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      “Hello, Marie. I’m afraid that you are dead.”

      Those were not the words Marie had been expecting to hear. She was also just a little confused by how she’d snapped fully conscious without a problem, when normally she needed a jolt from the restoration enchantment in her shower to wake up fully. Of course, it didn’t help that instead of being in her bedroom, she was in what looked like a nice office in the upper stories of one of the ‘corp skyscrapers. Well, if a skyscraper was in orbit, with an enormous starfield and shimmering white nebula beyond the window. That was a rather dramatic clue that something had changed.

      The room had soft white carpet and metal walls that looked like burnished brass, while light came from the ceiling without an apparent source. A glass desk was in the middle of the room with a computer monitor on it, while a woman with silver-blue hair, dark brown skin, and white eyes was looking at Marie with a sympathetic smile. She wore a pantsuit of matching light blue, as well as a fair amount of tasteful gold jewelry. There was something more about her, though… almost a glow of relaxation and power. She was staggeringly attractive, at least in Marie’s opinion.

      For her own part, Marie looked down at herself in dissatisfaction, at least for the most part. Her scars and tattoos were gone, leaving behind tanned but pale skin and nails without polish. Even her implants seemed to be gone, as her arms didn’t move as fast when Marie moved, nor could she see into other spectrums, and both arms were flesh again. She couldn’t look at herself in the mirror, but she seemed to be entirely biological again, which surprised her. She was also wearing a simple white shirt and long pants, which showed a figure that had always been too slim for her tastes. That’s why she’d gotten work done on herself to begin with, damn it all. Though when she thought about it, she was unnaturally calm, so Marie looked up at the woman and frowned.

      “Why am I so calm?” Marie asked uneasily. “You said that, and it just… annoyed me. I shouldn’t even believe you, yet I do.”

      “That’s because you’re dead. Like it or not, your soul has already accepted what happened to you,” the woman replied calmly, shrugging slightly. “This happens almost every time I have to interview one of the recently dead, so as far as I’m concerned this is normal.”

      Marie briefly considered arguing, but a tiny part of her was saying that was a bad idea. Instead, she decided to address her death, since the last thing she remembered was going to sleep.

      “How’d I die, then? I don’t remember anything like that,” Marie said, crossing her arms in front of her unhappily. “I went to bed, and the next thing I knew I was here. After I finally got to sleep, anyway.”

      “A fair point. As to that… I’m afraid that the landlord of your apartment building skimped on the filtration enchantments for your central air, and the sensors failed.” The woman said, grimacing as she shook her head.

      She gestured at the air, and an image of the apartment building appeared in midair, looking just as dingy as it usually did to Marie, with windows two decades out of date and some graffiti along the foundation. Marie frowned, realizing she could see a couple of figures around its base, one of which looked like her friend Alysan, an elf with neon-green hair. Before she could consider the people further, there was a flash of light from inside the building, and Marie flinched as the windows along the first ten floors exploded outward in rapid succession, creating a hail of razor-sharp glass. Smoke billowed out of the windows, and fires raged inside the building, though Marie was relieved to see that Alysan was climbing to her feet. The next moment the woman gestured and the image vanished again.

      “Unfortunately, there was a gas leak, and the enchantments didn’t stop it from getting into the air. When a spark ignited the gas, you died instantly,” the woman said, giving Marie a sympathetic smile. “It’s unfortunate, but there is little to be done about it. You aren’t among the handful of people who the priesthood are going to be able to resurrect, and I’m afraid your MediVac contract didn’t cover resurrection either.”

      “Of course it didn’t! Do you have any idea how much that adds to the premium?” Marie demanded, a hint of frustration leaking into her voice, then she blushed and looked away. “Nevermind, don’t answer that. So… I’m dead. Now what?”

      “First of all, let me introduce myself. I would have done so earlier, but I find that it’s best to address someone’s death before doing so. I am Melody, a goddess who works here at the Celestial Bureaucracy… which you can think of as the ones who make sure the various universes we link to remain roughly in balance, and handle souls as well. I’m a goddess of music and endings, specifically,” the woman said, smiling gently at Marie. “As for what comes next, that partially depends on you. I can send you on to your afterlife if you’d prefer, but there’s another option available to you as well.”

      “What sort of option?” Marie asked warily, examining the goddess a bit more nervously. Melody was stunning, but Marie had heard all sorts of stories about how poorly things could go if you made agreements with immortals too quickly. The phrase ‘be careful what you wish for’ ran through her head in specific.

      “One of the worlds that we link to is unusual. It’s closer to a fantasy setting for the most part, with some basic steam technology and not much more than that, but it requires regular infusions of foreign soul energy to keep it running smoothly. That’s the fault of its creator, who likes adding chaos to the mix,” Melody explained, sighing as she sat back in her chair, shaking her head slowly. “The major difference between it and the world you come from is that it has some mechanics that work much like the video games from your home. The inhabitants level up, gain new abilities, and can examine their own statistics, at least within reason. I have no idea what possessed him to create such a world. However, the best way to correct its issues is to bring souls from other universes to it and allow them to do what they like. He prefers souls that have unfinished business or who died young, which is why you have the opportunity.”

      “That… seems a little surreal. What’s the catch?” Marie asked, frowning. Her thoughts were racing, but the idea was vaguely appealing. She’d lost a few months of her life to virtual reality games, after all, and enjoyed them. The idea of living in one was interesting, and she was a bit put out that she was dead. She’d had plans for her life, and things had been looking up.

      “Catch?” Melody asked, her eyebrows rising.

      “Yeah, the catch. I’ve heard of things like this. It’s usually not with a deity, but I’ve heard of people making agreements, then they end up in some terrible position where they didn’t get all the information they needed to make a proper decision,” Marie said, her eyes narrowing. Then she blinked as Melody covered her eyes with both hands and groaned.

      “Devils and djinn… they always cause problems, don’t they?” the goddess grumbled. Marie could only stare as the woman stayed like that for a few seconds, then let out an exasperated sigh and shook her head. “I’m going to have to have words with some of the others, because this explains why I’ve had issues with several other interviews. No, Marie, I don’t expect you to agree to anything without getting the chance to look things over properly. Not giving you the information needed to make an informed decision would be stupid. So, what would you like to know?”

