him, and now that he did, he had a decision to make. He was level six hundred and one, theoretically stronger than the elf, but Tanil didn't hold much faith that would make a difference if she decided to kill him. He was a manager, a craftsman, not a specialized combatant. He gave good odds of incapacitating the woman if it came down to it, as he was a Mind Smith, but assuming he could would be foolish. His people might be able to swarm her under, but Tanil didn't want to think about how many would fall in the process. None were above level five hundred and thirty, after all. Which, combined with the lack of deaths so far, brought him to the appropriate decision.

Tanil flicked his fingers and sent a message to all those who bore the tokens he'd handed out in and around their stronghold.

"We have an unexpected guest. Do not engage, and let her in," Tanil said calmly, suppressing his anxiety. Fear would lead to poor decisions.

He slid his hammer through a belt-loop, picked up his wand, and eyed his armor regretfully, still hearing the soft humming in his ears. He had no time to put on the armor, not without making their guest wait. He didn't think she'd be willing to, so he sighed and decided to go without. If he couldn't survive the encounter with all his subordinates present without his armor, Tanil was doomed either way.

Exiting his room, Tanil headed for the foyer which had panicked steps echoing down hallways. A young Level 27 City Human Knife Fighter with a scarred cheek came around the corner, the redhead's blue eyes wide as he looked around, then relief flooded his gaze as he saw Tanil. His words came out in a rush.

"Sir, sir! Someone's coming! It's the source of the song, and⁠—"

"I know," Tanil interjected, his voice calm and reassuring. "I'm going to meet our guest now. You should get into position, just like we've drilled."

The young man's tension faded under Tanil's reassurance, and he straightened, throwing a sloppy excuse for a salute.

"Yessir, right away!" the young man said, then rushed off more confidently.

Tanil shook his head, making a note to keep an eye on the boy. Assuming he had the chance, of course. He continued moving, passing several more people along the way, each rushing to take their positions, most prepared to evacuate. When he judged he was close enough, Tanil cast one of the few spells he was skilled enough with to completely ignore gestures or incantations, one to sense minds.

The minds of his people popped into his head the next instant, giving him the approximate location and mental strength of each within a certain distance. Only those on the other side of barriers designed to block mental abilities were invisible, which was to be expected. They were an underworld organization; blocking the senses of investigators was common sense.

His agents were already gathered in the foyer, each of them forged into a powerful, focused individual with few weaknesses. It was enough to bring a smile to Tanil's lips… until the intruder came into range. The smile froze on his lips.

An adamant mountain approached. A towering, sheer peak which bowed to nothing, the mind shielded by at least one powerful ability, likely more. Tanil had only encountered a handful of minds of similar power before, and it was enough to make his pulse quicken. His belief he could disable the maid vanished instantly.

Nothing was invulnerable. Given time, he could break through the barriers around that potent mind, but it would take exactly that. Time, and that was something he didn't have, not with the song ringing in his ears.

He gathered himself, shaking off his worry, and continued forward, quickening his pace. If he hurried, he could beat the peak to the foyer, which was for the best. He didn't think that mind would allow his people to delay it.

It took barely any time to reach the foyer, and Zoran gave a slight nod to Tanil as he took a position at the end of the hall. All sixteen of his highest-level people were in the foyer, an annoyingly large chamber which reminded Tanil of a throne room, complete with pillars lining its length and a short dais. The stone was dark and polished, and the lights were carefully positioned to maximize shadows along the walls and among the ceiling's rafters. It gave plenty of places for his people to hide, so half were concealed. All were over level five hundred, yet as the mountain approached, he didn't dare become overconfident.

"She hasn't killed anyone, so do not engage unless she initiates hostilities," Tanil ordered, not elaborating further. They'd draw all the information they needed from how serious he was.

Only a few creaks of armor and whispers of weapons slipping in and out of their sheathes broke the silence. Which was why they heard the faint clicking of shoes on stone, and the door was pushed open.

Tanil's breath caught at the sight of the pale-skinned Level 570 Shadow Elf Handmaiden of Blood and Thorns. Those who'd said she was well-dressed hadn't emphasized her appearance properly, for she was radiant. Radiant and terrifying.

Some of her black hair had been gathered in an elaborate headdress behind her head, with more hair spilling down her back in a wave. The headdress was of gold and rubies, looking like the vines of a rosebush wrapping around the knot of hair, with thorns extending outward, framing her head when viewed from the front, and two hairpins with ruby ends through the middle. Gold earrings with rubies cut in the shape of roses dangled from her delicately pointed ears.

Her beautiful, intimidating dress was asymmetrical in pattern, made primarily of white and red fabric, the colors separated by gold embroidery, with similar embroidery around the edges. It covered her from neck to wrist, and barely avoided brushing the floor. A sheathed dagger with a ruby pommel hung by her side. Pristine white gloves concealed her hands, and low heels finished the ensemble, their leather a deep maroon almost invisible beneath the hem. Every single thing she wore radiated powerful enchantments stronger than almost anything Tanil owned.

There was no fear in those green eyes as Mori glanced around the room once, seeming to notice all his people, then fixed her gaze on Tanil, continuing forward without hesitation, still humming her song. The expressionless woman approached calmly, her shoes clicking against the stone until she was in the center of the room, in the perfect spot for everyone to attack her at once… and stopped there, no longer humming.

"Tanil Forge. Founder of the Castra branch of the Adamant Fangs shadow guild. Formerly chief trainer of the Delmen branch," Mori said, her words cold, precise, and with a subtle, riveting accent.

It felt like someone had hit Tanil in the stomach with a maul, and his eyes widened in shock. Zoran tensed, and Tanil felt all his people ready themselves to strike.

"How do you know that?" he demanded, his thoughts racing as he tried to figure out how she learned his identity so swiftly.

"I have been identifying threats to my Mistress for some time now. I am very good at my job," Mori said, her expression unchanging. "I am presently my Mistress' Hand. Her messenger and message in one. I carry out Her Will. I come to deliver a message to you."

Tanil flinched, having heard similar phrases from a number of people over the years, almost always from those who were absolutely devoted to others. Loyal subordinates were worth their weight in adamantine, thus why he cultivated loyalty in those he trained. Zealots, on the other hand? They were absolutely terrifying, and this woman had all the makings of a zealot.

"What message would that be?" Tanil asked, his mouth dry.

"Your subordinates chose to attack one of my Mistress' associates. In so doing, they hurt my Mistress. I questioned some of them. I'm aware they went against your orders in doing so. That is the only reason I bring this message so politely," Mori said, staring into his eyes. "You will compensate Tammy Tenebres. You will pay an appropriate price. Then you will stay away from my Mistress' close associates, you and your people. I will not warn you a second time. The only thing which stays my hand at this moment is my Mistress' soft heart. It will not be stayed again."

Every word was delivered in the same, dispassionate tone. With the same, unwavering confidence. There wasn't so much as a ripple in the edifice of her mind, either indicating absolute confidence, or she was skilled enough to avoid betraying anything to others. Yet at the same time, she pricked his pride, and that of his organization.

Tanil straightened, scowling at Mori as he spoke firmly. "The Baker's Street Wolves acted inappropriately. That much I freely grant. However, the Adamant Fangs will not bow to threats. It was not our doing, and I will not take⁠—"

"You will, or you will be no more," Mori interrupted, causing his back to stiffen as she gave a cold smile. "You truly have no idea what position you're in, do you?"

"What are you talking about?" Tanil asked, pride giving way to caution. That smile sent chills through him.

A wave of bloodlust washed over them as the woman finally revealed some of her inner emotions. The bloodlust was worse than anyone he'd met, excluding the worst butchers the Adamant Fangs had dealt with over the years, and all of them were far stronger than Tanil.

"You could kill me. If I stood and fought, I would fall before you. For all my skill and strength, I am merely mortal. Yet I would not stand and fight. I am not from this peaceful, weak city. I am from a place where every day might be a battle to survive, facing foes whose abilities were near my own. I would come like a shadow, eliminating you one by one, striking only when I was certain your deaths were assured," Mori said, looking around her with that same smile, her gaze not seeming to acknowledge those around her as people. "And yet, should I fall? Naught would change. All you would do is draw the gaze of a greater doom.

"For you see, you mistake my role in my Mistress' employ," Mori said, and took a single step toward Tanil. Mala's bow creaked softly as the woman drew it back, yet she didn't loose the arrow. Fluctuations of concern and fear had begun radiating from Tanil's subordinates, and his breathing hitched as she looked into his eyes. "My role is simple. I am an agent. An intermediary. I deal with threats which my Mistress cannot handle, so those greater than me are not required to intervene. That they can keep their distance. If I am gone? That distance vanishes. So if you believe you are capable of facing them, take your chances. I am standing right here."

Any anger Tanil felt froze, for he knew what that meant. The rumors around the destruction of the previous leaders of Castra's underworld still echoed through the city, of the beings so powerful that none present had been able to see their levels, not even the Inquisition. Beings which neighboring nations had begun murmuring were over level nine hundred and ninety. And, if rumors were correct, the being which had cleansed the heart of Abydon's Blight had been one of three who'd appeared here in the underworld.

The Adamant Fangs hadn't reached their current heights by challenging those so far beyond them. They knew when not to bare their fangs, so he did the only thing he could.

"Very well. I'll accede to your demands, this time," Tanil said at last, taking a verbal step back.

Mori smiled and inclined her head.

"Then let us hope this is the last time we meet," she said courteously.

Then she turned and walked out, her skirt swirling. Invisible threads he hadn't seen pulled the doors shut behind her with a loud boom.

Zoran collapsed to a knee a moment later, a bead of sweat flowing down his forehead, and several of the others did too, each shaken to one degree or another.

"I'm too old to deal with shit like this," Zoran said, running a hand over his head. "What in the shade-damned wastes was that? I've never felt someone of her level with bloodlust like that."

"She's a dungeon monster. Freed from her cage, from the dungeon. I should've known better than to think she'd bow to threats," Tanil said, his voice shaking as he reached up and ran his fingers through his hair. "Let everyone know, do not touch anyone associated with Talyn. If they do, we'll hand them over personally. I need to report in."

"Yessir," Mala murmured, her voice unsteady.

Tanil found it telling that no one argued with him.


CHAPTER 37
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"Mori? May I ask what happened?" Reya asked quietly.

Mori paused, regarding the elf momentarily before inclining her head. She'd just finished changing back into her usual clothing and was feeling far better than she had. None of those she'd tracked down had attempted to flee afterward, which was pleasing. She didn't particularly want to hunt them down, but boiling the blood in their veins would've been too messy and painful to justify. Her warning had also been delivered, which cooled her anger for the time being.

Reya had also intercepted her as soon as she finished changing. Mori ignored the spooked looks the other maids were giving her. They hadn't given her cause for anger, not even Korith. Talyn didn't object to the woman's flirtations, and Mori wouldn't gainsay her Mistress.

"Certainly, Reya," Mori said at last, smiling at her superior. "I learned which group was responsible for the attack on Tammy's shop, then proceeded to seek out those members which weren't taken captive. After ensuring they would turn themselves in to the constables, I found their superiors and ensured they knew I wouldn't allow a similar incident. Then I returned to continue my duties."

Reya paused, her eyes narrowing slightly in suspicion. She doubtlessly was considering whether she should press for more details. Reya was a smart woman, and considering her level, Mori respected her. Even if her family was a bunch of sewer leeches.

"I see. Their superiors?" Reya asked at last.

"Yes, a group has been consolidating Castra's underworld over the last several months. The offenders had been specifically instructed to avoid anyone associated with Talyn, so I refrained from more than a warning," Mori said, smiling more. "Regardless, may I ask what occurred in my absence?"

"Tammy has built another pillow fort in the room she was assigned. Talyn is working on enchanting a number of daggers Priscilla crafted for her, to give them better weaponry when Tammy emerges once more. I've received an initial reply from Niella Shieldgard, who is willing to shift her schedule in exchange for an increased fee and a vial of ultramarine trumpet extract. Not much else has occurred," Reya said, allowing the subject to change without objection. "Did you clarify that my family isn't considered associated with her?"

Mori paused, looking at Reya briefly. She was familiar with the self-recrimination in Reya's eyes. She'd felt much the same when she'd allowed Her Lady to die the first time, even if she'd been Nameless and fully enthralled by the Great Administrator at the time. It didn't mean the emotions had been less real, of course. In fact, she felt the emotions which coursed through her at the time had been… purer, perhaps. Less tainted by other experiences. Her rage had burned hot, and her self-loathing had almost led to death on many occasions as she unleashed the rage on those she viewed as responsible. She'd killed so many people at the time, and even now she felt no guilt for it. They were what they'd been made to be. Still, she felt some compassion for Reya.

"I did not. I recommend you handle them yourself, if at all possible. Allowing another to do so is… an unpleasant experience," Mori said at last. "Regardless, I believe I've shirked my duties enough for the day. I had best rescue Talyn from Priscilla's clutches."

Reya blinked, inhaling to reply, only to change her mind.

"I think you're the only one who can get away with that. Priscilla may respect me, but she truly respects you," Reya murmured.

Mori shrugged, returning the smile with a warmer one, amusement welling up inside her.

"Perhaps. I believe she found comparing our roles in the dungeon… illuminating," Mori replied, remembering the horror on Priscilla's face as Mori's explanation had reached the second year of her existence.

She'd very deliberately not shared the full content with anyone else. Mori wouldn't shatter the adorable innocence of those who dwelt in the manor. Those who knew, knew. There was no need to inflict it on others.

With a nod, Mori went back to work, putting the activities of the morning into the back of her mind. It might become relevant eventually, but for now? It didn't matter. She had her duty to perform.
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"Tevan?" Koth asked carefully, slowly rubbing his forehead. The meeting with the Bazaar Guard's captain had finished just a few minutes prior, and he was beginning to wonder if the gods had it in for him.

"Yes?" his coworker asked, adjusting his spectacles as he organized the papers. The Level 335 Tiger Therian Magebreaker was far too cheerful for his own good.

"Do you think they'll accept it if I turn in my resignation?" Koth asked, desperately hopeful.

Tevan's snort dashed his hopes.

"Not a chance. You know too much," the therian said, reaching up to rub behind one of his black-tufted ears. "Best you could get is reassigned to something like this."

"Damn," Koth cursed, closing his eyes and sitting back. "I can't believe we have to deal with things like this. We can't handle the Adamant Fangs."

Tevan's amused expression faded, and he looked uncomfortable as he shifted in his chair. It took him a few seconds before he spoke reluctantly. "That's… well, yeah. Not unless Team Frost is assigned here, and even they wouldn't be enough if the Fangs sent their best."

"Yeah. And we're in the midst of it," Koth said, his head bowed as he sat there, wishing he had a solution. Unfortunately, he didn't.

If he went strictly by the law, what Talyn's maid had done that day was illegal. Attacking people in public, intimidating them and taking samples of their blood? It was enough to lead to an arrest in many cases. Even if the intimidation had been restricted to convincing criminals to turn themselves in, and it was in response to an attack on someone Talyn had an investment in. It couldn't be justified as self-defense, like the other incidents she'd been involved in.

No one would dare attempt to arrest Mori, though. No one would dare highlight her violation of the law, not when it was so obvious she was only leashed by Talyn's goodwill. Not when Koth knew exactly what sort of being was backing her, and had vowed to wipe Castra from the face of the world if they stepped out of line.

So he just sat there, thinking about the reports again, then slumped back in his chair.

"I'm glad the rumor she'd sewn someone's limbs to their body was wrong," Koth said at last, shuddering internally.

"It wouldn't be the worst thing we've run into, but yeah, that wouldn't be pleasant," Tevan said, his smile fading quickly. "Think of it this way. We could be dealing with shades."

"True… but we'd better get going. We have to interview some of these people in person," Koth said, standing. They'd already sent word of the Adamant Fangs to their superiors, so now the response wasn't in his hands. Thank the gods for that.

He had to keep the small things in mind. Otherwise, Koth wouldn't survive long enough to retire.

[image: ]


Egan polished a gear and slotted it into place as he went over recent events, analyzing and considering each in turn. Reassembling the clock was simply a pleasant project to occupy his hands while events and suspects cycled through his mind like clockwork.

There was a soft click as the gear settled, and a tap confirmed it turned the other properly. As it did, one of the other individuals involved slotted into place as well, expanding his understanding of the puzzle which was playing out in Castra.

Egan knew the rumors about him which had spread among delvers. He even encouraged them, by the simple expedient of hiding his emotions. Them being afraid of him, fearing he was a construct or something of that sort, aided him in his duties as a Delver's Guild enforcer. Beyond which, the rumors weren't entirely wrong. Taking Clockwork Mind had dampened his emotions significantly. That had merely reinforced a natural tendency he'd already possessed, though, and it served him well.

The same tendency was why he hadn't been displaced when higher-level enforcers transferred to Castra. A few hours together had been sufficient for several peers with a hundred levels on him to decide he was uniquely suited to his position.

So here Egan was, performing his duties with typical precision, even as he silently worked on the puzzle of guild conflicts. So long as they didn't directly target the Delver's Guild, he wouldn't interfere.

Though the Dungeon Guild was another matter, and Egan had already taken measures to ensure they wouldn't be a problem for long. If they continued on their path, they'd self-destruct all on their own.

After all, it only took a few grains of sand being caught in the wrong gears to wreck a clock.

Still. It was almost a shame the current conflict was beyond his purview. It would be fascinating to solve. Alas, he'd have to satisfy himself with thwarting seven assassination attempts before Guildmaster Sadja became aware of them.
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"I'm truly sorry, but I can't accept your feelings," Noelle said apologetically, her mood dipping like it did every time someone confessed to her. She gently pressed the flower back into the young man's hand. "I'm certain there's someone for you, but I'm not her."

The Level 43 Mountain Dracoling Carpenter's face fell, much as she'd expected it to. "But… but you're so wonderful!"

"As are you. You simply need to find the one who you're meant to be with, or who makes your heart truly sing. I'm simply not that woman," Noelle replied, pausing to consider what her instincts were telling her. She smiled, gesturing toward the depths of the hedge maze. "Why don't you take a walk, and see where your heart takes you? I'm certain you'll find what you need."

His protests died in his throat in the face of her presence, even with Noelle minimizing the effect of her abilities. She hated taking advantage of them like this, but she received too many confessions to allow him to go through all the stages of grief. Besides, a fateful encounter awaited him if he moved quickly.

The brown-haired carpenter nodded dreamily and turned to leave, his footsteps quickening.

Noelle watched him go with a smile, then cloaked herself in a veil of non-presence as she continued wandering the maze she'd set up, examining everything with all the care she could muster. It was fortunate she'd added an effect to the maze to ensure any romantic encounters wouldn't produce offspring unless those involved consciously wished for it, as otherwise Castra would have a sharp uptick in children in the coming year. That wouldn't help in the current situation, but she couldn't hide her appreciation of how her magic encouraged the residents to grow fond of one another. There were many hidden nooks for a reason, and the flowers were constantly in bloom around the tent city which had taken form in what had once been a field with far too many stumps.

It was a much better place than the city was at present, as the tension in Castra left Noelle concerned. Beyond which, she didn't understand why she'd been guided to Castra by Her Lady. The goddess was never that direct in her explanations, yet normally she understood quickly. Not this time, though. Nothing seemed important enough to draw her here, and yet here she was. The only clue was that it involved the worldwalker, Talyn.

Reaching out to brush one of the vibrant green leaves of the hedge and inhale the scent of a sunkissed tulip, Noelle pushed the thoughts from her mind.

"I'll find out eventually. I'm certain of it," she murmured softly.

Then she heard a giggling couple approaching, and Noelle smiled, moving out of the way with alacrity. She wasn't going to interfere in young love.


CHAPTER 38
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A week passed. For some it passed swiftly, and for others it was glacial. The brief pause in criminal activities caused by Mori sweeping through the city in search of offenders passed.

Tammy received a significant sum from an anonymous source to make up for the damage to her building, enough to pay for the repairs and upgrade security several times over. She'd also recovered her lost levels, and began producing more clones, as well as hiring a few guards to provide security at both buildings.

Tensions were simmering, and there were investigations progressing from multiple parties, including one hired by Rosalie Glass, though most weren't aware of it. Agent Koth reluctantly chose to visit Talyn to politely request she not have Mori intimidate or injure people in her tasks. Something which took Talyn by surprise, and led to perhaps the most insincere apology the Inquisitor had ever seen from Mori.

A festival came and went, one which Talyn had missed because she'd been on the ninety-ninth floor for the previous year. She didn't try to participate, as her presence would've drawn grifters, but she threw a private party.

Few people noticed the flower in Talyn's atrium coming closer and closer to blooming. Fewer still felt the magic building within it, for they were more concerned with everything outside.

But few wasn't none.
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Edimar sidestepped the water whip and countered the sound bolt with a hummed note in the same movement, his hands still in his pockets. He observed his daughter and Danielle.

Emma was too impatient, he'd noticed. Too frustrated and willing to lose her temper, which didn't help her movements. As she grew impatient, her attack sequence grew predictable. That could be lethal against the wrong opponent. Danielle was better in that regard, but the girl was too timid when it came to attacking him. Despite a near-five hundred level difference between them, she was too hesitant to throw all her power at him.

Dodging another punch with an adroit pirouette, Edimar swept Emma's feet from under her, then whistled a note which sent Danielle to a knee, her head likely swimming from the dissonance he'd inflicted. He took a step back and shook his head, laughing softly.

"You're still getting impatient when your opponent dodges, Em. Your movements become repetitive and predictable, allowing me to dodge even more easily," he said, giving a disapproving look. Emma blushed and looked away, scowling.

Despite his words, he was honestly delighted at her progress over the past year. She'd been about level fifty at the time, and even if the lower levels were faster to progress through, gaining over eighty levels in a year was impressive. He was proud of Emma. Proud and worried about her.

"I think you got closer this time, though? Mister Rage had to move faster a couple of times!" Danielle said encouragingly as she slowly stood, gathering herself. "Me, though… I didn't do so well."

The dark elf looked down in embarrassment as Emma bristled. "Don't say that! You were doing your best to support me, and Da⁠—"

"She isn't wrong," Edimar interrupted, shaking his head. "Danielle? You need to actually put power behind your attacks when sparring with me. I'm powerful, I can take everything you can throw at me and counter it. If you're hesitant to attack other people, it's best to get over your hangups in that regard. What're you going to do if someone attacks you like they did Tammy?"

"Da!" Emma exclaimed, her eyes widening. "Watch your words!"

"Is he wrong?" Sifari asked, looking up from the book she'd been reading on the edge of the room, an eyebrow arching elegantly. "I doubt it'd happen if you lived with us, but you're directly associated with Talyn. It's always possible someone will make a mistake and push further than they should. Not everyone will be intimidated by rumors, no matter how true they may be."

Emma opened her mouth, but Danielle spoke first.

"He isn't wrong. I just… I admire you, Mister Rage. You have the sort of career I hope for, and attacking you feels wrong in so many ways," Danielle said, looking down as she brushed off her flute nervously. "I can't bring myself to do it, even though I've been able to do more against others."

A pang of guilt shot through Edimar, since he hadn't expected that response, and… yes, the girl was blushing. Damn it. He carefully avoided meeting Sifari's sidelong gaze, nervous about how she might react if he said the wrong thing. She was a tenth his age or less, damn it! He wasn't interested in someone his daughter's age.

"I see… that does make it a little more difficult," Edimar admitted, rubbing his chin slowly.

"Perhaps she simply needs sufficient motivation?"

Edimar stiffened, as he hadn't even realized Mori was in the room until she spoke, her words soft and measured. He cursed internally as he realized the maid serving Sifari was Talyn's personal handmaiden. A handmaiden who'd spawned countless rumors in the past week, ever since she openly walked the streets as a vengeful specter and vanished as quickly as she arrived. Most people didn't even realize the one who'd threatened a gang into turning themselves in was the same individual who accompanied Talyn everywhere, they were so different.

Yet the fact she'd made it into a room where he was training his own daughter without him realizing it? That was terrifying, and made him wonder how bad the fifty-sixth floor would be when they reached it. He was honestly worried, as they'd sparred once.

Based on the reactions of everyone else, Sifari was the only person who'd realized who Mori was. Danielle and Emma quickly turned to her, doing double-takes. It was almost amusing, since they lived with her. Almost.

"How do you mean, Mori?" Sifari asked, picking up the teacup she'd been given and taking a sip.

Mori held up a hand, and a flute appeared in it. Magic rippled off the flute in waves, causing Edimar's eyes to dilate and his pulse to quicken. The magic he sensed was appropriate for the gear of someone of level six hundred or higher, making it better than even what he possessed, at least in raw magic. Whether it would be effective was an entirely different question, but the craftsmanship was beautiful.

The flute's body was black, with gold filigree and accents, and everything was perfectly formed. More than that, it took only an instant for him to compare it to the flute Danielle possessed and note something interesting. The flute was perfectly designed for Danielle, which made him suspicious. Danielle's gaze fixed on it, her breath quickening.

"I was unaware of why the Void Guardian gave me this flute along with several other items when she employed me to protect Mistress Talyn. Why became obvious, but she specified they're mine, and not for others to take off my corpse. What I do with them is up to me. She required nothing," Mori explained evenly, turning the flute over in her hands. "She stated all equipment she provided to me was appropriate for a level six hundred and fifty individual. I possess several pieces for each of you. Do you desire it, Danielle?"

"Y-yes…" the dark elf breathed, her gaze riveted on the flute, much like everyone else. Edimar felt a tiny bit like someone had punched him.

The flute vanished into the elf's ring once more, and Mori smiled as she inclined her head to Edimar.

"Then earn it. Prove yourself worthy. Mister Rage will determine whether you've passed his lessons well enough for me to hand it over. Until then, each and every piece which is appropriate to either of you will remain in my spatial ring. My soulbound spatial ring," Mori said, her small smile almost cruel in its own way. Her eyes glittered as she met Edimar's gaze, and beside her, Sifari's grip had tightened around the cup, her eyes wide. "Also, be aware of this. If you go easy on them? I will refuse to hand it over. I lived in the dungeon. I will not permit coddling."

Danielle swayed, and Edimar swallowed, his mouth dry as could be. He was ashamed of himself for a simple reason.

He was jealous of the girl. He was jealous of his daughter. That flute was likely the equivalent of seventy levels higher than any of his personal equipment, and he was ashamed of himself. Based on the way Sifari was setting down her cup, she felt similarly.

On the other hand, Danielle braced herself and nodded firmly, gripping her flute tight as she looked at Edimar with an intensity he hadn't seen before. Emma's expression was more complex, but she also took a combat stance. Before they could move, he raised a hand.

"Wait," Edimar said, his thoughts flickering before settling on something both acceptable and true, without revealing his jealousy. "This came suddenly, and I need to determine what would meet her requirements from my own perspective. I obviously can't face you at full power, as you wouldn't be able to survive it."

Emma froze, then carefully lowered her hands, nodding as she forced herself to relax.

"Yeah, that'd be bad," she said, taking a step back. She glanced at Mori. "So there's stuff for me, too?"

"Certainly. A pair of gauntlets are the most obvious of them. Other items could be used by you, but are less easily identified as being meant for you. The same conditions apply," Mori said, finishing packing up the tea set she'd been using. Then, without waiting for a response, she wheeled the cart toward the exit.

"Why?" Edimar asked, distracting Emma as he looked at her closely. "You've rejected everything your mother and I have offered you. Why are you interested in hers? Sure, it's better than what we could offer, but you won't be able to use it. It'll be too powerful for you to handle."

Sifari set her book aside, looking at Edimar before shaking her head. He thought he knew the answer, but he wanted to hear it from Emma.

