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      The torrent of fire striking the door turned the air into a furnace from even a hundred paces away. The crackling flames drowned out almost everything, and Kaldorin’s eyes narrowed as he tried to see the door Elgan was assaulting, all while channeling his own spell. Unfortunately, the fires were too intense for him to see through. Kaldorin didn’t have high hopes for their success this time, but… he still dared to hope.

      The fires went out the instant that Tserikla completed her own spell, and Kaldorin caught a momentary glimpse of smoking stone before a tidal wave of freezing water slammed into the door with a sound not unlike a thunderclap, the water instantly turning to ice on impact, though some of it steamed away due to the incredible heat of Elgan’s spell. Next was Nethaya’s turn, and the leopard-like therian’s muscles bulged as she brought her twin swords around in a violent slash, unleashing a cross-shaped pair of golden energy blades that shot into the frozen door with the implacable force of a mountain. The floor shook beneath Kaldorin’s feet as an attack that would cut through hundreds of feet of stone hit the door, but they weren’t done yet.

      Kaldorin was trembling from the strain of holding his spell, and he raised his right hand, which held a fist-sized orb of metal surrounded by crackling lightning. He breathed in, taking careful aim at the cross-shaped cut through the ice… and unleashed the spell.

      The sphere vanished instantly, and the impact of the air blasted from its path knocked Kaldorin back a few steps. The thunderclap was surprisingly delayed, but all of them had known this was coming and had protected themselves from not only the thunder, but the sound of the orb hitting the door with more force than even Kaldorin could imagine.

      Even so, it was like a god had decided to ring a bell with them inside it. Kaldorin flinched, looking away from the bloom of lightning and vaporized ice so that it couldn’t hurt his eyes. Only when the mist began to clear did he look back hopefully… only for his heart to sink in his chest.

      “Damn it,” Kaldorin muttered shaking his head in despair.

      The door at the end of the vast cavern emerged from the mist like a leviathan from the deeps, and it did so untouched by everything they had done. The doors were tall and carved of gray stone, standing twenty feet high and thirty feet wide without any handles or inscriptions on them. The pillars framing them were riddled with cracks and gouges, but the doors themselves were as perfect as the first time Kaldorin had seen them, even the paving stones directly in front of the doors were untouched.

      “And here I’d hoped that we’d succeed,” Tserikla said, the naga letting out a heavy sigh as she shook her head. “We didn’t even touch it.”

      “Nope. Damn it all,” Elgan said, the dark-skinned human scowling at the door.

      Nethaya let out a sigh, sheathing her swords as the leopard-like therian murmured, “It seems that the thirty-sixth floor will continue to keep its secrets.”

      Kaldorin couldn’t say that he disagreed and let out a sigh as he turned away from the doors.

      He couldn’t wait to get back to Castra and get drunk. Maybe then he could forget how those impenetrable doors mocked him. Maybe it was time to give up on opening them.
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      “How are you feeling?” Melody asked, wringing out the cloth again. Then she wiped Talyn’s forehead. She was concerned about Talyn, but there wasn’t much she could do at this point.

      “A bit better,” Talyn replied, her voice faintly hoarse. “Maybe⁠—”

      Talyn’s voice cut off as she started coughing, and Melody winced, quickly grabbing a bowl and putting it next to Talyn, just in case she needed to spit something out. This time that was unneeded, which was a relief.

      The last day had been unpleasant for Talyn, and Melody had barely left Talyn’s side. While they’d gotten home after surviving the delving team’s attack fine, the following morning Talyn had woken with a fever, one which neither of them could heal with their magic. Melody had asked an acolyte from the church of Damah to check on Talyn, and the woman had explained that while Talyn had healed the injury from the crossbow, that hadn’t kept her from getting an infection. A spell had cleared it up enough that Talyn would recover, but she was going to be ill for a day or two. From the looks of it, Melody thought it might reach to three days. That would be unfortunate, but at least she wasn’t in danger.

      Talyn finished coughing and swallowed, muttering, “Damn it. This sucks.”

      Melody nodded, not knowing what else to do. She set the bowl aside as she thought, then shrugged.

      “Is there anything you’d like to eat? You haven’t had much, and it isn’t like you can heal properly without food,” Melody said gently.

      “Not porridge. I’ve had more than enough,” Talyn said, shuddering. Melody suspected that it was supposed to be a mock shudder, but it didn’t come across that way.

      “If you say so. You have a hard enough time getting it down, though, so it likely needs to be something like soup. Does anything sound good to you?” Melody said, wiping Talyn’s forehead again.

      “I…” Talyn’s voice trailed off for a few seconds as she looked at the ceiling, then turned her head toward Melody. When she spoke, there was a hopeful note to her voice. “Chicken soup? Maybe with a bit of bread? I seem to remember liking it when I was sick.”

      Moments later she began coughing again, and Melody flinched. She really hoped that she couldn’t get sick like this as a guardian spirit, because Talyn seemed to be miserable. Still, once Talyn’s coughing fit passed, she nodded gently.

      “I’ll see what I can do. Since I’m sure I can’t cook that properly, and you don’t have the ingredients, I’ll go to one of the taverns,” Melody said, reaching down to give Talyn’s sweaty hand a gentle squeeze, then stood up. “Take care of yourself while I’m gone, hm? I’ll be back soon.”

      “You know where I’ll be,” Talyn said, rolling onto her side with difficulty. She tried to smile at Melody as she shrugged. “Thank you. What would I do without you?”

      “It’s the least I can do,” Melody replied gently, not replying to the second part. Melody was sure that Talyn would have managed without her, in the end. It might not have been as pleasant, though.

      She left the room quickly, checking her purse as she did so. Since she’d been dismissed before Talyn had come down with the infection, she didn’t have any of her money in the belt pouch, so she had to stop and get the remaining coins that Talyn had given her from a cubby where the succubus had taken to putting them when Melody forgot to set them aside. Melody briefly smiled at the handful of silver and copper coins since she could just imagine Talyn’s exasperation when they went bouncing across the floorboards after Melody vanished. Talyn was so careful with money that she wouldn’t let a single copper escape.

      “I should try to be better about that,” Melody murmured, settling just a couple of coins in her purse. Like Talyn sometimes said, it was harder to lose money that you didn’t have on you to begin with. With that in mind she put the remainder of the coins back and left the apartment, carefully locking it behind her.

      Then she swore under her breath and unlocked the door, since she really needed something to carry the soup in. Fortunately, Talyn had a small clay pot with a lid that she sometimes used for the purpose. It even had a handle, for that matter. Melody grabbed it before leaving again, properly equipped for the trip this time, or so she hoped.

      Unlike most of the times when Melody left the apartment, it was midday, and fewer people were on the streets. Castra might be large, with a great many people, but they weren’t on a main thoroughfare and most people had other places to be or jobs at this hour. Fortunately, it wasn’t too hot, but Melody was sure that would change within month. It was early fall, and the seasons would change soon enough.

      Descending to the first floor, she decided to try the Silver Mug first, since she knew the tavern the best of those in the Coppers.

      The road grew busier as she passed the church of Damah, as the road to its south was one of the main arteries of Castra, but it still wasn’t particularly busy. Melody caught a glimpse of interesting-looking visitors to Copper Manor, home of the district’s lady, Remarine, but couldn’t make out any details beyond seeing that there were a few elves and animus over level one hundred. Not that it mattered at the moment, but she kept it in mind in case she needed something to talk to Talyn about.

      Nodding to a pair of patrolling guards, Melody made it to the Silver Mug in short order, and she could smell fresh-baked bread from the back. Despite the hour, there were a few men and women already present, including one of the delvers that Melody knew, a man named Bertram. He was now a Level 20 Sea Human Rogue, she noted, which meant he’d gained a level in the past few days, and he was busy chatting up Mattia, the Level 66 City Human bartender who usually ran the Silver Mug. Mattia looked politely interested as Bertram made elaborate gestures, likely reenacting the way he’d gained his most recent level.

      “Sorry to interrupt, Mattia,” Melody said, stepping up to the bar and setting the pot on it. Bertram fell silent, and Mattia looked at her in what Melody thought was relief.

      “Melody, it’s lovely to see you! What can I do for you?” Mattia asked warmly, the faintest hint of a twang accenting her voice.

      “I’m wondering if you happen to have any chicken soup cooking in the back. If not, do you know anywhere that would have some?” Melody asked, leaning against the bar casually.

      “Hm. I know that Harry started on soup earlier, but I’m not sure if it’s chicken soup,” Mattia said thoughtfully. “Let me check.”