      “I don’t know, what would you like to know before making a decision like this?” Marie asked, waving at the room around her. “I have no idea where to even start!”

      “Fine, in that case… first of all, this will have no effect on your afterlife. Whether you’re a terrible villain or an absolute saint, your new life will not play a part in your afterlife. When you die there, and you will die eventually, you’ll go to your destined afterlife. With how fluid time is in the Celestial Bureaucracy, there won’t even be any difference to your time of arrival,” Melody explained, her gaze thoughtful as she tapped her lower lip. “Second, your memories will be… fuzzy, if you take the offer. There are two reasons for that, one is to prevent you from causing problems by bringing magical or technological advancements from your own universe over, and the other is to keep you from becoming suicidal at the loss of all your family and friends. The memories will return in full once you die permanently again, so it won’t affect you there, either.”

      “That’s… odd, but okay,” Marie said cautiously, though she was feeling a bit more optimistic.

      “Glad to hear you say that. Another element is that you will be starting as an adult, unless you want to start as a child, and you’ll know the major common languages in the area where you start out. The area will be dangerous, and about half of all people who take the offer end up dead within a day,” Melody said, shaking her head as she let out a sigh. Marie’s eyes widened slightly in shock, but she didn’t interrupt. “It’s frustrating, but there’s not much to be done about it. You’ll be level one, of course, but you will always have the tools to survive the area where you start. However, you have to adapt or die. Those who perish tend to fail to adapt.”

      “That seems harsh,” Marie said nervously. “Do I at least get to pick things like my species and class? I’m assuming there’s a class system.”

      “It is harsh, but yes, you get to choose both. You’d choose your species and subspecies here with me, and when you reach level ten, you gain access to the class system,” Melody said, smiling at her, then her face grew a touch more solemn. “Ah, that’s something I should warn you about. You cannot level up in hostile terrain, such as wherever you appear. You have to reach a relatively safe place before you can do so, and any experience will be banked until you manage it. Most world travelers appear in underground dungeons and have to escape, so you’d have to reach the surface if you did, then find somewhere without monsters in the area. Or find a community, for that matter. It’s definitely something to keep in mind, since you can’t level in the middle of a combat to make you stronger.”

      “That’s… yeah, that would change how I’d approach combat,” Marie said, frowning.

      “About what I thought. I can go over the system with you, but I’ll be honest, the chances of me explaining everything to you well enough you can remember it all isn’t good. So I’ll go over the basics, and you can ask more questions later,” Melody said, leaning forward slightly. “The biggest one is that you don’t have a health bar or anything of that sort. You don’t even have a mana bar for magic, for that matter. Some areas, curses,  items, or spells can disable someone’s magic, and if someone pushes themselves to cast beyond their skill it can injure their bodies, but otherwise there isn’t really a limit to how many times you can cast spells. Conversely, few spells create permanent items, even with creation magic, so there isn’t much point to overusing spells. While you grow tougher as you level, that just means it’s harder to injure you and you tend to heal faster. Whether you’re level one or five hundred, a crushed skull will kill you.

      “Similarly, there aren’t really attributes. There are some skills like Enhanced Strength or Legendary Wisdom, but they simply modify your body or mind based on your initial physique. You can train your body or mind to become better, which those abilities boost further, so there’s no replacement for training,” Melody said, then paused, thinking for a moment. Then she shrugged. “Beyond that, enchanted or high-quality equipment is about the same. A sword might be sharper and harder, or might grant skills, but they don’t have a durability statistic or anything of that sort. It’s a world of combined physics and game mechanics. And regarding mechanics, your species will start with five skills, which can grow more powerful and you can gain more of them over time to a maximum of ten. Your class will work in a similar way, though it’s possible to gain extra skills. That isn’t common, though you will get the opportunity to take one if you agree to go to the world. World travelers are always given a unique advantage, from the option of gaining a unique piece of equipment only they can use, to extra funds, to an extra skill.”

      Marie didn’t reply for a couple of seconds as she tried to process everything she’d just been told. She thought she caught the gist of things, but there was just so much it was hard to keep in mind… which told her that Melody was right to not give her all the details at once. Her head would feel like it was going to explode if she had.

      “I… well, what happens if I don’t agree to this?” Marie asked, frowning.

      “Then I send you on to your afterlife and grab one of the other people who died at about the same time as you who fits the requirements,” Melody replied, not even blinking at the question. “It happens a fair amount. A lot of people don’t like the idea of dying twice in rapid succession, or the idea of going to a lower-technology world. There are disadvantages to it, and I don’t begrudge anyone who doesn’t want to do it.”

      “Oh,” Marie replied, relaxing slowly. “So you don’t get in trouble if I refuse?”

      “Not at all,” Melody said, grinning at Marie. “Just think about how many people die every day back in your world. It isn’t like we have a shortage of candidates. It’s mostly luck of the draw who gets the offer.”

      “Ah,” Marie murmured, and sat back in her chair to think.

      Melody seemed to understand, and sat back as well, waiting patiently. That helped Marie relax even more, since it meant that the goddess wasn’t rushing her. She was mostly amused that the goddess pulled out what looked like a tablet and began examining it critically.

      They sat like that for a few minutes, as Marie weighed her options. The truth was that she was… annoyed. That she’d died, that is. Marie had had plans before she died, ideas on where she was going to go and what she was going to do. Sure, those plans could have been cut short by a ganger with a knife or spell, but that was just a matter of chance. Now she didn’t have that option, so the opportunity appealed to her in a couple of ways. She was a little annoyed that the new life wouldn’t impact her afterlife, but… maybe that was good. It freed her from a variety of worries.

      “What options are there?” Marie asked impulsively, then blushed as she clarified. “For species, I mean.”

      “What’s available to you are humans, elves, dwarves, naga, orcs, lithicar, dracolings, shadowborn, celestials, animus, and specifically for you, succubi,” Melody replied, and Marie blinked.

      “What do you mean, specifically for me?” Marie asked, heat rising in her cheeks. The burning grew worse when Melody gave her a chiding look.