His daughter stopped, then let out a heavy sigh and folded her arms, Danielle sheathing her flute behind her.

"Because it'll be something I've earned," Emma replied, confirming his suspicions. "Even if you say you'll make me earn it, I can't fully trust you. Mori, on the other hand? She's not biased toward me. You've seen her train. You've seen her fight. There's no chance she'll just let us eke by to earn the gear. And no, I can't use it now, but it'll be there when we can. And I'll bet damn near anything that the equipment will be better than what you can get out of most artisans."

Edimar suppressed his annoyance at the reminder of his sparring session with Mori. It'd been one of the less pleasant matches he'd had over the years. Sifari had just barely managed to win against her, but Edimar had lost. He'd say he lost badly, but that wasn't entirely true. If he'd been fighting to the death, he probably could've killed or driven Mori off with critical injuries to both of them, but it was still far closer than he'd ever be comfortable with when the woman was about twenty levels below him.

"You aren't wrong about the gear," Edimar said at last, realizing he'd fallen silent for a little too long. He inhaled slowly. "If there's anything I've been able to tell about what they gave Talyn, it's that they don't cut corners, even when the items are trash by their standards. I'm trying not to be jealous of Danielle, for that matter."

Danielle inhaled sharply, her eyes widening. After a moment she managed to speak. "Jealous of me? But… you're level five hundred and ninety-four!"

"And the best equipment I have is an amplification bracelet which'll probably serve me well through level six hundred and twenty or so, though it's effectiveness will fall off after six hundred," Edimar explained, suppressing his mild irritation. "My clothing probably needs to be replaced right now, though it'll last through six hundred. Without enchantments I think it's weaker than what Talyn walks around in, which is… mildly frustrating, to be blunt."

"He's correct," Sifari said, standing smoothly, hiding her jealousy better than Edimar. "Whenever possible, Edimar and I have attempted to buy equipment appropriate for a twenty, forty, or fifty level range. Most of the time, twenty is the best we can manage, as it's simply impossible to afford the sort of gear which can last longer. That or to find an artisan who can supply it."

"Oh," Danielle murmured, her eyes wide.

It was almost enough to make Edimar sigh. It was insane how associating with Talyn had completely warped their view of reality. That, and how Castra shifted the expectations of those who lived in it. Edimar remembered how growing up, it was rare to see anything appropriate for people over level sixty.

While mulling it over, he sensed the faintest pulse of energy from the atrium. An absurdly dense, well-hidden pulse he only caught on rare occasions.

"Why don't you come over for a few weeks, Em?" Edimar asked hopefully. "We could do some proper training there, and you could surprise Mori when you came back."

Emma looked at him dubiously, joined by Danielle. After a few seconds Emma decided to use the rudest way of refuting him possible. With logic.

"You want me to leave the room which I've properly set up, make it harder to coordinate with my team when preparing to delve, and stay under your watchful eye for a few weeks?" she asked rhetorically. "No."

Edimar's mood fell, and he looked down at his shoes, shifting unhappily and tapping the ground.

"Can't a father want to spend more time with his daughter?" he asked. Emma stared at him, visibly unimpressed.

"The same father who once left me with a friend for two weeks so he could hunt down earth wyrms? That father? The one who regularly was gone for multiple days at a time, leaving me to my own devices?" Emma asked skeptically, each question causing him to flinch. "The same⁠—"

She was interrupted by Talyn bursting into the room, smiling broadly. Edimar was relieved, at least until she spoke.

"Good news! I discussed things with Mori, and it seems there's an alchemist among the Awoken from her floor, and Eldri and the others are willing to set up a meeting if we want to!" Talyn said with a grin. "Who wants to go see what a dungeon alchemist can do?"

"I would!" Emma said, turning away from Edimar, even as his mood crashed further.

"Wait, isn't that a little⁠—"

He cut off as Emma headed for the doors with Danielle and Talyn, not pausing to listen. He slowly lowered his hand, slumping. Sifari laid a hand on his shoulder and shook her head.

"You should have known better," Sifari said, patting him reassuringly. "She wasn't going to leave."

"I could hope. That plant scares me," Edimar muttered morosely.

Sifari pulled him closer, giving him a gentle hug before she murmured. "True… but it could be worse. If nothing else, Mori is here to protect them from anything which comes from the dark. And I doubt the Guardians would target them."

Edimar grimaced but nodded. Sifari wasn't wrong… but after a moment he asked. "Dungeon tomorrow? I want to blow up some monsters to blow off steam."

Sifari smiled and nodded, her red eyes gleaming with anticipation.


CHAPTER 39
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"That two-faced, duplicitous rat!" Rosalie cried, surging to her feet. "You're certain?"

"As much as I can be in the time I've had," Hugo said, inclining his head. The Level 634 City Dwarf Seeker of Shadows was surprisingly nondescript despite the bowler hat and trench coat. One would expect them to make him stand out, but the black-bearded man was easy to gloss over unless he chose to make his presence known.

Rosalie's anger spiked, but she clenched her hands before she did something she'd regret, breathing fast and deep as she closed her eyes, throttling her emotions. She couldn't let herself be fueled by anger, no matter how much she wanted nothing more than to choke the life from Veeranna with her own hands. It'd be so pleasant watching the kitsune's face turn purple.

Instead she sat. "Walk me through your conclusions."

"I was about to," the dwarf said, his eyes dark as he looked into Rosalie's.

Hugo's calm professionalism cooled her temper more than the breathing, which was for the best. The loss of Kiera had left a gaping hole in Rosalie's life she hadn't expected. He tapped the table, a stack of sheets appearing the next moment.

"First of all, the local underworld has been taken over by an organization from out of the country known as the Adamant Fangs. Have you heard of them?" Hugo asked.

Rosalie flinched but nodded, recognizing the name from a few years back.

"Yes, an organized crime ring. It's said they have some members in the level eight hundred range, and they're very dangerous to cross, but they take pains not to do anything which would require those of significant power to crack down on them. They handed over an offender to the city when I last heard of them," Rosalie said uneasily.

"Good, that makes this simpler. It sounds like the group who killed your assistant was an independent set of assassins who'd tagged along with the Fangs when they moved in, and they broke the rules the Fangs set. As such, the Fangs dealt with them, extracting all possible information before dealing with them permanently," Hugo continued. "They shared the information they acquired proactively. The information from all four assassins was identical; they were hired by a disguised individual they identified as Seth Alviran, a courier in the employ of the Entertainer's Guild, and they slipped into his quarters to find a letter using her handwriting which ordered it.

"I didn't take their information for granted, of course. I investigated further, and a few of those who were present during the meeting saw an individual of the same description departing at the time. I looked into it further, and found a number of things circumstantially connecting the events," Hugo said, tapping the sheets. "A significant sum of money left Guildmaster Quatern's accounts at the time, while the courier was the one delivering the funds to unknown individuals. There were multiple strange movements inside the Entertainer's Guild which indicate she was increasing security, none of which can be directly tied to her save for the letter, which is among the pieces of evidence the Adamant Fangs provided."

Rosalie's rage flared again, and it was all she could do to keep her temper under control. She gritted her teeth, options flashing through her mind as she tried to nail down what she wanted to do. She inhaled, meeting Hugo's gaze.

"Do you think you'll find anything more incriminating if you continue?" she asked, seething internally.

"No. If they took the note from Seth, it's about the best you're going to get, but when I checked it, it was magically sanitized. There's no way to assure it was legitimate, and it wouldn't stand up in any court. If we could convince him to testify, it's another matter, but I don't know enough about legalities in Sylland. Every country is different," Hugo explained, his tone turning grudging. "And it doesn't help that there're a lot higher-level people around than I'm used to. I can usually get away with more than this, but Castra is big and difficult to handle."

Nodding in understanding, Rosalie smiled at Hugo as best she could.

"Alright, then. Thank you for your work, and I'll leave it to you whether you want to continue digging or not. If not, you'll be paid for the work you've done," Rosalie said, sorting through the documents he'd provided smoothly, quelling her tremors of anger with practiced ease.

She already knew approximately what she wanted to do, but she needed a little time to decide how. If she was going to exact her revenge, she wanted to ensure it was done right.

"I'll end it here, thanks. There's trouble brewing in Castra, and I'd rather my brews were in the tavern, not the streets," Hugo said, shrugging easily.

Rosalie inclined her head to the man. She did appreciate a professional. She'd have to thank Loen for introducing him to her.
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"Stop that! If you don't, I'll melt your consciousness down into an elixir and force feed it to your primary self to ensure you learn the lesson properly!" Phosphor snapped, swatting Tammy upside the head. "I told you to add the extract to the concoction gradually, not to dump it in!"

Tammy yelped, taking a moment to glare at the kobold, though she couldn't help a mild degree of fear as she did so. She couldn't see his level, as he was too high-level for her to identify, but according to Tammy Prime, he was a Level 565 Dungeon Kobold Chemist of Scintillating Colors. Which meant the kobold could melt all of them with barely any effort, if it came down to it.

She moderated the amount of licorice extract under his fierce gaze, hating the fact she was actually learning from this experience.

The dragon-like kobold stood about as tall as Tammy did, with pale white scales that glowed softly in the dark, yellow eyes, digitigrade legs, and long, thin fingers which were tipped in surprisingly dexterous claws. The white laboratory coat, slacks, and spectacles he wore just made the appearance more jarring, as did the fangs. Tammy was just relieved the teeth didn't remind her too much of hydra fangs.

Phosphor had apparently named himself after the way he glowed, which was at least appropriate. He also liked to create concoctions which Tammy couldn't begin to follow in a matter of minutes, which was manifestly unfair.

"Better," Phosphor said, sniffing delicately, then nodded in satisfaction. "The next step will artificially age it to the point it's useful."

"Why're we making soy sauce, anyway? Cooking has barely anything to do with alchemy!" Tammy protested, setting the vial aside. Phosphor snorted.

"Perhaps to an uneducated, foolish excuse for an alchemist. Alchemy and cooking are highly interrelated disciplines, and at least with this you're unlikely to turn yourself into something completely worthless. I can hardly believe you didn't manage to kill yourself when you failed making that gender-changing elixir," the kobold said, smiling toothily. "This also is doing something useful. When I believe you're able to measure out ingredients properly, we'll move on to making simple salves. Do not worry, I'll regenerate anything you manage to burn off."

Tammy pouted, wishing Talyn was around to complain to. And here she'd been excited when the succubus had told them one of Mori's associates had agreed to guard and teach them for a couple of years.

She'd have to repay the favor somehow… though at least all of them did feel safer with Phosphor living in the house. He'd explained exactly what his alchemical bombs did, and Tammy could hardly wait to see what would happen to the first person to fall afoul of them.
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Veeranna frowned as she looked over her accounts, trying to figure out what had happened to some of her funds.

She'd paid for improved wards on her home a few weeks back, which had been rather expensive, but from the ledgers, it appeared that more than she'd intended had been withdrawn. That was… concerning, to say the least, especially since she'd had people she trusted handling all transactions.

The problem was, according to the notes from the bank, the letter from her they'd been given had specified the incorrect amount, so it'd obviously been altered. That, or a powerful psychic had fooled everyone involved. Until recently, Veeranna wouldn't consider that possible, but the influx of higher-level immigrants meant it was quite possible. Nay, even likely, something which was enough to make her shed even without recent events.

Her relationship with Rosalie Glass had grown strained in the aftermath of Rosalie's assistant's death in the Gold District. Veeranna had sent her condolences, and had also offered to put her in touch with the best investigators she knew in Castra, but all she'd received was a flowery, polite refusal before Rosalie cut contact. The escalation between guilds was getting worse, and Veeranna was worried.

"Dallavine? I'm going to need the services of an investigator after all," Veeranna said at last, her lips pressed together tightly as she looked up from the ledger, her tails flicking in irritation. "It appears I was robbed. I'm not sure how, but Seth may be involved."

"What?" the elf demanded, her head snapping around as she stared incredulously. "But he's one of the most loyal couriers we have! He's never had problems before!"

Veeranna sighed and sat back.

"I know. He's always been trustworthy, but he was the one who withdrew the too-large payment. While I hate to think it, it's possible he was suborned by someone who had more to offer, or there's always the chance of someone enthralling him. He's only about level three hundred."

Dallavine flinched, since her level was similar to Seth's, if somewhat higher. Still, she had a couple of abilities improving her mental defenses, as well as items, but Veeranna knew the two of them were too weak these days. If someone powerful wanted to break into Veeranna's mind, it would be far, far too simple for them to pull off. The guards had caught seven necromancers and ten mentalists attempting to enter the city in the past six months, which meant there were likely more they hadn't spotted. It was a grim thing.

"Of course, ma'am. Your desires?" Dallavine asked tightly.

"Get the three best investigators on my list and inform them they need to come at it independently," Veeranna said, tapping the desk nervously as her ears twitched. "Additionally, I want a quiet audit of the guild accounts. If my funds went missing, it's possible the same happened to guild money. Last, we need someone who can check us for mental influence, as well as Seth."

Dallavine gave a short curtsy, but her eyes gleamed in thought. "What about Miss Alvorn? " she suggested. "She spotted several issues previously, didn't she?"

While a spark of amusement kindled at the suggestion, as Dallavine had once been a bit suspicious of Reya, Veeranna shook her head gently.

"I'm afraid her ability wouldn't apply to this. While it allows her to pierce most veils, unless the effect is currently active, it's unlikely she'd be able to detect it." Veeranna paused, considering. "However… it's possible one of Talyn's other guests might be able to help. I don't recall what abilities the one named Jewel possessed, but considering her class, it's a possibility. I'll pen an oblique inquiry for you to deliver."

"Of course, ma'am," Dallavine confirmed, a hint of a smile crossing her face as she straightened.

Retrieving a blank sheet, Veeranna penned the letter briskly. While it was unnecessary for her to address Talyn as politely as she would most people in her position, Veeranna took the time to do so. The fact the woman was willing to ignore minor missteps was all the more reason to treat her respectfully, and her growing power only emphasized that.

Veeranna doubted many other people were aware Talyn had abruptly added an alchemist to Tammy's shop who was high level by Castra's standards, at least not yet. The power Talyn was gathering seemingly by accident was absurd… yet it was power she barely used.

"All the more reason to ensure we remain on good terms," the kitsune murmured to herself, continuing to write.


CHAPTER 40
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Psalacantha shivered, her attention fixed on the seed so far away, yet simultaneously so very close.

Gifting a seed from Empress had been easy enough. Ensuring the seed was properly connected to Empress, so it would grow as a true clone, an extension of itself? That had been far more difficult. She'd been afraid it would be drawn back into the dungeon as soon as it took root, as it was a true extension of her power, yet it hadn't. The dungeon had no claim over Empress' clone, and for almost a year the plant had been growing, extending its roots into the soil and preparing itself. Now it was almost time.

She felt every shiver of the blossom. Every twitch as the sepals began to part further. She could feel it all, and she could hardly stand the anticipation. She could feel Eldrikrax keeping watch over the plant, as well as the dragon's protective gaze as she stared at Psalacantha's domain, stopped only by the nymph's power at the edge.

"So protective… so selfish. I want time with Talyn too," Psalacantha crooned eagerly.

It'd taken a lot of time and effort to ensure her strength was properly moderated for her visit, but Psalacantha had put in the effort. Indeed, she'd deliberately underplayed her progress every time one of the others had asked, as she wanted to surprise them. The only one who had a true clue was Danu, mostly because Psalacantha had paid her well for her assistance in ensuring she wouldn't kill Talyn by accident.

A few dozen inert clones of Talyn hadn't been so fortunate, but that was why Psalacantha had been training. She felt slightly guilty about what she'd done to the clones, but that was why she'd carefully disposed of them afterward. She'd removed all evidence, save for in Danu's memory, and the Creation Guardian wouldn't tell anyone. The others could know about the basic dolls, not the clones.

So Psalacantha waited impatiently as Empress' clone quivered, then bloomed.
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Talyn watched in fascination as magic flooded the atrium from the blooming flower, thankful the gardeners had been able to pinpoint when it'd bloom. She'd had all the low-level staff stay in an area she'd shielded from excessive magic levels on the upper balcony to be safe, and she'd dressed up for the occasion. Everyone had wanted to watch it bloom, though, as the magic leaking from the flower had grown more apparent by the day until anyone in the manor could sense it, even those without magic of their own. Only the walls kept the magic contained to the manor.

"Are you sure this is safe?" Gordon asked, wiping his forehead with a handkerchief. "The pressure is uncomfortable."

"Hm? It isn't that bad, is it?" Talyn asked, glancing at him in confusion. "I mean, I can feel it, but it's nowhere near as bad as the ninety-ninth floor was. I'd be worried if you were lower than level one hundred, but you aren't."

"That doesn't mean it's comfortable," Aslith said, rolling her shoulders slowly. "How did you deal with this for months?"

"Not like she could leave," Elda chimed in succinctly, watching the flower warily. Talyn was thankful she hadn't asked to set it on fire.

"True…" Gordon muttered, wiping his forehead again.

"Beyond which, I had time to acclimate to it, the ring added a bit more protection, and Eldri held off the worst of it," Talyn added. "I'd have died outright otherwise."

"Which we're all thankful didn't happen," Melody said, giving Talyn a warm hug, one which was followed by Reya doing the same.

"Yeah, what they said. If you'd died, I'd probably still be stuck in Attan's Hold," Emma said, grinning.

"And I'd be a statue," Danielle said, causing most of the others to fall silent. It was a really hard item to top, after all.

Talyn's attention snapped back to the flower as one of the petals twitched outward, and the magic surged briefly.

"Here it comes…" one of the gardeners muttered, just as the flower began blooming.

The petals unfolded with stunning speed, each of them almost large enough to make a skirt from. They were a vibrant pink which appeared purple from some angles, and everyone gasped at their beauty. Deep in its throat were a number of stamen, but they didn't extend as far as most would. Yet it was the magic which was most evident to Talyn.

Nature magic rippled outward from the gorgeous flower, causing the other plants within the atrium to shiver and surge, their colors growing more vivid as the magic infused them. Then what Talyn had been half-suspecting would occur happened.

A humanoid figure appeared from the heart of the flower. One moment she wasn't there, then she was, and the weight of a Guardian's presence slammed down on them, though restrained enough that no one was forced to their knees.

Perfect, golden-hued skin, with vine-like green tattoos or patterns winding around her forearms, calves, and feet. Gleaming red hair fell down her back in an incredibly rich wave of color, thick and perfectly styled. Elf-like ears, though they were somewhat longer than those of most elves Talyn had seen. Glowing green eyes in the middle of a truly perfect face, and a sinfully lush figure. A deep green skirt, slit up the side and patterned like it was made of leaves, and a red halter top which looked like it was made of petals. All of it was simply part of the incredible, primal beauty of Psalacantha, and the Guardian's magic unfolded just like the petals. Talyn shivered as the Nature Guardian's gaze shifted to her.

She smiled.

Aslith, Gordon, Reagan, Emma, Danielle, and all Talyn's staff fell to their knees.
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For the first time, Psalacantha's magic pulsed outward across Castra. She could've visited previously with the aid of the others, but she'd chosen otherwise, preferring to use her own power. She withheld her presence slightly, but only just.

She connected to every plant in Castra between one breath and the next. Every fungus. Every scrap of moss or mold. Every non-sapient animal, every insect. They were all hers, in every way which mattered. All save one.

Eldrikrax's creation refused her, to Psalacantha's astonishment, drawing her attention to it. She focused on the plant for an instant, examining it… only to laugh internally and withdraw her gaze as she realized what the dragon had done. She wouldn't interfere with her actions, even if it was adorable. Her attention mostly focused on Castra as a whole, and ignoring the faint, insistent tug of the dungeon trying to pull her back.

Many plants in the city and its surroundings were dormant for the winter, while others were dead with seeds awaiting the next spring. Winter wildlife flourished, including the handful of winter-adapted plants. She felt the heat of the decomposing leaves some farmers had placed over their vegetables to keep them alive over the winter, and the hibernating rabbits in their burrows. She brushed her power across the living encampment of an almost adequate mage outside the city, weaving a hint of her own power into it without bothering to hide it from the mage. She found many, many things, and in one case she gave a mental command, then ignored the results.

"Hello Talyn! I request a hug!" Psalacantha said, smiling broadly as she spread her arms. She ignored the rest, save the goddess. Mostly.

She rather liked the name of Mori's class, after all.
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Ten miles to the southwest of Castra, in the middle of the forest, was an encampment. It might be mistaken for a bandit camp if it weren't for its sheer size, the power of the abilities concealing its presence, and the levels of some of those who currently resided in it. Several hundred people were present, some of them bandits, but all of them over level two hundred, most over three. The leaders were the most powerful, with twelve over level seven hundred, each with classes and abilities perfect for raids or sabotage.

On a table in a tent was a map of Castra, including notes on the best places to strike to break the wards, where they could gather the most treasure while also damaging the reputation of the Duke, and other elements. The notes indicated the attack would come in the near future, but most of the raiders were resting, maintaining their equipment, waiting for scouts to return, playing cards, or similar activities.

Roots tore out of the ground, spearing through over a hundred people between one breath and the next. The tamed giant warthog companion of a beastmaster turned on him with a high-pitched squeal, trampling him into the dirt for the roots to drag under. Trees crackled and snapped as branches were turned into projectiles which riddled tents with holes and somehow pierced even armor strong enough to protect against level six hundred foes.

There wasn't even time for screams in most cases, as ninety percent of the camp was dead before anyone could react. Even half the leaders were dead before they realized what was happening.

The others tried to run. They tried to flee, but they couldn't.

Roots and branches stronger than adamantine blocked their paths and dragged them down. Fire washed off the plants without issue, and only one managed to take flight as his fellows were dragged down. A shimmering shield of crystalline magic surrounded him as he shot upward, looking down in confused horror, but for a moment he believed he'd escaped.

A hand erupted from the ground. A vast, perfectly shaped hand formed of roots, with vine-like tracery of green across the forearm as it reached up and gripped the man's orb-shaped shield like he was the size of an egg.

He only had time to scream before it crushed him.

It dragged him under, and roots ensured the others followed suit. Every piece of equipment, tent, and evidence of their existence was dragged under, mulched, and spread far and wide beneath the forest. Ten minutes later, there was no sign the encampment had ever existed.


CHAPTER 41
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Talyn laughed.

She couldn't help it. The sight of the powerful Nature Guardian spreading her arms and requesting a hug was too amusing, and she couldn't help a grin. That said, she was also mildly annoyed by one thing, so she waited.

"Certainly, as soon as you retract your aura enough that you're not overwhelming my staff and friends," Talyn replied mildly, folding her arms as she gave Psalacantha an unimpressed look. "You didn't warn me you were going to arrive, you know."

"You had to expect it! And why shouldn't they experience a fraction of my power?" the Nature Guardian protested, leaning forward and laying a hand across her ample cleavage. Only Talyn's experience with the sidhe and a year of dealing with charisma abilities kept her brain from melting in response. "I can't have them underestimating me, can I?"

Talyn stared at Psalacantha without replying, refusing to give so much as an inch. She wasn't going to have the Guardians doing this sort of thing to the people she employed.

Melody laid a hand on Talyn's shoulder in support, just standing there, while Mori watched quietly next to Jewel. Finally, Psalacantha huffed and complied.

Gordon sucked down a deep breath of air as the aura lifted. Elda pushed away from the pillar which had been supporting her, though she was still swaying in place. It took several seconds for others to begin recovering, but it caused Talyn to relax slightly.

"Fine, fine… I'll leave them be," Psalacantha said grumpily, though her gaze turned pleading as she asked. "Hug? I've been practicing, and I'm certain I can touch you safely."

"Alright," Talyn said, chuckling and smiling fondly as she approached. "I wasn't expecting you to appear like this. I suspected the flower might be like your throne when I saw the size, but wasn't sure you'd come over immediately."

Psalacantha scoffed but didn't initiate the hug, allowing Talyn to do so. She took a moment to inhale the potent, lovely scent of the flower, though from what Talyn remembered it was the scent Psalacantha exuded as well.

Touching the flower was odd as could be. It was warm, vibrantly alive and smoother than silk, yet at the same time Talyn could feel the magic flowing through it, strengthening it. Yet it paled compared to Psalacantha herself.

The sidhe's skin contained a distinct warmth, almost enough to make her seem feverish, yet it was somehow softer and smoother than the petals. It was backed by muscle which gave her a startling solidity, all of it filled with magic which Psalacantha exuded more easily than she breathed. Talyn gently hugged the sidhe, whose arms closed around her… and Talyn blinked in surprise at how gentle it was.

Edith and Eldri had both required a moment to moderate their grip when hugging her. Psalacantha didn't. From the moment she closed her arms around Talyn, she was hugging with perfect, firm pressure. Beyond that was how good she felt, and Talyn took a few moments to enjoy it, breathing in slowly.

"You feel wonderful," Psalacantha purred at last, her voice low and throaty. "I don't suppose you'd like to invite me to your bedroom?"

Talyn jerked back in mortification, only to find she couldn't move more than a couple of inches, her tail lashing at the suggestion. Psalacantha's grip was as unmovable as a mountain, but she allowed Talyn to move after a brief hesitation, and there was a pout on her lips when Talyn looked into her eyes.

"Psala! That's far too fast!" Talyn protested, blushing furiously.

"Oh? I thought you'd visited a number of brothels," Psalacantha said, blinking languidly. "How is that not fast?"

"That's different!" Talyn protested, her pulse quickening. "If I go there, I'm not looking for a relationship, just… just…"

Melody stepped forward, clicking her tongue and giving the Guardian a pointed look.

"Talyn's right. If you're wishing for anything from her, you need to take things slowly," Melody said mildly, her gaze placid. "Also, you've mildly annoyed me."

Psalacantha froze for the barest instant, and Talyn… she wasn't sure she saw fear in the sidhe's eyes, but it was possible. At the very least she saw respect. That was good, as she didn't want to think about what would happen if Melody and Psalacantha had a disagreement.

"My apologies," Psalacantha said at last, releasing Talyn reluctantly. "I've simply… well. As much as I hate to admit it, Priscilla and I share a few traits."

"W-what?" Priscilla gasped, the cave elf half-hidden behind a pillar, her eyes wide as could be. "What are you talking about?"

Panic rippled through Talyn, and she opened her mouth to interject, but was a moment too late.

"Oh? Would you dare claim you didn't request a child of Talyn? For you and her to entwine your bloodlines, your very fates?" Psalacantha asked, arching a single perfect eyebrow as she stared at the elf. "Of course you did. I know you did, for Eldrikrax ranted about it for hours on end. Do you truly believe no others might feel the same? That simply because I'm powerful I might not have a similar desire?"

The silence which filled the atrium was deafening. Talyn felt like her face was on the verge of igniting, it was so hot. There was a muffled thump, followed by soft cursing. She glanced at the others, which was absolutely a mistake.

Reagan's mouth was hanging open. Priscilla looked like she was about to faint. Two maids had fainted, and been caught by others. Mori was staring in naked astonishment. Danielle was pinching the bridge of her nose, and Emma was currently holding her right hand, swearing softly. Talyn had to assume she'd hit the wall, which… wasn't a good idea with Danu involved.

Talyn rubbed her eyes, so embarrassed that she half-wished she could die on the spot.
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Noelle crouched to examine her maze, slightly unnerved by what she'd felt a short time prior.

A tidal wave of nature magic had enveloped the city and its surroundings like a sargasso of truly titanic proportions, yet it'd been so subtle that she'd barely managed to sense it. Perhaps it would be more accurate to describe it as the roots of a vast tree emerging silently from the earth to touch everything so gently that only the most perceptive would notice. Noelle preferred the other description, though, as the sargasso was all-encompassing even now, touching everything which lived.