      Melody nodded politely, and the bartender quickly stepped into the back. As she did so, Melody added. “Congratulations on leveling, Bertram.”

      “Thank you! I see you’ve leveled twice yourself,” the man replied, beaming at her. “At this rate, you’re going to catch up in a couple of months! I might have to work a little harder.”

      “Hm, we’ll see, though Talyn and I are trying to push ourselves,” Melody said, giving a slight smile in return.

      “Speaking of Talyn, where is she?” Bertram asked, looking around curiously. “She ditch you again?”

      It was all Melody could do to keep from glaring at the man, but her time dealing with deities who were jerks helped with that. After a couple of seconds, she replied evenly. “No, she didn’t. As a matter of fact, she’s sick right now. Apparently taking a crossbow bolt in the side can cause a minor infection even if you heal the injury. That’s why I’m looking for soup.”

      Bertram’s smile grew a touch more rigid, and Mattia gasped, having just barely come back in time to hear Melody’s explanation.

      “Oh dear, that’s terrible!” Mattia exclaimed. “What happened?”

      Melody shrugged. “We were exploring the Weeds and found a moderately rare herb, and a group of other delvers decided that they wanted it. They shot her, and we had to fight for our lives. Ironically, we ended up saving them from a gigantic tarantula, but that didn’t keep her from getting sick. I hired an acolyte to check on Talyn, but she couldn’t purge the entire sickness, just weaken it enough that it’s sure to clear up in the next day or so. That’s why I want the soup.”

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that,” Bertram said, rubbing the back of his neck awkwardly. “Getting attacked by another delving team… that’s just nasty. My sympathies. Hopefully she gets better soon.”

      “Thank you,” Melody said, modestly mollified by his apology. She was done putting up with other people trying to subtly put Talyn down, at least now that she realized what was happening. Sadly, she suspected that he was mostly apologizing to Melody, not Talyn. Turning back to Mattia, she asked hopefully, “What about the soup?”

      “You’re in luck! We’ve got a chicken and rice soup cooking in the back,” Mattia said, smiling broadly at Melody. “It’ll likely be a bit longer before it’s ready, but you can have the first crack at it. It’ll be a copper for a bowl, or two to fill your pot, there.”

      “Thank you,” Melody said, relief washing over her as she nodded. “I’d also like a couple of slices of bread with it, if I may.”

      “Certainly. Now, just set yourself down to wait,” Mattia directed firmly. “As soon as it’s done, I’ll get it for you. As another aside, it might be worth picking up an elixir or two to keep this from happening in the future. An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure, after all. As a matter of fact, there’s a new alchemy shop in the southern part of the district that I’ve heard good things about, and they’ve got cheaper pricing than normal while they build up business. Most of those sort of elixirs are cheap and last for quite a while, helping people ward off sickness, so you should pick up a few.”

      “Really?” Melody asked curiously, slipping onto a stool. That was quite promising. “What’s the shop’s name?”

      Mattia smiled. “Really. It’s named Timmy’s Tinctures & Tonics, and I’m told the proprietor is quite friendly.”

      “Hm. I’ll have to see about checking them out,” Melody murmured. The name brought to mind one of her first encounters in this world, but she dismissed the thought a moment later.

      What were the chances of running into the same alchemist that tried to kill them, now running a business in Castra?
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      “Timmy, would you stop playing chess and get back to work?” Timmy demanded, glancing at a pair of his clones in exasperation, even as he tried to keep his current set of hair-regrowth formula from self-decanting all over the lab. The last thing he needed was three Timmys who all could masquerade as sloth animus. It was a popular concoction, but it was also incredibly finicky.

      “We are working. We’re just taking our moves between steps,” A Timmy replied unrepentantly, the one who was working on the healing salve.

      The other one knocked over his opponent’s rook and took an efficient step back to his project, a batch of maiden’s kiss, before chiming in. “Yup! These are such easy formulas that I could do them in my sleep, just like you.”

      “No you can’t. You only have tier one alchemy, I have tier three alchemy,” Timmy retorted, shaking his head in disgust. “You have to put more work into it to get the same result, and you know it. Pay attention to what you’re doing.”

      “He’s just jealous that he’s the ugly one,” the first Timmy clone faux whispered. “We ought to make him a beauty elixir.”

      “You will not!” Timmy said, suddenly alarmed. “I remember what happened the last time we tried something like that. It’s too complicated for us at this point, and I don’t need those kind of side effects!”

      While most of the time he could be confident that his various clones wouldn’t do anything that would cause him too many problems, that was one which Timmy wasn’t sure about. Not in the slightest. Yes, he’d like to be more handsome, thus the ribbing his clones gave him, but the relevant elixirs were beyond his skill at present, which meant they were far beyond the skill of his clones. He’d been damned lucky the last time that the effects hadn’t been permanent. He suddenly wondered if that was why his Survival Instincts were stirring nervously.

      The clone just laughed, and the other grumbled under his breath, confusing Timmy for a moment.

      “Told you that’d get a rise out of us,” the first clone said, grinning broadly. “Pay up.”

      “Fine, fine, I’ll swap shifts running the front end with you,” the second replied in disgust. “Even if you cheated.”

      “How’d I cheat?” the clone demanded, and Timmy glared at them angrily.

      “Would you two get back to work?” he barked out, exasperated with them, and himself. Sometimes he really did forget how silly he could be, even when there was work to do.

      “Right, Timmy!” the two chorused, and actually got back to work, though Timmy kept a wary eye on them.

      Then he caught a hint more danger and whipped his attention back to the hair formula before it destabilized again.

      He just wondered if his skill was complaining about the formula, or if there was something else he should be worried about.
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      “You look like you’re doing better. Mostly,” Melody said, and Talyn glared back at her, forcing herself to put one foot in front of the other through sheer stubbornness.

      Talyn didn’t want to be up and moving. She didn’t want to be outside where there were people. It was all she could do to keep her tail from dragging on the ground… and yet here she was, outside despite everything she wanted.

      She didn’t know why she let Melody badger her into doing things. It wasn’t like the goddess could actually force Talyn to do anything she didn’t want to, not when it’d take no more than a thought to banish Melody. Yet despite that, Talyn didn’t even consider banishing her. Not even when there was nothing Talyn wanted more than to sleep in. The truth was that, no matter what Talyn wanted to pretend, Melody was one of the few things keeping Talyn sane in this world. Waking up to see Melody watching her with concern was… comforting. It was a relief to know that she wasn’t alone, that she had a friend.

      That was the main reason she let Melody push her around. It was also why she’d let her drag Talyn to this alchemy shop, since they might have something which would help Talyn get feeling better a little sooner.

      Melody glanced over at Talyn after a bit, raising an eyebrow curiously. Her eyes were silver and practically glowed from within, which coupled with her silver-blue hair contrasted amazingly with her dark brown skin. It gave the goddess a striking appearance that would stand out in almost any part of Castra, the one exception being the Belladona district.

      “Are you alright? Do we need to go back to the apartment?” Melody asked quietly, concern seeping into her voice.

      Talyn let out a sigh and shook her head, trying to ignore the other people on the streets. The Coppers weren’t the wealthiest part of Castra, but at least they weren’t the Knots. Most of the people she saw wore simpler clothing, though some were the exception and wore clothes obviously patterned off the outfits popular in the Gold or High districts, just made with cheaper fabrics. They were going into the southern part of the district, which was a little quieter, but also somewhat wealthier than the northern section was. Naturally, Talyn lived in the north.

      “I’ll be fine. At least I don’t feel bloated anymore,” Talyn said, giving what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “I’d rather be sleeping, but we’re close enough that we may as well finish the trip. I ache in places that I didn’t know could ache.”

      “We’ll try to make this quick, then,” Melody promised. “Besides, you’re not wrong. I think I can see the sign up ahead.”

      Talyn looked up and blinked, peering into the distance. It wasn’t as easy for her to spot the sign, particularly since she didn’t have Enhanced Perception like Melody had, but she picked it out after a half dozen more steps.

      The sign for Timmy’s Tinctures & Tonics wasn’t anything unusual or particularly fanciful. The most impressive aspect of it was that the owner had paid someone to carve a stylized mortar and pestle, a sprig of some type of herbs, and a short bottle on it as well as the shop name. Then they’d had it painted, which helped set it apart from some of the other shops in the area. At the very least, no one would mistake the shop for anything but what it was, even if they were illiterate.

      “I see it, too,” Talyn agreed, letting out a soft sigh. “Do you really think they’ll have something to help?”