      “There are no demons in Garloth, that’s the universe you’d be going to. Their role in the universe is taken by creatures known as shades, which are also responsible for undead. However, for whatever reason the deity who created Garloth made succubi available to you,” Melody explained patiently, then turned her tablet around so Marie could see it. “I believe the reason is because you played succubi or demon-kin in fourteen out of the last fifteen roleplaying games you purchased, and the one where you didn’t, they weren’t an option.”

      On the tablet were a list of Marie’s characters, including their species, level, and a host of other statistics. Marie thought she might burst into flames, she was blushing so hard.

      “I… I see. Um, what are lithicar, dracolings, shadowborn, and animus?” Marie asked, trying to change the subject as she felt like hiding. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a random hole in the office.

      “Lithicar are essentially golems of living stone that are sentient, and generally are slow but incredibly strong and tough. Dracolings are dragon-men and women, and rather pretty on the whole. They can eventually evolve into full dragons,” Melody said, turning the tablet around again and tapping a couple of keys. “Shadowborn are a species that were corrupted by traces of the shades but didn’t fully fall, but are largely distrusted by most of the other species. Animus are humanoids with animalistic features, like cat ears and tails, claws, antlers, and things of that sort. They can evolve into therians, and are especially known for their physical strength and toughness.”

      Another five images appeared in midair, the first of Marie in her current form, which Marie suspected was to give her a sense of scale. The next was of a taller woman seemingly carved of a single piece of quartz, who looked like she could pick up a car. The second was of a woman with glittering copper scales along her hairline and scattered here and there across her exposed skin. She had golden hair and bright eyes like those of a dragon, as well as thin claws for nails, and was rather pretty. The third looked like a human or elf, though with longer limbs than either, and whose skin was unnaturally pale even as what almost looked like shadow was boiling off her body. The figure also possessed pitch-black orbs for eyes and black hair. The last was of an athletic woman with black, wolf-like ears, a long black tail, fang-like teeth… well, and some claws, but they seemed small compared to the dracoling’s.

      “You’re almost making this a tough choice,” Marie said accusingly, folding her arms in front of her. “Would I get wings as a succubus? Or shapeshifting?”

      “Those are abilities which you’d unlock by evolving as a succubus, or which you can get from one of the subspecies, in the case of shapeshifting,” Melody said, clicking her tongue as she grinned. “The base abilities you gain are Enhanced Charisma, which also grants additional beauty as it improves, Demonic Eyes, Demonic Durability, and Minions. Trickster succubi gain Lesser Shapeshifting and war succubi gain Demonic Armament, which allows them to create weapons and armor of demon bone via specialized shapeshifting, while the others… well, you’d gain Enhanced Enchantment, Minion Horde, or Devastating Beauty.”

      “…War succubi?” Marie asked after a moment’s pause, her eyebrows rising.

      “Yes, war succubi. As you can imagine, they’re supposed to be direct combatants, more so than the others,” Melody confirmed, grinning more broadly.

      “I… see. Well, that’s tempting,” Marie murmured.

      “I thought you might find it interesting,” Melody agreed.

      After a few more moments, Marie looked at the goddess and sighed. “You know I’m going to take the offer, don’t you?”

      “I had a solid idea, yes,” Melody agreed, smiling. “It isn’t that you’re predictable, but looking at your background I thought it likely.”

      “Well, in that case… do you have any suggestions for the unique gift? I have to assume you know something that I’d enjoy,” Marie said, feeling a little helpless at this point.

      “Well… yes, though there’d be one other decision you’d need to make on succubi if you went for it. Beyond your appearance and whether you wanted a different name… but that can wait,” Melody said, a flicker of embarrassment crossing her face. “As to the idea, it’s something I think you’d like, though it’s a bit selfish.”

      “Oh?” Marie asked, her eyebrows rising, and a smile began to grow against her will.

      “One option is to gain a guardian spirit. Think of it as a summon that can offer you advice and stick around persistently, as well as help in combat. It levels with you, and if killed, it reforms after about a week. At lower skill tiers, it’s limited in how long it can be available, but you’d get it at the highest tier, which allows the spirit to stay manifested permanently,” Melody said, looking away as she hesitated, then continued quietly. “I thought it would be fun to be the guardian spirit, if you weren’t opposed to it.”

      For a second Marie wasn’t sure what to say, she was so shocked. After a couple of seconds she asked incredulously, “You’re a goddess, and you want to be a guardian spirit? A level one guardian spirit, under my control?”

      Melody nodded, seeming even more embarrassed now. After a moment Marie demanded, “Why? Wouldn’t that leave your job here unattended, too?”

      “Answering the second question first, I told you about time being fluid here, didn’t I? Well, because of that, it wouldn’t be much different from someone stepping outside for a coffee break. They wouldn’t much care,” Melody said, a hint of hope on her face. “As for the first… you have no idea how boring this can be. I know virtually everything about my life in the Celestial Bureaucracy, from beginning to end, save for this. If you agree, I’ll be able to experience new things and… well, sure, I’ll lose a lot of my knowledge so I can’t screw up Garloth either, but that’s wonderful! I’ll be able to see what it’s like to be a mortal. Or at least something close to it.”

      Marie couldn’t help staring at Melody for a few seconds, and the goddess blushed. After a little while she began to laugh, which made the goddess’s blush worse. When Melody began to giggle, there wasn’t anything to stop her laughter, as Marie couldn’t help her incredulous amusement from overwhelming her to the point she began to cry.

      Eventually she managed to bring it under control, and Marie wiped the tears from her eyes. Then she pointed at Melody, smiling as she suppressed more burbles of laughter. “I’m not saying yes, not yet. Like you said, it’s selfish of you. I want you to explain all of the other options, then I’ll make a decision. Alright?”

      “That seems perfectly fair to me,” Melody agreed, smiling brilliantly.

      Marie briefly wondered if her life being cut short was actually a bad thing when she saw that smile. She shook off the thought after a moment and leaned forward to listen as Melody began going over other options.
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      Her name in this world was Talyn, Marie had decided. When she appeared, Talyn inhaled slowly… and almost gagged, then sneezed due to the musty air. Unfortunately, the smell of mold was far too familiar, and it was everything she could do to avoid a sneezing fit. Talyn opened her eyes to look around, and wrinkled her nose as she did so. Beyond her conversation with Melody, her memories were hazy at best, but that didn’t strike her as terribly important, not compared to her current situation.