She could sense the tendrils of magic which had infiltrated her garden. They'd woven themselves into her spells effortlessly, and a single glance confirmed that Noelle had no chance of removing them if the caster opposed it. Not that she tried, as if anything, the magic was beneficial. The hedge's leaves were a brighter green, the flowers produced a stronger perfume, and the effects were even more pronounced below.

The earth was being enriched beneath Noelle's feet, the magic permeating it causing the soil to renew itself with an unbelievable speed. She didn't even think it was something the magic's owner was conscious of, it simply happened.

"Oh my…" Noelle murmured, her eyes widening as she delved into the earth, looking at a nearby tree as she understood the consequences. "The coming year is going to lead to growth, isn't it?"

No one answered her, not in words. Yet Noelle stiffened as Divine Senses whispered to her, indicating the reason she was in Castra was linked to the magic she was examining.

"Well. This will be more difficult than I expected," she said, but she couldn't help her smile.

Helping someone that powerful find love? That would be truly novel for her, and she looked forward to it. Mostly.

As powerful as the other party was, Noelle would be in danger for the first time in a very long time if she angered them, but she wasn't concerned.

"Now I just have to find them…" Noelle said, standing and clapping her hands.

Sadly, doing so broke her concealment, causing all those in the area to spot her. She was immediately mobbed by refugees who'd taken up residence in her garden. Many of them had requests, particularly in regards to the fruit she'd been providing.

It took longer than she'd have preferred to escape them, but Noelle didn't forget her goal.
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"Danu does lovely work. I toured a replica she made, much like most of the others, but it's quite different to see in person," Psalacantha said, running a finger down a nearby pillar appreciatively as she tracing a carved stone vine ascending it. Though calling it carved was likely incorrect, Talyn reflected. Sculpted was more accurate.

She was gently being tugged along by the sidhe, who was actually walking somewhere for the first time Talyn had seen. Every other time they'd been in each other's presence, the woman had been in her flower throne, to the point Talyn had wondered if they were physically connected like an alraune was.

That'd been disproved when Psalacantha got up and walked away from her throne. Its petals promptly curled up petals in her absence, not that Talyn had been able to focus on it. Psalacantha had to have been practicing that riveting sashay, because Talyn couldn’t look away.

In any case, the sidhe had claimed Talyn's arm when she offered a tour, and Talyn had dismissed the others. Not that Talyn thought there was a single chance in the world of them forgetting what Psalacantha had said. There were moments when Talyn wished she was willing to use memory-wiping spells. Or knew how to use them.

"She does, though… she made a replica?" Talyn asked, her eyebrows knitting in concern. The sidhe chuckled softly.

"But of course. She was irritated about being limited by the dungeon's edicts where the construction was concerned, and wished to 'do it correctly,'" Psalacantha said, performing a fair mimicry of Danu's voice with the quote. "She allowed us to tour the building before she collapsed it into a pocket dimension with Eldri's help. I believe she's hoping to build up enough credit with you to be able to replace this one."

Staring at her incredulously, Talyn's jaw worked before she managed to speak.

"This is the nicest place I've ever lived! The building is amazing!" Talyn exclaimed at last. How would she improve it?"

"Dimensional folding, improved appearances, improved materials, shadow- or light-woven sheets, ascended silk curtains, self-cleaning rooms, and many more," Psalacantha listed without hesitation. "Why, I'm mildly appalled by the water you drink and cook with. I wouldn't give it to the weeds in the forest, given a choice."

Talyn inhaled slowly, pinching the bridge of her nose as Melody laughed behind them. When she spoke, her voice was carefully controlled.

"Psala… I understand your standards are higher. A celestial spring would probably barely qualify as adequate. But resources like that aren't available here," Talyn said, feeling a headache coming on. One which healing magic probably wouldn't help with.

"I know. That's why the enchantments would create the water directly! It's far more efficient," Psalacantha replied, grinning broadly as she looked at Melody, a hint more respect creeping into her voice. "Don't you agree, Lady Melody?"

"More convenient, certainly. We're all quite fortunate there are some underlying rules which keep created water from eventually flooding the world," Melody said, giving Psalacantha a mild, dangerous look. One which banished Talyn's curiosity about her comment. "That being said, I'm still not pleased with you."

The sidhe paused, ceasing to drag Talyn with her arm trapped in the crook of Psalacantha's elbow. She opened her mouth but hesitated, surprising Talyn by lowering her gaze.

"May I ask how I may make amends? I didn't intend to cause offense," Psalacantha said, genuine contrition filling her voice.

Talyn saw Mori watching them, the faintest hint of confusion in her gaze. Given the elf's usual poise, that was the equivalent of gaping in open-mouthed shock, but Talyn didn't have time to reassure her. Not since she was in the middle of this.

Melody was watching Psalacantha, her expression cold and focused.

"A better apology would be appropriate. Not to me, but to Talyn and Priscilla," Melody replied, staring at the Guardian with deadly calm. "You asked to bed her out of nowhere in full view of her employees and lovers within moments of them first meeting you. You called out the fact Priscilla wished for a child in front of the same group. Doing so was crass and offensive beyond any reasonable measure."

Psalacantha flinched. Talyn wouldn't have believed it in any other circumstance, but with their arms linked she felt the movement as well, which jerked her slightly toward the sidhe. Embarrassment flooded Psalacantha's expression, and she quickly released Talyn, clearing her throat.

"Oh. When you put it that way, I believe I understand. Just to be clear, many of us don't possess the same understanding of surface… society as Eldrikrax. She's able to travel to and view Castra easily, and has watched it for many years, whereas this is my first time out of the dungeon. I've only witnessed external events via her magic. With that being said, I'm more than willing to do as you ask," Psalacantha said, turning to Talyn.

Raising a hand to her chest, the sidhe gave a curtsy. It looked odd considering how little she was wearing, but the movements were as graceful as could be, and she lowered her head.

"Talyn, you have my sincerest apologies for my actions. I didn't realize what I'd said would be offensive, and now that I'm aware, I will do my best to never act that way again. I will apologize to Priscilla as well at the first opportunity. Might you find it in your heart to forgive me?" Psalacantha asked, and Talyn's eyebrows rose even more. That didn't sound like the sort of apology she'd come up with on the spot, which made Talyn wonder what the source had been. Nonetheless, she cleared her throat and turned to the sidhe.

"While I can't say that I'm happy about what's happened… yes, at least tentatively. It might take me a little while to forget, and you did make your desires harder through your actions," Talyn said, allowing a bit of humor to creep into her voice.

She wasn't lying, either. While she might be convinced to sleep with Psalacantha eventually, any such event had been thoroughly stalled by what she'd done. Talyn wasn't simply going to forgive and forget.

The sidhe flinched again, seemingly aware of Talyn's thoughts. She straightened and met Talyn's gaze.

"Of course. I can't say that I'm not disappointed, but I made a mistake. I'll accept it, and endeavor to make it up to you," Psalacantha said. She smiled hopefully. "Would it help if I informed you that I'd removed all diseases which might be spread to Castra's inhabitants from the animals and insects in a five mile radius?"

Talyn opened her mouth, but found herself speechless as she tried to take in both the comment and its consequences.

"You… eliminated disease?" Talyn asked, stunned.

"Temporarily, yes. It'll doubtlessly spread from other locations, or even from the dungeon itself, but for a short time the ones which would threaten mortals are gone," Psalacantha confirmed with a smile.

Some alchemists would be distressed by that, Talyn imagined. Possibly some healers as well, though she doubted most of them would mind. Mostly, she was stunned at how casually the woman had done it. She knew the Guardians were powerful, but to do something like eliminating disease… it was ridiculous.

"I suppose that's something which happened," Talyn said at last, shaking her head. "I'm not sure I can grasp all the ramifications, and I imagine some people will be upset, but I'm not among them. It'll probably help a lot of people, so thank you."

The sidhe preened. Talyn thought she saw a few nearby flowers bloom.

"Just don't make it permanent. Some things like that are more necessary than anyone is comfortable with," Melody added, giving Talyn a half-hug.

"Of course! I know they're necessary, even if the dungeon's ecosystem is incomplete," Psalacantha agreed, her smile broadening. "Either way, I don't have much more time here, not with the dungeon growing insistent. I could probably drag it out, but I don't want to push my luck. Anything you want to show me before I'm forced to go?"

Talyn laughed and she glanced at Melody, arching an eyebrow. "The sunroom?"

"Seems like a place she'd like," Melody agreed, nodding.

"Wonderful!" Psalacantha said, clapping her hands slightly too hard, and Talyn winced at the near-thunderclap. The sidhe blushed.

As it happened, the Nature Guardian did like the sunroom. She took the time to apologize to Priscilla, and then she was gone, leaving Talyn to deal with the consequences of her embarrassing revelations.


CHAPTER 42
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Dallavine checked her notes again, ensuring she knew everything she needed for the day's meetings, even as she tried to ignore the anxiety turning her stomach into knots. It wasn't easy, as having someone check her for mental influence also required letting them into your mind, at least in most cases. She really didn't want to, but she didn't think she had a choice. Not if she wanted to ensure she was serving Veeranna properly.

Ignoring the anxiety was difficult. Mostly she was simply dealing with it, and she double-checked the time as the carriage rolled down the street. She was on-schedule, which was good, considering⁠—

She looked out the window just in time to save her life. The spike of metal shooting toward it, and her head, triggered Combat Acceleration, giving her just enough reaction time to dodge.

Jerking her head back, Dallavine's eyes snapped closed and she turned her head. There was the sensation of the spike shooting past her head, followed by the sound of the window shattering, and pain radiating as shrapnel hit her. Yet Dallavine didn't hesitate, willing a defensive charm to life.

A spatial barrier snapped into being around her as blood began flowing down Dallavine's face, and she stood, focused on nothing but survival. But she wasn't fast enough.

The carriage was ripped apart as a concussive blast of raw force hit it, shattering glass, wood, and metal like matchsticks. Only the driver was spared, and the man yelped as he began falling forward, the wheels unbalanced. The shrapnel bounced off the powerful barrier, but Dallavine was flung backward by the attack, bouncing and rolling down the road in her barrier even as the Coppers' residents finally began scattering.

As she slowed enough for the barrier to not register the ground as harm, a few people scattered in her wake, Dallavine sank to the ground, the pair of tonfa she used already in her hands. Not that she thought it'd help much as two shrouded figures shot toward her. Dallavine's analysis skill only partially pierced their veils, and her pupils contracted.

A Level 488 <Veiled> and Level 503 <Veiled> were coming directly at her, and there was nothing she could do to stop anyone that powerful once her barrier fell. Dallavine was only level three hundred and one, she wouldn't last for more than a couple of seconds, if that. Yet she wasn't going to lay down and die.

As trio of daggers hit her shield, cracking it, the other figure was concentrating a purple orb of force in their hands. Dallavine did the only thing she could think of, she activated another charm, her lips moving as she willed it to life. "Shadespawn!"

Another void effect enveloped her, almost too slow as the barrier shattered. Pain ripped through Dallavine's left leg, followed by a sudden loss of sensation. Then she found herself elsewhere, and lurched as she started tilting to the left, cold and agony tearing at her.

A single glance down told Dallavine what had happened. Her left leg was gone below the knee, and Dallavine barely managed to keep herself upright by shifting her balance. She slipped a tonfa into her belt and grabbed one of her emergency healing pills, popping it into her mouth as fast as she could, trying to stem the blood loss, even as she turned and tried to hop toward the relative safety of the Meadow estate. It was two streets away.

Cries of alarm began spreading, and whistles to the south, as fear rippled through Dallavine at last. Healing warmth spread through her body, not enough to regenerate a limb, but enough to keep her from bleeding to death. The only question was whether the attackers would be able to find her. As soon as the sweet-tasting pill was down, Dallavine began whispering the words of a spell. Air currents enveloped her in their magic, and her senses prickled.

Dallavine barely slipped out of the way of another spike which tore through paving stones, spraying rubble. Dallavine's heart lurched, and she spun, trying to figure out what she could do to survive just a little longer. Yet there was already a force bolt in flight, and this time the attack was large enough there wouldn't be any way to dodge.

Time seemed to slow as the purple light approached. None of her charms would activate fast enough, and regret swirled through Dallavine, fearing for what would happen.

Then the world vanished in a riot of colors, accompanied by a pure, perfect chime, like that of a tiny bell.

There was a faint ringing sound as the force blast struck home, yet Dallavine wasn't injured further. She wasn't so much as scratched, and after a moment she could see why.

A barrier had formed a few inches from her. A perfectly faceted sphere of crystal had surrounded Dallavine, effortlessly rebuffing the attack. An instant later another of the spikes slammed into the barrier, but there was barely even a tink as it deflected off the sphere, flying upward. Dallavine wasn't entirely sure what had happened, but relief flooded through her.

Then the owner of the crystal was next to her. Dallavine only saw a blur, and the woman was right there, a Level 570 Stellar Dark Elf of remarkable beauty with dark brown skin, glowing golden eyes, and long black hair. The woman was dressed in a lovely white dress, and casually dismissed the barrier with a flick of her fingers. Yet no further attacks came, and the woman's lips pursed, then she shook her head.

"They refused to approach when you came closer to the manor, throwing a pair of long-range attacks, then fled as soon as I defended you," Jewel said smoothly, glancing at Dallavine. "Why is it that I seem to always be just in time to save elves from certain death? Particularly ones in your profession?"

Dallavine shook her head, beginning to shake as Combat Acceleration wore off. "I don't—ah!"

She yelped as Jewel swept her off her foot effortlessly, supporting her body without apparent difficulty.

"What're you doing? They're getting away!" Dallavine protested, her cheeks flushing as she squirmed.

"They're gone," Jewel corrected gently, turning to the Meadow Estate as she spoke, ignoring the bystanders. "I'm not Mori. I couldn't track them once they fled, not with any reliability, and such would leave you in the open, almost defenseless. I also agreed to return you to Guildmaster Quatern in the best condition I could manage. I'm taking you for proper healing. Assassins are for others to worry about."

"But—" Dallavine began, panic welling up inside her, only for her mind to almost melt when the woman gave a single, mesmerizing stare. It was astoundingly… gentle, despite that, but it still overwhelmed her, silencing her thoughts and rising panic, replacing them with pure fascination.

"No. Dealing with assassins is not my concern. Arguably, your safety isn't either. I chose to save you in large part because I was watching, and to do otherwise would disappoint my employer," Jewel gently rebuked. "No arguing."

"Yes… of course…" Dallavine whispered, unable to throw off the compulsion despite her experience with Veeranna.

Still. She supposed she should be happy to be alive.

[image: ]


"This is not how I wanted to advance creation magic," Talyn said grimly, staring at Dallavine's regenerating leg as she tried not to be queasy.

If Dallavine had been lower level, it would've been quick and easy to regenerate her leg. If Talyn had support abilities which improved her creation magic, she might've been able to make it faster and easier. However, neither were true. Talyn was significantly lower-level, so despite the fact she could easily keep the woman from death, should she be critically injured, properly healing her was time-consuming and liable to keep Talyn from enjoying her next meal.

She was forced to watch as bones grew from the injury. As muscle fibers, veins, arteries, and skin crept downward one agonizing inch at a time. It was disturbing, and Talyn had to watch. If she didn't watch, she might miss something going wrong, and the last thing she wanted was to give the woman a club foot or something similar.

"How did you want to advance it?" the blonde elf asked, looking like she was perfectly composed despite the situation.

Talyn suppressed a shrug as she kept her gaze focused on the leg.

"I'm not sure. Making clothing, enchanted items, and things like that, maybe? I was experimenting on making miniature sculptures of my friends as well, since they're intricate. Having to heal someone's missing leg is unpleasant," Talyn said grimly. "Why'd they attack you, anyway?"

There was a heartbeat's pause before Dallavine shrugged.

"I don't know. However, given the attack on someone in a similar position not long ago, I could see them being linked," the elf said quietly, closing her eyes. "Who's behind it is another question. I don't wish to make premature accusations, as another might be framing those whom I suspect."

Talyn nodded, opening her mouth, but Jewel spoke the next moment.

"At least you're clear of any mental influence. The only person who has influenced your mind in the last few weeks is me, and that was simply to calm you," the dark elf said, nodding gently to Dallavine as she folded her arms. "Mori sent word. Those responsible have disappeared, but she's investigating further. Unfortunately, doing so has become… difficult."

"Oh?" Talyn asked, glancing at the dark elf briefly, her eyebrows arching. "That's unusual for her."

Jewel smiled gently, but her following words sent a chill down Talyn's spine.

"Yes, well, active conflict in the streets makes it difficult to track people," the dark elf said casually, as if commenting on the weather.

Nearby, Reya stiffened and paled. Yet it was Melody who spoke for them all.

"Oh, godsdammit," the goddess muttered.


CHAPTER 43
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The attack on Dallavine had been the trigger for barely hidden tensions, and the scale of the resulting eruption surprised almost everyone. Everyone but Eldri, that is.

She impassively watched as smoldering embers burst into flames, and found herself stunned by how ruthless the weaklings could be.

First came the strikes by the Swords Guild on the Guardians Guild. The former was a rival of both the Guardians and Mercenary guilds, so far as Eldri had bothered to determine, and their jealousy had obviously been festering for a long time. Which was why they struck rashly, now that they had a handful of stronger backers.

A tavern lost a wall when several of them struck a group of Guardians Guild members while they were relaxing, and while only one person died there, the situation escalated rapidly, until thirty-seven members of the Guardians Guild had perished, including their low-level leader, Kantor. Yet even as his corpse was falling to the ground, bleeding from a dozen wounds, his killer was dispatched by a higher-level mercenary who'd been Kantor's friend, fueling the conflict further.

Three rivals of the Merchants Guild chose to strike, setting several businesses ablaze. A member of the Entertainer's Guild decided to split off to join a nascent Actor Guild, but not before mauling one of his rivals with the animals he commanded. The retaliation was savage, as members struck before their leadership could react.

Another guild, unofficial, decided to attack the Alchemist's Guild. An item from the Artificers Guild almost managed to disrupt the enchantments holding the Enchanters guild aloft. Members came to blows in the streets, suddenly and violently.

Yet not everything went against established guilds. The Dungeon Guild fell for false bait laid out by the Delver's Guild, things which they shouldn't have had access to, and walked into nasty traps which sidelined their most powerful members. The Herbalist Guild quickly hunkered down, avoiding the worst of it, even as the flames blazed hotter.

Enforcers belonging to each guild were deployed, and the disparity in power between some caused deaths to be sudden and brutal on any given side, causing reprisals and counter-reprisals.

Eldri idly wondered if Talyn would ask for assistance with the ongoing mess. Not that she particularly wanted to, aside from the fact the conflict was already causing the succubus a great deal of distress.
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"Can you actually do that?" Timmy asked in trepidation, reading the sign which Phosphor was hanging. A couple of patrons were staring at it as well, for good reason.

The sign said; Neutral Zone. Violators will have their bones set on fire.

The kobold snorted as he adjusted the sign, then patted a pouch at his side. "Of course! You just need to know what reagents are required to set the common elements of bone on fire. Mind you, it also leads to setting their blood ablaze, at least briefly, along with other parts of the body. Based on the reactions of some previous attackers, it's excruciatingly painful."

One of the patrons turned slightly green while Timmy swallowed his bile. He'd experienced something similar once, and had no desire to experience it again. On the other hand, if it kept the explosions and other violence away from the shop, he was willing to put up with the threat.

At that moment, a man in a scorched guard uniform staggered into the room with a woman hanging off him, her side soaked with blood.

"Healing elixir, please!" the man exclaimed. Before he even finished, Phosphor was already next to the injured guard.

Phosphor pointed at Timmy and barked. "Boy, move! I want my office lab set up behind the counter in ten minutes!"

Timmy didn't hesitate, blanching as he turned to obey. Of course, that was when someone with a bloody dagger followed the guard, a Level 254 Forest Elf. The woman raised her dagger as if to throw it, and Timmy flinched.

"Don't—" Phosphor began.

Timmy was glad he didn't see the subsequent actions. There was the faint sound of air blasting from someone's lungs, a thump of someone hitting the pavement outside, and the crack of a shattering vial.

Then the screaming began.

Timmy focused on getting Phosphor's lab set up, sweating as he considered the time limit.
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A crash drew Malcom's attention, and he swore as he looked north. The Crystal Tower was toppling, smoke rippling upward from near its base, and the octahedron of the Enchanters Guild was drunkenly listing to the east.

"Damn it, I thought we locked down the district!" Malcom barked, his eyes widening.

"We did, sir. All transit through High District has been shut down," James said grimly, his gaze distant. "I've received reports that the wall between the Academae and Arcane districts has been breached by unknown parties, and the attempts to lock down most districts have been met with violence."

"Shadespawn," Malcom spat, closing his eyes briefly. "The Inquisition?"

"Overwhelmed. They've requested assistance from other cities, as well as high-level individuals in Castra. The Brightmane, Omiri, and Vandar families have moved to assist them, and have already seconded their high-level guards to assist in securing the district. Further reports are still coming in, and—" James' voice cut off as his eyes widened, followed by a look of dread. "Fire in the Knots."

Malcom groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose as his mind raced. He opened his mouth to give an order, only to think better of it at the last moment as he groaned. "Giving a quest for the delvers to assist would just make it worse, wouldn't it?"

"Most likely," James agreed grimly. "They're being attacked by several other guilds."

"Damn, damn, damn these idiots! Send word to the priesthood, I want a rainstorm over the city now!" Malcom exclaimed, hoping it'd be enough.

He wasn't sure it would.
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"Hush now, my pretty ones, just take a nice, gentle sleep…" Noelle crooned, her voice ringing out across the gardens as she ensured conflict wouldn't continue there.

All around her were the refugees and homeless who'd taken up residence in her garden, almost all of them sprawled over, fast asleep due to the pollen she'd unleashed.

She hadn't been aware of the fights at first. It'd taken a few minutes before she'd learned of them, during which time several people had been sorely injured. The blood appalled her, particularly given the rules Noelle had placed, so she'd reacted appropriately, rushing across Castra to ensure it didn't go any further.

The other scenes along the way had been heartbreaking, but Noelle's focus was on ensuring her creation didn't become the site of a bloodbath. Besides, when it came to violence in the streets, Noelle was poorly suited to stopping it. Oh, she could, but it wouldn't be as easy as some might think. She also had something important to deal with.

"Rest now, my children. Rest and renew yourselves," she murmured, using the plants to guide the many, many children toward her so she could ensure their safety. That was paramount over any other task.

She hoped the city would get the conflict under control quickly, but there was only so much Noelle could do without forcibly rooting half the city in place. That would be sub-optimal, though, and not easy to manage. She didn't have the support abilities necessary.
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The clashing of steel filled the air and spells were flung between various parties, yet Mori slipped past like she was invisible. She may as well be, with as little presence as she had, as well as the relatively low level of most combatants.

Blood was trickling across paving stones, some of the broad stone sheets shattered or deformed by magic or impacts, and there was a surprising amount in the gutters as the low-level individuals fought one another. Those involved rarely had anything close to the experience Mori possessed, but she was impressed by their sheer fervor.

That didn't stop her from intervening here and there. If they were attacking those who were fleeing, unarmed, or otherwise appeared to be uninvolved, they were the target of Mori's ire. A needle through a wrist, a thread removing a hand, and a stiletto through the back of the neck in one particularly egregious case. Murderers and robbers taking advantage of the chaos was to be expected, but that didn't mean Mori was going to simply allow it.

Yet when two groups were killing each other in the streets because they hated one another? Mori didn't intervene there.

Eleven people, all within twenty levels of one hundred and forty, were battling it out in the streets of Woolgate. She watched impassively as a dracoling tried to set his foes on fire, only to be stabbed by an opponent. A sniper took out one with a crossbow, and another gutted the first. It didn't matter to her, though. None were associated with Talyn, so she let them simply reap the fruits of their labor.

"Find those responsible. That's my goal," Mori murmured to herself, focusing her magic even deeper into the water flowing through the city’s pipes.

It was difficult to filter out the sounds of combat, fire, and screams, but she did what she needed to. It was merely a matter of time before she succeeded.
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"Santos, alley on the left!" Remarine called, knocking aside the club of the Level 136 City Human Iron Bulwark. She followed it up with a shield directly to the man's face, not slowing down as she glanced at the street, cursing her hearing. The human recoiled, his nose bleeding.

She could hear someone sobbing for help in the alley, which didn't bode well for whatever he'd find there. First, she had to knock out the annoyingly tough foe she was facing.

"On it!" Santos replied, leaving the bleeding lithicar he'd felled to his subordinates as the celestial rushed forward.

"Stand down," Remarine stated, her sword ready, warning her opponent for the second time. Sadly, it seemed the chance fell on deaf ears.

"Eff off, we're gonna burn those merchants along with—" the man rasped, blood dripping down his lips as he gripped his club in both hands. He didn't get the chance to finish as she took his rejection at face value.

My Duty, My Blade activated fully as he confirmed he was targeting Remarine's people, empowering her body significantly. Coupled with her superior training and equipment, that was all Remarine needed.

Her shield rebuffed the club with a sharp sound, opening the path for her sword. The tip hit his iron-like skin with all the force she could muster, and though he was an Iron Bulwark, his skin lost the battle. The man's eyes bulged in shock.

Her sword pierced deep, the upward angle lethal for almost anyone. One of his hands reached for Remarine's wrist, but she slammed her shield into it as she pulled her sword free and took a step back. His club hit the ground, and he clutched his stomach as he fell, and Remarine ensured she wasn't near him as she scanned her surroundings, fear and anger rushing through her.

Several businesses had already been attacked, their windows and doors gaping ruins. A tavern had barely avoided being engulfed in flames, and the churches were already being flooded with wounded, even if most of those involved weren't attacking civilians.

Worst of all, some of those involved were too high-level for Remarine and her guards to deal with, so she'd been forced to let them rush past on their way to other locations, even as she saw smoke rising from the west. Communications from the Ducal Palace indicated the Knots had caught fire, and some of those fighting seemed to think the attempts to conjure a rainstorm over the city was an attack, so they were countering it, making it near-impossible to get the fires under control.

The situation was grim, and as she watched, Santos was helping a weeping animus woman carry a man out of the alley, a rough bandage across his chest with blood already soaking through it. Santos was grim as he spoke.

"We need to get him to healers immediately, Milady. I don't think we have time to get one here, even if I don't like moving him," he reported.

"Do it," Remarine said, jerking her head toward Coppers Square, where she'd already ordered a medical station be erected. "Send replacements to help my patrol."

"Here, let me help."

Remarine twitched as Talyn interjected unexpectedly. She hadn't heard the succubus coming, but when she turned, her eyes widened.

Talyn was accompanied by the gorgeous Level 570 Stellar Dark Elf who'd become her tutor not long ago, though the woman was wearing a leather dress which had a decidedly martial feel to it. Yet they weren't alone.

Talyn was wearing her black armor, her armored tail lashing behind her, and covering her back was Melody in her white and teal leathers. Danielle, Emma, Reya, Aslith, Elda, Gordon, and Reagan were with them, completing their teams. The only ones missing were Talyn's dangerous maid, Mori, and the artificer, Priscilla. But Remarine supposed someone had to keep an eye on Talyn's estate. The blonde elf Remarine thought was the aide of Guildmaster Veeranna also accompanied them. She was surprised to see Reya in the gear of a scout; she seemed to recall hearing the elf was a delver once, though.

Talyn's hand was already moving in the gestures of a spell, and her incantation came swiftly and surely. A stream of green light extended to the injured man, and his breathing eased. Remarine relaxed slightly.

"Talyn, good to see you, even under these circumstances," Remarine said, cleaning off her sword quickly as relief flooded her. "This is a hellish day, I'm afraid. The attack on your guest appears to have been the spark which set the barns ablaze."