      “Yes. The only question is whether or not they’ll have it in stock,” Melody replied immediately. “I asked Annabelle, and she says that most alchemists carry a few different products for this sort of thing. Restoring blood, reducing aches to speed recovery, helping bones knit, and more. That’s beyond the health draughts that might be able to keep you from getting infected in the future.”

      “Mm. I just hope they don’t cost too much,” Talyn said, chewing on her lower lip for a moment, then forced herself to stop worrying. The dragonflame fruit and other items had been worth enough that she could probably go half a year without more income and not dip into her savings. As long as the alchemist didn’t charge too much, she’d probably be fine.

      “Most of these sort of things are priced in coppers, not silver,” Melody assured Talyn. “It’s usually more expensive than having a spellcaster deal with the issue, but not all casters can deal with a specific ailment, or they might not be available, so these are simply good to have on-hand.”

      “Alright, if you say so,” Talyn agreed, smiling tiredly. They were coming up on the shop by this point, which meant that at least they’d be able to go back to the apartment soon.

      Melody pushed the door open, causing a bell to ring in the process, and Talyn stepped inside and looked around.

      The front room of the shop was relatively small and bare. There was a counter only a short distance away that extended most of the length of the storefront, with a swinging gate allowing access to the other side of the counter. There was one door leading into a back room, and another behind the counter that did the same. There were numerous shelves against the back wall, each of them partially filled with bottles, tins, larger jars of powder, and more, each of them with handwritten paper labels.

      Then Talyn’s gaze came to rest on the man behind the counter, who was speaking to a middle-aged woman while measuring out a powder that he was putting into a waxed envelope. The Level 9 Human Alchemist was tall and lean, with short blond hair and brown eyes, and he was smiling broadly as he joked with the woman. Just the sight of him caused Talyn to stiffen slightly, her eyes widening.

      “Am I seeing things, or is that…?” Melody murmured, letting her voice trail off.

      “It certainly is,” Talyn said grimly, looking at the man warily.

      Almost as if prompted, the man glanced up and flashed them a broad smile, speaking warmly. “Welcome to Timmy’s Tinctures and Tonics! Just one minute and a Timmy will be with you!”

      And that certainly confirmed what they suspected, Talyn thought. If nothing else, suddenly she wasn’t concerned about how her body ached.
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      Despite how wary she suddenly was, Talyn didn’t let herself overreact. For one thing, she was too tired to do that, and for another, she hadn’t seen the slightest spark of recognition in the man’s eyes when he looked at them. The man could just be identical to the two clones that Talyn had seen in the dungeon where she’d arrived, but she doubted that was the case. The fact he was in Castra was surprising, and her primary concern was what might happen if he was still part of the insane cult she’d run into.

      “What are you planning to do?” Melody asked softly. “I wouldn’t suggest attacking him. We could speak to the district guard, however.”

      “I… intend to talk to him. Confront him. Preferably the original one,” Talyn replied just as quietly. “I’m curious what he has to say for himself, and if he’s still with that cult.”

      “As you say. Just be ready to fight if he takes it poorly,” Melody agreed, her gaze slowly playing across the shelves as if browsing.

      Talyn nodded, stepping forward as well to look at the various items on the shelves, only to frown as she realized that none of the names told her anything. She guessed that the bloodbind elixir was probably used to stop bleeding, but she couldn’t be sure. For all she knew it was used as a ranged weapon. Part of her memory suggested that alchemical items could be used as ranged weapons, and she wondered if that was true in this world.

      It didn’t take too long for the man to finish what he was doing, as he carefully sealed the envelope, which Talyn noticed had instructions written on the front. After taking a handful of copper from the woman, he bade her farewell, put the jar away, and turned to them.

      “Sorry about the delay, ladies! How may I help you?” the man asked, smiling broadly at them as he took a couple of steps closer.

      “Well, first off I’m curious. I swear that I’ve seen you before, even though this is my first time here,” Talyn said, tilting her head as she examined the man closely. “Also, you have a class and you’re not even level ten.”

      “Ah, you must have run into one of the other Timmys!” the man said brightly, smiling broadly at Talyn. “As a matter of fact, I’m a clone of the original Timmy. He sends us on errands, has us do deliveries, shop for supplies, assist with producing elixirs, salves, and tinctures, and more! Since I don’t remember you, you must have either met Timmy after I was created, or one of the other Timmys.”

      Talyn nodded slowly, relaxing slightly. If she was interpreting what he was saying correctly, it sounded like the original Timmy didn’t get the memories of clones that died, which would explain why this one didn’t recognize her. That reassured her, and she briefly considered just leaving it at that. Very, very briefly, as she wasn’t willing to let a threat like that cult embed itself so close to where she lived.

      “Interesting. Is there any way I could meet the original? I’d like to talk to him if possible,” Talyn asked, trying to give him a charming smile, though with how she was feeling, she just hoped that it wouldn’t seem sickly.

      The Timmy clone seemed to pause and think, then smiled broadly. “Sure, why not? Though I’ll warn, he is the ugly one of the bunch. Don’t get your hopes up!”

      Before Talyn could say anything, the clone turned away and opened the door into the back. She exchanged an incredulous look with Melody but didn’t dare speak as the clone called out. “Timmy! There’s a customer who wants to talk to you!”

      The shout that came in response only held a bit of annoyance. “I’ll be a minute! Just bottling up the last of this batch.”

      Closing the door, the clone smiled and jerked a thumb at the door. “I’m sure you heard him. Now, is there anything I can get for you while you wait?”

      Talyn was going to turn him down but stopped herself. They were here for a reason, and if nothing else she should ask about what she might need to get better. So instead she nodded.

      “Maybe you can tell me what I need. I’m a delver and got a nasty infection from a gut wound the other day. I healed myself, and… an acolyte, was it?” Talyn paused, looking at Melody.

      “That’s right, an acolyte of Damah,” the goddess confirmed. Talyn smiled in appreciation, turning back to the clone.

      “Anyway, the acolyte got rid of the worst of the infection after it set in, but I’m still trying to recover. Do you have anything that’ll speed it up?” Talyn asked. She wasn’t going to trust anything from here until she’d had a chance to talk to the original Timmy, but… she’d rather not feel like she’d been run over by a wagon several times.

      “Ah, that we do!” the clone exclaimed, smiling widely as he turned and took a blue bottle off a shelf and set it in front of Talyn. “This is Korin’s Revivifying Solution! Famed for its ease of manufacture and general efficacy, especially for those of low levels, it’s used to help those who’ve fallen ill quickly regain their strength. One spoonful of liquid before bed each night will quickly help you recover from almost any ailment, from a strained muscle to an infection. Only recommended for those under level fifty.”

      “Are there other options for people over level fifty?” Melody asked, seemingly as taken aback as Talyn by the sudden sales pitch.

      “That there are! The problem is that most of these sort of medications need to be made specifically for certain level ranges,” the clone quickly explained, shrugging. “Did you know that many medicines can be poisonous if you take too much of them? It’s no different with this. You only want medication intended for your level, as too potent of elixirs can easily lead to dangerous complications. For instance, a healing elixir intended for a level two hundred given to someone of your level is likely to burn through your internal organs if not heavily diluted, or cause mutations that would be almost as bad. Magic, such as healing potions, tends to be more forgiving, but it can carry the same risks. And yes, there’s a difference between elixirs and potions. Elixirs are made using mundane and magical ingredients, potions are bottled magic.”

      “That’s good to know,” Talyn said, looking at the bottle with significantly less wariness than before. While she still wasn’t about to trust the clone, that was far too detailed of an explanation for mere cover, in her opinion. On the other hand, he was an alchemist, so he might have known it to begin with. Hiding in plain sight was a good idea, after all. “How much for the bottle?”

      “Twelve copper. There should be enough for at least twenty doses in the bottle,” the clone told her, smiling broadly. “Prices will also be going up slightly in the next few weeks, I expect by one or two copper.”

      Talyn nodded, considering for a moment, then said. “Please set it aside for me? I’d like to look at some other things as well before making a final decision.”

      “Certainly! I’d ask what, but I can hear Timmy coming up now,” the clone said, grinning as he set the bottle aside.

      Moments later the door opened, and an identical man stepped out. Mostly identical, Talyn corrected herself, as instead of just wearing a beige tunic and trousers he also had a thick leather apron, and his hair was slightly mussed. He was also a Level 18 Forest Human Clone Master Alchemist, which seemed far more like what the original might look like to Talyn.