      Talyn had appeared in a room that looked like it’d been abandoned for years, possibly decades. The walls were made of irregularly shaped bricks, with crumbling masonry barely holding them together. In fact, Talyn wouldn’t be surprised if the mold she saw on the walls was the only reason they were intact at this point. Several bricks from the ceiling above had fallen over the years, and in the center of the room the ceiling was sagging slightly, which didn’t give her the liveliest faith in its integrity, even with old wooden trusses supporting it.

      The floor was in better shape, but that wasn’t saying a lot. A tiny number of phosphorescent mushrooms had sprouted on what looked like the rotten remains of an old table that had collapsed next to a rank puddle on the floor, the mushrooms shedding a tiny amount of sickly green light. The rest of the room had some unidentifiable wreckage here and there, disgusting-looking slime riming the stone floor, and a single doorway to the left. In all, it looked like a classic ruined dungeon. Talyn just wished it didn’t smell so bad… though she was intrigued by how everything but the tiny section of the floor that was illuminated by the mushrooms was shades of gray, white, and black. It made her tail lash… which brought Talyn up short, as she looked behind her quickly and just stared for a moment.

      Her tail was relatively long, having to hold itself up so that it didn’t drag on the floor, and the tip of the tail wasn’t quite spade shaped, or smooth. It widened, then narrowed to smooth flesh that led up to the base of Talyn’s spine. It flicked back and forth as she watched it, and Talyn’s eyes narrowed slightly.

      “You are going to be trouble. I can tell already,” she told the tail firmly. It gave a lazy, cat-like flick of the tip in response.

      Belatedly, Talyn realized that her voice was different. It was a soft, warm contralto… or so she thought. It was always hard to tell without listening to a recording of herself. Since she wasn’t cold, she glanced down to examine herself, and relaxed slightly as she did so. At least she’d been able to customize her appearance, since she hadn’t liked horns on her succubi.

      She was busty and had an hourglass waist, just like she’d chosen, and that made Talyn hopeful that she’d gotten the tanned appearance that she was hoping for, along with the bright red hair that she thought would fit it so well. Her hair seemed to be the butt-length, slightly wavy style she’d wanted, though at the moment it was pulled back in a braid. She didn’t want to get herself killed due to it getting in her eyes. Fortunately, she was also wearing clothing. It was a simple white tunic and what looked like leather trousers, and she had a pouch on one hip and a sheathed dagger on the other, while her feet were covered by sturdy boots. It wasn’t the most impressive of appearances, but she was level one. Or she should be.

      “Alright, here we go… Status.” Talyn murmured, bracing herself. The next moment a translucent window appeared in front of her, just as she’d been told it would.

      
        
        Name: Talyn

        Level: 1 (0%)

        Species: Succubus (War, Contract) (0%)

        Skills:

        Demonic Eyes (0%)

        Demonic Armament (0%)

        Demonic Durability (0%)

        Enhanced Charisma (0%)

        Minions (Contract) (0%)

        Summon Guardian (MAX)

      

      

      Talyn let out a breath of both disbelief and relief, smiling slightly as she shook her head, murmuring, “Good, it worked. Sure, nothing has any experience, but I’m sure that’ll change.”

      She hesitated just a moment, debating on summoning Melody, but decided to check her abilities first. With a thought, each appeared in order.

      
        
        Demonic Eyes: You can see in non-magical darkness. This vision is in shades of black, gray, and white. Note: You can read with this vision.

      

      

      
        
        Demonic Armament: You can create weapons and armor from demon bone via shapeshifting. This equipment dissolves within moments of leaving your person, and you cannot make projectiles. If a non-permanent item is destroyed, it increases the time it takes to use this ability for one day, with the increase depending on the size of the lost item. After the creation time doubles, creating items instead injures you. Note: You can spend time working on this equipment to make it permanent.

      

      

      
        
        Demonic Durability: You possess a minor increase in toughness compared to most mortals, and resist most poisons and energy attacks.

      

      

      
        
        Enhanced Charisma: Others are more willing to listen to you, and are more likely to take your words the way you intend them. Special: This ability also increases your physical beauty.

      

      

      
        
        Minions (Contract): You may have up to two minions. These individuals gain power based on your level, and you gain power based on their level. Either party may break the minion contract at any time.

      

      

      
        
        Summon Guardian: You may summon a special guardian, a Celestial named Melody. This spirit can disobey you, but cannot directly harm you. If destroyed, you can summon Melody after one week has passed. Melody’s level is equal to your own.

      

      

      “Well, looks like everything is… interesting.” Talyn said, examining the abilities for a moment, then decided she wanted to use Demonic Armament first.

      As she focused on the ability, Talyn felt something shift inside her, knowledge instinctively welling up from the back of her mind. She clenched her hands, shivering as she focused, almost feeling like she was swollen. It was like something was too large inside her skin. Then the feeling surged over the limit, and black liquid rushed out of the pores of her hands, coating them before it began to move up her arms, covering her sleeves in moments, then her shirt. It reached up to her neck, feeling slightly strange but not uncomfortable, then swept downward across her torso and legs. The entire process took only a matter of seconds, even if it felt like it took longer.

      The next moment the liquid swelled outward and took a solid shape, settling into the form of an elaborate, attractive suit of black full plate that was shockingly light and fit Talyn perfectly, including flexible but thin armor over the length of her tail. She looked down at it, blinking, then smirked, murmuring, “No helmet? That seems… ah.”

      As she spoke, a helmet formed over her head, but with a thought it melted away again. She was shocked at how simple the process was. With another thought, Talyn grabbed each of her wrists, drawing her hands away from each other, and a hilt took form in her right hand, then the blade of a sharp, single-edged longsword. In the other hand a disc of black liquid formed a shield, and Talyn tested it for a moment, then shook her head, allowing the shield to dissipate again. She’d never been fond of using shields in games, they’d been far too finicky for her taste.

      A part of her wondered if the reason the armor and sword looked black was her vision, or if they were black for real. After a moment she shrugged. It really didn’t matter, but there was one other thing to test… which would have to wait. She’d been told that she’d be in danger, so she didn’t want to make herself more vulnerable by dropping a weapon to see it vanish.