"That's what I heard," Talyn said, a hint of anger in her voice. "My spell should've stabilized him, but he probably needs a dedicated healer. Where can we help? What's going on, too? I regenerated Dallavine's leg, and the next I heard, the city was in flames. Maybe not literally, but⁠—"

"Very literally," Remarine interrupted, waving Santos to move as she nodded toward the smoke to the west. "The Knots caught fire, and some idiots are preventing the priests from conjuring a rainstorm. At this rate, the district will burn to the ground."

"Gods blood," Gordon said, his face paling. Talyn's expression hardened.

"Anyway, we need people to go through and stop any looters or miscreants. Follow Santos if you want a temporary badge to show you're with the Coppers Guard," Remarine said, rubbing her eyes. "Don't engage the high-level ones who come through, not unless you're confident you can beat them. Take prisoners if you can, but your lives are more important. Anything else you can do would be appreciated, but keep yourselves safe."

As she spoke, the group looked at each other with reactions varying between stoicism, anger, fear, and worry. Yet Talyn just listened, then nodded slowly, uncertainty crossing her face.

"We'll head after Santos. Stay safe, Talyn," Reagan said after a moment, nodding to Remarine respectfully before he trotted off. Remarine was relieved. More people at their level would help.

"Yeah, we'll do what we can," Gordon rumbled, and followed the others as their team moved out.

"Be safe!" Talyn called out distractedly.

"I need to get back to the headquarters. If things are this bad, the Guildmistress could be in danger!" Dallavine said anxiously, looking at Talyn.

Remarine shook her head firmly, her feline ears twitching inside her helmet. "Most districts have tried to lock down. You won't get there without having to bypass guards, which could go badly for you. I don't recommend it, since there's a lot of violence between here and there."

"Beyond which, we aren't heading there immediately, if I'm not mistaken," the high-level dark elf said softly, her gaze focused on Talyn. "It appears Mistress Talyn has another idea in mind."

"What's that?" Melody asked, glancing at Talyn before returning to keeping watch.

"I'm… I may be able to do something about the fires. Maybe. I'm not sure," the succubus said hesitantly. "It's dangerous, though… I need to get back to the manor if I want to check."

"That's up to you. We need all the help we can get right now," Remarine said grimly, then jerked her head at the guards still nearby. "Sorry, I need to go. Thank you, Talyn."

"Do what you have to. I'll see what I can do to help," Talyn said grimly.

Then Remarine was off, her upper ears rotating in her helmet as she tried to find the nearest group in need of assistance.

She might not be powerful compared to many people in Castra these days, but Remarine wouldn't stand aside when her people needed her.


CHAPTER 44
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"Gods, this wasn't what I wanted!" Rosalie said numbly, staring at the city.

Horror rippled through her in waves, along with fear. All she'd wanted was to make the kitsune feel the same sort of pain as her, but this? This was far more than she'd imagined would occur from a single attack.

Yet no matter what she'd wanted, Rosalie couldn't claim she wasn't at least partially responsible for the devastation. She hadn't been involved in anything but the attack on Dallavine, but that was more than enough.

Now that the situation had gotten entirely out of hand, she wasn't going to just sit back and let the opportunity to confront, and potentially punish, her foe pass by. Loen had encouraged her, even sending people to assist her.

"Her bodyguard is supposed to be powerful. Are you sure you can deal with him?" Rosalie asked, looking at Tillah nervously. The Level 401 Dawn Shadowborn Master Explorer looked confident, though seeing the woman's species always made Rosalie uneasy.

She knew that shadowborn had no control over their birth as such, and most of them came about when their parents were exposed to an excess of shade magic. But that didn't mean the excessively pale skin, faint hints of smoke-like shadows wafting off her, and nearly black eyes weren't unsettling. The woman was still powerful, and headed a team of four similarly-leveled individuals, each of them well-armed.

"If you insist we don't go for a kill, it'll be difficult, but we should be able to manage. His class indicates he's tough, not an attacker," Tillah replied, inclining her head as she ran a finger along the grip of the truncheon in her belt. "You're sure you want to hold back? It isn't like anyone would notice if we didn't, with everything going on."

"Yes!" Rosalie snapped, glowering at the woman, then gestured at the smoke wreathing the city and the mostly empty streets of the Belladona district. Fires burned here and there, there was wreckage from a few destroyed stalls, and several shops had been ransacked. It was a horrible thing, particularly when she'd been planning on taking control of the district. "I'm not contributing to that more than I absolutely have to. We're going to give a murderer what they deserve, not kill people who had nothing to do with it!"

Tillah shrugged and nodded.

"If that's what you want, we'll do it. I'm not going to guarantee anything between here and there, though," the shadowborn said, drawing her truncheon. "If we're going to go, I'd say it's time to move."

"Of course," Rosalie said, hopping over the edge of the wall and willing her magic to life. She drifted to the ground like a falling leaf, Enchanting Grace ensuring she'd land perfectly.

While she wasn't entirely sure she was going to end Veeranna, Rosalie was going to demand answers of her. That would determine her fate.
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Maerna Steelwall's usual good humor was dead and buried. If she determined who'd attempted to trap the Order of Valkyries in the chapter house with inverted wards, they were going to pay dearly for the attempt. It would've taken them hours to escape if Edimar and Sifari hadn't come along. Now she owed them a debt, and what they'd asked for would hardly even the scales.

A low-pitched note from Edimar rippled down the street of the Dungeon district, and dozens of combatants reeled and hit the ground, all below level four hundred. The remaining ten or so were battered with various injuries, but none of them allowed the combatants a chance to continue, flee, or even surrender.

"Subdue," Maerna ordered softly, her abilities extending to her einherjar and companions.

The spectral einherjar shot forward like lightning bolts, the six empowered by several overlapping abilities which made them deadly threats even to people near her level. None of the targets were even close to that, making it overkill. Rarely had she wished she had more einherjar, though. This was one of those times.

Six of the combatants were pinned to the pavement in an instant. Sifari's whip cracked like lightning, and the shed blood across the battlefield swirled into the air, spinning around her like a red rainstorm which haloed her in her red leathers, her eyes practically glowing as she fixed her bloodlust on a pair of individuals. The two froze, not daring move.

A shockwave rippled through the suspended blood as Edimar sang, magic pulsing outward with his voice. Almost every high-level person on the street spasmed, with a feline animus clutching her ears in pain, stopping the fight. At the same time, Maerna sensed the magic damaging their bodies, focused on their skeletons.

"Enough. I've inflicted microfractures on every bone in your bodies. A single, sharp impact, even hitting another person, will reduce them to splinters," Edimar rumbled angrily, his eyes dark as he stared at his victims. Magic was spreading his voice not just to everyone on the street, but to surrounding streets as well. "Attempt to heal them, and a buried kernel of magic will send a shockwave through your body which will shatter them. Now get off the streets and out of our way."

There was a bare instant of hesitation as their foes stared at Maerna and the others in fear. Then they shuffled carefully out of the way, those her einherjar had pinned standing carefully. One moved too fast, and the man cried out as his arm shattered against an abandoned wagon. That made the rest take the warning very, very seriously, and the low-level people quickly made way. Maerna could hear conflict ending on surrounding streets, which helped her mood, if only just. Sifari let the blood flow into the gutters as they departed, though she still looked angry.

They stalked forward until they were out of the area, and most of those who'd been involved seemed inclined to stop fighting. It was an improvement, if a small one. Only once they were well out of earshot did Maerna speak softly.

"You lied about the trap if they used healing," Maerna stated.

Edimar snorted, nodding.

"Of course I did. I didn't have time to do that, and it wasn't worth it. It'll keep most of them off the streets for long enough, and I didn’t want to blow their heads off. I'm willing to do it if I have to, but I'd rather keep the casualties down. There's enough idiocy already," he said grimly.

"Agreed," Sifari said, her gaze cold as could be. "If someone has hurt Emma, I will have difficulty restraining myself."

Maerna nodded, the revelation of what Edimar had been doing almost enough to reignite her good humor. It wasn't, not quite, but it helped.

In the meantime, she hoped the other members of the order were doing their best to shut down the city's chaos. It wouldn't stop it, of course. There was no way such a small group could stop so much, unless their power eclipsed Maerna's by far.

That was a good part of why she was accompanying the two. While she didn't possess such power, Talyn was acquainted with people who did.

Maerna just hoped she could pay their price.
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"Talyn! What're you planning?" Danielle demanded, chasing Talyn up the stairs as she raced for the art gallery. "How can you stop the fire?"

"Answer cloudy, ask again later!" Talyn replied, nodding to one of the maids as she shot past her, glowering as she saw Jewel at the door, already holding it open. She hadn't even seen the dark elf pass her, but it didn't matter much.

"What's that supposed to mean? How can the answer be cloudy?" Emma asked. She sounded incredibly confused.

Talyn's tail was an excellent counterweight as she cornered, reaching the display cabinet in record time. Skidding to a stop, Talyn took a deep breath, then opened the cabinet.

"Joke from her old world," Melody said, following Talyn into the room. The concern on her face grew as she saw Talyn pull a jar out, one which seemed to be filled with white mist. "Though it seems it wasn't entirely a joke. That's… are you sure it won't level the city, Talyn?"

"If we open it at ground level? I'm fairly sure I won't have time to realize I opened the bottle," Talyn said, looking at the jar nervously. Reya took one look and paled. "That's why we'd need help."

"What—"

"That's a bottled cloud from the ninety-ninth floor," Reya interrupted Emma's question with the answer, her words precise and carefully inflected. "I have no idea what the consequences of opening it would be."

"As I said. If we opened it at ground level, we'd all die," Talyn said, closing the display case and willing it to lock. She inhaled slowly, her tail twitching nervously back and forth. "A similar jar caused the storms which wracked Abydon's Blight this summer. I don't know if this one's a storm cloud, though. Which is why I need to ask for help."

Danielle opened her mouth, but two people arrived the next moment. Eldri appeared in a different dress, sitting at a table with a cup of tea on it, along with what Talyn thought was a jeweler's kit. She didn't pay much attention to that, focusing on the elf-like, green-haired woman in a diaphanous green gown floating next to the table, her hair flowing in an invisible breeze. Zephyr's green gaze fixed on Talyn, and she gave a nervous smile.

Jewel's expression flickered, but she gave a deep curtsy before the two. Danielle followed suit, while Emma and Reya simply bowed. Talyn and Melody didn't bother; they had more important things to worry about. Relief at their arrival rushed through Talyn.

"Sorry, Talyn. I should've thought the situation with the storm through better," Zephyr said quickly, curling her hair around a finger. "Anyway, you needed help, right?"

Talyn nodded, holding up the vial as she asked. "Would this create a rainstorm which could put out the fires in the Knots?"

Zephyr's guilty smile grew stronger as she glanced at Eldri, her jaw working visibly for a few seconds, then she sighed and shrugged.

"Sort of? I didn't realize the full consequences of opening it when I gave it to you, but redid the calculations with some of the others after the, um… incident," Zephyr said, tugging on the lock of hair anxiously. "If you opened it anywhere near Castra, the only thing left would be the dungeon and your house. Anyone inside would probably die from the shockwave, too… maybe that level eight hundred priestess would make it? I don't know. It'd definitely put out the fire! But for rain, that's another question. Yes, it'd probably turn into a rainstorm which could put it out, but it's not safe as it is."

"Of course not," Talyn said, drawing a deep breath as she closed her eyes, stunned that she was holding a city-destroying device. Reya's inhalation was a reminder that she wasn't alone, and she could only imagine how the others were dealing with it. Talyn's stomach was tying itself in knots, for that matter. After a moment she asked, "Is there anything I can do with it, then?"

Zephyr paused, examining the jar, then plucked it out of Talyn's hand.

"Well, for this purpose, which seems like an underwhelming choice to me, I could control its expansion? We all owe you a fair amount after you went to deal with the vampire for us, and this wouldn't cost much," the sylph offered, bouncing the jar in her hand, which made Talyn terribly nervous. "I'd keep the expansion from causing anything more than a strong breeze in the city, or from dropping too much water at once. I don't think you'd enjoy the results if too much came down quickly."

"No lightning, either," Talyn added, the memory of the immense lightning bolts on her way back flashing through her mind. "Or at least nothing beyond what a normal storm would create. I don't want the ducal palace exploding from a lightning bolt."

"You're too finicky, Scale Polisher," Eldri said, sniffing softly. "You could ask for so much more, yet you're tasking the airhead with something as simple as reducing the expansion of a cloud. You could ask her to smother the flames with her magic, suffocate all offenders just enough to knock them unconscious, or any number of other options, yet you're going with the simplest."

Talyn turned and looked at Eldri for a moment, trying to decide how to reply. She wasn't feeling the most charitable at the moment, she'd admit, but… the dragon had a point. Yet she immediately settled on the answer, one which she wasn't entirely happy with.

"I don't want to rely on you for everything," Talyn admitted quietly. "I want to help, but there's only so much I can do. If it weren't for this… I'd be hiding in the district, trying to keep it from burning to the ground. I feel helpless."

"Agreed," Reya said in a soft tone.

"I'll do it," Zephyr interjected, looking into Talyn's eyes. "If you want more, I'll do that too, but only what you ask for. The dungeon won't let me do much without recompense."

Relief flooded through Talyn, coupled with a little more anxiety. Yet she didn't hesitate when she thought about what was happening in the streets outside.

"Please do. I don't want this to continue longer than it has to," Talyn said, drawing a deep breath.

"As you wish," Zephyr said, and leaned forward to press a firm kiss to Talyn's cheek, rocking her back with the movement. Melody caught her, and the sylph dissolved into a stream of green wind which rushed out of the room.

"You should brace yourselves," Eldri said calmly, clipping a wire with a fingernail, her gaze fixed on her work. "Even with her help, it will be impressive. By your standards."

"Ah, crap," Danielle muttered.

Talyn hesitated for a moment, then rushed for the doors, hoping Castra wasn't about to be encased in ice. She hadn't said anything to Zephyr about snow.
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Zephyr ascended into the sky above Castra, luxuriating in the brief moment of freedom, even with the dungeon constantly tugging at her, trying to drag her back. This wasn't the sky of the dungeon, with its finite limits. Yes, the open sky had a defined end, which the sylph could easily sense far above, but it was a natural end, and the winds… she shivered internally at winds which had come from places so very far away.

Solidifying among the clouds, Zephyr gave a tiny laugh as she spotted foreign magic among them, a form of scrying which she was quite familiar with. It was easy as could be to crush the magic, leaving the owner wondering what had happened, and she ascended farther, guiding the smoke away from her as she moved.

She didn't stop until she was three miles above Castra, what she considered to be a safe distance. Not that she would consider it safe for Castra without her presence, or for any living creatures within two miles. While Zephyr was going to do as Talyn asked, she wasn't going to allow the cloud to expand gradually. That wouldn't get it to the size she required quickly enough.

"Ooh, this is going to be pretty…" Zephyr murmured, giggling as she spun, using Sovereign of Air to create the immaterial barrier she required in a two-mile radius. She had little doubt that those with air magic would be able to sense it if they were close enough, but it didn't matter. Most would be able to see the barrier causing clouds and air to deform if it lasted long, but it wouldn't.

She uncorked the bottle and rode the wind as it became very, very hot.
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Fredrica was looking up when it happened, resting between healing the dozens of injured who'd come to the makeshift camp Duke Castra had set up in the city square.

It was overcast and cold, as expected for the time of year, but some magi had warmed the area enough it wasn't completely terrible. Rain clouds kept trying to form, only to be disrupted before they could fully coalesce, which worried her. Yet the smoke plumes to the west kept drawing her gaze, as did the lack of a the mage tower to the north. The Crystal Tower hadn't been one she thought much about normally, but someone had toppled it, which brought the taste of bile to Fredrica's mouth.

Yet it was something else which drew her gaze to the sky. Maybe a hint of the divine, but she thought she'd seen the faintest tendril of green going up.

Then the sky broke.

There was a pinprick of movement in the sky, then a shockwave tore the clouds in two as a ball of air expanded in the blink of an eye, turning from gray-black to an expanding sphere of incandescent flame in the time it took Fredrica to take a breath.

She flinched as the sky was enveloped by a titanic orb of fire bigger than the city itself, then stopped, roiling in an immense sphere for a moment. There were shrieks, and Fredrica braced herself for the shockwave. Braced herself for the heat, the sheer noise… but none came.

"What in the gods—" someone began.

The flames vanished, replaced by a roiling sphere of gray-black clouds, and whatever barrier had kept the blast contained disappeared.

The clouds were shoved out of the way as the storm clouds expanded outward, and a dark mist descended as far as Fredrica could see, sheets of rain wiping smoke from the air. Rumbles washed over her, even as lightning arced among the clouds which were expanding toward the horizon at a ridiculous rate, yet the only thing she felt was a strong, hot breeze in the streets.

Fredrica had the presence of mind for a light barrier above her and the group of patients closest to her, and just in time, as the rain came pelting down in an unforgiving torrent amidst cries of confusion and shock.

More than that, she felt the magic in the rain. The mist of incredibly potent magic which suffused everything it touched.

"What just happened?" Fredrica muttered plaintively, staring at the streets in confusion.


CHAPTER 45
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Mori sensed the magic in the sky, even from her position in Castra's underworld. Clouds were significantly water, which meant they were easy to note. Normally they were of no interest to her, but this one? It held potent magic she'd only felt from a handful of beings, the Guardians. Its presence was almost enough to make her briefly stop what she was doing.

The wiser part of her redoubled her efforts, knowing she was almost certainly under observation, and there was no way she would slack when observed by the Void Guardian.

It'd taken far too long for her to notice the discrepancy among the voices in the underworld. If Mori was being fair to herself, she hadn't had any reason to care about the voice in question before this, and she didn't have any reason to recognize it was anything out of the ordinary. Not until another voice had spoken the name while discussing how their plans were moving accordingly.

The details matched up well enough with the attack on Dallavine, which told Mori enough to give her employer a warning.

"Please tell our Mistress that Guildmistress Veeranna is likely to be attacked soon, and ask her if she wishes for me to apprehend those responsible or come to her assistance," Mori told Jewel mentally through the link her friend had established before she'd left.

There was a flicker of acknowledgment from Jewel, and Mori continued moving as she waited for the response. If she needed to return, moving forward would barely make a difference.

Even so, the response took longer than Mori had expected. Though based on the magic above her, well… she shouldn't be surprised. Talyn was likely recovering.

So she slipped past several guards on her way into the hidden, new complex which had been carved into Castra's underworld, leaving behind a web of threads she could use when necessary.

If she needed to deal with the entire complex she would. Mori had seen enough conspiracies to know one when she saw it.
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"Well. No one ever accused her of being subtle, did they?" Talyn asked, blinking rapidly as the rain came down in sheets, thankful for the porch roof as the rain hit hard. She hoped it didn't collapse any roofs, though it had to be heavy to have any chance of putting out major fires.

"You should have seen her reaction when she realized how upset you were about the storm incident. Numerous tornadoes were rampaging across the landscape in her panic," Eldri said, startling Talyn slightly, since last she'd seen, the dragon was still working on jewelry in the gallery. At the same time, it didn't surprise her much, and Eldri sounded smug as could be.

"I… can't say that I'm all that surprised, after what happened with Pyra," Talyn admitted. She really wasn't, considering her previous experiences with the Guardians, but the explosion was still stunning.

"When it comes to which of them cause more trouble, I'm unsure who is worse," Eldri agreed. Talyn imagined that in the open, the rain would simply vanish on coming near her as the dragon erased it from existence. Or maybe Eldri would have it selectively phase through her body. She could see either being the case, and she wasn't sure which would be more impressive.

"I believe each of you have your issues," Melody said mildly. "For instance, you're aware that many people would find the fact you're constantly observing Talyn rather disturbing?"

"I don't monitor her constantly. Simply a significant amount of the time, as I've invested a great deal in my Scale Polisher," Eldri blustered, turning her head away and sniffing derisively. Talyn didn't miss the slight color which crept into her cheeks, though. "I ensure I don't monitor during moments which are intended to be truly private. Such would be beneath my dignity."

"Really?" Talyn asked, her eyebrows arching skeptically. "Based on what the others have said, I suspect you've seen rather more than that. Besides, how would you know when to resume, if you aren't⁠—"

"Pardon my interruption, Mistress Talyn, but I've received a message from Mori," Jewel interjected, distracting Talyn from what she was saying. Which was probably for the best. "She suspects Guildmistress Veeranna is likely to be attacked in the near future. She also wishes to know whether you would like her to continue working to apprehend those responsible, or to return."

Any humor or optimism Talyn had been feeling vanished, and she felt her expression harden as anger surged through her. She considered for a few seconds before deciding.

Dallavine's face went white. The woman had joined them when they'd come outside, though the presence of Eldri had seemingly petrified her. Talyn wasn't surprised.

"Ask Mori to continue. Whoever's behind this needs to be dealt with," Talyn said coldly.

"Yes, Mistress," Jewel said, bowing her head.

"What do we do about Veeranna?" Emma asked, her eyebrows knit in concern. "If she's in danger, I suppose we could send a message? It isn't like we can get there quickly, not if the districts are locked down."

Danielle nodded, nervously drawing her flute. "Yeah, and⁠—"

"Em!"

Edimar's booming voice interrupted unexpectedly. Talyn turned to see him, her eyebrows rising as she saw water coursing off an invisible sphere near the road, with three people beneath it. The faint hum of magic tickled at her senses, obviously a form of air or sound magic, and Talyn was relieved by the sight of Edimar, Maerna, and Sifari. Though the combat gear was… concerning, even if the situation deserved it.

Emma's parents were in potent gear which sent shivers down Talyn's spine even at a glance. The torc around Edimar's neck was one of his most powerful pieces, and he wore a black, silver, and gray outfit with lightning-themed patterns along the seams, reinforced fabric gloves which she could tell hid enchanted jewelry, and black leather boots with silver fittings. He had both a mace hanging from his belt and a dagger, each shimmering with power.

Sifari's red leather armor was elaborate, and in any other situation Talyn would find the way it clung to her figure appealing. This wasn't one of those times. The woman had a dagger and rapier at her belt, and in her hands was a coiled red whip, one which sent shivers down Talyn’s spine when combined with how hard Sifari's gaze was. Though the flint in her eyes faded into relief at the sight of Emma, then cautious respect when she looked at Eldri.

Yet it was Maerna Steelwall who drew most of Talyn’s attention. The human was too high-level for her to know how strong she was, but she was shorter than Talyn and petite, though the expertly forged plate armor made her seem larger. She could see a little of Maerna's face, olive skin below a winged helm, and the valkyrie's blue eyes stood out in the dim light. The plate gleamed silver, and she had a long-handled hammer resting against a shoulder. The nasty tip was pronged, like it was intended to break stone or armor, which made Talyn a bit hesitant even beyond the air of danger around her.

Talyn knew even Jewel and Mori's combined efforts wouldn't more than slow Maerna for a moment if they fought, though Eldri was even stronger, relatively speaking. A fact which was readily apparent when her gaze shifted to Eldri and her eyes widened in surprise.

"Da?" Emma asked, her eyebrows rising. "How'd you get here? Lady Remarine said the districts were locked down!"

Edimar jogged forward. Despite his movements looking casual, he was practically a blur as he moved to Emma, embracing her. The other two followed, and Talyn blinked as raindrops were flung everywhere except the porch as they bounced off his shield.

"As if that could stop us," Edimar scoffed, hugging Emma as she yelped. "I'm glad you're safe!"

"Not that we had to argue. They allowed us through when they saw we were accompanied by Lady Steelwall," Sifari said, nodding to Talyn politely and bowed to Eldri. "Void Guardian. May I assume the storm is your doing?"

Eldri sniffed and shook her head.

"Of course not. That's my Scale Polisher's doing. That and one of my… peers," Eldri said, the last word dripping with sarcasm as she glanced up at the still-expanding storm. "She called in a favor from Zephyr to assist in decanting a cloud, while ensuring it didn't wipe Castra from the face of the world. Soft-hearted fool."

Talyn glanced at her in exasperation, but before she could reply, Maerna interjected.

"In which case, I must thank you, Talyn. While my einherjar are doing what they can to quell the chaos plaguing Castra as we speak, neither they nor I could do anything about the fires engulfing sections of the city, and I believe the sudden appearance of the storm will have further cooled tempers. Few are willing to risk angering beings capable of such," Maerna said courteously, something which almost surprised Talyn under the circumstances. "May I ask for an introduction to your new companion? I've yet to meet her."

"Certainly, though I'm afraid we'll have to make it quick. Maerna, this is Eldrikrax, Void Guardian of the ninety-ninth floor of the dungeon. Eldri, this is Maerna Steelwall, Warmaster of the Order of Valkyries," Talyn said, gesturing to Eldri as she spoke. She forced herself to smile and added, "But you knew that, didn't you?"

"Of course. I've kept track of all the threats to your life I was able to, Scale Polisher," Eldri said, examining Maerna coldly, then gave a grudging nod. "Though she has acted with all due respect, and could prove a valuable ally. I approve, if nothing else because she can fix your foolishness if you're killed."

Talyn blushed as multiple gazes turned to her. She didn't really appreciate the less-than-flattering implication, and especially not when they were currently in a situation she considered an emergency. From the way her eyes had widened in disbelief, Talyn suspected Maerna felt similarly.

"Eldri! I've done everything within reason to avoid dying!" Talyn protested, embarrassment coursing through her, and she quickly changed topics. "Anyway, we have other things to worry about. If Mori is about to track down the ringleaders, that's all well and good, but I'd rather keep Veeranna alive. Danielle, Edimar, Melody, can any of you send her a warning?"

Edimar released Emma, shaking his head as he spoke. "Sorry, I don't know her well enough to get a message to her. Not reliably, anyway. I suppose I could shout⁠—"

"No!" Emma interrupted, her eyes wide as saucers.

"Absolutely not," Sifari agreed, shaking her head with an amused smile. "Such would inform the entire city, including any potential attackers."

Talyn nodded quickly, not wanting to consider how loud it would… no, now that she considered it, it probably wouldn't be overly loud for her, it would just echo across the city. She'd seen how Danielle and Melody could send messages, after all. She turned to them hopefully.

Danielle shook her head, giving a guilty shrug. "I'm afraid that isn't something I'm able to do. If I knew exactly where she was, yes, but I've only met her… twice? I don't think I can send a message to her blindly. I'm not that good yet."

"Whereas I believe I can, though there's a chance I'm wrong. Dallavine, do you know where Veeranna would be located at this point?" Melody asked, turning her attention to the blonde. "I'll be able to target better if I have an idea of where to send it."

Dallavine swallowed, but nodded and spoke quietly. "She'll have retreated to her home with a handful of bodyguards. She knows she's liable to be the primary target of any attackers, and the Guildhall is the designated refuge in times of crisis. She'll have left to draw attention away from it."

"Foolish, if they want to eliminate guild members instead," Sifari said sharply, her eyes narrowing. Melody just began casting a spell. Dallavine shrugged, wringing her hands.

"The Guildmistress' guards, while skilled, aren't the most powerful members of the Guild at this point. There are several over level five hundred who'll be guarding the hall. Hers are no more than level four hundred," the elf explained, and Talyn's expression tightened.

She approved of trying to draw attackers away, but that sounded a little too self-sacrificing to her. Veeranna could've brought one or two level five hundreds with her, couldn't she?

"Message sent," Melody said firmly, turning to Talyn. "I won't receive a reply, so there's no guarantee it arrived. What should we do now?"