      “Hello! I have to assume you’re the customers who wanted to speak with me?” Timmy asked, flashing them a bright smile as he rubbed his hands together. From the moisture on them, Talyn assumed that he’d just washed them.

      “That’s right,” Talyn said, scrutinizing him carefully.

      “Alright, in that case, how can I help you? Do you have a particular commission in mind, another business venture, or something else entirely?” he asked, stepping up to the counter confidently.

      “I’d say… something else. It isn’t every day that I run into someone who tried to kill me before, after all,” Talyn replied blandly.

      Both men froze for an instant. Timmy’s smile became stiff, and he slowly reached up and rubbed behind his left ear nervously.

      “I… can’t say that sounds familiar to me, ma’am. Is it possible you’re mistaking me for someone else?” Timmy asked, but Talyn could already tell he wasn’t an incredible actor. That made her a little less worried than she’d been a moment before. At least she’d be able to figure out whether or not he was lying to her.

      “I sincerely doubt that. It isn’t like we run into identical men who refer to each other as Timmy often,” Melody interjected dryly.

      “Quite,” Talyn agreed, tapping a finger on the countertop. “Though at least you weren’t screaming about blood all the time.”

      “Ah, damn it. You were involved in whatever happened to Darla,” Timmy said, reaching up to rub his forehead. He hesitated for a moment, then spoke in resignation. “Timmy, please keep handling the front end. I think I need to have a chat with these ladies in private.”

      “Do you?” Talyn asked skeptically.

      “Yes, since this isn’t something I want to talk about where anyone could walk in on us,” Timmy replied, not a hint of irony in his voice. “Also, I have a skill called Survival Instincts, and it’s telling me that trying to fight the pair of you is a terrible idea, so… I’m trying to be polite. Please, follow me.”

      The man opened the gate to get to the door not behind the counter, opening it so he could step inside. Talyn caught a glimpse of the room, and it looked like a simple meeting room, with a couple of chairs and a small table.

      “Should we?” Talyn asked, looking at Melody.

      “I don’t see why not,” the goddess replied, shrugging.

      The Timmy clone cleared his throat, then asked. “Are you still going to want the bottle?”

      Talyn was so surprised by that that she laughed, smiling at him. “Assuming that this doesn’t turn into a fight and I’m convinced he hasn’t poisoned it? Yes.”

      “Alright, then,” the clone said, though he didn’t look terribly concerned to Talyn. That was just weird.

      Talyn shrugged and walked into the room, where the original Timmy was now sitting back in a chair, rubbing his face with his hands. Melody followed Talyn in and closed the door behind her. Talyn didn’t sit, since she still wasn’t sure she trusted the man as far as she could throw him.

      “Damn it. I came to Castra to get away from that entire mess. Were you hunting me down or something?” Timmy asked, a note of resignation in his voice as he lowered his hands.

      “Not in the slightest. I came here because Melody heard about the shop and thought I could use some healing items,” Talyn told him, trying to restrain the sharp edge to her voice, with limited success.

      “Indeed. We’ve been here for better than a month. We came here the day after escaping the dungeon,” Melody added softly.

      “Really? Really? Of all the damn luck,” Timmy said incredulously. “And here I was trying to get away from Woodriver so that I could leave all of that behind. Damn it all.”

      There wasn’t much Talyn could say to that, though the honest frustration in his voice almost prompted her to pity him. If it weren’t for the fact that his clones had tried to kill her, she might have.

      “Whatever you say. Now, give me one good reason that I shouldn’t tell the local Lord that you’re part of a cult to the Lord of Blood, and kidnapped some adventurers to be sacrificed?” Talyn asked coldly. “Besides which, I’m pretty sure that my friends will not be pleased to hear that one of their captors is around. They might want a pound of flesh of their own.”

      Timmy blanched, protesting. “Wait, those four are here?”

      “Not at the moment. I believe they’re in the Weeds on a job, but they’ll likely be back in the next couple of days,” Melody said evenly.

      “Just great,” Timmy groaned, leaning over the table and gently whacking his forehead against it. He did that a couple of times, to Talyn’s private amusement. Finally, he raised his head again and sighed, looking at her helplessly. “Right, then. So… the only reason I joined the cult was because otherwise Darla would sacrifice me. I sort of blundered into suggesting that I was also a member, and she was unhinged enough that she believed me. I cooperated because otherwise she’d murder me, and every instinct I had said that I’d lose if I rebelled. Sorry if I attacked you, but I was just trying not to die.”

      “Uh-huh. Why don’t I believe you?” Talyn said, looking at him even more skeptically.

      “Probably because he’s a shifty individual to begin with,” Melody said pleasantly, circling around to one side of the table. “Now, while Enhanced Perception isn’t exactly something like Sense Motives, it does help me pick up on some falsehoods, and I can tell he isn’t telling the whole truth.”

      Timmy groaned, his head drooping as he muttered. “Fine, fine… I also found that I liked getting a share of the loot and didn’t really think about trying to escape after the first few weeks. Not until my Survival Instincts told me that it was time to take a walk with all my stuff. Which was a good idea, since you killed Darla and everyone else there.”

      “None of which tells me why I shouldn’t just turn you in,” Talyn replied, her eyes narrowing.

      “Damn it, what am I supposed to say? I’m sorry, okay?” Timmy exclaimed, looking at Talyn pleadingly. “Look, things went to shit, and I made some mistakes. I’m trying to get over that, it’s why I’m setting up a shop here in the city! Can we just… you know, not get too violent? How about this, I’ll sell you any alchemical items I can make for cost plus ten percent for the next year. You, plus your friends who were captured. What do you say?”

      “…you’re trying to bribe me not to turn you in,” Talyn said flatly, only slightly incredulous.

      “What else am I supposed to do?” Timmy asked, waving around him. “Look, I’m not associated with that cult at all anymore, and you got out of there without being hurt, right? Did my clones even hurt you?”

      “He has a point about the last. I’m pretty sure he’s telling the truth about the cult as well,” Melody observed. Talyn almost glared at her since she was rather grumpy… but she couldn’t argue that much. She didn’t remember the details, but she was pretty sure that she’d been knifed by one of her friends in her previous life before they became friends.

      “While they didn’t quite hurt me, they came awfully close. That sword nearly shattered my armor,” Talyn told Melody, though her anger was fading slowly.

      “Ah… well, sorry about that,” Timmy said, running his right hand over his head. “Sounds like the Timmy in question drank a potency brew. Those allow my clones to use more of their potential than normal for about a minute before suffering pretty severe drawbacks. I usually reabsorb them since it’d take them a few days to recover afterward. I don’t recommend them to other people.”

      Talyn blinked, then winced at the idea of something being nasty enough to take the user down for a couple of days as a drawback. That sounded terribly unpleasant, and now she wondered why Timmy’s clones would even be willing to use it. There were a lot of questions about his ability, but she didn’t expect that he’d answer them. She wouldn’t.

      “That sounds painful,” Talyn murmured.

      “Oh, believe me, it is. I’ve taken one once myself, and I’ll only use it if I have no other choice. If it weren’t for the fact that memories of pain are muted when I re-absorb my clones, I wouldn’t use it as them at all. They’re generally of the opinion that at least they’ll either be dead or reabsorbed in short order after using it,” Timmy explained, shrugging. “I mean, I’ll sell it if people want it, but I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “Sensible, I think. Possibly useful in extreme emergencies, but no more than that,” Melody said, nodding slowly.

      “Precisely,” Timmy said, looking between them, then asked hopefully. “So… what about my offer? I think it’s a good deal. That’d give you close to a thirty percent discount, all in all.”

      Talyn weighed the offer for a few seconds, looking at the nervous man, then glanced at Melody, raising her eyebrows. Talyn had to admit, the idea of getting that much off the products was appealing. If she was doing the math right, that meant that the solution she was looking at would cost about eight copper rather than twelve, which was a solid discount.

      “I think it’s worth it. You do like spending less money,” Melody teased.

      “True,” Talyn said, feeling slightly sheepish. She inhaled, then nodded. “Alright, I’m willing to do that. I’ll even try to convince my friends, but I will keep an eye on you.”

      Timmy let out a huge breath, sagging back in his chair as he smiled. “Oh, thank the stars. I thought that I was done for a minute there. I assure you, I’ve turned over a new leaf. No tricks, I swear!”

      “You would,” Melody said, looking amused.

      Timmy flushed, but nodded, slowly climbing to his feet. “True enough, I would. Now, then, why don’t I show you what I’ve got to offer, and tell you about the other things I can make? If I’m going to do this, I want to make it worth your while, and maybe it’ll help with convincing your friends.”