      Instead, Talyn focused on dissolving the sword, and it quickly turned back to black liquid as it seemed to adhere to her hand and vanish into the gauntlet. Once it was gone, Talyn shook her head, slightly disbelieving what she was seeing.

      “This is going to take some getting used to.” Talyn said, licking her lips, then sneezed again. “And… I’d better get out of here. But first… Summon Melody! May your song rejoice across the heavens!”

      The last sentence startled Talyn, and she couldn’t help a blush, since it seemed incredibly embarrassing to say something of that sort. Not that she’d had much choice, as it’d just popped out when she decided to summon the goddess. At least she wouldn’t have to say it in front of people, generally speaking.

      White light swirled through the room, as if it were being sucked into a tiny point in front of Talyn, and the light grew brighter and brighter, which made her wince, since it was slightly uncomfortable. In seconds it grew until it had formed an egg-like shape nearly seven feet tall, and the light stopped being sucked into it. The next moment the egg cracked, then shattered as a woman stepped out of it.

      Melody’s appearance hadn’t really changed from when Talyn had first seen her, though there was something faintly… lacking about her presence compared to before. She was still gorgeous, but she wasn’t nearly as overwhelming as before, and her pale hair was pulled back in a high ponytail. The main difference was in her outfit, as she wasn’t in a pantsuit anymore. Instead she was wearing close-fitting white leather armor, and was otherwise apparently unarmed. She was glowing faintly, which helped illuminate the room and allowed Talyn to see that her armor was definitely black.

      The goddess blinked once, then twice, and slowly smiled, her gaze focusing on Talyn as she murmured. “Oh my… that’s incredible.”

      “What’s incredible?” Talyn asked, frowning slightly as she looked at Melody, her cheeks heating a little as she did so. Melody was still gorgeous.

      “It’s just… much like you, my memories have become fuzzy. All of the knowledge I had, all the memories… almost everything except what is relevant to our situation right now may as well be gone. It’s glorious,” Melody said, her smile widening still more. “It’s a real vacation, where I don’t have to worry about any of my responsibilities or problems.”

      Talyn opened her mouth to reply, then paused as she thought about her own past, and came up short, closing her mouth again.

      Her memories were, aside from her meeting with Melody, hazy. Well, that and a few of the details about how she’d died were hazy as well. She knew she came from a world with more advanced technology, a decent amount of magic, elves, dragons, and without levels… but the details were fuzzy in a lot of ways. If there was something she needed to know, like the fact she’d been human and had possessed augments of some type, she could probably access it, but most of the information was just… hazy. She knew she’d had parents and a couple of siblings, but the details were pretty vague even there. Likely to keep her from getting too upset by the loss of them. It was rather disconcerting, but what was more surprising was how it didn’t upset her that much.

      “That’s weird.” Talyn said at last, frowning. “I know you told me that this was going to happen, but it’s just plain weird to experience. And that you like it.”

      Melody shrugged, smiling at Talyn as she spoke gently. “I don’t blame you, Talyn, but the situation is slightly different for me. It isn’t a lot of fun knowing not only how you were created, but also how you are going to die, as well as a multitude of other things that just… take the wonder out of the universe. Being a goddess isn’t all it’s made out to be, sometimes. Yes, being weak like we are isn’t necessarily fun, and it won’t be pleasant when I get injured or die… but that’s sort of my place as a guardian spirit, and this allows me to properly enjoy life like mortals get to. I find it incredibly thrilling.”

      Talyn opened her mouth to reply, then stopped and shook her head, chuckling softly.

      “I can’t say that I understand how you feel, but if you say so, I’m not going to pretend I know better,” Talyn said at last, glancing over the goddess appreciatively another time.

      “I don’t expect you to,” Melody said, grinning. “In any case… now what? We’ve only got one door, but that’s not the only option.”

      “I’d call it the only sane option.” Talyn replied dryly, glancing at her statistics again, then asked, “So, how do I advance my species, not just my abilities? You said that most of them advance by using them.”

      “Yes, well, your Demonic Eyes will likely advance the most quickly, since you’ll be using them constantly whenever you don’t have light. Don’t worry, they won’t allow you to see the inside of your eyelids when your eyes are closed. Magic is nice that way,” Melody said, shrugging and walking toward Talyn. “As for your species… you chose to be a succubus. You need to give and receive pleasure to advance it, Talyn. It should also provide a degree of sustenance, though you’ll still need food and water.”

      “Oh,” Talyn said, her cheeks slowly beginning to burn as she considered that, shifting from foot to foot. Then she admitted, “I didn’t think about that part when I chose succubus, if I’m being honest. Not that I’m upset, but… do you think I’ll have trouble?”

      “That’s entirely up to you. Your Enhanced Charisma should help, but I know that you’re a bit pickier than some of the people I’ve spoken with,” Melody said, then frowned. “Huh. Strange that I could tell you that when I don’t even remember any of the other people I’ve made the same offer to… ah, well. Maybe one or two of them are running around here.”

      “Right,” Talyn said, her cheeks seeming to grow even hotter as she looked away, a little embarrassed despite herself. There was something incredibly awkward about someone she was attracted to knowing that she was a lesbian, and probably knowing far more than that as well. She hesitated for a moment, then asked, “So, um… do you think that we’d be able to…?”

      “As I said, that depends on you,” Melody said, smirking at Talyn as she shrugged. “I might be willing, and might not. I’m not just going to jump into bed with you, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Alright. Well, that being the case… I suppose it’s time to get moving,” Talyn said, looking away carefully as she cursed herself. Then she cautiously moved toward the doorway.

      “An excellent idea. We are going to have trouble, of course. There’s always trouble in places like this,” Melody said cheerfully.

      That was an excellent point, Talyn thought, and she created her sword again, this time causing the blade to form in her right hand without making the drawing gesture. Surprisingly, it was a little harder to do it that way, and Talyn examined the blade for a moment with a frown. Then she shrugged, forming the helmet again.

      Now she was ready for what was coming.
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      The next room didn’t look much different, at least not at first glance. It had the same slightly bowed roof, and there were a few more clusters of glowing lichen as well. There wasn’t a puddle, but there were two doors this time around. Talyn’s eyes narrowed as she saw what looked like holes in the right wall, holes that were a bit more regularly shaped than she’d expect for cracks in the walls. There were four of them, in clusters of two.

