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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.
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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 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.
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      "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.
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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.
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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.
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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…"
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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.
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        * * *

      

      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.
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