      Talyn nodded, but Timmy wasn’t done, and he smiled at her hopefully. “Heck, if I’m particularly lucky, maybe you’ll even be willing to go out for drinks with me one of these nights. I could use some friends who aren’t, you know, me.”

      Blinking, Talyn just stared at him for a moment, unsure of how to react. When Melody began snickering it was like a dam broke, and she began to laugh loudly as amusement overwhelmed her.

      Timmy just blushed.
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      “Alright, I’m calling this all-hands meeting to order. Put the cards down, we’ve got things to discuss,” Timmy said, rapping the table with his knuckles.

      The clones all grumbled and griped but set down their cards. At least they didn’t bet money, as otherwise he’d have to put his foot down. Mostly they were betting different jobs, like who had to clean the lavatory next, who had to run procurement duties, and things of that nature. They all wanted to be the one to do the shopping run, since Miss Daniella was particularly attractive, but Timmy had put his foot down on that one.

      The last thing he wanted was for his clones to come to blows over that, so he’d put it on a strict rotation that couldn’t be swapped unless the clone was absorbed or dead, and Timmy himself would take it in that case. It’d cut down on the ferocity of their arguments a lot, and ironically made them all much more inclined to keep one another alive to keep Timmy out of the rotation.

      “I take it this is about our visitors earlier? Melody and Talyn, right?” a Timmy asked, the one who’d been manning the front counter when they arrived. He was smirking in a way that caused Timmy’s eyes to narrow.

      “Yes, it is,” Timmy confirmed. “They’re the ones who killed several of us, then Darla, and freed the adventurers. If my Survival Instincts hadn’t triggered, I’d be dead, which means all of us would be dead. None of you can survive more than a day without me.”

      “Which is the main reason that none of us are about to let you die. That’d ruin our chances of a date for good,” another Timmy chimed in, shuffling the cards of his hand idly. That meant that he had a good hand, Timmy noted, and he could tell that all of the other Timmys had picked up on the same thing.

      “Why, thank you,” Timmy said sarcastically, rolling his eyes. He was such a smartass. “Anyway, they’re giving us a chance and not turning us in to the local authorities. Hopefully the adventurers we captured for Darla are willing to do the same, but I want you all to have bags with critical survival gear ready to go in case I’m wrong. If they’re willing to let it be, we’re going to be giving them a deal on alchemy items for the next year, cost plus ten percent. Similarly, don’t gouge them if they come to sell herbs, give them a fair price.”

      “That’s going to cut into our margins a fair bit. We’ll barely be breaking even when you think about food, paying for the building, and everything else,” another Timmy chimed in with a frown, this one in charge of most of the accounting. “If they don’t hit us too hard it won’t be bad, but it’ll be hard to expand with that kind of discount.”

      “I know but think about it this way. Would you rather be living in a dungeon in the middle of a swamp again?” Timmy countered, tilting his head curiously. “I don’t know about you, but I’ve had enough swamp for a lifetime. Remember the hydra hatchlings?”

      A universal shudder went around the table, showing that all of them remembered the incident in question. Timmy would be perfectly happy if he never saw another hydra in his life. He was even leery of snakes, these days. They reminded him of the narrow necks of the hydra hatchlings.

      “Point. We’ll just have to hope it doesn’t come to that,” the Timmy clone conceded.

      “Another reason to get on their good side is that they’re hot,” the Timmy from the front desk added, smiling broadly. All of the Timmys perked up, and Timmy sighed, rolling his eyes.

      “Are they pretty? Yes. But I’ll point out that Talyn pretty much has to be a worldwalker. She’s of a species I’ve never heard of, and somehow has a guardian spirit that’s at least as intelligent as she is at level thirteen,” Timmy interjected before the others could get going properly. “Since I like having all my blood still inside me, we’re going to treat them with respect, is that clear?”

      “Ooh, a jumper? Yeah, that changes things,” a clone said, shaking his head in obvious disappointment. “Anyway, shouldn’t we figure out which supplies each of us will pack, so that if a Timmy has to give their life for the cause, we know which ones are least critical?”

      “Excellent thinking, Timmy! You get first pick off the next chore list,” Timmy said, prompting a chorus of groans from all the other clones. The clone in question just grinned, obviously pleased with himself.

      Timmy wasn’t thrilled with the situation, but there was no point bemoaning what had happened. He must have the worst luck to run into the people who’d killed Darla.

      Or was it poor luck? The thought caused him to grin broadly. Maybe he should go make an offering to the various gods of fortune again.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m not sure how I should feel about all of this,” Talyn said, adjusting her grip on the sack carefully, since it was half-full of bottles and tins.

      “If you actually felt that way, you wouldn’t be smiling so much,” Melody replied in an amused tone. “Obviously the way to your heart is through discounts and free products.”

      Talyn blushed, opening her mouth, then shut it again as she couldn’t find the strength to argue the point. Getting as much of a discount as she had was one thing, but some of the things which she’d been offered were just too tempting. Even if many of them weren’t useful in the dungeon and were more for cosmetic purposes.

      After a minute more, Talyn couldn’t help herself, and asked. “So… do you think that he’s really just a shopkeeper now?”

      “Hm,” Melody murmured, seeming to consider as she walked.

      She didn’t continue immediately, and Talyn just kept walking. She wasn’t feeling that much better than she had earlier, but the adrenaline rush of meeting Timmy seemed to have cleared up her blarginess somewhat.

      “I can’t say for certain, since I don’t have the skills that would help… but I think that he’s telling the truth,” Melody said at last. “Yes, he could have another plot, but compare his level to those of the majority of people we’ve seen in the city. He’s almost a non-entity, and all it would take is a single level fifty guard being suspicious to end any ambitions he had. Unless he’s playing the incredibly long game, of course. I doubt that, though. He didn’t strike me as being good at bluffing, him or his clones.”

      “Alright. I… suppose that I’ll agree there,” Talyn said. She paused for a few seconds, then added. “On another subject… did you get a notice that your species tiered up while I was sick?”

      “What? No, I didn’t!” Melody exclaimed, her gaze snapping over to Talyn as her eyes widened. Then she smiled broadly. “Did you?”

      “That’s right. I’m not sure when it happened, considering how terrible I felt, but I got it. I haven’t chosen one, mostly because I wasn’t sure I trusted sick Talyn to make an intelligent choice,” Talyn admitted. “I just wasn’t sure if your species was tied to mine or not.”

      “I think it is, but in this case it might be waiting until you make a choice before giving the option to me. I can say that my species doesn’t have a listing of how much progress I’ve made, unlike yours,” Melody said, still sounding excited. “Sure, it’s possible that my number of skills or skill tiers are linked to your level instead, but either way this is exciting! Do you want to go over them when we get back to the apartment?”

      “That would be great. I’m not sure I trust myself to make a good decision even now,” Talyn said. “I’ve gone over the options a few times, but it’s hard to decide what the best decision would be.”

      “Hm, well, we’ll see what you’ve got soon enough!” Melody said, her voice betraying even more excitement than before, and she picked up the pace slightly.

      As Talyn sped up, she caught a hint of copper-colored hair from the corner of her eye, but when she looked there wasn’t anyone there. She frowned, looking for anything copper in that direction, but didn’t see anything. At least, nothing that was bright enough to have shone in the morning light like she’d seen.

      After a few seconds Talyn shook her head and focused on walking. It must just be the residual sickness getting to her.
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      Kari hummed brightly to herself as she followed Melody and Talyn along the street, properly masking herself from their senses this time. She’d allowed herself to grow slightly sloppy for a minute, and Talyn had somehow spotted her, even if only for an instant. It was mildly impressive, given the disadvantages the succubus was operating under. In fact, Kari was fairly sure that the sickness had somehow assisted Talyn by making her attention a little less focused. Someone paying attention to their surroundings was far less likely to sense Kari, whereas those who were in a daze might catch a hint of her presence more easily.

      “It’s always interesting to see who can notice me. Not that they’d remember if I don’t let them,” Kari murmured, reaching down to run her fingers along the back of a cat, which jumped at the unexpected touch. Kari mixed a hint of her magic into the touch as she did so, which would cleanse the feline of parasites, fleas, and injuries over the next day, as well as giving it a bit more energy so that it could hunt more easily. It was the least she could do for startling the poor thing.

      As she walked, Kari focused on the two in front of her, and particularly on the tangle of karma slowly gathering strength around Talyn. It’d been picking up speed ever since she’d appeared in this world, and it wouldn’t be much longer before it reached a crescendo. It was possible that someone would be able to do something about it before that point, but looking at the connections that Talyn had forged so far, she didn’t think that would happen. There was only one individual with a tenuous link to Talyn who could, and that individual was leaving any encounters to fate.