      There was one doorway to her left, and another straight ahead, but Talyn couldn’t make much out about the room beyond it, since it looked like it was near the end of a perpendicular room.

      “What sort of abilities do you have?” Talyn asked, her gaze resting on the holes in the wall after a moment.

      “I can create weapons from light much like your ability to make weapons and armor, but it’s a bit more specialized. I can also create a short-lived immobile shield around me or a nearby creature of my choice that heals the one inside it while it lasts or until it’s broken, but you can’t attack through it either. I’ve also got a fast movement ability, a short-range vision-based teleportation ability, and an ability to see in the dark. Technically that gives me the glow I shed as well, but I can quench it with a thought,” Melody replied, sounding somewhat serious at this point. “Is there something wrong?”

      “Those holes over there.” Talyn said, pointing at them. “They’re not that big, but they don’t look natural.”

      “Mm… true, they do look a bit out of place. They might be the lairs of a few creatures,” Melody said, looking at the holes, then nodded to herself, extending her right hand. Light formed and coalesced into the shape of a bow in her hand, a single glowing strand of light forming the string. In her other hand an arrow took form, taking an almost physical form.

      “Probably rats. I’m not sure why, but that seems to be the classic first encounter in this sort of thing,” Talyn said, then paused, frowning as she murmured. “Maybe? I’m guessing that came from games I played in my previous life. That’s the impression I get, anyway.”

      “That does sound accurate,” Melody agreed, grinning. “I’d have gone for more of a melee approach if you hadn’t chosen that, but this way I can back you up… at least until we figure out our classes.”

      “Mm, do you know what you want to do?” Talyn asked, slowly easing her way into the room, still keeping an eye on the holes. No, the tunnels, she corrected herself internally.

      “No idea, yet. We’ll see how I feel about archery, daggers, swords, and things like that. I might go for a priest or a mage… probably the latter. It would feel really awkward to function as a priest,” Melody said, laughing softly. “I think they’d be a little perplexed as well.”

      “Yeah… will that cause any problems?” Talyn asked, frowning as she glanced at the goddess.

      “It shouldn’t. Just call me a celestial or spirit instead of a goddess and we should be fine. Unless one of the others decides to manifest and demand answers, but there’s nothing we can do about that,” Melody said. “I don’t think they will, since I sent out a memo, but⁠—”

      There was a flicker of movement from the leftmost tunnel, followed an instant later by the twang of Melody’s bow, and the arrow flashed through the air. It pinned a large, brown-furred rat to the wall, but that didn’t stop the others from entering the room.

      Three more rats entered the room as Talyn spun, examining them quickly, and she briefly saw a caption of them each being a Level 1 Territorial Rat. She couldn’t get more than a rough outline of them in the moment she had, but they had unkempt brown or black fur and were each almost a foot and a half long just for their main body, almost three feet including their tails. Their teeth definitely looked sharp, and they were chittering angrily as they lunged toward Talyn.

      The arrow in the one rat evaporated into motes of light, even as the goddess created another arrow while drawing the bow, but her next target twisted around her shot, causing the arrow to shatter against the cobblestones. Then they were in Talyn’s reach, and she reacted immediately.

      Her first strike wasn’t accurate, as she’d expected the rat to rear up or something before attacking her, but it didn’t. Talyn’s blade cut right over the rat, which lunged at Talyn’s foot, and its teeth skittered across the armored boot.

      Then Talyn’s other foot came forward and punted the second rat into the air, just in time for her backstroke to cut the creature in two, splattering the ground with its blood. Talyn’s stomach lurched slightly at the sight of the rodent spasming, but she knew that she’d seen worse in her previous life. She’d done worse. Besides, she had enough trouble as it was.

      The rat was gnawing on Talyn’s armor, which let out soft cracking sounds as the rodent made progress, while the other one lunged at Melody. The goddess manifested a dagger in her free hand and stabbed ruthlessly, even as Talyn kicked her assailant back so she could swipe at it, her blade skittering off the ground as it hit the rat just behind the head, killing it.

      Then the room was mostly silent as Talyn stared, breathing quickly, then looked over, letting out a sigh as Melody’s weapons faded, leaving a dead rat inches in front of her.

      “I’m wondering how good my armor actually is, if a rat can chip at it,” Talyn said, trying to sound amused despite a faint sense of shock. She wasn’t completely joking, as shavings of her armor were evaporating into a fine black mist, and there was noticeable damage dealt to the armor around her foot.

      “Your ability is at the initial tier. Think of everything you use as being made of bone or something of the sort,” Melody said, smiling slightly more as she nodded toward Talyn’s ankle. “Besides, try fixing it.”

      Talyn blinked, then looked at her ankle and focused. It took a few seconds, longer than it’d taken to make the armor to begin with, then a sheen of black liquid seeped down her armor to the damaged spot and filled it in, repairing the damage.

      “Huh. So I can just repair it freely?” Talyn asked.

      “And without penalties, as long as the armor isn’t actually destroyed,” Melody confirmed, grinning back. “It’ll get stronger as you level up the ability, and you’ll get additional options. I’m not sure, but I think the higher tiers even imbue it with magic. It’ll never equal properly forged or enchanted equipment of the same general tier, but nothing quite beats free.”

      “That’s true,” Talyn said, relaxing slightly as she examined the corpses, then asked hopefully, “I don’t suppose there’s some sort of automatic looting function, or an inventory system?”

      “Nope! You have to learn what parts of a creature or plant are valuable and how to gather them yourself,” Melody said cheerfully. “As for an inventory system, the closest is a skill or spatial item of some type, such as bags, rings, backpacks, or even other items, though they’re rarer. Most of them can hold large amounts, but some of them allow you to grab the item which you want without searching for it.”

      “Drat,” Talyn said, wrinkling her nose, then shook her head. “I don’t think rats are going to have anything important. And I really hope that there isn’t some stupid quest asking for rat tails, fangs, or something of the sort…”

      The next instant Talyn had two translucent windows appear in front of her, and her voice trailed off.

      
        
        Quest: Out of the Darkness

        Objective: Reach a community.

      

      

      
        
        Quest: First Steps

        Objective: Reach Level 10, Reach Tier 2 with a skill

      

      

      Talyn just stared at the windows for a moment, then they faded and she looked at Melody, speaking flatly. “You have got to be shitting me.”