"Once Mori has dealt with the mastermind, I think we'll know more, but for now? Ensure no one in our immediate surroundings is acting out," Talyn said, glancing at the streets as she paused. "Which, oddly enough, hasn't happened around here. Any ideas why?"

Eldri sniffed, and the others all looked at each other skeptically.

Talyn blushed, murmuring. "Of course."


CHAPTER 46
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Permission was all Mori needed. All she required.

She'd scouted the complex, despite the fact there were far fewer vents or passages which would fit someone of her size when skulking. While it was difficult to pull off in any sort of timely manner, Mori could turn into a stream of animate water for a short time, allowing her to bypass many of those restrictions.

She'd also spotted a servant who was sufficiently similar in appearance to her and incapacitated the woman with a few precisely-placed needles. She believed the term for it was acupuncture, though Mori wasn't entirely sure it was correct. Either way, the woman had lost consciousness instantly, allowing Mori to take her place. It'd required covering her clothing to shift her appearance enough for Just a Servant to apply, but apply it did. It was always remarkable how easily servants could fade into the background on the surface.

That inattention allowed her to explore almost the entire complex, without drawing attention, save for one or two people asking when lunch would be ready. She'd given an estimate easily, as she'd also seen the stew being cooked when she examined the kitchen.

The threads had been set while she wandered, of course. She knew how many foes she faced, what they were armed with, and their classes. Only a few individuals present gave her pause, and with proper preparation? She could handle them. Probably.

She tried to ignore how her heartbeat quickened. The eagerness which suffused her below the surface, alongside the cold rage which any who risked her Mistress were the focus of. They may not have thought of it that way, but it was the truth. Those who would harm her Mistress in any way, physically, spiritually, or emotionally, were foes, and would reap the consequences.

Still, she didn't target the other servants, knowing Talyn wouldn't approve. They'd be handed over to the authorities so they could determine what to do with them. One by one, she carefully disabled them with needles and moved them out of the way, starting with the ones least likely to be missed. There weren't many of them, as most she considered to be targets were performing the duties servants would normally handle, likely to keep their activities quiet.

Now she was ready. She reached the door where the mastermind resided, discarding her disguise so she could act appropriately, and mentally drew on a particular thread she'd left in her wake.

The thread pulled, strands functioning as pulleys keeping it from cutting into walls as it silently drew toward Mori, none of the residents aware of its presence, despite their watchful tension. It extended down several hallways, through a gap above a door, and out the front entrance of the complex, where two hidden guards were keeping watch. The tug dropped a pair of near-invisible nooses around their necks, then drew them taut.

Before they knew what was happening, both guards began falling, decapitated. Her other threads caught all their pieces, ensuring they wouldn't make a sound.

Another twitch of a thread unlocked the door in front of her, and Mori pushed the door open, her hands empty as she spoke.

"This is your only chance to surrender," she stated.

Mori hoped her offer would be rejected.

[image: ]


"Veeranna? You have a visitor," Calthor rumbled from the other side of the door, his tone betraying wariness.

Veeranna's eyebrows knit, since anyone being out in the city under these circumstances was suspicious. Even if the conflict didn't matter to someone, the storm's appearance was an entirely different issue. She hadn't managed to fully witness the start of the storm, but Veeranna was thankful she hadn't, as she wasn't sure her eyes would've been able to recover.

The onslaught of rain even caused the wards over her home to become visible, as they were designed to deflect excessive amounts of water to keep her garden intact. It also normally made for a romantic atmosphere, though she didn't consider that important under the circumstances.

"Who is it?" Veeranna asked, standing smoothly. She'd changed into the dress with the best defenses, had her weapons and enchanted items and everything else she might need to defend her position. She doubted it'd be enough against a serious assault, but she hoped it didn't come to that.

"Miss Rosalie Glass," he replied, and Veeranna stopped, frowning more.

"That's odd. I didn't think she was in the district," she murmured, unease rippling through her. It was unexpected, especially since she'd received word that all the districts had been locked down rapidly, by order of the Duke. On the other hand, Rosalie possessed such potent abilities that she could bypass such things if she truly wished to, and it was possible she'd been in the district previously. After a moment, she asked. "Is she alone?"

"No, she's accompanied by a level four hundred and one master explorer, a shadowborn woman. I haven't seen her before," Calthor reported, just a hint of distrust in his voice.

Veeranna's tails flicked irritably, though she admitted she had trust issues where shadowborn were concerned. While some were perfectly pleasant people, the number who were criminals was unsettlingly large. Mostly due to the suspicion of others driving them to crime, but not always. Some were truly agents of shades, after all. It was an unfortunate situation, and made her anxiety worse.

"Allow her in. I'll meet her in the garden," Veeranna said at last, inhaling slowly. "Ensure the wards are at full strength, just to be safe."

"Yes, ma'am," Calthor said, walking away from the door.

Veeranna quickly tapped a gem on her bracelet, activating a charm she'd really prefer not to. It only had a limited amount of magic, and even being active drained it, but better to have it recharged later than to risk something going awry. Only then did she head for her gazebo, tails swishing behind her.

Emerging into her garden should've been calming. If it weren't for the smoke she could see even through the rain, it probably would be, with her flowers and plants forming a perfect, soothing scene. A flick of her tails shielded her from what water made it through the wards. Yet it wasn't calming, and she moved toward the gazebo to wait. Calthor's impressive figure was near the gate, and she smiled, relieved to have the reassuring presence of the Level 407 Orc Exemplar around. She just wished she didn't need it.

Reaching the gazebo, she ran a hand over the table, trying to calm herself even as the two supposed guests entered. Not that Veeranna actively expected them to be hostile, but she wasn't taking anything for granted right now.

Rosalie was… stressed. More than Veeranna, if the tension in her movements was anything to go by. She was also wearing a black dress which caused her to pop from the surroundings, a shawl, and a broad-brimmed hat with a veil, showing she was in mourning, likely for the assistant she'd lost not long ago. The dagger tucked into her sash was notable, and the woman's gaze was dark. Magic wafted off her from numerous items, which was to be expected under the circumstances.

Behind and to the side of her was the shadowborn Calthor had mentioned, a pale-skinned woman with black eyes and hair, and wisps of smoke-like energy gently coiling off her before vanishing just as swiftly. The woman was wearing an outfit made primarily of leather, but which appeared to be mostly appropriate for the city, aside from the truncheon hanging from her belt. She felt like a bodyguard, which was perfectly reasonable.

Calthor escorted them closer, unarmed but still imposing, standing over a foot taller than Veeranna, let alone someone as short as Rosalie. The black-haired, green-skinned orc was specialized in unarmed combat, which was half the reason she'd hired him. She met his worried brown gaze with a faint smile and nod.

Once they were close enough, Veeranna inclined her head and spoke.

"Miss Glass. My apologies for the reception, but today has been quite stressful," she said courteously. "I'd offer refreshments, but I'm afraid this isn't the time for them. The guild has been dealing with several renegades, as well a number of attacks on our members. If I'd known you were in the district, I'd have extended an offer of refuge at the Guildhall. If that's what you need, I'll arrange a room for you at once."

Rosalie almost looked taken aback by Veeranna's offer, which was mildly confusing.

"Unnecessary, but appreciated. I'm more curious why you came here, rather than staying with them," the human said, frowning. "I'd been intending to see you today regardless, but it's become complicated for obvious reasons."

"Yes, it has. And as to why I’m here, primarily because I wished to ensure any attacks on me wouldn't affect the Guild. The recent events have left me rather discomfited, much like they appear to have affected you," Veeranna said, trying to determine what Rosalie's angle was.

"They have," Rosalie agreed, her focus on Veeranna increasing as she tilted her head. "Which makes me wonder. If you didn't desire such a thing, why did you escalate it to begin with?"

Veeranna stared at the woman in confusion, not understanding what she was talking about. When she spoke, her tone was incredulous.

"What are you talking about?" she demanded, her eyebrows furrowing.

Despite looking a little perplexed, Rosalie's expression darkened.
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"Starspawn!" a blond Level 583 Human Half-Naga man cursed, blurring to his feet as he produced a dagger which he threw in the same movement. An alarm rang throughout the complex.

Mori smiled as she swayed past the dagger, her mastery of thread the only thing which kept it from severing her hair. The strike was blindingly fast, but so was she, and he didn't outlevel her by that much. It was also the response she'd been hoping for, and while her opponents were somewhat prepared for conflict, they weren't fully ready.

She mentally tugged on the other threads as a short sword appeared in one hand, and throughout the complex the threads she'd laid down were drawn taut. Near-invisible threads snapped into place across the exits of almost every room, each empowered with the full weight of Mistress of Needle, Thread, and Thorn.

"I'll take that as a no," Mori stated calmly, slipping a needle into her hand as she took in the other two opponents. And with a thought, a half-dozen more needles shot out of her sleeves and across the room to position themselves in midair, likely bypassing any danger senses her opponents might possess.

Beyond the blond, who had blue eyes, smooth, pale skin, and a forked tongue, there were two others in the room. A bejeweled, blue-scaled, blue-haired Level 516 Divine Naga Lapradine Seer in fine clothing jerked off a divan a moment after him, blue magic gathering around her hands. Last was a large Level 520 Steel Lithicar Tempest of Blades, his skin like burnished steel and eyes like bronze. The lithicar had been in his under-armor, but began to draw his armor and scimitars to himself from the back of the room.

Unfortunately for him, Mori's needles were faster, and they spun to point in precisely the right directions as the lithicar's abilities yanked the armor toward him. The armor met the needles, then drove them into his joints and spine. Made by the Void Guardian, the needles were appropriate for someone of level six hundred and fifty. That was far better than what the man possessed, and every point had been angled perfectly by Mori, bringing Piercing Strikes into play. His steel skin may as well have been paper.

The man screamed as the needles drove into his flesh, savaging his most vulnerable points. The naga's head jerked to the side in horror, and Mori's intellect abilities determined her identity. She was the one Mori needed alive.

Elsewhere, she felt tugging on several webs of threads, followed by horrified screams, but Mori didn't pay it any mind. If the other residents ran into the threads, they'd be cut to pieces. If they stayed in their rooms, they'd survive at least a bit longer. She had more important things to worry about.

"Die, monster!" the blond man said, anger blazing in his eyes as he attacked with an engraved short sword. Mori parried, noting that he was almost as fast as she was, indicating he must have one or more abilities focusing on speed. He was also higher-level, but his gear didn't match hers, which empowered her further. Yet he hadn't realized he wasn't her target. Not yet.

The naga was beginning a spell, one which Mori recognized as boosting the capabilities of others. She'd seen it plenty of times, and she couldn't have that. As the woman's fingers flicked through the air, Mori called on All For My Mistress, and suddenly she wasn't just slightly faster than the blond.

She slid under his reach, her sword biting into the armor along his side and leaving a minor injury, one which would be useful in a few moments, but her main focus wasn't on him, but rather on the naga. A naga who seemed to have a precognitive ability, though she was too slow to fully take advantage of it.

The naga tried to dodge as her aquamarine eyes widened in horror. She tried to jerk back out of Mori's reach, even as she abandoned her spell for a different one. It wasn't enough.

Mori precisely drove the needle into her larynx, paralyzing the muscles in the woman's throat and thoroughly interrupting her incantations. She released the needle and ducked as her senses lit up with danger, just in time to avoid the follow-up attack of the blond man. He was impressive, and Mori almost felt bad she couldn't give him the attention he deserved. Without the boost, she'd be able to have an excellent fight, but alas, it wasn't to be. She had her directives, and the man was one of her targets.

"My apologies. I wish I could give you a proper fight," Mori said sincerely as she looked at the man, whose eyes had turned amber as blood trickled from his side. "Alas, I have a task to complete."

"Just die!" the man snarled, lunging at her, and as he did, his appearance and species shifted.

His limbs and torso thinned, while his fingers lengthened. His head swelled, and the pupils disappeared from his eyes while his nose flattened marginally. As his jaw unhinged, the teeth were replaced by flesh-ripping fangs. All of which were things Mori had seen before, but his species changing to a skinstealer shade? That was new.

Mori dodged the claws on one hand and deflected his sword with her forearm, the dress preventing anything more than a bruise. The creature's fangs snapped shut on the space she'd occupied a moment before, and Mori took a certain amount of amusement out of avoiding his attacks using the steps of one of the dances Jewel had taught Talyn. She simply moved much faster than the succubus was capable of, and it seemed the shade lacked similar lessons.

Which wasn't to say she'd come out unscathed if she delayed, and the naga was clutching at the needle in her throat, her eyes bulging. The woman would likely be able to recover in a short time if Mori was too slow, and she seemed unsurprised by the man's transformation. Unfortunately for her foe, Mori had left a perfect gap in his defenses.

She flicked a finger, laughing softly, and her hairpins pulled free of her bun mid-spin, her unfurled hair obscuring the creature's vision as the two needle-pointed pins zipped downward, oriented themselves, and thrust.

The gap she'd cut in the man's armor wasn't strictly necessary with the quality of Mori's weaponry, and the enchantments they bore, but it helped. The hairpins were long enough to reach a typical humanoid's heart from most parts of the rib cage, let alone one whose chest was as narrow as his.

He let out a gurgling screech and staggered as the needles shredded flesh around them on entry, courtesy of Mori's abilities. The lack of a torrent of blood caused her to adjust her expectations as she slipped out of the way of a sword-thrust.

"Heart is located elsewhere? Annoying. Let's try something more likely to work," Mori said, her sword vanishing into her spatial ring even as she pulled a different weapon from it.

The garrote uncoiled as she swirled up behind him, looping the wire around his neck. She mentally switched it from the enchantment which would put broad, blunt pressure on the neck, allowing her to knock someone out, to the other enchantment it possessed.

The flesh of a level five hundred individual was tough. It was dense. This creature's flesh was even tougher than normal. It couldn't stand up to a severing enchantment against bare skin powered by someone almost as strong as he was. The bone was tougher, but it only resisted slightly longer than the rest of his neck.

Mori didn't particularly enjoy the results of beheading someone, even if her abilities meant not a drop of blood adhered to her. A spell cleaned the blood from the garrote as his body hit the floor in two separate thuds. She drove a dagger into his spine just to be safe. There was no telling whether he was one of the monsters with a brain in the torso, after all.

With that done, Mori turned to the naga, who'd frozen in place, her pale face adorned by several dozen droplets of his blood, still clutching the needle embedded in her throat. Her gaze flicked frantically between the man and Mori, almost as if she were paralyzed, and her lips formed into words as tears welled up in her eyes. Pleading words, based on Mori's practice reading lips.

"Don't worry, I am going to leave you alive. Whether you remain in one piece depends on how well you cooperate," Mori said, banishing the garrote to her spatial ring. She smiled as she added. "Also, it seems the rumors of your death were greatly exaggerated, Miss Kiera. How interesting."

The supposedly assassinated naga's face paled still further at Mori's smile.


CHAPTER 47
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"Don't play dumb!" Rosalie snapped, glaring at Veeranna with narrowed eyes. The woman was a better liar than she had any right to be for her level, as she didn't betray an iota of guilt or understanding. That, or she wasn't responsible for Kiera's death, but Rosalie didn't believe that. "I found evidence!"

The black-haired kitsune frowned in return, her brow furrowing.

"I have no idea what you're talking about, Miss Glass. Everything I've been doing for the past several months has been focused on preventing further conflict, not stoking the flames," Veeranna said, her tone sharp. "I love Castra more than my own life. If it was a question between my life and the well-being of the city, I'd choose the latter in every instance. This? This is not something I would ever condone or allow, if given the choice. Now, explain your accusations."

Doubt was creeping into Rosalie's mind, along with confusion. It didn't stop her anger, though, and she scowled.

"My agents found the letter you sent ordering Kiera's assassination. The payment matched a withdrawal you made from your bank not long before," Rosalie said icily, only to have her uncertainty grow as Veeranna reacted. Her breath caught in her throat, she fought down the flush of anger, and many other tiny signs of fury, but not guilt, which confused her. "According to all of them, you murdered my assistant."

"I did no such thing!" Veeranna spat, straightening as her tails puffed up. "I'd never do something like that! I've been investigating a large expenditure which was withdrawn without permission, even going so far as to have my assistants checked for mental tampering, and⁠—"

Veeranna's tails stiffened and her eyes focused on something behind Rosalie, but her reaction was late enough that Rosalie didn't have more than an instant to react.

Rosalie sidestepped, beginning to turn, but she wasn't quite fast enough. Something hit her lower back and went through her dress like it wasn't there. Enchantments designed to deflect attacks did nothing. Others which should've hardened the silk against the attack and spread the impact didn't activate. Even the charm intended to create a last-ditch shield around her did nothing.

Pain tore through Rosalie as a narrow blade punched into her liver. She cried out in anguish, drawing on her magic⁠—

Agony erupted through her body as the blade seemed to ignite like the sun inside Rosalie, disrupting her magic. There was a snapping sound as the blade wrenched in her body. Before she knew what was happening, she was on her knees, convulsing in pain, the blade still inside her. Tillah was standing over her, a dagger with a broken-off blade in her hand. The orc bodyguard was already rushing toward Veeranna, who was weaving a spell with her hands and tails, but both were too slow.

Tillah blurred forward like a black lightning bolt, her free hand spearing toward Veeranna's chest. A glittering barrier flashed into being around her, a thread-like light linking it to the orc bodyguard, and her hand slammed into it, cracking the barrier. Tillah snarled, the sound distorted, and called out. "Now!"

Three figures struck as one, appearing from the foliage around them as they attacked the orc mercilessly. He took a club to the head, staggering him, another hit his knees from the sides, and blood blossomed on his shirt as a dagger managed to barely pierce his shoulder. None of which should've been possible at their levels.

More importantly, the light linking him to the kitsune destabilized just as Tillah struck again, an orb of swirling, compressed air in her palm. This time the barrier shattered, allowing the woman to hit Veeranna directly.

Her palm hit the kitsune's chest directly over her heart, and Rosalie saw her eyes widen in fear and regret, along with pain.

Gore erupted into the air behind Veeranna the next instant, an attack Rosalie knew well. It was a near-perfect replica of her favorite attack spell, and numbness was spreading through her midsection in the wake of fiery tendrils, preventing her from moving.

Tillah turned toward Rosalie, smiling as she met her gaze.

"Don't bother trying to move. The blade is anticite, and was coated with Venture's Bane," Tillah said coldly. "You won't even be able to breathe in two minutes, let alone move."

"What… why…?" Rosalie gasped, forcing herself to summon a potent antidote from her spatial bracelet, even knowing it likely wouldn't work.

Venture's Bane was a powerful paralytic used by some types of sea monsters, if she remembered right, and was particularly deadly. Yet she tried anyway, only for Tillah to kick the vial out of her numbing fingers, the vial bouncing across the paving stones while the sound of beating came from the direction of the orc bodyguard, who was frantically trying to fight back, and even landed a few blows against his attackers. He lived up to having the Immortal Bulwark class, Rosalie supposed, her mind swimming.

"Don't worry about that. Rest assured, Loen will publicly grieve for you," Tillah said, her smile widening cruelly. "Or, more accurately, father will. You'll see Loen soon enough."

Rosalie's eyes widened as the woman donned a pair of gauntlets which grew rapidly to match the size of the orc's fists.

Guilt washed over her as the pieces fell into place, and Rosalie closed her eyes, tears beginning to flow.
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"Your kitsune Guildmaster will be dead in approximately eight minutes," Eldri interrupted, cutting off the ongoing conversations. "She didn't receive your message and just lost her heart. I estimate her brain will⁠—"

"How much?" Talyn interrupted, her mind kicking over to high speeds as she tried to determine her options.

Eldri arched an eyebrow. "Intervention or transportation?"

Talyn almost replied immediately but cut herself short as she thought further. If someone could kill Veeranna, that meant she'd need help. Eldri wouldn't give the option to just transport them if it would put Talyn in danger. Therefore, her gaze fell on the high-level people with them; Edimar, Jewel, Maerna, and Sifari.

"Would you four help?" Talyn asked, not explaining. She didn't have time, and they'd obviously heard.

"Yes," Maerna said instantly, hefting her hammer in both hands.

Edimar and Sifari exchanged looks, and the woman drew her whip as Edimar nodded grimly. Talyn's team was already drawing their weapons, Emma adjusting her gauntlets. Talyn hoped they wouldn't need to fight, considering.

Jewel just laughed softly, murmuring. "I'll let Mori know where we'll be."

"Transport," Talyn said, not dwelling on that statement as she looked at Eldri.

"A date. With you," the dragon said without hesitation.

Talyn suppressed her incredulity. It was more than fair.

"Agreed," Talyn said, drawing her sword again.

"Excellent!" Eldri said, smiling widely, and Talyn caught the barest hint of void magic in the moment before they were elsewhere, the web of power jostling her mind.

When she could see properly, Eldri had not only moved them, but had also adjusted the positions of everyone who'd been present. Even Dallavine had been brought with them, though Talyn's eyes went wide in horror at the sight before her, because the kitsune's garden had been despoiled. Dallavine let out an anguished cry, the sound piercing the air despite the ongoing combat.

Veeranna's bodyguard, a Level 407 Orc Exemplar, had been driven to a knee, his body battered and bloodied, and he was bleeding from multiple points, several daggers sticking out of his chest. Around him were three people, each registering as about level three hundred and eighty or so, depending on the individual, and they were armed with truncheons and daggers. They'd also been struck in return, with one woman's arm at an angle which guaranteed it'd been broken.

On the ground under the gazebo was a small Level 629 City Human woman in black, who was bleeding from a wound on her back. Standing over her was Level 401 Dawn Shadowborn woman with pale skin, black eyes and hair, and wisps of smoke-like energy rising off her. The woman had a truncheon at her side, but was wearing large gauntlets which looked similar to those of Veeranna's bodyguard.

Yet most of Talyn's attention was fixed on Veeranna. It looked like a storm had torn through the garden in a cone behind the kitsune's limp body, and blood and bone was scattered across the area. Blood pooled beneath her body, which had a palm-sized hole through the middle of her chest. The look of resignation on her face was horrifying, and her eyes were staring at the gazebo above blankly, her hands and sleek, fuzzy tails limp.

All sense of horror or rage vanished from Talyn's mind. Her only goal was figuring out how to fix the situation. Her relative weakness didn't matter, and⁠—

A thunderclap rocked the garden. No, not a thunderclap, a single note from Edimar's throat rang out, sending a visible shockwave through the rain above, yet it somehow didn't do more than cause the flower petals to rustle. Two of the people attacking the bodyguard reeled and collapsed with glassy eyes, blood pouring from their ears. The third lost all four limbs in a red blur, and a staccato of whip-cracks came the next moment, even as Sifari appeared on the other side of her victim.

"What the hell—" the shadowborn had begun asking, but she was far too slow compared to those who'd accompanied Talyn. Just like Talyn was.

Maerna seemed to teleport next to her, the valkyrie's hammer in one hand, her other hand outstretched as she simply grabbed the woman's face. The shadowborn punched her, the attack fast enough Talyn wouldn't have been able to dodge. The gauntlets hit Maerna's armor and stopped. A shimmer of blue rippled across the armor's surface, but there wasn't even the sound of an impact. Not as Maerna spoke a short, sharp incantation, followed by a single, flat word. "Confess."

Essence magic speared into the woman, who screamed, writhing. Talyn didn't wait for her, rushing toward Veeranna and the other injured woman. She wasn't as fast as Dallavine was, the blonde already kneeling by the kitsune's side. Talyn saw Melody rushing for the orc, but focused on casting her short-range teleportation spell. It yanked her over to Veeranna, and a tiny part of her mind noted how imperfect her spell was, compared to the simplistic perfection of Eldri's. It didn't matter, though. She couldn't afford to let herself focus on that.

"Can you heal her?" Dallavine begged as Talyn knelt next to her, dropping her shield and sword. Tears were streaking down Dallavine's face. "You have healing magic, don't you?"

Talyn had already been trying to decide as she raced over, but looking at the ruin which was Veeranna's chest, she settled on a simple truth. She couldn't, at least not quickly enough. Not if she used her normal methods, as regenerating limbs or the like would take too long. Other options flitted through her mind, including asking Maerna for her help, but Talyn discarded it the next moment, as she already had a solution. It just wasn't one she wanted to get into the habit of.

"Yes. Through extreme measures," Talyn said, her words clipped, and she produced what she needed from her spatial bracelet.

The ultramarine trumpet seed appeared with a palpable wave of life-giving magic. The flowers nearby perked up, and the attention of several people turned to Talyn. She was vaguely aware of Danielle keeping watch over her, while Emma was near her parents and Melody.

"S-screw you…" the shadowborn gasped, surprising Talyn somewhat.

"She isn't level four hundred. She's almost level six hundred, has the chameleon assassin class, and the dissociative mind ability," Reya interjected, stepping closer, her gaze fixed on the woman. "She also possesses a death curse. If she's forced to speak anything she promised to keep secret, she'll die."

Talyn barely paid attention as she focused on what she was doing, vaguely noticing Eldri approaching, while Jewel stepped up next to Maerna, saying something… but Talyn didn't much care as she focused her mind on her magic, settling into the lessons she'd learned over the past months.

She split the spell into three parts, using Void Magic, Essence Savant, and Creation Control, respectively. The threads of magic spun out from her fingers in the most intricate web she'd ever attempted, causing Talyn to hyper-focus on what she was doing and nothing more, her lips whispering the incantation unconsciously.

The framework settled over Veeranna's chest, and ephemeral flesh, blood, bone, and everything else necessary to continue living appeared in the hole, tugging torn bits into place to make it almost seem right. In response to Talyn's will, the ephemeral heart twitched, then beat, pumping a surge of all-too-real blood through her arteries until Veeranna's body took over for her, allowing Talyn to simply maintain the effect, though calling it simple was minimizing the effort involved.

Essence Savant had both the easiest and most difficult job, as the array of magic surrounded the seed and began drawing the incredibly potent life magic from it. Controlling the magic was difficult due to its sheer strength, but the seed's lack of will made it possible, and Talyn wasn't trying to extract it all at once. A stream of life-giving energy was drawn from it, and directed into the last, most complicated section of Talyn's work.

That was Creation Control, and it had the simple, yet difficult task of actually healing Veeranna. At least she had the framework of illusionary flesh to work off of, but that didn't mean it was easy to follow. The more Talyn knew about the injuries and how to fix them, the easier it was, but that only helped to a degree. The potency of a Level 388 Four-Tailed Sky Kitsune meant that it was difficult for her magic to affect them to begin with, and only the seed's magic gave her a chance of success.

Muscle and sinew twitched, then began growing into the gap, and sweat beaded on Talyn's forehead as she forced herself deeper into her trance.

She was going to heal Veeranna. She would not let her die, not like this.


CHAPTER 48
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Rosalie watched the group who'd shown up at the proverbial last moment, saving her life, in shock. Though based on their actions, they were far more concerned about Veeranna than they were with her. Which was to be expected when she could see a Level 173 Succubus Paragon Voidweaver kneeling next to the kitsune, casting a ridiculously complex healing spell for her level. One she shouldn't be able to pull off, if it weren't for the seed she was holding. A seed which was also saving Rosalie's life.

The aura of magic emanated across the entire gazebo, and her body had latched onto it desperately, slowing the numbing sensation which had been spreading outward, and even reversing it in some areas. She still could barely move, barely breathe, but that was better than suffocating helplessly. Yet nothing was as terrifying as the being which had glanced down at her once, then ignored her like Rosalie would some refuse on the street.

Even restrained, the Level 997 Void Dragon had an aura like nothing Rosalie had ever heard of or experienced. She was also gorgeous beyond words, and was clothed in an exotic outfit like nothing Rosalie had seen in this part of the world. But she was relieved the disdain in those amethyst eyes hadn't been focused on her. Instead, the woman had almost seemed smug regarding something.