      At the same time, Kari thought that it would be a pity if that karmic storm were to eliminate Talyn without any chance for survival. With that in mind, Kari flicked a finger, sending the faintest hint of protection to Talyn, giving her a narrow road to the future she wanted. Of course, that forged another karmic connection, and one that was so much greater than Melody’s. The storm contorted over Talyn’s head, and Kari clicked her tongue in annoyance.

      Another flick of her power severed the connection, and the karmic storm relaxed slightly. The last thing Kari wanted was to turn a personal storm into a world-shaking cataclysm.
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      The medication tasted foul, which Talyn had expected. What she didn’t expect was how fast it worked, as moments after she’d swallowed the bitter liquid Talyn felt a wave of warmth wash through her body and the various aches and pains faded. She paused, blinking at the bottle, then set the spoon aside and put the stopper back.

      “I’m not sure if this actually works, or just has a really fast-acting painkiller in it,” Talyn said, shaking her head and putting the bottle next to the cupboard.

      “Hopefully it’s the former. I’m sure we’ll find out if it doesn’t work properly,” Melody replied calmly from over by their bathing basket where she was arranging their new soaps, shampoos, and conditioners. “Do you feel better?”

      “A little, yes. I almost feel like normal. Maybe,” Talyn said, pulling out a mug and pouring water into it from a jug before asking. “Would you like a cup of water?”

      “Please,” Melody said, finishing by folding the sack and tucking it onto the shelf where they kept their sacks for shopping. “So… what skills are you being offered?”

      Talyn filled a second mug and walked over to the table, letting out a soft sigh as she sank into a chair, setting them on the table as she did so. She took a sip to clean the taste of the medication out of her mouth first while Melody joined her. The goddess made herself comfortable, looking at Talyn expectantly. Talyn just sighed, quickly reviewing the options she’d gotten as her tail shifted into a more comfortable position.

      
        
        Enhanced Dexterity: You have enhanced reflexes and are more precise with bodily movements, including attacks. This does not impact your movement speed.

      

      

      
        
        Essence Magic: You gain 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.

      

      

      
        
        Persuasive: You can more easily convince others of whatever you desire. This is more effective if they can understand your words.

      

      

      
        
        Sense Motives: 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.

      

      

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

      

      

      “I got five options in total,” Talyn said at last, taking a deep breath, then let it out again as she continued. “Enhanced Dexterity, which is probably an excellent companion to Enhanced Agility, Essence Magic, Persuasive, Sense Motives, and Lesser Shapeshifting. Most of them are fairly self-explanatory, but I should add that Lesser Shapeshifting is slow and requires my size to stay the same. I’m guessing it’s more a question of having the same mass in the end, even if it doesn’t say that. It might prevent me from taking too exotic of shapes, based on the wording.”

      “I’m not sure that mass is something which people in this world really know about, so you’re probably right,” Melody said thoughtfully, taking her mug as she considered for a few seconds. “Which ones are you interested in?”

      “Enhanced Dexterity, Essence Magic, and Sense Motives,” Talyn said without hesitation. “Based on what I learned in classes, Enhanced Dexterity has a chance to merge with Enhanced Agility, which means it could take a single slot for both, Essence Magic can be used to resurrect people eventually and can be used to scout by searching for souls, and Sense Motives can help me read opponents in combat and to make sure we aren’t tricked by people.”

      “Mm. And why aren’t you interested in the other two?” Melody asked curiously.

      “Making me reason through it aloud so that I can spot any flaws in my reasoning, are you?” Talyn said skeptically.

      “That’s right! And it works, so get to it,” Melody replied, grinning broadly at Talyn.

      Sighing, Talyn nodded and considered the two options for a few seconds, trying to piece together why she felt the way she did. Eventually she came to what she thought were accurate answers, and she wet her tongue again before speaking.

      “Persuasive just… isn’t interesting. Yes, I know it can be useful, and that it could be useful in social situations, but I have Enhanced Charisma for that, even if it isn’t working correctly. Who’s to say that this will be any different?” Talyn said, shrugging helplessly. “As for shapeshifting… I suppose I could turn into a panther or something, assuming that would be an option, I don’t really feel like it’s necessary for what I want to do. It also doesn’t say it gives me the ability to use natural elements of other forms, so even if I create a pair of wings, I’ll probably be land-bound.”

      “Perhaps so, but it would probably be able to upgrade into proper shapeshifting if you used it, no?” Melody countered. “I’m not going to argue about Persuasive, you have a good point with it, but shapeshifting is a key aspect of succubi, as far as I remember.”

      “So is charm and soul effects, which are part of Essence Magic,” Talyn countered, though she couldn’t help a smile. “Really, the question is what I want to do first. Enhanced Dexterity or Sense Motives would enhance my combat abilities in different ways, while Essence Magic is more of a support ability. What do you think?”

      “I think that all three are good options,” Melody replied seriously, rubbing her fingers together as she sat back, studying Talyn seriously for a few seconds. “It’s… a difficult question to answer, if I’m being honest. Going with Enhanced Dexterity is the most boring option, but like you said, there’s a chance to merge it with Enhanced Agility. That would give you space to pick up either of the other two, depending on whether it became a species skill or class skill.”

      “Which it became would be my choice, I know that much,” Talyn interjected calmly. Melody nodded in acknowledgement, a smile flickering across her face.

      “On the other hand, I believe you mentioned that Enhanced Agility could evolve in that direction anyway if you used it enough, so it could work out in the end. I… don’t know that it would be easy for me to choose, though being honest, if you picked up the ability to spot enemies with Essence Magic it’d be something of a relief for me,” Melody said, blushing a little. “I’d really rather not run into a situation where we get ambushed again, and if both of us are searching, it’s less likely to happen. Though Sense Motives muddies the waters as it might have kept you from being surprised by the crossbow bolt.”

      “…you aren’t making this any easier,” Talyn replied crossly, reaching down to rub her side anxiously. Yes, there wasn’t any pain from where she’d been injured, there wasn’t even a scar, but it didn’t eliminate the unpleasant memories.

      “My apologies,” Melody said, looking quite chagrined, which made Talyn feel a little bad.

      For a minute they sat there, and Talyn mulled over her options. Finally she decided that no matter what she chose, she’d be relatively happy with it, and just chose one.

      “I think I want more magic.” Talyn said at last. “If all else fails, I can change it.”

      Melody nodded, not interrupting as Talyn focused on her choice. The next moment it snapped into place, and knowledge rushed into Talyn’s head, prompting a wince. That was… weird. She’d go with weird, and she doubted she’d ever get used to knowledge just appearing and disappearing on her.

      It wasn’t like the knowledge was all-encompassing, though. Talyn still had to know what she wanted to do, and at least approximately how she wanted to go about it, and even then it would take practice, like with her creation magic. The first thing she wanted to do was to detect other beings with souls in the area, and that… well, perhaps she could use something like what bats or some sea creatures used? Sending out a pulse of magic that would return with the location of things with souls should work. So Talyn concentrated and figured out the words she needed to speak, her fingers twitching as she arranged the magic around her… and cast the spell.

      It felt like a ripple extended out from Talyn, and the results were… underwhelming. Yes, Talyn detected something across the table from her, as well as some from the other apartments, but it was incredibly diffuse. She frowned and shook her head.

      “Obviously I’ll need more practice to figure out the detection effects,” Talyn said dryly, then focused on Melody. Only then did she realize the goddess’s gaze was slightly distant.

      “Not surprising,” Melody said distractedly. “Proficiency in magic isn’t something that comes instantly, after all. Sorry, but when you picked your skill, my skills also unlocked. I’ve got a species slot as well.”

      Talyn blinked, then smiled broadly.

      “Oh, awesome!” Talyn said, clapping her hands together in delight. “What are your options?”

      “I’ve got five, just like you. Light and destruction magic I won’t go over in depth, but the others…” Melody clicked her tongue, shaking her head. “First is Celestial Bestowment, which allows me to merge with you to grant you some of my strength for a time, at the cost of not being able to summon me for the rest of the day. It says ‘vastly increase your summoner’s strength’, and I’m very confident that word choice isn’t an accident. Second is Divine Grace, which is an upgraded version of Enhanced Agility and Enhanced Dexterity. Sorry about that. Last is Sacrificial Healing, which allows me to die in order to fully heal you or another person I touch, but I won’t be able to be summoned for a week afterward as if I were killed.”