      “I take it you just got your first quest? Normally you get one as soon as you ask how you’re getting out of your situation for people like you, or when you ask about quests,” Melody said, grinning.

      “I did. I’m supposed to reach a community or the surface for one, and the other is to upgrade a skill and reach level ten. I don’t suppose that I get anything for these quests?” Talyn asked, raising an eyebrow. “I mean, if I don’t get an inventory system or looting mechanics…”

      “Sometimes you’ll get something, but more often than not you won’t,” Melody replied, shrugging. “If you do, it’ll always be from the system-granted quests, not ones you get from other people. Can you imagine the chaos if you could get items from your cousin giving a quest to get them a date or something like that without them paying for the items?”

      “Oh. I didn’t expect other people to be able to give out quests. It seems a little strange, but if that’s how the system works…” Talyn said, pausing, then shook her head firmly. “Never mind, I suppose. So, are there any limits on my ability to identify creatures? I got a caption for the rats.”

      “Yup. If they’re more than ten levels higher than you, you’re likely only going to get their level and species, not any elemental alignment or class. Oh, which I should add that part. A lot of monsters mutate when they’re above level ten, much like we get classes,” Melody explained, stepping over the corpses of the rats. “There are abilities that hide their information or disguise it, but those are pretty rare for the most part. There are specific skills that can get around some of that or provide more information, but most classes don’t get them, and they take rather limited slots for skills. You should be able to identify me, if you focus on me with that intention.”

      “Joy,” Talyn said, letting out a faint sigh of regret, since she knew what Melody was talking about.

      Most people in this world rarely got above fifteen skills, let alone twenty, so it wasn’t like she could expand endlessly. Fortunately, magic tended to take a single slot per element, but that still heavily limited those going for all magic types unless they managed to merge them. In fact, there were twelve elements, which meant that since people maxed out at ten skills each from their class and species, they’d have to get at least some from their species. She wasn’t sure how doable that even was.

      Shaking the thought off, Talyn frowned at her sword, which had lost a bit of its edge when she’d hit the stone. She concentrated, and slowly reformed the edge. When that was done she looked around cautiously, asking, “How bad do you think this place will be?”

      Absently, she focused on Melody, and got an identification. The goddess showed as a Level 1 Celestial Guardian Spirit, which wasn’t really a surprise, even if it was quite a mouthful.

      “Better than some, worse than others,” Melody replied immediately. “We’re going to be in danger, no matter what. These places are intended to be dangerous but possible to complete depending on your approach, and my presence will be taken into account. I know nothing more about the location than you do.”

      “Well, that’s that, then,” Talyn said, grinning as she looked through the door to their left. “It doesn’t look like this is too complicated of a floor offhand. I see a chest in the room over there… want to bet that it’s either guarded or trapped?”

      “I may have been a goddess, but even I’m not so sheltered as to take that bet,” Melody replied dryly.

      Talyn laughed, and started toward the next room. There was an old, rotten door that had fallen from the hinges, a bunch of rubble in the middle of the room, collapsed shelves along the wall, and a prominent, half-rotten chest that was in the back of the room. The only question was how the chest would be dangerous, and there was only one way to find out. So Talyn moved into the room cautiously, making sure there weren’t obvious traps.

      While this area might not be too powerful for her to handle if she was careful, there was no guarantee that would stay the case once she’d left, so it was best to build good habits now.
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      Aslith growled under her breath, trying to pry a nail free of the wall yet again. It ignored her efforts, much like it had for the last day and a half. She so wished that the cultists who’d captured them would be just a hair less competent, since that would give her more options.

      Unfortunately, the cell was just too well-constructed, and there wasn’t anything she could do to break free. Even if she got her hands on the nail, then she’d have to somehow turn it into a lockpick, twist it through the tiny window at head-height in the door past the bars, and pick the padlock that she couldn’t even see from that angle. While Aslith thought she was decent enough at lockpicking, she doubted that she could manage it.

      “Any luck, Aslith?” Gordon asked hopefully, and Aslith couldn’t help a roll of her eyes. The big man had bounced off his door at least twenty times before he gave up, though he’d been given some encouragement by the cultists thoroughly beating him twice. Since then he’d asked about her progress regularly.

      “Not a bit. The nails are solidly in place, unlike mine,” Aslith said, looking at her splintered nails unhappily. Much more abuse and she’d start bleeding, which wasn’t a good sign. “I think we’re going to have to go with plan C. Unless someone rescues us, or Elda and Reagan manage to throw off their curses.”

      “Don’t I wish,” Reagan replied dryly, his smooth voice muffled from the walls separating them. The dark elf would have been wonderful for breaking free if his magic was working, but they weren’t that lucky. These cultists were unfortunately competent compared to most of the ones Aslith had heard of. Not competent enough to leave a guard in the room with them, but unfortunately that didn’t seem necessary.

      “It’s very unfortunate. I’ll do what I can,” Elda agreed, sounding faintly exasperated. Which only made sense, as she was the least skilled at close combat out of all of them. And would have ripped the doors off their hinges with her magic if she’d been able to use it.

      “Let’s just hope that someone comes to help us, then,” Gordon replied, the note of cheer in his voice obviously forced.

      Aslith didn’t reply, since she knew the truth. The chances of another group of mercenaries skilled enough to deal with the cultists coming out this way in time to save their lives was minimal.

      That didn’t stop her from praying for salvation, of course. It just gave her prayers added urgency. And convinced her to renew her efforts, as the nail would at least be a weapon she could use. What did a bit of blood matter compared to that?
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      Talyn dodged the Level 2 Dirt Elemental’s swipe, slightly incredulous that it was little more than an animate pile of dirt. She was thankful that unlike the rats, it was slow as molasses. Unfortunately, it was much, much tougher than the rats had been, and three arrows had punched into it without apparent damage. Her sword hadn’t done much better, for that matter. It just creased the dirt, and she danced back, growling.

      “Any ideas about elementals? Stabbing it doesn’t seem to do much good,” Talyn asked, making sure that the elemental wasn’t backing her into a corner. Fortunately, it didn’t appear to be smart, as it just followed her wherever she went.