As the interrogation of Tillah proceeded, the traitor was crumbling before the dark elf with the Pristine Jewel class, the rapidly-healing orc bodyguard lurched to his feet, staggering toward Veeranna momentarily before the Level 594 Plains Human Thundervoice intercepted him. The Level 173 Celestial Guardian Spirit <veiled> turned her attention from him to Rosalie and approached.

"Still alive, I see. Are you going to fight us if I help you?" the woman asked, her tone perfectly neutral.

"No…" Rosalie croaked, barely managing to speak. "Poison. P-paralys-sis…"

"Ah. Not much I can do about poison, unfortunately. I can at least remove the blade, but given where it struck you, you'll bleed out before I can stop it," the dark-skinned woman said, frowning as she touched Rosalie's back, making her almost glad she was currently numb. "Perhaps Maerna or Sifari could?"

Both names rang a bell, and Rosalie's gaze shifted between the red-clad elf and the shorter woman who was still restraining Tillah. The former reacted.

"I'm able to keep her blood in her veins. What poison?" the woman known as Crimson Rain asked sharply, blurring over to them.

When the celestial looked at Rosalie, she forced a word past her half-numb lips. "V-venture's… b-b…"

"Ah, of course. I can't cleanse what's already affected her, but I can remove it, after you remove the blade. Anticite, if I'm not mistaken. Someone wanted her dead," Crimson Rain said. Her voice was perfectly detached as well.

"I'll have to ask about that later. Ready?" the celestial asked.

Rosalie whimpered and braced herself as best she could. Then she felt something prod the injury.

She was very grateful she was numbed as the blade was torn from her body.
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Eldri watched Talyn work while simultaneously keeping tabs on the rest of the bumbling efforts by the locals to deal with their problems. She wasn't just smug about successfully finagling a date with Talyn. She was smug because her bodyguard had already dealt with a major instigator of the situation which no one else even seemed to be aware of. One who'd be able to corroborate as to the true mastermind, though the naga was likely going to pretend she wasn't aware of the truth.

The woman Talyn's Jewel was interrogating was, but Eldri doubted they'd be able to get past her mental barriers without killing the shadowborn. Her attempt to seduce her into giving the information was clever, but it wasn't quite enough, and if she died, the mastermind would likely flee.

Which was something Eldri just couldn't have. So she mentally reached out and ever-so-carefully introduced fracture lines in the enchantments of every escape method the mastermind possessed, taking care to mimic the methods which had been worked into some other items he possessed. She wasn't helping anyone when she did that, which allowed her to skirt the rules. Now, if she were actively helping Talyn? That would be an entirely different matter.

And oh, how she wanted to help Talyn. Her spellwork was shoddy due to her insufficient magic quality and lack of experience. She must be half-blind, based on how several threads were waggling about like the tail of a feline animus. While she was successfully tapping the magic of the seed, she was doing so in an incredibly inefficient way, enough to make Eldri bristle in annoyance.

Yet it worked. Despite the inefficiencies, the terrible spell structure, and everything else she was doing wrong, Talyn's magic worked. She was pulling off something which Eldri estimated the average level three hundred healer wouldn't be able to, and that? That made Eldri swell with pride at Talyn's skill.

Of course, then the kitsune woke and almost ruined her work, but she couldn't have everything.

She did bristle at the smile the kitsune gave Talyn, though. And vowed that she wouldn't ruin her Scale Polisher's work. She absolutely wouldn't, no matter how tempting it might be.

[image: ]


Talyn's heart skipped a beat when Veeranna stirred, moaned, and tried to sit up, the still-visible internal organs swelling and contracting in response. The movement caused her void spell to ripple, almost disrupting it, which would end terribly.

"Don't move!" Dallavine exclaimed, pressing down on the kitsune's shoulders firmly. "Talyn hasn't finished healing you!"

Veeranna blinked, her irises expanding and contracting briefly, before focusing first on Talyn, then on Dallavine. One bit, Talyn now realized it was a lung, twitched as she suppressed her urge to cough, and the kitsune's hair and eyes shimmered and shifted colors. Her eyes turned green and her hair a deep red, and the gorgeous woman gave Talyn a small smile fit to stop hearts. Fortunately for Talyn, she had abilities and experience dealing with similar smiles, or she might've lost her healing spell.

"Please don't smile. Or move. I'm barely holding on as it is," Talyn whispered, her mind straining under the three separate processes trying to slip free of her grasp. It was hard enough without distractions, and there were plenty of those, like Melody working on the other woman laying nearby.

Fortunately, her comment drew some notice, and Maerna spoke, her voice betraying a hint of guilt.

"Allow me to help. While I can't regenerate her as well as you, I can at least ease your work," the human said, and rapidly cast a spell.

A weave of complex essence magic extended from Maerna over Veeranna, and the pressure on Talyn's mind was abruptly reduced as some of the healing accelerated. Essence magic was less useful for the type of regeneration she was doing, but the sheer power and skill behind Maerna's casual spell made an enormous difference, causing large sections of Veeranna's body to rapidly reform before Talyn's eyes. It didn't finish the job, but it helped immensely, somehow following the framework Talyn had set up.

Veeranna's labored breathing grew easier, and after a moment she managed to speak. "Good… I think I had something in my lungs before."

"Likely blood. Your heart was missing. There was a hole in your chest!" Dallavine hissed, tears still trickling down her face. "What happened?"

"Mm. Rosalie accused me of assassinating her assistant, and after I denied it, her bodyguard, the one over there, stabbed her in the back, then attacked me. I do believe I was framed," Veeranna said breathily, blinking slowly as her gaze shifted to Talyn. "I assure you, I wasn't responsible for Kiera's death."

Talyn was relieved the woman speaking wasn't enough to break her illusion at this point, and she managed a tiny smile as she focused on the last section of healing. She doubted Veeranna would fully recover with it, but it should allow her to finish healing naturally.

"Wouldn't expect you to. You aren't that type. Probably. I mean, you probably could fool me if you wanted to," Talyn said, each sentence clipped as the last layers of flesh formed, along with smooth, pale skin atop it. At which point Talyn blushed, as it revealed rather more of Veeranna's skin than she normally showed, even if it wasn't quite indecent. "There, done. I don't think the effect is perfect, so you'll likely need a better healer or time to recover, but it's better than the alternative."

Veeranna sat up, and her laughter turned to a minor coughing fit, which led to her spitting out something distinctly red, and Talyn winced. That was… well. Some things were better forgotten. Like the fact that Veeranna had been laying in a pool of her own blood, which meant she was a mess. Something Talyn was trying to ignore.

"Not being dead is certainly better than the alternative, and you have my deepest gratitude for your aid," Veeranna said softly, giving another small smile.

She murmured a short incantation, her fingers dancing through the air as she drew a small magical circle which glowed blue. A wave of light washed over her, and the blood and viscera soiling her body was expelled over the course of a couple of seconds, followed by her fur and hair smoothing as if they'd been properly combed and styled. With that done, she turned and gave a deep curtsy before Eldri, barely shaking before the dragon's imperious presence.

"I dare assume I stand before the Void Guardian of the dungeon's ninety-ninth floor, and greet Her Eminence. My apologies for the state in which you found me, and I thank you for your aid," Veeranna said respectfully, her head bowed. "May I guess that your presence is responsible for Talyn's timely arrival?"

Talyn's eyebrows rose ever-so-slightly as Eldri's expression shifted, looking slightly taken aback by the kitsune. She hid it quickly, but Talyn doubted anyone with an ability which allowed them to sense emotions missed it. Sense Motives certainly hadn't.

"You are honored with my presence, yes. Be thankful to my Scale Polisher, for she paid the price of my most generous of offers to arrive quickly. Pay thy respects," Eldri said haughtily, her chin rising as she looked down at Veeranna. Talyn resisted the urge to smile, though it wasn't hard under the circumstances.

Talyn turned her attention to the others, since she'd been ignoring everything in the area before that. It looked like the attackers had all been stabilized, even the woman who'd lost her limbs. The bodyguard—Calthor, that was his name—was in much better shape than before, though his clothing was still shredded from previous attacks, and his face was filled with relief as he stared at Veeranna, leaning against a pillar as his shoulders shook. Talyn felt a little bad that she hadn't considered his feelings before this. Despite that, she really couldn't spend time focusing on him. Not when Maerna and Jewel were trying to interrogate the other woman, who appeared to be a Level 598 Dawn Shadowborn. Jewel was staring into her eyes, stroking the side of her face as she murmured something, and the weight of her presence and her mesmerizing gold eyes caused Talyn's knees to almost give out.

Then there was the woman in black clothing, who was just beginning to stand, swaying as she did so. The petite woman had brown hair, large, light-brown eyes, and a beautiful face, though it was currently mussed and her face showed shock and regret as she swayed back and forth. While she didn't trust the woman, the presence of Sifari near her reassured Talyn. Melody had done a basic healing job, nothing close to what Talyn had been forced to do, but it was enough. Her gaze was drawn to the blade in Melody's hand, though, which looked like it'd come from a stiletto and had a faint greenish hue.

"My thanks for your assistance. I didn't expect a betrayal by my own guards," the woman said, bowing her head slightly, but she nearly toppled in the process. Talyn reflexively caught her, causing the woman to flush. "Thank you. The poison is still numbing large parts of my body."

"It's alright," Talyn assured her, helping the woman straighten again. "What happened here, anyway? And who are you?"

"Rosalie Glass, of one of the associate branches of the Entertainer's Guild," the woman said, drawing a breath. "As to that, it seems a third party was attempting to manipulate me into causing chaos. An attempt which succeeded. As I believed Guildmaster Quatern was behind the death of my assistant, I took similar measures at the urging of one of my close associates. Something which played into their hands, it appears. I'll confess the full measure of what I've done at a later point. However, when I confronted Veeranna, she was in the process of convincing me of the truth when the guards Loen provided attempted to kill both of us, using poison and an anticite blade on me, and mimicking one of my known attacks against her. Tillah, that one, also said something about Loen already being dead, and that her father would be publicly grieving for me."

"What is anticite, anyway?" Melody interjected, holding up the blade in question. "I don't remember anything about it."

"An incredibly rare alloy made from even rarer ores. It's generally banned, due to being deadly to many people," Sifari said, examining the weapon with a look of wary distaste. "The common name for it is mage bane. It reacts to active magic use by disrupting the magic and searing anything it's in contact with, usually inflicting pain as well. There are different grades of it, from what I've heard, and this one appears to be of the stronger types."

While she was explaining, Jewel had been paying attention, and she spoke to the shadowborn softly, almost kindly.

"Is Miss Glass right, my dear? Did you tell her that?" the dark elf crooned, her tone coaxing.

Tillah's teeth ground together for a moment, before she snickered, then began cackling, almost like her mind had snapped. Then she began to speak, no, rant.

"Yes, I did! It was so funny, watching her dance on his strings like a little puppet, doing everything he wanted with the slightest of nudges! She didn't even realize when he sabotaged all her equipment so I'd be able to bypass all her defenses!" the woman crowed, a sadistic smile on her face. "Oh, and the expression on her face when I told her, it was so delightful! That shock, that despair… it'll never get old to see. I'm sure Father will love it when I share it with him as well!"

"Oh? And where is your father?" Jewel asked.

The woman let out another maniacal giggle before speaking. "Where he always is! In the Enchanters guild, watching his⁠—"

The woman cut off, her eyes bulging in her head, then rolled back as blood trickled down her cheeks and her body went limp in Maerna's grasp. Talyn couldn't see her level or species anymore, which told her everything she needed to know about what had happened, and she grimaced.

"Well. That tells us what we need to know," Maerna said, frowning. "Based on what we just heard, I'm assuming Loen Kars, or someone replacing him, was her father."

"It seems… unfortunately likely," Rosalie said, swaying again as her expression turned ill. "If he sabotaged my equipment… I'm not sure how long Loen may have been dead for. I don't think he touched my gear recently… maybe before we came to Castra?"

"I—" Edimar began, but cut off as a figure appeared in the doorway. Or rather, two figures, one of them carrying the other, and almost everyone stared at Mori.

"Kiera?" Rosalie gasped, almost falling over again. This time Melody caught her.

Mori looked pristine, without a hair out of place. She was wearing her white and red dress again, and was carrying another woman. The woman she was carrying was a naga, and if it were any other species, Talyn would say the woman was hogtied, which shouldn't have worked with a serpentine lower body, but Mori had done so via a lattice of interlocking rope loops, with the majority of the woman's lower body extending over her shoulder. It looked incredibly uncomfortable, and it was a wonder the woman's spine hadn't snapped.

"It's quite fortunate you moved to this part of the city. It reduced the distance I had to carry this. As you can see, she isn't quite as dead as reports claimed. Based on the brief confession I drew from her, she faked her death in exchange for a large payment, and kept strange company," Mori said, walking forward quickly, then set down her victim with surprising gentleness.

"Please… please, I had no idea one of them was a shade! I was just offered a good position and wealth if I went along with their demands!" the naga said desperately, squirming in her bonds as her gaze flicked back and forth. "You have to believe me, I didn't know!"

Talyn's eyes widened as alarm ripped through her, along with understanding as the pieces fell into place, and her gaze snapped to Mori. A tiny part of her believed the naga, but she didn't really care at the moment, not as Maerna spun.

"A shade?" Rosalie demanded, her face as pale as a sheet.

"One of them was a shade?" Talyn asked. Mori tilted her head, but nodded.

"Yes, I brought its head, since it was a skinstealer shade. I assume that's important in some way? I haven't encountered shades before, and didn't know it might be more significant until she began protesting she didn't know. Which I believe is a lie," the elf said, and it was all Talyn could do to keep from pinching the bridge of her nose.

"It most certainly is," Jewel agreed.

Talyn did pinch the bridge of her nose. It just figured that somehow they'd neglected to tell Mori about one of the most deadly, malevolent species in existence. But Mori was also quick to learn, so she was sure they could fix it in short order.

"There was a shade involved, of course. This reeks of one of their plots, now that I know," Maerna hissed, turning to the naga with narrowed eyes. She produced her hammer again, asking, "Who did you bargain with?"

"Loen! He's always been kind to me, even when I was overworked! He said he'd get me out from under Rosalie and give me a lot of money if I faked my death, which would push her to act against the Guildmaster rather than constantly delaying," Kiera said, almost curling in on herself as everyone stared at her, but her gaze was fixed on Eldri rather than Maerna, and she reeked of fear to Talyn's senses. "I-I'm not lying! I… I thought it was a little too extreme, but he was offering me such a large amount that I couldn't say no! I only found out about the shade after my faked death, and I went along to avoid being killed!"

The part about money might be true, but Talyn didn't think the naga had thought the situation was too extreme. She'd likely just been greedy, which was bad enough to make Talyn deeply unhappy. Not as unhappy as the presence of a shade in the city would make her, though.

"Oh no… you can't… gods…" Rosalie was swaying, even with the support of Melody. She looked like she was on the verge of passing out. "How could you do this to me?"

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean for this to happen! I just thought⁠—"

"We don't have time for this," Talyn interrupted, shaking herself free of the distraction. It only took a few moments for her to come to a decision on what to do, and she turned to Maerna. "I assume we need to deal with the shade first?"

"Yes. Though I also have a request for the Void Guardian," the woman said, her expression grim.

"You cannot afford to convince me to intervene in this chaos," Eldri said without hesitation, examining her nails in apparent disinterest. "It would take too much power and effort to do so unless I killed everyone fighting at once. The dungeon's edicts make it too expensive."

Talyn noticed the faint irritation in Eldri's voice directed toward the dungeon, but didn't call it out. Instead she frowned, considering a few options which she discarded just as quickly. Blanketing the city in Eldri's presence would likely kill the majority of the population, if Talyn's experiences were any guide, and most of her abilities were less… precise than Talyn would prefer. Which wasn't to say she couldn't do it, just that the more she had to do, the more difficult it would be to pay for.

Talyn flinched as the air popped next to her, and Zephyr appeared from nowhere, grinning widely.

"Ooh, I can help, I can help! I even know how to do it without killing anyone low-level, since it's so simple and doesn't require me to directly touch them!" the sylph said, ignoring the existence of Maerna and the others as they froze in place. She had eyes only for Talyn. "I'll do it for the same price as Eldri!"

Talyn's eyebrows rose, but she bit back her immediate response. She needed to know how Zephyr was going to incapacitate people first.

"What method would you use?" Talyn asked.

"Suffocation," Zephyr said instantly, and giggled.

"What?!" Danielle protested, her eyes going huge. "That could kill people!"

The sylph spun in place, a tiny whirlwind surrounding her as she laughed again.

"Ah, but that's where you're wrong!" Zephyr said happily. "It's like Eldri suggested earlier! See, if I just cut off air, or blocked the flow? Yes, it'd be bad. But instead I just block the parts of air which people need, so as far as they're concerned they can breathe just fine. Then, once they lose consciousness, I stop. They'll wake up in a little while. Oh, sure, it could cause problems if they fall over badly, but if I'm only after the people setting things on fire, do we really care? I could always implode their eardrums instead."

"Please don't!" Talyn said quickly, blanching at that option. "That's a little much."

"Also, if you take her offer, I require that my date be first. I requested it first, it's only fair," Eldri said icily.

"Spoilsport," Zephyr said, pouting at her.

Talyn sighed and rubbed her forehead. She glanced at Maerna curiously. "Your thoughts?"

"It's the best option I'm aware of at the moment. If the storm and how it arrived didn't convince rioters to cease, some damage is acceptable. I also will do my best to compensate you if you do this, Talyn, though I'm not entirely sure how to compensate for a date," Maerna said, sounding slightly flustered by the price. "My only request is that the agents of the country and city be left alone if possible, as they can’t take violators into custody while they're unconscious."

Rosalie had frozen in place, her lips moving soundlessly as she looked between Talyn and the two Guardians. She shuddered, looking at Veeranna with a slightly wild gaze. The kitsune shrugged.

"Oh, that'd be easy. I already know where everyone in the city is, whether they're being stupid or not, and all of that," Zephyr said with a careless wave, grinning broadly as she spun back to Talyn, her legs crossing as a cloud formed below her. "What do you think?"

Talyn thought for a moment, then nodded, drawing a deep breath, then continued. "Agreed, with three provisions. First, what Maerna said. Second, Eldri's request is fair. I don't want any of you fighting over it. And last, gods help me, please let the Duke and Inquisitor Koth know what you're doing before you do it. Agreed?"

Zephyr's grin was mildly terrifying, but her response reassured Talyn. A little.

"Of course, let's do this!" the Air Guardian exclaimed, and clapped her hands.

An invisible torrent of countless threads of magic shot outward from Zephyr, and… nothing changed.

Talyn frowned, unsure whether she should be pleased or worried.


CHAPTER 49
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Koth's magic sank seventeen rioters into the ground up to their thighs, then solidified the stone, imbuing enough magic into it that other earth users would have difficulty changing it for a while. He would've sunk them deeper, but the raging torrent from the skies was potent enough that he didn't want to risk them drowning by accident. Not that there were good odds of that, but stranger things had happened.

He was fairly certain the group he'd disabled were members of the Merchant's Guild, based on the badges they had, but Koth didn't much care at the moment. Anyone using violence wasn't going to receive sympathy from him. Those who fought back would receive violence in kind. Most of the people who'd been fighting had given up after the horrifying display in the sky not long ago, but not everyone.

"Disabled!" Koth called out, and tapped a ring as he added. "Seventeen immobilized on Abbot Street."

He didn't wait for the district guard's response. Down the street, Tevan had engaged an excessively violent group. Based on the blood on the therian's clothing, the group hadn't chosen to back down.

Koth was about to move on when a voice spoke in his ear, causing him to stiffen despite how pleasant it was.

"You must be Agent Koth! Eldri warned you already, so I won't do it again. I'm the Air Guardian, and you saw me having a bit of fun in the sky a few minutes ago. Talyn asked me to tell you that I'd be knocking out everyone in the city who's fighting and not part of the city or country guards. Though if they're being bad guys, I'm going to knock them out anyway. I'm also telling the Duke, so get ready to arrest a bunch of people!" the woman said with unnerving enthusiasm.

"Ah, shadespawn. The succubus did it again!" Koth cursed under his breath. He touched the ring, about to say something, but the voice responded. The contents made his stomach feel like it would implode from stress.

"No, no, the shadespawn was the one who tried to kill the kitsune guildmistress! The shades are the ones who're—wait, you don't know that yet, never mind! Don't worry, Talyn will deal with it!" the voice said.

"Warning, a Guardian is involved! All rioters will be knocked unconscious shortly," Koth exclaimed, his report almost automatic as he reeled internally, sick to his stomach.

A shade being in Castra was very close to a worst-case scenario, and how he wished Talyn wasn't involved.

At least the Guardians appeared to know he wasn't responsible for her involvement.
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Loen looked out over the city, regret rippling through him as the rain came down, smothering the flames. His hands were clasped behind his back as he watched, disappointed that the rival guild hadn't managed to fully topple the Enchanters Guild headquarters. Or that so much of the city was intact, for that matter. But after the heavenly display above, well… there wasn't much chance of leaving the city in ruins the way he'd been hoping.

The link to his daughter had broken not long ago, in a way which indicated someone had forced information from her. That was the only reason his true personality was finally beginning to surface. When playing a role, Loen immersed himself so deeply that even most truthtelling magic wouldn't identify his lies. He'd could still carry out his plans, but they'd be hidden so deep that few could detect them.

It was disappointing, having to abandon his job halfway. It was even more irritating to have lost Tillah, as his daughter had been an excellent pawn for dealing with issues too difficult to do personally, but that was the nature of plots like this. Loen couldn't win all of them, and knowing when to cut his losses was the reason he'd survived as long as he had.

"Truly a shame. But I do what I must," he murmured, turning back to his room.

He entered, looking over the furnishings as he considered what he could get away with taking without it being noticed. The answer was, enough to make him happier, but not as much as he'd like. He carefully stored the things he considered appropriate without touching them. If he was going to make a proper exit, he needed to ensure it was done right.

With a thought, he pulled the corpse of the true Loen Kars from a storage amulet he'd built specifically for the purpose. The body was perfectly preserved from his time of death, and the man's face still showed his shock from the moment he'd died, believing one of his closest assistants had betrayed him. He hadn't known what happened even as he died, a fact Loen—no, Rakas, knew for certain. He'd taken the man's memories from his preserved brain to build his false identity.

"Let's get your expression and body in proper order, shall we…?" Rakas murmured, using Fleshwarping to expertly tweak muscles, shifting the body's expression in minute ways which would seem perfectly natural to almost all magic. He had items which would erase the remnant traces of his magic, and the amulet had ensured the body seemed like it'd been breathing up until moments before.

With a flourish, Rakas produced one of Rosalie's spare daggers, this one coated in a virulent poison he'd procured while in her guise before coming here. A poison controlled by the neighboring nation of the region, just to add potential chaos.

He shifted his arm into a perfect copy of Rosalie's, stepping behind the body, whose heart was now beating under his magic's control, and very precisely thrust it into the body's heart, then made it stagger and fall properly.

Retrieving the dagger, Rakas took a quick step back, activating another item to take him an inch above the carpets as he drifted to the balcony and carefully flung the dagger in a direction he was certain would lead to it being found eventually, and was within the bounds of what Rosalie could manage.

"Almost done. Clean up my magic… and add a psychic imprint of Rosalie's anger after Kiera's death. That should help muddy the waters nicely," Rakas murmured, activating each of the items in question. He was quite pleased to use the apparent assassination of Kiera for multiple purposes, and harvesting Rosalie's rage had been perfect.

It only took a few moments before he had a perfect crime scene. Pre-prepared items cleansed every trace of Rakas from the rooms, ensuring there was nothing to lead directly back to him.

"There we are. Time for an exit," the shade said, producing his teleportation stone at last as he drifted onto the balcony. "I'll have to find another city to destroy. For now… farewell, Castra."

He willed the stone to life, and the carefully-engraved essence stone flared with blue light, its mythril-inlaid runes shining… then it cracked. Rakas' smile turned brittle as the stone disintegrated before his eyes.

"I'll demand compensation from Utirin the next I see him. I wanted quality materials! No matter, a man always has a backup," Rakas said, pulling out a second teleportation stone and activating it.

It shattered as well, and his face paled.

"No. This isn't possible. I made these myself, I know they work!" he exclaimed, drawing a talisman which would teleport him to the edge of the city, only for it to burn to ashes in his hands.

His confidence vanished as one after another, every escape item failed.
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"We have to intercept him before he flees," Maerna said, her expression hard as she flicked her fingers. "I've ordered my einherjar to go that way, but there's no telling whether they'll be swift enough."

"I had a teleportation talisman, though I'm unsure if it will activate, given what was done to my other items," Rosalie said, gesturing to her waist weakly.

"A primitive but effective trap," Eldri interjected with a sniff. "It would transport you into an extradimensional sphere filled with poisonous water."

"Of course it would," Talyn said, her thoughts racing. She sighed, turning to the void dragon. She carefully schooled her expression into a hopeful one, widening her eyes, lowering her tail, and clasping her hands together. "Would you help, Eldri? Please, I don't think we can manage without your expertise."

Talyn was fairly certain time froze for the following instant, based on the way everyone stopped what they were doing to stare at her in astonishment, horror, or sheer confusion. Eldri looked down at her, the faintest hint of color in her cheeks.

She cleared her throat, which was obviously unnecessary, and spoke arrogantly. "Scale Polisher, that is an extension of our prior deal, which⁠—"

"I'll do it! Let me!" Zephyr interjected excitedly. "I can turn you into wind and get you there in seconds!"

Talyn didn't see what happened between eye blinks. Between one instant and the next, Zephyr had shifted positions, and her cloud had been cut cleanly into five vertical slices. As had the clouds above, with five gashes cleaved through the cloud layer, revealing the afternoon sky above the storm. They looked like they came from claws to Talyn, sending a chill down her spine. At least it hadn't hit any buildings. That she could see.

Edimar and Sifari both paled, and Edimar shifted so he was in front of Emma, for all the good that would do him if the two decided to fight. Talyn had seen what'd happened to Eldri's lair previously, and based on the speed she'd seen? They hadn't even been playing around at the time.

"I hadn't finished, you airheaded gnat!" Eldri snarled venomously, scowling at Zephyr before turning back to Talyn. Her expression shifted to haughty indulgence which Talyn doubted would fool anyone, particularly not with Zephyr giggling to herself. "As I was saying, it's an extension of our prior deal, but as a date is worth more than a single teleportation across this quaint city, I will grant you two additional teleportations of yourselves and any parties you wish to include, all of which must be completed before sundown."

Relief washed over Talyn, and she turned to the others, speaking quickly. "Anyone who wants to ruin the day of the shade, come over here. I don't really want to go, personally, but she said it includes me."

"We're guarding Emma. Where she goes, we do," Sifari said instantly, her expression hardening.

Emma responded by stepping forward, looking almost guilty as she admitted. "I won't be much help, but if they're going to be with me, we need all the help we can get. That last shade was nasty."

"Em!" Edimar protested in frustration, even as he followed along with Sifari.

Danielle didn't justify her approach. She just stopped next to Talyn, with her flute drawn and ready. Talyn didn't think she could do much, but they hadn't really been involved in the fighting so far. Which was probably for the best.

Maerna was already by Talyn's side, and Melody arched an eyebrow at Rosalie.

"I'd like to go. I want to see for myself, with my own eyes," the human said.

"Very well," the goddess said, smiling and stepping toward Talyn alongside Reya.

"I'll stay and guard Veeranna from further attacks," Jewel said, inclining her head to Mori as she added. "That, and ensuring your captive doesn't squirm free. You've improved your ropework, Mori."