      For a few seconds Talyn just stared at Melody enviously. Those skill choices were just unfair, at least compared to what Talyn had gotten. A tiny part of her wanted to get all huffy, but she fought it down after a moment, taking a deep breath, then let it out again.

      “Way to make me jealous, hm? Those sound like much better options than what I got,” Talyn said, trying to be happy for Melody. It wasn’t too hard, since Melody was her summon. “Too bad you didn’t get Timmy’s cloning ability.”

      Melody laughed musically, her bright smile making Talyn happier. She only laughed for a few seconds, then shook her head.

      “That would be terrifying, wouldn’t it? Having dozens of me around to pepper your enemies with arrows?” Melody teased, smiling broadly. “Alas, that seems unlikely to occur. That said, it appears that Divine Grace is a remnant of my prior nature. I wouldn’t be surprised to find necromancy or music skills popping up in the future. So, which do you think I should go with? I think that the magic skills, while interesting, aren’t useful. Yes, I could switch Light Magic over to my species and clear up a slot in my class, but I’m not that enamored of it.”

      “Hm. Well, at least that’s something,” Talyn said, frowning and sitting back as she chewed through the options. She considered carefully before saying anything, since they were all good options. “Personally, I think you might want to consider Destruction Magic after all. Being able to add destructive magic to your arrows could be incredibly potent, especially since you said that adding Light Magic to your arrows wasn’t a huge benefit. On the other hand, I know that I’m a fan of passive effects. If it were me… Divine Grace, no questions asked. It would free up a class skill for either of us, allowing you to pick up Light Armor Expertise or another skill you wanted. While it sounds like the other two are potent, they’re also emergency skills, which makes them harder to advance, especially the sacrificial one. I’m leery of spending one of only ten species skills on something that narrow.”

      Melody nodded, frowning as she toyed with her mug, taking a sip. After a few seconds she murmured, “Yes, that’s a good point. We both have healing magic, so it isn’t like Sacrificial Healing will be useful in any but the most dire of circumstances, but it would also leave you more vulnerable in the aftermath, since I’d be gone. The same is true of Celestial Bestowment, to a lesser degree… we could practice it just before bed each night, but the safe circumstances would reduce the efficacy, and who’s to say that we’d dare use it in battle? Really, the choice is between Destruction Magic and Divine Grace. And, if I am being perfectly honest, your point about passive benefits, and getting another skill, is well-taken. Based on that, I think I’ll switch Enhanced Dexterity for Light Armor Expertise and take Divine Grace as well.”

      Talyn nodded, watching as Melody’s eyes unfocused for a couple of seconds before returning to normal. When she moved, the difference was subtle, and Talyn wouldn’t have noticed it if she weren’t specifically looking for it. Melody’s movements when holding her mug smoothed out, growing a little more elegant, a little more precise… a little more perfect, for lack of a better term. Talyn wasn’t sure how much of a change it really was, but it definitely changed.

      “I can see the change to your movements, barely,” Talyn commented, smiling wryly. “Now I just have to figure out how to catch up with you, hm?”

      “I’m sure you’ll manage, Talyn,” Melody said, smiling warmly. “Now, then, why don’t we relax, and if you’re feeling up to it tomorrow, we can go to the Delver’s Guild to see if any teams are interested in you? I think the other day proved that having a team would be helpful.”

      “You’re not wrong. That was unpleasant,” Talyn said, grimacing. “But yes, if I’m up to it, that sounds good.”

      “Wonderful! Now, let’s find you something for lunch, hm? You’re healing, and that means you need something to eat. Something more than porridge,” Melody said, a determined gleam in her eyes.

      Talyn sighed, mentally bidding farewell to more of her money.
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      “I’m not sure whether I should be impressed or annoyed by the medication,” Talyn said, doing everything in her power not to be distracted by a couple of courtesans who were having tea at a café along their route. She wasn’t entirely successful, but she was trying, damn it all. One of them was even a man, which should have made it easier, but didn’t. She wished she could just ignore them the way that Melody could.

      “Oh? And why is that?” Melody asked, a teasing note to her voice as she ever-so-casually interposed herself between Talyn and the courtesans. That made it easier to avoid staring at them, which gave Talyn so many mixed emotions. She wasn’t sure if Melody was flirting more over the last couple of days, or if she was still slightly feverish.

      “It’s just… Timmy. He tried to kill us, but the medication worked well. Suffice to say, mixed opinions,” Talyn said, grimacing slightly. “Not that I want to feel bloated and miserable for a few more days, mind you, but I’m suspicious of his motives.”

      “As well you should be. Too bad you didn’t take Sense Motives, hm?” Melody replied playfully. “Not that I object to your choice, even if it’s going to take you some time to tune the detection spell properly.”

      Talyn nodded, feeling a bit chagrined. The detection spell was more difficult than she’d expected. She’d tried tweaking it, and she had it down to where it could give her a bit more of an idea where other people were, but it was tricky to do. It didn’t help that when she tried to get more detail, it’d detected every insect and plant within a hundred feet as well as all of the people, which had almost been enough to make her lose her lunch. There was also the question of range to work out, but the practice helped. She just needed to figure out how to filter the results.

      “There are lots of high-level delvers around, aren’t there?” Talyn said, glancing at the crowds flowing toward the dungeon, a little surprised despite herself. After a second she amended. “Well, mid-level, I guess. High level compared to us.”

      “That’s most people,” Melody replied dryly, which made Talyn shrug in embarrassment.

      Around them were dozens of people, and they ranged widely in levels. Some were like Talyn, below level twenty and in relatively basic gear, a few on their own. Others were higher level, including a group of level fifty to sixty miners, or so Talyn assumed based on the picks they were carrying. And then there were the clusters of solo delvers or teams that were over level a hundred and fifty. One of the solo operatives was a man that Talyn remembered seeing once, a blond man with armor that looked like it was made of sapphires and who had a deadly-looking silver spear in hand. He was level one hundred and ninety-three, which seemed ridiculously out of Talyn’s reach at this point.

      Still, at least there didn’t seem to be too much prejudice against the lower-level people, to Talyn’s relief. Most of the high-level groups ignored other people, but that was about the worst that she saw. Talyn suspected some of them would hold her in disdain, but… that was just how it was. She needed to work hard to increase her level.

      “There we are,” Talyn murmured, spotting the turn they needed to reach the guild. There were a significant number of other people going that direction as well, so it wasn’t too hard for them to get into that stream of people. Talyn hated to think about what it would be like trying to go the opposite direction, but she saw a few people braving the currents.

      “Who do you think we should talk to?” Melody asked after a few seconds. “I don’t remember seeing a delver recruiting desk or anything like that during our previous visits.”

      “I’m thinking that we’ll check with the guild recruiters, or if Reya’s around and not busy, her. After that, I’m not sure,” Talyn said, shrugging. “Probably just ask one of the other secretaries, or even a guard.”

      Melody nodded, not saying anything more. A few seconds later, her arm snapped out to grab Talyn, pulling her to the side.

      “Wha—” Talyn yelped, just as a man stumbled through the space she’d occupied a moment before. He looked at her apologetically, flushing.

      “Sorry, I just tripped,” he said, looking away.

      “It’s alright, just be more careful in the future,” Talyn replied. The man moved a bit farther away, and Melody harumphed. Looking at her, Talyn raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      “Tripped on air, perhaps. That was deliberate,” Melody said in an icy tone. “I’m not sure why, but I thought it was better to be safe than sorry.”

      Belatedly, Talyn realized that Melody was still holding her arm, and she blushed, heat rising in her cheeks. She also felt… something inside as she realized what Melody was saying, as well as how angry she was on Talyn’s behalf.

      “It’s alright, Melody. No harm done, and you got me out of the way,” Talyn said, clearing her throat. “Let’s go talk to the guild, alright?”

      “Sure. Just… be careful. I don’t want to see you on the verge of death again,” Melody replied softly, causing Talyn’s throat to freeze up in surprise. Only then did she release Talyn’s arm.

      Talyn didn’t know what to say to that, so she nodded slowly and led the way to the guild hall, wondering what had brought this on, and how she was supposed to react.

      They made it to the guild without any further issues, and when they approached the Recruiting Office, Talyn paused, seeing that there was a trio of people waiting to be helped. Talyn heard the voice of Jalrin, the dracoling who’d helped sign her up for the guild, and the woman was speaking briskly.