      “Nope, afraid not. That isn’t among the information I was left with,” Melody said, frowning from where she stood in the doorway. “That said… if stabbing and slashing isn’t working, why not try crushing it?”

      “True enough,” Talyn conceded, dodging again to let the dirt elemental hit a rotten shelf instead, which shattered under the powerful blow. It stood only about four feet high, flowing along the ground like an ooze made of moldy dirt, but it had two fists which it was using for its attacks, ones that could have enveloped Talyn’s hands three times over. It had a long wind-up, though, which helped her dodge.

      With a few moments of concentration, even as she moved away, drawing the dirt elemental to the back of the room again, black liquid flowed up the sword, then it shifted in shape, turning into a large mace designed to be used in two hands. It wasn’t something Talyn felt like she was skilled with, so she quickly took it in both hands, examining the flanged head, then nodded grimly to herself.

      The next time the elemental started to draw its arm back, Talyn sidestepped, then brought her mace down through the space she’d just vacated. Her mace was a moment behind the elemental’s strike, and it hit hard, to results that she hadn’t quite expected.

      Her mace sheared straight through the dirt, dropping the creature’s arm to the ground as it lost cohesion. The base of the creature began reabsorbing the arm, but Talyn wasn’t going to let such an obvious opening go to waste.

      “You guessed right!” Talyn said, grinning as she dodged the other hand, noting that the elemental was slowly reforming the hand she’d destroyed, but it was very slow. So she took off the remaining arm as well, just to make sure it couldn’t easily attack her.

      “I thought so,” Melody said, sounding distinctly satisfied as light reshaped in her hand, turning into a long club, except that the upper sections looked like they’d be made of metal in normal cases. She took a step forward and took a swipe, which jolted the elemental when it hit near its base but didn’t quite go through it.

      Talyn nodded to herself, taking aim, then pummeled the dead center of the creature from above, hoping the creature might have a core of some variety. Then the creature spasmed hard, bubbling, and Talyn’s eyes went wide as she had a very bad feeling.

      “Get back!” Talyn yelped, jumping away from the elemental. At the same time Melody shimmered, then turned into a blur as she jumped to the opposite side of the room. The next moment Melody’s hand glowed and an orb of translucent white light surrounded Talyn.

      That was when the elemental exploded, sending gobs of dirt in every direction. Cracks appeared in the orb around Talyn and she winced, then relaxed as she saw that it didn’t appear to be about to shatter. Considering several holes in nearby boards, Talyn suspected that she wouldn’t have gotten through the explosion without injury. Even if the boards were old and rotten. After a moment the orb faded, and Talyn peered at the spot where the elemental had been, seeing a dull gray orb that looked like it’d cracked.

      “Well, that was a thing, wasn’t it?” Talyn murmured, examining the object thoughtfully. “Why do you think it exploded?”

      “I’m guessing that you damaged it, but didn’t kill it outright, so it self-destructed,” Melody said, moving back across the room as she wiped some dirt off her shoulder. The goddess had at least been far enough away that the dirt hadn’t been quite as deadly, just irksome. “I think it’s dead now, since none of the dirt is moving. Do you want me to collect the orb?”

      “No, I think I will. Even if you won’t be injured permanently, that doesn’t mean you don’t feel pain,” Talyn said, moving forward, then reached down to pick up the orb. Nothing happened, which helped her relax slightly.

      The orb wasn’t large, maybe an inch across, like a large marble. Her initial impression of it being gray had been wrong, she realized as Melody got closer, shedding a little light. It was actually striped gray and brown, like a stone that had been polished over years, and might have been pretty if it weren’t for the fracture that ran halfway through it. She looked at it curiously for a moment, then offered it to Melody. “What do you think?”

      “I think that if there’s anything valuable to find in a dirt elemental, it’s that. Unless the dirt is uncommonly useful for farming or something of the sort,” Melody replied dryly, her lips curving into a smile as she took the orb for a moment, then handed it back. “Personally, I don’t feel like picking up a pile of dirt on the off chance it might be useful.”

      “Entirely agreed. That doesn’t sound like my idea of a good time at all,” Talyn said, glancing around the dirt-spattered room as she hesitated, then slid the orb into her belt pouch. “Now, with that out of the way, it’s time to find out if the chest is trapped. I wonder… ah, I can make a crowbar, excellent.”

      The hammer reshaped into a crowbar, and Talyn grinned.

      “I’ll just stand back,” Melody said, taking a couple of careful steps away.

      Rolling her eyes, Talyn approached the chest, noting that it didn’t have a lock, though it had an old metal loop for a padlock. All she’d have to do is unhook the metal flap, then she could open it. The metal did look rusty, though, so it might be easier said than done.

      Hooking the crowbar under the flap took a couple of seconds, and forcing it to come free took a little more effort, and caused Talyn to wince at a soft shriek of metal and the crunching sound as some of the wood buckled under the force she exerted. Still, it came free, and it only took a few more moments to start opening the lid, though she was careful to open it from the side.

      Instead of the hinges moving, they ripped out of the back of the chest, and the lid fell to the floor loudly, breaking into multiple pieces. Talyn paused, staring at the lid, then looked at her crowbar. After a moment she asked, “What is the point of a chest that falls apart that easily?”

      “Presumably to store some basic starting gear,” Melody replied, nodding to the chest. “I mean, I don’t know what else to call all of that.”

      The goddess had a point, Talyn admitted, looking at the chest again. There was what looked like a sheathed short sword to her, a bow, a quiver of ten arrows, a backpack, a bedroll, a pouch, a flask, a suit of leather armor, and a bag. All of it was somewhat worn, and she confirmed that by checking the sword, which revealed a sturdy blade marred by a faint patina of rust. The last bag had disks of bread in it, looking like little more than giant crackers the size of her palm to Talyn, but at least they weren’t moldy. Not that Talyn thought they looked appetizing, but she supposed that beggars couldn’t be choosers. Instead she looked the whole thing over, then sighed and shook her head, pulling out the backpack and starting to fill it.

      “I have to say, the food doesn’t look promising. I hope that there’s some good food out there somewhere… otherwise I might rethink this whole reincarnation thing,” Talyn said. It felt like there was liquid in the flask, but she didn’t feel like opening it. With her luck, the water would be rancid or something like that.
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