Mori glared at her, prompting Talyn to look between the two in confusion, but she refrained from asking. Mori just stepped up to Talyn, her appearance prim and perfect.

"Please ensure she doesn't perish as well. Her limbs aren't required for that," Mori said, her tone so mild it sent a shiver down Talyn's spine.

Veeranna bowed, speaking softly. "Thank you for your assistance. I owe you more than my life, Talyn. Please be safe."

"I will," Talyn agreed, blushing at the kitsune.

"Done? Good. You'll need to move swiftly," Eldri said, flicking a finger.

Then they were elsewhere.
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"You didn't go with them," the Air Guardian, Zephyr, said. Her tone was surprisingly relaxed as she spoke. "I thought you'd be hovering over Talyn like she was made of paper."

The spot where those who'd rescued Veeranna had been was now empty, as though they'd never been there, but the presence of the Guardians was enough to keep Veeranna on her best behavior, even if she'd love nothing more than to go into her house and have a calming tea. She'd just died, in all essence, but Talyn had brought her back from the brink. It was nerve-wracking, but not as much as the presence of two beings whose mere auras could crush her like an insect.

The Void Guardian sniffed and waved dismissively. "They outnumber the shade and one of them is higher level, they'll be fine. Besides, I can watch over my Scale Polisher from here, and perhaps she'll be able to acquire some credit for the destruction of the shade. It might assist her in leveling. She's far too fragile, even with more than a hundred and fifty levels."

"True. What would it be like to have to go through levels like that? It'd be so difficult… I don't think any of us would've survived if we had to start at level one," Zephyr mused. "Anyway, I'm still controlling the cloud's expansion. It's going to be a lot bigger than I expected when I gave it to her."

"Hmph. As if you had any forethought at all. You were searching for anything you could come up with to gift her at the time," Eldri scoffed, shaking her head. "I assume you got the location I picked out of the teleportation items?"

"I did! It took some doing, but I've brewed a really nasty storm which'll hit the area in… a while. I'm not entirely sure when," Zephyr said, her smile broadening. "It's barely worth noting, since I had to use ambient magic up here. I'm sure they'll hate it anyway! Do you think the location is in one of the civilized areas?"

Veeranna's blood chilled as Eldri shrugged, not appearing to care.

"No idea. I haven't been reading books on current geography," the Void Guardian said. "Now hush. I'm watching my Scale Polisher."

Veeranna decided now was an ideal time to get changed. Hopefully she'd avoid hearing any more secrets she really didn't want to know. She beckoned to Calthor, who looked about as haunted as it was possible to be. Dallavine, bless her heart, seemed to have known what Veeranna wanted and was already halfway to the door, though she was still trembling.

Jewel, though… she just seemed to take it in stride, smiling warmly as she followed. Veeranna reflected that she might be an excellent Guildmaster, if she so chose.


CHAPTER 50
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Talyn appeared in a scene which caused flashbacks to her previous life, even if the details were different.

The floating octahedron of the Enchanters Guild was tilting slightly, and part of the lower section was cracked and blackened. Even with the downpour, there were fires in the streets and several half-burned shops nearby, as well as several wrecked wagons and carriages. Her blood chilled as she saw an empty spot in the skyline, and where multiple buildings near it appeared to be gone.

But she didn't have time to worry about the flashbacks. Not when Eldri had to have put them in the street for a reason. And the dragon hadn't accompanied them, which was… worrying. The others were scattered in a rough arc, though all the low-level individuals, like Talyn, were near higher-level people.

The next moment she pulled a stench bomb from her bracelet, unwilling to be completely unarmed against someone over level six hundred, and she scanned the area for the shade.

Something prickled at her mind, and Talyn looked up. A figure was falling from the sky, half-cloaked by the rain, and her gaze almost slipped off the Level 639 Dragonblood Orc. She shook herself, and spoke just as he landed.

"Someone right there!" Talyn called out, pointing even as Mori seemed to teleport between her and the figure.

"You shouldn't have been able to see me. Are all of you planning to help stop this chaos?" the man said. He had black scales lining his bare arms and an enormous build. "If so, you're in the wrong place. I've dealt with what's⁠—"

"Doppelganger shade," Reya snapped, having been staring at the man for as long as he'd been speaking. "Thief of lives class, he⁠—"

The man blurred into motion, as did Maerna. Reya flinched back as Maerna intercepted the falchion aimed at her face, and she continued speaking rapidly. "—has abilities which let him mimic the abilities of up to four people he's consumed, increased when he's playing the role properly, and isn't aware he's been identified."

"Thank you, Reya," Maerna said, her eyes beginning to glow as she glared at the man. He jumped backward, marginally slower than he'd been a moment before. "Shade. You will not survive this."

The man snarled, his eyes narrowing at Reya. "Alvorn, of course. I should mimic you, if only for the⁠—"

Thunder ripped across the street as Edimar fully cut loose, the rain reduced to mist and blown away by the shockwave. Every raindrop within a hundred paces was repelled by the blast, which was nonetheless focused on the shade. Who took it, a barrier of blue light surrounding him. Sifari struck in the same breath, the woman flashing forward as her whip turned into a red blur, striking with incredible force as she danced, the eye of a red tornado which hammered the barrier.

The shade roared, beginning to glow with red energy, and he gripped his falchion as he lunged deeper into Sifari's tornado, the blade flashing as he parried her attacks, driving toward her swiftly, only for her to dodge.

Maerna wasn't one to be outdone, and she slammed the butt of her hammer into the ground, glowing energy spreading across her armor as she spoke. "Spirits of the fallen, I call thee, lend me Your strength to banish the darkness!"

Several pillars of light appeared in the city nearby, shooting upward before arcing over to envelop Maerna in an aura of light. The patterns across her armor expanded, and a pair of wings of white energy formed behind her, even as the armor began glowing. She shot forward the next instant, swinging with both hands.

The barrier shattered, and the shade fell back, snarling as one of the rings he'd been wearing, rings Talyn had ignored, shattered, but another barrier appeared immediately. His body warped, rippled, and reformed in a different shape, now an elderly Level 639 Arcane Human. He floated up several feet as blazing rock erupted from the ground, forcing Sifari and Edimar to hastily dodge spikes trying to skewer them. He snapped his fingers, an earring shattered, and a beam of light slammed into Maerna, throwing her back into a nearby building. No, through the building.

"Mori. If you—" Talyn began, but that was when Rosalie pulled herself to her full, modest height, and threw her own contribution into the mix. And Talyn was reminded of the time Veeranna had told her that most people below a certain level couldn't survive a night with her and keep their minds intact.

The petite woman blazed with an aura of attraction like nothing Talyn had dealt with since coming to Castra, one that insisted that everyone look at her with an overwhelming force. She glowed from within, like she was the sun itself, and nothing could outshine her. When she spoke, her voice was musical beyond compare, yet Talyn knew her abilities weren't focused on everyone else. They were focused purely on the shade.

"Shade, you will tell me what you did to Loen! You will tell me what you've planned! I demand it!" Rosalie exclaimed, her eyes glittering fearlessly in the magma's light.

The shade shuddered, his attention snapping away from Sifari and thus preventing him from trapping her with a trio of magma orbs. Edimar called lightning from the storm above, but it scattered off the barrier harmlessly.

"What I did? You want to know what I did? Fine, I'll tell you, foolish woman!" the shade replied, laughing uproariously as he dodged whip strikes, even as Maerna appeared on the other side of the building. "Loen was a perfect target! Impeccable manners, predictable, and with a lovely ability set, one which allowed me to create dozens of enchanted items! The only flaw was his relationship with you, but you were the perfect foil! Perfect to frame for everything I'd done, even his death!"

A spiderweb of cracks formed across the paving stones as Edimar shifted his voice downward, shattering craggy pillars which had been emerging in a peculiar pattern. Sifari cut her own wrist in a single smooth motion, and her blood swirled into the air, merging with her whip as it turned into a weapon of pure blood and accelerated further, sizzling and knocking aside a magma spike which had been absently thrown at her. Maerna conjured a massive hammer of light and essence which hurt to look at and slammed it down on the man. Another ring shattered with the bubble, but an amulet crumbled as well as he teleported a short distance to the left, avoiding the main attack even as another barrier activated.

"Mori? If you see an opening, take it," Talyn said at last, finding the ability to breathe again.

"Yes, Mistress," Mori said, her words overlapping with the shade's mocking monologue.

"You and Veeranna's conflict? My doing. I even had Kiera as a backup scapegoat. All the guilds being at each other's throats? I barely had to do anything, just add a spark to let them do it themselves!" he crowed, laughing as he clenched a fist, causing a massive sphere of magma to erupt from nowhere and attempt to envelop Maerna. She detonated it from within. "It took a nudge for Alvorn's family to overstep themselves, and it would've been exquisite to see them self-destruct, even if I tried to stay away from the succubus. And no, I'm not stupid enough to attack her, not with the creatures which claim her. You'll have to deal with me yourselves! But that family, so foolish. Too bad I ensured a few other families blame them for their ills. I wonder if they're still—oops, I missed! I wanted the head, not an arm."

Talyn hadn't even seen the sneaky orb of magma encased with black slag before it shot out of the wreckage of a pillar. Edimar seemed to have noticed, but not quickly enough. He'd barely managed to shift sideways before the projectile impacted against his right arm, and, well… it was magma. He let out an agonized grunt as part of his arm burned away, but dodged away from it, abandoning the severed limb. Talyn wanted to rush to heal him, but held herself back since she wouldn't do much good.

Maerna cast a spell, and several homing bolts of energy slammed into the barrier around the creature, cracking it again. The shade also started targeting Rosalie, who dodged with grace even as she started casting air spells.

Danielle, Emma, Melody, and Reya were now behind Talyn, all watching the devastation without blinking. Talyn stood firmly, but Danielle and Emma were pale-faced, or as much as they could be in Danielle's case. Talyn silently reached for their hands, giving them reassuring squeezes, even as she tried to hide her own trepidation.

The dark elf gripped her hand tightly, her whisper barely audible over the sounds of combat and the shade continuing to rant.

"I feel so useless."

"Yeah," Talyn agreed.

"I hate it," Emma murmured, squeezing Talyn's hand as well.

"We need to get stronger," Melody said, her tone calm as could be. "Without strength, we have no guarantee of peace."

"Yeah," Talyn murmured, drawing a deep breath, then nodded again. "We have to get stronger."

She didn't hear any arguments. Though she did notice something prickle at her Weaving Expertise, but couldn't tell what.
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Mori was watching the fight, analyzing everything. Her target was fast, moving much like the most powerful people in the city she'd known, the ones she now knew were floor bosses. He struck hard as well, but comparing his level to theirs, she found herself disappointed. He was lacking for that level, his power coming nowhere near the heights she knew were possible. Likely he'd spent too much time focusing on infiltration abilities, and not the power to back it up.

Even before he'd stated his intentions aloud, Mori had known the shade was unwilling to attack Talyn and her friends. It would've been simple as could be to conjure magma which would incinerate them before they could move, but none of the attacks had come close enough, even if the blasts had buffeted them a few times.

Similarly, she was studying what he was doing, determining his personality, and she'd come to her conclusions.

First, he was a slaughterer. Those were always difficult to be around, because they enjoyed killing everything, and you were only spared temporarily, if at all. He was also a peacock, given the ranting… but he was a smart one, using his boasting as a distraction. Manipulator was a given, considering his statements, but he was also an infiltrator. It was an interesting mix, none of which she liked, save for some peacocks. They usually considered their staff essential and ignorable, so rarely killed them out of hand.

All of which informed her decision to deliberately take a defensive stance. Gradually, bit by bit, the shade's wariness of her diminished. That wasn't enough, though. His shields only broke instantly when struck by Maerna, which meant Mori wouldn't stand a chance, even with the equipment she'd been given.

So she was waiting for his inevitable retreat. He was making it seem like he was going to fight to the end, but Mori knew better. She saw the subtle signs of him determining escape routes. She saw through the false route down a nearby alley he was laying to mislead Sifari. She thought she knew where he was going to bolt when the time came, and with her appearing to be on the defensive, he was likely confident she wouldn't be able to react in time.

Mori waited patiently, tracking the battle.

Edimar was contributing less now that he'd lost an arm. Only his level, and a potion he'd quaffed, likely kept him from dying of shock. Either way, he was now wary of any similar attacks, and there'd been a few.

Sifari was the one who'd been attacking the most of the three, her speed and reaction time greater than that of the higher-level shade. Her problem was that each individual strike didn't hit hard enough to stress the shade's shield, but she was losing blood to fuel her frenzy and fight above her level. The ability was impressive, and wasn't one she'd used during their sparring matches, but she could only go for so long before she'd falter.

Rosalie was… there, Mori supposed. Comparing her to Jewel was the most apt, but it felt like an unflattering comparison for Jewel. While Mori guessed the woman may have different strengths, her magic was barely worth the shade's attention, and her main contribution was being another target. An elusive target, admittedly, but otherwise ignorable.

Then there was Maerna Steelwall, the Valkyrie warmaster. Mori had known she was powerful when they'd met a few times over the last few months, but she hadn't realized how strong she truly was. The woman was also using a boosting ability which heightened her abilities markedly, extending the gap between her and the shade. The only problem was that her class was a command class, even if it included warrior and magic abilities, and it showed in her speed. If she connected, the shields simply shattered, but she had to hit first.

All in all, the group simply wasn't a good composition to face a magma mage with so many defensive charms, even if his spells were striking with the force of a mage fifty levels lower. Mori'd be a terrible match as well… if she fought on his terms.

Another ring broke with the shield, leaving only one on his hands. The shade snapped his fingers, launching magma spikes at each of his opponents from several angles… and made a mistake. It looked like he'd just jerked aside because a whip almost struck him before the shield appeared. Mori knew better. His movement meant he was just a hair too close to Maerna, and she brought her hammer around with all the force she could muster.

The shield shattered. A near-invisible blur shot out from his body, concealed from his attackers by careful positioning, and gore erupted from the body as the hammer hit it. Talyn's order activated All For My Mistress at full force, slowing the world around her, and Mori moved.

The blur vanished into the alley Mori had determined he'd use, with her only a couple of steps behind, cloaked by shadows. Then the creature slammed into Mori's trap.

Thread appropriate for level six hundred and fifty was strong. It was tough. And Mori had woven a perfect spider's web across the middle of the alley, in the ideal location to conceal it.

The shade hit her web at full speed, and there was no chance of the surrounding buildings being able to hold him, but Mori hadn't intended them to. The needles anchoring the web in place came loose, leaving virtually no damage in their wake, and the web collapsed around the creature within, just as designed. Mori caught the trailing thread and pulled with all her strength.

An anguished shriek echoed down the alley as blood was left in the net's wake. The shade's momentum reversed and a gray-white, mostly featureless creature appeared in the net, the threads having already cut deep. A creature which was coming at Mori, likely preparing another escape route even as she moved.

"Wait, I can—" the creature began. Mori shrugged off the magic which attempted to claw at her mind, her short sword in hand.

The blade slipped between threads precisely. It struck the exact point Mori had intended, sliding into the gap at the base of his skull and angling upward. Piercing Strikes did its job, shredding everything in its path, but she wasn't done.

Releasing her sword as the shade continued flying past her, Mori spun in place, her skirt flaring as eight needles appeared in her hands, which she flung in the same movement. She caught sight of a rather unpleasant face, with a fanged, insect-like maw and overly large blue eyes. She guided her needles home, plunging into every weak point she'd picked out in his other form.

Then the order ran out, her task complete, and the world sped up. The body hit the ground simultaneously with the last parts of the shade's false one, the light in those eyes dying with its brain. Edimar, Rosalie, and Sifari were just beginning to turn toward her, shock and confusion on their faces. Maerna was less readable, but she cursed under her breath when she saw the contents of Mori's net.

Mori brushed off her dress, flicking away a few stray drops of blood, then curtsied to Talyn.

"I've dealt with the trash, Mistress," Mori said blandly, amusement bubbling up inside her as she added. "I should thank the others for weakening him enough to force him to flee into my trap."

"Where… how…" Rosalie said, her gaze shifting between the bloody corpse Maerna had created and the shade itself.

"Gods damn it. I hate shades," Edimar said, swaying as he grimaced. "Healing would be nice, though."

As Maerna's transformation bled off and she stabilized him, Talyn looked at Mori thankfully.

"Thank you, Mori. I don't know what I'd do without you," Talyn said softly. "If there's anything you'd like, please inform me."

"Of course, Mistress," Mori said, straightening her dress and moving to retrieve her weapons, smiling all the while.

She should thank the Void Guardian for the opportunity again. Talyn was a lovely mistress.


CHAPTER 51
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Castra calmed. It took longer than anyone would've hoped, but the conflicts came to an end, especially as the aftershocks of both Maerna's power and the magma had been readily apparent in adjacent districts. Few were willing to draw more attention, and the rain and mass unconsciousness of those who'd continued fighting or looting had chilled the rest.

The damage to the city was extensive. A tenth of the Knots had burned before the fires were brought under control, and even with the deluge, they'd continued to burn and consumed a little more of the district. While no other district took as much damage, the Arcane District was badly hit, with one of the mage towers toppled and the wall separating them from the Academae District breached. Beyond that, there were a significant number of dead. One of the few bright spots was that the temporary camp outside the city hadn't suffered any deaths due to a powerful priestess' intervention.

Yet those were hardly the only changes in the city.
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"…have both the thanks of Duke Castra and Her Majesty," Agent Koth said, his face pale with fatigue. "Mine as well, as it seems the situation would've been even worse if you hadn't intervened, and the shade probably would have gotten away with it."

"I didn't want the city to go up in flames, either," Talyn said, shrugging uncomfortably as she looked at Koth. She still didn't entirely trust the man, but he seemed to understand and kept his distance where he could.

"We did what we could, and it isn't like the price Talyn is paying is much of a hardship," Melody agreed, resting a hand on Talyn's leg. They'd gained more than Talyn was comfortable with during the conflict, ending at level one hundred and seventy-six, plus a number of improved abilities.

After a moment, Talyn decided to venture a question. "May I ask what else has been going on, with the guilds? I've heard there's a lot of damage, but not many details. Nothing confidential, obviously, but you've been in the city more."

"Ha!" Koth laughed, shaking his head. "You'd think, but no, I've been busy dealing with interrogations of the captives you took, as well as trying to trace the shade. But I've heard the basics regarding the major guilds, so I suppose I can tell you what I've heard."

He inhaled, obviously organizing his thoughts, then leaned forward.

"First is the big one. The Guardian's Guild is essentially gone, along with the Swords Guild. They destroyed each other, their headquarters, and everything else. Even if the Duke doesn't revoke their permits, I doubt they'll recover, so a different guild will likely replace them. I suspect there was a third party behind it other than the shade, but that's just speculation for now," Koth explained, and Talyn flinched. She remembered the guards she'd had from the Guardian's Guild, and the thought of them being killed was… unpleasant. He wasn't done, though. "The other major changes are with the Enchanter and Merchant guilds. Word of the shade quickly spread, and members are fleeing to the Artificers Guild in droves, and there are rumors the Duke may be planning to officially dissolve it. I also have lots of interviews with members to determine how a shade bypassed all the usual safeguards."

Talyn nodded, though she felt a little sick to her stomach about everything. It wasn't like the guild members had anything to do with the shade, but there was nothing she could do about it, short of getting involved personally. And that was a terrible idea.

"The Merchants split, and the Guildmaster barely saved his neck by agreeing to the split and retiring in the same stroke. I don't know what they'll be named, but there's going to be three merchant guilds when they're done with it. More, really… they had rivals before, and now they're all similar sizes," Koth said, waving dismissively to the south. "The Alchemists came through fine, somewhat surprisingly. Entertainment you probably know more about than me, given the company you've been keeping, and the Delver's Guild managed to trap the high-level members of the Dungeon Guild while they gathered evidence of major wrongdoing and their backing by a foreign power. And the Temple Guild, if you can even call it a guild, is fine, since their district united against conflict."

Talyn nodded, drawing a deep breath and letting it out slowly. She smiled. "Well, at least not everything is bad news. But I should let you go, you look half-dead."

"Sleep is for the under-leveled," Koth said almost rotely, rising. "Again, thank you. Without the storm and unconsciousness, I'm afraid the city would still be in flames."

"You're welcome," Talyn said simply, and followed him to the receiving hall, watching to ensure he didn't fall over halfway to the door.

Once he was gone, Talyn drew a breath.

"So much death," she whispered, her tail flicking pensively. "Why?"

Melody embraced Talyn from behind, pulling her close. She closed her eyes, savoring the warmth of Melody's arms and the subtle perfume she wore. The goddess didn't say anything, but she didn't have to. They'd had the discussion a few times, and Talyn knew there wasn't a good answer.

They stood like that until Talyn saw Korith approaching, the green-haired elven maid's eyes gleaming, and she decided she should move. Otherwise, she'd ensure she just happened to bend over to expose significant cleavage or the like, and Talyn didn't need that right now.

"Let's go to the atrium," Talyn murmured. Melody's laugh was so tiny that Talyn doubted anyone else heard it, but she let go.

"You love having a garden in the middle of winter, don't you? It's even snowing because of your cloud," Melody teased, causing Talyn to blush. Again.

"It wasn't on purpose!" Talyn protested, even as Melody caught her hand and almost dragged her toward the atrium. Mori was shadowing them, her ability meaning Talyn had to consciously remember she was there.

"I know. You did what you could, it just led to there being snow, which is beautiful," Melody said, slowing as she saw there were four people already there.

Veeranna had accepted Talyn's offer of a room so her bodyguard could focus on helping with recovery efforts, and was looking better. A proper healer had declared Talyn's efforts adequate, and told Veeranna to avoid strenuous activities for at least a week to allow her body to finish healing.

Next to her was Rosalie Glass. The woman had confessed the things she'd done, including her attempt to kill Dallavine. Talyn had expected the kitsune and elf to both be upset, which they had been, but when she willingly requested a demotion in writing and to act as both of their assistants until Veeranna felt she'd learned her lesson, they accepted. Talyn was surprised, though at least the contract was magically enforced. Still, she accepted that Rosalie was trying to make amends for her actions and felt guilty over her part.

The other two in the atrium were Reya and Jewel, whose presence surprised Talyn, as Reya had gone out earlier. Talyn hadn't realized she was back… but as Jewel had assigned herself as Reya's bodyguard after she pierced the shade's concealment, Talyn was willing to let her do what she wanted. Talyn feared Reya had made herself a target with her ability, as there was no telling who was aware of it at this point. For her part, Jewel had just finished brewing a pot of tea, and added three cups to the table.

"Reya, you're back!" Talyn said, smiling hopefully. "Any news?"

"Mori's portion of the bounty on the shade will be delayed due to bureaucracy, as expected. My family somehow managed to survive, though they wouldn't have if I hadn't pointed out the safe room's location to the cleanup crew. The wreckage would've trapped them until their food ran out," Reya said, a hint of relief in her expression as she continued. "I'm sure they'll have enough in savings to get themselves established again, so all I did was make clear to them that as far as I was concerned, this was the last I'd ever help them. I think it sank in, this time."

"She also checked the last four major members of the Guild for infiltrators. We've one to turn in to the Inquisition; it seems a mind mage was trying to establish herself in the Guild while biding her time. We'll have to check everyone in her employ, as well as those who'd contacted her," Rosalie said quietly, jotting notes in a book.

Talyn sat, noting they had a map of the Belladona District out, with markings indicating where there'd been damage or buildings destroyed. She was glad Veridian and Satin & Silk had made it through the chaos without significant damage. Talyn had no idea if it was the relationship with her or the skill of the bouncers which made the difference, but she was thankful either way.

"Also, Edimar has fully recovered from his injuries, courtesy of a specialized body healer at the Order. Emma wishes to inform you they'll be coming by tomorrow," Jewel reported quietly, setting the tea in front of Talyn. Her gentle smile pulled Talyn from her doldrums. "With his recovery complete, she feels it's time to return. Sifari said he faked weakness for at least a day to try to keep her longer."

Talyn laughed, entirely able to imagine that.

"That sounds like him," she agreed, taking a sip of tea. It was exquisite, as always, and her tail's muscles relaxed into a smoother sway.

"At least he loves her. I've heard that's a problem with most higher-level parents. They're so focused on leveling that they neglect their children," Melody said.

Talyn just nodded, not asking for more details. She'd rather not think about it for now.

"How are you doing?" Veeranna asked, arching an eyebrow as her tails slowly moved back and forth behind her. "You've been asking about others, but we haven't discussed your mental state. You feel… slightly unstable."

"Because I'm not doing well," Talyn admitted readily, sighing and shaking her head. "I feel… I feel like things have gotten out of control. I dragged Danielle and Emma into a fight with someone almost five hundred levels stronger than us, where we were just observers and bystanders. I'm sick and tired of being low-level, where I can't do enough with my own strength. One of my goals in this world was always to grow strong enough that I felt safe. Well, I don't feel safe. Not completely."

Veeranna inhaled, but before she could reply, her gaze shifted to the side, and she smiled. Talyn picked up footsteps a moment later as Danielle spoke.

"You didn't force us to go there. I chose to accompany you, knowing we would be facing a shade who could fool Rosalie," the dark elf said softly, embracing Talyn from behind. Talyn reached up to stroke her arms, blushing at how public Danielle was being with her affection. Not that Rosalie or Veeranna had missed Talyn's relationships while they'd been here, but it was the principle of the thing. Danielle continued after a few moments. "I wanted to know how far we had to go. I wanted to know what we might face in the future. And I learned, Talyn. My abilities jumped forward, and my class tiered up. I was offered evolutions. I leveled six times. Both me and Emma knew what we were doing, so don't go borrowing guilt."

"Well said," Melody murmured softly, smiling warmly at her.

"Maybe you did, but it doesn't change the fact I felt helpless," Talyn said, her blush deepening as they looked at her. She hastened her explanation before they could interrupt. "I'm not saying I'm planning to dwell on it! I just… I want to focus on leveling more. Faster, if we can. The stronger we are, the better."

"Agreed. I was fine with things as they were, but the situation has changed. I can't rest like I have," Reya said. She straightened marginally. "I may join you in the dungeon. My class is an odd hybrid, so I should be able to contribute somewhat. And once I merge three enhancement abilities in my species, I'll be able to expand my abilities."

Talyn swallowed the protests she wanted to voice, reminding herself that other people could make their own choices, and it wasn't like she was any different. If Reya wanted to level, well… many of Talyn's abilities had gone up a tier, including Companions. At tier four it allowed her to have up to ten contracts, so it wasn't like she didn't have a slot available to boost her progress.

"If it helps at all, I believe you're making the right choice, so long as you don't push so hard you hurt yourselves," Veeranna interjected gently, her ears flicking in amusement. "I'd hate to have my savior perish from being too hasty."

Talyn shrugged, prompting Danielle to disentangle herself. She was about to speak when they were interrupted again.

"Talyn! I don't remember our lessons being canceled today!" Priscilla exclaimed sharply, and Talyn flinched as she looked to where the cave elf had her hands on her hips and was glowering. "Get that lazy tail down to the workshop right now or I'll make you regret it."

There wasn't a hint of concession in the elf's expression. Talyn didn't wait to see how she'd escalate. She shot out of the chair so fast she almost caught her tail in it.

"Sorry, I forgot! Meet you there!" Talyn yelped, casting a spell as fast as she could.

Then she was in the workshop, and Talyn began preparing the space, hoping to placate Priscilla.

Worrying about Castra could happen later. For now, she had a cave elf's wrath to deal with.


EPILOGUE
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No one noticed the airstream traveling inland, or at least no one took note of it. If they had, they might have noticed the sheer magical mass forming it. It wasn't every day that one encountered air from a region with peak magic densities, after all.