      “Maybe we should check on Reya first?” Talyn murmured, and Melody nodded in agreement. They slipped away, but not before Talyn caught bits of Jalrin’s lecture that she remembered from their own visit.

      “…I recommend getting a soul crystal is that it…” Jalrin was saying, but they got too far away for Talyn to hear the rest, though she chuckled under her breath as she moved. It hadn’t even been that long, but she had to admit that Jalrin’s advice had been good. Getting the soul crystal likely had saved her life when they’d been ambushed.

      On the other hand, the quest rewards table was almost completely vacant, though Reya was busy rearranging the items she had on a cart, presumably ones which had been turned in that morning or overnight. The most notable of the items was a crystalline horn, almost like a unicorn horn. The blonde-haired, gray-eyed elf looked to have gained a level over the last few days, as she was now level one hundred and twenty-two. Talyn supposed there was something to be said for consistent, safe experience.

      Reya looked up at them and smiled.

      “Ah, Talyn, Melody! It’s been a few days,” Reya said, looking them over critically. “Doesn’t look like you’ve been in the dungeon, either. Are you here to turn something else in?”

      “I’m afraid not. I got an infection from the crossbow bolt, and was stuck in my bed until yesterday,” Talyn replied, shrugging sheepishly. “I didn’t think about the fact that healing the injury wouldn’t take care of potential infections.”

      “Yes, that is a mistake. Thankfully not a fatal one, and you’ll likely not make it again,” Reya said, clicking her tongue gently in a way which caused Talyn to blush. “Now, if you’re not here to turn something in, may I ask how I can help you?”

      “I was wondering where to check for other delving teams,” Talyn explained, wishing she didn’t blush so much. “I signed up for it when I joined the guild, but I never checked where I’d go to check the results.”

      “Ah, of course. At least it’s an easy question to answer,” Reya said, smiling at Talyn. That sent a flutter through her stomach, but Talyn tamped it down. She was not going to start flirting with a secretary who could make her life miserable. “You’ll want to go to the Guild Quest board, they handle all of that sort of thing.”

      “Thank you, that’ll help a lot,” Talyn said, pausing as she tried to remember where that was. She seemed to recall it was the room just north of the forest gathering board. She understood why the guild had the quest boards for the different dungeon sections in different rooms, as busy as Castra was and with how many people went into the dungeon every day, but it took some getting used to.

      She was about to walk away when Reya cleared her throat and added. “Before you go, I had a question. Have you been contacted about the incident where the team attacked you?”

      Talyn blinked, then looked at Melody. “I… don’t think so? Though since I was sick, it’s possible that Melody heard something?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Melody said, shaking her head firmly. “The only people I talked to were Mable when she came by a bit drunk, and some of the people when I was getting you food. Nothing from the guild.”

      “Hm, someone in accounting must be dragging their feet. Probably waiting until there’s a guild messenger already scheduled to go to your part of the city,” Reya said, clicking her tongue in disappointment. “Regardless, you can likely speed that up by going to the Enforcement office. They should have a report for you, as well as compensation from the offenders. Perhaps even an apology.”

      For a second Talyn just stared at the woman, her mouth hanging open. Then she remembered that she had explained the situation to Reya, approximately, and that she’d said something about the core of the tarantula likely being confiscated for her if the other team tried to turn it in. Then her cheeks heated as she nodded.

      “That’s good. I mean, I’m not sure an apology will cut it, but it’s better than nothing, right?” Melody said, grinning broadly as she glanced at Talyn.

      “Yes, it is. Thank you very much, Reya,” Talyn said, nodding respectfully. “I’m not sure what I would’ve done without you.”

      “Likely suffered in silence and been cheated out of some of your rightful winnings,” the elf replied cheekily, deepening Talyn’s blush, then she flicked her hand in a dismissive gesture. “Now go on. At this time they’ll be dying down from the morning rush. Much later, and you’re going to have all the delvers who got drunk last night and couldn’t drag themselves out of bed coming in to make a mess of things.”

      “Thank you for the advice,” Talyn replied, and quickly started in the direction of the offices. She thought the Enforcement office was over there.

      When they were well out of the room, Melody spoke up, a teasing smile on her face. “I think she likes you.”

      Talyn gave Melody a look, but when the goddess maintained that beatific smile on her face, she chose to speak, a touch acidly. “Possibly. However, her job is helping customers, and in my experience part of the job description is being nice to them so you don’t piss them off. I am not going to be one of those customers who makes advances where they aren’t wanted.”

      “That’s true. You wouldn’t believe how many propositions I received when interviewing the newly dead,” Melody replied musingly. “Even when they knew what I was, and that I wasn’t interested, a surprising number persisted.”

      Pausing in mid-step, Talyn thought about that and winced.

      “That sounds incredibly unpleasant. And I thought retail was bad,” Talyn murmured.

      “It wasn’t all bad. After all, the number of those people who ended up in afterlives that were truly unpleasant was quite high, and I got to tell them where they went,” Melody said, her smile widening. “Some of them accused me of being biased against them. And guess what? I was. I sentenced them with relish.”

      A chill ran down Talyn’s spine, and she was thankful that she hadn’t been adversarial in her meeting with Melody. The goddess had far more patience than Talyn believed possible, but presumably even it had its limit. She’d rather not anger Melody.

      With that in mind, she continued through the building, searching for their destination. At least she wasn’t thinking about whether Reya liked her or not, but instead about existential issues. Like, for example… Talyn had never asked where she was bound when she died.

      “So… afterlives. Do you know where I was destined to go?” Talyn asked hopefully.

      “Nope. You weren’t supposed to get that information unless you rejected the offer to come here, and won’t get it until you die permanently,” Melody replied, shaking her head firmly. “It’s quite deliberate. We don’t want people choosing to take the deal to avoid a poor afterlife, or dying early to get to a good one.”

      Talyn really didn’t have anything to say to that. Not when she remembered people who would have done that for certain. Her memories of her previous life might be hazy, but the nature of people? No, she had a pretty good handle on how terrible most people in her life had been. Outside of her family, which was more of a blank spot.

      When they reached the offices, it didn’t take Talyn long to spot the one she wanted. She made for the door, which was open, and paused as she entered, blinking at her surroundings.

      The office wasn’t anything too out of the ordinary in design, just a modest, square-shaped room, though there were no windows and the door looked like it was heavily reinforced. There were a couple of sets of shelves, one with some books on it, and the other with a handful of crystals, a pair of heavy-looking black metal manacles, and a magnifying glass. There was a large desk with two chairs in front of it, while behind it was a larger stuffed chair and a filing cabinet. Seated at the desk was a dark-haired human man with a long, long drooping mustache. He was wearing a fine suit, and had a brass, copper, and glass device half-disassembled on his desk, with a variety of tools sitting to the side. The strangest thing was that Talyn couldn’t see his level or species, all she got were question marks.

      “Why hello. You must be Talyn, the worldwalker that came to Castra recently. And with you is Melody, your guardian spirit and a member of the Celestial Bureaucracy, when she isn’t here as your summon,” the man said in a smooth, even voice. He picked up a tube and used a tiny rag on the end of a wire to clean out the interior. He wasn’t even looking at Talyn or Melody, to her surprise. Talyn opened her mouth, but the man didn’t give her time to speak. “I’m Egan, head of Investigations for the Enforcement Division of the Delver’s Guild here in Castra. You are almost certainly here regarding the recent conflict between yourselves and the Stone Fists. Despite initial suspicions considering your subsequent illness, the crossbow bolt was not deliberately tainted by your attackers. As such, they are not being given a second strike. Yet.

      “However, the team deliberately attacked you with the intention of stealing an item which you had acquired via your own efforts. Most of the team just wished to intimidate you into giving it up, which is why the attack does not count as two strikes against them. You choosing to save them is a point in your favor, even if it makes me question your decision-making processes. It is entirely possible they would have killed you and taken the dragonflame fruit had they come out of the battle in slightly better condition,” Egan paused, setting the items aside. He pulled out a paper and slid it across the desk toward Talyn, then began assembling a section of the device, still not looking at her. “They have been informed of their mistakes and will be watched. The essence gem from the monster you killed was confiscated from them, as it belongs to you. You may retrieve it or an equivalent sum of coin from the purser using this form. Now please be on your way. I need to finish rebuilding my teapot.”

      “Um… thank you?” Talyn said, utterly taken aback by the clinical way the man had spoken to her, all without taking a single look at them. Melody looked almost as nonplused as Talyn felt, so… Talyn reached out and took the form. Then she fled.

      If she never had to come back to the Enforcement office again, it would make Talyn much more comfortable.
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