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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Edimar set aside the new information and focused on the present. He could worry about moving to a different city later. He wanted more information first, but it’d be completely worth it if it meant that Emma didn’t cry again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Gently… gently…” Eldrikrax muttered to herself, carefully lowering a paw toward the granite outcropping. She felt her paw touch the surface… then sank into it slightly, and she cursed. “Gods-cursed fragile trash!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Nervous?” Melody asked, sounding amused.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Of course,” Talyn said, nodding.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why would I want a flying house?” Talyn asked, frowning. “Sure, it’s neat and all, but what if someone managed to dispel the effect? Then your house would fall, and that would be… unpleasant. I don’t even want to think about the damage it could cause. Maybe if it was outside a city it’d be more reasonable, but then I’d have to worry about long trips to go shopping or things like that. It doesn’t sound like much fun to me.”
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