The airstream gained some strength as it traveled, but not enough to draw attention. It crossed the mountains, picking up just a hint of ice magic in the process, and meandered back and forth, following a path which was entirely natural, despite being set in motion by another.

It picked up magic as it traveled, building upon itself one step at a time. By the time it crossed the border into the Shadelands, the airstream was almost ready. It crested a mountain range, and the magic in its peaks catalyzed it. The entire stream turned as cold as could be, and rushed down the mountainsides even as other sparks of magic began reacting.

Orien's Despair was a titanic, sprawling city, built atop the ruins of a kingdom once destroyed by shades. Countless fortified manors dotted the countryside, each the private fiefdom of shades powerful enough to control them. The city hadn't been seriously threatened by attackers in nearly two hundred years, so the shades had let their vigilance lapse. Not that it would have helped against what came.

The airstream came down the mountainside like a battering ram. Trees snapped or were uprooted. Walls which were too tall but simultaneously too thin were thrown into the sky to rain down on anything in their vicinity. Structures which weren't sufficiently sturdy, either via construction or magic, lost roofs or even collapsed. Yet that wasn't the end.

The sparks of other magic, volatile from the initial reaction, flared to life, twisting the storm as sections superheated. Funnels descended from the clouds, vortexes of ravening destruction which tore through the city. Lightning bolts hammered Orien's Despair, over and over again.

For half a day the storm tore through the city, leaving destruction in its wake. Only the most well-defended manors had been unscathed, along with a lucky few who were in the right places. Yet when they tried to determine how it had occurred, the shades came to the conclusion it was a simple freak act of nature.

Zephyr would have disagreed, and been disappointed with the results. Though now, where Rakas would have teleported to, there was nothing but a crater where a building had once stood.

[image: ]


"Too much skin," Eldri said, teleporting off the dress even as she put another on, and she scowled at her reflection in the mirror. "Makes me look old. No."

She shifted through dozens more dresses one after another, growing more and more frantic as she rejected all of them. Finally, she looked up and screamed.

"Why? Why can't I find a dress which says 'the sexy dragon you'd be perfect with'?" Eldri demanded, glaring at the ceiling. It had the temerity not to answer, but she graciously didn't erase it for its insolence.

Eldri scowled, then pulled out a crystal where she stored images. Navigating to the cluster which contained images of the outfits which others had been wearing and had the greatest impact on Talyn, Eldri began manifesting the images in mid-air, except with herself replacing the individual to see how they'd look on her.

"I'm not that cheap. Undignified. Boring. Maybe that one…?" Eldri paused, examining the dress. It showed more skin than she was necessarily comfortable with, revealing a diamond-shaped section of her torso, including her inner cleavage, and her entire arms would be exposed, but it was otherwise relatively modest. Then she scowled. "But then I'd be stealing from some insect. No, we'll take that top, but modify it to fit me, and add proper ornaments…"

Flexing her will, memory, and ability to spy on the workshops of seamstresses and tailors throughout Castra, Eldri worked frantically to create an outfit which wasn't merely a copy of someone else's work. Eventually she finished, and another flex of will turned the dress real, at least for the moment. Eldri would recreate it with true thread soon enough.

"Have the dress, good. Now I just need to… wait. I don't have an itinerary. I haven't made reservations. I don't know if the businesses I want will even be open after the guild war, and if I threaten them, Talyn will be disappointed in me!" Eldri said, her eyes slowly widening in horror as the remainder of what she needed to prepare dawned on her. "I don't even have a gift. I don't have a gift! I'm a bad dragon, I'm a terrible dragon!"

Eldri's cave trembled as she began frantically digging through her hoard.
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That's it for Talyn: Blooming! If you want to read about Talyn's date with Eldri, keep going, the short story involving it follows!


A DATE WITH A DRAGON



This short story is separate from the main book because it didn't fit into where things ended, and it would feel awkward to start the next book with the date. Thus, the short story was written. I hope you enjoy it. – Ben

Mori hadn't held back when preparing Talyn for her date, leaving her wide-eyed and reeling. It might not have taken long for the elf, but when one considered she could essentially rebuild a room from wreckage in a quarter-hour, that didn't mean much.

Talyn's hair was brushed out and had faint, waving patterns which Mori had somehow worked into them. It glistened like it'd never glistened before. Talyn's skin had been thoroughly prepared, and was now as smooth and soft as it'd ever been. Her fingernails had been painted, but the only other makeup Mori judged necessary was some eyeliner.

She was wearing one of the dresses Eldri had given her. Not the black ones, or the ones with draconic patterns, as that might give the wrong impression. This was a first date, even if they knew one another, so Talyn had to set firm boundaries. This one ran from neck to ankle, leaving her arms bare, and was a deep blue with swirling gold patterns across its surface. She added some jewelry, including her spatial bracelet, an armband, and earrings.

Yet somehow, somehow Mori managed to elevate Talyn's appearance to a whole new level. It was enough that even Talyn's abilities took notice, as her species advanced by three percent, and Immaculate Perfection jumped by twenty. It was ridiculous.

And now Talyn was in the atrium, trying to enjoy the soft music and flowers rather than focusing on the butterflies which had taken up residence in her stomach. She expected Eldri would teleport in to pick her up.

Which was why she was surprised when the doorbell rang instead. Her eyebrows rose, and Talyn stood, wondering if it was someone else… but no, seeing the maid's knees buckle when she approached the front door, Talyn was certain it was Eldri.

"Stand back, we'll get the door. It seems my date arrived," Talyn said, giving the maid a reassuring smile. The woman gave Talyn a grateful nod as she retreated, holding a hand to her chest.

Mori was the one to open the doors, and Talyn's breath caught in her throat as she saw Eldri.

The dragon had dressed up as well. The dress she wore had sleeves attached to armbands at her sides, while it connected to a broad gold… Talyn hesitated to call it a collar, but that was the best word she could come up with. It was heavily ornamented, either way. An opening in the dress exposed her cleavage, as well as skin from the top of the breastbone to the bottom, with an ornamented corset below it. The skirts were in several layers, with a black skirt covering most of the back and sides, while the others mostly opened in the front, with an intricately detailed front panel. Most of the fabric ranged between purple and blue, depending on the angle Talyn was looking at it, and had a faint, almost invisible scale pattern.

Eldri was stunning, and she brushed back her long hair as she smiled, obviously pleased by Talyn's reaction.

"I've arrived, Scale Polisher! It is time to pay your debt," Eldri said, offering a hand.

Talyn was about to take it, still stunned, when Mori stepped between them. The dragon's expression darkened, and Talyn worried something bad was about to happen. Before she could interject, Mori spoke.

"Void Guardian, I pass my charge into your keeping. I trust that you will protect her from harm," Mori said. Her tone brooked no argument, and Eldri's expression shifted to both slight offense and slight approval.

"Any pathetic insects which dare move against her will find themselves falling from the sky for several minutes while they ponder their mistakes, then will be deposited in the plaza. I informed the Duke of this several days ago," Eldri said, raising her head slightly. "I will not tolerate any interruption."

Mori bowed and stepped aside. From the receiving hall's upper balcony, Melody called out. "Have fun, and don't get stuck on the ninety-ninth floor again!"

Talyn turned and glared, though she wasn't surprised to see almost all her friends were up there, watching from a relatively safe distance.

"Of course not. We didn't agree for me to go there," Talyn retorted, and turned back to take Eldri's hand. "My apologies, I wasn't expecting that. May I say that you look stunning, Eldri?"

"Stating the obvious is acceptable in this instance," Eldri said, almost visibly preening as she led Talyn outside. "Come, our conveyance awaits."

For the second time, Talyn was stunned as she saw the carriage waiting for them, as it oozed with magic. It was hovering a foot off the ground like many magical carriages, but that was where the similarities ended. Sweeping curves of black metal rose to its roof, while the wooden panels were a deep purple. The windows appeared to be glass at first glance, but Talyn was certain they weren't, based on how much magic radiated off them. They were likely some form of magic gemstone. The gold trim was surprisingly tasteful, and the door was open, revealing a plush interior fit for royalty. Or Guardians, in this case. Talyn might be worried about thieves trying to scavenge from the carriage if it weren't for what was pulling it.

A pair of horse-like creatures were harnessed at the front, each with coats as black as night and blazing blue eyes, even as they snorted blue fire. She couldn't see their levels, but the power radiating off them made their danger obvious.

Noticing Talyn's gaze, Eldri explained while guiding her to the carriage steps. "Void Equir. They're capable of piercing the void to travel, along with anything which is riding them, or being drawn by them in this case. They come in many variants. While we're otherwise occupied, they'll take the carriage into the void."

"Ah, of course," Talyn said, processing the explanation. After a moment she asked, "What sort of variants?"

"Oh, the usual sorts. Darkness, fire, earth, water, and so on," Eldri said, smiling as she helped Talyn into the carriage. "I don't deal with them often, as they're usually beneath my notice, save as snacks. They are rather tasty."

Talyn thought she saw one of the equir shiver in response. She decided not to ask. Some things were better left unknown.

She sank into sinfully comfortable cushions, hyper-aware of Eldri's presence as she stepped in and hesitated. It wasn't hard to read her in this case, as she tried to decide whether to sit next to Talyn or across from her. Talyn patted the cushion beside her, but was surprised when Eldri instead took the other seat.

"I will sit next to you at a later point. For now, I wish to give you time to properly admire me," Eldri said, though Talyn could tell the reverse was true. She wanted to look at Talyn instead, not that Talyn would call her out. It was certainly reasonable, as Talyn wouldn't mind admiring Eldri more.

"Of course. You look amazing," Talyn said readily, smiling at Eldri as she wondered where the butterflies had gone. Maybe Eldri's aura had killed them outright? "What do you have planned?"

Eldri almost seemed relieved by the question, and spoke immediately. "I'd have put shopping on the list, but I can't bring myself to spend coin on such subpar items. You deserve better, which is why I brought you a gift. Only a trinket, but the dungeon refused to allow anything I considered appropriate. I'll give it to you upon returning to your home.

"Now, the plans. First is a stop at a hedge maze which is kept in bloom year round, and is adequately charming. I have reserved it in its entirety to ensure our privacy. Dinner will be after, which will be at the arrogantly named Heavenly Repast. I do hope they can make something acceptable. Last, there's a concert being performed in the Belladona District tonight which we will be attending. I considered a play, but could not gather the will to do so, as I can see through all their illusions," Eldri continued, wrinkling her nose in distaste.

"But a concert doesn't have that issue?" Talyn asked curiously, and leaned forward.

"Oh, it does. I will hear every wrong note, and see every mistake. However, art, and particularly music, is the one realm where I believe those on the surface exceed our capabilities," Eldri said seriously. "I could have listened to the music in advance, but I refrained so we could hear it together. Be thankful."

Talyn couldn't help a smile at the roundabout admission that Eldri had deliberately not listened in on the concert previously so they could attend together. Talyn's only concern was that Eldri's presence might throw off the entire orchestra, but that was a matter for later.

"Thank you for your consideration. I do appreciate it, and look forward to the concert," Talyn said, smiling warmly at the dragon.

Eldri sniffed and looked away, crossing her arms in front of her, but Talyn could see the faint color in her cheeks.
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The garden in question was located in the Temple District, and it was truly lovely. Verdant blooms had been grown with care, making the garden stand out compared to the relative gloom of the rest of the city during winter, even without the damage some areas had taken.

At the same time, the garden was so empty it was eerie. Talyn looked around as she allowed herself to be drawn forward by Eldri, her hand in the crook of the dragon's arm. After a few seconds she spoke quietly.

"I think you should have allowed other people to come here as well. It's too quiet, it almost feels abandoned," Talyn said. Eldri stopped, looking down at Talyn as she cocked her head, her brow furrowing.

"But why? We were alone together all the time when you were in the dungeon," Eldri said. She seemed honestly confused, which Talyn thought she understood.

Pursing her lips briefly, Talyn decided to cast a spell. It wouldn't be as good as what Eldri could cast, but it should suffice. Her fingers danced through the air in a particular pattern and she chanted, focusing her will, and several illusions formed in the garden.

A pair of translucent people were sitting on a bench, while another couple was strolling down a path. One person was leaning over the fountain in the center of the garden, and glimpses of others could be seen through gaps in the hedge maze. For a moment the soft murmur of voices could be heard, their words unintelligible due to Talyn not putting sufficient effort into what they would be saying. But even so, the footsteps and voices made the garden feel less abandoned and more comfortable.

Then Talyn let the illusion fade, looking at Eldri as she spoke quietly. "With you, it was the natural state of where we were. It was fine that there weren't other people because we weren't in a place which was meant to have other people. Here? It's tolerable in small doses, but if it were more, something like the streets, the concert, or anything like that? I'd feel small. Lonely, even if you were there. These places are meant to be populated."

The dragon looked around for a few seconds, then nodded slowly.

"I believe I understand. It would be like entering Psala's domain and not finding a single animal or other mobile creature. Or all the residents of Edith's castle being missing. It would have a feeling of wrongness which is hard to explain. You've enlightened me, Scale Polisher, and I will take it into account in the future," Eldri said, pondering before she asked. "Would you like me to show you how to cast that spell properly? It pained me to watch."

Talyn couldn't help a chuckle as she shook her head.

"No, but thank you for the gracious offer," Talyn replied, a smile threatening to come out of hiding despite her best efforts. It wasn't helped by her wording being specifically chosen to tease Eldri. "I don't want the staff to think a bunch of people slipped in when they weren't looking. Plus, Laodice once said she wished to do the same, but resisted because she believed it might harm me. Or maybe my development? I don't quite remember."

Eldri huffed at the mention of Laodice, but nodded slowly.

"While she's arrogant at times, she does have a better sense for such things. The soul is tricky, from everything she's said. I'll concede her wisdom, this time. Let us enjoy the garden as much as we may, then," Eldri said, proceeding.

Talyn found it amusing that not only did Eldri know the name of every flower she asked about, she also knew what uses they had and what each flower represented in the flower language. Considering none of the flowers had existed on the ninety-ninth floor, she'd obviously learned just for Talyn. That, or she'd taken up gardening. Talyn barely managed to suppress her giggles at the thought of Eldri in a gardening outfit.

But eventually they finished, and Talyn was relaxed as they walked out of the garden, the carriage having appeared silently at some point. But she paused as she saw someone patiently waiting at the exit. Someone whose level Talyn couldn't see, and the glimpse of the face beneath her hood was… riveting.

The woman appeared to be human, with tanned skin and gleaming green hair which was dark enough Talyn suspected people would think it was black at night, while the bright blue eyes stood out vividly. Then the woman smiled, and Talyn briefly forgot how to breathe. Iron Will didn't stand a chance before that smile, and her mind almost crumbled. Then Eldri growled, void threads surrounding Talyn, and the impact on her diminished immensely. She managed to take a breath, wavering.

"Why have you interrupted my date, priestess?" Eldri snapped, wrapping an arm around Talyn protectively. "I'll allow you to explain yourself. If I do not appreciate the answer, I will ensure you regret it after how you affected my Scale Polisher."

"My apologies for the interruption, Void Guardian, but I saw no other chance to meet you. Furthermore, the sight of you confirmed my beliefs, and I momentarily forgot to control my abilities. Might I say the two of you look lovely together?" the woman said with a mesmerizing voice and curtsied gracefully. "I am Noelle Salindien, High Priestess of Tianna. My goddess sent me to Castra, and only recently have I learned it has something to do with you, and possibly a handful of others. I believe I'm to aid you where I can. Might I speak with you privately for a few minutes?"

Talyn blinked a few times, her brain finally beginning to work again. She quickly averted her gaze from the catastrophic beauty to look at Eldri instead. The dragon was glaring at Noelle, but she seemed hesitant. Hesitant and curious.

Finally, Eldri turned her attention to Talyn.

"I leave the decision to you, Scale Polisher. I have deigned to grant you my company today, so it is up to you whether you wish to gift any of that to another," Eldri said, her preference unreadable.

Talyn hesitated, then asked. "Would the conversation upset Eldri?"

"Not to my knowledge or belief," Noelle replied calmly. "However, I believe the conversation is best kept private."

She mulled that over for a few seconds, still looking away from Noelle. Then she nodded.

"I think you should speak to her. It isn't like you have to go anywhere to have privacy, after all. I can wait in the carriage," Talyn said, looking up into Eldri's amethyst eyes.

The dragon looked back, her arm still around Talyn. She almost seemed conflicted, but after a moment she reluctantly let Talyn go.

"Very well. I will deign to give you a few moments of my time," Eldri said, taking a step toward Noelle. She flicked a finger, and the two vanished into a sphere Talyn couldn't even perceive. It was like the section of street was a blank spot in the world, and was liable to give her a headache if she didn't look away.

"Ow," Talyn murmured, turning. She climbed into the carriage, wondering how powerful the priestess was that Eldri was even willing to speak to her. She'd thought the dragon was going to be teleporting people away if they got in the way of the date, and it hadn't seemed like bluster.

But it didn't truly matter. Talyn was having a hard enough time forgetting that smile… and when she looked at her abilities, she snorted as she saw Iron Will had jumped by nearly ten percent.

A couple of minutes later, reality warped again, revealing Noelle giving another curtsy as Eldri approached the carriage. Eldri's cheeks were slightly flushed, and Talyn blinked as she realized it was embarrassment on her face. Yet the woman hadn't been erased from existence, so… she supposed it went alright?

"Not too bad of a conversation, then?" Talyn asked, unable to restrain her curiosity.

"It was adequately interesting, enough for me to spare her," Eldri replied, her blush deepening as she sat beside Talyn, her back rigidly straight.

Talyn nodded, curiosity all but killing her, but she refrained from asking. If Eldri wanted to tell her, she would.

The carriage started moving, and they were quiet for a short time. Then Eldri inhaled, and spoke calmly.

"Next is dinner, followed by the concert. I will not brook other interruptions, no matter how powerful their backers," the dragon said.

"Of course, I look forward to it," Talyn said, smiling warmly as she took Eldri's hand in her own.

The dragon blushed but didn't pull her hand away.
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Heavenly Repast was named both for its food and location. The restaurant was in the High District, which had been spared the worst of the damage, and was at the top of a tower, with the dining rooms around the exterior of the building. Talyn had done her best to ignore the gazes which followed them when they entered, but it was difficult.

It was easier when they reached the private room Eldri had reserved, one with an excellent view of the Temple District and the mountains to the east. Talyn appreciated it, even though the sun was beginning to set. On the other hand, seeing the stars kindle was beautiful.

The food was light and airy, focused on delicate medleys of flavor rather than bolder or heavier fare. Talyn enjoyed it, though it wasn't something she'd want often. Eldri, on the other hand…

"How is this supposed to fill you? Is this really what's considered the best food available?" the dragon asked, staring at the piece of crisp battered chicken on her fork like it had offended her somehow.

"It varies, Eldri. The food here seems to be focused on a certain style. If you want something more filling, I have a few places I can recommend for the future, though I doubt anyone could truly make a filling meal for you," Talyn said, resisting the urge to giggle.

Eldri paused. It was a brief thing, but Talyn spotted it. That, and the way her lips attempted to twitch into a smile. Her words didn't betray her happiness, though.

"I'll hold you to that, Scale Polisher," the dragon said.
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It turned out that Eldri had kept her presence from interrupting the concert through the simple expedient of cloaking herself with Jewel's aura, something which was far easier for people to handle. And the music… oh, it'd been wonderful. Talyn couldn't stop herself from beaming as she remembered the smooth, flowing strains accompanied by water magi creating beautiful displays above the stage in time with the music.

Apparently, someone had tried to interrupt the concert, but Eldri had dealt with them. Non-lethally, fortunately, but the dragon had refused to give further details. It was irrelevant to the date, after all. She'd also taken pleasure in sneakily taking Talyn's hand… or at least, sneakily for Eldri. Talyn humored her by pretending not to notice the hand creeping up.

But now it was almost over. They were coming up on the Meadow Estate.

"Thank you, Eldri," Talyn said softly.

"You're welcome. My presence is the greatest gift you could receive, but it's only appropriate for a dragon to give a proper gift on a date," Eldri said, producing a small box from nowhere. And conveniently forgetting to mention that the gift was something involved in courtships among dragons, Talyn noted in amusement. She didn't call her out on it, of course.

Instead, she took the box with a grateful smile. She studied it for a moment, surprised to find it was made of materials appropriate for the surface. Then she opened it, and gasped.

Inside was a comb. The interior edge and teeth were formed of a black material with an opalescent sheen, while the handle was made of a golden material. The gold was embossed with the image of two dragons who met at the middle, each the same, wingless dragons as Eldri was, with tiny amethyst jewels for eyes. The craftsmanship was excellent, but at the same time it was simple. Incredibly simple, but the gesture was worth far more to Talyn.

"Thank you. Not enchanted?" Talyn asked, looking at it closely. Eldri sniffed.

"Of course not. I'd want to add too many enchantments for the dungeon's liking. Instead, the handle detaches to reveal a surface for runes. Not that anyone will be able to scratch the main body, as it's made from one of my scales," Eldri said. She was likely about to continue, but Talyn decided to interrupt.

Talyn leaned over, rising in her seat just a bit, and kissed Eldri on the cheek. Eldri went still, her eyes wide as Talyn smiled at her.

"Thank you, Eldri. I'll treasure it," Talyn said softly.

She half-expected the dragon to speak the way she usually did, but the response was even better.

"You… you're welcome, Talyn," the dragon said, looking away.

Talyn smiled and took the comb. It'd been a lovely date. She looked forward to the next one.
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APPENDIX A: CHARACTER PROFILES



In this appendix is the status and descriptions of the classes and abilities which Melody and Talyn possess as of the end of Talyn: Blooming. It will not contain current progress on skills.

Name: Talyn

Level: 176

Species: Succubus Paragon Tier 2

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 (currently locked) – You have stared into the Abyss. It stared back. Your sight pierces the darkness, and even some darkness spells. Colors are muted.

Companions Tier 4 – 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 ten 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, increased rate if lower level than you.

Creation Control Tier 3 – 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 Transcendence – Your physique has begun to resemble that of a true fiend. You're physically stronger and have increased endurance, while also possessing an exceptionally flexible form and agility, while also healing more quickly than others.

Essence Savant Tier 2 (currently locked) – 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 Tier 2 – 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.

Resilient Flesh – Your body resists that which would damage it without reducing your mobility. When it would suffer a significantly damaging attack, your flesh, bones, and internal organs change consistency to reduce the damage you would otherwise take.

Sense Motives Tier 3 – 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 Dexterity Tier 2 – Your control of your body is greatly improved, enhancing your physical coordination and how precise your movements are. This enhances your accuracy, but doesn't correct for being unable to see a target or misjudging its position.

Intangible Threadweaver Tier 2 – Having witnessed threads of air, soul, and even minds, you’ve expanded the breadth of that which you can weave to things which normally defy being spun into thread or fabric. With practice, you’re capable of weaving the immaterial into physical form, or leaving them as immaterial thread or fabric. This ability does not grant the ability to see or touch the materials which you wish to weave.

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.

Melee Weapon Expertise Tier 3 – 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 Tier 3 – 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.

Void Strike Tier 2 – 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.

Bonus Skills:

Iron Will Tier 4 – 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.

Basic Enchanting Expertise Tier 2 – You have learned the basic arts of imbuing magic into items, allowing you to add supernatural effects to them. You can only add basic effects, utilizing your magic skills. You learn to craft these enchantments as though you had a skilled trainer.

Name: Melody

Level: 176

Species: Unique Celestial Guardian Spirit Tier 4

Class: Avatar of Music & Endings Tier 3 – 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.

Divine Physique – A trace of your divinity has come to rest in your semi-mortal form, reinforcing it and making you more powerful than you appear. Increases strength, resilience, and endurance.

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.

Enhanced Perception Tier 3 – Your senses are heightened compared to others, allowing you to more easily perceive changes in your environment and threats. You also can control your senses so you are not overwhelmed by the stimulus.

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.
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After millennia of imprisonment and sleep, a demoness awoke as the heart of a dungeon. Now a tree buried deep under a mountain, Sistina finds herself drawn from a life of introspection and silence when a war between elves and a kingdom of slavers spills into her domain.

Rescuing a princess from her pursuers is only the beginning, as it quickly becomes apparent that Sistina comes from a time of magic long-since past. When the slavers come for those she cares about, Sistina reawakens magic that all had thought dead and gone to protect them.
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BEESONG CHRONICLES

Joy was a giant bee. She never expected to be anything else, but then the god of chaos transformed her hive and many others into the apis, human-like bee-girls. Exiled from her hive, Joy found new friends who could explain the mysterious system that governed those who weren’t monsters and who were willing to help her enjoy her new life.

When they stumble into a plot to destroy their kingdom by a demon, Joy throws herself into the adventure with enthusiasm, ignoring her own short lifespan. She may be only one apis, but she would gladly give her life to protect her personal hive, and if she manages to survive? So much the better.
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EVE OF DESTRUCTION

Evelyn retired from being a tyrant when she realized how unsuited she was for the position. She tried to settle down on a small world, but after one assassination attempt too many she lost her temper. Now owning a ship and having acquired a crew by accident, Evelyn decided to travel the galaxy instead, unknowing of what fate had in store for her.

From abandoned starliners to would-be gods, or terraforming dryads to dealing with dragons, Evelyn’s life has gotten much more complicated. She can’t really say that she minds that, though. Evelyn always did enjoy a good challenge.
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LILITH’S SHADOW

Created by the supervillain Shadowmind, Lilith was intended to be little more than a replacement body. Yet a rare bout of curiosity led to Lilith being allowed to be born as an individual. With Shadowmind captured and imprisoned by heroes, Lilith is able to chart her own course as she attempts to build a life for herself.

Yet her life isn’t fated to be easy or safe. With a death sentence hanging over her head and the cloud of Shadowmind’s reputation, Lilith is the target of heroes and villains alike. However, when she meets some of those superheroines who felled Shadowmind, a new emotion begins to burn within her. She never imagined that she might find love.
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MANTLES OF POWER

As an angel, Isalla had only met demons on the field of battle, and never trusted them. Yet when she unearthed a conspiracy amongst the heavens and was cast down via betrayal, it was a demon who rescued her and nursed her back from the edge of death. Now in the hells, she has to find a way to rescue her oldest friend from betrayal and bring to light a conspiracy that could shake the very foundations of the heavens.

Kanae is a demon with a secret. She’s kept it close for a long time, and likely would have kept it for ages more. Then a wingless angel fell from the sky and she found herself not only rescuing the hapless Isalla, but also drawn into a game where her secret is increasingly likely to be revealed. She just wishes that angels weren’t so attractive.
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SOUL BOUND

After a millennium of suffering in one of the hells, Xandra is justifiably jaded and with little patience for fools and would-be saviors. When a blundering group of intruders gives her the opportunity to escape, she jumps for it. Even if it does mean getting involved with the holy maiden Jasmine for a time.

Their paths entwine once more when Jasmine is fleeing an invading army of fey. With no other allies available, Xandra comes to Jasmine’s aid and steps in to help the priestess in her quest to stop the invasion. Even if it does mean traveling to other planes of existence and facing alien foes.
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THROUGH THE FIRE

A dragon took everything from Ruethwyn. Her parents and teacher were killed, and the girl she loved was taken to the creature’s palace, far beyond her reach. Scarred by the dragon’s flames, even her magic has been injured, making her life ever more difficult, yet she refuses to give up.

Facing a time limit given by a mercurial dark elf, Ruethwyn is determined to make her way through her lessons at the mage academy as she prepares to recover Anara from the dragon’s grasp. It won’t be easy, but she isn’t going to let her injuries stop her.
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